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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   I know it’s not terribly abnormal, but on my eighteenth birthday, my life changed.  It’s a turning point in almost everyone’s life, after all.  Legally becoming an adult is a big deal, and on top of that, it’s the moment when many of us are supposed to choose the course the rest of our lives will take.  College?  Get a job?  Move out?  Maybe join the military.  Those are decisions which could (and usually do) dictate how our lives will turn out.  So saying that my life changed when I turned eighteen doesn’t really do anything to separate me from the rest of the world.  I get that.  But I don’t know any way to put it more descriptively.  Except maybe tell you my story.
 
   I remember the exact moment it happened.  How could I not?
 
   Like I said, it was the night of my eighteenth birthday, and I was with my best friend, Cade, my girlfriend, Karen, and her friend Jana.  I’m not really the party type, so we all ended up hanging out at Cade’s house.  His parents were frequently out of town, so that made his house the best place to get drunk.  I was well on my way to a good, solid buzz, and I was feeling really good about myself.
 
   I looked at Karen, and even in my inebriated state, I realized just how lucky I was.  She was an absolute knockout.  Her shoulder-length blonde hair contrasted nicely with her piercing green eyes.  She was shorter than me, but not by much, and her body was clear evidence that she’d been dancing and doing gymnastics from an early age.  
 
   “Cade’s going to State next year on a baseball scholarship,” Karen said with all the subtlety of a stampeding elephant.  She may as well have winked, giving Jana a nudge.
 
   Jana was about as different from Karen as she could be without being ugly.  She was a good four inches taller, and much bigger (though, to be fair, calling Karen petite was a bit of an understatement).  Where Karen looked like the gymnast she’d been, Jana looked more like a stereotypical model.  You know – long legs, skinny, angular features.  Not my type, but I could see how most guys would fall all over themselves for a girl like her.  That, and I’ve always heard that red-heads are a little crazy.
 
   Jana looked suitably impressed until Cade said, “It’s not a full scholarship.  I’ll probably ride the bench for a couple of years.  The only reason they gave me a scholarship is because the coach played ball with my dad back in the day.”
 
   If Karen could have kicked him, she would have.  Instead, she fixed him with an angry glare, as if to say Good going, idiot.  I’m TRYING to make you seem interesting. Cade was already drunk enough not to notice.  
 
   Cade eased himself out of the recliner.  He certainly looked like the part.  About six feet tall, and a hundred and eighty pounds, he cut a pretty impressive figure.  As he walked to the refrigerator in the other room, I caught myself wondering why he had such a problem finding a girlfriend.  Jana set him up with girl after girl, but none of them ever really stuck around.  I mean, he slept with, like, half the cheerleading squad in high school.  But I guess the idea of a relationship freaked him out.  
 
   Cade ran his hand through his short brown hair, and asked, “Anyone else want another beer?”  We all told him that we were fine.
 
   “Don’t let him fool you,” Karen said when Cade left the room.  “He’s really good.  I heard that there were professional scouts from a few teams at his games this year.  Right Adam?”
 
   To be honest, I’d barely been listening.  I just nodded, saying, “Definitely.”
 
   “I don’t even know if I’m going to stay for more than a semester,” Cade said, coming back into the room. He sat back in his recliner. “I mean, my brother said he could get me a job working at Pancake Palace.  He’s the manager there, and he said that if I work hard, within a few years, I could be an assistant manager.  Who knows?  Someday, I could get my own store like him.  It’d be nice to make some money, you know?”
 
   “Um,” Jana said, rising from the couch.  “I just, uh, remembered.  I have to get up early tomorrow morning…for…something.  I’ve gotta go.”  
 
   She was almost to the door before Karen could say, “Oh, are you sure?”
 
   “Yeah,” she said.  “I’ll call you tomorrow.  Good meeting you…”
 
   The door slammed shut with a finality that said we’d probably never see that one again. Karen threw a pillow at Cade, knocking his beer from his hand.  
 
   “Hey!”  he slurred.  “What was that for?”
 
   “Why did you do that?” Karen asked angrily.
 
   “What?” he asked, grinning innocently.
 
   Karen leaned forward, “You know exactly what you did.  You always do this when I set you up with somebody.  Right Adam?”
 
   “Um,” I managed.  I may have been drunk, but I wasn’t stupid.  I knew enough not to set myself between my best friend and my girlfriend.
 
   Karen got up, and started lecturing Cade, “You know good and well that you’re not getting a scholarship because your dad played with the coach.  Your dad didn’t even play baseball!  I swear, I think…I don’t even know what to think…”  She sat down with a huff.
 
   “Calm down, Karen,” he said.  “I was just having a little fun.  Besides – think about what your friend just did.  As soon as she found out that I wasn’t some big-shot baseball player, she couldn’t get out of here quickly enough.  I mean, where do you find these girls?  Gold Diggers R Us?”
 
   That’s when I made my first mistake.  “He has a point, Karen.”
 
   The glare she sent my way sent shivers down my back.  “Oh?  Now you have an opinion?  What happened to ‘uh’ and ‘um’?”
 
   “Uh…”  I was nothing if not consistent.
 
   “Look, Karen,” Cade said.  “I appreciate you trying to set me up, but —”
 
   I don’t even like girls.  God, take a hint.  How many dates do I have to screw up to get through to you that I don’t want you to find me a girlfriend?  Now if you have any cute guys you want to send my way…
 
   “Wait what?”  I asked, confused.  Had my best friend just come out of the closet?
 
   “I said that I just don’t know that I’m ready for a serious girlfriend,” Cade said.  “What with us starting college in a few weeks.  I mean, I’m moving next week to start the offseason program.  I just don’t think I have time for a girlfriend right now.”
 
   But maybe I’ll have time to slip away and pick up a guy.  God, I’m horny.
 
   I looked at Karen to see if she’d heard that last bit.  
 
   “Are you okay?” she asked.  I could see the concern in her eyes.
 
   “You really didn’t hear that?” I asked.  I’ll admit right now, I was on the verge of panicking.  
 
   “I heard him just fine, Adam,” she answered.  Within a moment, she was sitting beside me with my face in her hands.  “Seriously?  Are you okay?  You’re kind of freaking me out.”
 
   Oh god.  Please don’t do this to me.  I can’t break up with you if you’re getting alcohol poisoning or something.  Or does he know?  Does he know I’ve been fucking Damien Foster?  Oh god – he knows!  He knows!  I can see it in his eyes!
 
   “I…”  I couldn’t even finish the sentence.  Was I going crazy?  She was cheating on me?  Before I could really process what was going on, a sharp pain erupted in the center of my forehead.  I gasped – it felt like someone has shoved a knife into my head, but it was gone in an instant.  Then it happened again.  And again.  And again.  Each time, the interval between the little lightning strikes in my mind shortened until they all sort of blended together.
 
   I screamed, clutching my head.  I don’t know how I ended up on the floor, but when the pain ebbed enough for me to open my eyes, I was curled up in the fetal position with Karen beside me.  
 
   “Call 9-1-1!” she screamed.  
 
   And then it came back, worse than before.  Thankfully, I didn’t have to endure it for long because I passed out a few moments later.  I remember thinking that I was dying…and welcoming that thought.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   I awoke with a start, springing suddenly upright with a gasp.  It took a few moments for my vision to adjust, but it quickly became apparent that I was in a hospital bed.  The pain was only a lingering dull throb – a mere remnant of the agony from before. I looked out the window to see that it was night – had I slept through an entire day?  
 
   Then I noticed my mother sleeping in the corner.  A somewhat heavyset woman in her mid-40s, she had black hair streaked with gray.  And then I felt it.
 
   They weren’t coherent thoughts – mine or otherwise – but rather just feelings.  Notions half formed, flitting from one subject to the next.  Colors and shapes.  And then it hit me like a ton of bricks – she was dreaming.  
 
   I started to breathe rapidly, panic setting in.  I could…read minds?  Or thoughts?  What the hell was going on?  I can’t stress enough how much that freaked me out.  I’m sure that most people would relish the opportunity to hear other people’s thoughts, but actually having it happen to you is enough to drive you insane.  I’m sort of lucky that I didn’t go crazy right then and there.  I’ll admit, I thought I was crazy for a while.  Hearing voices?  Check.  Delusions?  Check.  Yeah – no surprise that I thought I was going nuts.
 
   I guess my heart rate increased quite a lot.  Maybe it was from waking up.  I don’t know.  Either way, it wasn’t long before a nurse burst through the door, carrying a syringe.  Mom woke up as soon as the door opened, and as soon as she saw me awake, she smiled.
 
   “Adam!”  she said.  “You’re awake!”
 
   What’s wrong?  Why is he looking at me like that?  What is the nurse doing?  Oh God – what’s wrong with my baby?!
 
   “H-hi,” was all I could manage.  My lips were so dry.  Why hadn’t I noticed that before?  The nurse stood next to the tube sprouting from my arm.  She grabbed it, inserted the needle into it, and depressed the plunger.  
 
   Poor kid.
 
   “Calm down,” she said soothingly.  She was a matronly woman with nearly white hair, and she was wearing a pair of pink scrubs.  She stroked my hair, and said, “It’ll be okay.”
 
   I looked at my mother.
 
   Why are they giving him a sedative?  He just woke up!  Don’t put my baby back to sleep!  What’s wrong?  What’s wrong?  What’s wrong?  What’s…
 
   I drifted off to sleep with my mother’s concerned thoughts bouncing around in my mind.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Concentrate, I thought.  You can do this.  Block it out.  Concentrate!  And then, finally, I did it.  I let out a mental cheer.  But as soon as I relaxed, the thoughts came rushing back in.  I nearly passed out from the sheer weight of it all.
 
   I sat in the hospital cafeteria across from Cade.  He wore a State baseball cap and a tee-shirt with the university’s logo on it.  
 
   “You alright?” he said, noticing my wince.
 
   He’s not going to freak out again, is he?  Where’s the nearest nurse?
 
   He looked around.
 
   “I’m fine,” I replied.  “Just a little one.”  I called them headaches because…well….how do you explain that your mind is being overloaded by dozens of foreign thoughts?  Yeah – I’m sure that would go over very, very well.
 
   “Let me know if you need to go back up to the room,” he said.  “I know how much all of this,” he swept his hand, indicating what he thought were headache inducing stimuli. “I know it might be too much.”
 
   I waved him off.  “I’m fine.  The doctor said that they might be able to release me in the next few days.”
 
   “Good,” he said enthusiastically.  “You’ll be partying again in no time.”  He clapped me on the shoulder.  
 
   Maybe they shouldn’t.  They don’t even know what the hell is wrong.
 
   I forced his thoughts out of my mind.  Concentrate!  
 
   “Have you heard from Karen?” I asked.  It was the same every time I saw Cade.  Karen hadn’t been to visit me the entire time I had been in the hospital.
 
   “No,” he admitted.  “But I talked to Beth – you remember Beth, right?  She set me up with her a while back.  Well, I called her, and she said that Karen decided at the last minute to go to Williamson College – you know the one up north?  Something about them offering the major she wanted.”
 
   “Oh,” I said distractedly.  I let Cade’s thoughts in.  He was telling the truth.  I shrugged.  “Nothing I can do about it, right?”
 
   “Seriously, man?”  Cade asked.  “Get mad.  Call her a bitch.  Something, man.”
 
   “What’s the point?” I asked.  To feel better.  I ignored the thought.  “It wasn’t going to last anyway.  I heard she was cheating on me.”
 
   “Wait – what?” Cade asked.  With Damien Foster, he thought.  “With who?”
 
   “Some guy named Foster,” I answered, feigning ignorance.  So he knew.  I could recognize it in his eyes, even if I hadn’t read his thoughts.  “Damien Foster.  You know him?”
 
   Cade nodded.  “I met him once.  At a party a few months ago.  Seemed like a douchebag to me.”
 
   I should have told him.  I should have been honest – as soon as I caught them fucking at that party, I should have beat the shit out of that prick.  Why didn’t I tell him?  I should tell him now.  She’s up there at Williamson with that dick, and I’m sitting here lying to my best friend.  Why can’t I tell him?  No – it’ll just upset him.  That’s it.  It doesn’t do him any good to know.  
 
   An overwhelming feeling of guilt emanated from him, washing over me.  It nearly knocked me out of my chair, it was so strong.
 
   Look – I understand the predicament he was in.  He’d been friends with Karen for nearly as long as he had been friends with me.  He’d introduced us, for God’s sake.  And judging by how guilty he felt, he would have told me eventually.  But still, I couldn’t help but feel hurt that my best friend wouldn’t even tell me when he caught my girlfriend cheating.  I pushed it aside.
 
   “So how is the season shaping up?” I asked, changing the subject, determined to control my ability.
 
   “Good,” Cade answered.  “I pitched a three-hitter yesterday.  I’m six and one, now.”
 
   “Nice,” I said, nearly at the limit of my concentration.  
 
   “Yeah,” he continued.  “Playoffs start in a couple of weeks.  We’re getting hot at the right time, so we actually have a shot at the College World Series.  I mean, we started off the season kind of shitty, but lately, we’ve been hitting really well.  And our pitching isn’t bad.  I think…”
 
   He droned on and on about baseball, and I forced myself to listen to every single word.  I slipped up a few times, and heard a thought here and there, but by and large, I was able to turn it off for the duration of the conversation.
 
   That was progress, at least.  By the time Cade left, I was cautiously optimistic that I could learn to live with my ability.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   People rarely say what they’re thinking.  That’s the one lesson I took from my recovery period.  And people think about sex – a lot.  That’s the other lesson.  And people filter out a lot of nasty, nasty thoughts.  And a hundred other little things that nobody should ever have to know.  I guess I learned a lot is what I’m saying – especially about human nature.  
 
   But over the two months I spent in the hospital (after my month-long coma), I slowly learned to control my power.  By the time I got out, I could focus it fairly effectively.  If I concentrated, I mean really concentrated, I could pick a single person’s thoughts out of a crowd.  I was pretty proud of my progress.
 
   Cade visited pretty regularly, as did my parents and my sister, but the doctors didn’t have a clue what to make of my headaches or seizures (which became less and less frequent as I learned to control my power).  As far as I can tell, they were literally the result of my brain being unable to comprehend such an avalanche of stimuli.  It’s sort of like sensory overload, I guess.  Or severe epilepsy.  I’m not a doctor, so that’s as close as you’re going to get to a real diagnosis.  Either way, if I didn’t lose control, I was fine.  Too bad I couldn’t tell the doctors that.  
 
   I can’t tell you how many tests I went through.  Dozens, at the least.  If I have to see one more MRI, I’ll go crazy.  It was especially annoying when I realized that they were just ordering tests because they simply didn’t know what else to do.  As far as they could tell, I was perfectly healthy.  The first time I read one of the doctor’s thoughts, and heard him thinking about whether or not my insurance would pay, I nearly attacked him right then and there.  
 
   Whatever the case, I was released from the hospital almost three months after I first checked in, and if I never see the inside of a hospital again, I’ll be perfectly happy.
 
   “Do you need any help, honey?” Mom asked as I pushed myself out of the wheelchair.  Why do they insist on making people use those things when they’re leaving a hospital?  My mother reached out to help me, but I waved her off.
 
   “I’m fine,” I said.  
 
   She shrugged. “Okay.”  She held the car door open, and I slipped inside.  I was still irritated that I wasn’t allowed to drive myself home.  I had to go six months without a seizure before I would be trusted behind the wheel again.  
 
   “Have you given any thought to what I suggested last night?” she asked.
 
   I shook my head.  “I’ll just start college next fall.  It just doesn’t seem right to start during the summer, you know?” In truth, I didn’t want to go to the local community college.  I didn’t want to tell her that because she’d graduated from there, but it was true all the same.  On top of that, I had no desire to be driven to school like a child.  No, I’d go to State like I had planned all along…just a year late.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   I’m certain that we were never meant to hear another person’s thoughts – innermost or otherwise.  They’re just too chaotic.  Nothing is as it seems at first glance.  And people’s attention spans are extraordinarily short.  One second, they’re thinking about whatever the conversation is about, and the next, they’re wondering what they’re going to do for dinner.  And the next, they’re wondering what that hot blonde across the room might look like naked.  And on and on.  It never stops.  
 
   That’s not even considering the vague memories, the tastes, the smells, the colors…oh, God, the colors.  They’re not really colors, of course.  Rather, they’re emotions.  It’s so hard to describe them to anyone who’s never read anyone else’s mind (which is to say anyone but me).  How does the color red feel to you?  It’s passion and anger, lust and excitement all rolled into one.  Black?  Sadness and cynicism and those deep, dark thoughts you never talk about; most people don’t even admit that they exist, not even in their own minds.  Yellow?  Caution and trepidation, that part of the mind that makes you stop and think, but it’s more than that.  Not only do you think – your mind goes off on each branch of what might happen, tangent upon tangent until you arrive at a reason not to do something.  The list goes on and on, and it’s maddeningly complex.  It took me years to get a handle on what they meant.
 
   I wish he would treat me like a woman again – not just some old lady who happens to share his bed.  I don’t expect him to give it to me like he used to…oh, the way it used to be…back before the kids…I just want a piece of that back.  Just one night when he wants me like he used to…
 
   I nearly choked on a piece of ham.  What had my mother just thought?  I mean, I knew she and my dad must have had sex at some point, but to hear her thinking about sex with my dad…it’s not something I really wanted, you know?  
 
   I looked across the table at my mother.  Her black hair was streaked with gray, and it was pulled back into a ponytail.  She wore almost no makeup, but it didn’t really matter.  She was still pretty.  Maybe once, she might have been beautiful.  I’d never really looked at her that way before.  She was always just my mother.  Her looks never really came into it.  Sure, I told her she looked pretty when she was clearly making an effort to do so, but I was always just paying lip service.  But as I looked at her, I realized just how lucky my father really was.
 
   We sat at the dinner table, having a normal meal – like we used to have.  Dad was rambling on about politics while Mom pretended to pay attention.  I won’t go any further into what was really going on in her mind.  And my sister, Vanessa, was thinking about how she might get out of doing the dishes.  The frontrunner in that department was pretending that she had a ton of homework that just had to get done that night.  
 
   At 43, Dad was only a few years older than Mom, but he acted like he was sixty.  From his ultra-conservative political views to the way he dressed, he almost seemed like a caricature.  I will say this about my father though – he was honest almost to a fault.  Sure, he had his own secrets, but by and large, what he said, he meant.  It was actually kind of refreshing for someone’s thoughts to line up with what he was saying.  I only wish those thoughts were a little more enlightened.
 
   As for Vanessa, her thoughts flitted around like so many butterflies.  I guess she was a typical sixteen year old girl.  She jumped from boys to cheerleading, back to boys and then to whether or not she was going to pass calculus.  It was exhausting even to me, and I was getting used to following the thoughts of multiple people at any given time.  
 
   It’s funny.  Before I discovered my…gift, I still considered Vanessa my baby sister.  I mean, sure, she was clearly developing into a woman; I could objectively say that if I was a boy her age, I would have definitely seen her coming.  A little shorter than, she had blonde hair, blue eyes, and that girl-next-door look that almost every guy likes.  And to all outward appearances, she was exactly what she appeared to be – a pretty teenaged girl with a good head on her shoulders.  She made solid grades, and was already narrowing down her college choices.  She was a cheerleader, student council member, and one of the most popular girls in school.  
 
   But beneath all of that was a horny girl who rarely went five minutes without thinking about losing her virginity.  She was absolutely obsessed with it.  She even had the guy picked out – her ex-boyfriend Harry.  The fact that she had broken up with him a month before didn’t seem to matter.  Vanessa had an intricate plan about how it would go down, of course.  She needn’t have bothered, though – all she would have had to do was tell him, “I’m ready,” and he would have come running.  But suffice it to say, it’s hard to think of your sister as a little girl when images of her sucking a dick keep flashing through your mind.  Or her mind.  Whatever – you get the point.
 
