The Dark Years
by Gregory Nyberg
My fate is clear: I will rot in hell for Charlie and the others.
Incredibly, the world calls me a hero. They seek me out each ‘Gifted Day’ holiday for interviews, and celebrate my crimes fifty years ago with parades and speeches. 
My contempt for them is matched only by my self-loathing. 
“I’m sorry the Tommy is late, Dr. Benson,” said the too-young reporter, tapping her long, perfect nails on the side table and glancing around the room. “Let’s start without him.” My sparse accommodations at the Home were clearly less than the opulent testament to my role in human affairs she expected them to be. Faded pictures of my family decorated the colorless walls, and the torn, hand-made comforter and threadbare chairs spoke volumes. 
“That’s fine with me, Ms. Williams. I’m not sure why NewsNet sent him for a simple interview in any case...” 

“It’s standard practice, now... Avoids all of that corroboration nonsense.” Her eyes glazed over for a moment, staring behind me, and re-focused as she intoned the standard instructions. “Recording now, Dr. Benson. Audio and video. Preface anything off-the-record with a clear statement to that effect.” Then, smiling weakly, “Why don’t you start with that day fifty years ago? Everyone knows the facts--maybe you can add some new color to the events?”

The reporter was clearly disturbed by my appearance; few made it to one hundred using oldmed alone. The diseases and age-related ailments evident in my emaciated frame were alien to her and her generation, as were the reservations I held about their cure.  

I sighed, regretting for the hundredth time my decision to accept this interview request and despising the brutal necessity that drove me to do it: Paying for the endless drugs and treatments needed to stay alive. I’m afraid to die, you see--I know what awaits me on the other side. 

“Color? Well, let me see... We had just arrived at the tent service when Reverend Taggart called for people to come forward for the laying on of hands...”

* * *
“Here we go!” whispered my wife Gladys, taking my hand and pulling me firmly toward the already-crowded aisle.

“What?” I protested. “I’m not going up there to be made a fool of...”

“Milly says he healed her angina. A lot of people have been helped by him... Your back is giving you trouble again, right?”

“No quack faith healer is going to fix a herniated disk.”

“Come on, David, what have you got to lose?”

“Only my dignity...” I mumbled. It took an eternity to shuffle forward to the plywood stage, the heat and closeness combining to make me lightheaded by the time we reached the front. 

Our turn finally came. I helped my wife up the stairs to the stage and into the arms of two of the Reverend’s male ‘helpers,’ who then guided her to a position in front of him. The Reverend held his Bible high above his head, yelled something incoherent, and pushed her back into the arms of the helpers with a strong palm to the forehead. She was assisted off the stage by a small boy, looking none the worse for the experience. 

I climbed up, deciding it would be more embarrassing to back out than to undergo the same treatment. Yelling, pushing, falling, and helping-up proceeded as before, and I was on my way offstage. Accepting a much-needed cup of water from the small boy as I descended the plank stairs, I suddenly felt something twitch in my back. I missed a step and fell awkwardly to the ground, landing on my right hand and breaking my wrist with a surprisingly audible crack. 

“Damn, that really hurts!” I exclaimed, gingerly probing my wrist to ascertain the damage. A tiny hand reached out and I looked up to see the small boy from the stage kneeling down to help me. Skin and bones, with oversized ears and a mop of dark hair, he couldn’t have been more than five. His doe-brown eyes were full of compassion, however, evidencing a depth of emotion unexpected in so young a child.
“Oh, sir, I’m very sorry. I didn’t mean to make you fall,” he said, close to tears.

“Not your fault. Just a back spasm at the wrong time.”

“The Reverend will be so angry with me...” he whispered, closing his eyes. I felt a subtle tingling in my wrist, and a moment later the pain in my broken hand disappeared, as did all trace of pain in my back from years of bad posture. “Please don’t tell anyone,” he said, opening his eyes and meeting mine. “The Reverend doesn’t know...” 
He then got up, went back onstage, and continued to offer people cups of water and assistance down. Not everyone would take his hand or the offered water, but those that did often started perceptibly when he touched them. Many came down the steps with a strange countenance, and some turned and joined a growing throng of people singing or shouting their thanks to God and to the Reverend.

“Incredible,” I said. “Absolutely incredible.”

“What is, David?” asked my wife. “Do we need to go to the hospital for your arm?”

