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PROLOGUE 

In August 2005 the Federal Bureau of Investigation held a conference in San 

Antonio, TX, with experts from a wide range of fields to discuss the topic of serial 

murder. This was the first real attempt made by law enforcement and academics to 

share their thoughts and experiences about those individuals prone to killing more than 

once in clear, cold, and calculated ways.  

 At the same time, unknown to most at the conference, twenty sleep deprived 

high security prisoners, male and female, were being transported on a scratched and 

beaten up white bus to a government research facility in rural Wyoming. All of the 

prisoners were considered psychopathic and each one had a total kill count of over 

twenty-five. 

 Each prisoner was heavily shackled, wrist to wrist and ankle to ankle, with not 

much more than a foot for movement between opposing limbs. When they arrived at the 

gray stone compound at sunrise they were greeted by a cadre of armed guards dressed 

in green and brown military fatigues and escorted through the gates and behind the 

imposing and somber walls.  

 The prisoners were hurriedly led underground, down a dark and grimy ramp 

between two cement walls, and out into a wide and sterile underground corridor lined 

with white tile and lit only by buzzing and flickering bulbs every fifteen feet. The 

prisoners, although curious, still marched in line with the obedient boot stomps of the 

damned, their shackles rattling and scraping along the floor.  
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 At the end of the corridor was an open thick green metal door with an embedded 

circular glass window, which led into a small room. The guard in front stepped aside and 

ushered the prisoners inside with the barrel of his AR-15 semi-automatic rifle. 

 The prisoners stepped through the doorway and broke line, squinting as they 

found their own space in the large bright circular room. The walls were bare with the 

exception of an ominous gray air vent towards the ceiling, opposite the door. The vent 

cover had flecks of rust around the bottom corners and was noticeably askew.   

 Once all of the prisoners were inside, their shackles were removed at gunpoint, 

and they were ordered to take off their orange jumpsuits, leaving them naked and 

primal, disoriented by the powerful fluorescent lighting. The shackles and jumpsuits 

were taken away and the door was locked. 

 Before the prisoners could assess each other and their environment a sudden 

hiss erupted through the vent and the smell of almonds permeated the room. Many 

pairs of desperate eyes caught site of a lone black gas mask sitting on the floor, directly 

underneath the vent. 

 

# 

 

 In San Antonio, they’d just sat down for coffee.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

114 W 15th STREET, HAVERBROOK 

 

 There was nothing intrinsically wrong with the house.  

The fridge and cupboards were stocked with normal food and drinks. Abstract 

Picasso-like paintings adorned the walls in all rooms but the child’s bedroom and the 

bathroom. The bookcases in the living room were stocked with cookbooks, history 

books, and a wealth of science fiction. The smell of lemon cleaning fluid hung faint in 

the air, and the wooden floors in the busiest areas were spotless and shiny. 

Nothing betrayed the fact that this was the house of a wanted pedophile. 

Michael stood at one of the bookcases, thumbing through the contents and not 

really knowing what he was looking for. He raised his head and heard the low dull whir 

of an SUV pull into the driveway. He eased the book he had been holding back into the 

bookcase and quickly sidestepped towards the kitchen, keeping his eye towards the 

front of the house. He hopped up onto the draining board and dropped catlike out of the 

window into the back garden, and pushed the window gently closed. 

The engine was still running and Michael made a calculated move and scuttled 

across a patch of grass and through the loose bushes into the neighbor’s garden. From 

there he could approach the front of the house towards the road and use the bushes as 

cover to keep his eye on Mr. Meek.  

It was now dusk, and Michael’s black garb began to merge with the shadows. 

Through the leaves, he saw the light inside the SUV flick on, and Meek, a middle-aged 
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man, with a chubby face and short messy brown hair, was looking down and talking to 

someone in the passenger seat.  

Bobbing above the dashboard on the passenger side, Michael could just make 

out the blond head of Charlie Hanes. 

Hanes had been missing for close to a week. He had been snatched on the 

ground floor of the Huntington Mall near the main entrance, right outside of a clothes 

store. His mother, Sophia Hanes, had turned her back only momentarily to discuss a 

discount with the shop assistant, and the security feed showed Charlie wander out of 

the store to be immediately picked up by a stranger on the way out of the exit. The black 

and white footage didn’t show a clear image of the kidnapper, only a generic and 

ambiguous baseball cap and large shades, and nondescript jeans and a t-shirt. 

Michael had his eye on Meek for a couple of weeks.  

Ever since Meek entered the Emergency Room at Huntington General, where 

Michael worked in triage, Michael had known something was very off about him. 

Michael had a rare form of synesthesia that meant his brain took the shapes of people’s 

bodies and added a bright colored outline to his perception of their figure. He liked to 

call these outlines coats or auras. Most of these auras were intriguing and entertaining, 

all accept the minority of people with the red. 

Michael had never seen a red aura until six months ago, not long after his twenty 

fifth birthday. At first, he had thought nothing of it, but he soon noticed that the red auras 

tended to accompany bruised and battered women into the E.R., spoke on their behalf, 

and always had an arm around their shoulder or a hand on their knee.  
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The red auras made Michael feel queasy, not just because there was something 

clearly very off about them, but the red around their bodies flickered and snapped like a 

coat of fire, demonic and repulsive, and when Michael got too close to them, it seared 

around him until he felt like he himself was engulfed in flames.  