   Still, though, the dinner was somewhat pleasant – assuming that I could tune out their thoughts long enough to enjoy the nostalgia of it all.  Looking back, I think that was the last night I really felt normal.  It had been almost a month since I had been discharged from the hospital, and I had continued to improve my control over my power.  I was at the point where I could push all of it to the back of my mind without much effort.  I still read vague impressions, but they weren’t distracting enough to dominate my own mind.  
 
   Progress – it’s inevitable, isn’t it?  I had barely scratched the surface of what was in store.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Cade and I made our way toward the video game store to get the latest Call of Duty.  We weren’t really gamers, per se, but we did like to get together with his brother-in-law to play first person shooters a few time a month.  Everyone needs a guilty pleasure, right?
 
   As we walked through the mall, I was inundated by Cade’s constant evaluation of nearly any man he saw.  Barely a minute would pass by without him wondering what a particular man was like in bed, what size his package was, if he was even gay or not.  His mind was like a cooped up wild animal, constantly dreaming about being free.  It was infuriating for me on so many levels.
 
   First, I didn’t want to hear all the sordid details of his fantasies.  It wouldn’t have been a big deal if it only happened every now and again, like it did with my sister.  I could handle that.  But Cade was incredibly horny.  And I get it.  I really do.  He’d only ever had one sexual encounter with a guy, but he knew without a shadow of a doubt that he was gay.  He’d always known, even if that knowledge was sequestered in the back of his mind behind a series of closed doors.  Even if I couldn’t read his thoughts, I could understand that being in the closet wasn’t a pleasant way to live your life.  
 
   No, I didn’t blame him for his sexual thoughts.  I blamed him for not trusting me enough to tell me what he was.  We were supposed to be best friends, after all.  How could he keep something like that from me?  Sure, he felt guilty about it, but in my mind, he didn’t feel nearly as guilty as he should have. I shut out his thoughts in an effort to move past my anger.
 
   I sort of zoned out as we stepped into the store, selected our game, and stood in line.  Cade was talking, but I tuned him out, nodding every so often to let him know that I was listening.   
 
   In the meantime, I seethed.  The anger built and built until I felt like I was about to burst.  Why couldn’t he trust me?  He knew I would understand.  He had to.  I wasn’t homophobic or anything.  He should have trusted me.  
 
   God – just come out of the closet already!
 
   My thought had barely formed before I knew something was terribly wrong.  It’s so difficult to explain.  Suddenly, and only for a second or two, there was an absolute absence of thought emanating from Cade.  I stared at him, and time seemed to slow down as I saw his vacant eyes.  It was eerie; in that moment, he was an empty shell.  
 
   As quickly as it had come, the silence ceased.  
 
   Come out of the closet.  Come out of the closet.  Come out of the closet.  Come out of the closet.  Come out of the closet.  Over and over again, that one notion dominated his mind to the exclusion of all else.
 
   Mechanically, he stepped forward in the line, and laid the game on the counter.  
 
   “This gonna be all?” the cashier asked.  
 
   “I’m gay,” Cade said.  He shook his head, and the life returned to his eyes.  
 
   “G-good for you,” the cashier responded, scanning the game.  Cade was in a daze as the cashier rang up his purchase and handed him the bag containing his purchase.  He turned, walking out of the store.  He didn’t look back.  He didn’t wait on me.  He simply walked away.
 
   I rushed to catch up, grabbing him by the arm.  He was much stronger than me, so he easily snatched his arm away.  
 
   “Just leave me alone,” he muttered.  “Please, just —”
 
   “Were you serious back there?” I asked.  I already knew the answer, but I wanted to hear him say it.  I knew he wanted to tell me the truth, but there was something holding him back.  Was it guilt?  Shame?  Did he even know why he didn’t want to tell me?
 
   I focused on a single thought – Tell me the truth.
 
   Cade responded, “I was just…just kidding, okay?”  He forced a laugh.
 
   Tell me the truth!  
 
   The thought was far more forceful.  I could see that he was struggling with it.  Was that him?  Or was it me?
 
   “You can trust me,” I coaxed.  “Tell me the truth.”  I said it calmly, but my thought was a veritable shout.  It reverberated in my mind.
 
   “I…” he trailed off.  He wanted to tell me.  He needed to tell me.  But I knew that he needed another push.  I provided it.
 
   “Just tell me,” I said, my thought echoing the sentiment.
 
   “I…I am gay,” he said.  “I-it wasn’t a joke.  I…I’m gay.”  It was like a weight lifted from his mind.  His shoulders relaxed.  I hadn’t realized it, but my entire body had been tensed.  I let my muscles go slack, and let out a deep breath.  
 
   I was the first person he had told, not counting the cashier.  He had even denied it to his lone sexual partner, claiming that he was drunk, that he wasn’t really gay.  
 
   I realized that he wanted me to say something, to respond.  I knew that my reaction was what really mattered.  He was so afraid, so ashamed.  And he was confused.  He hadn’t intended to come out to me (or to anyone, for that matter).  Sometimes, I think that without my influence, he might have gone his entire life in the closet.  Maybe he would have gotten married, had kids, and lived a lie.  I saved him from that.  
 
   I shrugged.  “I know, and I couldn’t care less.”  
 
   “W-what?” he asked.  “You knew?”
 
   I nodded.  “Of course I knew.  You can’t hide something like that from me.  I’m glad you decided to be honest with me, to tell me the truth, but if you think it matters to me that you’re gay…well, it doesn’t.  You’re still my best friend.  Gay or straight doesn’t matter.”
 
   He smiled.  “Really?”  Relief flooded his mind, and in an instant, he was crushing me in a tight hug.  “Thank you!” he said.  “Thank you so much,” he whispered.
 
   “You’re welcome,” I said, trying to extricate myself from his hug.  “Now, do you want to maybe…um…let me go?  Not that I mind hugging you – it’s just…well…we’re kind of making a scene.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Over the next few weeks, I sequestered myself in my room.  Being able to read people’s thoughts is one thing; controlling them is something completely different.  In short, I was scared and curious.  What were my limitations?  Could I replicate it?  And if I could, what did that mean?  In the end, though, I realized that sitting in my room, isolated from the world, wouldn’t answer those questions.  I needed to test things out.  More than that, though, I needed to tell someone about my power.  Who better than Cade?  
 
   It wasn’t lost on me that I was angry with him for keeping his homosexuality a secret, but I had kept my power hidden from him.  Sure, I tried to convince myself that I had good reasons.  For one, I wasn’t even sure what any of it meant.  I didn’t know why I was able to do the things I could do.  Most of all, though, I was afraid that I was crazy.  What if I told him, and he didn’t believe me?  What if I couldn’t prove it?  It’s a frightening notion, the idea that you might be losing your mind.  
 
   There was really only one way to find out, though.  Knowing was better than not, I was convinced.  That’s how I found myself sitting across our dining room table from Cade.  Mom and Dad were out of town, and Vanessa was out on a date.  We had the house all to ourselves.
 
   “What was so important that I had to drop what I was doing, and come over?” Cade asked.  “I was —”
 
   “Look,” I interrupted.  “This is going to sound crazy.  I mean, it is crazy, but it’s true.”  
 
   He recognized the gravity of my voice, and said, “What is it, man?”  He leaned closer.
 
   I didn’t know how to put it so it didn’t sound crazy.  “A few months ago, back when I was having my seizures…I know what was happening.  The night of my first seizure, I sort of developed this…ability to read people’s minds.  No – don’t say anything.  That’s not it.  The reason I was having seizures is because I didn’t know how to control it.  I didn’t know how to ignore all of those thoughts all at once.  But over time, I got a handle on it, and…well…I can control it now.”
 
   “I —” Cade began, but I couldn’t let him finish.  Even without reading his mind, I knew that he thought I was crazy.
 
   “No,” I interrupted.  “Let me tell you everything, and then I’ll prove it to you.  I’m not crazy.  I knew you were gay before you came out.  I know so many things I shouldn’t know.  Nobody should be able to see people’s thoughts.”
 
   I took a deep breath.  “But that’s not why I’m telling you.  That’s my issue, my burden.  No, the reason I’m telling you all of this is because my power is developing into something else.  Maybe it was always there, and I just had to get control of the first part before the rest of it manifested.  I don’t know how it works.  I don’t even know where it came from.  I just know that I’m freaking out about all of this, and I need someone to talk to.  Can I trust you?”  I asked gravely.
 
   “Of course you can trust me,” Cade responded without hesitation.  “But this –“
 
   “I made you come out to me,” I said.  “You weren’t going to.  You had no intention of ever coming out.  Do you remember telling that guy at the game store?  Do you know why you did that?”
 
   “I…I just needed to tell someone, and it just…I just…” he stammered.
 
   “I made you do it,” I said.  “I’d been listening to your thoughts for months, and I knew how much it was eating you up inside, and I hated seeing you in so much pain.  It wasn’t intentional.  I didn’t mean to do it, but one second, I was thinking that you should just come out of the closet, and the next, you were.  We both know you never would have come out otherwise.”
 
   Cade was confused.  On the one hand, he knew I was right, but on the other, he refused to believe that I was the reason he had chosen to reveal his homosexuality.  In his mind, he’d finally had enough of living a lie, and had chosen to come out to his best friend.  He still couldn’t explain the cashier, though.  
 
   “T-this is crazy, Adam,” he said after a moment.  “You’re sick.  You know that, right?  You can’t believe that this is real, right?  We’re going to get you the help you need.  I promise.  It’s just a symptom of the seizures.  Something is —”
 
   “I can prove it,” I said.  “At least the first part…the mind-reading.  The rest of it, I’m not sure.  I’ve only done it once, so I don’t know how I did it or if I can do it again.”
 
   “Seriously?” he said.  “Listen to yourself, Adam.  You’re not psychic.  This isn’t real.  You have to know that.”
 
   “Okay,” I replied.  “How about this?  Give me thirty minutes.  If I can’t prove it to you, I’ll call the hospital myself, and I’ll go willingly.  Okay?”
 
   Had I made a mistake?  I looked into his mind, and found out that he was willing to humor me – at least until my parents got home.
 
   “Fine,” he said.  “Thirty minutes.”  He looked at the clock on his phone, and said, “Starting now.”
 
   Here it was – the moment of truth.  Was I crazy?  
 
   “Think of something.  Anything you want,” I said.  He nodded.  I let his thoughts through my mental barrier, and nearly lost myself in them.  I gasped.  I was better, but I still hadn’t mastered it.  Maybe I never would. 
 
   Vanessa will be home in a few hours.  I just have to stall him until then.  After that, we can get his parents back in town, and get him back to the hospital.
 
   His thoughts were mixed with fear, anger, and confusion.  In the back was a speck of doubt that wondered if I was telling the truth.
 
   “You want to stall me until Vanessa gets home.  When my parents get back home, you want to admit me to the hospital.  You’re angry, scared, and confused.  But there’s doubt.  There’s a part of you that believes me,” I said.
 
   The doubt grew, but he said, “That doesn’t prove anything.  That’s all logic.  You’re sick, so I want to get you to the hospital.”
 
   “Something else, then?”  I asked.  “Something there is no way I could ever know.”
 
   He cast his mind through his memories, and I followed.  He flitted about, looking for something that I wouldn’t know.  Finally, he found one.  I didn’t wait for his acknowledgment, but instead, launched into a description of his memory.
 
   “Your first and only sexual encounter was with a boy named Ashton Ferris,” I said.  “You were visiting your brother at college last year, and you two went to a party.  He kept trying to fix you up with girls, but you blew it with all of them.  On purpose.  You didn’t have any interest in them.  Then you saw Ashton, and he saw you. You still don’t know what came over you, do you?  Why did you approach him?  Why’d you start flirting?  Why did you follow him up those stairs and into that room?  You don’t know, do you?  It’s okay.”
 
   I didn’t look at him as I continued, “You acted far drunker than you really were.  You had only had one beer, but you didn’t want him to think that you were gay.  You thought you were insulated by the alcohol.  If anyone found out about it, you could hide behind being drunk.  You two made out for a while – time is strange in a memory because you don’t really know how long you were there.  Eventually, you couldn’t help yourself – not with a man so ready and willing.  You dropped to your knees, and unzipped his fly.”  
 
   I was lost in the memory; it was almost like I was there, watching it all unfold.  I kept going, “The first time you saw a real dick up close and personal like that…that’s when you knew for sure that you were gay.  You wanted to taste it.  You wanted to feel it inside of you.  You wanted —”
 
   “Okay!” he shouted, interrupting my concentration.  I snapped out of it.  “I believe you, okay?  I fucking believe you.  Now get out of my mind, okay?  I…I don’t want…”
 
   His cheeks were bright red, and he cast his eyes downward.  “N-nobody was supposed to…that’s not…please…never do that again, okay?  I felt you in there, pushing me deeper into the memory.  I…”
 
   He was flushed, breathing hard.  Then I realized – he’d been reliving the memory in his mind.  
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said.  “I didn’t mean to —”
 
   “No,” he interrupted.  “That was just about the only memory of mine you wouldn’t know about.  So…” he trailed off.  After a moment, he smiled, “So you can read minds, huh?”
 
   “I guess so,” I said, relieved that I wasn’t crazy.  “But that’s not it.  I mean, I wanted to tell someone, and you were the only person that made sense.  There’s more to it, though.  I think…I think I can make people do things.  I don’t know how strong it is…or, well, anything about it other than that it worked before, so it should work again, right?”
 
   Cade shrugged.  “Makes sense.”
 
   “Will you help me figure it out?” I asked.  “I swear, I won’t do anything big or —”
 
   “It’s okay, man,” Cade said.  “I trust you.  Whatever I can do to help, I’ll do it.”
 
   “Okay,” I replied.  “I’m going to start small.  I don’t think I can do much, anyway.”
 
   I took a deep breath, and focused my mind.  I knew enough about my power to know that it would take an insane amount of concentration.  Luckily, I had gotten pretty good at that over the preceding few months.  
 
   Bark like a dog.
 
   BARK LIKE A DOG!
 
   Nothing.  I gritted my teeth, narrowing my eyes.  
 
   BARK LIKE A DOG!  BARK LIKE A DOG!  BARK LIKE A DOG!
 
   Still nothing.  I let out a long, slow breath.
 
   “Are you okay?” Cade asked.  
 
   “Fine,” I replied.  My head was starting to hurt.  “Harder than I expected,” I muttered.
 
   I centered myself again.  
 
   BARK LIKE A DOG!
 
   I closed my eyes.
 
   BARK LIKE A DOG!
 
   Tighter.
 
   BARK LIKE A DOG!
 
   “Bark like a dog!” I let the words slip from my mouth before I even realized what I had done.
 
   I heard Cade bark.  Thinking that he was making a joke, I opened my eyes.  The look on his face told me that he wasn’t.  Panic filled his eyes as, over and over, he barked like a dog.  He plainly couldn’t stop.  I couldn’t suppress a smile.  It worked.  It had actually worked.
 
   I didn’t bask in my accomplishment for long, though.  Cade was on the verge of absolute panic.  His knuckles were white as he gripped the table, barking all the while.  He barely stopped to breath.  
 
   “Stop barking,” I ordered, sending a forceful thought his way at the same time.  He complied – I don’t think he had a choice.
 
   Cade practically collapsed as he struggled to catch his breath.  “N-never do that…again,” he said.  “Please.  I couldn’t…I couldn’t stop.  I tried.  I…I just couldn’t…stop.  Please, Adam…please don’t ever do that to me again.”
 
   I could see the fear on his face as clearly as I could read it in his thoughts.  
 
   “I…I…” he said.  “I have to…go…”
 
   Cade rose, and hurried from the room.  Then and there, I made a choice.  I couldn’t let him leave…not like that.  At best, he probably would have never talked to me again.  At worst, he would tell someone, and I would end up in some government lab being poked and prodded like an animal.  No…I couldn’t have that.
 
   “Stop,” I ordered, without even getting up.  It was already getting easier to coat my words with the force of my thoughts.
 
   I got up, turning around to see that Cade had frozen in mid-stride.  
 
   “You can relax,” I said.  “I’m not going to hurt you, Cade.  Trust me.  Go sit on the couch.”
 
   He did as he was told, though I knew that he was struggling with every fiber of his being to run away.  
 
   “I wish you wouldn’t have reacted like you did,” I said.  “We could have had so much fun with this.  But now…now, I’m going to have to do this alone.  I had hoped that you would be there.  But I get it.  I really do.  I don’t blame you for being afraid.  You don’t understand it.”
 
   “I understand enough,” Cade said through gritted teeth.  “It’s too much, Adam.  You have to know that!”
 
   I shrugged.  “What’s the alternative?  This is what I am, now.”
 
   “You can get help,” he stated.  “Someone out there has to know how to fix this, how to fix you.”
 
   “Fix me?” I asked incredulously.  “I don’t need to be fixed.  This…this power – it’s a gift.  I can do anything I want.  And I have a feeling that I’ve barely even scratched the surface of what’s possible.  I was given this power for a reason, I think.  I’m special.  I’m meant for something bigger than this life.”
 
   I was pacing back and forth, the anger building.  “I thought you’d be happy for me.  I thought you were my friend.  But you’re not, are you?  You’re jealous.  I can feel it.”
 
   It was buried deep inside of his mind, but to me, it burned the brightest of all his emotions.   Being able to read someone’s mind didn’t make me objective, after all.  I was bound to see what I wanted to see.
 
   Cade didn’t bother denying it.  He knew it wouldn’t do any good.
 
   “No,” I said.  “It will be better this way.  You can go about your little life, and I can do whatever it is I was meant to do.  You won’t need to be scared of me.  You won’t even know.”
 
   Instinctively, I knew that if I wanted something to stick, I would have to put everything – all of my energy, my thoughts, and emotions – into the command.  Otherwise, it would eventually wear off.  I still don’t know how I knew it, but that didn’t change the fact that it was so very clear to me.  
 
   “Forget what you saw here today,” I said.  “You don’t know that I have this power.  You don’t believe in that sort of thing.  When I count down from 3, you’re going to make an excuse for why you have to leave, and you’re going to go home.  You’ll never think about my ability to read or control other people’s minds again.  Do you understand?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “3…2….1,” I counted down.  
 
   His mind went blank for a long moment.  When his thoughts came rushing back, the day’s events were gone from his memory.  
 
   “W-what…I…” he muttered.  “I…I have to go.  I have practice today.  I’ll…um…see you later.”
 
   “Okay, man,” I replied without emotion.  “I’ll see you later.”
 
   With that, he was gone, and I had accomplished exactly what I wanted to that day.  I had established that the mind control wasn’t a fluke.  I know calling it that is a little silly, but I literally don’t know any other way to describe it.  I had also learned that I could affect lasting change – something that opened up a plethora of possibilities.
 
   Sure, I was disappointed that Cade hadn’t understood, but I was understandably excited about what the future might hold.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   The possibilities were tantalizing, but I knew that I wasn’t ready.  I needed to perfect my control, and to do that, I needed practice.  So over the next couple of months, I spent nearly every waking moment trying to master my abilities.  I found that the mall was a perfect practice field.  If I failed – and believe me, I did – I was just a crazy kid who had made a weird joke.  And subjects were nearly endless.  Men, women, children – I could practice on a wide variety of people.
 
   I started out small, by telling random people to go buy things for me.  Coffee, food, books, games – it didn’t really matter what I told them to buy for me.  All that mattered was that it wasn’t something they’d have bought for themselves.  Soon, though, I got tired of those low stakes.  It was supposed to be fun, after all.  I wanted to push the boundaries, to make people do things they’d never do in a million years.
 