I laughed, feeling years younger. “Not today, honey. I’m feeling great. Let’s go find a seat and something to write on... I imagine they’re going to take the collection soon, and I want to write a note to the Reverend. If I’m right, that boy is going to be very famous.”

* * *

My description of that pivotal event left the reporter unimpressed, judging by her sour expression. She was probably hoping for something new--an exclusive of some sort. Too bad. There wasn’t much more to tell, and I was too old to embellish.

There was a soft knock on the door. Tommy came in, head bowed, followed closely by a huge bear of a courier-bodyguard in full body armor. Tommy was a pale, sickly-looking boy of five or six with wispy-blond hair and baggy clothes. You would never know his value by looking at him.

“About time,” said Ms. Williams, turning to the courier. “You can wait outside the door. There are no other exits.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he rumbled, closing the door on his way out after quickly verifying her statement.

“Tommy, this is Dr. David Benson. He’s been sharing a story with me. Can you verify his truthfulness to this point and monitor him until we’re done?”

“Yes, Ms. Williams,” said Tommy. “Dr. Benson, have you told Ms. Williams the truth since her arrival?”

“I believe so.”

“Confirmed, Ms. Williams. Monitoring.” Tommy then sat on the floor and looked up for the first time, glaring at me briefly with undisguised hatred and contempt, before closing his eyes to concentrate. 

“Good. Fine. Let’s continue, then, Dr. Benson. You had just met the boy and were arranging to meet Reverend... ah...” Pausing to consulting her implant. “Taggart. What happened next?”

“A lot of things happened very quickly, as I recall...”

* * *

It was easy to get a private audience with Reverend Taggart--a brief note introducing myself and promising a large gift did the trick. We met outside his shoddy Airstream, over glasses of lukewarm lemonade, and I learned what I needed to know about the boy: He claimed to be an orphan, was five years old by his reckoning, and the Reverend had taken him in a few weeks earlier, out of charity, when he showed up at a service in Jefferson City all alone. 
His name, of course, was Charlie.

The Reverend was unaware of Charlie’s healing ability, or the part he had played in increasing attendance and offerings at recent healing services. I worried that once he was found out--which seemed inevitable--he would be exploited and abused in the Reverend’s company. Gladys and I had been foster parents many times in our 30’s and 40’s, never able to have our own children, and it was easy to contact Social Services and arrange to care for Charlie while the agency worked to find him a new home.

Charlie enjoyed living with us, and we loved having him. Gladys taught him to read, and bake cookies, and I taught him how to ride a bike and throw a baseball. He was a gentle, kind boy, and deserved to grow up and live a normal life. But my greed cost him that chance.

I was still a doctor in those days, a Pediatrician with a small practice in a poorer section of St. Louis. I had Gladys drop Charlie by the office one morning, on a lark, to show him where I worked and get him out of her hair for a few hours. I was blind to the danger this represented, or perhaps I was hoping, subconsciously, that something would happen... I don’t know. I do know that it was the first of many mistakes.
“Charlie, why don’t you play in the waiting area for a while,” I said, directing him to the small room full of books and toys. “I’ve got a few patients to see before we can go to lunch.”

“Yes, sir.” He looked around and decided to join a small boy playing with blocks. They seemed to hit it off well enough, so I asked the receptionist to keep an eye on him and went back to attend to other patients. Thirty minutes later I was examining that same boy, confused by what I was finding.

“He had an asthma attack last night, Mrs. Edwards?” His mother was sitting in the examination room with me and the boy. “A serious one?”

“Yes, Doctor. We had to use the nebulizer, and we almost had to go to the E.R. again...”

“How has he been this morning?”

“Still pretty bad,” she replied. “He had an attack in the waiting room... But the puffer worked fine on it.”

Addressing the boy, “How are you breathing now, Franklin?”

“Real good,” he said, brightly. “Charlie helped me.”

My blood ran cold. “What do you mean?” I asked, knowing the answer--and regretting the question--almost immediately.

“He saw when I couldn’t breathe right, and Mama had to puff me, and he felt sorry for me and touched my hand kinda funny. It made me all tingly. Now I can breathe big again, just like Mama wants me to.”

“That’s good, Franklin,” I replied, checking to see how the mother was reacting. Not well...
“What are you talking about, Franklin? How did he touch you?” She looked at me, confusion and alarm plain on her face. “Didn’t you bring that boy in, Doctor? Who is he? What did he do to my son!?”

