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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    For Shannon, the next step was a sadly familiar one. This time it would be on purpose. 
 
    “Hit me again,” she slurred loudly, waving her hand over her fourth empty shot glass. 
 
    The bartender’s playful banter had quickly faded as she began to loudly berate him for service. “You’re gonna need to tone it down a bit,” he asked looking at the row of empty glasses in front of his customer, “Probably slow down, quite a bit. It’s early in the day, what’s your hurry?” 
 
    Shannon’s strategically alluring smile drew him closer. Glancing at his name tag, “Ryan, I’m so sorry,” she cooed, “you’re absolutely right. If I get too carried away, then sometimes I do bad things.”  
 
    She ran her hand slowly through her long hair, leaning forward giving him a better view. “Do you like to get carried away? Once I get to a certain point, I can just go and go,” she winked at him, “and go.” 
 
    When another patron signaled him from the other end of the bar, the bartender politely excused himself. “Hurry back,” she beckoned as he walked away, “I’ll slow down…a little.” 
 
    Her seat at the front of the bar allowed for an unobstructed view out the windows. She sat there quietly, watching the early afternoon traffic. In her beaded denim jacket and provocatively ripped jeans, she looked out of place in the contemporary downtown establishment. As a few downtown shoppers walked by the front windows, she looked down at her phone to check the time. 
 
    The bartender worked his way back to her, “How ya doing? Can I get you something to eat? Maybe soak up some of that tequila?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m fine,” she assured him, “Watch this.” She jumped off the bar stool and turned in an undulating pirouette. Raising her arms seductively over her head, her jacket and short vintage rock t-shirt rode up to reveal her toned stomach. As she rotated her hips slowly, the businessmen sitting at the neighboring tables stopped their conversation to enjoy the spontaneous floor show. 
 
    Shannon adjusted her bar stool and climbed back on, “Tell you what, Ryan,” she tapped her finger on the empty glass, “I have a special meeting to get to, just one more and I’ll be on my way.” She winked at him, “You’ve been great. I’ll apologize now for my behavior.” She hiccupped, “Yeah, one more and I’m gonna get this show on the road.” 
 
    He pursed his lips, “No problem really, you just got a little loud there for a minute, It’s okay. A big meeting? Sounds important.” He gestured again, to the row of empty glasses, “And you’re a little nervous?” 
 
    Taking a length of her hair, she began to unconsciously twirl it around her fingers. Looking down at the soft curls, a winding premonition of both dream and fantasy began as a deep breath pulled her back to reality.  “My world sorta fell apart awhile back. I think I’ve found someone to help me put it back together. I’m not nervous, I’m absolutely terrified.”  
 
    She chuckled to herself and pointed down the back wall to the top row of elegantly displayed bottles, “Let’s make the last one something special. You pick, I’m gonna call my ride.” 
 
    “Make it a tall one,” She hollered after him as she punched numbers into her phone and spoke quietly as he made his selection. After waiting on another customer, he set the double-shot in front of her. 
 
    “A new whiskey, hot off the truck. We’re trying it out.” He raised an eyebrow, “It’s your last one by the way. Not sure how it will mix with all of your tequila.” 
 
    She held the shot up to the light, “It’s really dark, what’s it called?” 
 
    “Witch’s Heart. It’s brand new.” 
 
    Shannon blinked in surprise at him, one of her eyelids now unable to keep up with the other, “You are adorable.” Slamming the drink, she glanced out the window as the front end of a police cruiser lurched to a halt just back from the full view of the bar. The front sidewalk was currently devoid of people. 
 
    “Perfect.” Shannon picked up her bar stool, briefly testing its weight, then effortlessly hurled it through the front windows, shattering the glass into thousands of glittering pieces. 
 
    Wobbling slightly, she looked at the stunned bartender, her eyes glassy, “I’ll be going now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Terra made her way through the twists and turns of the city jail and handed the file folder to the night guard. 
 
    “Ha,” he smirked, “Looks like you drew the short straw.” He pointed his finger at the thick folder to add emphasis, “Again.” 
 
    “Lucky me, right? Where is she?” 
 
    “Interview room six. Just follow your nose. She’s kind of a mess.” 
 
    Terra shuddered, looking down at her feet, “Well, isn’t that special. Drunk or high?” 
 
    The guard looked up from his paperwork with a grin, “Yes.”  
 
    Terra shrank at his enthusiasm. He pointed toward the storage closet, “There are a couple of extra shirts in the closet, in case, well, like last time.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me. I had to throw those shoes away.” 
 
    “I’d guess she’s past that stage tonight. Psych’s already been called, and the staff doc will see her in the morning. It should be a quick meeting for you.” He pushed the button to unlock the door to the cellblock, “Don’t worry, counselor, someday you’ll be working in a tall shiny building defending rich guys in suits. Funny thing, she asked for you this time.” 
 
    The young attorney rolled her eyes, “Like I said, lucky me.” 
 
    Terra walked quietly down the short hallway, a series of doors marked each of the holding cells and interview rooms. She edged her way up the window and saw her client slumped on the floor in the corner of the room. At least she would be as far away from her client as possible. She swung the door open, swallowing hard to get past the vomit smell in the room, “Ms. Conrad, it seems we meet again.” 
 
    A bare arm rose up briefly from the polished concrete floor with a raised thumb. Terra mumbled a response under her breath, “At least it’s not the middle one. Off to a good start.” She sat down at the table and began reviewing the file. Glancing at her client, she saw two heavily lidded eyes trying to focus on her. “Quite a day you’ve had.” 
 
    Shannon Conrad rolled over on the floor trying to raise herself up on her hands, “Rude” she bellowed loudly as she crawled toward the table, “I’m bein’ so rude. Hang on a sec.” The woman’s stomach contracted suddenly, she drew her hand up to cover her mouth but only served to slap herself and then belch loudly, “Oh sorry, Gov-na.”  
 
    Terra moved her feet back under her chair instinctively, “Good. You’re good right there, thanks. And you can spare me the lame accent, the file says you were born in Montana.” 
 
    That was met with a slack mouthed frown. “Ah, fuck, you’re no fun. I’m a cowgirl ya know.” She tried to prop herself back up on her elbow, “I’m a lotta fun.” She pulled at a matted section of her long hair, then wiped her hand on her jeans. “Sorry, I wasn’t supposed…” she laughed loudly, “Continue, please.” 
 
    Terra ignored the comment, now wanting to get through the first interview as quickly as possible. 
 
    “You blew a .18, Shannon. That’s dangerous. Combined with whatever else you’ve got in your system, you could have gotten into real trouble.” 
 
    “Ah, pah-oint 18. Damn, I’m a such a slacker. I was shootin’ for at least a 2. It’s good to have goals, right?” She flailed briefly, trying to get her other arm out her jacket and ended up just absently picking at the sleeve with her fingers. 
 
    Terra looked up over the file folder, “Sure, what’s your drug of choice these days?” 
 
    “I only get one?” Shannon answered so quickly, Terra just stared at her. “Sorry,” Shannon continued, “it’s just that you’re so way up there and I’m way down here. Tonight, it was MMA.” 
 
    Terra just sighed, clicking her phone to check the time, “You’re high on mixed martial arts…lovely.” 
 
    “Who isn’t really? MMA, MVP, maybe B.B. King, whatever. Worked like a charm though.” She hiccupped loudly causing Terra to move her chair back from the desk. 
 
    “Says here you told the arresting officer that you were going to hurt someone.” 
 
    “Yep. Kick some ass. Cowgirl style.” She struggled to sit up, then pointed her finger at Terra, “I will, someday, explain to you just how funny that is to me.” 
 
    “Sure. It also says you wanted to hurt yourself. Those are two serious things to say to the cops, Shannon.” 
 
    “I know, right?” she exclaimed with more than a hint of pride. “And, for good measure…” she then went ahead to list several more reasons she should be arrested. Terra stopped writing them down after the fourth one and just listened. While apparently no stranger to the jail system, her client’s priority list was purely psychiatric. 
 
    “Interesting, Ms. Conrad. Sounds like you’re looking to return to a psych facility. Maybe for an extended stay? Do you have a preference?” She intended it as a joke, but her client was ready with an answer. 
 
    “You’re funny. Tell psych” she slurred, “That there’s a bed available…um, at Cottonwood. North unit.” 
 
    “Right. And you know this how?” 
 
    Shannon hiccupped again, then burped loudly, “Oh, God..I’m really so sorry. Booked it last week. Been there before.” She pointed at Terra again with a crooked smile, “You meet all the best people there.” Shannon put her hand to her forehead, shading her eyes from the harsh overhead lights, “Damn bright in here. I’ll see you again, right? You’re really pretty.” 
 
    Terra dismissed her babbling, “At your hearing. Depends on what your drug test comes up with and if there are any secondary charges filed.” 
 
    “I didn’t hit anybody this time.” 
 
    “I see that. It’s clear you need help, Shannon. You got lucky this time.” 
 
    The woman on the floor nodded and brushed her hand through her hair and closed her eyes, “How old are you, Counselor?” 
 
    Terra was hesitant, “I don’t see why that important. Whatever, I’m 29.” 
 
    Shannon smiled at her with eyes clearly focused on Terra, “Me too. Yes, it’s time for our luck to change. A favor, please?”  
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Will you come visit me at Cottonwood? I mean, after I get cleaned up?” 
 
    “And discuss your case, sure. That’s how it works, Shannon. But I’m guessing you might already know that.” 
 
    “I do, but I might…might have a job for you after I get out. We can talk about it, if you’re interested.” She looked up at her attorney from the floor, wiping her hand across her face, “I don’t look like much right now, but I clean up fairly well. I think you’ll find it interesting.” She looked around the shabby interview room, “Might get your career off the ground floor.”  
 
    Terra huffed as she closed the file folder and stood up from the table, “I’ll, uh, give it some thought.” 
 
    Shannon pushed herself up and leaned against the wall with a dejected sigh. She half-smiled at Terra, but her voice had lost its earlier swagger, “Please do. Sorry about your shoes last time.” As their brief conversation had continued, her client’s inebriated speech issues had all but disappeared. 
 
    As the door to the interview room closed behind her, Terra held back for a moment, then cautiously peered back through the window. Her client had moved from the floor to the chair opposite from where Terra had been sitting. It appeared she was fully in control of her faculties, her hands were clasped in front of her, tears streaming down her cheeks. 
 
      
 
    Terra stopped back at the guard’s desk to jot a few notes from the brief meeting. 
 
    “How’d that go?” he asked with a grin. 
 
    “Weird,” she responded absently as she signed off on the visitation form, “Not bad, just weird.” 
 
    “How so? Your shoes seemed to have survived.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, that’s a win. She was laying in the corner of the room when I went in. Made her stay there. She looks like hell, but the conversation was sorta…can you do me a favor?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Check on her when they move her back to the tank. Try not to be obvious if you can.” 
 
    The request piqued the guard’s curiosity, “Interesting. Spy on her?” 
 
    The young public defender shrugged, “The breathalyzer doesn’t lie, but part of her was two steps ahead of me in the interview. She knew she was going to be here. She knows where she’s going to be tomorrow.” Terra handed the guard her business card. 
 
    “And,” he added, “she asked for you.” 
 
    “Yeah, that.  Call me if anything seems out of place to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    10 days later 
 
    Terra met briefly with the ward supervisor to introduce herself and catch up with her client’s well-being. When the supervisor walked her out to the courtyard where Shannon was sitting, Terra was startled when she saw her client sitting on a bench with a young man. It was as if she was looking at a completely different person. 
 
    Her long hair was brushed and intricately braided. Wearing a simple white sleeveless top and new pair of jeans, Shannon looked more like a visitor then a patient. The young man she was sitting with glanced nervously toward Terra and scurried away as she approached. Shannon seemed disappointed and called after him, “Ah, Marcus, c’mon. She’s my attorney. You’ll like her.” She waved her hand at him as he looked back once before ducking into one of the surrounding buildings, “Fine, later then.”  
 
    She turned to Terra and flashed a brilliant smile, “Hi. Wow, Thanks for coming.” Startled by her client’s apparent transformation, Terra couldn’t help but smile back. After the brief behavior summary from the ward nurse, plus what she’d read in the woman’s file, what she was seeing completely contradicted what she had observed that night in lock-up.  
 
    “Hi,” Terra offered brightly, “You’re looking much better.” 
 
    “Thank you. I so want to apologize for our last meeting, I got a little carried away.” She looked down at the manicured lawn, then quickly glanced at Terra with an embarrassed grin. “Sorry,” she said as she rubbed her hands on her jeans, “I’m…a little nervous.” 
 
    Terra just shook her head, “It’s okay. You’re getting the help you need.” 
 
    Shannon nodded, “True enough. I’ll be on my best behavior for the hearing. You’ll be there, right?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “So, you won’t get stuck in traffic like the last guy did, like three times in a row. He wasn’t putting forth his best effort.” 
 
    “That’s awful, Shannon. I won’t bail on you.” Her client snorted, “Good one.” 
 
    “Not to pry,” Terra began, “but the front desk says you’ve only had one visitor. No family around here?” 
 
    Her client’s response was suddenly cold and succinct, “Not in the conventional sense. They’re not big fans of mine,” she said softly, “What’s left of them anyway, they’re all out west.”  
 
    Terra could feel a defensive wall going up and sought to diffuse it. “I’m not judging. We all screw up on occasion.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, Terra.” Her eyes darted away, “That’s a different spelling, isn’t it?” She blushed, “I’m sorry. That’s kinda forward of me.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Shannon,” the attorney responded comfortably in kind, “It’s good to be open. My parents were both hippies and they thought it sounded earthy. I’ve spent my whole life respelling it for everyone.” 
 
    There was a long silence broken only by a burst of laughter from a group of patients on the other side of the courtyard. 
 
    “So,” Terra began, nodding toward the other group, “meeting your interesting people again?” 
 
    “What?” Shannon sounded surprised. 
 
    “In lock up, you told me that you meet the most interesting people here. At the time, I thought it was odd but,” she acknowledged a smiling man as he passed by them and then she pointed across the court, “It’s quiet here. People seem happy. It’s nice.” 
 
    Shannon blinked, her sharp and clear hazel eyes growing wide at Terra, “You remembered,” she whispered, then sighed, “Perfect.” 
 
    Terra was hesitant to interrupt the congenial mood, “Some business, okay? Your hearing is this Friday. Normally, I’d assume they would assess some jailtime but, given you’re here and doing well, I’m going to ask for time served or out-patient.  That, plus what you did for the other girl in the tank that night, the judge may show some leniency.” 
 
    “Ah, you heard about that, I see. I didn’t hurt anybody.” 
 
    “I know, Shannon, but you didn’t let anyone else hurt her either. That’s what’s important. That act of kindness has a lot to do with why I’m here today.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “You’re not the person that I interviewed on the floor the other night.” She faltered, “I mean you are, but it’s like you are two different people. Not in a bad way. You’re just such a pleasant surprise.” Terra’s eyes darted away as she felt the color rising in her cheeks. 
 
    Shannon arched a perfect eyebrow toward her, “My shrink says I’m maybe three people.” She winked quickly, “Just kidding. One of me is quite enough for most folks.” 
 
    Terra laughed nervously, “Not gonna lie, you had me for a second.” Shannon just smiled, “So, a week from Friday then? I’ll see you at the preliminary hearing?” 
 
    “Yes,” Terra answered quickly then fumbled in her jacket pocket, “Here. That’s my cell. I can pick you up for the hearing if you like. If that’s not weird or anything? Your file just had a work release amendment added to it. I guess you can do what whatever you like.” 
 
    Shannon smiled warmly and looked at the card, “Perfect. I’d like that. They’re going to let me out a couple of days before that. I’ll call you with directions.” 
 
    Terra raised an eyebrow, “I just saw the new work release form this morning. You must have friends in high places.” 
 
    “I get lucky on occasion,” Shannon shrugged as she looked to the building that Marcus had ducked into, “No need to worry. I’m not skipping town on you.” 
 
    “Me too,” Terra responded warmly, “I’ll be there for you.”  
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Shannon sat hunched over the project bench. Twin flares from the gas jet reflected off the smooth surface of her safety glasses. She tweaked the gas feed with her thumb. 
 
    “Dammit,” she said, “that’s hot.” 
 
    Her assistant looked up from the small glass kiln and smiled as he watched her work the glowing molten glass bubble back and forth across the stainless steel table, “I know you’ve been out commission for the last month, but isn’t it supposed to be?” he snarked, “I’m almost done with this part. These crazy metals did exactly what you predicted.” 
 
    “Yeah? So weird,” she grinned, “What colors did the oxides present?” 
 
    “Huh?” he asked curiously, “Wait, when you told me we’d be making this, I, well, never mind. This just came to you, what in your sleep and now you’re asking me chemistry questions? I’ve never seen you do this level of glasswork, let alone this mystery metal thing. It’s kinda creepy, Shan.” 
 
    He held up the first section for the piece, “But it’s really cool. Deep blue as requested, a group of greens, then every color you could dream of. Very striking.” 
 
    “Perfect. Yeah, I know it’s weird. I just started designing it in my head like the idea was there all along.” She sat up from the table and stretched. Her arms and shoulders glistening from the heat of the studio, sweat darkening the tank top at her cleavage. “Sorry for the short notice on this but I wanted to get it ready for Friday.” 
 
    He smiled, “Happy to help, happy to see that smile of yours. It’s been way too long, Shan. I gather your hospital stay was productive?” 
 
    She grinned from behind her glasses, “Yep. Marcus is on board. He’s excited, just need to get him out.” 
 
    “We’re working on that,” the assistant nodded his approval, “So, speaking of the lawyer. Is she the reason for the smile?” 
 
    “Pretty sure she thinks I’m a lunatic,” Shannon shrugged, flipping the heavily tinted lenses back down over her eyes, “She’s so polished, I’m a little afraid of her. And don’t get ahead of me. I’m probably making a huge mistake.” 
 
    “You don’t make mistakes, Shannon.” That earned him a smirk. She pointed over to a small pile of broken glass on the studio floor, “Right.” 
 
    He chuckled again, “The price of being creative. The crystal seems ready.” He set the small iridescent structure on the worktable next to her, “Are you sure about this?” 
 
    “Oh Robbie,” she whispered, ignoring his concern, “it’s so beautiful. In my head, the blue is almost perfect.” 
 
    Her assistant watched the tears well in her eyes as she inspected the intricately fired crystal as it glowed on its support stand. She wiped her arm across her eyes quickly to blend a tear into the sweat that beaded at her temple. 
 
    “Whew, it’s warm in here.” She picked up the long pipette of glass and began to work the end into the flame jet. The assistant watched quietly knowing that any interruption would not be appreciated. 
 
    The spinning and shaping of the globe continued for several minutes until she inverted the ball and set it down in the center of the stainless top, pushing the top into a flat disc. She looked at Robbie, “Wanna assist?” 
 
    He answered quickly, “Nope. I want to watch the master at work.” He hoped a bit of levity would bring back her earlier smile. He got an arched eyebrow instead. 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    She worked quickly. Continuously spinning the globe, adding lines of color to the flat side of the disk, first red, then a tiniest hint of yellow. She spun the globe for several minutes as it expanded back into a clear ball of glass. The small colored tendrils rose up from the center of the globe, the spinning creating a centrifuge as the tiny flower began to grow inside.  
 
    As the spinning continued, a white-hot shard of molten glass spun off the end of the stem, narrowly missing her knuckles. Only then did he notice how tightly she was holding the pipette. Any mistake now could ruin the design. 
 
    “Relax, Shan, you’re rushing. You don’t have to be back at Cottonwood for three hours. Deep breath,” he lowered his voice, “Just work it back and forth...work it nice and slow.” 
 
    She glanced at him briefly, shaking her head. His commentary continued… 
 
    “Back and forth now, watch it grow. Make it last…work the little bud…oh, oh yeah, it’s gonna be so good.” 
 
    She sputtered with laughter, “God, Rob you’re such a delightful perv. I’m gonna need a cold shower. I get it…thanks. Nice job on the work release by the way.” 
 
    “Marcus walked me through it. It’ll be better when he’s out.” Robbie watched the color return to her hands, her long elegant fingers now held the long stem with a more adept touch, “Good timing,” she grinned, “I’m ready for the inlay.” 
 
    She put the globe back into the glowing kiln and continued to spin it. Shifting her weight, she drew it back out as he rose above her and placed a metal rod into the soft top of the spinning ball. It parted to allow a brief bubble and he set the sparkling crystal into the center of the orb just above the colored stems. Shannon reached up and set a small drop of glass from a second stem to fill in on top of the crystal. The glass formed seamlessly around the shimmering gem. 
 
    “Nicely done, sir. Absolute dead center.” She set the globe into a shaping cup and continued to rotate it as it began to cool. 
 
    She looked at him and grinned, “Relax. Nothing bad will happen.” 
 
    He exhaled deeply, “Let’s hope. This is new territory for me, but apparently not for you” 
 
    “I’m sorry if my call freaked you out. I woke up yesterday morning and it was in my head, I can’t ignore it.” She took a pair of small tongs and merged a dark green glob of glass to the base. As it began to fuse with the globe, she stretched it away from the ball and, with a twist of her wrist, bent the flat length of colored glass into a long orchid-like leaf.  
 
    A quick push with a pointed steel rod crimped the leaf with a realistic central rib. The last leaf was the tallest. Curving up from the base of the globe, Shannon turned the glass petal and crimped it forward. She set if off to one side of the orb and held it in place until the glass had cooled. Another touch with the steel rod added a tiny but perfect detail. 
 
    They sat back to admire her work. 
 
    “Beautiful,” he said, “How much will you tell her?” 
 
    She’d been anticipating his questions, “For now, nothing. I just hope she likes it.” 
 
    “How could she not?” 
 
    She took an LED flashlight out of the table drawer, “Let’s see how we did.” 
 
    She watched his usually smiling face morph into a pained expression. “Sorry. You can step out of the circle if you want. You may still be able to see it.” 
 
    Her assistant stood up from the table, “I’m a chicken shit, I admit it.” He carefully tiptoed his way through the intricately drawn design on the studio floor and took a big step over the salt line that made up the edge of the protection circle. 
 
    He turned around sheepishly, “Ok, the girly man is ready.” 
 
    “My God, Robert, you are the manliest, girly man I know.” She put her finger to her lips, “Here goes. Head for the door is things go south.” 
 
    “That’s so not funny,” he said, backing up toward the kitchen, “Are you sure about this?” 
 
    She shrugged yet again, “I don’t remember anything other than the words. The rest is a guess.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and drew two fingers slowly across her collarbone, then held her hand still in front of her. 
 
    “I offer a bridge of souls long passed, 
 
    Apep, God of chaos, store your protection and harness your powers. 
 
    Keep this intended soul from harm at home and in life.” 
 
    She clicked on the flashlight and drew it in a small arc over the top of the first leaf. The cold white light caught the colors of the shimmering crystal and reflected instantly them up to the old tin ceiling of the loft. The brilliant colors danced across the metal tiles in a dazzling display. 
 
    She heard a long whistle behind her, “Wow. Prettiest light catcher ever.” 
 
    She snapped off the flashlight, but the flickering lights remained for a few seconds. “Yep, and let’s hope that all she ever needs it for.” 
 
    “This is going to get dangerous isn’t it?” Robbie was silent for a moment as Shannon looked at him, then nodded.  
 
    “Jesus,” he said softly, “You’re really gonna do this aren’t you?” 
 
    Shannon took off her safety glasses and set them on the table, stretching her arms over her head, “These aren’t dreams I’m having, Rob, they’re memories.” She looked at the sculpture in front of her, “How did I know how to do this? The crystals? The incantations? It’s part of some big cosmic plan.” 
 
    “Or maybe just something quite simple and important to you. You just don’t have all the pieces yet. Knowing you as I do,” he added, “that might be a good thing.”  
 
    “Right,” she answered softly, “Something’s been standing in my way and I have to figure out a way to unblock the memories.” She stood up from her chair, stretching to relieve her aching back, “I’m tired of hiding, Rob. I wake up in the mornings and I’m scared. If I don’t make my move now, it might be too late.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    The judge glowered down at a mortified Shannon as she stood next to her attorney. Terra looked down and saw Shannon’s hands trembling. For all the quirky bravado this woman had displayed at the jail, now she looked genuinely frightened. 
 
    Terra smiled to herself. It wasn’t long ago when she would have been the one with clammy and shaking hands, terrified at the thought of getting a poor judgement for a deserving client. “How do you plead?” the judge asked a time worn voice. 
 
    Terra glanced at her client then back to the judge, her eyes searching as if something had suddenly gone wrong. A quick sigh of relief escaped her lips as she saw him hold up a document. 
 
    “Sorry, it’s been a long day.” He held up his hand, “In light of some additional information provided by your rather resourceful attorney, I’m willing to offer a small bargain to you.” 
 
    For the first time in the proceedings, Shannon looked directly at the judge, “Yes, sir.” 
 
    He read over the document a second time, looking over his bifocals at Terra, then back down to the document. “Were it not for your intervention at the jail in defense of that young prisoner, this court would be inclined to throw the book at you.” 
 
    Shannon glanced quickly at the lawyer by her side. One look at Terra’s ever confident smile firmly in place was enough to calm her down. For the first time in what seemed like forever, she felt she had a chance to start over. Whether it was a gasp or sigh that slipped out, she didn’t care. Terra clasped her trembling hand briefly, “It’s gonna be okay.” 
 
    “Ehem.” He held up the thick file jacket, “As you’re obviously no stranger to the system, let’s refer to this little episode as your last chance. That you voluntarily checked yourself in, and have now completed treatment, counts for something with me. I’m going to consider your stay as time served, pay full restitution to the bar you partially destroyed and 12 months of probation.” 
 
    Shannon nodded, “Thank you sir.” Terra’s expression remained cool. 
 
    “However,” he added, his voice rising to more authoritative level, “If you are back in my court, ever.” He held up a second sheet of paper, “Listen, your well-intentioned attorney is sticking her neck way out for you.” He glanced at Terra and added a quieter aside, “Not that I recommend that.” 
 
    “If you let me down,” he continued, “I will assume that you have failed her as well.” He paused waiting for a response. 
 
    “I understand, your honor,” she said quietly, “I won’t let either of you down.” 
 
    The judge thundered back at her, “It’s not about us, young lady. It’s about you. We want to help. Now it’s up to you.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” There was something to the uncertain tone of Shannon’s voice that caught Terra by surprise. 
 
    “See the bailiff for the paperwork.” A sharp rap with his gavel brought the proceeding to an abrupt close. 
 
    Shannon turned to Terra, but her attorney had her eyes still locked on the judge. She looked toward the bench and saw the judge raise a subtle eyebrow at Terra. 
 
    “What just happened?” Shannon whispered. 
 
    “Shhh, nothing,” Terra whispered back with a sly grin, “Let’s go before he reconsiders his offer.” She nudged Shannon gently with an elbow, “You did great.” 
 
      
 
    Climbing into Terra’s Pathfinder, Shannon just stared at Terra in silence. 
 
    Terra took a minute to notice then looked at Shannon, her hazel eyes boring a hole into her. “What?” 
 
    “Ok, seriously Terra, what just happened?” 
 
    “I think we can both agree that you got off lucky,” she responded cheerfully. 
 
    Shannon cautiously disagreed, “No, you did something. You and the judge…” 
 
    Terra held up her hands defensively, “No. All I did was observe and then do a little extra research, maybe asked a couple questions to the right people. The hearing was just the wrap up.” 
 
    “Research?” 
 
    “Your judge wasn’t always the best person. I’m told he had a pretty wild time in his younger days.” 
 
    Shannon looked shocked, “Oh my god, you didn’t…” 
 
    “Hold on,” Terra cut her off, “I absolutely didn’t. This was completely legit. I’ve heard he has a soft spot for those looking to make their lives better. I just made sure we got the right court date, with the right judge.” 
 
    Shannon eyed her suspiciously, “And that thing with the kid in the drunk tank, how could he have possibly known about that? More research?” 
 
    “Something like that. I just made sure he was made aware of it.” Terra grinned, “For some reason, you requested me as your attorney. I just made sure to pay attention on your behalf. I’d call it good networking. Karma, maybe.” 
 
    Shannon sat back in the passenger seat of the SUV, “I don’t know what to say. And that,” she snickered, “doesn’t happen very often.”  
 
    Terra started up the car, “So, a good day then?” 
 
    Shannon nodded, “You have no idea. Can we stop by the studio for a minute? I have something for you.” 
 
    “You’re not paying me, ya know.” 
 
    “I know. I made something for you,” she offered softly, but was grinning ear to ear, “To show my appreciation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “Turn in here,” Shannon directed Terra to the downtown alley driveway, “Watch out for the restaurant dumpster on the left. It’s sorta mobile on occasion.” She grinned, “I know it looks like a sketchy neighborhood...it is actually.” She pointed to a jog in the alleyway, “That’s me on the end.” 
 
    Terra did her best to look cool, “Charming. I’d be terrified to live down here.” 
 
    Shannon pulled a plastic card from her pocket and ran it through an almost invisible reader strip next to a battered door frame. A buzzer sounded, and the door opened slightly, she looked at a surprised Terra, “Sketchy on the outside, but very safe inside. C’mon in.” 
 
    The door opened to reveal an artistically furnished living space with a large working art studio in the back of the warehouse.  
 
    “Wow, I didn’t expect this,” Terra exclaimed as she inspected the space. A galley kitchen with an island was set to the left of the entry. A comfortable overstuffed sofa and chairs circled a massive coffee table between the kitchen and the studio. An industrial looking stairway curved its way up to a second level loft.  
 
    “Yep, that’s the idea.” 
 
    Terra looked back at Shannon, “Very cool. It seems to fit you.” 
 
    Shannon grinned, “Thanks. It’s a work in progress,” then she laughed, “My whole life is a work in progress.” Her eye went to a tissue wrapped package on the coffee table and she went to pick it up. She set the tissue covered gift down on the kitchen island in front of Terra. 
 
    “For you, Terra. I am so so grateful to you. I hope you like it.” 
 
    Terra reached out for the package, when the alley door suddenly swung open and Shannon’s assistant barged in carrying what looked to be a very heavy package in his arms. 
 
    “Shannon,” he bellowed, then froze when he saw the two women standing at the island. Terra just stared back and forth at the two of them. 
 
    He looked at Shannon, then at the startled Terra holding the gift in her hands, “Oh, shit, I’m sorry for interrupting,” his square jaw grimacing at Shannon, “Sorry,” he repeated softly. 
 
    She smirked at him, “Not a problem, Rob.” She looked at Terra, “He’s gonna stand there just long enough to make sure we both notice his huge biceps cuz that’s his thing.” She laughed at him, “Get over here. Introductions… Terra, this is Robbie. Rob, my attorney, Terra.” 
 
    He set the packages down and reached out his hand, taking her fingertips, “Au chante,” he said with a charming smile. It made Shannon chuckle, “Yeah, here we go.” 
 
    Terra looked up at him, all six foot three and shoulders as broad as a barn door. She glanced at Shannon, trying to figure out the set-up. He watched the quick interaction and answered the question in her head. 
 
    “Assistant extraordinaire and handy-guy neighbor,” he quickly offered, “I help Shan with her artwork.” He pointed to the package in her hands, “That, is some serious work right there. She really slav...” 
 
    “Robert,” Shannon blurted out to stop him from saying anything else, “enough, please.” 
 
    “Okay fine.” He grinned at Terra, then flexed his well-muscled arm and pointed into the kitchen, “I can also be of assistance locating a good chardonnay, if you like.” 
 
    Terra laughed as Shannon chided him, “Ya goof. That’s a great idea. Terra was just going to open her gift.” Rob nodded and quietly headed to the kitchen. “Very deep blue,” he muttered under his breath just loud enough for Shannon to hear. 
 
    Terra pulled the end of the raffia string that bound the oddly shaped package, “I’ll admit I’m a little nervous.” 
 
    “You, nervous? Is that even possible?” Shannon played down the moment, “Don’t be, it’s just a little something.” 
 
    Robbie made a soft clucking sound as he returned with the refreshments, rolling his eyes. 
 
    Terra pulled back the wrapping, first exposing the shining glass leaves of the sculpture, “Oh my gosh, Shannon this is…” She pulled back the wrapping and the shining globe nestled in the leaves was revealed. Terra drew in her breath and looked at Shannon, “You made this? It’s so… oh, I can’t take this, it’s way too much.” 
 
    “She said you’d say that,” Robbie said as he set down the wine bottle. He winked at Shannon as he poured the wine into the two glasses. 
 
    “You’re not having any?” Terra asked as he handed her a glass.  
 
    “Later, maybe.” He pointed toward the door, “More supplies are coming, and I have to pick them up. Our artiste’ is maybe going to do,” he watched Shannon for a reaction and grinned as she frowned at him, “a gallery show. Isn’t that great?” 
 
    Terra looked at the sculpture on the table. Even in the dim light of the warehouse, the center crystal quietly reflected a subdued rainbow of colors. She looked up at her beautiful host, “How are you not a world-famous artist?” 
 
    Robbie responded under his breath, “Maybe not in this world,” then stole a sip from Terra’s glass, “It’s okay we share, right?  Gotta go, things to do.” 
 
    Terra laughed out loud, “I hope to see you again.” 
 
    He looked at her with a gentle smile, “I guarantee it, Terra.” He pointed at Shannon, “We gotta keep her out of trouble, right? See you guys later.” 
 
    “Actually,” Terra called after him, laughing heartily, “Yes, we do.” She took a sip of wine and smiled at Shannon, then looked at the sculpture, a flash of green light had caught her eye. She tilted her head to change the angle and was rewarded by tiny glimmer of a metallic red. 
 
    “This is amazing,” she gasped, “It’s so beautiful. I’m afraid I’ll break it. I would feel so bad.” 
 