This powerful sensation both terrified and delighted Michael. 

And here it was, again, searing around Meek, who now had his arm around the 

shoulders of the missing boy. 

Michael had quickly realized his unique gift, and wanted to stop those with the 

red auras, as he knew nobody else was able to see them. Every time a red aura 

entered the Emergency Room, he would alert Johnny in the hospital police to keep an 

eye on them, but he also, in direct violation of HIPAA regulations, jotted down their 

name and address to begin his own investigation in his downtime.  

After a week and a half of tailing Meek, Michael suddenly spotted him with a 

young boy. Hanes’ face had been all over the news, and Michael was all but sure that it 

was Meek who had kidnapped the boy.  

Michael lifted his binoculars out from the inside of his jacket and focused inside 

the car. The boy’s face lifted above the dash as Meek handed him a lollipop. 

There was no doubt about it. This young lad was Charlie Hanes. 

The automated garage door jarred and whirred to life, and rattled up into the 

rails. Meek rolled the car forward into the garage and the door descended on the rollers 

back down to the ground.  
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Michael’s heart raced, conflicted. He wanted desperately to kick down the front 

door and rescue Hanes, after all, he had done all of the detective work himself. He 

frowned and decided it wasn’t the time, and decided to keep watch instead, and make 

yet another call to the police hotline. He was also perched with the number of Hanes’ 

mother ready to go, so she could come and be reunited with her boy tonight. 

The garage door touched down on the ground and the mechanical whir yielded to 

the silence of the night.  

“Hi,” said Michael into his phone. “I know where Charlie Hanes is.” 

 

# 

 

 Detective Connors was on her way back to the station. She had driven out to 

Charlie Hanes’ birth father’s residence just outside of the city, in Spring Mills, but he had 

an alibi for the time of the abduction that was corroborated by the other fishermen at 

Lake Keechee. The sorrow had seemed genuine enough; he had offered to take Charlie 

with him to the lake on the day of the kidnap, but Sofia had wanted to take him to the 

Mall for some professional photographs. The fact that Charlie could’ve been out fishing 

instead smarted badly for both his mom and his dad. 

Connors pulled off the freeway onto Main Street just as the sun had almost set 

behind the Huntington, Pennsylvania skyline. The top of her dark green convertible was 

down and her long wavy auburn wood hair flew out behind her in the drag. She wore 

her black sports coat with a white t-shirt and jeans, and overcompensated with perfume 
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to hide the fact that her clothes had not been clean for a couple of days. She sighed and 

reached down for her energy drink in the cup holder but instead rested her hand on the 

cold steel rim.  

Steering around the traffic, she wondered if it was wise to try and jumpstart her 

body yet again; sometimes you just had to sleep.  

 Her phone rang and she checked the display. It was her partner, Whitman.  

Connors slid her hand up underneath her hair and pressed the Bluetooth device 

in her ear. “Talk to me,” she said, in her deep and gravelly voice.  

“Hey, where are you?” a man’s voice replied.  

“Main. Be back at the station in ten, maybe fifteen.” 

“How’d it go with the dad?”  

Connors swallowed to shift the lump in her throat. The look she’d seen on his 

face was the same look she’d seen before on the faces of many parents – distraught, 

despondent, broken. In losing their child they had lost a piece of themselves, and guilt 

was forever at the ready to consume them entirely. 

“That good, huh?” continued Whitman, more than familiar with his partner’s 

silences.  

Fracture lines split through her voice. “It’s not him,” she said. “Where are we with 

the mom’s boyfriend, was he in L.A.?” 

“Yeah. We’ve checked with the airline staff, airport security, and numerous 

friends and family. But listen, before you get back, do you feel like following up on 

another lead?” 

“You serious?” she replied, quickly. “What is it?” 
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“A man has been spotted driving with a child resembling Charlie Hanes out in 

Haverbrook. They were in a silver Toyota SUV pulling into an automated garage. 114 

west 15th street. Not five minutes ago.”  

Connors jerked the car over to the exit lane. “I’ll go check it out. Who called it in?” 

“Well, that’s where it gets really interesting. It’s our friend, Michael Sinclair.” 

“Him again?” she snapped, incredulous. Michael Sinclair had started to show up 

as a regular on the police hotline, calling in tips.  

“Yeah,” replied Whitman. “But if it’s anything like the last time, it should be bang 

on the money.” 

Connors eased on the brake before the next exit ramp and whirred down to fifty. 

She frowned, “But if anything comes out of this… or not, I want words with Mr. Sinclair.” 

She clicked out the call, and accelerated around the offramp and joined the highway to 

Haverbook. Her hand came down decisively on the energy drink and she cracked open 

the can with a hiss.  

She wanted to be ready if this tip played out.  

 

# 

 

West Fifteenth Street was mostly where middle class old couples retired. The 

houses were one level, although some had basements. The wooden porches usually 

had two chairs and a small black grill, and American flags either flew on their own 

standalone poles in the lawn or jutted out at forty-five degrees from the house. The 
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lawns were small but well- manicured, and the flowerbeds shined with pride as if the 

flowers and plants had become surrogate children.   