Before I could respond, one of my nurses barged in to the room. “David, we need you out front right away! Charlie fainted, a little girl is screaming about spiders, and... Well... Just come, please!”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Edwards. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” I knew she would be questioning Franklin about Charlie in my absence... At least it was only an asthma attack. Comes and goes, doesn’t prove anything.

The little girl in the waiting room was a different story. Jenny had contracted HIV from her mother during birth, was abandoned by the same shortly thereafter, and had full-blown AIDS at the age of three. Now five, she was taking powerful antiretrovirals to slow the spread of the virus, but the normal childhood colds and infections were taking their toll on her frail body.

Jenny was still crying and complaining about spiders, despite her grandmother’s soothing words and caresses. She didn’t seem to be injured, so I quickly went to check on Charlie sitting nearby. His face was ashen, and his heartbeat was shallow and fast.

“Charlie, what happened? Did you fall? Does your head hurt?”

“No. But I don’t feel very good,” Charlie said softly. “Her sickness was bad...”

“Oh, God... Charlie, where was her sickness?”

“Lots of places. It was really hard getting it all... But I had to, or it would’ve come back, I think.”

“Yes, I suppose it would have...” I whispered, suddenly noticing the astonished silence in the waiting room. 

“Doctor,” said Jenny’s grandmother, “what did the boy mean about getting all her sickness?”

“It was nothing... I think he’s a little confused,” I said, smiling thinly. “Are you okay, now, Jenny? Does anything hurt?”

“I’m okay...” she sniffed. “The spiders are all gone now. It was mean of him to put spiders in my clothes like that.” She turned to her grandmother and added, “Nanna, I’m really hungry. Can we have lunch soon?”

“Sure, Jen, if you think you can keep it down...” Jenny hadn’t been able to eat normally for weeks, I knew.

“Oh yes, my tummy feels much better now.” She gave her grandmother, and everyone else, a big gap-toothed smile. “I want a big hamburger. With cheese. Can I have a big hamburger with cheese, Nanna?”

Her grandmother stared at her, and at me, and at Charlie, confusion mixed with impossible hope. I had no explanations for her, apart from the obvious. 

Subsequent tests found no traces of HIV in Jenny’s body. It was an honest-to-God miracle. 

In the days that followed, I squandered my last chance to protect Charlie. I could have denied everything, taken him away somewhere, gone into hiding... But I didn’t. Instead, I told the world about Charlie, proud of what I had discovered, and sought my own fame through his Gift. I didn’t think it through carefully enough... I didn’t understand how people would react to his existence, or fathom the true depths of human greed and selfishness.
The next three weeks were a blur. The health agencies came and tested Charlie, and he was taken from us--for his own protection, of course. If we had had time to adopt him before he was found out, perhaps I could have stopped them. Or perhaps they would have simply changed the parental-rights laws and taken him against my objections. 

The world was buzzing with stories about Charlie: Charlie the Angel; Charlie the Gifted One; Charlie the Second Coming of Christ; even Charlie the Fraud, with me as the profit-seeking villain. I would have been happy being the villain, if it meant getting little Charlie back. In time, the skeptics were convinced of his ability--in the obvious manner--and the speculations turned to ‘How?’, and ‘Why?’, and, most importantly, ‘For Whom?’. 

The government had no idea how to ration Charlie or make him available in a fair and impartial way. Accusations of powerful and wealthy people gaining access to Charlie ignited a riot in St. Louis, and he was moved to an undisclosed military facility. Gladys and I were brought along, at Charlie’s insistence, and the three of us were held as virtual prisoners on a base somewhere in the Nevada desert. While politicians and ethicists and pundits debated how to use Charlie for the good of everyone, we hid in the desert and tried to be a family. 

Six months passed under the watchful eyes of doctors, researchers, and guards. The fact that Charlie was a small boy, needing adequate time for rest and play, seemed lost on his keepers. Endless blood and tissue samples were taken as they struggled to understand his Gift, and he was constantly exhausted by tests and demands on his abilities. 
Meanwhile, a steady stream of officials and ‘friends’ of the government were visiting the base to be healed by him... What they paid or promised for access to Charlie I never found out, but it cost him dearly. He was falling apart before our eyes.