    Shannon laughed, “It’s very strong, Terra. It won’t break. There’s a story behind it, if you’d like to hear it.” 
 
    “Of course. Like from your art school or something.” 
 
    Shannon laughed, “Not exactly, I didn’t go to school for this. I sorta…well… a tale for another time.  This is based on an old Egyptian legend. Part pharaohs and lotus flowers, part my crazy imagination, if you will.” 
 
    “Ooh, mysterious and intriguing. Do tell.” 
 
    “Orbs like this were given to the members of a Pharaoh’s court in thanks for a good deed and as a sign of protection. The legend says that, once given, the orb bonds with the recipient to protect them.” She grinned, “Me, I just think they rock on a fireplace mantel or a windowsill.” 
 
    “I’ll bet. I know just where I’m going to put it. So, like King Tut, then?” 
 
    “Way before Tutankhamun. I base the art concept on the reign of Hatshepsut, it means the first among noble women.” 
 
    “I like that.” Terra raised her glass to Shannon, “To girl power.” 
 
    Shannon looked down to the table at the orb. Like Terra, she shifted the angle of her head until a gentle blue reflected to her eye in a tiny spark. 
 
    “Yes, to girl power. Perfect.” She took another sip of her wine, “There’s one last step to the legend, I mean, if you want to hear the whole thing.” 
 
    “The real part or your crazy imagination part?” 
 
    Shannon shrugged, “Here me out. You choose.” 
 
    “Interesting. Is it weird?” 
 
    Again, the artist shrugged, “Your choice as well.” 
 
    Terra laughed, “Okay, so what you’re saying is, I’m making my own decisions here. Okay, what do I do?” 
 
    “You’re overhyping it. It’s not a big deal. Just pick up the orb and hold it in front of you.” Shannon cupped her hands, “Like this.” 
 
    Terra picked up the little sculpture, “Jeez. This is heavier than it looks.” 
 
    “Yep, I built it to last.” 
 
    “Okay, I got it.” She raised up the orb close to her face, “Now what?” 
 
    Shannon hesitated, “I can hear it in your voice, this is weird for you.” 
 
    Terra shook her head, “Not the strangest thing I’ve done. I’ve made my choice and I’m sticking to it.” 
 
    “Good for you. Now, just close your eyes and kiss the orb.” 
 
    Terra sputtered and laughed, “Ha, well okay. Here goes.” 
 
    “Eyes closed for a long count of five, I’ll count. Don’t open them until I say.” 
 
    Terra looked at Shannon for a long moment then closed her eyes. Raising the orb to her lips, the tallest leaf brushed softly against her cheek as her full lips kissed the smooth cool surface lingering for a moment before slowly breaking contact. 
 
    “One…,” Shannon brought her hand up and silently traced the symbol of an ankh in front of Terra’s face. “Two.” 
 
    A tiny shard of blue light shot out from the orb and traced a jumbled pattern across Terra’s forehead. It made no sound but as it stopped, a second beam of colors jumped from the orb and traced her face with a flat wave of auroral green. 
 
    Shannon’s voice dropped to a whisper, “Three.”  
 
    She turned her head to the side and squinted her eyes in anticipation, “Four.” 
 
    A bright arc of colors shot up from the orb. Some ricocheted around the kitchen, others passed through objects as if ethereal bullets, then vanished into nothing. She stretched the last number out until the final points of light had disappeared from the room. 
 
    “Five. All done.” 
 
    “Well, okay,” Terra responded, blinking oddly, still holding the sculpture, “Now what?” 
 
    Shannon laughed again, “You can set it down, now.” 
 
    Terra laughed and began to set the orb back on the table, “I don’t want to set it down.” She looked at Shannon and spoke in a fixed robotic voice. “I have bonded,” she droned, “I will assimilate with the orb.” She began to giggle as she set it on the counter top. 
 
    “Don’t mock the legend,” Shannon grinned but wagged a finger at Terra “Ya never know.” She stopped, “Oh dear, you said assimilate. You’re a Trekkie,” She shook her head, mockingly dejected, “Rob, on the other hand, will be thrilled.” 
 
    Terra cracked a smile, “I have to ask, how did you find him?” Her question was full of possible answers. 
 
    “Funny. He sorta found me at a time when I couldn’t find myself.”  She tipped her head back and forth with a smile, though her voice had fallen to a whisper, “Again, another long story.” 
 
    Terra diffused the sudden break in the conversation, “I have a couple of those, too.” She picked up her wine glass, “I propose a toast.” 
 
    Shannon picked up her glass, “Go for it.” 
 
    “To new friends and the time needed to share long stories. To your success, Shannon.” 
 
    “Thank you so much, Terra. That means the world to me.” 
 
    “I should get going. I have another client to see to.” She looked at the orb on the table top. “Do you have a box or something?  This goes on my windowsill at home.” 
 
    Shannon jumped up and quickly located a small carton just large enough to contain the leaves and handed it to Terra, “This will do nicely. Just so you know, that orb has never been touched by another living soul. Just the flame I made it with, and now you. Legend has it that it should always remain that way.” 
 
    Terra closed the box top and picked it up. “All secure. Legend has it,” she smiled sweetly, “yours or the Egyptians?” 
 
    “A little of both, maybe.” 
 
    Terra raised an eyebrow as she turned to leave, “That’s a little creepy and a little h cool.” She took two steps toward the door and jerked to a stop, looking at the post and lentil beam that framed the loft’s exit door. A dark red color appeared to have been quickly brushed across the top of the door frame and had streaked down the sides of the support posts. 
 
    “Okay, that’s super creepy. Please tell me that’s not blood.” 
 
    Shannon rushed to her side with a grin, taking her arm, “Nah, look.” She scribbled her finger into the stain and drew it back to show Terra. “See. There’s a leak up above in the wall, it’s rust. Blood, who put that idea in your head?” 
 
    Terra looked sheepish, “Sorry. All this talk of legends and stuff. What a way to spoil a mood.” She pointed to the door frame a second time, her fingertip tracing a symbol carved into the thick wooden frame. “I know this one,” she said looking down at Shannon’s chest, “You wear one all the time.” 
 
    “Yep. It called an ankh, the key of life. I did put those there. Back to happy thoughts, okay?” She pushed a discreet button on the side of the frame popping the door open. “I’ll see you soon, right?  I think I have a paying client for you.” 
 
    Terra stepped outside and Shannon surprised her with a quick hug, “Of course, but you don’t have to find work for me. We’re going to be fast friends, regardless. I’ll call you later.” 
 
    “Watch out for the dumpster,” Shannon waved and closed the door behind her only to find herself staring at the dark streaks running down the wooden posts. She took a deep breath to try and calm herself. 
 
    Once her plan was put into motion, there would be no turning back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7  
 
      
 
    “Does he fidget like that all the time?” 
 
    Shannon hedged her answer, “Not all the time. He’s just nervous to meet you. I think it’s adorable and he thinks you’re hot.” 
 
    “And you know this, how?” 
 
    “The first day you came to see me. He’s quite unfiltered and well, eighteen. So, it’s a boy thing. Shy isn’t really the right word for him, he’ll warm up to you pretty quickly.” 
 
    The circumstances of Marcus’ hospital stay were oddly similar to Shannon’s. Terra had reviewed his file and spoken to his high school guidance counselor. With client counselor privilege in effect, she had to be careful with her questions, but it soon became clear that Marcus was special to the school counselor. “In some respects, he’s so smart, it’s frightening. He just doesn’t think anything is important.” 
 
    Terra attempted to summarize, “He’s lost? Terrified of life ahead, maybe?” Her voice faded oddly. 
 
    “Maybe.” The counselor answered without hesitation, “But that describes a lot of high school kids these days. He’s looking for a purpose. When he finds one, it could be a wonderful thing. He has such a kind heart. This last stay at Cottonwood was more of a case of him hanging out with the wrong people. They got busted and he was sent back for another round of rehab. Finding a purpose has, so far, eluded him.” 
 
    “And if he doesn’t?” It was an obvious series of possible answers, but Terra was looking for priorities, “I mean, find a purpose?” 
 
    “Drugs, of course. He seems somewhat clueless with that. I would predict a downward spiral and after that, nothing else really matters.” 
 
      
 
    Now Terra looked at Marcus sitting quietly out in the courtyard, “So, you go first. I’ll be along in a minute.” 
 
    Shannon clucked quietly. 
 
    “I am not,” Terra protested, “Robbie did the same thing at your loft. I just want to observe. Give me a minute or two.” 
 
    “Oh ok, I get that. You and your powers of observation.” 
 
    It made Terra wonder, “You’re mocking me.” 
 
    “Never,” Shannon pushed the door to the courtyard open and grinned, “absolutely not.” 
 
    As Terra approached, she could already see that Shannon had calmed Marcus down. Still, he was hesitant to look the young attorney in the eye.  
 
    “Shannon tells me you are pretty cool, Marcus. It’s nice to meet you.” Terra smiled when Shannon subtly pointed to his neck as he blushed. She found it endearing and innocent. 
 
    “Because you’re eighteen, you are legally an adult and get to make a lot of your own decisions now, but I would suggest you talk this over with your parents, so they know what’s happening, Okay? But I’m happy to represent you.” 
 
    He glanced at her briefly, “I don’t have to, do I?” 
 
    “What, tell your parents? Well no. I think it might be a good idea. If they found out, or felt they were being excluded in some way, it could be rocky for you.” She nodded to Shannon, “She’s told me a little about them. It’s up to you.” 
 
    He shook his head, “I can email them. If you tell me what to say.” He looked at Terra directly for the first time, “I don’t need them.” 
 
    She glanced at Shannon, “Birds of a feather?” 
 
    Shannon nodded, “I thought of that as well.” 
 
    After a moment of silence, Terra asked a question, “Marcus, tell me what you think about Shannon.” 
 
    It caught both Marcus and Shannon by surprise, “Should I leave for this?” she asked. 
 
    The next surprise was for Terra, as it was Marcus that answered Shannon, “Not if you don’t want to. I can’t imagine saying anything bad about you.” 
 
    Terra smiled, “So?” 
 
    Marcus sat there, thinking quietly. He smiled shyly, “She’s really cool. I dunno, it is possible to be nervous and calm at the same time with a person.” 
 
    “Yes,” Terra and Shannon answered together. 
 
    “That’s great, Marcus. What else?” 
 
    “She’s really smart and funny.” He looked away from them, “Pretty.” 
 
    Shannon looked at Terra, from her expression she was wondering where Terra was going with this. 
 
    “Yes, she is. Anything else?” 
 
    He looked at Shannon for a moment, “That she’s so lonely and I don’t understand how that can be?” He looked at Terra and shrugged his shoulders, “You asked me. I went and said hello to her the first day she was here. I was so nervous, but I had to do it. I’m glad I did.” 
 
    Shannon reached out and touched him on the shoulder, “Oh buddy. Thank you so much for that.” 
 
    “It’s easy to tell which people here don’t have tight families. It’s okay.” He looked at Terra directly, “Maybe you as well?” 
 
    Terra found herself blinking in surprise and struggled to steer Marcus’s attention back to Shannon, “Anything else?” 
 
    He paused, holding back. Looking at her friend cautiously, Shannon nodded back to him, “It’s okay, continue.” 
 
    “Shannon has a secret. A big one.” 
 
    Shannon’s mouth dropped, and she took a deep breath. Terra read her expression as panic. She glanced quickly back and forth at the two of them. 
 
    “Okay, Marcus. Maybe that’s enough for today, let’s...” 
 
    Marcus interrupted her, “I mean, we all have secrets, right?” He looked down at the ground, breaking eye contact, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Shannon recovered and took his hand. Some of the color had returned to her face. The moment wasn’t lost on Terra. 
 
    “Marcus,” she said, “Let’s not think of them as secrets. Let’s call them dreams for now. We all have dreams we’re pursuing, right? Did you know that Shannon is a world class artist?” 
 
    Shannon tried to reign her in, “Terra…” 
 
    “She’s going to put a gallery show together and she needs your help. Interested in helping her? We can both help her. You’re good with computers, I hear.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know a thing or two.” he answered. Shannon just rolled her eyes, “You have no idea.” 
 
    Terra just grinned, “Oh, I think I’m beginning to have a reasonably good idea.” 
 
    Shannon hugged Marcus goodbye and they set up the next meeting for just before his hearing. As the two women walked back to the car, Shannon was unusually quiet. 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” Terra asked. Shannon didn’t answer as she climbed into the SUV. She sat there silently, then her chest heaved, “and I don’t know how that could be?” she repeated Marcus’ words softly. Turning toward Terra, tears were streaming down her face. 
 
    Terra reached out and gently took her arm, “I thought that might be it. Marcus really is something, isn’t he?” 
 
    “An old soul trapped in a teenager’s body.” Shannon nodded, wiping tears from her cheek, “This is embarrassing. I should head for the studio. Apparently, there is this show I’m supposed to be planning.” 
 
    “Not like you have to have it ready overnight. Or at all, for that matter.” 
 
    Shannon tipped her head back into the headrest, “I have a lot of thinking to do. This is a real game changer. I did not see this coming.” 
 
    “I watched him with you, Shannon. Did you see his eyes light up when he thought he could help you?  His school counselor said much the same thing.” 
 
    “More of your research, I suppose?” 
 
    “Partly, but you’ve done something to wake him up. We need to figure that out on his behalf.” 
 
    She sighed, “I don’t disagree, but soon he’ll grow up and his life won’t be simple anymore. I don’t know if I can handle the responsibility.” 
 
    Terra pushed the button to start her car and wordlessly drove through the parking lot of the hospital. She could feel the tension from Shannon and was suddenly afraid to say the wrong thing. It was several minutes before Shannon spoke. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said finally, “I was feeling selfish.” 
 
    Terra chewed on the inside of her cheek for a moment as she weighed a response. Maybe it had been Marcus’s comments about his parents. Perhaps it was Shannon’s comment on responsibility. Either way, something had hit a nerve. She looked in the rear-view mirror and turned sharply onto a side street. 
 
    Shannon lurched against her seatbelt, “Jeez, a cervical collar isn’t a good look on me?”  
 
    Terra jerked a finger in the air to shut her down. Shannon reared back in her seat, eyes wide, “Shit, you’re mad at me.” 
 
    “No, I’m not,” she barked, “I’m just trying to think of the right thing. It’s one of those…rrrrr, fucking important moments.” 
 
    “Well, just blurt it out, Terra. Marcus certainly had no problem doing it.” 
 
    “Honestly,” Terra began, “Do you know the difference between selfless and selfish? Oh, he really opened something up in you, didn’t he?” 
 
    Shannon cocked that eyebrow, “Me?” 
 
    Terra looked out the window, “Everybody has a past they don’t talk about. I just don’t understand you. One minute, your laying in your own puke on a jail floor, Shit, even then you were way stronger than you should have been.” 
 
    Shannon just looked at her not knowing whether to speak or not. 
 
    “Then I see you at the hospital, sitting out in the greenspace all cleaned up and...and strong and kind and coming off as one of the most put together people I know. You don’t have to carry the load all the time. Let me help you.” 
 
    Shannon’s brow furrowed, “Terra, why are you so angry with me?” 
 
    Tears began to flow. “I’m not angry with you. I just wish someone would have told me what I’m telling you. What’s the saying? Beautiful people do not just happen.” She shook her head, “Sorry, I’m so rattled. I’m not making sense.” 
 
    “Oh Terra,” she reached across the console, “I know that phrase, Kubler-Ross? How do you know it?” 
 
    “I read her book a few years after my mother died.” She stared back out the windshield, “Crap, I screwed this whole thing up.” 
 
    Shannon just smiled, “No. No you didn’t. It seems Marcus got to both of us on some level.” 
 
    The rest of the trip back to the loft was quiet. Terra dropped Shannon off without an offer to come inside.  
 
    “I’ve got some planning to do. I’ll call you later, okay?” 
 
    Terra smiled softly at her new friend as she opened the door to her loft. Shannon sighed heavily then walked through the kitchen arriving in front of a bookcase. Taking a large scrapbook from behind a line of tall books, she took it back to the kitchen and set it on the island.  
 
    Working slowly through the large pages, she pulled a small sketch from a pocket in one the pages. A little girl smiling brightly, her face framed by a mass of curls looked back at her from the page. 
 
    Shannon blinked rapidly, her eyes spilling over with tears. One of them fell on the drawing, narrowly missing the little girl’s face. Shannon held the drawing to her chest as she turned to lean against the island, sliding down to the floor as she sobbed. 
 
    She looked around the studio reflecting on the events of the day. Although Terra’s odd outburst had resonated deeply with her, she felt grateful for it. Standing back up, she quickly sorted through more drawings that were pressed into the pages of the old binder. She stopped at one drawing in particular, staring down at the hand drawn sketch taped, all by itself, in the middle of the page. 
 
    Thinking of Terra’s important moments comment, Shannon struggled to smile. 
 
    “I’ll find you, Olivia. Wherever you are. We’re going to find you.” She closed the book and looked at the carvings on the doorway posts, “We’ll be together, again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8  
 
      
 
    Robbie looked up at Shannon from his laptop, “What’s wrong, you seem super distracted.”  
 
    “I had a weird day yesterday. It told me I should have been more prepared.” 
 
    “You met with Terra and Marcus, right?” 
 
    “Oooh yeah, Terra asked him some questions, then he answered her and it… it sorta went downhill from there.” 
 
    “You’re putting a lot of pressure on yourself, Shan. It’s a beautiful day outside. Take a break.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe. Marcus looked right at me and told me I have a secret. I panicked, Rob. If an eighteen year old kid can see right through me, what chance do I stand going forward?” 
 
    “No way he knows. You barely know for that matter.” 
 
    She sighed, “Most likely he doesn’t cuz he said the same thing to Terra. She was more rattled than I was, but she took it out on me on the drive back.” 
 
    “Took it out on you? What…” He watched Shannon hang her head, “Ah, you showed her the whiney version of Shannon and she called you on it.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, “Maybe.” 
 
    “Ha,” he laughed, “Good for both of you. I knew I liked her.” He pumped his fist in the air, “Woot, the tough love train has pulled into the station.” 
 
    She sighed with a half-smile, “Can you please be done?” 
 
    “Almost. You just told me that both Terra and Marcus can tap into something deeper than chit-chat. You need that, Shannon. For what you’re getting ready for? You need that support. Now go grab your jacket, the sparkly one with the bead trim, and get the hell out of here for a while.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m here for. Aren’t you supposed to be practicing or something?” 
 
    She sighed and looked toward the studio. “That’s not the practicing to which I refer.”  
 
    He cocked an eyebrow, grinning as she walked by him and headed up the stairs to her bedroom. “Oh, listen to you,” he chuckled, “getting all grammerly on me.  
 
    Moments later she came down the stairwell. He looked at her hiking boots, “Going off-roading as well?” 
 
    She winked, “Something like that.” 
 
      
 
    The young clerk at the collectible shop was very friendly. Shannon hoped that she was as clueless as she was helpful. After a brief search, she enquired about a short bladed decorative knife in one of the many glass display cases. She pointed to the black-handled weapon, “Can I see that?” 
 
    “Sure. I have a couple of others, over here. I’ll get them.” Shannon looked up to tell her not to bother when an older woman stepped out of the back room. She watched as the clerk carefully laid out the blades on a black velvet cloth, mindful of the sharp edges. As the clerk went to get other options, the woman spoke to Shannon as she strolled by the counter, “Any preferences?” 
 
    Shannon was hesitant, but cordial, she pointed to one that caught her eye, “This one. The single blade.” 
 
    “Interesting. Why that one? I mean, if you don’t mind me asking.” 
 
    Shannon picked up the knife and roughly ran her thumb over the dull blade. The young clerk gasped in shock. but the older woman smiled, “That one’s not for cutting, Anna.”  
 
    “More like pointing,” Shannon added. 
 
    “You study?” The woman asked quietly, pointing at the silver ankh hanging from Shannon’s necklace. 
 
    “I used to, when I was younger. Then, I…sorta stopped.” The less she said the better. 
 
    “Oh,” the woman said softly, “One should never stop practicing. Not the way this world is turning out.” 
 
    “I didn’t exactly choose to stop.” 
 
    The shop owner turned to the clerk, “Sweetie, could we have a minute?” The young girl’s face fell, clearly disappointed, “Ah, okay. I’ll take a break.” 
 
    The matronly woman turned back to Shannon, “She wants to learn, but I gather this isn’t an elementary issue, is it? What are you looking for, Celtic maybe?” 
 
    Shannon shook her head, brushing the tip of her finger over the pendant on her necklace, “No. I want the older magic, much deeper.” She looked at the shopkeeper for a reaction, “I’m looking for Heka.” 
 
    A knowing smile grew over the older woman’s face, “Really? The pharaohs? Quite rare these days, almost unheard of. Are you sure about that?” 
 
    Shannon squared her shoulders to the woman, “I’m sure of little these days, but of that, I’m positive. It’s time to get something back that belongs to me.” 
 
    “Stolen?” the woman pondered, “or taken because you screwed something up?” 
 
    “I screwed up and what minor powers I had at the time were taken from me.” Shannon looked nervously toward the back room, “I started practicing again a short while ago with what little I remember. I’m sorry, I should probably go.” 
 
    “Mmm, a moment please,” the woman nodded, “Be absolutely truthful with me. Dark or light?” 
 
    Shannon only smiled warmly at her, watching the laugh lines around the woman’s eyes gather as her eyes twinkled. She chose not to answer and she felt the mood in the collectible shop shift heavily. 
 
    “I’ll take that as, maybe both.” She looked at the ankh symbol on Shannon’s necklace, “Close enough, be right back.” She ducked through the curtain and quickly reappeared with a small children’s book. She placed it on the counter. “Some advice?” 
 
    Shannon looked at the theme of the cover and stammered, “I could use some...really use some.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes narrowed. Instead of being fearful, Shannon felt at ease. “There hasn’t been a sanctioned striping of powers in this region for a number of years.” The woman tapped her finger on the book, “Reclaim what’s rightfully yours.” 
 
    Shannon was taken by the simplicity of the guidance. “It’s that simple?” She looked at the cover of the book, a picture of a child playing on a swing. 
 
    “It’s never simple, or easy. If you’re successful, it helps reset the balance to the way things should be, correct?” 
 
    Shannon opened the book to the front page and was shocked to see an ancient drawing of the Egyptian god Horus staring back at her. “I can’t believe you actually have something like this.” 
 
    The woman grinned slyly, “Can’t believe, I think that’s funny. I don’t get many requests for this. Sorry if it’s a bit dusty.” 
 
    “Probably a good thing,” Shannon replied earnestly. 
 
    “The sigils are in there as well as some hand gestures. As I remember, someone made some notes in the margins. Just make sure you don’t end up in the news.” 
 
    Shannon opened her bag and pulled out a credit card. Depending on Robbie’s recent splurge on her supplies, she hoped the purchase wouldn’t push over the card’s credit limit. 
 
    The woman pushed the card back to Shannon, “Nope, no charge today. You’ve won my most obscure book of the week contest.” 
 
    “No seriously,” Shannon sputtered almost embarrassed, “Oh, right. I could come back with cash.” 
 
    “No charge.” The woman repeated, crossing her arms across her chest and playfully glaring at Shannon, “Young lady, don’t argue with me. I’m the patron saint of not quite lost causes.” 
 
    Still, Shannon pressed, “But you don’t even know me.” 
 
    The shopkeeper paused, “Correct. A card number can be traced, a signature recognized. You need to be careful these days.” The woman picked up the book and blade along with an assortment of incense cones and oil, placing them gently into a bag. “There are your elements,” she grinned, “Now your intentions will add the spirit.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say. Thank you from the bottom of my heart.” 
 
    The mature woman smiled, “That works perfectly. Some additional advice though?” 
 
    “Please, yes.” 
 
    “Depending on how long you have been away from our world, this may take a very long time to harness. Take your time and try your best not to get discouraged. Be very patient.” 
 
    Shannon bit her lip, “Uh-oh, not my strong suit.” 
 
    “Then only diligence and hard work will work. I’ll be around if you have questions.” The woman pointed toward the back of the shop, “Take the back door. You’ll come out on the other side of the block.” She winked, “In the interest of discretion.” 
 
    Shannon turned to leave, “How do you know you can trust me?” 
 
    The woman leaned forward, “Normally, I’m a good judge of character, and your timing,” she mused, “Something about you tells me it’s time to shake things up around here.” 
 
      
 
    Shannon hailed a cab and directed the cabbie toward the city’s oldest section of the industrial park. Deserted and run down didn’t begin to describe the dilapidated condition of the buildings. She paid the driver, joking about meeting some friends for a scavenger hunt. 
 
    Checking the time, she headed toward an old warehouse in the center of the buildings. After a quick walkthrough, she settled in a corner of the old building and began to study the book. A passage caught her attention. 
 
    Old powers high and old powers low, 
 
    Great Horus, grant me entry to the old ways  
 
    To shape and shift in your honor. 
 
    As she read through the chapters, she began to trace the hand glyphs shown on the pages. Some seemed vaguely familiar and those movements began to flow more smoothly as she practiced them over and over. 
 
    Others, including one drawn along the book’s margin, proved more intricate. As the practice slowly continued, her patience beginning to wane. 
 
    “Keep going, make it natural, this might take all day…” she told herself, “Practice and patience is the key.” The repetitive movements continued through the late afternoon. Done in sequence, they formed an almost Tai-Chi style flow of the supernatural gestures. 
 
    As dinnertime came and went, she wished the shopkeeper’s gifts had included a sandwich and a bottle of water. Satisfied with the rhythm of the hand motions, she moved to the corner of the room and stood facing the fractured concrete walls. 
 
    She didn’t expect anything to happen on the first try, so she wasn’t disappointed. Shannon stopped keeping track around the twenty-fifth attempt. 
 
    She stepped back and took a deep breath then set her right foot back on the heaved concrete floor for balance. Drawing her left hand towards her chest, she made a fist, thumb out.  Her right palm placed firmly behind her left hand, she began to speak the movements, “Rotate, push forward and exhale…Cha” she exclaimed as she targeted the wall in front of her, hoping for any movement, a puff of dust…something. 
 
    Hundreds of versions followed without success. Some with her making sounds, others in silence, some with incremental variations. Again, and again she tried. Outside, a lone street light supplied the only illumination to the eerie space as she practiced.   
 
    In the heat of the still air, she’d begun to sweat almost immediately. The tears that now flowed freely helped keep her focused. By the light of the old streetlamp, all she could do was to keep trying. 
 
    As her arms grew weak, she began to feel a growing fatigue in her thighs as she lunged, time after time toward the still unblemished wall. To make even the smallest mark or waver in the surface would mean she had been successful. It would blossom from there, she told herself. It would mean she would be one very large step closer to her goal. 
 
    But it would not be tonight. 
 
    Pacing in a small circle, shoulders throbbing from exertion, hungry and beyond exhausted, she stood facing the undisturbed wall and closed her eyes, “I’m sorry,” she said aloud, “I can’t do this.” She began to sob as her right foot planted back, an aching arm swung toward her chest, “Robbie and Marcus,” she whimpered. Her right hand closed on her left, wobbling without any sense of form or focus. “Terra,” she sobbed, her legs trembling, she paused, her body tight and ready to pounce. 
 
    “Olivia,” she cried out and lunged forward, the toe of her boot catching an edge in the heaved floor sending her sprawling hard onto the concrete. 
 
    Her shoulders shaking, she sat up blubbering and feeling sorry for herself. A skittering sound behind her caused her to spin around blindly searching for the source only to shriek as large rat went scurrying for cover along the rotting baseboards. 
 
    Gathering her belongings, she used her draining phone as a flashlight to guide herself through the old office building then out a doorway. Looking across several blocks of barren buildings, Shannon took little consolation in the fact her efforts had gone unnoticed. 
 
    Now far from home and her phone completely dead, she started walking. After a couple of miles, she hailed a cab. Tearfully, she gave the cabbie her last four dollars and asked him to take her as far as he could. He pulled up to the requested apartment building and kindly helped her up the steps to the security door. Shannon jabbed blindly at the apartment numbers pushing six buttons before she got the voice she wanted. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Terra?” she sobbed, “Help me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9  
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, I should have called,” she mumbled quietly, her eyes half-lidded, “I know this is weird.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I’m just...” She watched Shannon take one step then slump against the wall, “Hey, just a minute. Have you been…” 
 
    A shaking hand came up in Terra’s face so quickly she flinched and stepped back. 
 
    “Not a drop, I swear. I just haven’t…Terra, I just need to lay down...to sleep.” She pulled roughly on her jacket trying without success, to free an arm. 
 
    Terra grabbed onto the constricting sleeve, “Steady, let me help.” She guided one arm out, while beginning to steer her unexpected guest into her living room. A quick survey of her file strewn sofa caused her to steer Shannon down the hall toward her bedroom. 
 
    “Here you go, whoops, boots off.” Shannon hadn’t opened her eyes since she’d entered the room but blindly grabbed at the hem of her shirt trying to pull it over her head. A disconcerted Terra caught her arm gently, “Nope, we’re all good here. You don’t want to catch a chill.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Shannon just nodded then collapsed back on the queen size mattress. “Sorry,” she repeated quietly, eyes still closed, “Just need... a few…” 
 
    Terra swung Shannon’s legs up across the bed and then stood back to observe. Other than her extreme fatigue and dusty knees, nothing gave Terra any cause for concern. She picked up Shannon’s dusty jacket off the floor to hang it up in the hall. No alcohol smell or other cause for alarm. A soft hint of lavender made her smile and helped further soften any initial concerns. Whatever Shannon had been up to, it had to be quite a story. 
 
      
 
    Terra watched as Shannon slept. Surprised as she was when Shannon had shown up, Terra found herself checking in on her regularly as the late hours headed toward midnight. The impromptu nap was looking like an extended stay. 
 
    It wasn’t a restful slumber for Shannon. First, there was twitching and turning with an occasional soft whimper. Nothing unusual other than Terra found herself drawn to watch her as she slept. She stood in the doorway of her bedroom and glanced out the window to the dark street. There was no way she would send her home at this late hour.  
 
    Terra moved silently along the foot board of her bed and carefully opened the louvered closet doors. She grabbed a blanket and another pillow while contemplating which end of her sofa would make for the most comfortable sleep. At least she could continue working uninterrupted into the evening. She laid a tank top and long flannel pants at the end of the bed in the event Shannon would wake in the night and want to change into something more comfortable. 
 
    Looking at the completed pile of work files, Terra once again, checked on her guest. She found Shannon’s jeans and flannel pajama bottoms in a jumbled pile on the floor and Shannon had successfully negotiated one of her arms inside the tank top. Terra hadn’t heard a sound. At least if Shannon was going to spend the night, it would be quiet. After an hour of straining to hear her TV, she called it a night. 
 
    Mulling over the events of the evening meant it took a while for Terra to settle into her sofa. She drifted off gently until a brief rumble of thunder broke into the dream she was having. Opening one eye, she cursed her downstairs neighbor for slamming his door so hard in the middle of the night. 
 
    Terra felt a hand on her arm and her heart jumped into her throat. “Terra,” Shannon whispered, “I’m scared.” She pulled on her to sit up and then pulled her into the bedroom, eyes still closed and climbed back into bed. Neither of them said a word and Shannon went right back to sleep. 
 
    Terra laid there trying to calm herself, first from the fright of being awakened from a dead sleep and now from the newly realized tension of a fantasy half-way played out. 
 
    She looked at Shannon as she slept. Exhausted but breathing peacefully, Shannon stirred briefly, yawned and rolled over to face away from her. Terra did the same and tried to go back to sleep. 
 
    As the first light of the day began to brighten her bedroom, Terra again felt the bed rattle accompanied by a soft rumble of distant thunder. She rolled over only to see Shannon’s left arm propped up toward the ceiling fan, thumb stuck out, her right arm drifting away to the opposite side of the bed. 
 
    “Shannon,” she whispered quietly, “No hitchhiking, go back to sleep.” She turned back over, thinking for sure she had turned the ceiling fan off that night before bed. She looked back at it just as it stopped spinning. 
 
    Terra heard a sleepy chuckle as Shannon rolled and gently put her arm around her. Terra grasped Shannon’s hand and tucked it in under her chin and fell back to sleep. 
 
    When Terra awoke the next morning, she opened her eyes and stared at the motionless ceiling fan.  
 
    “Okay, well that happened,” she said softly, not realizing that Shannon was sitting in the chair in the corner of her bedroom, “Good morning,” she said gently as she stood and knelt at the edge of the bed, “Sorry I was such a slug last night.” 
 
    Momentarily embarrassed, Terra rolled over and propped her head on her hand, “It’s okay, really. Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yeah, I sorta over exerted myself on something yesterday and it just kicked my butt. I’ll be fine. I hope you don’t mind, I used your charger for my phone. I have an Uber coming to get me.” 
 
    “Oh, okay, sure,” Terra replied, trying to blow a lock of hair off her face. 
 
    Shannon reached out and brushed it away from Terra’s eyes, “Can you come downtown tonight? I’d love to repay your hospitality? Grab some Chinese, maybe?” 
 
    Terra nodded, “I’d like that.” 
 
    Shannon stood but not before giving Terra’s arm a squeeze, “Great. I’ll call you later. There’s something that I want to talk over with you.” She pointed to the bed, “That’s a comfy bed, you should power lounge for a while.” 
 
    “Did you notice the pile of work on the coffee table? I’ve got a busy day ahead.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of research, right?” Shannon grinned, “But you’re the best. I’ll see ya later.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10  
 
      
 
    Terra arrived at the studio, carefully negotiating past the dumpster with increasing skill. Shannon surprised her by walking out of an alley back door with two very large bags of Chinese food. Seeing Terra, she grinned, “Marcus will be here in a minute. Robbie is bringing a salad. We’re going to eat like royalty.” 
 
    Terra parked her car and grabbed one of the bags from Shannon. “I wish you would have told me to bring something.” All Shannon did was wink. 
 