   That’s why I ended up in Victoria’s Secret.  I looked around for a likely subject.  Then I spotted him, standing near the dressing rooms.  I walked towards him, and plopped myself down in one of the chairs.  
 
   “Wife or girlfriend?” I asked knowingly.
 
   “Girlfriend,” he answered.  He was short and thin with shaggy hair.  
 
   I plunged into his mind, quickly surmising that his name was David Long, and he was a twenty-six year old accountant.  He was with a relatively new girlfriend, and hoped that a trip to the lingerie store was a portent of a fun night.  I concentrated.
 
   “David,” I said.  “You will pick out the laciest, most feminine lingerie set you can find.  If the shop girl asks, you will tell her it is for you.  Not your girlfriend.  For you.  You will buy it, and you will immediately go into the dressing room, and change into it.  Don’t tell your girlfriend what you’re doing.   Just change into the lingerie, and put your clothes back on.  You will spend the rest of the day just like you normally would have.  If someone finds out about your lingerie, you will tell them that you’re just more comfortable that way.  Do you understand?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Good,” I said.  “Now go.”
 
   David immediately started walking around the store.  He was approached by one of the women who worked there, and though I couldn’t hear what they were saying, I could clearly see that she was quite put off by the fact that David was shopping for his own lingerie.  And then I saw him point at a pink bra and thong set with a garter belt and stockings.  The shop girl reluctantly retrieved the items.  
 
   David smiled – he had found what he was looking for.  He eagerly bought the items – it didn’t even matter to him if they fit – and retreated to the dressing room.  Immediately, the shop girl called one of her coworkers over to the cash register, and the two giggled.  
 
   While David was in the dressing room, a pretty girl came out of the other fitting room.  She looked around, trying to find David.  I looked into her mind.
 
   Her name was Cassidy, and she was in the process of working on her Master’s degree in psychology.  She was only with David because a friend had set the two of them up, and she simply didn’t have anyone better to date.  
 
   I decided then and there that she deserved a comeuppance.  That she would lead a sweet guy like David on made me so angry.  I don’t know why, but it did.  I’d seen into his mind, and he really was one of the nice guys that everyone always said finished last.  For a moment, I felt guilty for making him buy the lingerie.  Still, it was a bit of harmless fun.  It was likely that no one would ever even know.
 
   But Cassidy…she deserved something else entirely.
 
   “Cassidy,” I said.  It always worked best when I called them by their name.  She turned to me, and I continued, “Sit down.”  She complied.  “Don’t talk – just listen.  You are going to go back into that dressing room, and you’re going to remove all of your clothes.  After you’re completely nude, you’re going to run out of the dressing room as quickly as you can.  You’re not going to stop until you get to the fountain in the middle of the mall.  When you get there, you’re going to jump in, spread your legs, and start masturbating.  It won’t take you long to have an orgasm, but you will not stop until you do.  Do you understand what you’re supposed to do?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Good.  Now go,” I said.
 
   She ducked back into the fitting room.  Almost simultaneously, David emerged.  
 
   “David,” I said.  “Stop.”  He stopped in his tracks.  “Sit next to me for a moment.”  He sat down.  
 
   “W-what…why are you doing this?” he asked.  “I don’t…”
 
   “It’s a test, David,” I replied.  “Just practice.  Don’t worry.  You won’t remember any of this tomorrow.  I promise.  I’m doing you a favor, you know.  That girl you’re with – Cassidy?  She’s no good for you man.  She’s leading you on.”
 
   “No, she likes me.  I can tell,” he said.  “But now…with all this…I…”
 
   “You’re better than this, David.  You have to know that.  You don’t have to follow girls like that around like some lost puppy.  You’re smart.  You’re not ugly.  And you have a good job,” I said.  “Do you know what your problem is?  Confidence.  You look in the mirror and —”
 
   Cassidy burst out of the dressing room naked as the day she was born.  She flashed through the store, sprinting toward the center of the mall.  “Ah, there she goes.  I wonder how she’s going to explain that!”  I laughed mirthlessly.
 
   “No, but you look in the mirror, and you don’t see yourself as you really are.  You still see that little boy who was picked on in grammar school.  You’re not that guy anymore,” I said.  “So like I said, I’m going to do you a favor.  Listen up.”
 
   I cleared my mind.  “You’re going to forget about Cassidy.  You know she’s leading you on, and you’re not going to stand for that.  That’s the first thing.  Second, you’re going to go straight home, and take off that ridiculous lingerie.  I never should have made you wear it in the first place.  On the way home, though, you’re going to think long and hard about your life.  And you will forget each and every time you were bullied in school.  It didn’t happen.  By the time you get home, you won’t remember ever being bullied.”
 
   I let out a slow breath.  I hadn’t realized I’d been holding it in.  “And you will forget about me.  Do you understand?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Okay,” I said.  “Go.  Have a great life.”
 
   I didn’t wait for him to come out of the trance, but instead, rose and left the store.  My encounter with Cassidy had given me a very, very intriguing idea.  But was I ready?  
 
   I smiled.  No, but I would be.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   I sat in the waiting room, going over the plan in my head.  The wording had to be perfect.  I couldn’t allow him to wiggle out of it; there was absolutely no room for error.  It had taken the coercion of over a dozen people to put myself in that position, and I couldn’t afford to waste the opportunity.  Sure, I could have just barged in, and dealt with the consequences later, but that would have left a trail.  And I couldn’t have that.  No, I needed it to last.  It had to look as normal as possible.
 
   The office, just like the building which housed it, was impressive.  I wasn’t an expert in art, but even I could recognize that the paintings decorating the walls were priceless.  Nor did I really know much about furniture or décor, but the rich furnishings left me with a single impression – obscene wealth.  It was fitting, given that I was sitting just outside the office of Hugh Daros, one of the richest men in America.  
 
   He was worth billions, but that wasn’t why I chose him.  No, I needed someone who had gamed the system, someone who had lied and cheated his way to the top.  Daros was that man; he fit that description to a tee.  
 
   He’d initially made his money as a stockbroker, which in and of itself wasn’t such a bad profession.  If people wanted to gamble their money away, that was their business.  Catering to that market didn’t necessarily make him a bad person.  However, he wasn’t a typical stockbroker.  His company put itself on the map by specializing in penny-stocks, selling lies to naïve people who simply didn’t know any better.  But that wasn’t the extent of his transgressions.  If it were, I wouldn’t have been sitting outside of his office.  No, his sins went much deeper.
 
   The penny-stocks were just the beginning, the seeds of what would become a financial empire.  Over time, he defrauded his customers and employees, used insider information to take advantage of the stock market, manipulated the system, and, then, testified against his underlings to avoid personal repercussions.  In short, he had done whatever it took to get ahead, the law and ethics be damned.  That’s why I was waiting to see him.  He needed to be punished.
 
   Look – I’m not going to lie.  If Daros wouldn’t have been there, I would have chosen someone else.  And I probably would have found some way to justify it.  Everyone has skeletons in their closet.  We all do bad things.  We all lie.  We all cheat.  That’s something I’ve been forced to accept.  At the end of the day, though, Daros had something I wanted, and I needed an excuse to take it.  That he was a scumbag was a bonus.
 
   “Mr. Kerrigan?” a melodious voice drew me from my reverie.  “Mr. Daros will see you now.”
 
   I looked at the pretty, blonde receptionist.  Outwardly, she looked like the sort of secretary a man like Daros would hire.  Her mind, though, was surprisingly agile.  She wasn’t a genius by any stretch, but she was self-aware enough to know exactly why she was sitting in her seat earning six figures.  That’s why she never refused Daros’ advances.  That’s why she wore revealing clothes.  And that’s why she spent a good part of each day at the gym, making sure that she presented the right image.  
 
   She wanted more, though.  Her desire to succeed nearly overwhelmed everything else in her mind.  She knew that one day, her looks would fade, and she would be forced to succeed on merit alone.  And she had vowed to be ready for that day, learning as much as she possibly could so that when the time came, she could strike out on her own.  It was refreshing to see that sort of drive, I’ll admit.  So I decided to help her.
 
   But first things first.  I rose, adjusting my new suit.  Certainly, it was uncomfortable, but I needed to look the part.  I crossed the office confidently.  I knew what I was going to say.  I knew what I was going to do.  
 
   The receptionist – her name was Cindy – gestured to the door.  I smiled, and opened it, stepping inside.  I remember idly wondering whether or not Cindy had any inkling that her life was about to change drastically.  
 
   As I entered Daros’ office, I was awestruck by the sheer magnitude of its décor.  It made the reception area look like a hospital waiting room by comparison.  A huge, mahogany desk dominated the room, and ancient weapons lined the walls.  Swords, axes, and maces stood next to paintings and tapestries depicting battles.  There were dueling pistols, tribal masks, and even a lone suit of armor.  It was ostentatious and intimidating, cluttered and chaotic.  In short, it perfectly matched the man sitting at the desk.
 
   Daros stood, smiling as I entered.  Obviously, he noticed my shock at seeing his office, as he said, “It’s a bit much, I admit.  But I’m a sucker for this sort of thing.”  He swept his arm, indicating the various implements of war.  He met me a few feet from his desk, and extended his hand.  “I’m Hugh Daros.”
 
   At a shade over six feet, he was taller than me by quite a bit, and I could see that beneath his suit, he was in pretty good shape.  His black hair was slicked back, and his face was cleanly shaven.  But what really struck me was how young he looked.  I knew that he was forty-one years old, but he didn’t look a year over thirty.
 
   “Adam Kerrigan,” I replied, taking his soft hand.  He had obviously never held any of the weapons he used as decorations.  I resisted the urge to plunge into his mind; there would be plenty of time for that later.  
 
   “I understand that you’re a student at Harvard?” he asked.
 
   I nodded, barely restraining my mind.  “Yes, sir,” I said.  I could feel the aggression wafting from him like a cheap cologne.  This was a man who was used to taking what he wanted.
 
   He grinned.  “I went to Cornell myself.  But do you know what I found?”  I shook my head, but he didn’t really wait for my answer.  “College is largely useless.  I mean, sure, in a perfect world, we’d all learn everything we needed in school.  But this world isn’t perfect, is it?  No, of course not.  If it were, people like me wouldn’t even exist.  I’d probably be a dentist or something.”  He laughed.  “I had a nearly perfect GPA in school.  Did you know that?”  
 
   I could tell that he was lying even without reading his mind, but I played along.  “No sir,” I replied.  I needed him to relax, to open his mind.  Over the preceding few weeks, I had practiced my ability incessantly, and I had found that I got the best results if the subject trusted me.  I knew a man like Daros couldn’t trust me completely – not in the time I had, but every little bit would help.
 
   “It’s true,” he said.  “Take a seat, son.”  He indicated a chair across his desk as he strode toward a small bar in the corner.  He grabbed a crystal decanter, asking, “Care for a drink?”  I told him that I didn’t drink, to which he replied, “Suit yourself.  I can respect that.  Shows control.  Discipline.  But it won’t last – not in this business.  We can’t survive without our vices.”
 
   He sat.  “Where was I?”  Again, Daros didn’t wait for an answer.  “Oh yes – school.  I’ll let you guess how much that degree and grade point average helped me when the stock market crashed.  Not one little bit, let me tell you.”
 
   He took a sip of his scotch.  “Percy tells me that you want an internship.  Tell me why I should give you one.”
 
   Percy was the last in a long line of people I had coerced in order to get the meeting.  It would have looked strange if I had simply strolled into the office of one of the richest men in the world without some sort of backstory.  Sure, the result would have been the same, but I needed to avoid suspicion.  
 
   It was time.  He had relaxed slightly.  I was just the nephew of a friend who wanted a job.  He was in his domain.  He was in control.  He let down his guard, and I pounced.
 
   I bent every ounce of my willpower to augment my words as I said, “Hugh Daros.  You will not alert your security.  You will not move until I say otherwise.  Do you understand?”  
 
   He tried to nod, but was forced to remain stationary.  In his mind, he screamed that he understood.
 
   “Good,” I said, diving into his mind.
 
   It was a revelation.  Hugh Daros truly was a genius – maybe not in the conventional sense, but in his world, I would have been surprised if he had a single equal.  His understanding of money and human nature was unparalleled.  On top of that was an insane work ethic.  He had a desire to succeed that dominated everything else, shaping his entire mind.  
 
   Part of that desire stemmed from growing up poor, but most of it was woven into the very fabric of his mind.  Everything else – the aggression he wore like a cloak, the work ethic, his ability to manipulate people – was born from his need for success.  His mind was a testament to what a properly motivated human being was capable of accomplishing.  It was too bad that he had used that mind to screw people over.  He could have succeeded without breaking the law – maybe not to the same degree, but close.  It was a shame.
 
   Seeing Daros’ mind altered my plan completely.  I’d intended to shatter his world, and reap the benefits.  I wanted to bring him low, and show him what his corruption had wrought.  But I hesitated.  Maybe it was the influence of his thoughts; the connection wasn’t a one-way street, after all.  His thoughts bled over into mine, and if they were strong enough, had a slight influence on my own decision making.  Or maybe I simply couldn’t destroy such potential.  I don’t know.
 
   “Hugh,” I began, closing my eyes.  I needed complete concentration; even visual stimuli could negate my efforts.  “You’ve lived your life as a despicable man.  You’ve lied.  You’ve cheated.  You’ve broken the law.”
 
   I don’t know why I felt the need to verbalize his crimes, but I’ll admit that it felt good.
 
   “I was going to take all of your money, leaving you destitute,” I said.  “But I realized that that was a mistake.  It would be such a waste.  No, I’ll only take half of your liquid assets, and a third of your earnings from now until the end of your life.  You will give it to me willingly.  Each month, you will send the money to this charity,” I pushed a paper across his desk.  It was mostly a front, of course.  The vast majority of the money would go straight to me.  The rest would go to cancer research, the charity’s purported purpose.  
 
   “From here on out, you will live on half a million dollars a year,” I said.  “And I think that’s fair.  Most people would kill for that sort of salary.  Certainly, you won’t be able to maintain your lavish lifestyle, but you don’t need any of that, do you?  No, of course you don’t.  You see such things as frivolous luxuries now.  The remainder of your fortune will be dedicated to philanthropic efforts of your choice.  And no – I know what you’re thinking, Mr. Daros.  You may not funnel money to your friends.  They have to be true charities.  You won’t look for loopholes.  You won’t look for a way out of this.  You want to do it.  It’s your life’s mission to help as many people as possible.”
 
   “But you will continue to use your talents as CEO of this company,” I said.  “You will work just as if you were making money for yourself.”
 
   I knew that I should have put a stop to his lying, his cheating.  I knew that doing so was the right thing to do, but I didn’t care.  I could have made a provision that he wouldn’t fleece anyone who couldn’t afford it, but I chose not to tinker with it.  Sure, I told myself that he could do more good that way, but I knew deep down that it was because I secretly admired Daros.
 
   I had to do one last thing. “Your secretary, Cindy,” I said, rising from my seat.  “You aren’t going to force yourself on her anymore.  In a few years, she’s going to ask you for help, and you’re going to give it.  You’ll do everything you can to make sure she succeeds in her business venture.  Do you understand?  You may move, but you may not rise from your seat.”
 
   “I understand,” he said.
 
   “Good,” I said.  “When I leave this office, you will only remember that I was your friend’s nephew, but you chose not to give me a position as an intern.  Within a few days, you will forget about me altogether.  But you will live your life as I have dictated.  You will be happy.”
 
   I passed through the door, closing it behind me.  I released him, focusing my concentration on Cindy.
 
   “Cindy,” I said.  “You are a smart, capable woman.  Over the next three years, you will develop a business idea.  You will pour your heart and soul into it.  You will succeed.  You’re sure of it.  At the end of that three years, you will take it to Mr. Daros, whose company will help you fund the idea.  Do you understand?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Good,” I said, followed by, “Once I leave this office, you won’t remember I was here.  Nor will you remember this conversation, save to drive you to live your life as I have dictated.”
 
   As I was walking out, she asked, “Who are you?”
 
   I turned, smiling.  “Someone who believes in you.”
 
   And that’s how I became a billionaire.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   The dotted lines in the center of the road blended together as I sped down the highway in my brand new, cherry red Ferrari 458.  As soon as I saw it, I knew I had to have it.  One look at its sleek lines, and I was sold.  I didn’t care what it cost.  In truth, I didn’t even care how it drove.  I wanted it because that’s what any eighteen year old with nearly limitless wealth would want.  I’ll admit – there was a big part of me that wanted everyone to know just how much money I had.  Childish, I know, but it’s the truth.
 
   I took my eyes off of the road for a brief moment, glancing at my passenger.  Blonde, busty, and gorgeous, she looked every inch the Playboy Playmate she was.  I’d quickly found out that being a billionaire was almost as effective as my power in terms of getting what I wanted.  Women, cars, boats, parties…whatever I wanted was at my fingertips.  I only had to ask.  And people did it willingly.  There was no effort involved – just an exchange of money.  It was heaven and hell, all at once.
 
   Sure, I could have anything I wanted.  I knew it, and so did everyone I met.  But no one saw me as…me.  I was just a walking bag of money.  If they made me happy, they might just get a piece of the pie.  If not, they’d go home empty handed.  So I was surrounded by sycophants and yes men, easy women who amounted to little more than prostitutes, and material possessions I didn’t really appreciate.  How could I?  I hadn’t earned them – not really.  It was all just too easy.  Once the new wore off of anything, be it cars, friends, or women, they were discarded.  I’m not proud of it, certainly, but I can’t deny it either.
 
   In short, despite all outward appearances, I was depressed.  Was that going to be life?  An endless party, a hedonistic pursuit of pleasure?  It sounds fun, but in reality, it’s a hollow life.  I know now that purpose was what was missing.  It’s the same reason that most billionaires are hardcore philanthropists or workaholics obsessed with making more money.  
 
   So much of our lives are dedicated to paying bills, to surviving in this world.  When that’s suddenly removed from the equation, it’s jarring.  Couple that with limitless possibilities, and it’s easy to fall into an apathetic stupor.  I wish I could say that I resisted falling prey to that trap, but I didn’t.  I was depressed and bored.  
 
   I think that’s why I took the path I did.  
 
   We screeched to a stop in front of a swanky hotel, and I opened the door.  The valet opened my date’s door, and we both stepped out of the car.  I tossed the keys to the valet, and gave him a hundred dollar bill.  Idly, I sensed a fog of jealousy clouding his mind.  He wanted my date.  He wanted my car.  He wanted my life.  I ignored it; nearly everyone I met harbored at least a modicum of jealousy.  I was used to it.
 
   It had been nearly two months since my encounter with Daros, and the transfer of funds had gone off without a hitch.  Of course, his newfound philanthropic spirit had made headlines the world over.  How could it not?  One of the most ruthless businessmen in the world suddenly shows everyone that he cares by putting his money where his mouth was?  Some people called him crazy.  Others praised his efforts.  And his company’s stock soared – no doubt due to his ability to spin the story favorably.  Daros…ever the manipulator.
 
   I remained in the shadows.  It was strange, really.  I expected there to be questions.  In fact, I had prepared for them.  But as long as I hid behind a series of dummy corporations set up by a creative accountant I’d hired, and paid my taxes, no one seemed to care.
 
   My parents thought I’d hit the lottery – the only real explanation I could come up with without rewriting my entire past.  I’d given them almost a hundred million dollars, so they weren’t about to ask a lot of questions.  I’ve found that people are selfish that way.
 
   My date – I still couldn’t remember her name – took my arm as we walked into the hotel.  As soon as we were inside, I heard the music thumping.  We strode through the lobby, and into a ball room.  Every eye was on us – or my date, rather.  I could feel it as much as I noticed the lingering gazes.  In a room full of beautiful, famous people, we stood out.  And it felt good.  
 