Connors cruised down the street, counting down the numbers as they became 

visible in her headlights. 114 didn’t look any different from the other houses.  The front 

door was blue with a small circular window at head height, and to the right of the door 

was a large window.  The unmistakable multicolored flickering of a TV danced on the 

other side of the drawn blinds.  

Connors pulled up into the empty driveway, to the right of the neighbor’s bushes, 

and stopped before the large white garage door. She cut the engine and stepped out, 

taking a moment to look both ways down the street. All was quiet for a Sunday evening; 

there was no other traffic and no pedestrians, and the darkness of an early Fall night 

was solidifying to black. A few large trees lined the long street and hid some of the other 

houses from view. 

Connors walked in her sneakers down the large stone path that separated the 

house from the front lawn and a security light clicked on. She knocked on the front door, 

but nobody answered. She leaned to the side to see if she could spot any movement 

behind the blinds, but the TV danced alone. She knocked again, and this time she 

heard a door open and what sounded like cutlery being dropped into a sink. Footsteps 

neared the front door and the blurred features of a man’s face appeared at the round 

window. A lock unclicked and the door pulled back all the way into the hallway, and the 

sweet smell of baked sugar wafted outside. 

A chubby middle-aged man of around 5ft 8 with a very round face and short but 

messy brown hair had on a mostly white kitchen apron with embroidered flowers, and 
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he was holding a pastry brush. He smiled, but expressed some confusion in the folds of 

his face fat. “Hi, can I help you?” he said, before peering behind Connors both ways 

down the empty street.  

“I’m sorry to bother you,” she said, allowing the croak of sleepiness to seep into 

her voice. “I’m Detective Connors with the Huntington Police Department.” She pulled 

up her badge using the chain around her neck and allowed the man’s dark brown eyes 

to flit over it.  

“Well, what can I do for you, detective?” 

“As you’ve probably seen in the papers, a little boy, Charlie Hanes has gone 

missing. We received a tip that he could be in this area, and I’ve been canvassing the 

street, but I just wondered if you’d seen anything?” 

The man swallowed, and then inhaled, pinching his lip in his teeth. “Umm, sorry, 

detective, I haven’t seen anything.” He shrugged, “The only kids that come around here 

are on their bikes, passing through when Haverbrook High lets out in the late 

afternoon.” 

Connors yawned into her hand. “Oh, I’m sorry, it’s been a long day, Mr…” she 

trailed off.  

The man snorted gently and his fist subtly tightened around his pastry brush. 

“Meek. Daniel Meek,” he said.  

Connors smiled, flashing all of her teeth. “Hey, that’s my brother’s name. Danny.” 

“I go by ‘Daniel’, though,” he said, curtly.  

“Do you have any kids, Danny? Oh, sorry. Daniel?” She yawned again. 



SEEING RED    11 
 

The man smiled, but the rest of his face failed to light up. “No, I never had that 

pleasure.” 

“So, the only kids you see around here, are when they’re returning from school?” 

He shifted on his feet. He was wearing brown slippers that had a light dusting of 

powdered sugar. “That’s what I said.” 

 Connors stepped back and glanced from one end of the house to the other. “Do 

you live here with your mother, Danny?” 

The man’s face blanched and his shoulders lifted and fell with a sigh. “No,” he 

replied, dragging out the end of the monosyllable. “My mother passed away ten years 

ago. I live alone now.” 

“I’m sorry to hear that. My mother’s still alive.” 

A pair of car headlights crept down the dark street and the roar of an engine 

approached. “Look,” said the man. “I’m sorry I can’t h —“ he cut short midsentence. His 

gaze was frozen over Detective Connors’ shoulder.  

The pastry brush fell to the doormat.  

The man’s mouth had locked agape and his eyes betrayed a deep sense of 

disbelief. Connors glanced behind her and squinted against the oncoming headlights. 

The dark contours of a small boy were visible on the front lawn, and when the white 

Chevrolet roared to a stop on the road by the house, Connors could make out the boy’s 

features. 

It was Charlie Hanes. 

The front door slammed in her face and her hand touched down on her holster, 

but she immediately withdrew. She ran towards the boy, who was now holding his arm 
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over his eyes to shield them from the headlights. A white Chevrolet HHR roared to a 

stop on the street and a woman with jaw-length blonde hair, wrapped in a black 

overcoat jumped out of the driver’s seat of the car and ran towards the boy.  

It was Sofia Hanes, the boy’s mother. 

“Oh my God!” she cried. “My baby! I thought I’d never see you again!” She bent 

down and picked him up. The boy hugged her tightly with his short arms around her 

neck.  

Detective Connors stared dumbfounded at the reunited parent and child. She felt 

reality begin to spin, but fought through it and raised her radio to her lips. “This is 

detective Connors, I need backup immediately at 114 West 15th street, Haverbrook. I 

have Charlie Hanes.” 

The radio crackled, “Copy that Connors. Back up is the on the way.” For the 

briefest of moments, she wondered if she was in an energy drink induced coma —in the 

middle of an intense stimulant dream. 

 “My boy, my boy, my beautiful boy,” continued Sofia. “I can’t believe I’ve found 

you.” 