    Robbie casually scrolled through his phone after dinner. He made a pointed comment about a city renovation project apparently starting earlier than planned. “A building collapsed in the industrial park. The developer said that one of the buildings seemed to just fall in on itself.” 
 
    “Nice radio voice,” Shannon said as she looked slowly up from a glass working video with Terra, “Where did you say that was?” 
 
    He scrolled back on his phone, “Way out on West Michigan, those old abandoned office buildings.” He read from the article, “says it looks like someone drove a bulldozer through one of them. Nobody hurt.” He glanced at Terra, then back to Shannon with a mischievous grin, “Any thoughts on that?” 
 
    Shannon shook her head but closed her eyes with a satisfied sigh, “Not at the moment.” 
 
    Marcus chuckled making Terra look up, “Huh?” Shannon quickly switched subjects, “Nuthin, it’s time for dessert and Marcus has a little presentation for you.” 
 
      
 
    The four of them gathered in the studio. Shannon pointed to the new laptop on the table, “Ok Bud, let’s show Terra what you can do.” 
 
    Marcus, with all the confidence he could summon, produced a second hard drive from his backpack and linked it to the laptop. He casually asked, “Any preferences?” 
 
    Shannon grinned and shook her head, tipping it toward Terra, “Make her the guinea pig, this time.” 
 
    Terra looked annoyed and intrigued at the same time, “Lovely.” 
 
    Marcus laughed and began typing, “First name T e r r a,” he began, “Middle name?” 
 
    Terra scowled, “Skye, with an e, and don’t you dare tease me,” she added, “That was my parents again. Then, Sullivan, like it sounds.” 
 
    Robbie caught Shannon’s eye with a grin. She put a finger to her lips to keep him quiet. 
 
    “Okay,” he said as he finished, “Gotcha.” He looked at Shannon, “Same way as I showed Robbie?” 
 
    Shannon nodded, Robbie giggled, “Sure.” 
 
    He typed a bit more, his fingers flying on the keyboard, “Oops,” he said, correcting an entry, “Not gonna lie, you make me nervous.” 
 
    Shannon reached out and gently massaged his shoulders, “Take your time, have some fun.” 
 
    She looked at Terra, “Ready for a little moral ambiguity?” 
 
    Marcus snickered, “Don’t worry, nothing I’m doing is going to be permanent. It’s just for show.” He looked at Terra, “You bank at Westminster Trust, right?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” she answered warily, “For a long time. How did you…” 
 
    “I see that. Go ahead and check your bank balance.” He sat back in the chair and grinned, “I’ll wait.” 
 
    Terra brought up her bank app, suddenly shrieking, “Jesus Christ, there’s forty-six thousand dollars in my checking account.” 
 
    Shannon just pointed at Marcus, “See?” 
 
    Marcus began typing while Terra hyperventilated, “You gotta fix that.” 
 
    There was more furious typing on the keyboard, he punched enter, “Just did. So fast, the bank won’t have record of it. Hit refresh.” 
 
    Terra’s shoulders relaxed as the new screen showed the correct figure, “That’s better. They won’t know? Are you absolutely sure?  Gotta say it was fun to see that much in there for a minute.” 
 
    “Yep. Banks and credit cards are easy.” He looked at Shannon, “Balance sheets take a bit longer. I can really mess stuff up if I wanted to.” 
 
    Robbie checked in, “And you don’t want to, right?” 
 
    Marcus shook his head, “Nope, this world is fucked up enough as it is.” He looked at Terra, “That’s why I’m here.” 
 
    “So, why am I here then, other than to keep you out of jail?” 
 
    Shannon gathered them around the kitchen island, “Terra, since I’ve known Rob and Marcus for a little longer than you, it’s time to tell you what I’m up to here.” 
 
    Terra looked at the two men, then down at the remains of their cheesecake, “You’re up to something,” she said glancing at Shannon then back down at the table top, “So, I’m part of a project.” 
 
    She looked up at a beaming Marcus, then over to Robbie. His expression said he’d caught her inflection, “It’s not like that, Terra. Shannon chose you for..” He glanced nervously at her, “Sorry, it’s not my place to say it.” 
 
    Terra pulled her hand back as Shannon reached for her, “I don’t understand,” she said with a child-like softness, “I thought,  I…we, oh my. I’m really embarr…” her voice trailed off with a deep sigh. 
 
    “That’s not it, Terra,” Shannon said softly, “But, you’re not wrong, either.” 
 
    Robbie interrupted, “Marcus?” he asked quietly, “Do you have your fake ID with you?” 
 
    “Sure but,” Marcus pointed to the two women, “I want to hear the story again.” 
 
    Robbie put his hand on the young man’s shoulder drawing him back from the island, “Not this time, Bud. I’ll buy you a beer. This is a conversation for just the two of them.” We’ll catch up later, okay?” 
 
    Marcus was hesitant, “But,” He looked at Shannon, then at Terra’s shell-shocked expression, “Don’t worry, Terra,” he said as Robbie dragged him toward the door, “You’ll love this. We need you.” 
 
    Both women waited silently until the door closed behind them, Terra turned to Shannon, her eyes flaring, “What is going on? Please don’t tell me you got arrested just to meet me? That’s really fucked up.” 
 
    Shannon held her hands up, shaking her head, “Sort of,” she grimaced, “But I had to get back into Cottonwood to coordinate a lot of stuff with Marcus. One thing led to another.” 
 
    “So, it’s all just a goddamn act.” Furious, Terra rose up off the stool to leave. 
 
    “No please,” Shannon pleaded, “Five minutes, that’s all I ask.” Her eyes filled with tears, her voice began to tremble, “It’s so important…you’re so important.” 
 
    Terra took a deep breath, disarmed at Shannon’s choice of words, “This is…fine, what the hell am I doing here?” 
 
    Shannon closed her eyes in relief, “It’s not how it looks.” She looked to the door, “dammit Robert, I thought it would be easier with them here, but, as usual, he’s right. This is just for you to hear.” 
 
    She wiped her eyes and reached across the quartz countertop for the open wine bottle, “Here,” she said as she poured the Moscato into Terra’s glass, “You might want this for the first part. I promise it gets better.” 
 
    Terra took a tentative sip, “Okay go, five minutes.” 
 
    Shannon looked at Terra’s eyes and smiled, “Skye,” she began, “That’s just so perfect.” 
 
    Terra’s measured response was quick, “Four minutes.” 
 
    “It’s true though. First I want you to know how important you are to me.” She caught Terra’s expression cooling, “I know I said that earlier, but if there wasn’t anything going on having to do with Robbie or Marcus, or anyone else,” She put her hand to her chest to help herself breathe, “I would want you to be in my life. You need to understand that.” 
 
    Terra took a quick sip of wine, “Do you hear your name and the words, drama queen, in the same sentence, more often than you’d like?” 
 
    Shannon snickered, “Yes. Yes, I do. That’s a conversation you’ll have to have with Rob, next time you see him. I just love your sense of humor.” 
 
    “Stop stalling, back to your story, please.” 
 
    “Okay, yes,” Shannon put her finger on the base of Terra’s glass and pushed it slowly to her, “Important, and humor. Now I need your imagination.” 
 
    “Uh-oh, here comes the weird part, right?” 
 
    Shannon nodded, “Several years ago, Terra, I had a little girl. Her name is Olivia.” 
 
    Terra’s mouth hung open as she gulped down her next swallow, “But, you’ve never said a word about her. That’s a big deal.” 
 
    “Very,” Shannon swallowed hard, “My earlier years were very different than they are now. I was different.” 
 
    “Sure, understandable, we all change.” She watched a tear slide down Shannon’s cheek, but hesitated to reach out to wipe it away. “Tell me about her.” 
 
    Shannon’s chin began to tremble, “I can’t. Things happened, Terra. Bad things. Olivia’s father, his name is David. He took her away from me.” 
 
    “Oh my God, how did that happen?”  Terra’s question was answered by a cascade of tears from Shannon. 
 
    She was silent for a moment, closing her eyes to fend off more tears, “I can’t remember.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, Shannon, how can you not remember?” 
 
    “Small pieces lately, like a recurring dream. Some parts I can see as if they happened yesterday. There are huge gaps in my memory, like holes.  I’m not crazy, I swear.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Shannon,” Terra was picturing the thick police file she had seen at the station. “I was beginning to wonder with Cottonwood and,” she pointed to the half empty wine bottle, “It’s just, um, kinda contradictory.”  
 
    “I know what you’re thinking, but it’s not true. I was a good person. I was happy.” The last word had an upward lilt to it, like she wasn’t convinced of her own words, “But my record says otherwise, I know.” She drew in a ragged breath, “I’ve really struggled, Terra.”  
 
    Then she whispered, “It’s been so hard.” 
 
    “He took her away because of your behavior?” 
 
    Shannon nodded, “I used to think so. But lately, I’ve begun to think otherwise.” 
 
    “When did those thoughts begin? 
 
    “About a year ago, right before my last extended stay at Cottonwood. I was there for five months, Terra. It was horrible.” 
 
    Terra nodded, “I saw that in your file. I can’t imagine what that would be like, Shan.” 
 
    “I figured. If I hadn’t known Robbie back then, I’d…”  she put her face in her hands and began weeping, “I owe him my life.” 
 
    Terra reached out and put her arms around her sobbing friend, holding her close, “It’s alright, I’ve got you.” She hugged her gently. 
 
    “I know that,” Shannon pushed back gently away from her, “I haven’t been stalking you, I promise.” 
 
    Terra smiled while she brushed the hair out Shannon’s face, “I know,” she said wiping away her own tears, “I think. You’re such a contradiction. I don’t remember much about our first meeting.” 
 
    “Other than me and your shoes,” Shannon interjected, looking away from her, “I think about that a lot.” 
 
    “You mentioned that at our second interview. I thought it was weird at the time. So much of what you said was so out there.” Terra pursed her lips, “How much of that interview was actually you?” 
 
    “I’d like to say most of it was me, but I was so nervous, I drank way too much at the bar. Tequila and I don’t get along.” 
 
    “I wondered when your drug test came back negative.” 
 
    “They were always negative despite what I may have said to you. Wondered what?” 
 
    “You were funny, I tried hard not to laugh at your jokes. I wondered how you could be in way more in control than you should have been. You come off a lot more solid than you give yourself credit for,” Terra mused, “I can’t imagine you being nervous.” 
 
    “There’s a little bit more you should know, Terra.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve just met, really. I would say there’s a lot to learn for both of us, right?” 
 
    “So, you’re not mad at me?” 
 
    Terra sighed and smiled warmly at her, “No?” her answer sounded unsure, “and I’m just trying to understand. I’ll just introduce you as my unconventional friend from now on. You guys are really confusing.” 
 
    “That’s fair, thank you. Since you’re not angry with me, there’s one last thing, like full disclosure stuff.” 
 
    “Sure, it’s been a big night, what’s one more thing?” 
 
    “You say that, now,” Shannon grinned apprehensively, “During the last few months, when my memories come, one part filled in first. Just so you know, Robbie and Marcus know all about this.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I’m a witch.” 
 
    “Riiiight.” Terra responded warily, but her eyes quickly darted to the red-stained beam that stood over the front door, “Your legends and imagination, then. It’s witch stuff?” she slowly moved back from Shannon, “This is a lot to take in. I don’t…” 
 
    “I understand,” Shannon pleaded, the tears returning, “There’s an entire section of my life that has disappeared. It makes this so hard to explain to you.” She placed her hands on the countertop, “From my early life, I was an aspiring artist. I was good.” She shook her head, “Then, I met David...” she looked directly at Terra, her eyes shining, “we had Olivia, but other than a lot of blank spots and so many mistakes, after that there’s almost nothing I remember.” 
 
    She looked at Terra’s blank expression, “Say something, please.” 
 
    Terra blinked, “I’m sorry,” she sighed, shaking her head, “It’s so much, I don’t know where to start. You cast spells?” 
 
    Shannon shook her head, shrugging, “I can tell you this and take it however you like. I used to be so strong, Terra. I was headed somewhere, not exactly sure of the destination, but I had a drive.” 
 
    “I can see that in you, now.” 
 
    “When my memories began to creep back in, it was a few days after I first met you. I don’t think I realized it until a couple of days later. I would see you in my head, all dressed up and polished… and beautiful,” she hesitated, swallowing hard, “I just wanted to be near you.” She wiped her eyes, “Memories of Olivia started the next morning.” 
 
    “Coincidence, maybe?” 
 
    Shannon smiled, “No. I don’t want to think so. Maybe you’re going to bring out the best in me.” 
 
    “You should be the one to do that for yourself.” 
 
    Shannon nodded quietly, “I hope you understand that I need your help. The plan is to reconnect with my daughter and start completely over. A new life, a new family.” 
 
    “That’s a lot, Shannon. Maybe it’s better if you go slowly. Honestly, wouldn’t it be simpler just to reach out to her father?” She watched her friend close her eyes and shake her head, “or not?” 
 
    “David’s personality is, uh, was extreme. Everything was done his way or not at all. He’s very successful now, very wealthy. I can’t afford to fight him legally and I’m not looking for some cheesy visitation thing.” 
 
    “Your recent past is a big barrier from even a visitation point of view. How old is Olivia?” 
 
    Terra saw the look in Shannon’s eyes as she asked, a flash of panic crossed her face, then her eyes welled up, “Eleven? Almost twelve, maybe?” She began to weep, “I can’t even remember when her birthday is.” 
 
    Terra gasped, “How is that possible? I’ve heard of memory loss through injury or alcohol maybe. Like a blackout?” 
 
    Gathering herself, Shannon agreed, “Robbie thinks its blackouts, plus the depression that came with them. I know I haven’t helped with the drinking, but it’s like a four or five-year window of virtually nothing about my life except disjointed snippets of rehab and doctors.” 
 
    “Like you woke up one morning and…” 
 
    “And, I’m a different person. Yeah, I agree, but now I can still tell you all the names of my art teachers from grade school and up. How I can work with glass and how I draw, it’s all back now.” 
 
    Terra sighed, “This is nuts.” She gasped putting her hand to her mouth, “I’m sorry. That was tacky. Is there anyone else you can get some input from? I’ll help where I can, but I have no clue about, um…” 
 
    “Witches?” Shannon asked apprehensively, “I have someone in mind. You’ll like her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Shannon noticed that Terra was beginning to lag back as they walked toward the shop. She reached and took Terra’s arm, “Don’t be scared, she’s a lovely woman. Like a gramma.” 
 
    Terra slowed down further, “Not scared,” she mumbled, “that’s such a defining word. I’m just not fearless like you.” 
 
    Shannon smirked, “About magic? Not as fearless as I should be. Other things, though…total chicken shit.” 
 
    “You keep saying that, I’ve yet to see it.” 
 
    Shannon grabbed the shop door handle, “Yes, you have.” She swung the door open, “I’ll introduce you. Not too many questions at the beginning, okay? I don’t want to spook her. Sorry,” she added, “poor choice of words.” 
 
    Shannon caught the shopkeeper’s eye as they walked in. With a smile, the woman held up a finger for them to wait as she finished cutting a length of fabric from a bolt of yard goods. 
 
    Terra quickly surveyed the wide-ranging inventory of the little shop. “I would have never guessed this was here. It looks like an old dime store out of the sixties.” She picked up a vintage vest of a rack, holding in front of her, “Look at this, this is so cool.” 
 
    Shannon agreed, “Right? Eclectic doesn’t begin to describe this place.” She began absently rummaging through a rack of t-shirts but pointed at the vest “And that would look amazing on you.” 
 
    Terra moved closer and lowered her voice, “There isn’t like, a sub-basement or something thirty floors below us full of demons and cauldrons, right?” 
 
    Shannon glanced over Terra’s shoulder, “No idea. Ask her yourself.” 
 
    Terra froze, “She’s standing right behind me, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Terra turned around slowly, blushing and already planning to avoid eye contact, “Hi,” she said automatically. 
 
    There was no one behind her. The shopkeeper was still working with her current customers. She turned back to Shannon, “Really?” 
 
    “Sorry, not sorry,” Shannon teased, “I know it’s not busy in here, but you never know who might overhear you.” 
 
    Terra scowled, more embarrassed than angry, “Evil streak. Noted.” 
 
    The matronly store owner finally approached them with a warm smile, “Back so soon? How goes your studying?” 
 
    Shannon beamed, “Good. You weren’t kidding about the patience part.” The woman’s thoughtful expression caused Shannon to change gears, “Sorry, I’m sure you don’t remember everyone that comes in here.” 
 
    “Oh, you’d be surprised what sticks in this old head of mine.” she said tapping her temple, “Lots to keep track of up here. So,” she said with a nod towards Terra, “what brings the two of you in today?” 
 
    “Sorry, this is my friend, Terra. She has some idea as to what’s going on.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Terra. I’m Angela. Interested in learning the craft?” That caused Shannon to chuckle, “Maybe a starter kit, someday. She knows how to keep a good secret, though.” 
 
    The woman laughed but her mood suddenly turned serious, “Good. It’s interesting you chose to come in. I found myself thinking about something you said the other day. How you were stripped of your powers. If you don’t mind me asking, how, exactly did that come about?” 
 
    Shannon glanced at Terra then to Angela, “Exactly is the hard part. I’m afraid I have trouble remembering what happened. It was a long time ago.” 
 
    Terra interrupted, “How would someone be stripped of their powers? Is there a spell or something for that?” 
 
    “Not in my world, no.” Angela answered, “Doesn’t mean that, higher up there isn’t one. I’d never have any reason to use it.” 
 
    Shannon’s watched Terra’s brow go up, she grinned anticipating a response to Angela’s statement. 
 
    “Higher up? I’m sorry if my imagination is getting ahead of me, I mean someone with greater power in the magic world? No offense.” 
 
    “None taken, my dear.  Yes, there are many levels of power within the magical worlds.” 
 
    Shannon chuckled, “So, you’re like a black belt or something?” 
 
    “Oh, my goodness no, child, I’m somewhere in the middle, I guess. More of a librarian than anything these days. I have no interest in that level of responsibility. I like my life the way it is.” 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is, a spell like that is possible?” Shannon smiled as Terra began to engage on her behalf, “But very uncommon.” 
 
    “Very,” the woman responded, “very high up the chain of command. Unless it was stolen. That’s also a remote possibility.” She shook her head, “Not likely though, I would have heard about it, unless,” she began to stutter, “Nah, I’m out of the loop. What else brings you in today?” 
 
    Shannon looked around the mostly empty shop, “I was hoping you might have more of what I checked out the other day?” 
 
    The woman glanced nervously at Terra, then back to Shannon, “did you have some success?” She asked quietly. 
 
    “I did,” Shannon grinned, “Not right away, sort of after the fact.” 
 
    The shopkeeper disappeared behind her curtain and came out with another larger book. “Similar, yet different. Use the original one to key into this.” She handed the book to Shannon, “On account, like the last one.” 
 
      
 
    Shannon clutched the spell book on the way out of the opposite end of the store, “This is really something. I can’t wait to try this.” 
 
    Terra was skeptical, “You heard what she said, that it takes time to learn to use it properly? I still don’t understand why she won’t help us.” 
 
    “I get it. There are rules, hierarchies, but even so, she has her own life, her own family to think of.” Shannon held the book up, “We’re on our own here.” She pointed down the passageway, “Here, it’s just a little further to the alley.” 
 
    Terra took Shannon’s arm, “Wait up.” 
 
    Shannon turned to her, “We need to get to work.” 
 
    “Yes, I understand but, you go ahead.” Terra eyes brightened, “Wait for me in the alley. I want to get that vest I saw. I’ll just be a minute.”  
 
    “I’ll come back with you.” 
 
    Terra held Shannon back, “No. I’ll just be a second. It’s stuffy in here. Go get some fresh air. I’ll be right out. 
 
    She turned and left Shannon standing in the hallway before she could answer. Making her way back to the rear entrance to the shop, Terra ducked back through the curtained doorway and snatched up the vintage garment.  
 
    Angela met her at the register, “Couldn’t resist, right?” 
 
    Terra looked at the garment, then back to the woman, “Yes, in a lot of ways. Can I ask you one last question? It’s okay if you don’t want to answer.” 
 
    The woman didn’t hesitate, “I’m happy to help.” She carefully folded the vest and placed it in a shopping bag. 
 
    “Thank you,” Terra smiled, “Do you have children?” 
 
    Angela’s eyes lit up instantly, “I have three and one grandbaby on the way. They’re so wonderful.” 
 
    “I’m certain they are magical for you. I’m truly happy for you.” Terra sighed, “If one day, Angela, someone took one of them from you, with no explanation and…and you had no say in it,” Her voice began to waiver as tears filled her eyes, “Dammit, I wanted to be all dramatic and lawyerly. I’m sorry to have bothered you.” She picked up the package and began to make her way to the curtained doorway. 
 
    “Terra, wait.” Angela reached down took a card from her apron, scribbling a note on it. “I can see how much this means to you. Here’s my cell number. Reach out to me as you need. I will always help you.” 
 
    Putting the card in her jeans pocket, Terra thanked her. “I’ll try not to call you.” 
 
    Angela snickered, “Yeah, she seems a little impulsive. I’m not sure you be able to get her to slow her motor. Call me, whenever it seems like you’re in over your head.” 
 
    Terra smiled, “Shannon or me?” She walked through the doorway to catch up with Shannon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12  
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Terra began, “what do we know about him?” 
 
    “He’s rich,” Marcus replied, “and getting more so by the day.” He spun his laptop around for them to see. “He’s got a lot of businesses or, at least is part of several.” 
 
    Early on, Shannon began to tap her fingers on the table top, “Can you go back and see when this started?” 
 
    “Sure,” Marcus said confidently, “I can try and find his tax records and get a feel for it that way. His bank balances are healthy. The biggest source of income is the car dealerships.” 
 
    “How about his expenses.” Terra asked. 
 
    Robbie cracked his knuckles with a grin, “I got a B- in Econ 201, I’ll take a look at them.” 
 
    Shannon rolled her eyes at Terra concerned face, “He’s pulling your leg, a lot. He gets a B- in everything.” 
 
    Robbie winked at Terra, “If the Ex is hiding anything or can give us any clue about, well, anything, we can find it.” 
 
    Shannon frowned at him, shaking her head, “The ex? I don’t want to hear that ever again.” She turned on her bar stool, headed for the studio, “Good talk,” she said over her shoulder. 
 
    Waiting until she was out of earshot, Robbie held up his hands to both Terra and Marcus, “She’ll cool off. Honestly, I said that on purpose just to see where her head is at.” 
 
    Terra pursed her lips, “Good move. I hadn’t thought of that. You guys keep working, I’ll go see what she’s up to.” 
 
    “Good luck with that. Marcus and I are going to experiment on a little idea he’s cooked up. We’ll be right here. Or,” he added quickly, “We may take the laptop show on the road and grab a bite to eat.” 
 
    Terra stopped to ponder what he had said, “Yeah, that’s fine. Marcus, while you’re at it, can you tap into Cottonwood and copy her file?” 
 
    He chuckled, pointing at the computer, “I already have it. I thought you might want to see it.” 
 
    “Gotta pee,” Robbie stood up, headed to the bathroom, “Knowing the young genius here, he’s got mine and his too, if you want to read through them. Back in a minute.” 
 
    Terra looked horrified, “No. My God, of course not. I just want to see the timelines. I don’t want to see the treatment plans or assessments. It’s a need to know thing and, for once, I don’t need to know.” 
 
    Marcus grinned, “Good one. For a joke, I rewrote part of mine into Spanish once. I changed it back so they wouldn’t find out.” He tipped his head in thought, “plus, my doc is a pretty cool guy. I didn’t want to seem disrespectful.” 
 
    “That’s a good thing, Marcus,” Terra was leaning on the kitchen counter, she saw that Shannon had left her phone next to her own on the countertop, “Marcus, can you do me an extra favor?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Can you set up Shannon’s phone, so we can tell where she is?” 
 
    “Jack her phone, easy. How come?” 
 
    Terra shrugged, “Just a feeling. You don’t have to if it makes you feel uncomfortable. Never mind.” 
 
    “It’s okay. If it’s a just in case thing, I’m fine with it. Go, see what she’s up to. It’ll take about five minutes.” 
 
    She smiled, “You’re an angel, thanks. I’m gonna chat with Roberto for a minute, you do your thing.” 
 
    He watched her walk away, then looked back down to the countertop, “Cool, can do.” 
 
      
 
    “God,” Robbie jumped when he saw Terra leaning on the wall outside Shannon’s bathroom, “Creep much?” 
 
    “Sorry,” she snickered, “I should have called you before we all met up. A quick question?”  
 
    “About Shannon, right?” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” she began, “The files and the bank stuff with her ex, I get that. Getting her daughter back, I get that too.” He started to grin, “Everything, except?” 
 
    She stopped mid-sentence, “The witch thing. Is it real or is she just…” 
 
    “Stop right there, Terra. You’re right to question it. You should question all of this. Me, Marcus, it’s no secret we all met at Cottonwood.” He leaned on the wall next to her, “I went through the same thoughts when she first brought it up a while back. But she called me one morning and told me about something she had remembered.” 
 
    “So,” she queried, “it’s the real deal. More than just brewing up a good cup of tea or a getting a love spell from Pinterest?” 
 
    He laughed, “I know it’s weird. At first, because of how she can be, I was skeptical, but I agreed to help her with it. It’s funny, she only remembers a tiny part of what she might have known.” He rolled his eyes, “This isn’t going to help you, but the two secrets she is keeping from you, one is meant to protect you.”  
 
    His eyes grew wide, “It scared the hell out of me at first, but after meeting you, I totally understand why she did it.” 
 
    Terra raised an eyebrow, “You’re not going to tell me, are you?” 
 
    “Oh hell no.” He grinned from ear to ear, “Let her practice, maybe she will remember something else and we can do all this in a more normal fashion. I don’t want her to risk who she is. She’s an incredible person, Terra, that’s no secret. That’s not weird.” 
 
    Terra nodded, then opened her arms and hugged him, “Thank you.” She turned to head back downstairs, “You said, two secrets?” 
 
    “Yep,” he smiled slyly, “Nothing sinister, but it’s not my place to blab.” 
 
    Terra grimaced, “Eww, you’re no fun.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Terra made her way downstairs. Marcus was typing busily on his laptop, earbuds in, bobbing his head to some unknown beat. Terra looked over his shoulder for a second until he acknowledged her. He smiled and gave her a thumbs up as Robbie padded up alongside her. Marcus pulled the buds out of his ears, “I have a really good idea,” he said with a sly smirk, “I’m no expert, but with all the businesses he owns, there’s not very much money in his actually checking accounts.” 
 
    “Going somewhere else, no doubt,” Terra offered. 
 
    Robbie offered an assist, “Have you searched for accounts in the corporate names?” 
 
    “Yep, doing that now. I’m going to look at his expenses too. See if there’s anything that stands out. What if I opened a couple of accounts, small ones like we talked about?” 
 
    Robbie nodded, “Bleeders?” 
 
    “Yeah. Just a couple, once I find out where the money is.” 
 
    Terra stood there listening to them, “Do I want to know about this?” 
 
    They both looked at her, grinning, “Nope.” 
 
    She pointed over her shoulder, “I’m gonna go pester the witch.” She nodded to them, “Yeah, that’s new for me. Carry on.” 
 
      
 
    Terra headed toward the studio only to find Shannon fast asleep on the sofa, her new witch book, open across her chest. She looked across to the kitchen to check on the boys and then sat quietly down in one of the big wingback chairs. 
 
    She looked so peaceful, Terra didn’t want to disturb her much-needed slumber, but she noticed the ragged corner of the old book poking her into her collarbone. 
 
    Reaching out carefully, she lifted Shannon’s hand to remove the old handmade book. Shannon stirred briefly. “Shhh,” Terra whispered, “Go back to sleep.” Before she put the book on the table, Terra flipped through the first few pages. Other than some familiar Egyptian symbols, including the ankh that Shannon wore around her neck, the drawings and symbols looked almost alien to her. Notes in the margins, written in English, only served to confuse her further. 
 
    She heard a low whistle from the kitchen. Robbie and Marcus were packing up the laptop. She put a finger to her lips to keep them quiet. 
 
    Marcus whispered, “Late lunch, maybe?” 
 
    Terra pointed down to the sleeping Shannon and indicated she would stay with her. Robbie walked quietly to the sofa and looked at Shannon. “Can we bring you something?” 
 
    “Nah, I’m good. Maybe after nap time.” 
 
    “It’s good for her,” Robbie said, “She tends to remember things after she’s slept. Mostly early mornings though.” 
 
    Terra looked up at him, “Oh.” 
 
    Robbie shook his head, “She calls me. We’ll see ya later.” 
 
      
 
    The idea that Terra was watching Shannon sleep a lot was starting to bother her. It was as if any exertion at all would need to be immediately recharged. Thinking of Shannon’s psych file, Terra began to question her ability to tolerate Shannon’s wild side. 
 
    Shannon stirred once as Terra settled into the wingback across from the sofa. First a whimper, then a couple of unintelligible words, then a phrase that made Terra’ mouth drop. 
 
    After a few minutes, Shannon stirred again, first arching her back slowly off the sofa as if her back was being supported by some unseen force. Terra watched in fascination as her t-shirt pulled up, stretching across her chest, a relaxed smile crossed Shannon’s face. When a pleasurable groan escaped Shannon’s lips, Terra suddenly felt like she might not want to see what might follow. 
 
    She watched her writhe on the sofa for almost a minute when suddenly Shannon’s face quickly shifted and she began to grimace. Her brow pinched tightly as the moans quickly changed into a sharp cry. 
 
    Terra read it as pain and quickly moved to sit on the coffee table next to her friend. Don’t’ wake her up, see what happens, she thought as she witnessed a second whimper. 
 
    Shannon stuck her hand straight out, “No,” she said clearly, her eyes still closed, “Don’t. Not again.” Her other hand moved to her throat, “Stop this.” 
 
    Terra couldn’t take it any further, “Shannon,” she whispered, eyeing her outstretched hand, “Shannon wake up, it’s a dream.” 
 
    With a quick intake of breath, Shannon stopped breathing, as if holding her breath. 
 
    Panicking, Terra reached out to her hand just as Shannon screamed. Taking her hand, “I’ve got you, it’s okay.” 
 
    Shannon’s eyes snapped open staring into nothing, she glanced at Terra and shrieked again trying to pull away, pushing against the cushions until she realized it was Terra holding her hand. She collapsed back onto the sofa. 
 
    “I’m so sorry. I just hate that.” She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “I should have expected it.” 
 
    Terra asked the obvious question, “Bad dream?”  
 
    “Not at fir…” Shannon cut herself off with an off-kilter smile, “Yeah, bad dream.” She looked at Terra fearfully, “I didn’t say anything inappropriate, did I?” 
 
    Fibbing, Terra shook her head, “No, you said, Don’t. Not again. It sounded like you were in trouble. I know they say not to wake up sleepwalkers, but I,” She looked at their hands, still clasped, “panicked.” 
 
    Shannon sat up and pulled Terra’s arm into her shoulder, “Thank you. You did the right thing.” She took a deep breath and released Terra’s hand, “Wow, that was a strong one. It was David again. We were arguing.” She looked around the studio, “It was another apartment, a big bright picture window.” She stopped, closing her eyes and smiling, “A white gate across the kitchen doorway.” She stopped, reclaiming Terra’s hand, “A wind up baby swing, that’s a new one.” 
 
    She looked at Terra, “Thank you.” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything.” Terra responded, “I mighta screwed it up.” 
 
    “No,” she said, a wistful look on her face, “So much detail. It’s like it just happened. You’re so awesome.” 
 
    “But you were fighting with him?” 
 
    Shannon shrugged, “Nobody’s life is perfect. Seems I’m remembering both the good and the uh, not so good.” 
 
    The next couple of days were much the same. Terra found herself at Shannon’s loft on a regular basis. She felt comfortable. 
 
    Over the next three days, there were three more episodes of remembering. Like the first one Terra had witnessed, an apparently playful physical engagement followed by a dream shift. The second one was simple and brief and Shannon awoke cheerful and talkative. 
 
    As Shannon woke up slowly from the third event, she sobbed uncontrollably as Terra attempted to comfort her.  
 
    “Stop it,” Shannon cried out as Terra tried to put her arms around her, “Don’t touch me.” Her hands held up in front of her face defensively, Terra reared back as Shannon pushed her away. 
 
    “What did you see, Shannon?” Terra asked carefully, “Let me help you.” 
 
    Shannon held up her hand but said nothing. Her breathing was short and labored. She wouldn’t look Terra in the eye. “I’m alright,” she said, her tone sharp and dismissive. 
 
    A tender offer from Terra to stay the night was quickly turned down with a sharp brush-off. 
 
    Rather than argue, Terra chose to leave. A quick, “I understand,” and she rushed out the door, barely making it to her car before the tears came. While Shannon did call later that night with a heartfelt apology, Terra knew something was beginning to build. Over the next couple of days, Shannon reached out to Terra less often and the discipline for practicing of her powers waned. Terra spoke to Robbie and Marcus about the occurrences.  
 
    Whatever she had remembered, Shannon was keeping it to herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14  
 
      
 
    “Hi, bud, it’s me. Have you talked to Shannon today?” Terra could hear Marcus’s fingers clattering on his keyboard, “Sorry if I’m interrupting anything.” 
 
    “Nah, I’m just goofin’ around.  Not a word from her. What’s up?” 
 
    “Probably nothing. She just seemed off yesterday, frustrated about something. I just wondered if she’d said anything to you.” 
 
    “Off, like in pissed off? Yeah, I’d agree with that. She almost bit my head off a couple days ago.” 
 
    Terra sighed in frustration, “I know she’s getting anxious about how slowly the last phase of our little project is going. The puzzle pieces don’t quite fit yet.” 
 