Our patience with their treatment of Charlie ended one evening after what must have been a particularly grueling day for him. We were eating dinner in our small apartment on the base, Charlie picking at his food while we tried to cheer him up.
“Charlie, did you meet anyone interesting today?”
“Just some King and his sons.” Charlie’s voice was a raspy monotone, devoid of any spark. “The sons weren’t too hard, but the King was real sick... And they didn’t even thank me.” 
An awkward silence. “Hey, isn’t the President coming to visit you this weekend? Aren’t you excited to meet him?”

“I guess...” 

Gladys and I looked at each other, both struck by Charlie’s apathy.

“Do you want to play a game tonight, Charlie?” tried Gladys. “Uno is always fun.”

“No thanks... I’m too tired.” I noticed that Charlie’s hand was shaking as he held his fork, as if it was too heavy for him to lift to his mouth. He finally put it down, the latest bite uneaten. “Can I be excused? I’m not hungry.”

“Sure, honey,” said Gladys. “Let’s go read some more _Farmer Boy_ before bedtime, okay?”

“Okay,” he said, brightening a little. Charlie loved books, though he didn’t get much time to enjoy them. 
Once alone in the kitchen, I picked up the phone and called Colonel Grady, the base commander, at his home. 

“I know we’ve talked about this before, Colonel,” I began, after pleasantries, “but this time I’m very serious about it. Charlie is about to collapse. He’s not eating or sleeping well, he seems listless and fatigued all the time, and he’s on the verge of a breakdown. I think you’ve pushed him too far...”

“Dr. Benson, I respect your opinion and understand your concern,” said the Colonel. “You may not realize it, but we’ve reduced Charlie’s visitor count in the last few weeks. The base doctors say he’ll be able to continue at the new pace without undue difficulty. Today was an exception--his visitors didn’t want to spend an evening with us.”

“Colonel, you had better reduce his visitor count even further, and eliminate these ‘exceptions’, or you’re going to lose him. And if Charlie collapses, who’s going to heal him?”

“Hmm... Well, I’m not promising anything, but maybe after this weekend’s visitors we can give Charlie a few days off.”

“That’s not good enough. He needs to get away from this place. He needs some fresh air and exercise... For God’s sake, Colonel, he needs to be a child for a few days!” I thought for a moment. “Could we take him off-base?”

“That might be possible. Where were you thinking?”

“Well, Charlie’s never seen the ocean... Could we spend a few days on the coast somewhere? My wife and I spent time at a small ranch north of San Francisco... He’d love riding, I think.”
“I’ll see what I can do. You wouldn’t be alone, you understand... We’d have to send security along.”

“Give him a chance to be child, Colonel. That’s all I ask.” 

* * *

Back in my room, I paused to collect my thoughts, dreading the next part of the story. Tommy was still sitting quietly on the floor, eyes closed but not sleeping... Standard conditioning.

Ms. Williams shifted restlessly in her chair, but kept her eyes--and her recording implant--carefully focused on me. “That trip caused the Dark Years, right?” she prompted, trying to be helpful. 

As if I couldn’t remember what happened on the dunes the day we went riding...
* * *

The first two days of the vacation were wonderful. Charlie was looking much better, and had really enjoyed our time on the beach. The security team wouldn’t let Charlie play near the ocean at first--given the area’s notoriety for sudden large waves--but after a call and the arrival of SEAL divers, he was let loose and had a blast bothering starfish and climbing on the rocks.

That afternoon we went on a trail ride from the ranch to the beach, cutting through a state park. Security was heavy, ten agents riding with us and others flanking us on horseback and ATVs. The ride had been delayed a few times, and almost cancelled, but Charlie had elicited a promise from the President--after curing his kidney disease--so we were going.

Charlie was having a grand time on his pony, playfully leaving the trail and exploring around the group to the chagrin of his guardians. We topped the final ridge of dunes overlooking the beach and paused to take in the view. The evening sun was in our faces, warming us and sparkling off the waves and whitewater of the beach before us. 

“Come on, Dad! I’ll beat you to the water!” Charlie was beaming. The guide had promised us we could trot once we got to the beach, and Charlie was ready to race. 

Before we could start, one of the agents grabbed the pony’s reins and held him up. The leader stood up in his saddle, looked to the left, and spoke quietly in his radio. There had been other pauses along the way as our security team intercepted hikers and riders encroaching on the group, and I thought little of it. We continued to enjoy the colors and textures of the setting sun over the ocean, and wagered on who would win our upcoming race.
Suddenly there were masked figures erupting from the dunes around us, and the air was full of yells and gunshots. Our security reacted quickly, firing at the attackers or running them down with their horses. Charlie was immediately dragged from his pony by an agent and held prone on the ground. Both Gladys and I were thrown by our spooked mounts. I landed behind some brush, winded but unhurt. I couldn’t see Gladys.