“Mommy,” the boy whined in earnest, reducing her to a weeping fit. She held him 

with one arm so she could wipe her face with the other.  

“Get in the car!” ordered Connors, wild eyed. “Get in the car and lock the doors.” 

Connors stared back at the house, and then at Sofia, who was still standing paralyzed 

with joy. “Sofia! Get in the car with him!” 
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Sofia opened the back- passenger door and buckled Charlie into the seat. She 

then closed the door and tore around to the driver’s side. Connors noticed that she 

didn’t have on any shoes. 

“Oh, if you see him, tell him thank you!” said Sofia. 

“Tell who?” asked Connors, squinting over the hood of the car.  

“Michael Sinclair,” she replied. “He told me where I could find Charlie.”  

The automated garage door clicked to life and began to roll up into the ceiling. 

Connors shook her head and left the reunited parent and child in the white Chevrolet, 

drawing her gun and rapidly shifting towards the garage door.  

It was dark inside the garage, even when the door was fully raised. The lights of 

an SUV came to life and illuminated the back wall, revealing a work bench and a wall 

mounted pegboard with hammers, screwdrivers, and saws sitting on the pegs. The back 

wheels of the SUV span in a deafening squeak, and then Connors watched in abject 

horror as it backed into the front of her low-lying convertible. The SUV tried to push 

passed the obstruction, but this only resulted in more snapping and crunching of 

polymer and metal.  

The silhouette of a grown man stepped out of the night next to the driver’s door 

and smashed the driver’s side window. Meek was then dragged out through the door in 

a chokehold.  

Connors ran around the back of her convertible and watched a young man, 

dressed in black, rotate his arms forward in a blur of fists. Each one connected with the 

side of Meek’s head with the rapid blunt thuds of machine gun fire. Meek screamed out 

into the night and fell to the ground. He folded on the driveway, moaning and squirming 
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over the broken glass, his head and shoulders compressed against the running board of 

his SUV.  He still had on his dirty apron. 

Connors raised her gun and yelled, “Freeze!” 

The man in black raised his hands and had his back angled towards the 

detective. Connors stepped forward cautiously, following the nose of her gun.  

“Help!” Meek wailed from his position on the floor. “I think my nose is broken.” 

Connors lowered her gun and pulled her radio up to her lips. “This is Detective 

Connors. We also need an ambulance, over.” 

The man dressed in black suddenly darted to the left and ran through the 

neighbor’s bushes.  

“Shit!” Connors spat. 

The radio crackled. “Ambulance is on the way, Connors. Over.”  

Connors re-holstered her gun and removed the handcuffs from her belt. After this 

mess, Michael Sinclair was going to feel her wrath. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

DOUGLAS LAKE, KANSAS, JULY 2007 

A stolen silver Chevrolet pickup gunned down road E1814 in rural Kansas. The 

purpose of the harried and jarring journey was to meet an elusive contact for some 

much needed assistance, but the scrap of paper with the information had been lost at 

least two states ago. The prisoner knew this was the right place, it had to be. 

Somewhere around here was the lake. 

The owner of the truck, a twenty-seven year- old male with a light brown crewcut 

and still in his Wal-Mart uniform, was unconscious and jammed into the floor space in 

front of the passenger seat. He had been jacked in the parking lot with a tire iron on his 

way into work back in Topeka. A small pool of mostly dried blood stained the upholstery 

where his broken face was pressed against the door. Once the prisoner was done with 

the truck the plan was to torch it with the owner still inside. Though at this rate, he was 

likely to be conscious again before the prisoner figured out where to go.  

The black top gave way to dirt, and loose gravel and stones flew up and stung 

the wheel arches and doors. Once the rocking stopped, the prisoner saw the sparkling 

lake flash through the trees, illumined by the moonlight. Rather than follow the dirt road 

to see if it wound around to the shore, the prisoner took the truck off the road and 

bounced over the grass into the woodland. The truck hit a rut in the grass and the truck 

owner’s head bounced up and hit the glove box. He stirred, and began to groan his way 

back to consciousness. 
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“Oh, fuck! Not now,” the prisoner cussed, watching as the man tried to sit up 

between the seat and the dash. With relative ease, two heal stomps to the head 

rendered the man unconscious again. 

The truck thundered on between the trees and uncontrollably crashed through a 

thick cluster of bushes. Branches crunched, snapped, and assaulted the paintwork, and 

angry leaves slapped the hood and the windshield. Finally, the truck barreled out onto 

the soft sand and skidded to a halt before the lakefront. The prisoner put the truck in 

park and turned off the engine. The lake was still and eerily beautiful, and through the 

truck’s headlights there was no evidence of nearby human habitation.  

But it had to be around here somewhere. 

The prisoner pushed open the passenger door, turned off the headlights and 

jumped out of the truck, duffle bag in hand, and sank an inch into the squelchy sand. 

The flashlight examined the ground by the wheels of the truck to see if the trail of 

destruction through the woods had attracted any unwanted attention. Nobody seemed 

to have followed the truck, but it sure was beaten up to shit. 