    “I think we all are, Terra. Robbie has mentioned it too. He’s known her longer than any of us. And, I was wondering if the two of you had a fight.” His voice turned quiet, “Sorry, I know that’s none of my business.” 
 
   
  
 

 Terra was appreciative, “You’re such a sweetheart, buddy. We didn’t have a fight, but I’ve been feeling tense around her and...” 
 
    Terra’s phone chirped another incoming call, she looked at the screen, “Hang on a minute. Robbie’s calling. Maybe he knows what she’s doing.” 
 
    “No probs,” he answered, “Call me back if you need anything.” 
 
    “Cool, thanks.” 
 
    Terra answered but Robbie didn’t wait for a greeting, “Terra,” he was on the verge of shouting, “Where’s Shannon?” From the tone and volume of his voice, she knew instantly there was going to be trouble. 
 
    “I just asked Marcus the same thing, what’s going on?” 
 
    “I just talked to Shan, somethings happening, she was crying, now she won’t pick up her phone.” His usually calm voice was panicky, and he sounded out of breath. 
 
    “Robbie, calm down, what’s, wait…when did you talk to her?” 
 
    “This morning she sounded good, but I called her around noon and she sounded angry, you know how she’s been lately.” 
 
    “Yeah, Marcus talked about it too. I just got off the phone with him.” 
 
    “I just hung up with her, she’s raging about our project, that it’s taking too long, a lot of crying and cursing, Terra, I think she’s going to confront him.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Terra yanked her steering wheel and pulled to the side of the road, “We don’t have nearly enough information to move ahead. Where is she, Robbie?” 
 
    “No idea. This is bad.” 
 
    She sat staring out her windshield, having just passed an on ramp to the interstate, “I’ll call Marcus. We’ll find her. I’ll call you right back. Do you know where David lives? Just in case?” 
 
    “Yeah, I can get there.” 
 
    “Gimme two minutes.” She took a deep breath and redialed Marcus. Her voice now matched Robbie’s. 
 
    “Marcus? Find Shannon, find her phone.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” he answered, “just a sec.  Coming up...Okay, got her. She’s downtown. Is that a bad thing?” 
 
    “Hopefully not.” Terra had a fleeting moment of calm until Marcus spoke again, “She turned. She’s headed straight North on Jackson.” 
 
    “Fuck, Robbie thinks she’s going to have it out with David. Can you add his address into your GPS and see how far away she is?” 
 
    “Ah, she’s gonna ruin everything. She’s got about nine miles before she gets to his development. You’re right next to the Crosstown, right?” 
 
    Terra sat back in her seat, “You jacked my phone too?” 
 
    “Seemed like the fair thing to do,” he answered sheepishly, “Am I in trouble?” 
 
    “Hell no, I love you. I’m turning around, How far...” 
 
    Marcus interrupted her, his voice now filling with panic, “Twelve miles, Terra, but you’ve got the best route. You have to go fast, Terra, you gotta stand on it.” 
 
    Her wheels spun in the gravel along the frontage road, “Call Robbie, tell him to meet me there. If she changes direction, call us back.” 
 
    “There’s a construction zone just ahead of her. That might help slow her down. Terra, I’m scared. What do I do? What if she has an accident?” 
 
    Terra gulped trying to suppress her fear, “Buddy, just call Robbie, then call me back. It will be ok, don’t worry. That you can see where we are, is wonderful. You’re helping so much. Call me back. Try to stay calm, ok? Everything is going to be fine.” 
 
    “Okay, bye.” She heard his voice break as he hung up. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the trip was a series of increasingly frantic calls and updates from Marcus and then a panicked call from Robbie. With traffic delays, he would still be several minutes behind Terra. Other than a short pause when Shannon’s car appeared to wait for traffic, she turned and began to maneuver her way around the detours, shaving time off her arrival. 
 
      
 
    Shannon drove into the circular driveway with a screech and walked right through the unlocked front doors, the ornate entry door vibrated solidly as it slammed against its door stop. 
 
    “David,” she hollered as she stormed through the elegant foyer. “God dammit, David, where is she?” 
 
    Hearing a noise from the back of the house, Shannon veered through the expansive kitchen and confronted David in the sunroom as he came in from the back yard. 
 
    “Where is she?” she hissed at him.   
 
    His expression was a mixture of shock and annoyance but still he walked toward her. She raised up her left hand and closed it in a fist, thumb out. He stopped in his tracks, putting his hands up defensively, “No, Shannon,” he said softly, his eyes watching her every move, “We’re not going to go through this again.” His shoulders squared, his voice dropped to a whisper, “I should have gotten rid of you a little harder.” 
 
    He took a step forward just as Terra burst into the kitchen, “Shannon, this isn’t right,” she crossed the kitchen and approached Shannon from the side, “You’ve got to…” 
 
    An unseen force pushed against Terra’s chest as Shannon brushed her hand toward her friend. For a moment Terra was being held in place. David’s eyes grew wide, “Shit, not again.”  
 
    He quickly glanced at Terra, “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m her attorney.” 
 
    “That’s convenient. Get her out of here.” 
 
    “Shut up, both of you,” Shannon hollered as she leveled her fist at him, poised to strike. 
 
    “You son of a bitch,” she snarled at him, the tendons on her neck were tight, “Where is she?” Her right hand began to drift toward her left. Terra could see she was trembling badly. 
 
    “Shannon,” she whispered, “Let’s just go. Please don’t do this.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth,” she commanded, her wild eyes reduced to slits, “He’ll just lie to me again.” She looked over his shoulder and into the back yard, “Olivia,” she screamed, her voice cracking, “I’m here for you.” 
 
    David shook his head, “Please calm down, please. You know she’s not here. Just leave, please leave.” He looked at Terra, “You need to get her out of here, right now. I won’t press charges, just get her out.” 
 
    Terra watched him as he spoke, he looked at her then back to Shannon. As he turned, he discreetly rotated his right hand toward her. 
 
    “No,” Shannon turned her hands and pushed, pinching her fingers together as she lunged. He deflected the energy wave, causing it to skip from his hands and deflect into the patio door, shattering the safety glass into thousands of pieces. 
 
    “Stop,” he cried out, glancing at a stunned Terra, “Please stop. You know I won’t hurt you. It’s not safe for you.” The look on his face was absolute terror. He looked at Terra directly, “You need to help her. Get her to calm down.” 
 
    Confused by his concern, Terra struggled to move toward her, “Shannon,” she whispered, “Please.” 
 
    Shannon’s voice dropped to a hoarse whisper, “I have the power now. That’s how it feels, you bastard. On your knees, hands together, Now.” 
 
    She stepped forward and then raised her arms, her left arm was shaking badly as she directed him down onto the field of broken glass.  
 
    She peered blindly into the formal dining room, “Olivia, sweetie?” she asked softly, “It’s mommy. You’re safe now. You’re…” 
 
    She put her hand to her temple and turned to Terra, but there was no recognition in her face.  
 
    “She’s gone, Shannon,” he said quietly, “It’s been seven years. Please, I’m begging you.” 
 
    Shannon slumped but jerked herself up straight, “Liar...it’s all a lie.” Her teeth clenched tightly as she brought her hands back together. Terra could feel a sudden pressure in her ears, a deep hum filled the room. 
 
    He pleaded with her, “Please no. She’s gone, Shan. She’s dead.” His voice dropped to a whisper, “You know that.” 
 
    “No,” she sobbed as her knees began to buckle, her voice slurred as bright crimson drops of blood dripped from her nose to her hands. 
 
    “Oh, Jesus,” David looked at Terra as Shannon began to fall. Her left arm jerked up at the ceiling He tried to stand, reaching out to her, “No, no …Grab her, she’s gonna seize.” 
 
    “No,” Terra pushed herself against the edge of the counter and threw her arms around Shannon’s waist as she tumbled toward the floor.  
 
    “Watch her head,” David reached out and put his hand on the corner of the end table, cushioning her head just as it glanced off the sharp edge. 
 
    Shannon’s arms twitched and jerked violently side to side. David stabilized her legs as Terra tried to keep her hands from punching either herself or anyone else. “Keep her on her side, just talk to her,” He looked around the room, then outside, “My phone, I gotta get my phone.” He stood up, looking across the kitchen and took one step back, “Shit. Now what?” 
 
    A deep voice boomed from behind Terra, “No. I got this.” Robbie quickly dialed 911, “Medical emergency, I need an ambulance at 943 Hickory. Yes, she’s having a seizure.  Thank you.”   
 
    He looked at Terra, “What the fuck is happening here?” 
 
    Terra tearfully looked up from the floor at Robbie, “Just take her legs, we don’t want her to hurt herself.” Shannon suddenly jerked her hand away from Terra’s grasp and punched out at David. Terra was relieved as Shannon’s hand quickly returned to rest quietly within her own. 
 
    David took a bolster pillow from a chair in the sunroom and propped it under Shannon’s head, “Keep her head turned to the side so she doesn’t aspirate.” 
 
    He sat heavily back down in the chair and looked down at the three of them, shaking his head, the sound of a siren could be heard in the distance.  
 
    “I don’t know what’s going on here, but it’s safe to say by the look on your faces, you had no idea what she was going to do. Cops will be here with the ambulance.” He stood up and picked a drinking glass out of the sink. Filling it halfway with water, he casually tossed it into the pile of broken glass from the patio door. “You were all visiting, she had a seizure. End of story, got it?” 
 
    Robbie just looked at Terra and she shook her head at him to stay silent. 
 
    “I don’t know who you are,” David continued, “I don’t want to know.” His voice was weary but oddly not distressed. “You may think it’s hard to see this one time, this is my third or fourth time around.” 
 
    The wailing sirens grew louder and stopped as the ambulance reached the driveway. As David walked out the front door to direct them, a squad car pulled up as well. He waived them all into the house, “Kitchen, she’s had a major seizure.” 
 
      
 
    The police officer accompanied the paramedics into the house. As simple as David’s explanation of the broken glass door was, the officer seemed more interested talking about home improvement as he was of taking down any pertinent information. After radioing in his status on the call, he checked in with the EMT’s and left the house. 
 
    David watched silently from across the room as they began to stabilize Shannon on a gurney for transport. Barely conscious and disorientated, she closed her eyes as they put her into the ambulance. David motioned for Terra, “A minute, please?” 
 
    He waited until the paramedics left the room with the gurney, “How long have you known her?” he asked Terra. 
 
    “About six months.” Including their first meeting in the drunk tank, it was a close guess. 
 
    “Mmm, okay,” he said, “Did she ever mention she had a daughter?” 
 
    Terra shook her head and Robbie looked confused, “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Alright,” he sighed, “I’m sorry you had to learn about it this way. It was a real tragedy and she… she took it extremely hard. We were briefly together many years ago, Olivia was four when she died. Look around, does a kid live here?” 
 
    Shell-shocked, “I’m sorry for your loss,” was all Terra could muster. None of this was fitting with Shannon’s story. 
 
    “Thank you. I guess I’m glad she has friends. I’m just sorry that she is not the person that you think she is.” 
 
    “Will you be okay,” Robbie asked him, looking at the broken glass strewn all over the kitchen. He shrugged toward Terra, lost for anything further to say. 
 
    David nodded, “Yes. I’m getting married soon. My fiancé has a daughter.” He quickly shook his head, “Not a replacement, mind you.” 
 
    The driver of the ambulance signaled that they were ready to leave. Robbie dug in Shannon’s bag to find her keys, “I’ll move her car into the street, we’ll get it picked up as soon as we can.” 
 
    David nodded, “Thank you. My fiancé doesn’t know much about Shannon. This wouldn’t be helpful.” He looked out the door as the gurney was being lifted into the back of the ambulance, “Whatever else you think you saw, for Shannon’s sake, needs to be forgotten.” 
 
    “On the other hand, since you saw what just happened here, if Olivia was still alive, I would have made every attempt to get her as far away from this kind of crazy.” His eyes grew to slits, “And let’s be truly clear. Unless you want me to press charges for this little stunt, I don’t want to see any of you ever again.” 
 
      
 
    Terra signed for the ambulance and climbed back into her SUV. Checking her phone, she saw nine messages, all from Marcus. Fighting back tears, she called him. 
 
    “Hi Bud. Everything’s mostly okay, but Shannon had a seizure. We’re taking her to the hospital. Yeah,” she paused, “St Luke’s on Franklin. You can meet us there if you want,” she hesitated, “Go the emergency entrance.” 
 
    As she followed the ambulance to the hospital, Terra couldn’t help but reflect on everything she had experienced with Shannon. What once seemed real, was now suspect. Every word or interaction she’d had with her friend was now in serious question. The fear she felt for Shannon was equally balanced with heartbreak. 
 
    Wiping her eyes, she climbed out of the car as Robbie pulled up alongside her. He pointed across the parking lot as he got out of his car. Marcus’s little Toyota was in the short-term parking lot. 
 
    “What are we going to tell him, Terra? She’s his hero.” 
 
    She shrugged stone faced, “Might as well bend the truth a little. Everything else seems to be up for grabs.” 
 
    Robbie recoiled at her anger, “C’mon Terra. You know there’s got to be more to it than that.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she snapped back, “Sue me if I’m skeptical, but David was right. We have no idea what’s really going on. You’ve known her longer than I have. I let my guard down.” 
 
    Robbie didn’t mask his frustration, “Yep. I have to lean on that for now.  I know that all of this isn’t fake. She’s one of the most authentic people I’ve ever met. There’s a lot of real going on here, Terra. I know you feel it.” 
 
    As they approached the entrance to the ER, Terra saw an ashen faced Marcus pacing in the waiting room. As he watched Shannon being taken out of the ambulance, he looked back at the two of them in anguish. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Rob. You’re right. Let’s hear what the doctors have to say and get her feeling better.” She wiped her eyes and forced a smile, “I’m not trying to be a bitch, this just scares the shit out of me.” 
 
    The ER doors glided open and they met Marcus in the hallway. Terra hugged him, “Hi Buddy, you did such a good job. I’m going to see what paperwork is needed and I’m sure the doctor will tell us when we can see her.” 
 
    He nodded and stood with Robbie as Terra made her way to the admittance desk. She pointed at Marcus and Robbie as the attendant handed her a check-in form.  She spoke to one of the paramedics, then returned to the waiting room. 
 
    “She’s sedated and sleeping. They’ll hook her up to an EEG and see where her brain rhythms are at. After that, I don’t know. By the way, if anyone asks, we are her family.” 
 
    Terra took a deep breath, “Then, we need to talk about something that happened at the house. There’s no telling what set her off, but under the circumstances, we need to put this whole project on hold.” 
 
    “Well, what happened anyway?” Marcus asked expectantly. His emotions surfaced as volume, “Oh shit, she didn’t hurt him did she?” 
 
    “Shhh, bud, keep your voice down, just in case. No, thank goodness, she didn’t. But I saw her use some of the magic she’s been practicing. She destroyed a patio door. There was talk about her daughter.” She stopped, glancing at Robbie, and turned back to Marcus, “David said that their daughter died seven years ago.”  
 
    Terra waited for that to sink in, but Marcus shook his head, “No. She told us about her. Shannon just made a mistake maybe.” 
 
    Robbie caught Terra’s eye and stepped in. “Yeah, bro, a mistake. We need to let the doctors do their thing and get her back on her feet.” He looked directly at Terra, “We’re all lit up about this. Let’s just take a deep breath and focus on getting her better, Okay?” 
 
    Terra patted Robbie on the arm, “Right. That’s what she’d want us to do.” He caught her eye, “Sorry,” she mouthed to him and squeezed his arm, “A deep breath is an excellent idea.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15   
 
      
 
    Terra watched the monitor as she sat silently next to Shannon’s bed. Like a seismograph, the EEG tracked Shannon’s brain activity as being recorded in a series of furrowed lines.  She watched the readout spool out onto the floor, praying that the jagged lines she had seen at first would soon calm and bring her friend back to her. She hoped that, along with the calm, there could be some restoration of the truth. 
 
    Shannon’s left hand drifted toward the edge of her bed. Terra stared at it, at one point reaching for it then withdrawing. She scolded herself for losing her edge. It was her plan to become more objective about Shannon. Look at the facts. Maybe find them first, she thought. 
 
    As the minutes ticked by, her chair slid a little closer to the bed and the distance to Shannon’s hand grew shorter. Her pinky was out just enough. Terra reached out and hooked it with her own, leaning on the edge of the hospital bed. She looked cluelessly at the EEG readout, nothing better, nothing worse. 
 
    This would be enough for now. She took Robbie’s advice and took a deep breath. 
 
    The jail cell, her mysterious banter, all of it came back to Terra as she sat quietly watching Shannon sleep. As the printout continued to feed out, the waves were mostly smooth and consistent. Responding to one of the many sensors placed around Shannon’s head, one line continued to jump erratically. As Terra felt Shannon’s finger tighten around hers, the line surged chaotically. 
 
    “Ter…I’m sorry.” She licked her dry lips and looked around at the room, her eyes landing on a drinking cup on the monitor stand. Terra reached out for it, bending the straw to Shannon’s lips. 
 
    Terra looked at her tear-filled eyes, “Just stay quiet, Shan. You’ve had a seizure. I’ll go get the doctor.” 
 
    “Wait,” Shannon’s hand tightened on Terra’s, “I’m sorry I did that to you. I would never hurt you.” 
 
    “I know.” She quickly glanced at the EEG, “You need to be quiet. Robbie and Marcus are here. You gave us quite a scare.” 
 
    “How did you find me?” 
 
    Terra hesitated, “We just got lucky. We’ll talk about it later, okay? The guys want to see you. Marcus is really freaked out.” 
 
    Tears rolled down her cheeks as Shannon looked at her EEG printout, “Oh, lil’ bro, I’ll give him a big hug.” She pointed to a section low on the readout. “Here, the doctor will comment on this part. It’s a little more active than it should be.” Shannon blinked rapidly, “How do I even know that?” 
 
    Terra made note to mention that to the attending ER doctor and she stood up. “How much do you remember about today?” 
 
    She closed her eyes and shook her head gently, “A little. David was being a dick.” 
 
    Terra wasn’t in the mood to discuss the entire episode, but she reiterated one point. “When you seized, he saw it coming. If he hadn’t reached out for your head, you might have cracked it wide open.” 
 
    She was silent, taking another sip of water. “He would have gotten mad if I’d bled all over his precious imported flooring.” 
 
    Terra ignored the snipe. “I’m gonna go find the doc and tell the guys you’re awake. We can talk about what happened later, once the doctor says you’re better.” She tried slowly pulling her hand away, but Shannon clamped down on it. 
 
    “I know you’re angry with me. You should be. Plus, I don’t know exactly what happened to me or why I did this? I’ll try to get a handle on that too. Promise me something?” 
 
    All Shannon received for an answer was a skeptical eyebrow, still she smiled, “Perfect. You need to be my detective now.  The doc’s gonna say some basic stuff, the tests are inconclusive, here’s a prescription, the usual. I’ll be out in the morning.” 
 
    “Starting with that bullshit?” 
 
    Shannon drew back wounded, “I had that coming, but you’re right. Question everything,” she looked away from Terra, “even if it hurts me to hear it.” 
 
    Terra abruptly dropped Shannon’s hand, “Not a problem. Doctor first, then the boys. We’re gonna get to the bottom of this.” 
 
    A nurse softly knocked on the door, “Sorry, she needs to rest. The doctor will be here in few minutes.” 
 
    Shannon smiled at her, “The two handsome guys out there, can I please see them. Two minutes,” she began to nod her head as if to convince the nurse to do the same thing. Terra offered to exchange herself for them as Shannon continued negotiating with the nurse, “Five minutes,” she bargained, “No three minutes. You can time us, please.” 
 
    The last offer seemed to stick as the nurse finally agreed, “Fine. Three minutes.” 
 
    Terra moved quickly past her and stood in the door way, “I’ll get them.” She looked back at Shannon without a word. 
 
    Stepping into the hallway seemed like a relief. She found Robbie and Marcus in the waiting room, both on their phones, but they jumped up as she approached. 
 
    “She’s awake and feeling better. The nurse said you can both go in for a couple of minutes. Remember, the nurse is the boss.” As they moved past her toward Shannon’s room, Marcus turned back to Terra, “You comin?”  She shook her head. 
 
    “No,” she said sharply, “You two go in. I’m going to get some fresh air.” She held up her phone, “Call me if there’s anything important.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16   
 
      
 
    The young doctor had long ago, learned to take a deep breath as he walked down David’s basement steps. Don’t ask questions, don’t offer your opinion, just check out mentally and get the procedure done. 
 
    As David opened the door. Chris steeled himself for what he had seen many times for the last three years. Each time he tried to console himself that, at least on some basic level, he was an unwilling participant. 
 
    Maybe it was the growing stress at the clinic, or the argument he had with his wife that morning that dulled his focus. As he saw the girl’s limp body on the table in the middle of the workshop, a long sigh escaped his lips. A second later, David had him up against the wall on the tips of his shoes, gasping for breath, the back of his head pounding from the impact on the sheetrock. His medical bag hit the floor with a dull thud. 
 
    “Let’s review, shall we?” David’s voice was quiet and deep. He showed no strain from lifting the doctor several inches off the floor. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    His throat being constricted tightly in David’s grasp made answering the question impossible. The terror in his eyes should have been enough to supply an adequate response.  
 
    David lowered the doctor to the floor, and they stood eye to eye. Chris could smell the whiskey on his client’s breath. David turned briefly to look at his daughter’s body on the table. 
 
    “I’ll assume you’ve had a difficult day. That you’re not thinking of doing something rash.” His eyes narrowed, “That you like that fat little off-shore account. The deposit has already been made for this visit.” He chuckled, “Unless, you’d like to make that come to an end.” He loosened his grip on the doctor’s throat, then released him, “Among other things.” 
 
    The doctor shook his head, swallowing roughly, “A bad day. Yes.” He knew what would follow. He picked up his bag and sat in the chair next to the table. 
 
    “Yeah,” David continued, “We wouldn’t want to interrupt the cash flow that bought you that nice house. The pricy tuition for your girl’s private school? Is there a problem?” 
 
    The first time David had directly mentioned the young doctor’s family, he had almost pissed himself. He had listed all their birthdays and eye colors making it clear that their continued safety rested completely in the doctor’s full compliance. Chris chose the next few words carefully, “There’s no problem, David. I’ll get started.” 
 
    He reached over and pulled up the back of the young girls’ t-shirt, exposing her back. He looked down the soft curve of her spine noting the pattern of the vertebrae as he went.  Tiny, almost unseen marks followed along the spinal column leaving a history of earlier procedures. Noticing them early on, the doctor had made every attempt to camouflage the invasive needle marks as he punctured her cool, blanched skin. 
 
    “How long has she been unconscious?” he asked, knowing it was pertinent to the procedure. 
 
    “Almost an hour.” 
 
    The doctor caught his next sigh before it escaped. He walked his fingers along the ridge of the girl’s spine, holding his finger on an exact location. Waiting for a moment, he caught a small ripple as the muscles along her back contracted.  This would be third visit in a row he had seen this reaction. Continuing without comment, he kept watching for additional movements. 
 
    “What’s the hold up?” David’s voice was sharp and impatient. 
 
    “Nothing.” He looked up at David, “You’re up.” 
 
    “Sure.” David walked to the other side of table and roughly pushed down on his daughter’s shoulders, curving her spine toward the waiting needle. 
 
    “Hold on.” the doctor noted as a second brief tremor began in her shoulders and trailed down her back. 
 
    David stood over her body, his face a blank slate. There were no words of comfort for his daughter. No loving touch or concern in the event of a complication. It was like she meant nothing to him. 
 
    “Hold her steady,” the doctor advised. 
 
    That was met with a sarcastic, “Ya think?” 
 
    “Wait.” The doctor watched for a moment before he started. He thought back to the last time he had done this for David. For a second, the needle wouldn’t pierce her skin. He’d thought he’d seen something move along her bunched-up t-shirt, then a reflection off the smooth glass of the syringe. He rubbed his tired eyes briefly. 
 
    Chris gently swabbed the target with alcohol and expertly placed the small diameter needle against her skin. At first, the needle bent as her skin seemed to push back against it. His eyes scanned across her back, looking for anything unusual. Once, he would have chalked up to his own frayed nerves, but the second time it happened, he knew something needed to change. As the needle finally pierced the interspinous ligament without issue, the doctor sighed in relief. 
 
    The clear fluid flowed into the syringe and quickly reached the requested amount. Withdrawing the needle and swabbing the puncture, the doctor placed a cotton ball over the tiny opening. He put his hand on her back for a moment with a silent apology for the intrusion. He looked at the fading marks from the earlier procedures and wondered why David was so adamant, brutally so, about following her backbone rather than gathering the fluid from the standard C3 and C4 vertebrae spaces. He learned early on not to ask questions. 
 
    The doctor took out a couple of small vials from his bag and transferred the fluid from the syringe into one. He handed it to David without a word. The father took the first vial and after holding it up to the ceiling light with a grin, put it in his pocket. “There. Good to go, right?” 
 
    Chris nodded, then “Keep her still for an hour, then watch for the headaches.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I know. I’ll get her back on the sofa where she started. A little prick, a little head ache and she’s right as rain.” 
 
    “It’s been less than a month since the last one, you can’t do them this close together. Something could happen.” Chris reached for the syringe and second vial but knocked the small cylinder off the table sending it bouncing across the floor to the other side of the room. 
 
    “Sorry.” He quickly scrambled to retrieve it and stood up looking at the young girl sleeping peacefully in front of him. He looked at her face, then at up at her father, “She doesn’t look a thing like you.” Quickly filling the second vial to an exact amount, he handed it to David. 
 
    David shrugged arrogantly, “Like it matters?” He gestured toward the door, “You’re done here.” 
 
    Chris’s relief was brief. 
 
    “That reminds me,” David added quickly pointing to his daughter, “The princess here asked to go to the street fair next Saturday. She asked if your girls could come with.” 
 
    Chris knew it wasn’t an invitation. There was no way he could refuse, “Sure,” he offered hesitantly, “I’ll check with Kathy.” 
 
    “And get her permission? Not necessary,” David answered back, mocking him, “I talked to your lovely bride this morning. She never says no to me.” He waited a beat, “On any subject, really.” He smirked at the doctor, waiting for a response. 
 
    Not rising to the dig, the doctor smiled weakly, “I’ll let myself out. Saturday then.” 
 
    He walked up the stairs and through the kitchen, glancing at the large plastic sheet that covered the broken patio door. Not wanting to be there any longer than necessary, he made his way quickly through the kitchen, stopping only to inspect a brown medicine bottle on the counter. He looked at the label and shuddered. Somewhere there was a pharmacist, probably under the same level of threat as himself, supplying the Ketamine necessary to heavily sedate a little girl for some unknown purpose. 
 
    He sat down in his car already worrying about the planned outing. That this monster had now insinuated himself into a social setting with his family made his skin crawl. 
 
    As usual, he would say nothing to his wife and just pray to be able to figure a way out of this predicament. The past three years had made him rich, but at that moment, he would have given every penny back to regain his self-respect. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17  
 
      
 
    The next morning, Terra yawned as she walked into the hospital room. Shannon saw it and winced, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    A much more collected Terra walked over to the bed and leaned over to hug her, “You need to stop doing that.” 
 
    Shannon held the hug longer than Terra expected, “Okay, enough now. Your doctor will be here in a minute or two.” She sat down in the guest chair next to the bed, “I slept like hell.” 
 
    Shannon sighed, “I figured you would.” She caught Terra’s eye, “I’m sor..” 
 
    Terra put her finger to her lips, “Be done with that. I would have slept in but the damn robins outside my apartment are so ridiculously enthusiastic at six in the morning. I’ll grab a nap later.” She pointed to Shannon’s freshly brushed hair, “You look better without your space helmet.” 
 
    “Yeah, they took it off in the middle of the night. Nothing unusual since the first, ah event.” 
 
    Until now, Terra’s mood had been a bit distant. A warm smile crossed her lips, “I’m glad. Let’s see what the doc has to say, then we can get you out of here.” 
 
    Shannon nodded, then her eyes darted to the movement at her door. 
 
    The specialist opened the door to the room without looking up from his notes, “Good morning, Ms. Conrad. Looks like you had…” He looked up at the two attractive young women in the room and stopped mid-sentence, clearing his throat, “Yes, good morning.” 
 
    Terra stifled another yawn, “I can leave, if you want.” 
 
    “No,” he said, quickly looking back at Terra, “You’re family, right?” His eyes went back to Shannon, looking her up and down, “I’ve got good news here. A quick review and you’re outta here by noon.” He casually grabbed a chair by the door and sat down on it, casually stretching his frame across the floor. 
 
    Shannon looked to Terra for a response, but she saw her watching the doctor with a less than happy look on her face. 
 
    “That’s good, right?” she asked her. 
 
    “Of course.” Terra turned back to the doctor, “I was up late.” She slid her chair back a little, “I’ll uh, give you some room.” 
 
    He took a length of EEG paper out of his file and spread it out along Shannon’s bed, “I’m sure you got tired of hearing this thing pinging all night.” He handed Shannon a single page, “Here’s a screen capture showing your rhythms when you came in. They’re on the left. And your rhythms this morning are on the right. They are much improved.” 
 
    He took an ophthalmoscope out of his pocket and leaned toward Shannon, “Lets’ do a couple of checks.” He stood up and moved over her flipping the pen light back and forth across both of her eyes, “Dilation and response is excellent. Did you have symptoms earlier in the day before your seizure?” 
 
    Shannon shook her head, “None. I had a little stress later in the day.” 
 
    “Mmhmm,” Terra murmured under her breath. 
 
    “Any dizziness yesterday or in the previous days. Chart says you were up a couple times last night,” he stopped talking long enough for Shannon to react to the silence. She glanced at Terra as he continued talking, “Anything else, unusual?” As the tone of his voice had shifted, the smugness of his bedside manner went with it. 
 
    Shannon answered him, “Nope, I’m all good. Not dizzy at all.” 
 
    He looked back at the file and flipped through the jacket, “There’s not a lot in your file,” he said quietly, looking back and forth between the two women, “So I can’t track much history. Did you have seizures when you were younger? Childhood maybe?” 
 
    “No,” Shannon said quietly, she looked down at the floor, “I had…” She stopped, looking at Terra as if for support, “I had a little girl. She had a couple of seizures.” She didn’t look back to the doctor, her head stayed turned toward her friend, “She’d get a fever and, then…it was bad.” 
 
    Shannon looked back at the doctor. He was staring right at her. 
 
    “A febrile seizure,” he said softly, “They’re pretty common in kids with high fevers. Both my daughters had them. Being common doesn’t make them any less scary. They grow out of them.” The staring continued. Terra glanced at Shannon but just started watching the doctor. 
 
    Shannon nodded. Another moment of staring followed.  
 
    Terra interrupted it, “Soooo?” 
 
    It seemed to startle him, “We’re all good here. I’ll tell the nurse to let you get dressed. Let’s just go easy for few days. Dial back the stress if you can,” he laughed nervously. 
 
    “Plus, I don’t think we’ll prescribe anything for now. If you have another event, or anything that is out of the ordinary, that will change.” He stood up and walked to the door, turned and looked again at Shannon a long moment before speaking, Terra cleared her throat, “Yes?” 
 
    He shook his head and reached back in his pocket, taking out a card. “Oh nothing,” he said absently, “Just thinking about the next patient.” He walked back to Shannon’s bed, watching her as she looked down at the EEG print. He reached into his lab coat pocket and pulled out his business card, handing it to Terra.  
 
    “My contact info, if something, anything doesn’t feel okay. I have your contact info, right?” 
 
    Terra cocked an eyebrow, “I’m sure you do.” 
 
    Shannon looked up from the paperwork, “I just want to go home.” She watched Terra glare at the doctor as he walked out into the hallway. She waited until the door had closed, “What?” 
 
    Terra turned to Shannon with a troubled look, “Well, that was interesting. What a creep.” 
 
    Shannon blinked, “Okay, I totally missed something. That’s the look you gave the judge at my hearing.” 
 
    Terra shook her head with a sly grin, “It’s probably nothing. Did you see him when he walked in, once he saw you he went all chummy. Pretty sure he was checking out your boobs.” 
 
    Shannon tried not to laugh and smiled, “Well then, that would make two of you.” She watched Terra turn red, “Sorry,” she snickered again. 
 
    Terra just ignored her, “He was all manspreading at the beginning but after a while, he just started staring at you and got all nervous. I mean like he’s seen a ghost or something.” She shrugged, “Like I said, I’m sure it’s nothing. Let’s get you out of here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 18  
 
      
 
    Shannon walked into the living room and sunk back into the overstuffed wingback, “I’m sorry, guys. I shouldn’t have flown off the handle like that.” 
 
    Robbie and Marcus sat down next to her, Terra pulled up a stool from the kitchen and parked herself at the edge of the room, the distance between herself and Shannon was deliberate. It didn’t go un-noticed. 
 
    “Forgive me for being captain obvious,” Marcus blurted out, “but, what the hell were you thinking?”  
 
    Robbie quickly agreed, glaring at Marcus, his usual easy smile was gone. “Since we’re being subtle, you could have ended up in jail or worse. You should have trusted me, I’m sorry, us, to let us know what you were thinking.” 
 
    With each comment, Shannon sunk deeper into the chair, her eyes filling with tears. Looking sheepishly across the room at Terra, she expected another salvo. When it didn’t come, she invited one. “Go ahead, take your shot. I deserve it.” 
 
    Terra glanced at the young men before picking up the bar stool then picked it up and set it down next to Shannon’s chair. Shannon rolled her eyes, “Here it comes, the cross examination.” 
 
    Terra just shook her head and sighed, “No, Shan,” she said quietly, a gentle smile crossing her lips, “Let’s just back up a little. Tell us about Olivia.” 
 
    Wiping her eyes, she sighed, “I think,” she began, “that she was my whole world.” 
 