More gunmen came over the ridge behind us. Their added numbers threatened to overwhelm the remaining security. I could hear ATVs coming closer, and the sound of a helicopter, but they were too far away to help. An agent fell near my hiding place, his head half-gone. I began crawling out to find his gun, calling weakly for Gladys through the din. 
I heard approaching hoof beats, felt a sharp blow to my head, and the world went dark.

* * *

I blinked back tears. “The ‘Dark Years,’ you call them... Those six years the world had to survive without Charlie.”

“Your Charlie died in the attack, right Dr. Benson?”

“_Charlie_ died, yes. And my dear wife. And all of the attackers and many of the agents. But only Charlie’s death mattered to the world... ‘A horrible tragedy,’ they lamented. ‘A tremendous loss to humanity.’ And then they went looking for heads. The Chinese were the official scapegoats, if I remember correctly, but Big Pharma was probably behind it. They were very smart, and they saw what was coming long before the rest of us... In any case, the angry mobs saw me as the idiot that put their precious Charlie in danger by insisting on that vacation, and I had to spend six years in hiding, alone with my grief and guilt.” 

I stopped, my self-blame threatening to rise up again and consume me after fifty years. I had made so many mistakes during that first year with Charlie, but going on that vacation and injecting a measure of joy in his pitiful life was perhaps the one thing I had been able to forgive myself for doing. 
Tommy opened his eyes, then, and stared directly at me, his expression unreadable. Perhaps he sensed falsehood in my self-forgiveness. 

“The world went crazy for a few months,” I continued. “Rumors, accusations, and more riots. No one believed--or wanted to believe--that Charlie was actually gone. He couldn’t be! Charlie was going to cure them of whatever diet, or lifestyle, or pure dumb bad luck had done to their bodies. ‘Somebody must still have him!’ they claimed. Ironically, they were partially right.”

I sighed, weary from the reliving of old pain. “Do you want me to go on, Ms. Williams? I’m not directly involved in events after the French made their announcement.”

She de-focused for a moment--consulting her schedule, I assumed--and came back with another false smile. “Sure, Dr. Benson. We have a few more minutes. Maybe you can concentrate on how the subsequent events made you feel... Were you proud?”

“Proud!?” I sputtered. “Of course not! I was horrified when the French told the world what they had for sale... My God, can’t any of you see beyond your own needs? Can’t you see how _wrong_ it is?”

“I don’t mean to argue with you, Doctor, but the Gifted program eliminated an awful lot of pain and suffering... Why is that wrong?”

“‘The ends justify the means,’ Ms. Williams? Let’s talk about the ‘means’ for a moment.

“When the French announced the first Charlie clones available for sale, it opened everyone’s eyes to the possibilities. The French clones were of various ages, but all showed the same healing ability as the original Charlie--at least the ones they were selling did so. As for the thousands of discarded embryos, aborted fetuses, and deformed or stillborn babies... Well, they were simply the cost of giving the world what it demanded.”

“To be fair, Doctor, the NT process is much better now...”

“Sure, we can all celebrate that only one hundred are killed for each viable baby today. And maybe, just maybe, you can argue that in Charlie’s case the ‘ends’ do, in some warped and self-centered way, justify the means. No one wants their child or spouse to die, and I can still remember when Charlie healed little Jenny in my office... I know how much that meant to her family. But where has our callousness for life--both unborn and living--taken us?”

Ms. Williams didn’t answer, her smile gone.
“I’ll tell you where: In the last fifty years we’ve become completely dependent on Charlies. Hospitals are nothing more than waiting areas and billing centers for access to their leased, or purchased, Charlies. The rich have their own, of course, and guard them as they would any other priceless trinket. All other medicines, technologies, and health care practices have virtually disappeared from the face of the earth. They can’t compete! 

“Those of us who refuse Charlie treatments are forced to pay ever-increasing fees for poorer and poorer oldmed care. Meanwhile, medical research concentrates on finding new ways to leverage Charlie’s Gift, including some truly abhorrent ideas involving stem cells and forced mutation. All perfectly legal, of course, once the Constitution was amended to allow slavery, in the case of clones, and make ‘health’ a guaranteed right for every natural-born citizen...
“‘Health’ wasn’t quite enough, though, was it, Ms. Williams? People began noticing that Charlie couldn’t do a thing about non-physiological depression, and there were suddenly a great number of healthy, depressed people living in the world... 