   I smiled.
 
   “Go get me a drink, babe,” I said, patting my date on her rear.  “You know what I like.”  I didn’t even acknowledge that she heard me.  I knew she would scurry off at my most frivolous command.  Of course, I knew what she really thought of me, no matter what she might show the world.  
 
   She thought I was average-looking at best, which to be fair, was true.  Still, though – it hurt a little that her prevailing thought was that she could accept me.  Not that she liked me.  Not that she felt lucky to be with me.  No, she could take it like bad-tasting medicine.  She simply wanted to snag a rich husband who she thought she could manipulate with her obvious physical charms.  It was somewhat refreshing, truth be told.  She truly was ambitious, and she was willing to use everything at her disposal to obtain her goal of a comfortable life.  Not many people are that dedicated.  But that didn’t mean that I’d bother to remember her name.  She was disposable arm candy and probable sex toy.  Nothing more, nothing less.  She’d be well rewarded for it, too.  I looked at it as a win-win situation.
 
   I looked around the party – or after party, to be more accurate.  I recognized quite a few faces.  Musicians, famous actors, models, and athletes filled the room.  They were easy to spot, as each was surrounded by their own hangers-on.  They all had their groupies, of course - men and women who simply wanted to attach themselves to someone famous.  Then there were agents and old friends, promoters and less-famous colleagues. I wondered if any of them knew how few of the people they surrounded themselves with actually cared about their well-being.  It was a depressing thought, so I pushed it from my mind.  I wanted to have fun, not ponder the nature of fame.  
 
   The night had started at a Frank White concert – you remember him, right?  I know that he’s since dropped off the face of the earth, but back then, he was a huge deal.  He’d had a string of hits dating back a few years, and despite the fact that he made pop music targeted at teenaged girls, he was quite a talented singer.  That talent, combined with his boyish good looks, had made him a star.  
 
   I know what you’re thinking.  What was I doing at a concert for tween girls?  Well, you remember my sister?  Yeah – Vanessa was a HUGE Frank White fan back then.  His posters were all over her walls, and her iPod was filled with his songs.  Being the fantastic brother that I was, I had taken her and a group of her friends to the concert for Vanessa’s birthday.  But she insisted that I go as well – she claimed that since I had “won the lottery,” she had barely seen me.  It was one of those things I couldn’t really get out of, and truth be told, I really didn’t want to.  I liked seeing her happy, after all.
 
   When we went backstage, I thought we’d just get a few pictures and autographs for the girls (which we did), but as we were about to leave, his manager invited me to the after-party.  I was reluctant, but I don’t know…I guess back then it still felt nice being courted by famous people, you know?  I accepted the invitation.  After I took the girls back to the hotel, I went to pick up…whatever her name was….and headed to the party.
 
   I spotted Frank across the party, and began making my way toward the cluster of people surrounding him.  Within a few moments, I was standing in front of him.  I extended my hand.  “Great party!”  I said, shouting above the thunderous music.
 
   Frank smiled as he lounged in the chair.   He was flanked by two beautiful, barely dressed women.  He took my hand, and said, “Glad you could make it, man.  Make yourself at home.”  He gestured to one of the seats.  It was occupied by a huge, black man, so Frank said, “Tyrone – get up.”  The man obeyed without question, though in his mind, he wanted to slap Frank, who he considered to be a spoiled brat.
 
   It happened so suddenly that it took a moment for me to register exactly what had happened.  One second, Frank was reaching for a glass of champagne, and the next, he was slapping one of the scantily clad women who had been sitting beside him.
 
   “Fucking bitch!” he screamed.  “Do you know how much this shirt cost?” he asked, gesturing to his now-sopping shirt.  A champagne glass lay broken on the floor.  He reached back to slap the girl again.
 
   “Stop!” I yelled, putting every ounce of force I could muster behind the single word.  He couldn’t help but obey, though he fought it as hard as he could.  He may have been punching a mountain for all the good it did.  In that moment, my will was iron.  There was no breaking through.
 
   I seethed.  
 
   Never mind that she hadn’t caused the spilled drink.  Frank had simply dropped it, and subsequently lashed out at the first person he could.  But that didn’t matter to me.  The only thing that really mattered was that he was about to hit a woman.  
 
   I leaned close. “You will end this party right now.  Everyone has to leave.  I don’t care how you do it.  I don’t care what excuse you give them.  The only thing that matters is that they leave.”  I whispered.  “When everyone is gone, you will meet me in your suite.  Bring the two girls.  Do you understand?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Good,” I said.  “Do it.  Now.”
 
   I turned, still angry, and walked away.  Halfway through the ballroom, my date approached me, holding a drink.  I gave her the valet ticket, “Take the car.  It’s yours.  Call my office tomorrow to have the title transferred to your name.”
 
   I kept walking, but she hurried to catch up.  Confused, she said, “But…you don’t want to…wh-where are you going?”
 
   “I have work to do,” I said cryptically.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   I sat in Frank’s suite, eyes closed, waiting patiently while gathering my concentration.  It settled upon my shoulders effortlessly, spurred on by the anger coursing through my mind.  Never before had it come so easily, so fully.  In that moment, I knew that I was capable of far more than I had previously thought.  It was the latest evolutionary step in the development of my powers.  
 
   To this day, I don’t know how I knew how to control it.  It simply came to me.  Where I had spent months learning to control the other aspects of my ability, the last came so naturally that I was surprised that I hadn’t discovered it sooner.  Maybe I had on a subconscious level.  Perhaps it was simply a natural extension of what I’d been doing for months.  Either way, my personal growth did not bode well for Frank White.
 
   I think I considered myself an agent of justice.  No one else was going to put him in his place, so it was up to me.  I was the only one who could make him pay.  
 
   I had only been in the suite for half an hour when the door swung open and Frank walked in, the two girls trailing behind him.  
 
   “Close the door,” I ordered without opening my eyes.  I dove into their minds as the door slammed.
 
   The first girl was named Becky Aimes, but she went by Destiny.  She was only nineteen years old, but having run away from home at sixteen, she had been on her own for three years.  She had overcome so many obstacles in her life that it was nearly overwhelming.  An abusive father, drug abuse (and subsequent rehabilitation – she was currently sober), rape, and a drug addicted mother who couldn’t have cared less about her daughter were just a few of her problems.  Through it all, though, she had maintained a positive outlook on life.  It was remarkable.  
 
   Penelope Cason’s stage name was Jasmine, and her story couldn’t have been any different.  She had grown up in a stable, middle-class home with loving parents.  She had chosen to become a dancer simply because the money was far better than any other job she could find.  
 
   Both girls had been hired by Frank’s manager to keep his client company.  Frank, of course was ignorant of that fact.
 
   I didn’t need to look into Frank’s mind.  I knew what was there.  In the back of my mind, though, I think I would have lost my nerve if I had really gotten to know him.  Everyone has a reason for his actions, after all.  
 
   “Penelope,” I said.  “There is a list on the desk near the door.  My credit card is on top of it.  I want you to take the card, and buy everything on that list.  Do you understand?”
 
   “Y-yes,” she squeaked.
 
   “Go,” I said.
 
   I opened my eyes.  Frank cowered in the corner, but Becky stood with her shoulders back, facing me without fear.  It was refreshing.
 
   “Becky,” I said.  “I am not going to hurt you.  In fact, today is your lucky day.”  I could still see the red hand print on her face.  Silent resolve coated her entire mind.  “Frank – come here.”
 
   He slowly walked toward me, still cowering.
 
   “I—I’ll do…whatever you w-want,” he said.  “Just please…don’t hurt me.  I’m sorry. I—”
 
   “Stop talking, and stand there,” I said, pointing.  “Remove your clothes.  All of them.”
 
   He reluctantly took off his shirt, revealing his thin torso.  I hadn’t realized how small he really was.  Barely topping 5‘6”, he couldn’t have been more than one-hundred and forty pounds.  Next came his pants.  Then his underwear.  
 
   I could feel his embarrassment as I looked him up and down.
 
   “You really are a pretty boy, aren’t you?” I said idly.  “I think this could actually work.”  I circled him, taking it all in.  He had left the macho attitude at the party, and instead, looked exactly like what he was – a scared kid.  Sure, we were the same age, but his maturity level simply didn’t match his years.  
 
   “I get it,” I said.  “I know why you hit her.  It doesn’t take a mind reader to see that you just want to look tough.  You’re overcompensating because you know what people say about you.  Does it really bother you when people say that you look like a girl?  That you sound like one?  It does, doesn’t it? That’s why you’ve gone out of your way over the past couple of years to act like a thug.  Or that’s how you thought you were acting.  The world saw you as a spoiled, entitled brat.  Did you start lashing out because you wanted respect?  It always starts small, doesn’t it?  Maybe you dressed down an assistant.  Perhaps you told your manager to go to hell.  It took a while before the first time you hit one of them, didn’t it?  But when you did, you felt the power.  I understand power better than most.  It felt good, didn’t it?  Knowing that they couldn’t retaliate.  So it became a pattern, a habit.  Before long, it was second nature.  You don’t even feel bad about it, do you?”  He didn’t respond, so I ordered, “Answer me.”
 
   “I d-do.  Just…please,” Frank said.  “Please let me go.  I’ll do anything.  I’ll give you anything!”
 
   “Tell me the truth,” I said.  “Do you feel bad when you hit the girls?”
 
   “N-no,” he muttered.  His mouth dropped open in surprise.  “I mean…I like it.  N-no….w-why…it makes me feel strong and…”  He trailed off when he realized that he was only digging himself deeper into the hole.
 
   “You know,” I said.  “I actually considered letting you go if you answered that question correctly.  I’d have made you pay in some small way, but nothing compared to what I had planned.  But now?  Well, let’s just say that it’s full steam ahead as soon as Penelope gets back.  In the meantime, you will stand there naked.”
 
   I turned to a visibly horrified Becky.  She backed against the wall as I walked toward her.  “I told you, Becky – I’m not going to hurt you.  I’m here to help you.  I promise.”  When that didn’t calm her down, I said, “Believe me.”  She relaxed.  
 
   “How are you going to help me?” she asked.
 
   “It’s simple, Becky,” I said.  “After tonight, you’re going to be rich.  You won’t have to strip anymore.  You won’t have to work as an escort anymore.  You’ll be free to go back to school like you wanted.  You can study whatever you want.  You can live the life you want, and no one will judge you anymore.  How does that sound?”
 
   “I…” she didn’t know what to say.
 
   “It’s okay if you don’t understand, or if you’re looking for some sort of catch.  You have only one job, and you will not mind doing it,” I stated.  “I promise.  As soon as Penelope returns, it’ll all become clear.  In the meantime, relax.  Order room service.  Make yourself at home.  It’s going to be a long night.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   “I need you both standing here,” I said, pointing to a spot in front of the couch.  Then I pointed to another right beside it. “And here.  Don’t talk.  Don’t move until I say it’s okay.”
 
   Frank shifted a bit to his left, standing on the first spot while Becky took the second.  I closed my eyes, and sank within my own mind.  What I was going to do would require absolute concentration.  No distractions.  No stray thoughts.  I had to be perfect.
 
   Deeper and deeper, I fell; I had to give myself entirely to the power.  It wouldn’t work otherwise.  Finally, I hit the bottom – or was it the peak of my focus?  Either way, I reached my destination.  
 
   I’d known for a while that there was more to my power than merely hearing or controlling a person’s thoughts.  I didn’t know my limits, but I was certain that I had the potential to affect far more change than I had previously thought.  When I finally achieved absolute and total concentration, I saw just how far I could go.
 
   To put it mildly, it was amazing.  I could see their thoughts.  I could feel them.  Their emotions were laid bare.  More than that, though, I saw the source.  In concept, the brain is fairly simple – it’s just a series of electrical impulses.  In practice, though, the complexity of it is staggering.  It controls everything – the body’s functions, your mood, your feelings, your memories…each with its own code, its own purpose.  And I saw it all so clearly that the gravity of it nearly broke my concentration.  
 
   I know that without my power, I never would have understood even a fraction of the brain’s function.  There was too much information – more than a normal person could understand in a hundred lifetimes of constant study.  And it was every-changing, adapting to outside stimuli.  
 
   In that moment, though, I realized that what I had been doing was reading and manipulating those electrical impulses.  Was it instinct?  The result of my power – wherever it came from?  I don’t know – I really don’t.  But it didn’t matter.   It still doesn’t.  All that really matters is that, even then, I instinctively knew how to affect change.
 
   I dove into Frank’s mind.
 
   I’ll admit, that first attempt was exceptionally clumsy.  I’ve since developed a softer touch.  Back then, though, I wrestled with the impulses, wrangling them and forcing them to adhere to my wishes.  The human mind is a resilient thing, though, and it resisted at every turn.  No sooner had I pushed one strand down than another sprang up in its place.  Soon, I found myself manipulating hundreds of them at once.  
 
   I found myself sinking further and further into Frank’s mind.  His memories began to encroach on my own, and for a brief instant, we were sharing the same mental space.  I felt his fear, his pain, his insecurities, and I’m sure he felt mine as well.  I saw his memories as my own.  I was there when he’d been discovered.  I felt his joy when he had gotten his first royalty check at fourteen years old.  Back then, he was just a kid who wanted to perform.  No ulterior motives.  No entitlement.  He was just a kid who liked to sing.  It was sad, really.
 
   I felt his embarrassment as he looked at himself in the mirror before his first concert.  His stylist had dressed him in a ridiculous outfit – all shiny vinyl and sagging pants.  But he had been most concerned about the makeup.  He’d already heard the jokes and comments about his androgynous looks.  What would they say when he went out on stage in makeup?  He summoned his courage, and told himself that once he was famous, once he had control, he’d change things.
 
   I was there the first time he had sex.  The awkwardness, the nervousness…even though he knew that the girl didn’t care, that she wouldn’t judge him – she was a diehard fan, after all.  
 
   I clearly saw his development into the young man I had met.  Over time, he had started to see women as objects, conquests, and trophies.  It made sense, really.  He was always surrounded by women with very little self-respect; they just wanted to be near someone famous.  That was his experience with women, so it’s no surprise that Frank began to see all women in such a light.
 
   I pulled back with a mental gasp.  No – I couldn’t let myself fall into his memories.  I didn’t need to understand him, only to change him.  Just because he had reasons for becoming the person he was didn’t make it right.  It didn’t mean that he should escape punishment for his actions.  With that in mind, I dove back into his mind, ignoring his memories, and concentrating on my task.
 
   I don’t know how long it took me to force his mind to comply, but by the time I was finished, I was mentally and physically exhausted.  Still, though, I took a moment to step back, and admire my work.  It was remarkable, a work of art, really – painted on the canvas of his mind.  It was already starting to affect him, though Frank didn’t know it.  He couldn’t – not yet.  
 
   But he would.  Soon, he would know the price of his transgressions.
 
   I forced my eyes open, and my own vision felt like an intrusion, a simplistic representation of the world which barely scratched the surface of what was possible.  I glanced at the clock on the wall – I had been in Frank’s mind for nearly six hours, but neither he nor Becky had moved.  Penelope sat in the corner, a pile of shopping bags at her feet.  
 
   Why hadn’t she left?  She’d been under no compulsion to stay – an oversight on my part.  It didn’t matter, really, but it was curious nonetheless.
 
   “Good,” I said, my dry throat causing my voice to crack.  Six hours was a long time. “We’re all here now.  Let’s get started.”
 
   I smiled; it was finally time to enjoy the fruits of my labor.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   “Frank,” I said.  “You don’t know it yet, but you are a different person now.  Even if I let you go, and didn’t do anything else, you would be irreparably changed.  And I don’t mean to say that this event will have changed you as a person.
 
   “No – you have changed from the ground up,” I explained.  He didn’t react visibly, but I could feel his fear. And I reveled in it as I continued, “I used Becky as a model.  It’s hard to explain to someone who can’t see it, especially considering that I barely understand it all myself.  But you don’t need to know how I did it, do you?”  I didn’t wait for a response.  “No, of course not.  You wouldn’t understand it anyway.”
 
   I began to pace, hands behind my back.  
 
   “In short, men and women are different.  We all know it.  From thought patterns to hormone levels to…well, everything – it’s all different.  Despite what those women’s lib people might say, we are not the same.  Of course, I don’t mean to imply that we’re not equal; we should be.  I’m just saying that there are fundamental differences in our physiology which manifest as differences in the way we think, the way we act, the way we look.
 
   “Basically, Frank, I wanted to make you in Becky’s image.  No, not physically, though that will come eventually,” I said, pausing to let it sink in.  “I know you don’t believe me, but that doesn’t matter.  Your belief is not required for this to work.”
 
   I touched a tattoo on Frank’s side, and he flinched involuntarily.
 
   “I’m not going to hurt you,” I said.  “In fact, I think you’ll be happier once you accept yourself.  It’s funny, really.  You’ve been pretending that you’re something you’re not for so long that you almost believe that’s the real you.  But even so, you can’t even get real tattoos – those are fake, aren’t they?  Henna tattoos?  Really?  You should be relieved that you don’t have to do that anymore.”
 
   I decided to stop toying with him, and explain exactly what was going to happen.
 
   “The first thing I did was change how your body manufactures hormones,” I said.  “Basically, your hormone levels should match Becky’s within a week or so.”  I could tell that he didn’t believe me, so I continued my explanation.  “Everyone’s body can naturally produce the same hormones, so it was a simple matter of adjusting the production rate.  Sure, those hormones might come from different places, but that doesn’t matter.
 
   “You’re going to notice some changes,” I said.  “It will be similar to what a transgender person might go through while undergoing hormone replacement therapy, but it will be quicker, and it will be far more effective.  Because the change is caused by your own body rather than a foreign influence, your body will accept it far more wholly.  
 
   “The biggest change is that you are going to develop breasts,” I said.  “Or that will be the one that you notice the most, I suppose.  But your hips will also widen.  Your waist will narrow.  You’re lucky, really – you already have a somewhat feminine body type.  I think that once everything is said and done, you’re going to make a very beautiful woman.”
 
   “A…w-woman?” he whispered.
 
   “Well, not a real woman,” I said.  “You’re going to keep that little thing between your legs, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it shrank quite a bit.  It’s already small – don’t deny it.  I know that’s a big part of your insecurity.  Again, you should be thanking me.  Once we’re done here tonight, you won’t care that you’re small.  The size of your penis won’t matter at all.
 
   “You won’t be getting any more erections, though,” I stated.  “If your new body chemistry doesn’t dictate that, I will.”
 
   I continued, “But it goes deeper than mere body chemistry, though I’ll admit that that’s the biggest part of it.  Over time, you’re going to notice that your thought patterns have changed.  Maybe you’ll take on more stereotypically female hobbies.  Or perhaps you will find yourself thinking more and more like a woman.  The bottom line is that I don’t know how the changes will manifest themselves, just that you will change.”
 
   Why did I feel the need to explain myself?  I don’t know.  Maybe it was vanity.  After all, what I had accomplished was ridiculously difficult, and even given my powers, was quite an achievement.  Or perhaps I wanted to see him squirm.  He deserved to be scared, didn’t he?  Frank needed to feel the weight of his mistakes, right?  I don’t know.
 
   “Did you know that attraction is just another set of chemical reactions?” I asked.  Without waiting for an answer, I continued, “It’s true.  Our bodies create pheromones to which the opposite sex reacts.  Sure, we have visual cues as well, but a good part of physical attraction is chemical.  You’ll be happy to know that you won’t react to women anymore.  Sure, I could just change your mind, but without the chemical component, it wouldn’t really be total.  
 
   “The human body really is an amazing thing,” I said.  “It’s just so adaptable.  I even rewired the sorts of pheromones you secrete to mimic a woman’s.”
 