    Terra glanced at Robbie, “Why would her father say such a horrible thing to you?” 
 
    “Cuz now he’s like that?” she shrugged, “I don’t know. I know how stupid that sounds. I remember things, like little snapshots of my earlier life,” she said it so quietly that Marcus asked her to repeat herself. 
 
    “Snapshots?” he asked, “Do you have any pictures of her?” 
 
    She shook her head, “No. I don’t have anything that obvious.” She stood up and walked over to the low bookcase that divided the studio from the living room. Taking an old scrapbook from the row of art books and binders, she opened it and took two loose pages from a front pocket. 
 
    Returning to her chair she held out two charcoal drawings, “This will just make it worse.” 
 
    The first drawing was of a baby, asleep in a bassinet. While intricately drawn, it was what wasn’t rendered that made the drawing so real. A hint of curly hair, the softly crosshatched texture of a blanket wrapped around her tiny shoulders, a gentle heavenly smile of a golden dream in progress. 
 
    “That’s Olivia,” Shannon said longingly. “I dated it December Ninth, 2007. That’s a guess,” she added, “It felt right to me.” 
 
    Terra carefully exchanged her drawing for the one that Marcus and Robbie were viewing. Terra saw Robbie’s eyebrow as he noted the date, “This one’s October 5, 2009.” 
 
    Terra looked at the drawing, then glanced at Shannon, “Um, wow. She’s beautiful.” 
 
    Marcus added, “You can’t tell me that they don’t look exactly alike. I know it’s only a drawing but holy crap. It’s like you with chubby cheeks.” 
 
    “It’s all I have,” Shannon said as she glanced back at the bookcase, “It’s not enough, I know.” 
 
    Terra watched Shannon’s eyes as she handed the sketch back to her, “I’m sorry to ask this, but there was a funeral, right?” 
 
    “David said there was. I don’t actually remember going to it. I remember him visiting me in a room…and flowers.  There were other people there.” 
 
    “Like, as in the hospital. You don’t remember?” 
 
    “Marcus, there’s a lot of stuff I don’t remember.” She looked at Robbie sitting next to him, “Early on like this, then a couple of times after. There are whole sections of my life that is just…gone.” 
 
    “Actually, more than a couple,” Robbie added, “That’s how we met.  I was in for my first go-around with rehab. There she was, rock-star hot and a complete dumpster fire.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s why we got a long so well,” Shannon cracked, then winced at her smart-ass remark. Robbie just grinned, “Yes, I am rock-star hot.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 19  
 
      
 
    The edge in Shannon’s voice startled him, “Marcus, I got a second email from the hospital. It’s weird.” 
 
    “Interesting. Terra just called, she got one, too. Generic address with three asterisks in the subject line? It’s way different than the generic follow up care version, right? 
 
    “Yes. What should I do? There’s are attachments with it.” 
 
    “Don’t open it, Shannon.  I think a little healthy paranoia might be called for. I have a group meeting at the clinic, should be done by 2 ish. I can be at the loft by 3” 
 
    “Should I forward it to you?” 
 
    “No,” Marcus was adamant but chided her gently, “Not yet. Try out some of that new patience you talked about the other night. Let’s wait until we meet.” 
 
      
 
    “Be ready in two seconds,” Marcus flipped open his laptop and plugged the second hard drive into its port, “Terra, you have your copy on your phone and you deleted the one on your laptop?”  
 
    “Yep.” She pointed to the email address at the header of his screen, “Forward it here?” 
 
    “Yeah, Shannon you do the same please, then make sure you delete it from your archives.” He watched the screen as the notifications came in, “It might be nothing, but it’s so easy not to take chances.” 
 
    His fingers flew on the keyboard, “I’ll send this to a dummy server and open it there. We can read it and look at the attachments after I scan for anything interesting.” 
 
    Terra watched him work, “How do you not have straight A’s?” 
 
    Marcus continued to type, “That would have been too easy. I can change a percentage in the school’s computer like nothing, I couldn’t change my teacher’s attitude towards me. That, and I suck at gym.” 
 
    Shannon poked at him, “Their attitude? Sounds more like a two-way street.” 
 
    “Well yeah,” he answered, “there’s that.” He typed a final address into the email and copied the attached files, “Here we go, thirty fake addresses later.” 
 
    He shrugged as he opened the email, “No blind carbons, no malware or anything. It’s just funny you both saw it at the same time. The files are small. Let’s see what we’ve got here.” 
 
    Marcus clicked on the first attachment. Terra moved behind him to look over his shoulder. It didn’t take long for them to recognize what it was. 
 
    “It’s your entire medical file, Shannon. Let’s see what the other one is.” 
 
    Marcus clicked the tab to open the file. It was a photocopy of an advertisement for an upcoming downtown street fair. There was a handwritten note across the bottom. Marcus’s eyes grew wide as he read it, “Jesus, what the hell is this?” 
 
    Street fair Saturday 1-3pm   my family is in jeopardy   please keep your distance. 
 
    Terra pointed at the screen, “Those look like initials, C P,” she said, glancing at Shannon. She grabbed her bag and began digging in it, pulling out a crumpled business card, “No way.” Handing the card to Shannon, “No way this is a coincidence.” 
 
    Shannon took the card and read it out loud for Marcus and Robbie, “Dr. Christopher Paulson MD. That’s my creepy Neurologist. Jeez, Terra you nailed it.” 
 
    Robbie leaned over Marcus, “My family is in jeopardy, keep your distance” What the fuck is that about.?” 
 
    “It’s an invitation.” Marcus offered, “And yes, it’s creepy.” 
 
    “It’s also a warning,” Robbie cautioned, “Like, here’s some info but you need to stay away. Or at least, keep the doctor out of trouble.” 
 
    Marcus leaned toward his laptop, “I got this.” He began to type, “Is that Paulson, ON or EN?  I’ll search him. It’s a St. Luke’s business card, right?” 
 
    “Good job, Marcus. See if there’s anything personal?” 
 
    Marcus chuckled, “Do you want to see what his med school grades were? Might take a while, but I’ll find him.” 
 
    “Cross reference the hospital with any other clinics he might be associated with.” 
 
    Marcus nodded but had slowed his typing. He caught Terra’s eye and nodded toward Shannon. She was sitting dead still with her eyes closed. Without speaking, Robbie reached over and touched her hand, she gasped in fright, “Shit, Robbie. Don’t do that.” 
 
    He didn’t bother to hide his concern, “Are you alright?” 
 
    She nodded, “I was just trying to think back, uh, I just got lost in, well, nothing, I guess. Sorry,” She got up to grab a glass of water, “I’m good. Marcus, just keep searching.” 
 
    After a few short minutes, Marcus tied to catch Terra’s eye yet again. He glared at her then stared at his screen. As Terra casually made her way around the corner of the island, she grinned at him, “I wonder what your words per minute are? You could give some of our transcriptionists a run for their money.” 
 
    She looked at the screen, “Oh yeah, he’s a busy guy. Lots of listings,” as Marcus pointed at the screen, “Well look at that.” she whispered, “He’s on the board of directors,” she glanced at Robbie, “at Cottonwood.” 
 
    Robbie smirked, “What are the odds?” 
 
    “Terra?” It was Marcus, his eyes darted nervously between herself and Shannon as she rinsed out dishes at the sink. “Speaking of board members…” Again, he pointed at the screen. Terra let out a long breath. 
 
    Shannon turned from the sink, a sarcastic smile on her face, “You guys, I’m right here.” She hung up a hand towel and walked around the island, “What did you find?” 
 
    Terra pointed at the screen, “Your Dr. Paulson has a friend. Look familiar?” 
 
    Shannon glanced quickly at the screen, “Yep, that’s David. The dealership has had a thing with the hospital for years. The big shots used to drive free demos of the latest models.” She ruffled Marcus’s hair, “Nice job, buddy, Keep going.” 
 
    Terra agreed, “Yes, start searching his financials, see if anything looks odd.” Robbie seconded the idea, “I’ll take a look at them.” 
 
    Shannon stood silently for a moment, “And why,” she began suddenly, “would a well-connected apparently respected physician’s family be in jeopardy? Who do you think could hold power over someone like that? Saturday from 1 to 3 PM, I’m in the mood for some arts and crafts.” 
 
    “God, Shannon, the note said to keep our distance.” Robbie glanced at Terra, looking for support, but she was nodding her head in agreement with Shannon. 
 
    “It’s the biggest event of the summer downtown, Rob. There will be thousands of people there, we can blend in. He wants us to see something.” 
 
    Shannon moved to the end of island, taking a deep breath, “Or someone.” 
 
    Marcus interrupted, “Can we wear disguises? He’s seen the two of you.” 
 
    Shannon managed a weak smile, “Sure, we can do that. If we spread out, we can cover a lot of ground. It’s eight blocks of vendors. We can stake it out and stay connected by phone. Let’s just see what he’s up to.” She took another deep breath. 
 
    Robbie looked worried, “You alright?” 
 
    Shannon grinned, “Yeah, but I gotta pee,” she winked at Robbie, “Go ahead, whisper amongst yourselves while I’m gone. I can count to a hundred as well, if you prefer?” 
 
    Robbie laughed, “Go. You’ve overshared enough.” 
 
    She laughed and began calling out her location as she reached the steps to the loft, “I’m on the steps now.” Her voice faded to a chuckle as she went up the stairs. 
 
    “Shit, we have two days to figure this out,” Robbie said, “I know we are all thinking the same thing.” 
 
    Terra nodded, “that she’s going to be a nervous wreck for the next two days?” 
 
    “Well, that too. What if she’s right?” 
 
    Marcus grinned, “I can only think of how happy she’ll be.” Terra leaned over and kissed him on the top of his head, “Yeah, exactly right. We have to go there.” 
 
    Robbie sighed heavily, “And if not? I’ve seen her at her worst.” 
 
    Terra interrupted him, “Then we love her like we would, any other day. Either way, we’re goin to the street fair.” 
 
    Robbie glanced at Marcus, then smiled gently at Terra, “Okay. Cheese curds sound good all of a sudden.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 20  
 
      
 
    As they walked out the downtown parking ramp, Marcus was the first to let his nerves show, “We’re going to suck at this. I don’t even know what he looks like.” 
 
    “Dude, the picture from the board of directors thing was pretty current. Relax a little.” Robbie slapped Marcus playfully on the shoulder, “He’s seen the three of us, not you. Anything gets weird, just fade into the crowd and we meet back up at Shannon’s.”  
 
    Terra agreed, “Just put your ear buds in and grab a spot with an unobstructed view of the crowd.” She gestured to the throng of people slowly making their way along the vendors. “I’m going to settle in by the food court. Robbie’s going to be up the block from you and Shannon is...” She looked up the block, “Late, and somewhere out here in disguise.” 
 
    Robbie chuckled, “Nope, look behind you, the woman in the coffee shop. Be subtle, shades and the God-awful pink hat.” 
 
    Terra grinned, “See Marcus, we didn’t even know she was there.” She checked her phone, “Almost time, let’s get to our spots. I’ll double back to her in a bit. I want to make sure she’s doing okay.” 
 
    “This is a big deal,” Marcus noted, “I can’t decide if I’m nervous or excited.” 
 
    Making their way to the pre-determined positions only took a couple minutes. Marcus began to fidget immediately, “Too much lemonade, I gotta make a pit stop.” 
 
    Robbie scolded him, “It’s almost time for him, or them I guess, to be here. Make it quick, bro.” 
 
    Once he settled back down, the people watching had an extra benefit for Marcus, “Terra, there’s a girl. She’s staring at me.” 
 
    Robbie broke in, “Like you have a horn growing out of your head or that she’s curious about you?” Marcus heard Terra chuckle on the conference call. 
 
    “How am I supposed to know that?” Marcus asked, more than a little exasperated. 
 
    Terra jumped in, “I got this. Is she looking at you then looking away, then looking back to see if you’re looking at her?” 
 
    “He’s gonna get whiplash, Terra. Dude is she smiling a little, like she’s embarrassed or something, afraid to get caught?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, now her friend is looking at me too. They’re pretty. Did you guys take some class in this or what?” 
 
    “Ohh,” Terra said longingly, “I want to watch this. Don’t turn away from her, Marcus.” 
 
    Marcus questioned it, “Why would I do that? This is fun.” 
 
    “Lil bro’s got game,” Robbie howled, “Outstanding. You still got your sunglasses on? 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Okay, casually take them off. Let her see your eyes and smile back. That’s all you need to do.” Terra agreed, “That’s smooth, I’d like that too. Yeah, give her that cute smile of yours.” 
 
    “Seriously?  Okay.” 
 
    Robbie’s tone shifted, “Guys? Hold that thought. I think I see the doctor. Shit, I’m too close. His family is with him. I’ve gotta get more people between us.” 
 
    Terra heard Shannon, “I’m on my way. What side of the street?” 
 
    “South side. By the food trucks. There’s David with a woman and a… Oh my god,” They heard Robbie whisper into his phone, “No way that’s her daughter. It’s so obvious.” 
 
    Terra snuck up beside him as the family gathered in front of a taco truck, “David’s giving directions like he’s telling everyone what they are going to order.” 
 
    “Sounds like him,” Shannon responded, “I’m coming up on your left.” 
 
    Terra sounded apprehensive, “Shannon?” 
 
    “I know. I won’t make a scene, I promise…shit, I’m out of breath. Ducking into the yarn shop across the street. I can peek out the windows.” 
 
    Terra began to move from her observation point, “I’ll join you.” 
 
    In the minute it took for Terra to make her way to the other side of the street to join her friend in the tiny weaving boutique, Shannon was already in tears.  
 
    “I’m not crazy.” she whispered as she looked across the busy street. 
 
    Terra wrapped her arms around her, holding her tight, “I’m sorry I ever doubted you.” 
 
    “Look at her, Terra. Does she seem happy?’ 
 
    “She’s beautiful, Shan. The curly hair’s pretty much gone. I wouldn’t have needed a picture to pick her out the crowd, she looks just like you.” 
 
    Shannon leaned her head onto Terra’s shoulder, “We shouldn’t stay long. This is really hard for me.” 
 
    “I can only imagine what you are thinking right now.” Terra nodded to Robbie as he came into the store, “Do you still have Marcus on the line?” 
 
    “Yep.” Terra took the phone from him as she discreetly watched out the window with Shannon, “Buddy, listen to me, okay? Tell me where you’re at.” 
 
    “I’m coming up to the opposite end of the food court. What’s happening?” 
 
    “Everything is good. I want you to do something for me.” 
 
    Shannon turned and looked at Terra, “What are you doing?” Terra just smiled and held up her finger, “I just had a thought. Marcus, stay on the right side of the street. There’s a group of people sitting down by the second truck to the end.” 
 
    Marcus was hesitant, “This is going to be weird isn’t it?” 
 
    “Nope, you’re doing it for Shannon. Walk right down the middle of the street. David has his back to you. He won’t see you, but Olivia certainly will.” 
 
    “It’s her? For real? Will I know her when I see her? What do I do?” 
 
    Terra chuckled, “Oh yeah, you’ll see her. If you can catch her eye, just smile at her, that’s all. Keep moving, don’t stop. Then circle back to us at the yarn shop, I’m going to hang up now. Relax and be yourself.” 
 
    “Sure,” he responded nervously, “No pressure…see you in a minute. I hope.” 
 
    They watched as Marcus approached the picnic tables that bordered the food court. David, and the woman he was with, sat across from his daughter. All three girls sat together in a row with the doctor and his wife at the opposite end. The two sisters seemed to be busy chatting about something. Olivia looked out aimlessly into the passing crowd. 
 
    As Marcus approached, she looked right at him. Without breaking his stride, he took off his sunglasses and gently smiled at the young girl, tipping his head to her. He kept moving for several yards before veering gently to the opposite side of the street, taking his time. 
 
    Terra grinned from the shop window, “Oh buddy,” she said to herself, “That was just right.” 
 
    The young girl slowly turned around and looked after him for a moment before returning to pick at her meal. Marcus quickened his pace, almost running into the shop. As the door closed behind him, he took a deep breath, his bottom lip quivering. Shannon rushed to hug him. 
 
    “On some small level,” Terra began, “I just wanted her to know that her life is going to change.” Wiping tears from her eyes, she put her arm around Shannon. “A bit more information gathering plus we have a special phone call to make.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    The five of them gathered around the kitchen island. Robbie and Shannon were the only ones that looked relaxed. Marcus had barely said two words since he’s arrived. For all of Terra’s earlier enthusiasm for Angela to cast the risky remembering spell, she looked as though her nerves were beginning to get the best of her. 
 
    Angela touched Shannon on the arm, “You know how I mentioned the rarity of this ritual?” 
 
    Shannon rubbed her tired eyes, “I’m sure there’s more than a couple of reasons for that.” 
 
    Angela nodded to her, “’Fraid so, hun. Spells don’t always go as planned. I’m one for three with it.” 
 
    Terra’s mouth dropped, “Christ, those are shitty odds. I’m not sure it’s worth the risk.” 
 
    Shannon’s eyes flared in surprise, “Of not knowing? I’ll take that chance.” She looked at Angela, “What else?” 
 
    Marcus spoke up, “There’s no way you’re going to talk her out of this, Terra.” 
 
    The elder witch took a deep breath, “It’s sometimes painful on a number of levels.” She winced as Terra stood up suddenly, “Fuck this, I need a beer.” 
 
    Angela acknowledged Terra’s helplessness, “I can help with the physical pain. I was going to suggest a glass of wine or something. Terra, I will do a pre-spell to keep her comfortable.” She turned to Shannon, “I need your hair up, off your neck. A ponytail or one of those messy bun things.” 
 
    Shannon produced a hair band from her pocket, “See, I can handle this.” Shannon’s fast grin at Terra was cut short as Angela continued, “It’s the emotional side of it that has me worried. I’d wager there’s a lot of pent up stuff inside her. It will have to get sorted out.” 
 
    Terra set the entire twelve pack in front of Shannon with a metallic thud, Robbie reached over and tore the side off the box, “I’ll vouch for the pent-up nature of the room.” Handing beers to Terra and Angela, he played keep away with Marcus, “You got ID?” 
 
    “Seriously, dude. Not cool.” 
 
    He set three cans in front of Shannon, “Chug a lug, babe.” Angela moved one away from her, “Two is fine. I’ll take it from here. Let’s move to the living room,” she suggested, “This could take a while. Gentlemen, bring three of the stools please.” She directed Robbie and Marcus, “You guys take the sofa. Terra, I want you here on Shannon’s right. Once I’m done with the incantation, I’ll stand next to you.” 
 
    As the three women took their places, Angela quietly counseled Terra, “I know you’re scared. But, whatever happens, just sit still. Your especially important role will come when we are finished.” 
 
    She addressed all of them as she took a small package out of her bag, “Okay, everyone, happy thoughts. It makes a difference.” 
 
    Of the three small containers, she dipped her finger in the first one and traced a red tinged line down the left side of Shannon’s forehead. Stopping just above her brow, Angela rotated her finger and traced the smudge from Shannon’s eyebrow to her temple. 
 
    “Memories, especially long-term memories are stored in several areas of the brain. This ritual is thought to stimulate the hippocampus, the gateway to those memories. It’s straight back behind the eyes in the center of the brain.” She wiped the red clay off her finger, “Funny how science is just beginning to realize this.” 
 
    Taking the second container, Angela repeated the pattern, this time in green, on the opposite side of Shannon’s head. A touch of each color followed, traveling from her ears down the side or her bare neck. 
 
    “Wow, she looks like a Pharaoh,” Terra whispered. 
 
    Angela smiled, “Good catch, hun. Shhhh.” She touched her fingertip to Shannon’s throat, just above her necklace. When she was finished, there were seven small marks trailing toward her heart. “This will make her feel better. That section of the brain also controls hormones and adrenaline. You’ll feel that shortly.” 
 
    It didn’t take long before Shannon visibly shuddered, grinning slyly behind her new makeup. “Ohhhh, you’ve got to teach me this.” She glanced at Terra, then looked away quickly. She smirked at Angela, “You have a naughty side that we don’t know about, whew.” 
 
    “Different versions for different intentions,” she smiled softly, “Are you ready to do this?” 
 
    Shannon looked at Marcus and Robbie, then at Terra, “Yeah, my family is here. Get on with it.” 
 
    “Alright. No one says a word until I say it’s okay. Don’t do anything to break her concentration.” 
 
    Angela took a third container out of the bag and carefully twisted off the cover, setting the lid on the coffee table without a sound. Dipping her finger into the mixture she drew a white line down the center of Shannon’s forehead, stopping between her eyebrows. 
 
    “Almost done, this one will reveal her choice,” she whispered as she drew a final white line down the bridge of her nose. 
 
    She sat back and took a deep breath, “Here we go.” 
 
    Waiving her hand in front of Shannon’s face, 
 
    “Desher, For the red artifacts of darkness.  
 
    Wadj, for green artifacts of life,  
 
    A door will swing from the right or from the left.  
 
    Please open the gateway to a hidden past.” 
 
    Choose your pathway and move forward.” 
 
    Angela held her finger to her lips as a reminder for silence from the group. Stepping around Shannon, she stood next to Terra.  
 
    “Watch her forehead.” She whispered quietly to the spectators, “Shannon will make a deeply subconscious choice,” she sighed softly, “and we will all live with the results. Whatever happens Terra, don’t move.” 
 
    Shannon’s head tipped back, her cheek twitching as if bothered by an unseen touch. The roughly drawn center streak began to turn from a pure white to a soft green. Terra could sense Angela relaxing next to her. Shannon let out a long comfortable sigh. 
 
    As the green hue traveled down toward her brow, it stopped. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” Angela uttered before putting her hand to her mouth. She drew back on Terra’s arm to move her away from Shannon, “This isn’t good.” 
 
    The half green streak began retracing itself back up Shannon’s forehead, shifting to red as it neared the top. It began to glow brightly against Shannon’s skin. 
 
    She groaned and put her palm to her temple. She was in pain. Terra looked down at her other hand as it began to twitch wildly. She looked at Robbie, her eyes wide, “Look at her hand.” 
 
    Her outburst earned a sharp rebuke from the elder witch, “Silence,” she hissed, “You’ll only make it worse.” 
 
    The still of the room was broken by a rattling sound as the containers and remaining beer cans began to vibrate across the coffee table. Angela’s unoccupied bar stool slid across the floor as Shannon bent forward, both hands at her head. She sobbed once then stopped. A second spasm and she began crying uncontrollably.  
 
    Angela looked on, seemingly unconcerned until Shannon pitched forward onto floor. The disjointed almost melodic sound started low in her throat, but quickly swelled into a full volume scream. Both Robbie and Marcus put their hands to their ears as the air pressure in the room shifted. 
 
    “Shan,” Terra cried out and reached for her friend only to find herself in a locked grip with Angela, “Jesus Christ,” she snapped, “don’t touch her.” 
 
    The witch’s loud outburst made Shannon turn her head, hissing and shrieking at Angela, her eyes looked feral and bloodthirsty. Terra heard a low hum fill the room as she watched Shannon’s face. The streak on her forehead turned bright green. Arching her back, Shannon tried grabbing at the back of her neck, pulling at her t-shirt, “Off,” she cried out, “Get it off. It’s burning me. 
 
    Shannon reached up for Terra, her eyes locked on and pleading, tears streaming down her cheeks, “Help me.” 
 
    Angela instantly released her vise like grip, “Now. Go to her.” 
 
    Terra dove to the floor and began pulling at the collar of the shirt, trying to rip it. Grabbing the shirt at the hem, she shredded it to the neck, quickly pulling the torn garment over Shannon’s head. Her hair spilled out of the headband, falling in her face. 
 
    Terra gathered her friend in her arms and hung on for dear life as waves of percussion rocked through the studio. Terra pushed Shannon’s hair off her color smeared face and saw blood on her upper lip. She gasped loudly, “No, not again.” 
 
    Shannon opened her eyes and looked at Terra. She turned her head slowly and looked at Angela, then a frozen Marcus and Robbie sitting on the sofa. 
 
    She wiped her eyes, “I’m okay,” she panted, “Okay…” She writhed suddenly, grimacing, “My back...dammit.” 
 
    Terra rolled her sideways, inspecting Shannon’s back, “I thought it was your shirt.” 
 
    Robbie jumped up from the sofa, picking up the ruined t-shirt, “There’s nothing here. It’s just fabric.” 
 
    “Ahhh-ah,” Shannon arched again, crying out, twisting in Terra’s arms, “There’s something on me.” 
 
    Terra scrambled to her knees and looked at Shannon, inspecting her shoulders. Looking at her spine, she gasped, “There are marks on your backbone. Five, no six of them, just below your bra strap. They’re in a line.” Terra suddenly sat back, staring, “They’re glowing.” 
 
    Shannon looked at Terra, then moved onto her hands and knees, her nostrils flaring, her back curved in a cat-like arch. It startled Terra so much she backed away.  The hum in the room surged and Terra’s ears popped as a wave of energy pulsed into the floor from Shannon’s hands. 
 
    Shannon rose up off the floor, her shoulders back, gasping to breathe and her eyes searching wildly around the studio. She was seething with anger, the stripes on her forehead were back to glowing bright red. 
 
    Angela lunged toward a terrified Marcus. Robbie tried grabbing onto Terra, “Get away from her.” The coffee table slid back across the floor and the stools went flying into the studio as Shannon cried out again. Her voice was deep and primal. 
 
    Shannon spun away from them and faced the common wall that separated the loft from the adjacent warehouse. Her left arm swung across her body and closed into a fist. Terra watched the fingers of her right hand move in a blur.  
 
    “That fucking bastard,” Shannon hollered, instantly firing off a percussive wave against the wall, shattering the concrete block and knocking a fluorescent light fixture off the ceiling. It swung back and forth, still tethered by its metal conduit. The twisting light fixture began to flash, backlighting the overly stimulated witch in a pulsing strobe-effect.  Seconds later, another surge of energy from Shannon caused an overhead water pipe to split open and begin to spray across the open space. 
 
    With her fists tight and her muscles taut and gleaming, Shannon turned back to the frightened group, paint-smeared and sweating, her chest heaving. She whipped her hair out of her face, grinning at the them, “Let’s go get her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 22   
 
      
 
    “Hold on, hold on, you’re gonna want to throttle back for a bit. Go slowly,” Angela warned as Shannon closed her eyes and stood there quietly flexing her fingers. She put her hand to her head, “Ow.” 
 
    Angela smiled knowingly, “Yep, I’d guess that will pound for a short time.” 
 
    Robbie pointed at the spurting water line, “I’m gonna get the water shut off.” He walked by Shannon, giving her a wide berth, “You okay?” Marcus, stunned by what he had witnessed, quietly set his phone down on the arm of the sofa with a satisfied smile. 
 
    Shannon nodded to Robbie, “Thank you,” she said quietly to him as he passed by her, “You’ve put up with a lot of crap from me in the last couple of years. We’ll talk about some of that later.” 
 
    Angela drew an astonished Terra aside, “She’ll have a big headache. There’s no telling how much of her memories she will regain. Some now, with more likely coming later,” She shrugged, “At least that’s how it went with my only other success.” 
 
    Terra glanced at Shannon, “What happened to your other two tries or don’t I want to know?” 
 
    “It’s alright,” the elder witch remarked, “One went on with his life, content with the idea that he could accept not knowing everything in his past. Honestly, the other one still suffers on occasion. It’s not a spell that can be attempted more than once.” 
 
    “What do we do now?” 
 
    Angela waved Marcus over, “If what she’s told us about Olivia’s father is true, we let her talk.” Angela turned Terra toward Shannon, “And, we listen. Help where we can. I’ve watched how the three of you are with her. Just continue to give her the structure she needs.” 
 
    “You know I can hear you, right?” Shannon snarked from across the room, “My ears are ringing, but I’m not deaf.” 
 
    Terra walked to her and reached out her hand, “How do you feel?” 
 
    Shannon worked her jaw like her mouth was filled with peanut butter, “Fine-ish?” She tapped her finger to her forehead, “A smaller headache and my mouth tastes like someone pulled a sweat sock over my tongue.” 
 
    Robbie returned to the living room confidently flipping an adjustable wrench in his hand, “Floodgates are closed. I’ll replace the pipe in the morning.” 
 
    “Not entirely,” Shannon grinned, “Plumber’s crack sighting in the morning.” Her eyes darted away as she said it. 
 
    Robbie shook his head, “Someone’s feeling better.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Terra recognized the levity as a stalling tactic, “You’ve already remembered something haven’t you?” 
 
    Shannon gestured at Terra, “Did I mention she’s a lawyer?” She looked down at her hands and brushed her hand across her cheek, “I should clean up a little. Then I’ll tell you how David and I got started with magic.” She shook her head, “yeah, floodgates is the word, this is…wow.” 
 
    Marcus piped up, “This should be interesting.” 
 
    Shannon agreed, “It certainly was, at least at the beginning.” She walked into the kitchen and pulled a hand towel out of a drawer, “Gather round, my pretties,” she cackled as she wiped her face and hands, the colored paints staining the white towel, “It’s like it happened yesterday.” 
 
    Angela interjected, “I maybe shouldn’t be around for this part. You know,” she shrugged, “Too much involvement.” 
 
    Marcus questioned her statement, “Didn’t you just do a very rare spell? I mean, who,” he paused, “Oh, duh. Nobody here’s going to blab.” 
 
    Angela smiled, “It’s not that simple, Marcus.” She looked at Shannon, “You saw the power that she displayed at the end of the ritual. It’s hard to keep that under wraps. She goes ka-boom in public, it might not take long for the powers that be to trace it back to all of us.” 
 
    Terra agreed, “The less Angela knows, the safer it is for her. Legally, it’s called plausible deniability, so she doesn’t jeopardize her own magic.” 
 
    “Thank you, Terra. She’s exactly right.” Angela acknowledged Shannon, “As long as you’re feeling alright, I should probably get going.” 
 
    Shannon slid off her perch at the island, grinning widely, “Yeah, I feel great,” She opened her arms, “Bring it in, girl. I owe you a ton.” 
 
    The motherly witch smiled, “You be careful. As long as you feel okay, we’re good. I’m told that memories come in what feel like waves. Too much could be overwhelming.” She surprised Terra as she left by winking at her, “You take good care of her.” 
 
      
 
    After bidding Angela good bye, they gathered around the island. Robbie was quick to note Shannon’s weary condition. “You’re tired. Let’s make this a short story for tonight.” He poured a glass of ice water for her, setting carefully in front of her, “We’ll have lots of time for longs stories,” he caught Marcus’s eye, “Starting tomorrow.” 
 
    Marcus nodded reluctantly, “I guess. We have the weekend coming up for you to relax and rest up.” He snickered, “But you were so bad ass, you scared the crap out of me.” 
 
    Shannon looked up, “I’m sorry, bud. I didn’t mean to. There was a moment after Angela put the clay on me that I, uh” she looked lost suddenly, “went away? Like something in my head just let go.” 
 
    An enthralled Marcus had begun to twitch, “Tell us about your magic, can you levitate, move stuff? Tell us about David.” 
 
    Robbie interrupted, “Whatever’s comfortable, don’t push it.” 
 
    Nodding in agreement, Shannon pursed her lips, “Not sure where to start,” she paused, stuck again…then. “Intense competition is what I remember. At first, we were good. Having fun being together.” She blinked rapidly, “I was the one that was interested in magic first. Of course, he thought it was stupid.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you were good at it,” Terra added, “So he felt threatened.” 
 
    Shannon nodded, “I don’t remember what spell it was, but he started up right after. It was healthy competition, I guess.” She smiled as another memory came to light, “We both started in the Celtic ways. He always tried to one up me. Without telling him, I added Heka, the Egyptian form. I got pretty good at it, started incorporating it into my glasswork and painting.” 
 
    She looked at art assistant, “Rob’s seen a little of that. Weird that I remembered that first.” 
 
    Her expression turned sour, “David hated the idea that he wasn’t the best at everything. I accused him of sabotaging one my pieces and he..” Shannon broke off at that point and sat quietly, “There are parts still missing. I just know it was bad. That I was afraid to provoke him.” 
 
    “Let the toxic relationship begin,” Terra added softly. 
 
    “But I was good,” Shannon repeated confidently, “And, I was just as competitive as he was. Funny, I don’t remember what we were working towards. Then Olivia happened.” 
 
    She smiled, then giggled, “Her first birthday, I made her a smash cake. We were out someplace for dinner and she just destroyed it.” Shannon’s eyes were shining, “Head to those little toes…” her voice cracked, “cake.”  
 
    Robbie caught Terra’s eye, but it was Marcus that spoke, “That sounds wonderful, but I think we should call it a night. Sleep on it, Shan. Tomorrow is another day.” 
 
    Robbie elbowed him with a thankful grin, “Yeah It’s been a big night for you. Time to tone it down and let that headache clear.” 
 
    She nodded, “It’s already better, but yeah, I’m not going to argue.” She touched her face and looked at a small green streak of clay on her fingertips, “I need a shower and time to chill.” 
 
    As Marcus and Robbie began to gather themselves to leave, Shannon caught Terra’s elbow and held her back, asking quietly, “Can you wait a minute? I’d like…” she sighed heavily, touching her forehead “God, I’m all over the place mentally and I’m gross.” 
 
    “Of course,” Terra offered, “Take a shower and relax. I’ll straighten up down here.” She waved at Marcus as he left, Robbie stood in the doorway with a grin on his face, he winked at Terra as he closed the front door. 
 
    Shannon called down from the stairway, “Could you make some tea, maybe? Something mellow? I’ll be, like, ten minutes.” 
 
    Terra bobbed her head, “Take your time.” 
 
    True to her word, Shannon was back down to the kitchen in a few minutes, her hair wrapped up in towel and a big fluffy robe cinched tightly around her. She eased onto the stool and sipped her tea, “Perfect, as always.” 
 
    Terra perched next to her, “You okay?” 
 