The can of gas had slid to the back end of the truck bed, by the tailgate. The 

prisoner unscrewed the cap and moved quickly around the vehicle, throwing gasoline 

over it in sloppy waves.  The truck owner gurgled when it hit him in the face, but he 

wasn’t conscious enough to realize what was going on. The prisoner laughed and threw 

more on the young man, watching as it dribbled over his face, oily and viscous. Once 

the can was empty it was tossed into the back of the truck and the prisoner retreated to 

a safe distance. 
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Still holding the flashlight in one hand, the prisoner fished around in the duffle 

bag for a book of matches. Soon one was lit and a small flame danced in the night air, a 

flame that mesmerized and lit up the calluses and tears on the inside of the murderous 

hand. Just one flick of the wrist and the truck would be history. 

A sharp and shrill voice cut through the night. “Stop!” 

The prisoner hunched, and turned, surprised. 

The silhouette of a man stood at the edge of the woodland, shining a light directly 

into the prisoner’s face. He had the presence and stature of a general. 

“Who the fuck are you?” commanded the prisoner, defiantly squinting into the 

blinding light.  

“If you set fire to that truck,” the voice continued, “it’ll be the last thing you ever 

do.”  

The match burnt the prisoner’s hand and fell to the ground, lifeless, and they 

continued to stare at each other in silence in the moonlight. The prisoner’s feet braced 

and twisted within their shoes. Maybe if the stranger took a few steps closer another 

match could be lit and he could be torched along with the truck? 

“It’s you,” the stranger said eventually, still shining the light in the prisoner’s eyes. 

“You came here looking for me, didn’t you? From Wyoming?” 

The prisoner blinked, straining to make out any of the man’s features in the dark. 

“You’re Moloch?” 
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The stranger chuckled. “Moloch is one of my names, yes. Reggie gave me a call 

a few days ago and told me you were coming.” Moloch used his flashlight to examine 

the truck and the broken bushes by the woodland. “Yes,” he continued, his voice 

greased with acid. “I need to take care of this. Please, take a seat.” Moloch retrieved a 

cellphone from his pocket and dialed. 

The prisoner sat down on the duffle bag.  

“Pablo,” said Moloch, “I have a truck for you on the southwest side of the lake. 

You’ll need to bring Nessie out to come and retrieve it. The truck’s covered in gas, so be 

careful when you’re stripping it down. And I’ve got a guest here who’s been pretty 

careless. Can you tidy up the flora and rake the sand so there are no signs of the truck 

getting to the lakefront?” 

The prisoner shifted on the bag and cussed. Racing across the country for help 

and fleeing from the Feds would never end delicately. 

“Very good, Pablo.”  Moloch hung up the phone. “Pablo helps me,” he said, 

slipping the phone back into his pocket.  

The prisoner stood up. “Who’s Nessie? 

“Nessie is Pablo’s ferry,” Moloch explained. “It can carry one vehicle across the 

lake. He’ll take the truck to his house and workshop and make it vanish, so to speak. 

He’s very good.” 

“Sorry, for the inconvenience,” the prisoner muttered. “I’ve been on the road for 

almost three full days.” 
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“Yes, yes, I’d like to hear all about it, once we get back to my cabin. Follow me.” 

Moloch’s voice had lost some of its initial rage. He turned to lead the way into the brush. 

The prisoner stopped and glanced up. “Oh fuck.” 

“There a problem?” Moloch asked, glancing back over his shoulder. 

“The guy who owns the truck is passed out in the cab.” 

“Ah, excellent,” Moloch smiled gleefully. “Throw him over your shoulder and bring 

him to the house.” 
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CHAPTER THREE 

HUNTINGTON GENERAL HOSPITAL 

“Mr. Sinclair. A few minutes late for work today?” 

The words pierced through Michael’s fatigued and trashed mind like a gunshot 

through the dark, and permeated like a fart through meringue. He stood in the entrance 

of the Emergency Room, and watched through bloodshot eyes as more patients arrived 

with their relatives, moving slow, and collapsing out of car passenger seats into 

wheelchairs. Michael couldn’t help but ask, “Where was the emergency?” There was no 

sense of urgency, it was just routine for many of these people, many of whom Michael 

had seen before. But that’s all this job had become – ball aching repetition. 

Michael ran his tongue around his mouth and stubble to clear the surplus 

toothpaste, and he had a vague recollection of intentions to shave before leaving the 

house the night before.  

An athletically built lady in her early thirties with thick black hair and dark skin 

approached him in the hallway, her high heels stabbing the hard- white sterile floor with 

each angry step. She had on her light gray managerial suit, which she wore like military 

fatigues, and her pointed nose somehow seemed longer when her hair was pulled back 

tight on her head. Perhaps it was her large forehead. 

Michael hid his bandaged hands inside his pockets and squeezed both of them 

into fists, amplifying the sharp and dull pains from the cuts and bruises. He closed his 

eyes and focused on his throbbing hands; they hurt so good. He could still feel the car 
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window shattering around his right fist. “Am I late?” he tried to smile. “It cannot be more 

than two minutes.”  

“Late is late,” she sneered. Cheap makeup clung to her face like a tired damp 

rag, distorting her lips. She looked him up and down, with her nostrils flaring. Michael 

had to fight to remain in reality and deal with his tardiness, but he couldn’t help stepping 

out of himself and studying his boss as if she was some kind of circus anomaly. There 

was nothing about his job he liked. 