   I laughed.  “I mean, there are hundreds of small ways you’re going to change.  I wouldn’t list them all, even if I knew them.  I’ll be honest, there were times that I didn’t have a clue what I was doing.  I just copied Becky here.  But what’s life without a few surprises, right?”
 
   It was time to put the final nail in Frank’s coffin.  No more stalling.  No more explanation.  Just commands.  I focused my mind, and realized that concentration came far more easily than it had before.  Practice makes perfect, I suppose.
 
   “Frank,” I said.  “Starting tomorrow, and over the next two months, you will emulate these two women.  You will learn from them.  You will copy their habits, their hobbies, their beauty routines.  You will dress like them.  You will do everything in your power to remake yourself in their images.”  
 
   I knew that the statements were vague, but my mind was razor sharp.  I knew exactly what I wanted, even if I couldn’t articulate it.  The words were largely irrelevant though; they were merely focus points for my mind’s real commands.  
 
   “You will pay close attention to every nuance, and you will adopt their mannerisms, their speech patterns, their tastes,” I said.  
 
   “Becky and Penelope,” I stated.  “Starting tomorrow, and over the next two months, you will both endeavor to teach him as much about being a woman as you possibly can.”
 
   I didn’t even realize it at the time, but that was the first time I had tried to control two people at once – something that had previously seemed far, far out of reach.  That night, however, I did it without skipping a beat.  It was a simple command, but a big step nonetheless.
 
   “Frank,” I continued.  “From now on, you won’t derive sexual pleasure from your penis.  Instead, you will be sexually aroused by anal penetration.”  I had increased the sensitivity of his anus, but it had to be a mental change as well.  “And you will no longer be sexually attracted to women.  Rather, men will arouse you.  To you, sex is between you and a man.”
 
   “At the end of two months,” I said.  “You will transfer eighty-five percent of your net worth to them, which they will divide evenly.  Ten percent will be placed in a trust, and the other five percent will finance your transition.  You will then separate yourself from them, and begin the next phase of your development.”
 
   I admit, I was making it up as I went.  I knew what the end goal was, but beyond that, I had no idea what I was doing.
 
   “Phase two will consist of you observing other women, and learning what your own style may be,” I said.  “I don’t want you to be a carbon copy of Becky and Penelope.  You will be your own…woman.  However, you will only adopt feminine mannerisms.  I want you to be a girly-girl.
 
   “That phase will last four months,” I continued.  “During those four months, you will also take steps to further feminize your body.  This should include things like permanent removal of body and facial hair.”
 
   “And then, finally,” I said.  “After those four months, you will sever all ties to your former life.  You will adopt a new name.  Frank White will disappear.  Once you’ve done that successfully, you will undergo any surgery you deem necessary to augment your femininity.  Breast implants, body sculpting, facial feminization – you will consult with a plastic surgeon to see what you can do to achieve an ideal feminine look.  But you will never remove your penis.  That will remain so that each day, you are reminded that you’re not a real woman.”
 
   “Once you’ve healed from your various surgeries,” I said.  “You will begin your new life as an exotic dancer.  Of course, you will have to find a club which specializes in girls like you, but that shouldn’t be difficult.  Like I said, I think you’re going to make quite a beautiful woman.”
 
   “For two years, you will seek out abusive relationships,” I ordered.  “Physical or verbal, it doesn’t matter.  You will attach yourself to men who do not respect you.  You will love men who will hurt you emotionally or physically.  And you’ll be unable to leave – not until that two years is up.  You will learn what these women go through.  You will feel their pain.”
 
   “After those two years are up,” I said.  “You will be free to live your life as you see fit.  Only then will you have access to the trust you set up.  You will tell no one about me.  You will tell no one about my commands.  To the outside world, these changes originate with you.”
 
   “Do you understand?” I asked.
 
   “I do,” he said, his eyes coming into focus.  
 
   “Good,” I said.  “Now that that’s out of the way, there’s a more immediate punishment coming your way.  And a little fun for the girls.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   “Ladies,” I said.  “Let’s get Frank properly dressed.  Full makeup.  Lingerie.  Hair removal.  Make him as feminine as you can.  Frank – you will allow them to do whatever they want.  And no pouting.  This is the start of a new era for you.”
 
   Becky took Frank’s hand, leading him into the bathroom while Penelope followed, clutching the bags she’d acquired while I was reconfiguring Frank’s body chemistry.  
 
   I wanted to be excited.  I wanted to be happy.  But exhaustion was threatening to overtake me.  It was all I could do to give that final command before collapsing onto the couch.  I sat there for a long moment, letting my mind wander for the first time in months.  It was easy to forget just how tiring maintaining focus could be.  Inevitably, my thoughts settled on what I had just done.
 
   Was I right?  Wrong?  Did right and wrong even exist for a person like me?  Or for anyone, for that matter?  It felt right; I knew that much.  Frank was entitled, abusive, and an altogether horrible human being – how could it be wrong to punish him?  Making him walk a mile in his victim’s shoes was justice, wasn’t it?
 
   We all want to believe we’re right.  Even the most evil among us thinks that he’s justified in his actions.  And I was no different.  I wanted to believe that I was justified.  I needed to, I think.  So I did.  I managed to convince myself that he deserved it, that I was an agent of justice.  Like a superhero.  
 
   I cracked a smile.  An inventive superhero.  How many people would have thought of that particular punishment?  But me?  It came so naturally to me.  I knew exactly which strings to pull, which buttons to push to get the results I wanted.  And Frank would change, I was sure of it.  I don’t know how I knew with such certainty, but there wasn’t a doubt in my mind.  
 
   Already, further plans were forming.  There was so much I could do, so much change I could affect.  People needed someone out there looking out for them, didn’t they?  They deserved it.  I resolved to be that person, that hero.  I could play that role.  I would revel in it.
 
   I was deep in thought when Frank and the girls returned. How long had it taken?  Hours certainly, but it had felt like mere minutes.
 
   The transformation was astounding.  Sure, I knew that Frank had a feminine face, but the girls had outdone themselves.  He wore full makeup, a blond wig, and a purple, sequined mini dress that barely covered his ass.  
 
   Frank stumbled as he tried to walk in a pair of strappy, six-inch heels.  The girls caught him.  Despite my fatigue, I knew that the night was not finished.  So I rose, and circled him, inspecting the girls’ work.  
 
   I wasn’t disappointed.  In fact, it only made me more anxious to see how he might turn out.  What would he look like with breasts?  With womanly curves?  The body changes were all well and good, but I knew that his mannerisms, bearing, and comportment were just as important.  The girls would teach him well, I was sure.  They didn’t have a choice.  
 
   “Fantastic job, ladies,” I said.  “How do you feel, Frank?  Tell the truth.”
 
   “I…” he paused, searching for the words.  “I’m scared.  And…I…I just want to go home.”
 
   “Valid,” I allowed.  “What else?  How do you feel about how you look?  About how you’re going to change?”
 
   “I t-think I’m pretty,” he said.  Immediately, his hand clamped over his mouth in surprise.  He hadn’t meant to admit that.  “I mean…um….I-I like being…pretty.”
 
   Clearly, he was struggling with his feelings.  It wasn’t that surprising, really.  Even though my commands hadn’t really taken effect, Frank was still quite vain.  Given his circumstances, I would have been slightly surprised if he didn’t want to be pretty.
 
   “It’s okay,” I said.  “And I understand you being afraid.  You’re about to embark on quite the journey.”
 
   I collected my thoughts for the final set of commands.  In my exhausted state, it was difficult.  I redoubled my efforts, and finally, the focus came.  I could rest when it was finished.
 
   “Penelope.  Becky,” I said.  “Take off your clothes.”
 
   They obeyed without hesitation.  It didn’t take long; they were used to disrobing at a moment’s notice.  Within moments, they stood naked, their clothes in a neat pile between them.  
 
   “Now,” I said.  “Retrieve the strap-on dildos from the bag, and put them on.  Help each other if you need it.”
 
   It took a little while, but eventually, they each had a black, rubber dildo sprouting from between their legs.  
 
   I turned to Frank.  “When I count down from three, you will turn on the stereo.”  I pointed.  “Find an appropriate song, and you will perform a strip tease for these ladies.  When you are finished, you will have sex with them, but you will not be the man in this scenario.  They will.”
 
   I paused, making sure that my thoughts conveyed exactly what I intended.  It wouldn’t do to allow any ambiguity to mess things up.
 
   “This sexual encounter will last for hours,” I said.  “At least until the sun comes up.”  I looked at my watch.  It was nearly four o’clock in the morning.  Had I really spent eight hours at this?  Vanessa was surely wondering where I was.  
 
   “When I leave this room, you will forget I was ever here,” I said.  “But you will remember my every command, and you will act accordingly.  Do you all understand?”
 
   They responded in unison, “Yes.”
 
   “Good,” I said.  “Three.  Two.  One.”
 
   I turned, leaving without another word.  I didn’t need to see how it all turned out.  I knew that each and every command would be obeyed.  They didn’t have a choice.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   It’s a strange thing, having nearly limitless power.  There’s no ignoring it; it begs to be used.  And when it’s used, you inevitably start to develop a bit of a God complex.  And why not?  I wasn’t one of them, after all.  No – I was something different.  Something better.  I may as well have been a member of an altogether separate species.  
 
   Looking back, it’s easy to see my downhill track.  The more I used my powers, the more I began to view people as mere toys, pieces in my own personal game who existed solely for my amusement.  I knew they were people, but it was so easy to ignore their unique humanity.  At their core, they were all so similar.  They all had secrets.  They all had insecurities, hopes, and dreams.  They all worried about something, be it money or the opposite sex, career goals or an ailing family member, or any number of other issues.  I wanted to scream at them that none of it mattered, that their worry would do nothing, save build and build until one day, they all just exploded.  
 
   But above all, there was the sex.  Every minute of every day, they thought about it.  Some of it was subconscious, but most of it was out there in the open.  Barely a moment would pass that a person’s mind didn’t at least brush up against a dirty thought.  
 
   No – they weren’t individuals.  They were just a faceless mass waiting to be exploited and governed.  They needed my influence.  I was there to right wrongs, to be an instrument of justice.  I was there to pass judgment and mete out punishment.  That was my purpose, and I took it very, very seriously.
 
   Over the next few months, I began to seek out injustices so that I might right them.  It’s funny, really.  I considered myself separate from the rest of humanity, but my punishments were so thoroughly human in nature.  
 
   My first project was a congressman from Georgia named Winston Abernathy who had spent his entire career campaigning against gay marriage.  Now, I’m not one to dictate public policy.  Despite my personal feelings on the matter, I would have been content to let him have his own views – if he had good reasons.  I don’t know what those might be, but I was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt.  But when I looked into his mind, I only saw bigotry and hatred.  That sealed his fate as far as I was concerned.
 
   I remember cornering him in his office – you would be surprised how easy it is for a billionaire to get a meeting with a congressman.  Almost as soon as we were alone, I said, “Sit down, congressman.”
 
   He did as he was told, fear in his eyes.  “W-what…”
 
   They always reacted the same way.  Confusion, fear, and resistance – as if any of them could stop me.
 
   “Tell me the truth, Congressman,” I said, taking a seat across from him.  “Why do you oppose gay marriage?”
 
   He smiled.  “They disgust me,” he said.  As soon as he said it, he clamped a hand over his mouth.  “W-what…I mean…um….I-I just don’t understand how they do…that.  I mean….I-I hate them….w-what did you do to me?”  I could see the panic in his eyes.  Good.
 
   “Calm down,” I said.  “It’s simple, congressman.  You can’t lie to me anymore than you can lie to yourself.    Even those truths you keep deep, deep down in the shadows can’t be hidden from me.  It would be okay if they were just thoughts.  People think horrible things all the time.  But you,” I paused for effect, bathing in his fear.  “Well you act on them.  And what’s more, you’re in a position where you can enact change.
 
   “I thought about using that to my advantage,” I stated.  “Maybe make you do a one-eighty, and start to support gay rights.  It would have —”
 
   “I’ll never —” Abernathy began angrily.
 
   I interrupted him.  “Do not speak until I tell you to.”  His mouth clamped shut.  “But no, that wouldn’t have solved anything, would it?  You wouldn’t learn anything.  And that’s why I’m here, congressman.  To teach you a lesson.
 
   “As soon as I leave here, your life is going to change,” I said.  “Specifically, your sexual orientation is going to be drastically altered.  From this moment on, congressman, you are a homosexual.  You are only attracted to other men.  The thought of having sex with a woman is laughable to you.  In fact, it is physically impossible for you to have sex with a woman; they just don’t arouse you.”
 
   “But it’s more than physical attraction, isn’t it?” I asked.  “Before you met me, you were attracted to women.  I want you to spend the next week thinking about just what it is that you liked about women.  Catalogue every characteristic that you found attractive.  And at the end of that week, you will find yourself attracted to the masculine opposite of each characteristic.  For instance, you liked women with big breasts.  That will change to men with muscular, hairy chests.”
 
   I could have stopped there.  The damage was done, and his lesson would be learned.  But I’ll admit that I got carried away.
 
   “You are what’s known as a bottom,” I said.  “You will look it up when I leave, but basically it means that when you have sex with a man – and you will – you’re going to be the one being penetrated.  That’s the only way you can have an orgasm.”
 
   I continued, “Of course, you will try to suppress your feelings.  You don’t want to be gay, do you?  But you’re going to fail.  Because you don’t have a choice.  Eventually, you’re going to succumb, and you’ll have sex with a man.  It won’t take more than three months to get to that point.  After that, you’ll feel ashamed, and you’ll try to stop thinking about it, but you won’t be able to.  You’ll do it again within a week.  The cycle will repeat over and over again until you’re going out every night, looking for a man to take you home.
 
   “You’ll try to hide it,” I said.  “But you’ll make mistakes.  Secretly, you want to be caught, even though the thought of everyone knowing the truth horrifies you.  When someone inevitably finds out, it will feel like a weight has been lifted off of your shoulders, and you’ll come out of the closet publicly.”
 
   I stood, circling the desk, and put my hand on his shoulder.  “I’ll leave it up to you to give a good back story for your homosexuality, but when I leave this room, you’re going to forget I was ever here.  Do you understand?”
 
   “You can’t do this,” he said.  “I won’t do it…I can’t….”
 
   “Answer my question,” I ordered.
 
   “Yes, I understand,” the congressman said reluctantly.  “God help me, I understand.”
 
   “Good,” I said.  “I’m glad we had this little talk, congressman.  It was very cathartic.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   I’m not a bad person.  Looking back, I realize that it might look that way from the outside.  You don’t see the full picture – you can’t.  I’m the only one who can see what’s in their hearts.  They all deserve it.  Trust me.  If you could only see what these people think, what they’ve done, you would have done far worse than making them live with hypocrisy.  I could have, you know.  I could have made them take everything a step further.  There were literally no limits to what I could do.  All things considered, I showed remarkable restraint in the face of true evil, real bigotry.  I should be commended rather than judged.
 
   My next project, though, I’m not terribly proud of.  It was one of those split second things, you know?  Sure, it took a while to set it all up, but I wasn’t in my right mind.  I was angry and hurt; it’s not my fault that I acted on that pain.  I may not be one of them, but I’m certainly not perfect.  I’ll be the first to admit that.  
 
   And besides – they’re happier now.  It’s not an artificial happiness, either.  I didn’t just tell them to be happy.  I created a situation where happiness could flourish.  No matter the means to the end, is that wrong, given the result?  I don’t think so, and that’s all that really matters, right?
 
   It all started when my parents told me that they were going to get a divorce.  It’s not an uncommon thing, really – not when you consider that suddenly, they were rich.  There was no dependence.  They didn’t need each other anymore.  I understood it.  Really, I did.  Even though I didn’t agree with what they were doing, I couldn’t claim a lack of understanding.  But that didn’t mean I couldn’t change it.
 
   I couldn’t just change their minds.  I mean, I could, but that wouldn’t accomplish what I wanted.  It’s a fine line, but I needed it to be them.  I needed it to be their decisions.  In short, I wanted to create a situation where they wanted to be together.  Maybe it’s merely semantic, but the whole thing had to come from them.  
 
   I bent the entirety of my will to solving the problem, but I couldn’t figure it out.  Everything I thought of would be tantamount to enslaving them to one another - brute force as opposed to finesse.  It wasn’t until my sister threw a bit of a tantrum (I don’t even remember what it was about – probably some boy she was dating) that I hit upon the answer.  It was perfect.
 
   I’ll admit – I didn’t like influencing my family, but it was for the best.  I was just so angry.  Why couldn’t they just be happy?  And why was Vanessa being such a little brat when our family was falling apart?  I think there was a part of me that thought that part of it was her fault.  Ridiculous, I know, but I’m not immune to my own humanity.  I needed something to blame.  
 
   I stood in the den of my parents’ new house (bought with the money I gave them).  All of them – my parents and Vanessa – were sitting on the couch, waiting patiently for my orders.  Of course, they were already under my influence.  Getting them to sit quietly while I spent an hour plumbing the depths of their minds would have been close to impossible without my empowered command.
 
   Finally, I realized the root of my parents’ problems, and my plan began to take shape.  I retreated from their minds, and sharpened my focus.  Everything had to be perfect.  
 
   I should have hesitated.  That would have been normal, right?  As if that word really applied to anything I did.  I was going to completely change the course of someone’s life, and I didn’t even pause to consider the morality of it.  I didn’t have the excuse that it was justice; this was personal.  This was selfish.  I knew that, and yet, I didn’t even consider that what I was doing might be wrong.  
 
   “Mom.  Dad,” I said.  “Over the years, the spark has left your marriage, hasn’t it?  Tell the truth.”
 
   I don’t know why I felt the need to explain myself.  I had every intention of wiping their memories when I was finished.  Maybe it was part of my process.  Maybe it was how I was working through my own issues.  
 
   My father answered first.  He really wasn’t a bad looking man.  Sure, he was balding, and he certainly looked his age, but he wore it well.  He said, “Yes.”  
 
   My mother echoed the sentiment.  She was younger than my father by a few years, but she looked older.  Maybe it was how she dressed.  Or perhaps it was her bearing.  It may have even been her hairstyle – she wore it in a bun.  Still, though, it was clear that she’d been quite pretty in her youth.
 
   “Why?” I asked, knowing the answer.
 
   Again, my father answered first.  “I’m just not attracted to her anymore.  Look at her.   She doesn’t even try.  When we were younger, she made an effort.  She wanted to be pretty.  She wanted to be sexy.  But now?  She’s only forty, but she may as well be a grandmother.  Don’t deny it Cathy.”
 
   “I just don’t see the point anymore, Mike,” she said.  “You say I don’t try, but you haven’t put any effort into it either.  I don’t care that you’re in shape.  I don’t care about that fancy new wardrobe, those expensive suits.  I just want you to care about me.  Maybe if you did, I would try a little harder to be…sexy for you.”  Clearly, even the word “sexy” made her uncomfortable, but I knew that already.
 
   “Listen,” I said.  “Do not speak until I say so.  Mom – from this day forth, being attractive for your husband is important to you.  You want to be sexy – not slutty.  You want to be in shape. And you will be.  No more grandma clothes.  You need to be elegant.  You need to be sexy.  You’ll keep up with the latest fashions – age appropriate, of course – and you’ll strive to emulate them.  Do you understand?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Dad,” I said.  “You want mom to be happy.  You want her to feel wanted.  Grand, romantic gestures are not uncommon for you.  Her happiness is what turns you on.  Certainly, you’ll live your life, but when it comes to romance, her needs come first.  And sex will reflect that.  You will strive to be her perfect lover, learning what she likes.  You will be creative.  You will be diligent.  You will make her happy.  Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes,” he answered.  
 