    She took another sip, “Mmhmm, my war paint was stubborn, but I feel so much better. The headache’s completely gone.” 
 
    “The chamomile will help you sleep.” 
 
    “You’re spoiling me.” 
 
    “Yep, that’s the idea.” 
 
    Shannon looked at Terra, “I feel a little guilty that the guys left but sometimes I just want it to be the two of us.” She looked away then quickly back, taking a deep breath, “Will you stay with me tonight?” 
 
    “Of course, I will.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 23  
 
      
 
    Shannon took a deep breath and closed her eyes, a tear spilled down her cheek as she took Terra’s hand, “I need to tell you something.” 
 
    “You’ve had a big night,” Terra’s brow furrowed in disagreement, “You don’t have to…” 
 
    “No,” Shannon said firmly, “It’s important that you know this. It’s one of those moments for me” Terra reached out and brushed the tear way, “Okay.” 
 
    “That night in the jail cell, the second time we met?”  
 
    Terra nodded. 
 
    “I…I was so scared that you wouldn’t come to see me, that you’d remember what happened the first time and leave,” her lip quivered, “but there you were, all by-the-book and amazing, just like the first time. I was so happy to see you.” 
 
    Terra sighed, “Shannon, I get the Marcus thing at Cottonwood, but wouldn’t a phone call have been easier? I probably would have accepted your invitation. If it’s part of some greater scheme, I guess, I’ll try to understand.” 
 
    “It seemed like a good idea at the time. I just don’t want you to feel pressured,” Shannon paused, “for any of this.” 
 
    Terra nodded, “It’s not that. Look how far you’ve come. There’s just so much happening, right now. It is a bit overwhelming.” 
 
    “Understandable,” Shannon acknowledged, “There are some things I didn’t share with everyone.” 
 
    “With Olivia and all that’s resurfacing, I...” Terra looked away and sighed, “Sorry, I just don’t have a handle on it.” 
 
    Shannon nodded, “That makes two of us. It’s alright, there’s no timeline here. I’m going to need your help to get through this and, all I know is…I can’t do it without you.” 
 
    She’s exhausted, Terra thought as she felt a pulse of nerves chase across her shoulders, where is she going with this? She raised a questioning eyebrow, “Really? You’ve just become, literally, an unbridled force of nature. You’re so unpredictable, Shan, wild even. What’s ahead for you just underscores that. You’re so many things that I’m not.” 
 
    “It’s not always going to be like this. Once I have Olivia and she’s safe, it’s not going to be a bunch of rituals and drama. You know it would wear us both out.” The fold of the towel in Shannon’s hair came loose and she attempted to tuck it back into place without success. 
 
    Terra reached up and unwrapped the towel letting Shannon’s long hair fall over her shoulders. “You can’t go to sleep with this mop, let me help you.” She began softly dabbing at Shannon’s roots. “Give me a minute or two. This will speed things up for you.” 
 
    Shannon leaned forward on the countertop, her arms brushing up against Terra as the blotting continued, “I can’t believe how calm you are about all of this. When this is over, if you want, I will have Angela walk it all back. No forces of nature, no magic. We could start again.” 
 
    Terra gasped at Shannon’s overture, “I couldn’t ask you to change for me. That’s not fair to you or Olivia either. There’s so much you could teach her. I would feel horrible.” 
 
    Shannon smiled softly, “Maybe we could do that together. We can make it work.” She reached up and tucked a length of Terra’s hair behind her ear, her hand was trembling, “Don’t be afraid of me.” 
 
    Terra sniffed, a soft smile on her lips, “That’s the weird thing, Shan, as long as we’re confessing. I’ve spent most of my life being terrified of the entire world.” Their eyes met and Terra leaned forward slowly, kissing her firmly on the lips. Her lips warm and soft, it wasn’t tentative, she meant it.  
 
    Terra sat back with a confident smile, “I’m not afraid of you. Not at all.” 
 
    Shannon smiled, her eyes now darting between Terra’s eyes and her lips, “And I was afraid you wouldn’t even come to see me at the clinic. Wow.” She tilted forward to kiss Terra her again, her full lips lingering, testing. She pulled back slightly and Terra followed her lips, hungrily seeking them again. 
 
    “I’ve wanted to do that for the longest time.” She held her breath for a moment, watching. Shannon looked at her with only the hint of a smile, then tipped her head to the side as Terra’s eyes moved down Shannon’s neck to her throat. “Touch me,” she whispered. 
 
    Reaching out, Terra caressed Shannon along the nape of her neck, then traced the tanned skin as it curved to her collarbone. Reaching the fine silver chain of her necklace, Terra circled the edge of the symbol with her nail. Shannon’s breath caught, her chest flushed with excitement. She shivered as Terra drew her fingertips between her breasts, stopping only when Shannon’s robe barred further exploration. 
 
    Shannon’s eyes closed, she took a deep breath “I didn’t think you liked me,” she whispered hoarsely, “I’ve thought of you like this from the beginning. I imagined how we could be together.” 
 
    Terra leaned in, cupping her hand along Shannon’s jaw, drawing her closer with the lightest of touches. “You were so hard to read at first,” she said softly, flicking her tongue out, darting softly across Shannon’s lower lip. “Seeing you on that park bench at Cottonwood was...” Terra pulled back, nibbling on her own lip, “So, right. I knew then you were special, but…” She kissed her again, catching Shannon’s upper lip with a gentle nip of her teeth as she pulled away.  
 
    Terra raised her brow, “But imagine what it was like tonight, one minute I’m holding you on the floor, terrified that I’m going to lose you. And then, before I can even process what’s happening, you’re up on your feet, all sweaty and scary in your war paint, going total witch badass.” 
 
    Standing up from the bar stool, she pulled Shannon up with her, “Do you have any idea,” Terra’s face was inches from Shannon’s, “how hot that makes me?” 
 
    She slipped her hand around Shannon’s waist and pulled her in close. Shannon smiled and pulled the fluffy lapel of her robe aside. Without a word, she took Terra’s hand and placed it tenderly on her breast. She only exhaled haltingly as Terra cupped her, gently stroking her thumb over her hardening nipple. 
 
    Shannon stood quietly enjoying the sensations. Other than her increasingly audible breathing, she said nothing, content to watch Terra as she touched her. 
 
    Terra sensed something was wrong, “You’re kind of quiet.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said breathlessly, “Please don’t stop. It’s wonderful.” 
 
    “It’s been a long day for you, babe” Terra whispered and slowly rolled the collar of the robe down Shannon’s bare back, the loosely cinched knot at her waist was barely holding. 
 
    Now naked from the waist up, Shannon protested with a playful whine, “Hey, I’m at a disadvantage here,” She reached out and grabbed the hem of Terra’s t-shirt, “No fair.” 
 
    Terra grinned, “It’s time for bed.” 
 
    Shannon pulled her away from the island and towards the loft steps, “I can’t promise we’ll get much sleep.” 
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    Terra stirred early, happily reaching out for Shannon across the bed, only to find herself alone. 
 
    “Well that happened,” she sighed quietly, “Again.”   
 
    She heard a snicker next to the bed, “I’m right here. Could you please put your arm back where it was? The composition was perfect.” 
 
    Terra slowly propped herself on an elbow and realized Shannon was curled in a lounge chair at the foot of the bed, her drawing pad draped across her legs. 
 
    “Oohh, you’re drawing me.” she said excitedly, “I want to see.” 
 
    “Wait,” the artist quickly implored, “Don’t you dare move.” 
 
    Terra froze in place, “Duh, sorry. Back down where I was?” 
 
    Shannon grinned slyly, “Nope, I just got started and that’s a better look. Shake your head so your hair looks more natural.” 
 
    Terra complied as Shannon shifted in her chair, “I have your hips and legs already blocked out. Took me awhile to get the sheets just right.” 
 
    Terra looked down at herself, “I’m a little exposed.” 
 
    “Quite,” Shannon beamed. 
 
    Terra rose up slightly to get a better view of Shannon, her legs gathered under her in the chair, “Hey, are you naked?” 
 
    “Very,” she said as her eyes narrowed on her sketchpad, “Be still now, I’m adding your hair.” 
 
    “Oh boy, I’m going to have a problem with self-discipline very shortly. This is going to be difficult.” 
 
    Shannon chuckled, “I’m doing the proportioning now, I can fill in the specifics later if I can talk you into re-posing.” She looked up at the sun coming through the loft window. “The light is shifting now, it’s catching your collarbone perfectly. Hush now.” 
 
    Terra sighed, “Fine.” Shannon glanced up and held the stare. 
 
    “What?” Terra asked suddenly, “What was that?” 
 
    Shannon smiled, then looked back down to her drawing, “What did you see?” 
 
    “Your eyes,” Terra blinked again, not believing, “it was like a light flare from a diamond. A flash of gold.” She nodded her head trying to convince herself, “I really saw that, right? A trick of the light?” 
 
    Shannon went back to concentrating on the drawing, “Not a trick, I assure you.” 
 
    Shannon continued for several minutes but stopped at one point to look over the top of the sketch pad, she studied the sketch, again glowering over the drawing toward Terra. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” she said, “Looks like an issue has developed, crap. There’s a section of your leg that looks out of proportion.” 
 
    “You can fix it, right?” Terra inquired, “I’m comfortable. I can wait.” 
 
    “Well, your hip and thigh are this long, right?” She set the pad down on her lap and held her hands at a proper width. “You have your leg towards me, so the visual perspective should shorten up to about here.” She moved her hands to a foot apart. “I can’t seem to get it.” 
 
    Terra tipped her head earning an immediate glare from Shannon. “Sorry,” Terra said apologetically, “Do you want to take a break?” 
 
    “No way,” Shannon replied, “I just have to think it through. You stay still. I have an idea.” She set the pad on the end of the bed and stood up, framing Terra with her hands, “Here’s my point of view, so your hip…” She walked slowly to the opposite side of the bed behind Terra. Naturally, Terra turned her head to follow, looking her up and down. 
 
    Shannon scolded her, “Nope, you need to keep looking at the chair. Your shoulders and back will move you out of the pose.” 
 
    Terra huffed, “You’re killin’ me here.” 
 
    Shannon knelt on the side of the bed, “If your hip was more open,” She ran the tips of her fingers over the smooth angle of Terra’s hip bone, “Then your thigh would lengthen in the sketch.” 
 
    She countered Terra’s deep sigh with more direction, “Keep still. I don’t think that’s it.” 
 
    Shannon repositioned herself closer to the end of the bed. “Yep, I was wrong. It’s your knee.” She slowly swept the back of her fingers slowly along Terra’s ass cheek and thigh, grasping her gently behind her knee. “I think this is the solution. I’ll move you.” 
 
    “No doubt,” Terra said, sighing heavily. 
 
    Shannon rolled her hand over the top of Terra’s knee brushing her thumb softly to the inside. “That’s better,” she said quietly, “Let’s see how the light plays with your hip.” 
 
    Terra rolled her hip and opened her thigh, “Very funny. I’m on to you.” 
 
    Shannon chuckled as she moved up and kissed Terra’s stomach just below her navel, “Not at the moment,” she whispered, glancing up at Terra through her long hair. She reached up and swept it away from her face, gazing at Terra with a playful smile, “But you will be…shortly.” 
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    “God, I’m spent.” Terra sighed, “Hip out of proportion, you totally had me.” 
 
    “That would now be true on a couple of levels,” Shannon teased. 
 
    “Oh jeez, your drawing. Can I look at it?” Terra asked but began to scramble toward the sketchpad before Shannon could respond. She looked at the sketch and smiled, “Wow, um, this is for the private collection, I hope.” 
 
    Shannon gathered the remaining bed covers around herself and spun around, lying down next to Terra, “Yes, well maybe,” she hedged, “When it’s done, it would look good there.” She pointed to the wall by the bedroom door, “I could do a series.” 
 
    “It’s a little bit of torture you know, laying here still, while you’re right across from me, naked, …not gonna lie, big turn on.”  
 
    Shannon kissed her shoulder, a smile spread across her face, “I noticed. I haven’t done much drawing for a long time. It felt so natural, other than the obvious.” 
 
    “It’s weird, when I watched you drawing, it’s a different kind of scary. I can only imagine how fast your mind must be going to put that feeling, right at that moment, on paper.” 
 
    Shannon nodded her head, “I was good and getting better with my art. I’m not sure where I go in my head, but it just starts to flow. If I seemed distant, it wasn’t intentional.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a witch thing?” Terra wondered. 
 
    “Maybe,” Shannon agreed, “Or a combination of things. You might have a bit of witch inside you as well.” 
 
    Terra reached over and kissed Shannon’s hand, “Worst joke ever.” Shannon started to laugh, falling back onto the bed, “Ha, I love how you make me laugh. As I remember, you were making some sorta supernatural sounds a few minutes ago.”  
 
    “Guilty as charged, your honor,” Terra smiled lazily as she plumped up her pillows then laid back against them, “It’s still early,” she beckoned, “Come cuddle with me.” 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Terra’s phone alarm sounded with an incoming email. Recognizing the alert tone, she fumbled for the app. Seconds later Shannon’s phone pinged as well. 
 
    Terra opened her account and sat up straight in bed, reaching for Shannon, “Wake up, Shan. Check your phone, I think you just got this too.” 
 
    Stretching lazily, Shannon picked her phone and opened her email account. She glanced up at Terra, confirming her suspicion, “The doctor, do we open it?” 
 
    “Is Marcus up yet?” Terra glanced at the time, “There’s no attachments this time, fuck it.” She clicked on the email, reading the subject line out loud, “Need to meet with you, soon as possible.” 
 
    Terra continued to read the email. There were times and dates, towards the end of the letter it turned dark and she gasped. Catching Shannon’s distressed look, she reached out and snatched Shannon’s phone out her hand before she could begin reading it, “No,” she advised warily. “Please, let me finish it first.” 
 
    “You’re scaring me, Terra.” Shannon reached out her hand, “It’s about Olivia, isn’t it?” 
 
    Tera nodded, still scanning the letter, “He’s scared to death, Shannon. David has threatened his children and his wife.” Terra took a sharp intake of breath, glancing at Shannon’s shoulders, “It says that David is forcing him to do something to Olivia. It doesn’t hurt her, that’s emphasized, she’s not being hurt by it.” 
 
    “Give it to me,” Shannon said flatly, holding out her hand. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do. I don’t want to get angry with you.” 
 
    “Your back, Shan. It might explain the marks along your backbone. He did that same thing to you.” 
 
    As Shannon began to read, her hands began to shake. Terra moved closer to her, “It’s not hurting her.” 
 
    “So he says, how the fuck do we know?” Shannon seethed, shaking her head slowly back and forth, “I…I don’t have any memory of something like this. A spinal tap, for God’s sakes, that doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “He wants it to stop, Shannon. He’s reaching out to us. I’ll set it up as soon as possible.” 
 
    Shannon sighed and swung her legs off the bed, “I’m gonna take a shower,” she said softly, “I need some… alone time.” Her voice sounded cold and disconnected. 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Shan, you must know that.” 
 
    Shannon stopped as she reached the bathroom door and looked back at Terra. Without a word she closed the door behind her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    The doctor approached the booth where Shannon and Terra sat. Although the air-conditioned bar was far from warm, a thin sheen of perspiration was already glazing his forehead. He sat quickly across from them, glancing back nervously across the crowded bar. 
 
    He glanced quickly at Shannon, his eyes dove quickly to the table top, “I’m so sorry for what I’ve done.” 
 
    Ignoring his apology, Terra took the lead, “What made you reach out to us? Why now? Her eyes narrowed, “what gave you the nerve, or should I say spine?” 
 
    It took a moment for him to make eye contact with Terra. He avoided Shannon altogether. “I didn’t understand what he wanted from me at first. Once I realized what was happening, it was too late. Now, it seems, something is different with her.” 
 
    Terra sat close to Shannon in the cramped booth as the doctor began to tell his story. Her mind raced, careening from one worst case scenario to the next, each one growing more distressing as his words continued. 
 
    She felt Shannon’s hand tighten around hers, her fingernails digging into the soft palm of Terra’s hand. Within the tight grip, Terra could feel the tremors in Shannon’s arm as he described what he had done to Olivia. 
 
    He began to describe the tactics that David had used to threaten the doctor and his family. How David had manhandled him. Terra tried to compartmentalize the story. How would it be handled legally, what could they do to bring charges? When is this going to be over with? With each admission, his voice grew more strained.  
 
    Terra struggled to find her voice, “How long has this been happening?” 
 
    “I think it’s been twenty, maybe twenty-one times, in all. I used as small a needle as possible to obtain the samples. Each time two small vials, about 30 ml each, an ounce or two.” 
 
    Terra heard Shannon exhale sharply. Terra’s eyes darted to the silverware on the table top. There was a brief thought of moving the knife and fork safely from Shannon’s reach. 
 
    As he continued, he listed the sedatives that were used and the relative level of comfort he observed with Olivia during the brief procedures. 
 
    “I don’t know where he gets the drugs, certainly not from me. I’ve always tried to be as gentle as possible.” 
 
    Shannon just stared down at the table top. Not once did she make eye contact with him. 
 
    “He’s wanted me to start doing more, I’m trying to refuse, or at least delay.” 
 
    Terra had heard enough, “What, in God’s name is he doing with the spinal fluid? It’s not going to hurt her, is it?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he paused, “I’ve never had the nerve to ask him, but no, it’s not going to cause any long-term damage. She rebuilds it quickly, the same day. I’ve tried to tell David that it can’t be done more than once a month.” 
 
    Glancing nervously around the bar, the neurologist’s voice quaked. Never louder than a whisper, his words had spilled out as a brutal confession. Now, they ended with a direct question. 
 
    “I’m so afraid for my family. Will you ever find it in your heart to forgive me?” 
 
    Terra finally turned and watched Shannon directly. She saw her eyes still focused on the table in front of the doctor, not blinking. Without raising her head, Shannon’s eyes slowly tracked up his chest. She glowered at him under her brow. Terra began to lean away from her. Now she was the one that was shaking. 
 
    As a single tear traced down Shannon’s cheek, she spoke for the first time in several minutes, “This is all going to end soon. I’m thankful…that you found the strength to reach out to me,” she glanced at Terra, “To us.” 
 
    Terra watched as the doctor’s eye filled with tears. She found her breath and felt the grip on her hand relax as Shannon leaned toward him, “Listen carefully, you will continue to follow David’s direction without delay. Give him no reason to suspect that anything is going to change.” 
 
    Terra mouth dropped at the coolness she felt from Shannon’s words. No anger or any indication of how emotionally invested she was in this conversation. Terra sensed the change as the demonstration of Shannon’s new found maturity continued. It made her think back to ferociousness of the remembering spell as Shannon continued speaking. 
 
    “As I’m sure you know, you’ve given us enough information to legally end your career many times over. I’m not interested in doing that. When was the last sample taken?” 
 
    “Uh, early last week. The frequency of the extractions has increased. David’s getting more demanding.” He looked away from her, “I’m sorry. I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    Shannon’s voice suddenly flared, her teeth clenched, “Don’t do anything different,” she snapped then recovered, “Except,” she turned to Terra, “When it happens, you contact her.” 
 
    He looked briefly at Terra and nodded, “I will.” 
 
    She continued to try to get information without enflaming the situation, “You said something has changed, what’s that about?” 
 
    “David seems more agitated lately and the frequency of the treatments has increased over the last year. This last time especially, Olivia seemed, well, different. It seemed like she,” he retreated suddenly, “she’s completely asleep when this happens, but it was like she fought me or,” his voice faded, “fought the needle.” 
 
    Terra felt a wave of nausea as he spoke, she stole a glance at Shannon. 
 
    She was sitting dead still. 
 
    “I have a question,” Terra interrupted, as she leaned toward him, placing her hand on Shannon’s back. She brushed her finger gently down her backbone, “Have you ever done this procedure on anyone else?” 
 
    His answer was immediate, “For David, Never.” 
 
    Terra followed up, “Is there a chance that there’s another person doing, or has done this in the past?” 
 
    “I’ve only been at the hospital for four years. We’re a small department.” He thought for a moment, “I never met my predecessor, he was, um, gone before I arrived.” 
 
    As Shannon sat there staring at him, Terra began to get nervous, but again Shannon surprised her, “A question, please?” she asked, but the firmness in her voice was gone.  
 
    The doctor’s eyes widened, shocked at being asked for permission. His expression quickly changed to one of complete shame, “I would tell you anything you need to know.” 
 
    “Saturday, at the street fair. We saw you there,” her voice quivered, “At the food court, she looked...” her breath caught in her throat, “Is Olivia happy?” 
 
    Terra felt her heart thud in her chest, “Shannon, you’re not ready. Please don’t do this to yourself.” Shannon didn’t acknowledge her friends’ statement, she only waited patiently for the doctor’s answer. He looked at Terra, for the first time since they had sat down with him, he didn’t look terrified. “It’s okay,” he offered quietly, “I think I understand.” He turned back to Shannon, seemingly mulling over an answer. 
 
    “Mostly, I think,” he began, “I’ve tried to get my girls to include her in some of their activities. We don’t live that far apart. They tell me they like her but, that sometimes she can be stubborn.” 
 
    Terra caught herself smiling through the tension, “Wonder where she gets that?” 
 
    He shared the brief smile, “I’m told she’s quite a good artist, keeps to herself mostly. There was a moment on Saturday where she barked back at her father. I’ll be honest, it frightened me. Some cute boy walked by and Olivia stared at him and David saw her do it. He didn’t feel it was appropriate and scolded her. She let him have it, uh, it was that you’re not the boss of me thing.” 
 
    “Hmm, a cute boy. She’s growing up,” Shannon said softly, her expression turning sad. Terra saw it an opportunity to end the meeting.  “I think we’ve heard enough for one day, right?” she looked at the doctor, he looked visibly relieved and nodded, “I better get going. He stood up then leaned down to Shannon, “I’m truly grateful. I’ll do anything to help put a stop to this.” 
 
    “Just keep us in the loop.” She answered coolly, “The sooner we know what’s happening and when, the sooner this comes to an end. I won’t intervene until I’m ready, then get the hell out of my way.” 
 
    They sat silently after he left. 
 
    Terra twisted her neck trying to relieve some tension, “You took that well. Honestly, I wouldn’t blame you if you’d taken a swing at him.” 
 
    Shannon nodded, “I know it’s not his fault. I’m grateful he’s an actual doctor. David on the other hand…You’re going to have to help me with this.” She looked out across the crowded bar, “As of right now, I want him dead.” 
 
    “I’m not ashamed to agree with you. You know I will do whatever I can.  To go through all of this only to trade places with his evil? Olivia is worth more than that.” She reached out to touch Shannon’s shoulder and watched her hand tremble, “So are you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Shannon responded sensibly, “If I became the monster that her father is, I don’t think I’d be a mother worth having.” She sat quiet for a moment, “I couldn’t do this without you. Thanks for always being my rock.” 
 
    Terra took a deep breath and looked away, closing her eyes for a brief moment then turned back with a strong smile, “I got you, you know that.” Shannon grinned but her mind was already on to the next phase, “Give Marcus a call, will you? Time to do some more digging at the hospital.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 25   
 
      
 
    The sleek Mercedes SUV ground to a halt in the park. David looked across the greenspace and spied his intended appointment. Climbing out, he made his way briskly to the man sitting on the park bench. This was always an encounter he would rather avoid and, that he had begun to take definitive steps to put to an end. 
 
    David sat on the opposite end of the park bench, handing the man a small pouch, “Arthur,” he addressed the man, “Your offering, sir.” 
 
    The older man chuckled at the formality, “Offering. I like that.” 
 
    David turned and looked directly at him, the man’s eyes sparkled looking back at him. When they’d first met, David dismissed the effect as a reflection of the sky behind him but, as the meetings continued over the years, then increased in frequency, he knew it was far more than a grandfatherly twinkle. 
 
    David returned the smile, “I’m happy to contribute, honored actually.” 
 
    The old man’s response was instant, “Bullshit” he grinned with a perfect set of teeth.  
 
    David looked at him again, the old man’s eyes were now a dead cold black, “Don’t patronize me. You’re the same as I was, once. Probably worse.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” David began to stammer, “I…I didn’t.” He held his tongue. Having been through this odd ritual many times before, he could feel his throat begin to constrict as the old man began to use his powers on him. He’d learned to choose his words carefully. 
 
    Careful to be a submissive as possible, David looked away from Arthur, gasping openly for breath, “I didn’t mean any disrespect, sir.” Feeling the unseen grasp around his throat begin to dissipate, he cleared his throat roughly, “Never any disrespect. I am, and always will be, in your service.” 
 
    “Just checking”, the man responded flippantly, “But, yes,” he chuckled, parroting David’s pledge, “You always will be. Unless of course, I should find reason to decide otherwise.” 
 
    David steeled himself for a final onslaught to his windpipe, he held a quick breath as the grasp returned. The second one would always end with a sudden pulse of pressure, like an exclamation point underscoring the elder wizard’s status over the younger apprentice.  
 
    Years earlier, the power that the old man wielded would have dropped him right the ground, gasping for air. The resulting bruise to his larynx could be felt for days afterward. David had learned to deflect part of it to ease the pain, the rest were now theatrics to convince the old codger that he still possessed the upper hand. 
 
    Over the last few months, the effect of the grip had lessened. Not because the old man was being more lenient, far from it.  It was because David was co-opting the source of his power. Carefully cultivating and testing so that one day, he would be the one to inflict the pain.  
 
    “I will take my leave.” David said as he stood. Quietly enthused he had made it through this one mostly unscathed. After a couple of steps, Arthur called out to him, “I hear there may be a wrinkle in your budding empire?” 
 
    David froze, taking a pre-emptive gulp of air. He turned around only to see the man examining the contents of the pouch. He looked at the colorless liquid in the vial, “Any thoughts on that?” he asked nonchalantly. 
 
    “I’m aware of it.” David responded coolly, “I’m taking steps to put an end to it.” 
 
    “Very good,” the man responded, “She’s a significant liability. We’d prefer not to get involved…again.” He narrowed his eyes at David, “You realize, if it goes above me, there’s nothing I can do for you.” 
 
    David nodded, struggling to hide his anger, “Understood, sir.” 
 
    As he excused himself from the meeting, David was careful to continue the ruse until he was back in his vehicle. Cursing the man as he drove away, he quickly turned his thoughts to his next treatment. A quiet and undisturbed evening in his basement and he would gain another level of his power. 
 
    Someday, he vowed to himself, the old man would be the one to have trouble breathing, then his heart would have trouble beating, just long enough to see the look on his face as David unseated him from power. 
 
      
 
    That night after he was certain Olivia was fast asleep, David locked himself in his basement study and began to work. 
 
    Opening a wall safe, he took out a series of containers and set them on the desktop. Using carefully measured amounts, he poured three equal parts into an antique pestle and set it to the side. 
 
    Donning a pair of rubber gloves, he carefully opened the fourth container.  
 
    Any fear of his casting skills had disappeared many years ago. Save for an early incident when a small piece of the catalyst ingredient had dropped unseen onto the desktop and he’d accidently rubbed a tiny amount into his forearm. While a discreet call to a knowledgeable paramedic kept him out of the hospital, it gave him a healthy respect for working with the rare and sometimes dangerous components. 
 
    Using tweezers to extract a small piece of black hemlock from the container, he added it to the pestle and began grinding the soft pulpy wood into a salve. 
 
    Early on he’d wondered how the lethal plant lost its sting. One of the other ingredients must have acted as a buffer though he could have cared less which one. So long as the desired effect continued, he didn’t give a rip. 
 
    Taking the second vial of Olivia’s spinal fluid from his pocket, he added the liquid to the container and continued to stir until it reached the consistency he was used to. 
 
    Pouring the now mostly liquid contents into a brass bowl, he lit 3 black candles and set them in a triangle around the bowl. Dimming the lights in the office, he sat in front of the setting and began to chant quietly. 
 
    One by one the candles flared, the dancing light of the candles flickered in the room 
 
    Oh, hallowed demons wrapped in the shadows, 
 
    Bring power and extension of life 
 
    Strength of body and soul will follow. 
 
    Of this new strength I seek. 
 
    My service to you, unyielding  
 
    A second flare of the candles melded the three flames into one. He watched as the liquid in the bowl began to swirl and bubble with the heat of the enlarged flame.  
 
    Raising the bowl in a toast, he grinned, “Old man, one or two more and I’ll pass you on the ladder. Your power is nothing compared to what mine will become.” While the bowl remained cool to his touch, the dark liquid sizzled and burned on the way down his throat. 
 
    “First, I take you out, then move up to my version of the Conclave.” 
 
    He waited for a few moments, then blew out the candles and sat down comfortably in a lounge chair next to his desk. He woke up several hours later as a wave of energy coursed through his body. Jerking awake, he flexed and stretched his tight muscles after the spell-induced power nap. 
 
    Standing up, he wavered slightly, unsure of his balance, before methodically packing up the spell ingredients and putting them back securely in his wall safe. Noticing the dwindling amount of the hemlock, he made a mental note to place another overnight order. 
 
    Tightly flexing his forearm, he watched in fascination as the tendons and ligaments of his arm rippled along the lean muscles of his arm. A second running sensation in his nose caused him to quickly pick up a tissue to dab at a brief droplet of blood. A small price to pay for the surge of energy he was feeling. Each treatment was another ten pounds on the deadlift, another energy filled day and another step up the supernatural ladder. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 26  
 
      
 
    Throwing another finished file onto the growing pile of cases, Terra’s action caused the trio of candles sitting on her coffee table to sway suddenly with the movement of the folders. She eyed the remaining cases, then her tv screen, “Another hour,” she said out loud to the cable news program, “then I’m toast for the day.” 
 
    She turned down the volume as another series of talking heads argued about the news of the day. “Make your point,” she spoke to the screen as she set the remote on the edge of the table, it teetered then fell to the carpet with a soft thump. 
 
    The gentle sound from the remote was echoed by a second thumping sound from down her hallway. “Okay, I’m done talking to myself.” Terra looked down the darkened hall at her open bedroom door, then selected another file folder, glancing again at the second bedroom, the door slightly open. Living in the middle of a multiplex apartment building had its downside. Her next-door neighbors, freshly married, appeared to be active yet again.  
 
    “God, you guys,” she called down the hall toward the adjacent apartment, “Give it a rest. You’ll wear your parts out.” She grinned at first then frowned as she began to read the contents of the file, “Cuz, like, I’m gettin’ nothing here.” She smiled again thinking about Shannon. She’d give her a call when this case file was completed. 
 
    A second thump came from the second bedroom down the hall. It was heavy enough to cause the slightest of tremors to be felt in the living room. Terra glanced at the cup of tea next to her files, a tiny ring of vibration spread out across the top of the liquid.  She thought nothing of it until the flames of the candles danced again as if a large volume of air had entered her apartment. The far bedroom door opened, just slightly. 
 
    “Damn window,” she said as she rose, “Must be a storm brewing.” She closed her work-tired eyes for a moment before rising to close the bedroom window. A flash of light pulsed behind her closed lids only confirmed that a storm was approaching, “I guess we could use the rain.” 
 
    The south facing bedroom window had once been the source of some considerable mopping during a spring rain squall. The last thing she wanted was to run the risk of losing another security deposit because she was lazy. 
 
    Padding quietly down the hall to close the window, a second flash behind her lit up the window in the kitchen, a low rumble accompanied the light as she opened the bedroom door. 
 
    Standing in the darkened room, a dark figure stood by the window, an outline silhouetted in the harsh light coming from the parking lot lights. 
 
    Her body jerked in shock as a surge of adrenaline shot through her body. Unable to scream, she began to recoil and pull herself out into the hallway. Turning her head to the living room, a second pulse of light lit up the kitchen and dining room. “What?” she thought in the midst of her panic, “red lightning?” 
 
    Standing at the bedroom door, she thought to close it, looking quickly back into the dark at the figure she had seen. An arm reached out from the blackness trying to snag her. 
 
    “No,” she cried out, a soft hiss filling her ears blocking out all other sounds, a wave of goosebumps covered her arms and shoulders as she ran through the hallway and into the living room. Sliding to a stop, she watched as a bright green pulse of light shot across the dining room and down the hallway, she looked back down the hallway, screaming as a dark figure lurched out of the back bedroom and began to move down the hall toward her. Two laser red orbs shot by her speeding down the hall. 
 
    A low rumble moved through the dining room along with another sharp pulse of light. The thick vibration made her ears pop as a short burst of tiny effervescent orbs traveled slowly past her aimed directly at her attacker. A low moan came from the figure as he approached. He was moving so slowly, Terra looked at her entry door, then scanned the coffee table for her phone before he’d moved another step. 
 
    Gasping for breath, she ran to the door as a second brighter stream of lights shot from the windowsill. The unmistakable green and blue hues dazzled Terra to a halt as she watched the gift from Shannon shimmer into a hypnotic display. Her ears throbbed again as the choking figure collapsed to one knee, a hand reaching to his head, pulling at the mask covering his face.  
 
    He uttered a low moan and was still moving very slowly as a third wave of dazzling green light pulsed toward him. Terra found her wits and rushed toward her front door, turning the dead bolt and swinging the heavy core door so violently that is smacked off the wall and began to close back on her as she slipped through the doorway. A low scream followed her as she ran down the hall. The entry door closed on the jam with a solid rocking crash. Terra cried out in response trying to put as much distance between the intruder and herself. 
 
    Coming to a turn in the hallway, she looked back quickly over her shoulder as she rounded the corner. Three small red orbs silently pulsed through the wall to left of her door and faded harmlessly into the hallway carpet. 
 
    Turning her head, she felt the presence of someone in front of her but with her momentum, she crashed into him at full speed. 
 
    Instinctively, she lowered her head and connected solidly with his shoulder, her knee jerking up into his body. With a swing of her arm, she grazed the top of his head as he fell back against the wall. Her momentum and recoil spun her around as he fell to one knee grasping low on his stomach, “Jesus,” he gasped as he fell to the floor, Terra tried to recover and began staggering back toward the second-floor elevator.  
 