“It won’t happen again,” he managed, and in an effort to sound professional he 

added, “I’ve seen the error of my ways and will be on time from now on,” which was 

laced with unintentional sarcasm.   

Lydia rested a hand on her hip and stared up at him, her mouth contorted and 

open with maximum contempt. “Shape up, Michael,” she said, holding her gaze on him 

for another second before continuing on down the hallway. Michael watched her scan 

her badge on the wall plate and enter through the automated doors towards the 

patients’ rooms in the E.R. It always annoyed him when she herself considered his 

tardiness a personal offense.  

 Michael dragged his feet towards the black wall-mounted clocking in machine, 

feeling like a prisoner, with his dismal future mapped out before him. The only 

excitement and release he received from the banality and drudgery of the rat race was 

when he got to step out in the evenings and take down bad guys.  

Those with red auras had proven to be reliably criminal. In the beginning, Michael 

had started with calls to the police after he identified and followed the bad guys, and 
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waited for them to engage in shady behavior or betray a criminal history. And this 

usually did not take very long at all.  

 Michael had advanced to a senior status at his Kung Fu school, and had 

competed and won medals in numerous national and international tournaments, 

particularly in his specialty, which was full contact sparring. He had been tempted to join 

a Mixed Martial Arts league to fight for a living when he realized his synesthesia could 

afford him another opportunity. With his synesthete tool kit and his self-defense skills, 

the transition to the exciting role of lone hero was at his fingertips. 

 However, he knew his patience for a purely observational approach to crime 

fighting had worn thin. His lust for action, coupled with his martial arts prowess, only 

escalated his desire to get involved, and it made him feel alive in ways that he had 

never felt before. The initial buzz from simply witnessing the arrest of the red auras had 

had waned, and his body trembled to push passed his self-control and reach what he 

thought could be his full potential. 

 The arrest of Meek had been a turning point for Michael. When he’d seen Meek 

try to escape, he saw all of his hard work going to waste. Something had snapped, and 

that bastard just had to go down.  After months of tailing these guys, he had finally 

yielded to the first opportunity to let his fists fly, and his ego wanted more. 

 With a deep sense of loathing and entrapment, Michael clocked in, and 

contented himself with memories of the night before to keep him going. He dragged his 

feet to the triage desk and booted up the computer. 
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Triage was the meet and greet for those entering the E.R. with or without 

ambulance assistance. It was where patients were given an ID bracelet and their 

medical chart was assembled. Michael popped two pieces of gum into his mouth and 

watched as the first patient of the morning arrived, a grimy and fidgeting old man with 

whiskey on his breath, wearing tattered clothes and a musty overcoat.  

This first patient of the day immediately reminded him of the other recent 

development in his synesthesia. The sight of people was now making him taste them, 

too. This old man had an orange aura, and after only a few seconds, the taste of buttery 

popcorn swept through Michael’s mouth.  

Michael clamped his tongue behind his front teeth and tried to focus all of his 

attention on the computer screen. “I need to see the doctor,” the man groaned, leaning 

down onto Michael’s desk. There was a dark stain across the front of the man’s pants, 

and now Michael had the smell of stale urine, whiskey, and the taste of popcorn 

tormenting his brain. 

He tried to hide behind the computer screen. “Name?” he winced.  

“John Bradley,” the man replied. “I was here last week.” 

Orange hue, orange hue, urine, popcorn, popcorn, whiskey, urine, orange hue. 

“Address?” 

“212B McKinnon’s Court.” 

Michael hurried, “Are you having heart or chest pain?” 
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“No.” 

Michael entered all of Mr. Bradley’s information into the computer, found his 

records, and began to prepare a chart and an identification bracelet. “It’ll be a minute,” 

said Michael, clicking the ID bracelet around the patient’s wrist. “Why don’t you go over 

there and take a seat?” he said, pointing to some vacant chairs across the hallway. 

Michael took the chart to the in-tray at the nurses’ station.  

Three of the nurses watched the grubby patient sit down on their closed- circuit 

monitor. Their hues were light blue, dark green, and clay flowerpot, otherwise known as 

Pam, Sarah, and David. Michael noticed them looking at the man’s chart sitting in the 

tray and then watched as they all returned to their yawns, morning chatter, and iPhones. 

He pulled his eyes away from the nurses and hurried back to his desk, before he was 

tasting them, too. The encounter with the patient had been hard enough work.  

Michael caught site of his reflection in the glass partition between his desk and 

the main entrance, and he saw his sad reflection staring back. In his world of colored 

outlines and auras, he had never seen one around his own body. There had never been 

one in his reflection, and neither had there been one when he looked down at his own 

body. Michael knew this wasn’t really a big deal, but the childhood memory of feeling 

left out had stuck with him, and he still resented his own body for occluding him from 

this perceptual magic. Perhaps if his condition continued to evolve he would find himself 

included. 
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As the morning progressed, it wasn’t long before the entire waiting area was full 

of people having emergencies. Michael sighed, bored, surveying them all in their seats. 