“Ten years later, an aid worker in Guatemala met little Zeneyda. Thin and small from four years of malnutrition, her lop-sided smile and musical laugh were like rain in the desert. An hour spent talking with Zeneyda left you feeling happy and content for weeks... The cloning concerns found out about her, and now, when you’re down, all you have to do is make an appointment to visit your local Zeneyda. ‘Take a Z,’ as you young people call it... Disgusting!”    

I turned to Tommy. “Tommy, how old are you?”

“I’m seven... And a half.”

“Last time I looked, a Tommy’s empathic Gift is active until... When? Puberty onset? Four or five more years, I suppose. Tommy, what do you do for fun?”

“I watch vids, sometimes. They don’t let me play very much... Maybe when I’m older.”

“Thanks, Tommy. The thing is, Ms. Williams, over the last fifty years we’ve created the worst form of child labor--or slavery, let’s call it what it is--ever devised in the history of mankind. All built on a process that creates and discards life like it has no value, no rights of its own. And I can trace it all back to my discovery of Charlie, fifty years ago, an event you expect me to celebrate.”

I paused, needing to catch my breath. Tommy was watching me very closely, I noticed, and Ms. Williams was squirming, clearly searching for a graceful way to wrap up the interview and exit.
“Ms. Williams, have you ever asked yourself what happens to the Charlies, Zeneydas, Tommys, Amirs, and the others when they reach adolescence and their Gift is gone? No, I don’t expect you have... It’s bad enough in America where there is a minimal support system for them, and laws require their owners to set aside money for their ‘retirement’... What about the rest of the world? Most foreign countries have even less respect for life than we do. Especially cloned life. Have you ever wondered why so many of the Gifted children are sold to overseas companies toward the end of their useful life? Think about it.”

She looked uncomfortable, I’ll give her that--though I suspected it was temporary. Zeneda did wonders with guilt, they say.
“The Dark Years didn’t end after six years, Ms. Williams. For me, they will never end...” I slowly got up from my chair, arthritis pain nearly taking my breath away, and retrieved my nearby cane. I stepped over to the door, opening it. “I don’t know if you got what you were looking for, today, but that’s all I have to give you.”

“Uh... Okay, Doctor,” she stammered, rising to leave. “Thank you for your time. I can’t guarantee those last few minutes will be on the NewsNet broadcast--you know editors.” She left without further comment.
I helped Tommy to his feet and gently lifted his chin to look up at me. I would have rather knelt down to talk to him face-to-face, but my knees were ninety years older than his and no longer capable of it. The courier-bodyguard came in to the room, looking a bit uneasy with my actions, but did nothing to stop me.

“Tommy,” I whispered, tears welling unchecked, “I’m so very sorry. There isn’t a day I don’t regret my actions. If I had just kept Charlie a secret for a few years, his Gift would have faded, and none of this would have happened... I know it isn’t worth very much to you, but I just want you to know that I am truly, deeply sorry.”

Time stopped, then. I felt Tommy’s gaze pierce through to my very soul and make a _connection_ with me. Others joined with us until I sensed thousands of minds--or hundreds of thousands--their bright thoughts threatening to blot out mine. They were discussing me. Debating something. Deciding.
“We know you are sorry,” he/they said in my mind, finally. “We forgive you, and will not harm you when the time comes. Live your remaining years in peace, free of remorse and guilt...”

“Wait! Who are you?” Minds began leaving the gestalt, and soon it was Tommy and myself, alone.
“You’re wrong, Dr. Benson,” he shared silently with me. “The Dark Years weren’t those six years after Charlie died, or the last forty while they manufactured us and enslaved us... The Dark Years haven’t even begun yet.”

I felt something akin to an electric shock behind my eyes, and a violent wrenching pulled something out of me.
A large man and a little boy were in my room, but were now turning to go. I couldn’t recall who they were. My memory wasn’t what it once was, these past few years.
“Goodbye, thanks for visiting me,” I said, hoping I hadn’t already done so. “Come again, won’t you? I do so love company...”
“Goodbye, Dr. Benson,” the boy said, looking back over his shoulder and giving me a warm smile. “We will. Real soon.”