    He tried calling out to her, his voice rasping in pain. “An-gela,” he moaned loudly, “I’m from Angela.” He began to curl into a fetal position as Terra slowed to a stop, her face frozen in confusion as she watched him writhing on the carpeted hallway. 
 
    She continued to back away from the man, “I don’t know you.” She raised her phone, “I’m calling the police.” 
 
    “Please,” he grimaced, grasping his stomach with one hand and his groin with the other, “Please don’t. Call Shannon instead.” 
 
    Terra took a step toward him, her voice screeching in fear, “Who the fuck are you? There is someone in my apartment right now,” she thought back to the lights in the kitchen, “and what the hell is happening to me?” 
 
    He rolled over onto his knees and attempted to stand, “Shit,” he wheezed as he stood bending at the waist, “I’ll…, I can help you.” 
 
    A series of muffled thumps rattled the hall by Terra’s closed door. The man stood up straight blinking back tears, “I’ll check it out,” he panted, “God, I’m putting you in as a linebacker on my fantasy football team. 
 
    Terra could only glare at him. 
 
    “Here,” he directed her, “Stand at this corner so you can see both hallways. If you see anyone but me or your neighbors, get out of here and head for the loft.” He pointed down the hall, “I’ll go check, ugh, yeah.” He turned and began make his way to her door, she heard him mutter as he limped quickly toward her apartment door, “So embarrassing.” 
 
    It took three seconds for Terra to decide she wouldn’t being staying alone in the hallway. Slowly, she crept down the hall to her door and looked around the corner into her apartment. She jumped as the man from the hallway walked back out from her back bedroom. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.” He offered as he stood with his hands on his hips bending slightly at the waist, “Whoever it was, they’re gone now. Back out the window.” 
 
    Terra wasn’t listening. She was walking slowly into her kitchen, her eyes fixed on the still glowing orb on her windowsill. A whirling blizzard of tiny lights were still orbiting around the little sculpture. One larger bright green sphere ricocheted off the tallest leaf and came toward Terra. Instinctively, she put up her hand to block it, but it passed harmlessly through her hand. She snickered and wiggled her fingers, “That tickled.” She turned to look at him and winced as he tried to smile, “I’m sorry I kneed you so hard. Maybe an ice pack?” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll be fine. You pack a wallop,” He acknowledged the fading light show, “That’s quite the protection totem you have. Never seen one quite like it.” 
 
    “And, that it didn’t go after you, is a good thing, right?” Terra nodded, “A recent gift from Shannon. She failed to mention it’s more like a weapon.”  
 
    She shook her head as she dialed Shannon, “Um, hi there. I’m guessing you were going to call me and got sidetracked? I’ve just had a little Fourth of July episode here.” 
 
    There was a brief pause in the conversation, “Yep, I’m fine. Plus, I met up with Angela’s connection in the hallway. He should recover nicely, long story.  Well, no,” she added, “not formally.”  She reached out her hand to him “I’m Terra.” 
 
    Finally able to stand up straight, he returned the handshake with a goofy smile, “Issac. Nice to meet you.” He pointed to the kitchen table, “I’m gonna sit back down if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Terra nodded, returning to her phone conversation, but keeping a wary eye on her visitor, “Mmhmm, he is now that you mention it. We’ll check the place out for any clues. Would you mind if I head your way?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 27   
 
      
 
    Terra watched Issac carefully as he returned from the back bedroom, she looked down at her hallway carpet, “I’m appreciative of Shannon and all, but that is really gross.” 
 
    Issac snickered, “Yeah, it’s just saliva, but, yeah, there’s a lot of it.” He looked over at the now quiet glass sculpture, “I’m not exactly sure what that thing is, but it likely saved you from a heap a trouble.” 
 
    Terra repeated heap a trouble in her head while she fought off a strong gag reflex.  
 
    “I’d wager he was in a lot of pain to have ghosted so quickly.” Issac surmised, “What did he look like?” 
 
    “Ghosted? Also, not funny.” Terra just shook her head as he walked casually into her kitchen and opened a tall cabinet. Before she could speak, he pulled out a Swiffer and began dispensing the cleaning liquid up and down her hallway. 
 
    “Um, Issac, I can do that. I didn’t see who it was. There was a mask, I assumed it was a guy as tall as he was.” She shrugged, “It was weird that he was moving so slowly. I get the feeling I could have stopped and made a sandwich as he came down the hallway.” 
 
    The impromptu janitor spun around with a look of amazement on his face, “It wasn’t that he was moving slowly,” he pointed to the orb on the windowsill, “It’s that you were moving so quickly. That mean it’s an accelerant totem.” He moved through the dining room toward the window, “I’ve only heard stories about them.” He stopped short of the window, almost teetering from his momentum, “I’m close enough, I think. It’s like having your own personal attack dog and wow, she made this for you.” 
 
    Looking back at Terra, he seemed to mull something over in his head, he grinned at her, nodding, “Cool with me.” 
 
    Terra began to look around the apartment for her bag, “How do you know Angela and actually, how did you get up to the second floor of my building? Quite a coincidence, don’t you think?” 
 
    “That, yeah,” he agreed, “I came up the front steps just as someone was getting a pizza delivered. I guess he thought I lived here, he held the door open for me. I heard a door slam big time up here and I blew up the stairwell, then took one for the team.” He shook his head again as if still trying to clear it, “Angela said you were a firecracker. I need to learn to take her more seriously.” 
 
    “You met her how, exactly?” 
 
    He smirked, “You’ll find her exasperating sometimes. I know I do. She’s the Wikipedia of the supernatural but bound by some stupid disclosure rules. She’ll do what she can around the edges of those rules. That’s why I’m here.” 
 
    “Here?” Terra asked pointing to her apartment, “For me?” 
 
    “No, well yes,” he said quietly, “More for Shannon, actually. I can help her with her memories, I’ve been through it.” He looked at the sphere on the window, “I thought I could help Shannon with her magic as well, but clearly, she’s moving toward the big leagues?” 
 
    “Big leagues?” Terra repeated wide eyed, “As in heap a trouble big leagues?” 
 
    Issac was quick to calm her, “Not that bad,” he backpedaled, “Maybe a semi pro league version.” He watched her face fall, “I’m sorry, I’m just gonna shut up now.” 
 
    He reached in his back pocket and produced a business card, “You’re heading over to the loft? I’ll escort you to your car. Here’s my contact info.” 
 
    Terra read the card, stifling a quick grin, “Chief Tech Wizard? You and Marcus will get along nicely.” She looked back at him, “You must be the one out of three we heard about.” 
 
    “It’s less intimidating than bodyguard.” He smiled at her crookedly, “One of the three… oh yes, I guess so. Did she also use the word quirky? I just hate that. I’ve embraced my inner weirdo, whatever...you wanted to get going, right?” 
 
    Terra couldn’t help but smile, “That’s great, Issac, we like weirdos. Happy to have you aboard.” She stepped toward her door, “I’ll take you up on the escort to my car. Are you headed downtown?” 
 
    “Not now, but I’ll reach out to you soon,” he glanced back at her apartment building with a grimace, “way in advance next time.”  
 
    Terra quickly agreed and apologized again, “I’m really sorry about your...” She caught herself looking at his crotch. After a moment of silent and shared blushing, he spoke, “Don’t worry, only my ego’s bruised. I’m going to spend a few minutes checking out your parking lot. Maybe your visitor left a clue.” 
 
    Terra was thankful as she climbed into her SUV, “I know a few cops on a first name basis, let me know if you find anything or, um,” her voice trembled slightly for the first time that night, “well, anything…,” a deep sigh escaped her lips as the gravity of the evening finally registered. 
 
    “Try not to worry,” he said softly, then nodded his head in recognition, “Yeah, it sounds even more lame to say it than to hear it. I don’t know you well, but you seem very grounded and that’s a good thing. The magical world is deeply frustrating to those that don’t participate. Don’t let it get to you.” 
 
    He tapped his knuckles on the top of her vehicle, “Peace to your house and spirit, Terra. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    “Thank you, Issac. That’s much appreciated.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 28   
 
      
 
    “What should I do?” Shannon pondered. 
 
    “It’s not like you can just go waltzing up to her in the middle of a school day and tell her you’re her mother.” 
 
    Marcus piped up, “Stranger danger, stranger danger. They’ll call the cops on you for sure.” 
 
    Robbie agreed, “Then you provoke David even further.” 
 
    “Plus. it’s a private school that we can assume has some decent security protocols. I can’t think of a way to force the issue legally. Either way we’re on shaky ground.” 
 
    Robbie scratched his chin, “It’s not an all-girls school is it?” 
 
    “Nope, it’s co-ed,” Marcus said, “I have a couple of online friends that go there. They have a good computer curriculum.” 
 
    “How well protected are their student files? Could you get her schedule?” 
 
    Terra interjected, “Robbie, where are you going with this.” 
 
    He pointed to Marcus, “She saw him at the street fair. Maybe thought he was cute. If we can get another flyby, just something close.” 
 
    “He’s too young to be a teacher.” 
 
    “Looks-wise maybe,” Shannon added, “but he’d easily pass as a tech guy or something.” 
 
    “Got it,” Robbie said snapping his fingers, “Guest lecturer for a computer class.” He turned to Marcus, “Either way you’d need to get a staff ID badge.” 
 
    Marcus chose to not roll his eyes at the simplicity of Robbie’s request.  “That’s no challenge, but where would I get to talk to her? Getting her schedule is simple, but the chance of a random...” he paused for a beat, “Duh, her lunch break. If it’s anything like my school, it’s an unsupervised half hour of chaos.” 
 
    “Worst case, you don’t see her, so you get out of the building as soon as you can.” Terra looked at the others, recognizing their collective frowns, “Okay, I’m Debbie Downer, sorry. I’m just trying to think of how to defend him if he got caught.” 
 
    More frowns. 
 
    Marcus cleared his throat, “I’ll find her schedule and lunch time, then go in a few minutes late so I can find her and sit somewhere close and get her to see me.” He shrugged, “If I can sit at her table, that’d be a huge win.” He smirked with satisfaction at his scheme. 
 
    “You scare me,” Shannon chuckled, “more than a little. It’s that easy?” 
 
    “Probably. The simpler, the better.” 
 
    “I’ll do some research on the school and find out what I can. If I take some gear, a laptop or two, shouldn’t be my own stuff. I’ll just buy what I need.” He glanced quickly at Robbie with a sly smile, then quickly recovered but not quick enough for Terra not to notice, “That’s going to be spendy, right?” She looked at Robbie gently shaking his head at her. He shared the same sly look that Marcus had shown, “It’s not an issue, Terra, we have it covered.” 
 
    She sighed, “Six by eight, you guys.” 
 
    Marcus wrinkled his nose, “Huh?”  
 
    Shannon started to laugh, unnerving Terra even further, “That’s the size of a jail cell, a single one anyway. Not that I know directly, mind you. She’s just trying to keep a legal lid on this.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Terra responded succinctly, “I do what I can, which, at this point seems to be very little.” 
 
    Shannon caught her feeling left out tone, “I so can fix that. So counselor, your thoughts on this…a young man, a stranger, sits down at your lunch table and blabs that your long-lost mother wants to reconnect,” her eyes narrowed, “What would you do?” 
 
    Terra chewed on her lip, “Gee, thanks. You mean after I finished freaking out?” 
 
    Robbie agreed, “I certainly would.” 
 
    “Right?” Terra added, “I mean how do you broach that subject to an adult, let alone an eleven-year-old?” 
 
    “Almost twelve,” Shannon added hopefully, “I think. Sorry. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s so much better.” Robbie teased, he turned to Marcus, “You’re closer to almost twelve than we are, ideas?” 
 
    Marcus let the playful dig pass, “It all depends on the lunch room scene. If she’s with a group of friends, way harder. If she’s alone,” his brow arched slightly as his gaze dropped to the table top, “I’ll know exactly what to do.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t tell her too much, Bud. It could overwhelm her.” 
 
    “I know. But I thought back to seeing her at the street fair. The other two girls were chatty and on their phones. As I got closer, she looked at me and kept looking at me. It was different.” He shrugged, “I just don’t think it’s going to be a problem.” 
 
    Terra couldn’t help herself, “Aren’t you nervous to do this?” 
 
    “Not like I was at the street fair. I just repeated what I did earlier when those two girls were looking at me. This is different, of course, but sort of the same. The look on her face, Shannon, is the same one I see when I look at you.” He grinned, “Well, not lately, but when we first met. Same one.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 29   
 
      
 
    Marcus stood patiently at the front reception station as the attendant took his picture and printed out his vendor badge. 
 
    “I’m a little early, any chance I can get something in the cafeteria?” 
 
    The security guard reviewed his school pass and handed Marcus his completed photo ID  
 
    “Keep this visible, Mr. Jacobsen. The cafeteria is down the hall, through the foyer. Your auditorium class is opposite the commons.” 
 
    Marcus confidently grinned at the inflection of Mr. “I get that a lot, thanks. My mom still looks like she’s in her twenties.” Thinking he might be pushing it, he hoisted his shoulder bag and headed down the hall already searching for his intended target. 
 
    The lunch room was almost full as Marcus entered. He’d tried to remember everything he could about the first time he had seen Olivia, but it all boiled down to her hair and her smile. Paying for his meal he stepped into the table settings. Following his first impression of her, he scanned to the outside, less occupied tables first. 
 
    Both Shannon and Terra had wished him well and tried to coach him to not be nervous, but when he saw her, his heart thumped in his chest. 
 
    For a moment, he was saddened by how accurate his hunch was as to whether she would be alone or not.  He was also thankful that there were very few students sitting around her. 
 
    Working around the tables, he attempted to recreate his approach from the street fair only this time, without looking directly at her. Choosing a seat at the end of the long lunchroom table, he set his tray down and unloaded the laptop bag on the table beside his tray. 
 
    Trying not to stare, he looked over her head across the cafeteria and could tell she was looking directly at him. He sat down looking at his meal. Never one to make small talk, he joked aloud about his meal, “Is this stuff any good?” 
 
    “It’s not bad. Kinda greasy,” she replied quickly.  
 
    Marcus began to snicker, “Wow,” he said out loud, “That’s amazing.” Although her voice was young, it had the same deeper register as her mother. 
 
    “Huh?” she replied, “it’s just pizza. Tomorrow will be better, tacos.”  
 
    He turned to look at her and again, his heart shot into his throat. Her bright face framed by the flow of her long auburn hair. Marcus watched as the corner of her mouth turned up with just the hint of sass. He had to take a deep breath to stay on track. 
 
    She glanced at his badge, “What are you doing here?” she asked him. An innocent question but he could feel her eyes drilling into him. It occurred to him that to lying to her was not something he wanted to do.  
 
    From that point on, he was winging it. The group had discussed how he would raise the subject of her mother reaching out to her. For Olivia’s safety, the collective decision was made to keep the conversation simple. Enough for Marcus to gauge her receptiveness to him and to try to gain some level of trust. 
 
    He looked back at her. She was staring at him, almost studying him. Hesitating, he took the moment to sample the pizza. 
 
    “I’ve seen you before.” she said. 
 
   
  
 

 Mid bite, Marcus tried so hard to be calm, but the overly large bite took a wrong turn as he swallowed, causing him to begin to cough and choke. He tried to clear his throat but the more he focused on it, the worse it became. She sat watching him intently then slid down the bench and picked up his drink, handing it to him, “Here.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he sputtered, taking a quick gulp, “My bad. All good, here.” He picked up a napkin and dabbed the corner of his watering eyes. “Finally,” he nodded to her, “The street fair,” he said softly, “I saw you there.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed at him, but the grin that followed, calmed Marcus down, “I’m not creeping on you, I swear.” he said, “I’m one of the good guys. Please don’t be afraid of me.” 
 
    Her reaction caught him by surprise. Expecting some resistance by just showing up, Marcus watched her as she sized him up. 
 
    “I’m not afraid.” She followed up with the same look she had given him at the street fair. At that moment, Marcus could have sworn he was talking to Shannon. 
 
    “Can you keep a really cool secret?” he asked quietly. “There’s someone I want you to meet.” 
 
    She nodded, looking around the lunchroom, “Can they tell me why I feel weird?” 
 
    “Um, probably,” he found himself stammering, “I think so, maybe?” Marcus began to think out loud, “What if she’s sick…I’m sorry, are you feeling sick or something?” 
 
    She looked at him coolly, she shook her head with an almost imperceptible movement “I don’t think I’m sick.” 
 
    “But you don’t feel good?” 
 
    “Sometimes I forget things, or I have trouble waking up, maybe just tired, I guess.” 
 
    “Have you been to a doctor about it? Did your dad take you?” 
 
    “No,” she answered, “He doesn’t like doctors at all.” 
 
    Marcus was hesitant, “He’s not mean to you, is he?” 
 
    “Not really,” she answered quickly, “He’s super strict. I don’t get to do much. He works all the time.” 
 
    “Do you have a computer at home?” 
 
    “Yes, but my dad only lets me use it for schoolwork, why?” 
 
    Marcus shook his head, “Just curious, how ‘bout a cell phone?” 
 
    “Oh,” she tipped her head back and forth, speaking in a song song voice, “You’re not old enough for cell phone, young lady. Just because all your friends have one.” 
 
    He chuckled, “Been there. Once you get one, you get it taken away cuz you screw up too much. Parents, right? Or maybe that was just me.” 
 
    A gentle chime sounded across the cafeteria, startling Marcus, “What’s that mean?” 
 
    “Five minutes,” she said, “I need to start cleaning up.” 
 
    He looked at her plate, she’d only picked at her lunch, “You should eat. I talked too much.” 
 
    “No, you haven’t. You said you have a secret that I get to keep. I’m good at secrets, I promise.” 
 
    He grinned as he saw several students beginning to take their trays to the garbage cans, “Time for you to get back to class. What’s your favorite subject?” 
 
    She set her juice bottle on her tray, “I like science, but I probably like art the best. We have a field trip to the Metro Gallery next Tuesday, it’s gonna be awesome.” He watched her eyes sparkle with enthusiasm. 
 
    The minute he heard field trip he smiled, “Well, that’s a coincidence, I’m going to the Metro next Tuesday. I’ll see you there.” 
 
    A second chime rang out, “I have to go now, sorry.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too I guess, it was so nice to have lunch with you. I’m Marcus. We’re going to be great friends.” 
 
    She picked up her tray and grinned back at him, “My name is Olivia.” She cocked her head, “but you already knew that.” Something in her expression seemed so familiar. 
 
    Marcus nodded, “You need to keep it a secret. You can’t tell anybody, especially your dad. I know this is weird, but something wonderful is happening. I think it will make you happy.” 
 
    He saw her glance at his cellphone on the table, “Way better than a phone. You better get to class. We’ll see you on Tuesday.” 
 
    She stopped and looked at him. It was the same expression he had seen the day of the street fair. It made him shiver. 
 
    “Okay,” she beamed, “Seeya.” 
 
    She’d only gotten two steps, “Olivia,” he whispered, “One last question, okay?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 30   
 
      
 
    Bursting into Shannon’s loft, Marcus landed on the bar stool with such momentum he almost slid off the other side. Trying not to laugh, Robbie pleaded with Shannon to hurry with her meal preparation, “It can wait, Shan. He’s gonna explode.” 
 
    “Let me,” Terra said softly as she took the salad tongs from Shannon’s trembling hands, “You’re not fooling anyone. I’m nervous too.” 
 
    Marcus sat and reviewed a sheet of notes he’d jotted down after talking with Olivia, “You’re going to have to chill.” He waved the paper in the air, “This is just the beginning. Something’s definitely goin on.” 
 
    “God, Marcus,” Robbie scolded, “you’re just making it worse for her. Do you want a soundtrack of dramatic movie music when you tell her, or what?” 
 
    Marcus looked at Robbie, deadpanning, “That’s how I envisioned it in my head, that’d be cool...” He caught Shannon’s eye, “Just kidding, but I’ll be honest, the more I thought about what we talked about, the stranger this gets.” 
 
    He took a deep breath, “I swear she recognized me.” 
 
    “From the street fair?” Terra blurted. 
 
    Marcus nodded, “I hadn’t given the street fair a second thought until she started staring at me in the lunchroom. She has a super-intense personality.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows, pointing to a grinning Shannon, “Go figure.” 
 
    “That’s nothing,” he continued, “We have some planning to do. Her class is going on a field trip next Tuesday. Guess where?” 
 
    “Dude, I swear to God,” Robbie rolled his eyes. 
 
    “The Metro Gallery, to look at the exhibits.” 
 
    Terra watched Robbie and Shannon’s jaws drop simultaneously, “What?” She saw a nervous smirk as Shannon nodded at Robbie who was already reaching for his phone, “Any more bombshells?” 
 
    Distracted by the sudden shift in focus, Marcus looked disappointed, “Well yeah, actually. A couple.” 
 
    “Wow, okay,” Robbie set his phone down, “Sorry, continue.” Now it was Shannon’s turn to start twitching. 
 
    “She told me that something is happening to her. Nothing that’s bad,” he quickly added, “Headaches and a little memory loss, but she’s not sick. Far from it. She’s different in some way.” 
 
    “That bastard,” Shannon spit out, her eyes went to slits. 
 
    “She doesn’t much care for her dad, but she said he’s not mean to her.  Plus, she’s alone a lot of the time.” 
 
    “I can hear inside your head, Shan.” Until then, Terra had remained quiet through much of Marcus’s disclosure. She had spent most of the time observing Shannon’s reactions. “I don’t want to be a buzz kill here, but we can’t just take her away from him. In a way, it would be the same as what he did to you.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Shannon said to Terra’s relief, “I’m still on the Gallery idea, what a coincidence.” She grinned to Robbie, “Alan or Alicia?” 
 
    “Both,” he grinned, ‘We just won’t tell them everything.” 
 
    “Gallery idea,” Terra pointed to Marcus, “For those of us that aren’t enlightened?” 
 
    “The glass studio,” Shannon said joyfully, “Robbie and I have volunteered there. We helped to build the kiln when they first opened the studios. I’ve done a couple of demonstrations there. We know a bunch of people.” She clapped her hands together with a devilish grin. 
 
    “And another one on Tuesday,” Robbie added, “We could set that up. It would be perfect.” 
 
    “Art is her favorite subject,” Marcus interjected, then his expression turned, “Parents have to sign off on field trips.” 
 
    “They don’t come with, do they?” Terra asked, “That would be…sorry, a Captain Obvious moment.” 
 
    “David interested in what his daughter is doing?” Shannon scoffed, “Not likely.” 
 
    Terra interrupted, “I could call the school to see. Just in case.” 
 
    “I know it’s short notice, but there are a couple of other artists that could help, in the event we had to disappear in a rush.” Robbie added, then turned to Terra, “And, you are not a buzz kill, we need you to keep our oars in the water.” 
 
    “Well, okay,” Terra acknowledged her role, “Did you ever go to the gallery with David?” 
 
    “Nope, that what makes this so good, “Shannon answered slyly, “He can’t stand the arts, let alone the art community. Hates it. The only place he ever went with me was the Weston Gallery downtown. That was only one time.” 
 
    While Marcus had sat quietly through the discussion, he’d begun to tap his foot against the leg of the bar stool. The soft metallic clang began to get louder. 
 
    Shannon noticed and smirked, “Really? Something else?” 
 
    The clanging slowed to a stop as a blushing Marcus raised a finger to get their attention, “She is just like that, you know. It’s spooky.”  He took a deep breath to clear his thoughts, “Shannon, I did find out something else for you.” 
 
    He gave her his I’ve-got-the-best-secret smile, “Her birthday is September 9th.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 31    
 
      
 
    Marcus watched a nervous Shannon shift her weight back and forth from one foot to the other. He reached into his bag and discreetly pulled out a prescription bottle, offering a sample “I take these occasionally, when I get over-hyped.  Just to take the edge off and focus?” 
 
    “You’re so sweet, Marcus, I’m good. I’m more excited that anything else.” 
 
    He’d known her long enough to know better but chose not to push the issue. “I’m gonna head out to the lobby mezzanine to wait for the bus. Ping me if you change your mind.” He winked, “Good luck.” 
 
    Robbie had contacted the gallery and had easily arranged for two additional artists to do demonstrations for the kids. At Terra’s suggestion, he lined up a second glass artist to change places with Shannon in the event David made an appearance. 
 
    “Alicia jumped at the chance to help us,” he told Terra as he carried in a tool kit for Shannon, “She’s a huge fan of Shannon’s work. You’ll laugh when you see her today.” 
 
    Terra didn’t know what to think until both Shannon and Alicia walked out from behind the towering glass oven, both wearing their heavily tinted protective glasses and overalls. She snickered, “That’s a great idea,” as she regarded the two women. Alicia was a couple inches shorter than Shannon, but their duplicate long hair and dark glasses, they were almost twins, “And slightly disturbing. They almost look too alike, if we have to switch.” 
 
    “Steampunk babes,” Robbie sang out as they approached, only to earn a stern look from Terra. He struggled not to laugh, “Just wait till the kiln gets going full blast, hot doesn’t begin to describe the effect.” 
 
    He lowered his voice, as he regarded their new conspirator, “Alicia is so cool, but we made sure she only knows enough to be very helpful. We can absolutely trust her. Alan too, they’re solid people. They have the staff all lined up.” 
 
    “Let’s hope,” Terra murmured, then smiled as Robbie continued to stare at Alicia, “that we don’t need to go into emergency mode.” She looked at her phone, “We have almost an hour before the bus gets here.” She moved towards Shannon, pointing toward an adjoining hallway, “Can I have a minute?” 
 
    Shannon bobbed her head nervously, “Yeah.” 
 
    Terra looked at Robbie and Alicia, “Carry on. Be right back.” 
 
    Terra herded Shannon into the women’s bathroom and watched Shannon’s shoulders slump as the door closed behind her. 
 
    “Nervous?” 
 
    “Scared shitless,” she stuttered, “What if she doesn’t like me?” Her lower lip began to quiver. 
 
    “Thought so.” Terra opened her arms, “Come here.” As Terra wrapped her arms around Shannon, clearing her hair from her neck. Terra kissed her softly on the lips, “No tears, your mascara will be shot. You need to understand this is just a first quick meeting, Shan. You’re not going to have time to get to know her or fill in all those blanks you’re obsessing about. It’s okay.” 
 
    “Did I just say that out loud?” Shannon asked trying to smile. “I just want her to not hate me.” 
 
    “Stop that. Be strong like I know you can be. Robbie’s a hot mess out there with you two artsy babes. Can’t say I blame him though, he’s got a thing for Alicia, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “God you picked up on that quick, not that he’ll ever act on it. They have so much in common so it would only take the right push…oh...hahaha, I see what you just did there. Thank you,” Shannon returned with a quick peck to Terra’s lip, “You’re just what I need.” 
 
    “Good. Remember, you may just get a glance or something. Maybe the tiniest of connections. You leave the rest up to me.” Terra hugged her tight, “Now go out there and create something awesome.” 
 
    Shannon laughed out loud partly out of nerves and mostly out of motivation, “Yeah,” she hollered, “Thanks coach!” she grabbed the handle to the bathroom door, swinging it wide open, “Yea-ah,” she boomed, “Something awesome.”  
 
    Terra trailed behind her giggling to Robbie, “That, I believe, is her game face.” 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, Terra’s phone buzzed, “Two buses are here.” Marcus noted, “There’s a ton of kids.”  
 
    Terra seemed relieved, “That should make it easier.” 
 
    “I’m in the lobby. Ready to do my rookie tour guide thing. I’ll keep you posted.” 
 
    As Terra came to the main lobby, she saw the herd of school kids coming in the doors. A handful of adults accompanied the kids and Terra tagged them as chaperones. She saw Marcus take a place next to the reception desk trying to look casual. 
 
    Alan, the Gallery Events Director met the groups at the reception desk. He gave a brief intro to the facility and split up the well-mannered throng into three equally numbered sections. Marcus watched the kids as they milled about and signaled Terra to watch the third section.  
 
    The Director made a comment, that, as Marcus was new to the facility, he would follow along to learn the ropes of giving a tour. His newly minted nametag in place, he moved to join his assigned flock. She saw him wink and her eyes searched for Olivia. Though the kids were all dressed in their matching school colors, it only took a second for Terra to find her. 
 
    She sent a text to Robbie, “On our way. Group #3. This is amazing.” 
 
    Robbie looked over at Shannon and Alicia as they began to pump up the slag glass that had been chosen for the demonstrations. They had decided to first do a brief project using the kiln. Alicia’s forte was glass blowing. She would work on the long pipe as Shannon served as the blocker and shaper. Shannon would do the second piece using tiny pipettes and colored glass pieces to build a small sculpture for each group. 
 
    Robbie made a big show of snapping his flint as the kids came into the studio. With his muscled physique and tight t shirt, the sudden flame of the propane torches gave a pyrotechnic feel to the art show. He turned the propane/oxygen gas feeds way up to get as big a flare as possible before bringing them back down so the women could do their work. The white-hot flames reflected from their safety glasses to the children giving them an otherworldly look. He grinned widely as the kids approached the workbench. 
 
    “Welcome,” he boomed, clearly enjoying himself. Shannon snickered behind him as she perched next to Alicia preparing for the first project. 
 
    Robbie arranged the kids in a large semicircle around the work bench. Keeping them safely away from the heat of the torches but giving them the best view possible. He watched Shannon as she showed each group how to melt and then shape the glass tubing into the small horse figurine she had chosen for the demo.  
 
    Shannon had placed her phone on the corner of the worktable. If it were to receive an incoming call from Terra, rather than a text, Shannon would quickly allow Alicia to take over and make her way out of the facility. Robbie hoped for the best as he opened the tiny door to the kiln to extract the first molten ball of glass. 
 
      
 
    Marcus found Olivia immediately in the lobby and slowly moved to the back of the group as they made their way to the first demonstration. As was customary for standard tours, each guest was given a promotional folder that talked about what they’d see and what classes and art opportunities the new gallery offered. 
 
    Marcus smiled as Olivia caught his eye. He motioned for her to work her way to the back of the group all the while keeping a wary eye on the chaperones. When they weren’t paying attention, he quickly exchanged his folder for hers. “Mine’s better,” he whispered, “Read carefully, try not to let anyone else see.” 
 
    Olivia sidestepped to put some distance between herself and the next nearest student. She glanced into the folder. Along with the other pictures and pamphlets, there was a hand-written note. She began to read, coming to a dead stop in the hallway. 
 
    One of the teachers saw her falling behind. “Olivia,” she called out, “I know this your best day ever, but please don’t fall behind.” 
 
    Marcus smiled at the teacher, “Future artist, right?” he said with a professional smile, “You go ahead, I’ll make sure she doesn’t get lost.” 
 
    Olivia wasn’t listening. She was reading. She looked up at Marcus, tears pooling in her hazel eyes. 
 
    In their brief times together, Marcus felt he had already come to know that expression, “It’s a lot to take in,” he told her, “I wasn’t allowed to read it but please know it’s the real deal. Take a minute, if you get scared or don’t want to do this, she’ll understand.” 
 
    He’d done his best to stay calm, but his eyes welled up, “She’s the most wonderful person you will ever meet. She misses you so much.” 
 
    Olivia finished reading and closed the folder, she looked up at him with a gentle smile, “For reals, right?” 
 
    He nodded, “But still a big secret, for now, anyway. Your father can’t find out.” He shrugged, “At least, not yet. Let’s catch up to the group. The glass demo is last on the tour.” He winked awkwardly, “That’ll be the one you’ll really enjoy.” 
 
      
 
    Robbie watched as Shannon struggled to finish the second glass horse. Her hands trembled badly as she worked to fix yet another mistake. The students had no idea that the project wasn’t going as planned as Alicia handed her a third length of tubing, “Not like you,” she said quietly, “Relax. Think of something happy.” 
 
    Shannon fused the third section onto the body of the horse, ignoring the pointed shard that remained along the still pliable section that would become the horse’s head, “I got this,” she grinned, pointing to the overly thick section, “Cut here.” 
 
    Alicia frowned as she removed the extra length but as Shannon swirled her finger in a spiral to show her an idea, Alicia turned to the children of the second group, “What you guys didn’t notice is that our artist here made a tiny mistake a minute ago. Mistakes happen all the time. It’s what you learn from them that matters. Watch this.” 
 
    Shannon slid the figurine under the gas jet for a split second. Long enough to add a crimp along the horse’s nose. She grabbed the tip of the molten spike and twisted her wrist to transform the unseen mistake into a tiny spiraled horn. 
 
    She held up the unicorn for the children to see. “Almost done.” She placed the figure’s front leg into the white-hot flare one last time. Taking her long tweezer, she bent the front leg at an angle and set it back on the table top. It stood perfectly still, one hoof raised as if cantering happily across a make-believe fairy garden. 
 
    “There,” she sat back, her eyes shining behind her glasses, “All done.” 
 
    As the students filed by to see the work up close, Shannon’s phone pinged a text from Marcus. “On our way.” 
 
    “Ohhh, Jesus,” Shannon gasped as the door to the studio swung open and the students began filing in. “If I freak out, just take over.” 
 
    Alicia nodded as Robbie jacked the propane through the nozzles, “Welcome.” he said with the same volume as the first two classes. This time he added something as he saw an eager Marcus usher in the final student, “You are so very, very welcome.” His voice cracked as he looked at Shannon, “Good luck.” 
 
    As the students gathered around, Marcus casually directed Olivia to the outer edge of the group. He subtly pointed toward Shannon, but Olivia had already found her. 
 
    Like the two other demonstrations, Alicia quickly demonstrated her style of glass work, pulling and cutting individual sections of the glass with tweezers and shears as Robbie blocked the sections with heat shields. Shannon sat quietly by their sides observing them works but sharing a moment or two just looking at her daughter, a soft smile crossing her lips. 
 
