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Chapter one

It was a sImple questIon.
“I need all the details,” the Questioner said. “The only way I 

can help you is if  you tell me everything.”
Adam looked at the older man sat opposite him. 
He’d followed him into the basement of  the hospital. The 

place had endless corridors with hundreds of  sweaty feet 
squelching up and down in sandals, rising and falling, keeping 
time with the births and deaths. Now Adam was regretting his 
decision. He was going to be stuck here for hours and there was 
no guarantee that this man could save him from the fury of  the 
Board and the consequences of  his actions.

“Where shall I begin?” Adam asked.
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“At the start. How did you discover you could skim?”
“It started in this hospital, a ward somewhere above here.” 
Adam smiled at his Questioner, hoping he could remem-

ber all the details. He relaxed back into his chair and spoke so 
softly that the Questioner moved the old fashioned Dictaphone  
further forward and started taping their conversation.

“It happened like this...” 
Adam put his hands behind his head and began his story.

How long should a dutiful grandson visit an unconscious 
relative for? Was saying ‘hello’ enough? Adam ran his hand 
through his hair. It was dark and tangled like his grandfather’s.  
Deciding that ten minutes more visiting would do, he found 
a chair, sat down and closed his eyes. Moments later, he was 
asleep but standing up and looking around in confusion. 
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In the distance at the foot of  a hill, a kid – about his age – 
was running desperately up the slope, trying to get to the farm-
house. The wind was pushing him backwards and even from 
here, Adam could see that he was sweating furiously. 

“Hey!” Adam called and raised his hand but the boy was 
intently focused on the farmhouse and the wind carried Adam’s 
greeting away. 

The farmhouse door opened and a stout figure appeared: a 
woman in a billowing skirt with a pinny on the front,  her shirt 
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sleeves rolled up to her elbows.
She looked at the running boy and raised her arms. Silver 

glinted briefly between her hands in a shaft of  light through the 
black clouds, and then it came, the peel of  the bell she was hold-
ing. It was one of  the sweetest sounds Adam had ever heard: 
clear, crisp, direct. The boy fell defeated, his hands deep in mud. 

Adam jolted upright and found himself  back in the ward. He 
sat perfectly still, trying to keep his head fresh. 

He’d been so cold, but now the heat was creeping through 
him, spreading upwards through his body, toes, knees, 
into arms, down to hands. Hands that lay encased in his  
grandfather’s. Adam pulled away. 
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The Questioner retreated into his chair, his face hidden in 
the gloom from the single bulb. A fraction of  a second passed. 
He placed his hands on the coffee table, next to the Dictaphone, 
its red light blinking solemnly. He moved it an inch one way, 
and then back, as if  practising controlling his hands, before his 
fingers, yellow from nicotine, tapped its shiny black case.

“You shouldn’t smoke,” said Adam. 
“I don’t,” the Questioner replied. He smiled widely, revealing 

a matching set of  yellowing teeth. 
“It’s quite a power to skim into peoples’ minds.”
“I didn’t know what it was then,” Adam said, “so I did some 

research.”