People were such hard work, and he wondered why a natural introvert should be forced 

to suffer the indignity of a public job that interfered with his condition. His brain became 

hijacked by the presence of other people and it sapped his strength, along with his 

willpower. Every day he experienced the extreme opposite of sensory deprivation; it 

was sensory overload. 

Together, the patients’ auras glimmered like a rainbow on ecstasy. A rainbow 

that buzzed louder with profanities the longer they had to wait to be seen. Michael 

closed his eyes and wished he also had some kind of voluntary control for shutting his 

ears, nose, and tongue, too.  

Michael sighed, but was immediately intrigued by an overbearing and alluring 

presence at the desk. “Hi. My wife just came in by ambulance and I wondered if you 

could buzz me in?”  

A haze of red flared around a tall man with the build of an Olympic swimmer. He 

was clean shaven with a strong jawline, and had short black hair and dark brown eyes. 

The red burned like an inferno around his gray Italian suit, and for some reason reds 

always produced the same taste; hot sticky and bituminous road tar steamrolled over 

Michael’s tongue.  

He grimaced and forced his gaze over to the computer screen, as if he was 

pulling it free from a thick and sticky spider’s web. Michael could feel his self-control 

creeping to the edge of a precipice. 
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“What did you do to your hands?” the man hissed. 

Michael’s fists clenched within the bandages, prying open the cuts. More blood 

seeped into the underside of the sterile padding and Michael fantasized about springing 

to his feet, grabbing the man’s head, and slamming it down onto the desk. Instead he 

engaged in the necessary failsafe of closing his eyes and drawing a deep breath. “I was 

careless picking up a broken dinner plate,” he said. “What’s your wife’s name?” 

“Sarah,” said the man, snakelike. “Sarah Black.” 

Michael searched through the database and found her room. An ambulance had 

recently brought her in. He closed his eyes as he smiled at the man. “Door to your 

right,” said Michael.  

“Thank you,” the man replied, and stepped towards the locked doors.  

Michael hit the door release button and then picked up the phone and dialed for 

the hospital police. “Hi, Johnny,” said Michael. “Got another one for you to keep an eye 

on. Room R-3. Visiting Sarah Black.” 

  

# 

 

 Towards the end of Michael’s shift, he was hiding in one of the smaller patient 

waiting rooms with his feet up on a small table, hoping to run out the clock. He munched 

on a half-eaten sandwich that had been flattened in the pocket of his black pants. Since 
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the onset of his taste sensations, Michael had been reluctant to eat in public places; the 

often random and sometimes rancid tastes conflicted with his meal and sometimes 

resulted in nausea. 

 The small wall mounted TV in the waiting area had on the local news, which was 

still abuzz with the capture of Daniel Meek. Meek’s arrest had resulted in the arrest of 

two more men, and the confiscation of a wealth of child pornography. Michael smirked, 

wondering who else he could find and report to the police.  There was a certain 

pleasure and irony to be had in a lowly E.R. insurance collector identifying and revealing 

high profile criminals. 

 His phone vibrated in his pocket. Surprised, he slipped it out into his palm to look 

at the caller ID. He didn’t recognize the number. “Hello?” he answered, putting his feet 

down.  

 “Hi, is this Michael Sinclair?” said a deep and wispy voice.  

 “Who’s calling?” Michael answered, standing up.  

 “This is Detective Connors with the Huntington Police Department.”  

 Michael grinned, “Oh, really? Yes, this is Michael.” 

 A brief silence ensued. “Hello?” said Michael, “Are you still there?” 

 “Yes, sorry. It’s been a long day.” 

 “I know the feeling. I’m just—”  
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 Connors interrupted him. “Listen, Michael. Can you come into the station 

tomorrow? I just want to talk to you about your tips to the police hotline.” 

 “Okay.” 

 “Great, does two o clock work for you?”  

 Michael paced to a vending machine and pretended he had to give the matter 

some thought. “Umm, yes. That should be fine.” 

 “Cool. Just come to the front desk, and ask for me. Detective Connors.” 

 

# 

 

 The station was in downtown Huntington, sometimes known as “The Cube” 

because it was an imposing white concrete square building with a formidable presence 

when compared to the surrounding family diners, pawn shops, and bail bond outfits. 

Underneath the station was a three-tiered parking garage with street access, and squad 

cars were constantly driving in and out, along with the occasional armored vehicle.   

 Michael jumped off the bus a couple of blocks from the station at ten minutes 

before two, wearing beige khakis, sneakers, and a navy- blue hoodie. His clothes 

immediately stood out in contrast to the many young legal professionals, flooding the 

sidewalks in Gucci and Armani designer suits. Many were returning to their law firms 
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from lunch at nearby restaurants, although others had given up all pretense and made 

use of the pretzel and hotdog stands.    

 Michael meandered through the busy foot traffic and ran at a steady pace until he 

was at the large semi-circular white staircase, and then took the steps two at a time until 

he was through the solid wooden doors.  

 The floor was lined with white and black squared linoleum, and was stained a 

putrid mix of yellow and brown on the main walkway. The smell of cheap liquor and 

bleach hung heavy in the air, like a fart in the shower. The foyer had six rows of cheap 

blue plastic chairs with shiny metal legs separated on two sides, and Michael strolled 

through the middle, passed the members of the public spread out and sitting in stagnant 

clouds of their own body odor and boredom.  