   I knew that I hadn’t worded it perfectly.  Articulating my wishes wasn’t my strength.  As my powers developed, though, I figured out that the words served merely as a focus.  Sure, they had to be similar in tone to what I wanted, but as long as they were, the details sort of worked themselves out.  Maybe it was a subconscious effect.  I don’t know.  But it worked, and that’s all that mattered.
 
   “Perfect,” I said, already seeing the changes in their minds.  “Now, I have adjusted your libidos to resemble that of people half your ages.  It was a rather complicated process.  Adjusting hormones here, pheromone production there, reinvigorating nerve centers…whatever the case, you’ll have sex on your minds.”
 
   I smiled.  The first half of my plan was finished, but the more difficult portion was yet to come.  More than once, I’ve wondered if it would have worked if I had simply stopped there.  Probably, at least for a little while.  But eventually, sex just isn’t enough.  Dependence is the glue that holds a family together.  And that’s where my plans for Vanessa came in.
 
   “Vanessa,” I said.  “You want to help, don’t you?”
 
   “Of course,” she answered.  “I’ll do anything.”
 
   I knew it was a meaningless platitude, that she had limits to what she would do.  But I convinced myself that she was telling the truth.  That was all I needed to hear.
 
   “When I release you, you will act like a one-year-old,” I said.  There it was, the final piece of the puzzle.  My parents needed someone to bind them together, something more concrete than sex or attraction.  There would be bad times.  There would be mistakes.  There had to be a reason for them to stay together – and what better reason was there than raising a child?
 
   “Just so I’m clear,” I said.  “I don’t expect you to act like an adult who is acting like a child.  No – you are to act like an actual one-year-old at all times.  You’re not being forced to act like this; it’s natural.  You’re not potty trained, so you’re going to have to wear diapers.  And you’ll act like a normal one-year-old when you fill your diaper, and you won’t fuss or cry until it actually becomes uncomfortable.”
 
   I could see the fear in her eyes.  She didn’t want this, of course.  But what she wanted was irrelevant.  It was for the greater good.  
 
   “You won’t look like someone’s forcing you into this, either,” I said.  “That’s not how an infant acts, is it?  You’ll portray normal intelligence for that age.  But your motor skills aren’t fully developed, so walking, eating, and other activities are going to be a little difficult for you.”
 
   “You will have absolutely no modesty,” I continued.  “So being naked or semi-nude in front of anyone isn’t cause for embarrassment.”
 
   Finally, I added, “You will pay attention to other small children, and you will endeavor to mimic their behavior.”  That would fill in the gaps.
 
   “I’ve already altered your body chemistry to make it difficult for your body to metabolize protein, so you’ll notice that over time, you’ll slowly lose musculature, and thus, strength.  It won’t be long before the lack of motor skills and infantile strength isn’t an act,” I said.  
 
   “But this isn’t permanent,” I stated.  “I’m not cruel, dear sister.  You’ll spend the next five years like this.  After that, you’ll progress at an accelerated rate so that by the time you actually turn thirty, you’ll have the mind, mannerisms, and life of an eighteen year old.  After that, your life is your own.”
 
   I concluded with, “You’re always going to be in there, though, Vanessa.  The real you.  You won’t be able to do anything about any of it, but you’ll be in there.”
 
   I turned to my parents, and said, “You will treat Vanessa accordingly.  To your eyes, to your minds, she is just like any other infant.  That means that you’ll be breastfeeding her, Mom.  It also means that you won’t think anything of her lack of modesty.  Also, because you both have experience with infants, you’ll coach her for the first six months.  If she’s doing something that you don’t think a one-year-old would do, you will correct her.”
 
   I turned to Vanessa, “And you’ll take that into account as you try to be a perfect one-year-old.”
 
   There.  It was done.  I know that I could have simply let her believe that she was an infant, but by leaving the real Vanessa buried deep in her mind, I ensured that if I wanted, I could easily reverse the changes.  I still wasn’t confident in my ability to undo the changes if I didn’t leave a mental backdoor.
 
   “Do you all understand?” I asked.
 
   They all nodded.
 
   “Good,” I replied.  “When I leave, you’ll forget that this conversation ever happened.  And by tomorrow, all of the changes will have taken full effect.  Enjoy your new lives.”
 
   I spent the next couple of hours with the house staff, making sure that they treated everyone as they were supposed to be treated.  I wanted the immersion to be complete (and I certainly didn’t want my parents to come off as crazy).  
 
   Once I was finished with the staff, I worked my way through my parents’ neighborhood.  They had to treat Vanessa like an infant, or it might cause a series of mental breaks.  All in all, it took me the entire day to finish my rounds, but when I had finally completed the task, the entire neighborhood would see nothing wrong with a sixteen-year-old acting like a toddler.  
 
   I convinced myself that Vanessa would be better off, that she’d be able to re-live everything.  How many of us wouldn’t want to go back, and correct past mistakes?  I gave her that chance; the price was that she had to spend a few years being taken care of.  Is that so bad?  Embarrassing at first, certainly, but not bad.  
 
   I was content that I had done a good thing, that I had done them all a favor.  The regret would come later.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   I was addicted to the power – I can’t deny it.  There’s something hypnotic about so much control.  I had to use it.  I was compelled, pushed by some unknown force.  I won’t act like I didn’t use it frivolously.  More than once, I made women sleep with me.  I got into sporting events.  I went backstage at concerts. And I used it in a hundred other petty instances.  But none of it was a big deal.  I could have done the same things with money; it’s just that using my power was more fun.  And I’ll admit – I liked the way it made me feel.  
 
   By and large, though, I reserved the use of my power for those special occasions when I observed an injustice.  I made a rich, corrupt businessman give all of his money to his long-suffering employees.  I forced an incredibly arrogant man to adopt humility.  I changed so many lives that I forget their names, their stories.  Most of them blended together, but there were a few that stood out.  I’m not saying that they’re more important – just more interesting.
 
   Take Wilson Gale, the real estate magnate.  I’m sure you’ve heard of him – or at least his daughters.  Nora and Stacy Gale are a couple of those people who are famous for being famous, you know?  They’re always in the news for something or other.  They’ve even got their own reality show.  
 
   But you know, they’re not nearly as vapid as they seem on television.  Sure, they look like your typical bimbos – tall, leggy blondes with fake tits – but beneath all that plastic are a pair of shrewd businesswomen.  They know how to market their product.  
 
   I’m getting ahead of myself, though.  Wilson Gale caught my attention when I saw a news report detailing a scheme in which he charged minorities double the rent of their white counterparts.  Of course, that’s illegal, so a lawsuit was brought against him, which he had subsequently settled out of court.  
 
   I know, I know – you’re thinking that he’d paid his debt, right?  Wilson Gale is a billionaire; the lawsuit was settled for fifty million dollars.  It barely qualified as pocket change to him.  No, it wasn’t a punishment.  It was a slap on the wrist.
 
   I resolved to teach him a lesson.
 
   It wasn’t difficult to get a meeting with him.  After all, I was a billionaire as well; as a businessman, Gale was compelled to hear me out.  As I walked into his office, I was struck by how sparsely it was decorated.  A few pictures of his family here and there were the only decorations.  A squat, metal desk stood in the center of the room, behind which sat Wilson Gale.  
 
   I covered the ground between the door and the desk in a few steps, smiled, and stuck out my hand.  “Thank you for meeting me, Mr. Gale.”
 
   He returned the smile coldly, and taking my hand.  “Think nothing of it.  I don’t think anyone would refuse a meeting with Adam Kerrigan.  After all, one meeting with you, and Hugh Daros decided to give all of his money to charity.  I don’t really care about that; maybe you made him see the light.  No, what I do care about is that his company’s profits are up nearly thirty percent since you met with him.”
 
   I shrugged.  “Maybe it was a coincidence.”
 
   “No, Mr. Kerrigan,” he stated. “I don’t believe in coincidence.  You did something, said something.  I don’t know what, which is why you’re here.  What did you do?”
 
   I could have launched into my plan then and there, but there was no harm in talking to the man.  I’d already searched his mind, and found that he was indeed an unrepentant racist.  He particularly hated African Americans, though Latinos weren’t far behind.  He deserved my planned punishment.
 
   “I told him to focus on his task,” I said matter-of-factly.  
 
   Gale banged his fist on the table.  “Do you think this is a joke, boy?”
 
   I’d had enough.  Narrowing my eyes, I said, “Of course it isn’t a joke.  You’ll find out soon enough that when I tell someone to do something, they do it.  No wavering.  No distraction.  No hesitation.  They don’t have a choice.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” he asked, suddenly unsure of himself.  “I —”
 
   “Shut up,” I ordered.  His mouth clamped shut.  I stood, studying the man.  He was short – maybe 5‘6”, but he was portly.  Clearly, he enjoyed his food.  A fringe of hair sprouted just above his ears, and his face was cleanly shaven.  A bulbous nose sprouted from between too-narrow gray eyes, and his jowls shook when he spoke.  Finally, I remember thinking, someone who looks like the disgusting person they really are.
 
   “As I’m sure you now see, you have no choice but to obey me, Mr. Gale – same as Daros.  But you’re not going to get off as easily as him.  I just took his money.  But you?  You deserve something more,” I explained.  “But don’t worry.  I’m not going to take your money.  I know you’re worried about that.  Rest assured, you’ll maintain your standard of living, though I toyed with making you homeless.  Once you realize what’s going to happen, you’d probably prefer that.”
 
   I picked up his phone, and said, “Either way, you don’t have a choice.”  Handing him the phone, I ordered him, “Call your daughters, and have them meet you here in your office.  Do not tell them what’s going on.  Do you understand?”  He nodded.  “Good.  Call them.”
 
   He dialed the number, and after a few moments, he said, “Nora, honey, I need you and your sister to come to the office, okay?  There’s something we have to take care of.  No, it’s not optional.  No – you have to come.  Please!”
 
   He pulled the phone from his ear, staring at it.  Then, he fell from the chair, and started to convulse.  I admit, I almost panicked.  Was he having a heart attack?  A stroke?  What was I going to do?
 
   His thoughts gave it away, though – my command kept running through his mind, over and over again.  And then it hit me.  He had failed, and his body couldn’t accept that.  
 
   “It’s okay,” I shouted.  “You don’t have to call them.  You don’t have to get them here.”
 
   Immediately, the convulsions stopped, but he remained on the floor, panting.  So that’s what happens when they can’t comply with my orders, I thought.
 
   “Stay there,” I said, reaching for the phone.  I scrolled through Gale’s contacts, and found Nora’s entry.  I called her.  
 
   The phone rang a few times before someone answered.  A feminine voice said, “Daddy, I told you – we’re busy.  We’re not going to —”
 
   I interrupted, saying, “Be quiet and listen.”  I had never tried to send an order over the phone before, so I bent the entirety of my considerable will to my command.  “You will bring your sister to your father’s office.  Wherever you are, you will make an excuse why you have to leave, and you will come here as quickly as you safely can.  Leave the camera crew behind.”
 
   “O-okay,” she said.  I knew that my command’s influence was tenuous at best.  I hung up, and settled down to wait.
 
   The pair of sisters arrived a half hour later.  They were gorgeous, of course; their mother had been a model in her youth, and her looks had clearly been passed on to her daughters.  Tall, leggy blondes who had access to the best plastic surgeons in the world, any flaws they’d been born with had long since been corrected.  No, they were as close to perfect as money could buy.
 
   Most men would have been rendered speechless in their presence, but my thoughts were almost clinical.  I noticed their beauty, but it didn’t excite me.  It had probably been happening for a while, but that was the first time I noticed that I was becoming increasingly asexual.  Maybe it was a side effect of my powers, or perhaps it was simply the fact that I could see into their thoughts.  Inside, they were as horrific as their exterior was beautiful.  They were petty, entitled, selfish, and, of course, quite racist.  They were truly their father’s daughters.
 
   As they walked through the door, I said, “Close the door behind you, and take a seat.”  I gestured to the chairs in front of the desk.  They sat down silently, waiting for me to proceed.  I didn’t even have to verbalize the command; they simply understood my wishes.
 
   “You are despicable people, all of you,” I said.  “I thought about taking your wealth.  That would be fitting, wouldn’t it?  Maybe you would go on welfare.  Perhaps you would start to sell those beautiful bodies of yours.  Your father could even be your pimp.”
 
   I laughed mirthlessly.  “But no, that only really speaks to one aspect of your character flaws.  And you don’t hate all poor people.  Certainly, you think you’re above them, but you reserve real hate for black men and women.  That’s why your father got into the trouble he did, isn’t it?  He wouldn’t even take their money.  It’s sad, when you think about it.  Horrible way to live.”
 
   I could feel their fear; and why not?  They knew I was angry, and more importantly, they knew I was in complete control.  But I’m not cruel.  I was an agent of justice; I took little pleasure in feeling them squirm beneath my boot.  
 
   “Girls,” I said, invading their minds simultaneously.  They were quite similar, but slightly different.  I didn’t bother distinguishing between the two, however.  I didn’t need to.  “You are exclusively attracted to black men from now on.  You are completely submissive around them; you will do whatever they want.  Pleasing them pleases you.  Most importantly, though, you will flaunt your preferences in front of your father.  That means that whenever possible, you will let him watch.”
 
   I turned to Mr. Gale, and said, “That is the only way you can be aroused – watching your daughters having sex with black men.  And you will watch, so long as their lovers will allow it.  When they object, you will beg.  You will tell them that you need it.”
 
   Why had I gone straight to sex?  There were hundreds of other ways I might have made them pay for their bigotry.  But I barely even considered them.  It was always going to be sex.  
 
   “When I leave this office, you will forget that I was ever here,” I said.  “Your normal personalities will still be there, suppressed by my commands.  You will be ashamed at your actions, but you will be unable to resist.  Do you all understand?”
 
   “Yes,” they answered in unison.  I could feel the horror in their minds.  It served them right.
 
   For a split second, I felt like I was outside of my body, watching events unfold.  I was aware of my corporeal form, but it was distant, like a dream.  Just as quickly, I snapped back into myself.  
 
   I gasped for breath, wondering what had just happened.  I couldn’t get out of there quickly enough.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Over the next few months, I retreated into myself.  The out-of-body experience had rattled me, bringing me back to reality.  Afraid, I kept the usage of my power to a minimum.  As a result, I began to come to terms with what I had done.
 
   In many cases, I was satisfied that I had been justified, and I had made the world a better place.  But in some, like my treatment of my sister, I was clearly in the wrong.  Was I drunk with power?  Or had the power corrupted my notion of right and wrong?  I wanted to believe that it was my ability.  I needed to believe that it had driven me to act against my personality.  The alternative was that the only thing holding me in check was a lack of power.  Remove the consequences, and morality goes out the window.  I couldn’t come to terms with that being the case, so I forced myself to abandon my ability in the hopes that I could regain some measure of humanity.
 
   Even though I cringed every time I saw my teenaged sister getting her diaper changed like an infant, I refused to rectify my mistake.  Part of it was fear, certainly.  I didn’t want to leave my body again (I was sure that my consciousness had indeed left its physical confines); I was afraid of not being able regain my corporeal form.  But more than that, I feared what the power did to me.  I convinced myself that if I let myself change Vanessa back, I wouldn’t be able to control myself.  Who was to say that I wouldn’t then do something worse?  
 
   In the intervening months, though, I discovered something intriguing about Vanessa.  Chronologically, she was a seventeen year old girl, and when it had all started, she’d looked like it.  But since I’d given her the mind of a child, her body had begun to regress.  Her breasts had flattened, her curves had straightened, and her body had shrunk.  In short, she looked like a prepubescent girl – ten, maybe eleven years old.  
 
   Reluctantly, I probed her mind (and its corresponding functions), and realized that her brain was actively forcing the changes.  Effectively, it had reversed the aging process.  Looking at her brain’s patterns, I knew that the changes were nearly complete – everything had leveled off.  Apparently, there are limits to what the mind can do (though it’s capable of far more than any of us could have expected).  
 
   Seeing how she had changed made me even less inclined to reverse the commands; I had no idea how it might affect her.  But it did make me curious.  The only other person in whom I had enacted such sweeping changes was Frank White.  
 
   It had been almost a year since I had punished him, and I had yet to check up on him.  I was sure that the changes would be complete, but how effective would they be?  
 
   I suspected that it would be far more effective than I had originally intended, but there was only one way to tell for sure.  Since that night, he had disappeared from the public eye.  His publicist had said that he’d retired, and he had dropped off the map.  But I knew where to find him.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   The fear was expected.  The desire, however, was not.  
 
   As a naked Bunny (the former Frank White) danced seductively, the dueling emotions hung thick in the air.  Even without embracing my power, I felt it.  But with my unique ability, the ebb and flow of lust and fright nearly overwhelmed me.  
 
   I should have expected it.  After all, I had created him, forced his attraction to abuse.  And what I did to him – how could it be categorized as anything else?  
 
   “Stop,” I said, not bothering to coat my words with my ability.  “Let me look at you.”
 
   He obeyed without question as I stood, circling my first real creation.
 
   It was everything I had hoped for and much, much more.  Aside from a small penis between his legs, he was completely indistinguishable from a beautiful woman.  He had the curves, the breasts, the soft features; his transformation went beyond my wildest expectations.  There were none of the telltale signs of former masculinity one usually associates with the transgendered.  He was, in a word, perfect.
 
   “Tell me about the last year,” I said.  “Tell me how you’ve progressed since we last saw one another.”  Mentally, I tore down the wall in his mind which prevented him from remembering my role in his transformation.
 
   My words sounded hollow, alien.  I didn’t seem human, even to myself.
 
   “It went just like you said,” Bunny began.  “The first few months, at least.  With the girls, with my preferences and…all of that.  But then things started to get weird.”
 
   “How so?” I interjected.
 
   “I started getting smaller,” he said.  “And it wasn’t just weight loss.  I actually got shorter.  I mean – it was like reverse puberty.”  I nodded sagely even though I hadn’t intended for that to happen.  Behind a placid mask, I was horrified as he continued, “When I stopped shrinking, I looked like a ten year old.  I was so scared, but the girls, they supported me.  They were so good to me.  I didn’t expect it, but when I started to develop, I was actually relieved.  It took about six months for me to get the body I have now.”
 
   So his body had regressed to a blank canvas only to rebuild itself?  How much didn’t I know?  How easily could I have screwed up?  I’d been so confident that I knew what I was doing, but increasingly – with both Bunny and my sister – it was becoming clear that I knew so very little about my powers.  
 
   “When I finished changing,” Bunny said.  “I came here, and they gave me a job.  And it’s been just like you said – I pick the worst men.  Most of the time I deserve it when they hit me, I guess.  I shouldn’t make them mad.  I’m just so stupid sometimes that –“
 
   “That stops now,” I said, coating my words with my power.  “It wasn’t fair of me to put that burden on you.  I was wrong.  So from now on, you react like any other sane person.  You don’t put up with it when someone treats you badly.”
 
   I don’t know why I removed that particular compulsion.  Maybe I felt guilty.  Perhaps I thought he’d learned his lesson.  He’d been physically abused by more than a half dozen men, after all.  He knew exactly what it meant to be a victim.  
 
   “And you don’t have to work as a stripper anymore,” I said.  “As soon as I get back home, I’ll release your trust fund to you.”
 
   “But I like working here,” he said.  At my look of surprise, he continued, “Look – I know that you forced this on me, but I’ve had a lot of time to think about it.  I mean, I thought I had chosen this for myself, but deep down, I knew that something else was driving me.  I could feel a foreign influence.  And I don’t think I would choose to go back to the way things were, even if it were possible.”
 
   He gestured to his feminized body.  “I’m not the person I used to be, obviously, but there are parts of me that are still the same.  I just want to perform, you know?  I want to be liked.  I want fans.  That’s why I started singing in the first place, you know?  This is just an extension of that.”
 
   I plumbed the depths of his mind, making sure that he wasn’t still under my influence.  He wasn’t.  It was all him.  I sank deeper into his mind, wanting to know what drove him to an embrace of his current profession.
 
   It was revelatory.  I felt the rush he experienced when he went on stage.  Knowing that every eye in the room was trained on him, that each person wanted him was intoxicating.  Straight, gay, male or female – it was all the same.  He was adored on a primal level.  
 
   And then there were the private dances; they were the most empowering of all.  Most of the men were straight, he knew.  But that didn’t matter.  They knew what he was, and yet, each and every one of them wanted to have sex with him.  
 
   I pulled back, knowing that Bunny had told the truth. 
 
   “So are you going to make me go back?” he asked.  “If I have a choice, I just want to stay.  I don’t want to be him anymore.”
 
   “No,” I said.  “But I will do what I said – the money is yours.  If you choose to continue as a stripper, that’s your decision.”
 
   I understood the motivations, even if I didn’t quite understand how my powers worked.  I had been so sure that I was doing the right thing, that I knew how my ability worked (even if I didn’t know why I was blessed with such power).  I had been so cavalier about changing people’s lives.  
 
   Had I really believed that I was an agent of justice?  Was I so blind?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   After seeing the effects of my powers in my reunion with the reinvented Frank White, I retreated into myself.  I’m not ashamed to admit that a deep depression took over my life.  Sure – I had done some good things, but they all carried with them a heaping helping of self-interest.  
 
   Daros’ charitable donations had made a huge difference, but that encounter had been motivated almost solely by greed.  The racist property owner?  I just wanted to see a rich, old, white guy laid low.  His daughters?  They were vapid fame whores, but they weren’t as horrible as I made them out to be.  And I had doomed them to a life of perverted exhibitionism for their own father.  I was especially ashamed because, if I had chosen to, I could have done some real good.  But I couldn’t be bothered to even pay lip service to a good cause.  
 
   And then there was the matter of my family.  To be fair, they were happy.  My parents behaved like newlyweds; they couldn’t get enough of one another.  And my sister had let herself succumb to her infantile nature, her thoughts regressing to those of a toddler.  Sure, she was in there.  She understood more.  But most of the time, she shut that part of her brain off.  I think it was so she wouldn’t go insane.
 
   In an act of kindness (or at least, that’s what I told myself), I pushed her old identity behind a wall.  It was still there, certainly, but it wouldn’t affect her everyday life.  When the time came (as she got older), I would release her.  I wondered if, when it happened, she would hate me.  I certainly hated myself enough.
 
   The meeting with Bunny had opened my eyes to how evil my powers really were, and I had reacted in kind, refusing to use them.  Sure, a stray thought might make its way through in a moment of weakness, but over the following six months, I kept my ability to manipulate people’s minds in check.  I think that if I hadn’t had a chance encounter in a coffee shop, I may have lived the rest of my life like that.
 
   But when I saw Karen, my old girlfriend, with Damien, I couldn’t help it.  I just couldn’t.  I’m human, after all, and jealousy can make us do horrible, horrible things.  Coupled with the addictiveness of my power…well, let’s just say it wasn’t a good combination – at least not for them.
 
   I remember the encounter like it was yesterday.
 
   I was sitting at a café, drinking a latte when I heard her familiar voice.  “Adam?” she asked.  “Is that you?”
 
   I looked up from my laptop, into her sparkling blue eyes.  “Karen?  H-how have you been?” My words came out in a nervous stammer.
 
   “Great!” she said, taking the seat across from me.  She always did that sort of thing – assuming that her company was always desirable.  “I heard you won the lottery.  How’s being rich treating you?”
 
   Direct.  “Good,” I muttered.  “Everything’s good.  You still in school?”
 
   She nodded.  “Junior year.  If I want to load myself up, I could probably graduate this year.  But then it’s just more school, you know?  I’ve already been accepted to medical school.”
 
   I began to say something, but she turned, waving someone over, “Honey!  Over here!”
 
   And then I saw him.  Damien Foster – his smug good looks made me want to punch him in the face.  In that moment, I chose revenge over depression.  He had stolen my girlfriend.  And she had cheated, and then abandoned me.  And here they were, acting like we were friends?  No – that wouldn’t do.  It just wouldn’t do at all.
 
   “I…um…I’ve got to go,” I muttered, rising.  As I walked away, I started thinking of my revenge.  It had to be special.  It had to be perfect.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   I want it known that I actually did resist.  After the encounter with my ex-girlfriend, I was angry, sure.  Who wouldn’t be?  She cheated on me, leaving when I was in a coma.  What sort of person does that?  If anyone deserved my wrath, it was her, right?  And don’t get me started on her new boyfriend.  But as I walked away, I did everything I could to force the anger into the back of my mind. 
 
   Fear drove me.  What if my consciousness separated from my body again?  What if I couldn’t get back?  Would I be doomed to an eternal life as an incorporeal spirit?
 
   And then there was the fear of what my actions might do to me as a person.  Even if I could escape physically unchanged, what about my psyche?  Could I come to grips with being a mind-rapist?  
 
   In the face of my pain and anger, my fears eventually dwindled.  More and more, as the weeks passed, I would find myself sitting in my favorite chair, practically humming with power as I dreamed of different punishments.  Each was more fantastic than the last.  
 
   I gave in.  Was it a lack of mental strength?  Or a simple lack of motivation?  There were no consequences, after all.  I convinced myself that, even if I did drift away from my body, I could always return.  I don’t know if I believed it – I had no evidence to suggest such a thing.  Likely, my anger simply muted my concerns.  
 
   Whatever the case, it didn’t take that long for me to give in to my base urges.  I wanted to hurt them.  I wanted to make them pay.  And I had the means to do it without repercussion.  Can you blame me?  Could you resist?  Or would you have chosen the same path?
 
   You tell yourself that you wouldn’t.  I know.  I can feel it.  See it.  But I know the truth.  So do you, if you’re honest with yourself.  We’re all slaves to our emotions, for better or worse.  It’s human nature.
 
   And in that respect, I was still one of them.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   I sat across from Karen, staring into her beautiful eyes.  She was afraid – and why not?  Not being able to control your own body is a frightening thing.  I did nothing to soothe her.  The fear was part of it.
 
   “I thought about a hundred different punishments,” I said.  “But each time, I discarded them.  Some, because I don’t want to hurt you – not physically, at least.  Others because they weren’t enough.  I wanted to attack the core of who you are.  That’s where the real meat of revenge is.”
 
   I rose, pacing.  “I thought about making you incontinent.  Can you imagine?  Walking into your classes, and wetting yourself?  Maybe shitting yourself on a date?  In the bed?  Being in diapers would suit you, I think.”
 
   “I can’t –“ she began, but I quickly cut her off with a thought.
 
   “You don’t get to talk, Karen,” I said.  “This isn’t about you trying to wiggle out of your punishment.  You can’t.  I’m going to do this, and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.  You are powerless.”  
 
   I sat beside her on the couch, my hand on her shoulder.  “It’s okay.  I feel your pain, your fear.  I know you, now better than I ever knew you before.  It’s funny, really.  I don’t remember what I saw in you.  Sure, you’re beautiful.  And smart.  And you can be funny sometimes.  But inside, you’re just an egotistical perfectionist who thinks she’s better than everyone else.  Don’t deny it.  We both know it’s true.”
 
   Rubbing her shoulder comfortingly, I continued, “You know - I could have done anything I wanted to you.  I even thought about making you believe you were a dog.  Wouldn’t that be fun?  I could even alter your pheromones to the point that other dogs would want to fuck you.  And you’d want it too.  Or you couldn’t stop yourself, rather.  I’d leave you in there, of course.  It wouldn’t be a punishment otherwise.  I can practically hear your mental screams now.”
 
   She cringed with my every movement.  
 
   “But that’s not right either, is it?” I said.  “That doesn’t cut to the core of your vanity, does it?  It’s not perfect.  You don’t know how long I sat, pondering the ideal punishment.  Dozens – if not hundreds – of ideas discarded.  Until I stumbled upon the perfect idea.  It’s simple, but I suppose the best punishments usually are.”
 
   I stood, walked around the coffee table, and sat across from her.  Gathering my concentration, I laced my words with my thoughts.  “From now on, you’re going to act like a stereotypical bimbo.”  A thousand images and ideas flashed through her mind.  She knew exactly what I wanted.  “Your mind is incapable of functioning at a higher level than an average fourth grader.  Math perplexes you.  History bores you.  And current events confuse you.”
 
   Already, I could feel her mind rearranging itself.  
 
   “To make up for your lack of intelligence, you do everything you can to be the absolute perfect sex toy for men,” I said.  “You revel in their attention.  You live for their approval.  Whatever you can do to obtain that approval, you’ll do it.”
 
   “But,” I said.  “You hate them.  The sex, the smell, the feel – you absolutely loathe men.  In fact, you’re a lesbian, through and through.  You don’t even like masculine women.  No, the more feminine the better.”
 
   I smiled.  “It’s a bit of a conundrum, isn’t it?  You need to please men – any way they want.  But you hate them.  You’ll have sex with them.  You’ll be their arm candy.  You’ll even marry a rich one, if you’re lucky.  But you’ll hate every second your with them.”
 
   “That’s your punishment, dear, dear Karen,” I said.  “That’s your future.”
 
   As I stood, I said, “I would say that I hope you enjoy it, but I know you won’t.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   I can’t say that I felt particularly good about myself after my encounter with Karen.  I knew that I had effectively sentenced her to a living hell.  Not only would she know exactly how much she’d lost, but she would also be compelled to enslave herself.  I’d stolen her intelligence, her independence, and ultimately, her sanity.  I wondered how long she could go before the inevitable suicide.  
 
   I’m not proud of what I did.  As I look back, I can recognize that my actions were shameful and disgusting.  I can’t deny it – not to you, not to myself.  I can only say that in the moment, I was so angry that I couldn’t control myself.  I realize that’s a cop-out.  I do.  But you can’t understand the way the power affects me.  
 
   It’s like a drug.  It was an addictive poison.  I knew it, but I couldn’t stop.  I just couldn’t.  No matter how disgusted I was, no matter how ashamed – I was hooked on what amounted to absolute power.  
 
   So keep that in mind as you judge me.  Believe what you want, but take it from me – given the same abilities, it would only be a matter of time before you acted similarly.  Maybe it would take you longer than it took me, but it would corrupt you.  It’s inevitable.  
 
   If only I was that self-aware leading up to Damien’s punishment, I may have been able to resist the worst of it.  Then again, maybe not.  Whatever the case, I can’t change what I did.  Nor will I sugarcoat it.  This is a warts-and-all account, after all.
 
   After my meeting with Karen, I was ablaze with power.  After going so long without using it, the effect on my own mind was magnified tenfold.  I knew beyond a shadow of any doubt that what I had in mind – complicated though it was – would be easy.  Awash with confidence, I trekked to his family’s house.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   As I was wont to do, I paced as I gathered my thoughts.  Damien, his mother Faye, and his father, Carl sat on a plush couch in a well-appointed living room.  I barely noticed the décor, I was so focused on my task.  Originally, I hadn’t intended to make it a family affair.  However, the sheer dysfunction of Damien’s family had altered my plans.    
 
   They were horrible people, to put it mildly.  And coming from me, knowing the things I’ve done, having seen the worst of everyone’s mind…well, that meant something.
 
   Carl was the type of lawyer that prompted all of those lawyer jokes about dishonesty and all-around sleaze.  In the jokes, it’s funny, sure, but in reality, that sort of person is a horrifying sight.  His mind laid bare, Carl couldn’t hide his absolute amorality.  He didn’t care whether he was defending a rapist, a murderer, or a mobster.  So long as they could pay, he’d be there, arguing on their behalf.
 
   And that didn’t even get into his attitudes toward women.  To say that he objectified them would be an absolute understatement.
 
   Faye was just as bad, in her own way.  She hated her husband – that much was clear with only a cursory sweep of her mind.  She only stayed with him because of the money.  I can understand that.  I really can.  But she took it so much further.  Petty, arrogant, and vindictive, she would sleep with her husband’s business partners, his rivals, even some of his clients.  It was her way of enacting some measure of revenge for how he treated her.  
 
   Oh?  Didn’t I mention that Carl was physically abusive?  Or that Faye was verbally abusive?  I’m not sure which one came first, but the two people were equally detestable.  
 
   And then there was Damien.  He hated his parents (a feeling that was reciprocated).  I can’t say that I blame him; he knew exactly what they were, after all.  In another situation, I may have sympathized.  I’m not going to lie – he was arrogant and elitist, but my opinion of him was more than a little influenced by the fact that he’d stolen my girlfriend.  If I’m honest, he was easily the most normal of the bunch.
 
   Not that he didn’t have his issues.  Like I said, he hated his parents – especially his mother.  He couldn’t understand why she’d never left his abusive father.  That lack of understanding had, over the years, turned into contempt.  And that contempt had become hatred.  In his eyes, she was weak and petty – apt descriptors, in truth.  
 
   The irony, of course, is that even though he hated them, he’d adopted many of their values and characteristics.  As with many affluent families, they harbored quite the disdain for anyone who was even the slightest bit different.  Homosexuals, different races, the poor – they turned their noses up at all of them.  
 
   I sometimes wonder if, had they been pleasant people, I would have gone through with it.  I want to say that I wouldn’t have, that I would have had some temporary fun at their expense, then moved on.  But that’s not what happened, is it?  They were terrible people – a fact which made my task that much easier.
 
   “Damien, Damien, Damien,” I said.  “You probably don’t even know who I am.  What did she tell you?  That I was an old friend?  Well, let me inform you – I was Karen’s boyfriend when you two first met.  She probably told you about me.  That was what made it interesting at first, isn’t it?  No – don’t answer.  I don’t need you to voice your thoughts.”
 
   I tapped on his head.  “I’m in there with you right now.  I know just how frightened you are.  I’m used to it, you know.  Everyone’s always so scared.  And for good reason.”
 
   I pulled the coffee table out of the way, and sat cross-legged in front of them.  “This is going to take a long time.”
 
   I closed my eyes, and began to work.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-FIVE
 
    
 
   “So you understand your role?” I asked.  
 
   Dr. Greer nodded.  “I understand.”
 
   Thoughts of millions of dollars dominated his mind, just like I intended.  I was hesitant to use my power to motivate him; what if my orders conflicted with what he needed to do to keep me alive?  No – money was a good enough motivator, in his case.  
 
   Having lost his license (because of a prescription pill addiction), Greer had fallen on hard times.  The money I’d promised would get rid of his crippling debt, and no doubt set him up for life.  And for what?  A few months of nominal care?  It was a win-win situation for him.
 
   Still, I couldn’t hesitate to insert an overriding sense of responsibility into his mind.  Better safe than sorry.
 
   Even though I was sure that it would work, I was still nervous.  Nagging doubts nipped at my mind as I leaned back.  The sheets were cool.  I closed my eyes.
 
   I don’t know how much time passed; I couldn’t spare even a fraction of my concentration worrying about something as mundane as time.  I needed every ounce of it to escape my corporeal body.  
 
   I’d been practicing for a few weeks, so I knew I could do it.  Despite my earlier concerns, getting back was fairly simple, and only required my undivided concentration.  Still – I was eager to watch my plan unfold, so wrangling my mind, and forcing it into place was a far more difficult task than it had to be.  Eventually, though, I managed it.  
 
   In my incorporeal form, my power was different.  I’m still not sure if it was more or less powerful, but after a little adjustment, everything worked properly.  
 
   My senses, however, were far, far different.  I didn’t see, hear, or feel – I was simply aware of what was around me.  My mind had to work overtime to make sense of it all.  That was the most difficult part to master, but once I had the knack, it became second nature.
 
   I projected myself into Greer’s mind, seeing everything though his eyes.  My body looked small, frail – the result of weeks of poor nutrition.  My incorporeal form wasn’t visible, per se.  Rather, it manifested itself as a blue twinkling, just on the edge of the doctor’s vision.  
 
   Satisfied that I was safe and secure, I whisked myself away.  Movement in my incorporeal form was so very different.  Obstacles were irrelevant.  So was distance.  One moment, I was in my home, and the next, I found myself flitting around Damien’s family home.
 
   The shower door opened, and Damien stepped in.  Wrapping his arms around his father’s waist, Damien immediately grasped the older man’s thick cock.  “Room for one more?” he asked, his voice higher pitched than I remembered.
 
   “Maybe,” Carl said, feeling his son’s wet hands pumping up and down.  He turned, leaned down, and kissed the younger man – deeply, passionately.  
 
   When they broke away, Damien said, “Mmm.  I guess you’re feeling frisky today.”
 
   He sank to his knees, and licked his lips as he stared at his father’s penis.  Without hesitation, he licked it, his tongue caressing it from its base all the way to its tip.  Wrapping his lips around it, he bobbed his head up and down, giving his father an enthusiastic blowjob.  Within only a few moments, it erupted, sending thick ropes of semen down Damien’s throat.  He swallowed it all.
 
   I let myself float away as the two made out a little, satisfied that they were behaving exactly as intended.  Certainly, they didn’t look the part yet, but in their minds, they were already beginning to accept their new roles.  
 
   I wasn’t left to ponder it for long, as Damien got out of the shower, dried off, and wrapped a towel around his chest.  He left the bathroom, and quickly found his way to his mother’s bedroom where she stood naked.
 
   “Hey,” he said.  “So where are we going today?”
 
   He dropped the towel, completely unembarrassed at his or his mother’s nudity.
 
   “Here and there,” she said.  “You’ll see.”
 
   “This isn’t going to work if you’re not honest with me, Faye,” he scolded.  “I need to know everything – your whole life.  Just like you need to know mine.”
 
   “Fine,” she said with a huff, pulling on a pair of stockings. “If you must know, we’re going to the office for a while.  Then, we’re going to meet a friend of mine.”
 
   “One of your many lovers?” Damien asked, fishing a pair of panties from the drawer.
 
   She put on her bra, nodding.  “And you’re not going to be there.”
 
   “The fuck I’m not,” Damien said.  He slipped the panties up his smooth legs.  “When I said everything, I meant everything.  I don’t have to participate yet, but –“
 
   “Participate?” Faye asked, stepping into a tight, knee-length, gray skirt.  “Are you insane?  He would kill you if you even suggested it.”
 
   “Who is it?” Damien asked, disappearing into the huge, walk-in closet.  A moment later, he emerged with a conservative pantsuit, which he immediately began putting on.
 
   “It doesn’t matter.  You’re not going,” Faye said.  “And that’s the end of it.  It’s for your own good.”
 
   “Then it’s off,” Damien replied.  “The whole thing.”
 
   “No!” Fay said.  “We can’t!  This has to happen!”
 
   “Then I have to be there,” Damien stated.  “I’ll hide in a closet or something.  But I have to see everything.  I have to know everything.”
 
   “Fine!” Faye relented.  “But if he sees you…”
 
   She left the threat hanging in the air.   Damien shrugged, undeterred.  “It has to happen eventually.”
 
   “Not yet, it doesn’t,” Faye stated, buttoning her white blouse.  “You’ve got a long way to go.  A long, long way.”
 
   “We’ll get there,” Damien said.  “Together.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-SIX
 
    
 
   As Faye endured an uneventful pair of meetings with potential investors, she was extremely uncomfortable.  Not because of the meetings’ content.  Nor was it due to her son’s feminine attire.  Sure, that garnered quite a few sideways glances, but she could easily ignore it.  Their transformation was necessary.  No – she was uncomfortable because of her own attire.
 