 Michael stopped at the front desk, which was elevated at least a foot from the 

floor behind a solid wooden exterior facing the public. A young officer with cropped 

blond hair, pale skin, and loose patches of acne turned from his computer to Michael 

and smiled. “What can I do for you, sir?”  

 A faded green clung to the man’s frame, and Michael tasted cardboard. “I’m here 

to see Detective Connors,” said Michael. “She’s expecting me.” 

 “Yes she is,” said a deep gravelly voice in the doorway to his left.  

 Michael’s knees buckled as he was swept up in an aura of sparkling diamonds, 

glittering and shimmering around the detective as if she’d just stepped out of an 

interdimensional portal. She had on a finely cut black Italian suit as befitting a rock star, 
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and the accentuation of her legs within the pants made Michael dizzy. Black cherries 

swept over his tongue like a cool silk sheet on a hot day. Jets of saliva filled his mouth, 

and he swallowed, hard, and closed his eyes, hard.  

 “Please come with me,” she said, and stepped back through the doorway.  

 Michael stole a glance at the young blond officer, who simply flicked his head in 

the direction of the door. Michael shrugged and followed after Detective Connors, still 

mesmerized by her unique and tantalizing aura. 

 The hallway wasn’t much different from the main entrance. The same tired 

linoleum lined the floor, the old solid walls were the color of dirty cream, and battered 

cork noticeboards lined the walls, calling for 5K participants and buyers of exercise 

equipment and secondhand cars.  

 Connors stopped next to an open door and waved Michael inside one of the 

interview rooms. There was a large mirror to Michael’s right and he immediately 

guessed it was a one-way window, just like in the TV shows. However, the rest of the 

room was very ordinary, box-like, with two chairs facing each other with a large wooden 

desk in the middle. The ceiling was lined with large off-white ceiling tiles, except for a 

dull gray vent in the center next to a circular light fitting that contained four uncovered 

bulbs. 

 Michael smiled, passing her, but her smooth cheekbones followed her pert nose 

out into the hallway and she waited for him to enter the room and approach one of the 

chairs at the desk. Once he was seated, she closed the door and sat across from him at 

the table, with her back to the large mirror. 
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 Michael smirked. “What? No recording equipment?”  

 She squinted. “Should I be recording our discussion?”  

 He relented, “I guess not,” he replied and rested his bandaged hands on the 

table.  

 Connors pushed her legs forward and leaned up on the back of the chair with her 

elbow. She noticed the bandages. “What did you do to your hands?” 

 “I injured them, sparring,” Michael replied. He wondered if she’d caught sight of 

his face after he took down Meek. 

 Connors sighed and nodded. “Listen, Michael, this is really just a formality,” she 

said, dry. “The arrest of Richard Meek was the fourth time you’ve called the Huntington 

PD with a tip, and to your credit it was supremely helpful.”  

 Michael dropped his head, sat his hands in his lap and nodded. “I’m glad I could 

help. I can only imagine what Charlie Hanes has been through this last week.”  

 Connors squinted again, sucked her cheeks in, and fixated on Michael’s face. 

“Yeah,” she replied, blunt. “And then there was the time before, when you tipped us off 

to Barry Edwards, who had fronted as an electrician and was robbing elderly people. 

And before him, Nick Hemingway, worked as a janitor who was giving crack cocaine to 

the kids. And who was it before him?” she trailed off, tapping her index and middle 

fingers on the desk.  

 “Bolin Wang,” said Michael.  
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 Connors grinned, effortlessly flashing her ardent white teeth. “That’s right, Bolin 

Wang. And what did he do?” 

 “Held dogfights on his land out near Burnley.”  

 Connors’ smile vanished. “Michael? How did you know all of this?”  

 He sat back and sighed, watching her sparkle. It saddened him that she would 

never see it. “I did some detective work. Once I found them, I followed and observed 

them, and sometimes looked up their public records and social media presence, and 

just struck it lucky. When I had enough to go on, I called in my tips.” 

 Connors folded her arms at her chest. “And you were that lucky four times in a 

row?”  

 Michael smiled crudely and a flash of arrogance pulsed through his skin.  “Oh, 

no. More than that. I’m tipping off Johnny in the Huntington General Police all the time.”  

 Connors stretched her eyes open and tilted her head. “What exactly are you 

tipping him off to?” 

 “Potential domestic abusers. I work triage in the E.R. and sometimes I see these 

people come in. I can’t always keep an eye on them because I’m busy, and can never 

be sure if they will do anything.” Michael watched lines of suspicion pull tight from her 

lips and the corners of her eyes. His nose finally identified her perfume: j’adore. 

Diamonds, black cherries, and j’adore; she had one classy profile.  

 Connors dropped her arms to the table and sat forward. “How do you know 

they’re abusers?”  
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 Michael blew up his cheeks and exhaled, steadily. He didn’t want to explain his 

condition, he just wanted to help, and for his work to speak for itself. “I just get a 

feeling,” he said, crossing his arms. “A vibe that they give off.” 

 “And why should Johnny trust you? Why should we trust you?” 

 “Because Charlie Hanes is back with his mother.” 