   She longed for blue jeans and tee-shirts, sneakers and briefs.  The lace of her panties itched, and the tight skirt left her feeling exposed and silly.  The makeup on her face felt like so much putty; she had to continuously remind herself not to rub it off.  And the hair…oh, God, the hair – how had she gone her entire life with it so long?  It was infuriatingly inconvenient!  
 
   But the worst of it was her body.  It just felt wrong.  Her soft curves, generous breasts, and wide hips made her feel more than a little self-conscious.  To think – she’d once considered getting breast implants.  As she sat through the meetings – barely paying attention – she pondered a future where she could feel comfortable in her own skin.
 
   The breasts, of course, would have to go.  A flat chest would feel so much more natural.  And the curves – though she couldn’t imagine how that might happen – would be the next.  And then the hair…
 
   She ticked off a list of changes, daydreaming about her idea of a perfect body.  
 
   All the while, Damien did the same.  He tried to pay attention to the meeting; after all, when he took over his mother’s life, he’d need to know those things.  But he simply couldn’t.  For every thought about the business, there were two more about his transition.  
 
   He didn’t want to look exactly like his mother.  Close – like a younger, idealized version, perhaps.  Carl would like that, he was sure.
 
   As the meeting went on, I continued to reinforce the changes I’d implemented.  I’d left the initial commands broad and generalized.  I wanted it to stick, and I thought that the best way to make that happen was to let them work out the details.  Once they did, I could guide them within the parameters of their own ideas.  
 
   That’s why I’d put myself into the coma.  That’s why I’d spent weeks perfecting my incorporeal control.  I lost myself in it, pushing this notion or that, molding their personalities, preferences, and thought patterns.
 
   The previous night, I’d begun the physical transformations.  It came easily, in truth.  I’d done that on multiple occasions, after all.  I was practically an expert.
 
   I’d decided to take their bodies back to prepubescence, so that I could start fresh.  I wanted the changes to be perfect, which meant that I needed a blank slate.  It would take a few months, but the results would make it all worthwhile, I was sure.  
 
   After the meetings were complete, Damien and Faye left the office.  
 
   “Why do you do it?” Damien asked.  “I mean, I know part of it.  We’ve talked about that – you know, getting back at Carl and all.  But there’s more, right?  There has to be.”
 
   Faye sighed.  “I don’t know,” she said, brushing her hair back from her face.  “At first, it was because it felt dangerous.  With some of them, at least – like his clients.  Knowing that even if he did find out, he couldn’t really do anything about it.  Can you imagine your father confronting some of these hardcore criminals?  They’d eat him for lunch.”
 
   She laughed.  “But when I realized that he didn’t even care, I don’t know – it sort of lost some of its luster.  But I can’t stop, you know?  Part of it is because it does feel good.  They’re always so rough and energetic.  Not like with Carl.  It’s practically mechanical with him.  Well – you know.  You’ve seen it.”
 
   Damien had.  Clearly neither his father or his mother had wanted to have sex; they’d been doing it out of habit.  Or obligation.  Or both.  There was little love and even less desire.  
 
   “But the rest of it,” Faye continued.  “Well – that’s because I don’t want him to win.  I know he hates it, but he won’t say so.  He just ignores it.  So as long as he’s going to do that, I’m going to keep fucking other men.  If he ever says something about it…well…then I’ll stop.  But not before.”
 
   “So it’s like a stupid grudge match?” Damien asked.
 
   Faye nodded.  “That’s’ what marriage is.  I’ll be honest – I’ll be glad to leave all of this behind.  I know I resisted this at first, but the idea is growing on me.”
 
   In her mind, she had resisted.  It had taken a huge argument, copious pleading, and more than a little guilt to get her to agree – in the memory I’d implanted in her mind.  In reality, none of it had ever happened.
 
   The pulled into the parking lot of a seedy motel.  Faye pulled the car door’s handle, saying, “Are you sure you want to see this?  I can’t be responsible for what he’ll do if he finds you.”
 
   Damien shrugged.  “I have to.”
 
   In his mind, there simply wasn’t any choice.  He was completely committed to understanding his mother’s mind, thoughts, and personality.  He followed her out of the car, and to the front desk.  After retrieving the key from the clerk – who cast a curious eye toward the cross-dressed Damien – they made their way to the room.
 
   When Damien saw the room’s interior, he gasped.  It was horribly unclean – the type of seedy motel room that rents by the hour.  
 
   “I know what you’re thinking,” Faye said, pushing him into a closet.  “But the room is part of it.  I like feeling objectified, used.  When he gets here, you’ll see.  I’m not a person to him.  I’m a sex toy, a means to an end.  And that’s the point of it all.”
 
   “But –“
 
   Damien didn’t get to finish his thought.  The door began to open, and Faye hastily shut the closet door.  Damien recognized the man who stepped through as one of his father’s clients, though he couldn’t recall his name.
 
   “Get out of those clothes, and get on that bed, bitch,” he said, shutting the hotel door.
 
   Faye quickly complied, shedding her expensive clothes, and positioning herself on all fours.  The man unbuttoned his fly, and slipped off his pants, revealing a huge, hardening penis.  
 
   Damien watched as the man fucked his mother in a variety of positions.  If he hadn’t understood his mother’s previous comments about the nature of the sex, he did after the couple had finished.  It was brutal.  It was fast.  And it was angry.  There was no conversation – aside from the odd “OH GOD!” by his mother.  And there was an absolute absence of anything resembling tenderness.  
 
   As Damien watched, he realized exactly how sad of a life his mother led.  And he resolved to correct her mistakes.  I encouraged that line of thinking.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-SEVEN
 
    
 
   The table was set, and the participants were primed.  After a month’s preparation, they were mentally ready to assume one another’s lives.  All that remained was the physical aspect – which was well underway.  
 
   Only a month had passed, but their bodies had already begun to regress.  It started with the purging of body hair, and had quickly progressed to a decrease in body mass.  Damien had already lost nearly twenty pounds and a few inches in height, while Faye showed similar losses.  
 
   All the while, I watched, detached from my body as my plan unfolded.  From time to time, I had to make small adjustments – a nip here, a tuck there, a stray thought wrangled – but by and large, they progressed exactly as planned.  
 
   Time had little meaning, except as an anchor to my subjects.  Once, I let my concentration lapse, and when I refocused, a week and a half had passed.  I could feel my humanity slipping away; already, my grip had begun to loosen, and my anger had begun to fade.  I only maintained the plan because it had consumed me; the reasons for my actions had become irrelevant.
 
   Months passed, and the mother and son became androgynous siblings.  Aside from their genitals, there was nothing to suggest masculinity or femininity.  Finally, I had my blank canvas.
 
   I knew what I wanted.  All that remained was to institute the changes, transforming them to match my vision.
 
   Damien would become an idealized version of his mother.  They already looked very much alike; I only had to give him a feminine body.  The right application of hormones, and his physique would cooperate.  That was child’s play.
 
   Faye, on the other hand, would have a very different fate.  I didn’t want her to be Damien – or not the Damien of the past.  No, she would be something different.  I gave her just enough of a nudge to spur a tiny growth spurt, but she’d never have the body of a real man.  Slim, hairless, and effeminate, she’d be caught somewhere between masculinity and femininity – truly androgynous.
 
   But that wasn’t the best part.  No – I wanted her to feel like an outcast.  She had to be different.  And so, I gave her the sexual urges of a submissive homosexual man.  Her vagina would remain unused – she would only allow anal stimulation.  
 
   Faye would be doomed to a life where she identified as male, had the genitals of a female, and the sexual preferences of a homosexual man.  I couldn’t imagine anyone more unique than that.
 
   As for Carl – I regressed him a little as well.  By the time he was finished, he would have the body of a virile twenty-five year old.  Everything else was mental – specifically, he became a submissive to his son turned wife.  His entire life revolved around making Damien happy.  
 
   I’m not sure if that last part was necessary, but you have to understand – weaving those sorts of transformations is an art.  You go where you’re led.  
 
   I began to forget about my own body.  I’d been gone so long that my corporeal life felt so very far away.  I knew I was still alive, but beyond that, I cared very little about my well-being.  My physical existence paled in comparison to my new world.  I didn’t need senses.  I wasn’t a slave to emotions.  
 
   I was free.  If only it could have lasted.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-EIGHT
 
    
 
   I watched as Damien lay on the bed, his smooth, hairless legs spread wide.  Carl knelt between them, lovingly licking his son’s small, soft penis while his fingers expertly probed Damien’s eager anus.  
 
   His changes were nearly complete.  Aside from that small penis, he was nearly indistinguishable from a woman.  In fact, he’d turned out better than I’d hoped.  Carl, for one, liked his new wife.
 
   “I wouldn’t have made them so happy,” a voice echoed in my mind.  Instantly, I became aware of a looming presence.  “But I can’t deny your results.”  I tried to block out the voice, but it hammered through my defenses.
 
   “Get out of my head!” I mentally screamed.  The force of my thoughts briefly interrupted the two lovers.
 
   “Now, now,” the voice said.  “If anyone can understand that nothing is private, it’s you.”
 
   “Who are you?” I asked, composing myself.  The panic was still there, but I managed to mute it.
 
   “Does it matter?” the voice asked.  When I didn’t answer, it said, “Fine.  My name is Tiamet.  Happy?  Does putting a name to my presence soothe you?”
 
   It did.
 
   “Do you feel their screams?” Tiamet asked.  “Of course you do.  That’s why you’re still here, watching them, feeding off of them.  It’s a novel torture, I’ll admit – removing control, I mean.  Letting them see it all, letting them feel the shame – that’s creative.  I normally go with conventional pain, but to each his own, I suppose.”
 
   “Where are you?” I asked.  “And how are you doing this?”
 
   “I thought you were smarter than this,” Tiamet said.  “Here – maybe this will help.”
 
   Instantly, I was yanked away from my project to what looked like an outdoor bistro.  I looked down, recognizing my own body.  “How?”
 
   “It’s an illusion,” Tiamet said, his voice coming from the person sitting across from me.  He was a handsome man with slicked-back hair and a well-manicured goatee.  “To make this easier.”
 
   Reflexively, I strained against the illusion, causing a ripple in my environment.  Tiamet looked taken aback, “Calm down.  I’m not here to hurt you, brother.”
 
   “Brother?” I muttered.  “What’s going on?”
 
   “That’s why I’m here,” he answered. “To give you an explanation.  If you’ll relax, and quit fighting my will, I can do that.  Otherwise, I’ll leave you in this purgatory until you’ve gained some perspective.  Choose.”
 
   “Explanation,” I said, releasing my power.  
 
   “Good,” Tiamet said.  “The first thing you need to know is that you are special.  I’ve been waiting on someone like you for centuries.  I’d begun to lose hope that you would ever come.”
 
   “Great,” I mumbled.
 
   He ignored my sarcasm.  “It is great, and I’ll tell you why.  You’ve already recognized that you’re far more powerful without your physical body, right?  The reason for that is it’s not your natural form.  Sure, you were born, and you thought you were human, but…well…you’re not.  You’re a spirit, and you’ve only begun to tap into your potential.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked.
 
   “You’ve changed people, sure,” he said.  “But have you ever considered changing the world?  You can incite riots.  You can propel entire nations to the forefront of global politics.  You can win and lose wars.  You can –“
 
   “Why?” I interrupted.  
 
   “Why?” he repeated my question, confused.  “Because we can!  Together, we can do anything we want.  Together, we can take control!”
 
   “Control, huh?” I asked.  It sounded interesting, I’ll admit.  The prospect of so many minds under my thumb was enticing.  “And what’s all of that going to cost?”
 
   “What?” he asked.
 
   “You’re selling me something,” I reasoned.  “You start with the good parts, get me hooked, and then, you drop the cost on me.  What does this cost?”
 
   “It’s…I….well…” he mumbled, unable to get his bearings.  Obviously, he hadn’t conversed with anyone in quite a while.
 
   “Did you expect me to just sign up without any questions?” I asked.  “Are you really that out of touch?”
 
   “No,” he said, fishing in his pockets.  He retrieved a stack of three-by-five index cards.  Flipping through them, he clucked his tongue nervously.  Finally, he found what he was looking for.  Reading from the card, he said, “The cost is nominal.  Only your soul.”
 
   “My soul?” I asked. “Seriously?  That’s not nominal.”
 
   “Of course it is!” he said, agitated.  “You’re not using it, after all.  And it’s not for a long, long while.  Think what we could do in a thousand years!  And if you find someone else to take your place, you don’t even have to give up your soul!  That’s awesome, right?  Right?  Right?!”
 
   I could see the sweat beading on his forehead.  It was an illusion, I knew, but I also knew that it was still a good reflection of his anxiety.
 
   “So I’m going to take your place, am I?” I asked.  Pressure began to mount, and a wild buzzing echoed in my mind.
 
   “I didn’t say that!” he screamed.  After a moment, he calmed himself, saying, “But yes.  You would take my place.  And then you’d find another to take your place before your soul is forfeit.  And so on.  It’s a perfect system.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said, standing.  “I see that.  But I’m going to pass.  If you’ll kindly let me go, I’ll get back to my project.”
 
   “Let you go?” he asked.  “You don’t understand.”  He flipped through his cards, muttering, “If you had let me do my presentation, I wouldn’t have to keep going back.  Ah, here it is.  If you refuse, you’ll lose your power.  And likely die.  They’re not going to let someone like you go free – not after you’ve begun to realize your potential.  If you would have stayed in your body, you could have flown under the radar.  But now?  No.  That’s not possible.  Either you agree, or you’re powerless.  Or dead.”
 
   Could I do it?  Could I live without the power?  There was a big part of me that embraced the idea – life would be so much simpler if I could live it without the constant temptation.  But I knew that abandoning the power, having it yanked from me, would no doubt leave me crippled, weak, and probably dead.  Could I recover from something like that?  
 
   “No,” I said.  “That’s still my answer.”
 
   “Why?” Tiamet asked.  “Do you have some misplaced sense of right or wrong?  Do you suddenly have something against using your power?  It didn’t seem to bother you when –“
 
   “No,” I interrupted.  “I don’t care about any of that.  I’m sure there are strings attached to this, and I’ll be honest – you’re not exactly a good representative here.  I can feel your mind, even though you’re trying to shield it.  I know your anxiety, your fear.  How long do you have?”
 
   “Two days,” he said.  “And then I’m doomed.”
 
   “Right,” I said.  “And have you had any successors lined up in your entire thousand years?”
 
   “No,” he admitted.  “You’re the first.”
 
   “That definitely settles it, then,” I said.  “No.  That’s my final answer.”
 
   He smiled.  “I was being magnanimous by offering you a choice, you know.  Two days,” he said, scratching his goatee.  “I think I can stretch that out.  Two days with me can feel like an eternity.  I think I can have you changing your tune within an hour or two.”
 
   Before I could register what he meant, a sharp pain erupted in my mind.  Immediately, I threw up what few defenses I could muster, forcing it to subside.  “Is that all you’ve got?” I asked.
 
   “Oh no,” he said.  “That’s just the tip, dear boy.”
 
   I closed my illusory eyes, and concentrated, building one mental wall after the other.  I could feel him beating against them, breaking them down nearly as quickly as I was raising them.  I knew that my time was short – eventually, he’d break through.  Instinctively, I knew that once my last defense was breached, I’d be powerless to resist.  So I fled, flitting from place to place.  He followed, of course, and in our wake, chaos reigned.
 
   Distance meant nothing.  Time meant less.  Locked in a battle of wills, we both realized how serious our struggle was. 
 
   His power was deafening; clearly, time had honed his skills to a sharp edge.  But I was creative, countering his every thrust with one of my own.  As we battled to a deadlock, the people in our path felt our presence.  Random changes followed us, changing lives and personalities.
 
   As we fought, Tiamet grew more and more reckless, his attacks more and more uncontrolled.  He was desperate.  Slowly, I began to assert my dominance.  His power waned, and I went on the offensive.  
 
   Once he realized that the tables had turned, Tiamet ran.  I gave chase, lobbing mental attacks at him along the way.  He deflected each and every one, but, over time, they came closer and closer to hitting their mark.  Finally, after what seemed an eternity – it may actually have been one – I connected.  Again.  Again.  Like a heavyweight boxer, I pounded him into submission, flecks of his psyche flying away from his mind with each blow.  
 
   Over and over, I asserted the entire force of my will.  It was visceral.  It was primal.  And it felt good.  So very good.  I should have stopped.  I could feel the pressure building, but I couldn’t control myself.  I’d finally freed myself from the confines of human restraint.  In my mind, there were no consequences.  I was power.  I was force.  I was a God.  
 
   Until Tiamet imploded, sucking my incorporeal form into a miniature black hole.  Blue lights flashed, and my soundless, mental scream echoed across the entire world.  Compressed into the size of an atom, Tiamet and I merged, briefly becoming one in the same.  And in that moment, I knew him more completely than any person has ever known another.
 
   I saw his journey from dirty, poor peasant in ancient Sumer to veritable God amongst his people.  His power was absolute; they worshiped the very ground upon which he walked.  And then it was all yanked away when he was given his choice.  Clinging to the adulation of his people, he chose to forfeit his soul.  And once every thousand years, he’d been delaying its forfeiture by duping some poor idiot into taking his place.  
 
   They were all lies.  There was no thousand year grace period.  If I had agreed, my soul would have been taken then and there, and Tiamet would have moved on to the next.  And the next.  On into eternity.
 
   Our souls were only intertwined for the merest fraction of a second before the implosion became an explosion.  There was no fire, no impact.  Rather, it was a mental wave, a burst of energy imperceptible by the vast majority of humankind.  
 
   As I felt my mind, the fabric of my soul, my very being ripped apart, I knew that my body had been incinerated.  As had Tiamet’s.  I struggled to keep myself together, but I knew that it was a vain attempt.  The sheer force of the impact tore the bonds of my mind to shreds.  
 
   And then it was over.  Tiamet was gone, and I was scattered across the globe.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter TWENTY-NINE
 
    
 
   You don’t know pain until your entire being is in shards.  It’s an unending, persistent agony that makes you wish for death.  No – that’s not right.  It makes you wish you never even existed.  There’s no hope.  There’s no light or love.  There’s only searing pain.  
 
   Perhaps it was my punishment, a penance for all of my sins.  I know that much of what I did was absolutely, unequivocally wrong.  No gray areas, no moral ambiguity – just wrong.  A few centuries of immeasurable pain favors introspection, and as I looked inward, I saw evil.  
 
   Survival wasn’t the driving motivation.  As I pieced myself back together, my only thought was to end the pain.  There was barely room for that much optimism.  
 
   It took nearly six-hundred years to track down every sliver of my soul, fusing each one to my greater consciousness.  In that time, I changed so completely that I ceased being human.  I was an elemental being of survival and instinct.  
 
   More than once, my mere presence changed lives, but I couldn’t be bothered to notice.  There was pain, and there was my quest to be made whole – nothing else.  All I know for sure is that I manifested as a flickering blue light, and that reality bent to my chaotic will.  
 
   And now?  I’m whole.  I’m aware.  The pain is mostly gone, though it still echoes in my soul like a throbbing, perpetual soreness.  The world is different – how could it not be?  Everyone I ever knew is gone.  I have no body – only an awareness.  And I have little will to live.  What’s the point?  
 
   Maybe this is how it was always going to end.  Looking back, I can see myself slipping away from my humanity.  That’s the nature of the power, I think.  Once it manifests itself, it’s only a matter of time before you detach from humanity.  If I knew then what I know now, I wonder if I could have resisted.  
 
   Probably not.  Back then, I knew what I was doing – at least, I thought I did.  And that was my downfall.
 
   For now, though, I watch.  I listen.  And I regret.
 
   And on the rarest of occasions, when I’m really, truly needed, I intervene.
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