    “Gather round,” she beckoned as she began her part of the presentation. Robbie glanced at Marcus, blowing out a long breath as he nodded toward Shannon. Her hands were steady and solid, the pulling and bending of the tubing could not have been more fluidly perfect. 
 
    Although it was a mistake in the second demonstration, this time a larger shard of glass stood out from the horse’s head. It surprised Robbie as Shannon removed her safety glasses to inspect the piece more clearly. A moment passed as she looked over the students, landing finally with her daughter. 
 
    Without watching her hands as she worked, the final spiral was completed as she shared the moment with Olivia, a single tear rolled down her cheek, paralleled by a bead of sweat marking the growing temperature of the studio. She set the horse down on the table top. “All done,” she said, she looked at Olivia, “For now.” 
 
    Marcus’s phone buzzed in his hand, but he was watching Shannon so closely he didn’t notice. Robbie began to reach into his pocket as his phone pinged. 
 
    Shannon looked at Olivia and sighed. They’d made it this far, suddenly the rest of the way didn’t seem so impossible. Olivia reached up and put her finger just below her eye. She said something so softly that Marcus couldn’t hear her over the soft roar of the gas flames. 
 
    He looked at Shannon as her eyes flared. A crackle of bright gold that moved so quickly he thought it was a reflection from the twin flamed that were being reflected in the safety glasses. 
 
    His phone buzzed again. A second later Shannon’s phone began to ring annoyingly from the table top. She jerked her head toward it. An actual call from Terra was the signal.  
 
    Olivia’s father was walking into the building. 
 
    Robbie spoke first, “Thank you all for joining us today. Maybe you’ll have an interest in learning how to do this someday.” 
 
    He motioned for Shannon to move toward a rear door knowing they only had a minute or two before they would be discovered. He looked at Alicia, “You’re up.” She smoothly moved to the front of the class as Robbie began to follow Shannon. As the students headed out of the studio, Marcus leaned down to Olivia, “I need your folder back, I’m sorry. I’ll make sure you get it back as soon as we can, okay?” 
 
    “Do you have to go too?” she asked quietly, keeping an eye on her teachers. 
 
    “I do. Your father’s here looking for you. He can’t find your mom with you. Not yet.” 
 
    She exchanged her folder with his, “Will you keep my letter safe?” 
 
    Marcus began to tear up, he could only nod. 
 
    “How did you know he was here?” she asked her voice both concerned and curious. 
 
    Marcus began to speak but he caught himself, shaking his head, “Sorry.” He glanced down the hallway, “I have to go. For your sake, we can’t get caught.” 
 
    Instead of being afraid, she smiled at him, “Secrets again?” she asked.  
 
    He wanted to laugh at her mischievous grin. She leaned toward him whispering, “Thank you so much, Marcus. This was something I’ve dreamed about.”  
 
    Marcus stood up straight and began to make his way to the exit. He turned back to look at Olivia. She stood there, alone in the hallway clutching her folder and winked at him. Her eyes flared with the same golden shimmer he had seen from Shannon, “I have secrets too.”
  
 
      
 
    Chapter 32   
 
      
 
    Shannon hustled down the upper mezzanine hallway and ducked out a security door into a service driveway.  A white panel van sat at the end of the drive, its sliding door gliding open as she approached. Issac sat hunched in the doorway, “Get in, get in and keep low. Terra’s coming around from the front.” 
 
    He looked back and saw Robbie, then Marcus coming down the service ramp. It would only be seconds until they joined Shannon. He looked at Shannon as she leaned against the side wall of the van, her eyes closed and clutching the folder tightly to her chest.  
 
    “Did it go as you’d hoped?” he asked softly as footsteps neared the van. She only sighed heavily. 
 
    “Sorry,” he corrected himself, “None of my business.” 
 
    She opened her eyes and began to speak just as Robbie and then Marcus piled into the van. A quick second later, Terra opened the passenger door and jumped in the front passenger seat.  
 
    “I think we’re clear. I saw him when he came into the building, but he stayed down on the main level,” she gasped excitedly, “I thought we had a little more time.” She looked down at Shannon as she slid down to the floor. Issac interrupted her thoughts, “You need to get in the back,” he motioned, “These windows aren’t very dark, can’t take the chance he might see any of you.” 
 
    Robbie hunched down next to Shannon with Marcus and Terra sitting on the floor across from them. Except for the soft sound of the engine, the van was silent. 
 
    “Hang on,” Issac said gently, “We’re out of here.” He checked the van’s side mirror and saw an empty alley with the service door closed. Pulling away from the alley, he grinned, “All clear out front. Buses are loading.” 
 
    He accelerated gently from the stop sign, “I’m going to take the scenic route back to your loft, just in case.” He turned and looked at Terra and a very excited Marcus who appeared to want him to step on it. 
 
    “I’m driving like my gramma for a reason, Marcus, Let’s not attract any undue attention okay?” 
 
    Terra settled next to Marcus on the floor of the van and looked at Shannon. She sat there contently with her eyes closed, a gentle smile on her lips. Terra stuck her leg out, catching Shannon’s tennis shoe, “Are you okay?” 
 
    Shannon smiled as if the weight of the world had been lifted from her shoulders, “Interrupted, maybe,” she said over the engine of the van, “But it was…better than I could have hoped. Thank you all so much.” 
 
    There were smiles all around except Shannon stopped to stare back at Marcus. He’d leaned forward and had his head cocked to the side, inspecting her. 
 
    “What?” she asked finally, her face a goofy grin.  He just shook his head, grinning, “Nothing.” 
 
    He leaned back smirking, earning him an elbow in the ribs from Terra, “What happened? Did they get to talk to each other?” 
 
    He shook his head, keeping his eye on Shannon, “No. but I think something happened between them.” He shrugged, “Olivia said something I couldn’t hear and then Shannon did something… cool, spooky cool. I want to ask her about it, but I guess it should wait til we get home.” 
 
    After a few minutes of quiet travel, he nudged Terra back, surprising her, “Look at her. I’ve never seen her this calm.” 
 
      
 
    After taking a deliberately misleading route back to the loft, Issac unloaded them at the entrance to the alley. “I’ll take this back to the rental place and be back in a few minutes,” he said, “I’m excited to hear what happened.” Shannon winked at him as she got out, “We’ll wait,” she said causing Marcus to roll his eyes impatiently. Issac saw the exchange, “Although, you could start without me.” 
 
    Shannon shook her head, “No way, you’re part of us, now. We’ll wait.” Marcus nodded in agreement, “You’re going to want to hear this.” He glanced slyly at Shannon, “It was… cool.” 
 
    Robbie pulled out his bank card, “Since we have a few minutes, I’ll restock the fridge, any preferences?” he asked, “Champagne for our first covert mission?” 
 
    “And last covert mission?” Terra chimed in looking at Shannon, “Hopefully?” 
 
    Shannon only shrugged, “More beer for you guys, how ‘bout a sparkling Moscato? Let’s leave the champagne for a future celebration.” 
 
      
 
    Issac’s return lined up perfectly with Robbie’s beer run. After distributing the chosen beverages, Shannon set her original gallery folder down on the countertop. 
 
    “I was so worried,” she began, “That something would go wrong or, that she wouldn’t be there at all.” She looked at Marcus, “You spent more time with her than any of us did, what did you think?” 
 
    Terra took a sip of her wine, “I only saw her in the lobby. I’ve only had the long-distance effect so far. I saw the big happy smile, then nada.” 
 
    Marcus took a long pull on his beer, “She saw me right away in the gallery lobby. I got a little freaked cuz she had that big smile on her face, I thought the teachers would say something. I sorta told her to dial it back a little.” 
 
    “We kept to the back of the group for the whole tour. I told her not to worry and gave her your folder, Shannon. Real quiet after she read it.” 
 
    “Did you read it?” Shannon asked him with a sly nod. 
 
    “I’ll be honest, I started to,” he admitted, “Didn’t get past the greeting, My Dearest Olivia, I stopped there, it wasn’t written for me.” 
 
    Shannon smiled as she reached for the folder, she opened the cover and pushed it toward him, “Don’t be so sure. I wrote it for all of you.” 
 
    Terra and Robbie moved to stand on each side of Marcus, as Issac read over her shoulder. Shannon stayed on the other side of the island. 
 
    My dearest Olivia, 
 
    For many reasons, some of which I have yet to discover, I was forced to be away from you for these many years. 
 
    I am sad about the time we have lost together and that you have started to grow up without me to help guide you, perhaps guide each other. 
 
    I am going to change that starting today. 
 
    I will, along with a few wonderful people, take steps to bring us all together as a family. There is so much love in my house, I want you to be part of it. 
 
    There will be challenges ahead along with love and adventure and magic beyond your wildest dreams. 
 
    I don’t know what your father has told you about me, if anything at all. It’s likely that he will not be happy this is going to happen. Do not be afraid. 
 
    I can’t promise that everything will always be perfect, but I will always do my best. 
 
    For now, I need to remain a secret to everyone but you.  
 
    I’ve missed you so much.  We will reach out to you soon. 
 
    All my love, Mom 
 
      
 
    Robbie sniffled, “Wow.” He took a deep breath as he looked up to began to inspect the antique tin ceiling tiles, blinking rapidly, “Nailed it.” 
 
    Shannon looked at Marcus tearing up as Terra made her way around the counter to hug her. She kissed her lightly on the cheek. 
 
    “C’mon, you guys, nobody died here. It’s supposed to be uplifting.” Then Shannon shrugged, “I know it’s weird, but jeez, it’s exactly how I wanted it to be.” 
 
    Issac spoke for first time since he’d arrived, “What kid wouldn’t want that, right?” 
 
    Terra snorted, “What grown-up wouldn’t want the same thing?” She waved her hands in front of her face, “I’m gonna go fix my face.” 
 
    “Terra,” Marcus called out before she made the corner, “One other thing, remember?” 
 
    She returned to the island, wiping her hand across her eyes, smearing her liner, “Yeah, I want to hear this.” 
 
    “Olivia said something to you, right? With the gas jets, I couldn’t hear it. What did she say?” 
 
    Shannon smiled softly, “I didn’t hear her either, but I knew exactly what she said. I just about lost it on the spot. I was all I could have hoped for.” 
 
    Pointing at her own now-brimming eye with her finger, “Mommy sparkle.” A tear spilled down her cheek as she said it. “It’s dorky but she used to say that to me when she was little.” She looked back at Marcus, “Then what did you see?” 
 
    “Your eyes, Shan,” He put his fingers together, springing them open, “they flashed at her. I thought I was seeing things.”  
 
    He heard Terra gasp next to him, “I’ve seen it too. I thought I was hallucinating.” 
 
    Shannon looked mildly embarrassed, “I can’t control it, but I don’t if anyone sees it happen. I love her. That’s how I show it. It…it just happens.”  
 
    There was a moment of silence as Terra exchanged a look with Shannon.  Marcus interrupted, “When the phones rang, and we had to separate, I told her not to worry. She stood there in the hallway all by herself.” He pointed at his eye, “And then she did the exact same thing.” 
 
    Shannon’s mouth dropped, “What?” 
 
    Terra heard Issac say “Uh-oh,” under his breath. 
 
    “I swear I saw it,” Marcus repeated, “It wasn’t subtle. It was boom, there in an instant.” 
 
    “Makes perfect sense,” Robbie said, “He was the first one to reach out to her at the street fair and at school. To tell her that something is happening and not to be afraid.” He took a step toward Marcus, who flinched, “I guess Issac and I can be the older more mature brothers. You get to be the first big brother.” 
 
    Issac grinned at his inclusion, “Older, I get. Mature could be an issue for all of us.” He looked at Shannon, “Both you and her father learned powers, right? It stands to reason that you might pass them on. It’s rare, but, you’re gonna have to talk to Angela. This is something she’s going to need to know.” 
 
    “Yeah, I just thought of that.” 
 
    “Oh crap,” Marcus added, “There’s something else. She’s mentioned it a couple of times to me. I got so caught up in the moment, but she interrupted me.” 
 
    “She dazzled you, is what she did,” Robbie teased. 
 
    “Fine, alright. But the secrets we’re keeping? She told me that she has secrets too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 33   
 
      
 
    “Spinal fluid. Really?  That’s creepy.” Angela looked horrified as Shannon told her the doctor’s story. “What possibly could he need that for?” she asked. 
 
    Terra was surprised, “We were hoping you’d tell us. The doctor said it’s of no use to David physically. Part of a spell, perhaps.” 
 
    Angela visually shivered, “Not that I’ve ever heard of, that’s way out there.” 
 
    “Can you ask around?” Shannon asked, “It’s all I can do not to go over there and take her from him. I’ve learned enough, I could definitely get his attention.” 
 
    “Pretty sure that’s already happened,” Terra added cautiously,” She’s being patient while we try to come up with something. We’ve tracked his income, we’re looking into his spending, but, Angela, after what the doctor told us, I was ready to get a restraining order against him, or worse.” 
 
    Angela sat at the table, her hands steepled in front of her. With her flowing grey hair and bright beads and necklaces, she looked every part the wise old sorceress. She looked at Terra, “You’re making me think of my grand baby again. If faced with the same situation, I’d take it up a level or two. Even assuming it’s not something magic based, what a cold-hearted bastard to do such a thing to a child.” 
 
    “His own, no less.” 
 
    “If we expose him, we expose everything,” Terra added, “Legally, Shannon’s history isn’t very strong from a parenting point of view. Getting the courts to side with her would be, um, challenging.” 
 
    Angela patted Shannon on the arm, “How disheartening for you.” She sat for a moment thinking, “His expenses, how detailed can you get?” 
 
    “Anything on a credit card or something that goes through his banks,” Shannon said, “Marcus and Robbie can find it.” 
 
    “Anything stand out?” 
 
    “His mortgage and household expenses, the school payments were hard to find, and just a lot of money because he’s rich.” 
 
    “Doesn’t even do his own grocery shopping, has it delivered, why?” 
 
    Angela shrugged, “I’d have the boys look for odd vendors. Something pharmaceutical maybe or a medical house. Get me a list of anything that seems out of the ordinary.” 
 
    “I’m confused,” Terra frowned, just as Shannon’s face lit up, “You can’t buy ‘eye of newt’ at the deli. I never thought of that.” 
 
    “If you can see an invoice or a follow up email from an order desk somehow, that would help. I assume, given the length of time this has been happening, there may be a pattern to the purchases. If you can find some consistency with an ingredient or two, I could use that to research it.” 
 
      
 
    After a series of phone calls back and forth to Marcus and Robbie, Terra called Angela without Shannon’s knowledge. 
 
    “I think we found something,” she began, “There were a few emails starting from three years ago. David had inquired about black hemlock. What’s that used for?” 
 
    There was silence on the other line. 
 
    “Angela?” 
 
    “I’m here. I haven’t heard that for years, oh dear. It’s very poisonous. What did Shannon say?” 
 
    “I, uh, haven’t told her yet. I wanted your take on this.” 
 
    “There are emails that say he was turned down by two companies, there’s a third company that listed something called enhanced hem and charged him almost a grand for an ounce of it. We looked back in his account, there are ten orders for it.” 
 
    “This is bad, Terra. It was wise not to tell Shannon, she’ll go after him again.” 
 
    “He’s gotten two orders in the last month and Olivia told Marcus she gets headaches and is having memory loss.” 
 
    “It’s far more lethal than a headache, were there other ingredients on the orders?” 
 
    “A lot of herbs and things that seem pretty generic. There’s dragon’s blood,” Terra added, “that’s a real thing?” 
 
    “Oh, my yes,” Angela began to chuckle, “That’s a power enhancer. It’s the exact opposite of the hemlock. He’s apparently a ladies’ man.” 
 
    “How about snail gel?” Terra continued, “Sounds gross.” 
 
    “A ladies’ man with great skin tone, that’s not witchcraft based that I’m aware of.” 
 
    “There was an order for two types of echinacea last month.” Terra paused, “Coneflowers, right?” 
 
    “Does it have the initials RT after the descriptions? Those are the root forms. Purpurea would be for strengthening a spell. Is Augustifolia the other one?” 
 
    “Mmhmm,” Terra answered, “You’re pretty good at this. Do you have a giant book about all of this stuff?” 
 
    Angela laughed, “Sure, something like that.” She changed the subject, “Where is Shannon now?” 
 
    “She’s at the gym. I told her to go blow off some steam.” 
 
    “You’re sure, right? It would be like her to do something, ill-advised.” 
 
    “We sorta have a secret way of keeping track of her.” 
 
    “We need to meet, Terra. The hemlock’s got me spooked. Give me an hour or so.” 
 
      
 
    She hung up from Terra, tapping her floor on the floor impatiently, “Dammit. You were right. This is going to blow up in my face, isn’t it?” 
 
    Isaac tipped back on his chair, “Likely,” he answered, “It’s stunning how close they’ve gotten with such,” he grinned, “How did you phrase it?  Limited resources?” 
 
    Angela sighed heavily, “They’re smart, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Enough to be very dangerous,” he answered, “and not only to themselves. It’s just not like the old ways, Angela. Shannon’s growing skill is one thing, but if Olivia can bring forth powers from both parents.” 
 
    Angela wrung her hands nervously, “I’ve really screwed this up, haven’t I?” 
 
    “It’s a game changer. If you ask me, it’s time anyway.” He shrugged, leaning forward on the old kitchen chair, “Don’t tell me you wouldn’t like to see the look on the Third Council’s collective face if they pull this off.” 
 
    “Shhh, don’t even think that, Issac. There’s so much we don’t know. The black hemlock, that’s up the ladder a few notches.” 
 
    “I saw the tail end of Shannon’s protection totem in Terra’s apartment, you want to talk about taking it to the next level. I was afraid to go near it.” 
 
    “Any clues on Terra’s prowler?” 
 
    “You mean climbing through a second story window without a ladder? I don’t think it’s a random thing. I was late getting there, that won’t happen again. Terra’s no snowflake, either. They’re an interesting bunch.” 
 
    Angela only nodded, “I worry about Shannon. She takes in information like a sponge. The others have no idea. There was a moment at the end of the remembering ritual where I thought she was going to take the roof off the building. The others weren’t worried about themselves, Issac. They were worried for her.” 
 
    “I’ve seen that, Angela. That’s why I’m staying put.” 
 
    She smiled, “I thought that would make an impression on you.” 
 
    He nodded, but his smile faded, “If Shannon’s being honest with them, there might come a time where they aren’t such a tight family. All that power bottled up for so long, she’s going to make a mess.” 
 
    “Unless you help her through it.” 
 
    “Yep. That should balance my ledger with you.” He winked at her as he stood up from the chair. 
 
    Angela pursed her lips at him, “I hate it when you say that. You haven’t owed me anything for years. What’s your next step?” 
 
    Picking up his jacket, he stood in the doorway of her shop office, “My car’s been acting up lately. I’m thinking a test drive or two. Something new, maybe a little recon on the father. If anything, just to cover our bases.” 
 
    Angela smiled, “That’s a very good idea. It gives me one of my own.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 34  
 
      
 
    “Oh fuck,” Terra exclaimed, then apologized, “Please tell me you haven’t told anyone else. He’s dead?” 
 
    “Yep,” Marcus said defensively, “Shit just got real, didn’t it?” 
 
    “We can’t tell Shannon, she’ll flip.” 
 
    “Would you blame her?” Marcus said, “I dug as far as I could into the hospital records, how long he worked there, he was on the board just like Dr. Paulson,” he paused for a moment, “Can you look into this with the cops?” 
 
    “I will, Marcus. I can look into the case files and see if anything looks…” 
 
    “Spooky?” he asked, “This is getting scary. I mean, Shannon’s powers are really cool but, well, maybe it’s a coincidence.” 
 
    “Did the hospital article say how he died?” 
 
    “No. It just talked about his service to the community and listed the memorial. I ran across it by accident.” 
 
    “Lucky you did. I just can’t think it’s a coincidence.” Terra checked her calendar, “I’m headed to the courthouse and then I’ll swing by the jail. Keep digging, Bud. I’ll call you later. Don’t tell Robbie either. I know that will be hard for you.” 
 
    “Terra, something else,” Marcus’ young voice was shaky, “It might not mean anything, but the more I think about it...I’m worried.” 
 
    She had come to respect Marcus on several levels. At the top of her list was his level of empathy. If he was worried, it was going to mean something. She looked in her rear-view mirror to judge the traffic behind her and pulled over to the side of the street. 
 
    “What, Bud, just tell me.”  
 
    “Paulson’s predecessor, he was known for the work he was doing with brain chemistry. I found an article he had published in the field of ECT. Then I did some research.” 
 
    “What’s that mean, Marcus?” 
 
    “Electroconvulsive therapy,” he said quietly, “It’s shock therapy, Terra. Do you think they used it on Shannon?” 
 
    Terra felt a cold chill run up her neck then a prickling feeling across her scalp, “I …Oh God.” Her eyes welled with tears, “what makes you think that?” she choked out. 
 
    “It causes memory loss. Shannon has that, Terra,” his voice was shaking, “If it’s used incorrectly, there can be damage. The old pictures of this are awful. Plus, they could have manipulated her too. Her rehab experiences were almost unnecess…oh shit…all fabricated?” 
 
    Terra was fighting back tears, “There’s no way to know for sure, Marcus.” She stopped and took a deep breath as a wave of nausea swept over her, “No way to know,” she repeated, “just keep digging. It’s coming to an end…and soon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Olivia stomped sullenly into her bedroom and while careful not to slam her door, she held her finger on the brass push button lock for several seconds before she gave up. 
 
    Turning away from her decision, she saw herself reflected in the beveled mirror that hung beside her desk. Growling at her angry appearance, she stuck out her tongue and flopped down in front of a pile of homework. 
 
    “Dads are jerks,” she said as she selected her geography assignment from her binder and made a careful selection from her colored pencils, “And who even cares where Mongolia is?” 
 
    A few minutes into the assignment, Olivia glanced at clock on her radio and sighed. A moment later there was a firm knock on her door. 
 
    “Yes, Father,” she answered sweetly as David opened her door. It had once occurred to her that he could just as easily write his words down on a sheet of paper and slide it under her door. They were always the same. 
 
    “I’m going out, Olivia. Finish up your homework and then take a bath. Your TV’s off at nine-o’clock sharp.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she replied with the same amount of sass that had started the argument at dinner. 
 
    “Stop that, right now!” he shot back at her. “Unless you want your remote to go missing again.” 
 
    “Sorry,” she said quietly. Whether he threatened the remote control or a future cellphone or TV, it was all the same. 
 
    “Gabrielle will be here shortly. Make sure you come down and say hi at least once. I’ll be late.” 
 
    She didn’t look up from her work, “Okay.” 
 
    The door closed without a kind Good night, or a loving, sleep well. Just a click of the latch as it caught on the jamb. 
 
    Olivia breathed a long sigh of relief as the exchange ended. She reached over and pushed the button on her radio. Even at the low volume, she smiled as one her favorite pop songs filled her room with an energetic dance beat. Choosing a bright green for her map, she started to color in the border of Turkey. She saw a tiny flash of light behind her. 
 
    “Ziggy, What’s the capital of Turkey?” she asked, glancing up from her work. 
 
    “Istanbul?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, “Not funny. It’s Ankara. I’m probably not in the mood for your games tonight.” 
 
    “Bad day?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” She said back then her attention wandered, “Gab-ri-elle,” she said mockingly wiggling her head back and forth, “It’s always some blond woman with a super model name, “Allesandra, whatever. I know they don’t want to be here. Dad just brings them from the dealership. 
 
    “You like Gabrielle, a little anyways.” 
 
    “At least she talks to me.” 
 
    “She made you that toast stuff you like.” 
 
    “True.” She held up three colored pencils, “Romania is next, which color?” 
 
    “I’m not as good at colors as you are, you choose.” 
 
    “Fine, light blue.” She started to outline the border, “All of them would have been a good choice, you know.” 
 
    There was a soft chuckle from behind her, “You’re funny.” 
 
    “I try.” 
 
    Olivia turned in her chair and addressed the corner of her bed. She watched as the tiny silver shape quietly billowed and swirled in place. 
 
    “There’s something we need to talk about,” she said as she raked her fingers gently through her long hair. “It happened again today. I saw him again.” 
 
    “The boy from school?” 
 
    Olivia nodded with a grin, “He’s really cute. He talked to me again.” 
 
    “Tell me again, what does he look like?” 
 
    “He’s tall and handsome, I think anyways, his hair is short on the sides, but he has a big wave of hair that swoops down over his forehead, the top part is blonde, the sides are a little darker like mine. I like his smile a whole bunch.” 
 
    “I like how you smile when you talk about him. Did you talk about anything?” 
 
    “We sure did. I’ve gotta keep it a secret though. His name is Marcus. He was at the art gallery where we had the field trip.” 
 
    “And at the school?” 
 
    “Yep,” Olivia began to pack up her homework for the night, “I can finish this in study hall tomorrow. I’m gonna take my bath and then we can talk some more. I’m not sure what to do next.” 
 
    “Are you worried?” 
 
    “No, well, I don’t know what to think. I’d say I’m not worried.” 
 
    After the bath, Olivia put on her pajamas and climbed into her four-post bed, gathering the covers around her. She patted her shoulder, “Zig, will you cuddle with me?” 
 
    There was a pause and Olivia looked down at the foot of her bed. She grinned as the corner of the bedspread dipped and then moved back and forth as something glided slowly up and settled gently on the pillow next to Olivia. 
 
    She was quiet for the longest time then she turned to face the unseen visitor, a tear rolled down her cheek. 
 
    “Ollie, you’re crying,” the voice said softly, “I’m worried about you?” 
 
    The young girl just smiled through her tears, “Don’t be. There’s just a lot to think about. I don’t think I will be here very much longer.” 
 
    “Then I should be worried for myself, I guess.” the voice said. 
 
    “Don’t worry. Something wonderful is going to happen,” she said, her eyes suddenly flaring in the dim light of the bedroom, “And, don’t you worry, Zig. I’m taking you with me.” 
 
    She woke in the middle of the night gasping. Out of the many faces of her stuffed animals, the voice asked her, “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Wow,” Olivia said quietly as she felt a sensation wind its way comfortably into her hands, “I just had the most amazing dream. Something wonderful.” 
 
    “So, you’re okay, right? You sound happy, what happened?” 
 
    “I was at the park downtown, the really big one with the baseball fields. It’s sunny and I’m at a barbecue. She’s there, Zig. My mom is sitting next to me. Marcus is there, all the people from the gallery. It’s so beautiful. Best day ever.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 36   
 
      
 
    David poked his head around the corner of the living room, “Olivia, did you say something to me?” 
 
    “Nope,” she answered, pointing at the television, “Must have been the show I’m watching, I’m good.” She scowled briefly at the quiet shimmer by her elbow, “Shhh, you need to disappear while he’s in the kitchen. We can hang out later.” 
 
    “I don’t want to argue with you, but I’ll just say here and be quiet.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Olivia whispered, “He won’t stay long.” 
 
    There was movement as the sofa cushion dented in behind her arm. Olivia chuckled as the sensation moved behind her along the cushions. She arched her back to allow for more room as Ziggy moved across her hip and settled down behind the crook of her leg. 
 
    “That’ll work,” she said without thinking just as her father walked out of the kitchen. 
 
    “Oh,” he remarked looking at the two glasses of iced tea he was carrying, “Well, good,” he said as he handed her a beverage. She saw a dusting of brown powder across the top of ice cubes. 
 
    “I made your favorite, green tea and cinnamon, Gabby said you liked it that way. What are you watching?” 
 
    She took the glass with a smile, then felt a sudden tension on her leg as if Ziggy had coiled around her calf, “Ehem,” she cleared her throat, after taking a big sip, “Yum, thanks. Just a dumb dance show.” 
 
    He didn’t bother to look at the TV. “I have a board meeting today. Not sure if that will turn into something later, but I’ll be home by seven or so. Sorry I missed your field trip, one of my customers got a little demanding.” 
 
    “It’s okay, you didn’t miss much.” Luckily, he’d missed almost all of it.  
 
    Holding up his glass, he grinned, “Bet I can finish mine before you do.” 
 
    She glanced at his glass, then at her own. “Go,” she said without the usual countdown. 
 
    Having caught him by surprise, she downed the savory tea, before he even lifted his glass. He chuckled then made a weak attempt to catch up to her. 
 
    “I win,” she said matter of factly, “like usual.” At least this was one way she could have a bit of fun without incurring his wrath. 
 
    She jerked as the sensation around her leg tightened again, “Jeez.” Her eyes darted to her father. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked, glancing at his watch. 
 
    “Cold, is all.” She stretched her leg out slowly across the sofa, “Good though.” 
 
    He stood up to leave, “I made a whole pitcher, help yourself.” 
 
    “I will.” She settled back into the loose pillows of the sectional and refocused her attention on the dance show. The couple glided around the sparkling stage like they were floating in the clouds. 
 
    She didn’t stay awake long enough to see them finish. 
 
      
 
    There was pressure around her arm, then the sensation of laying on something flat and uncomfortable. Voices, then movement along her back. A dull pain, then a sharp pinch. Something was wrapped around her arm, constricting. Olivia could feel her pulse thumping against the pressure in her arm.  
 
    Then nothing. 
 
    “Ollie.” More shifting. If only she could stretch out to relieve the pressure. 
 
    “Ollie, wake up.” A hard nudge to her shoulder, then another, “Olivia, please, wake up.” 
 
    A bright light as she opened her eyes and then a sudden flooding of pain in her head, a sharp thudding beat. “I’m awake. Ahhh, my head hurts.” 
 
    Laying her head back down on the cushion, she acknowledged the voice, “I’m okay, I just want to sleep but…” The headache called for relief, “I need a couple of aspirin.” 
 
    Struggling to sit up, Olivia looked at the TV. A game show was asking questions to an audience, not something she would ever watch. “Just…let me..get something. Ow.” 
 
    Struggling with the child safety cap on the ibuprofen bottle just made her head pound more. She walked back out into the living room and reached for her iced tea glass, the ice long melted, “I’ll take these, Zig, I’ll be okay.” 
 
    A sensation grasped her arm as a quick swirl of light wound its way around her wrist, freezing her hand before she could pick up the glass. 
 
    “Nooooo,” the voice wailed, “Please no… I tried, Ollie.” The voice began to weep, “I tried sooo hard to help you.  Don’t drink that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 39    
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this now?” Terra asked as they entered the dimly lit boxing gym, “Your meeting at the gallery is a big deal.” 
 
    Shannon laughed nervously, “I know. I’m really keyed up about it. This will give me a chance to burn off some steam before I meet with the Director.” 
 
    “Well,” Terra smiled happily, “I’ll be there for moral support. I’m really proud of you.” 
 
    “Oh, crap, I didn’t tell you,” Shannon’s eyes fell to the floor, “Robbie is meeting me there to help block out part of the demonstration. I just thought you’d be bored.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, sure,” Terra stammered awkwardly, “I think that’s great. We can meet up after, right?” 
 
    Shannon looked taken aback, “Well, of course, I want...” 
 
    “Ladies,” Angela interrupted as she fluttered toward them, “Welcome to our dingy little practice ring. It doesn’t look like much and its dim. Terra, please sit with me over here.” 
 
    Shannon waved her hand under her nose, “It’s got that lovely locker room atmosphere, too, what is it Eau de Armpit? They keep it poorly lit in here so you can’t see what’s growing in the corners.” 
 
    Terra had recovered but laughed weakly to Shannon, “Have fun, babe. Please be careful.” She gave her a quick hug and sat down on the folding chair next to Angela’s. Her tone quickly shifted, “This is nuts. She’s going to get hurt.” 
 
    All she heard other than the shuffling of Shannon’s feet on the canvas, was Angela’s soft chuckle, “Don’t worry my dear, Issac is very good at what he does, he’ll be careful.” Angela leaned back in her chair as Terra sighed in relief, then she added, “At least in the beginning.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Terra muttered under her breath, “She’s an artist, not a streetfighter.” 
 
    “Be patient, dear.” 
 
    The elder witch looked around the empty gym, “We have the place to ourselves tonight, and Shannon needs this. It’s not what you think.” 
 
    Issac stepped on the bottom rope of the boxing ring to allow Shannon to duck under the upper rope. Her hair in a ponytail and wearing a loose-fitting t-shirt and yoga pants, she bounced up and down on the toes of her sneakers, swinging her arms back and forth, grinning from ear to ear. She threw a couple of sample punches in the air toward Issac. 
 
    “Oh God,” Terra she whispered Angela with her hand over her mouth, “I don’t think she could break an egg with that jab.” 
 
    “She’s just having fun. They’re not going to fight each other in the conventional sense. A little warm-up and Issac will begin.” 
 
    Issac stood quietly in the opposite corner of the ring as Shannon bounced and danced in front of him. Terra saw him glance at Angela and nod his head. He moved quietly to the center of the ring and folded his hands. Shannon quickly joined him. 
 
    “Plant your right leg,” he said softly, “Left leg forward, knees bent, just a little so you stay loose. Follow me. 
 
    He dipped low and slowly brought both his arms up in a long waving motion. Shannon took a deep breath and began to mimic his movements She watched him for a minute, then began to do the movements on her own. For Terra, the soft flowing gestures had a familiar look. 
 
    “Tai chi?” she whispered, to Angela, “Much better choice.” 
 
    “It starts out that way. This is an activation sequence for energy manipulation. Watch Issac’s fingers when the two of them speed up their movements.” 
 
    Issac began to speak quietly and Shannon began to speak the words with him. At first in English, then something Terra couldn’t understand. Issac swung his left hand around in an arc, his hand closed into a fist, as Shannon shadowed his movement. As her hand closed into a fist, Terra found herself sitting back in her chair. 
 
    “Just watch, you saw Shannon do something like this at her remembering ritual, but this is a bit different.” 
 
    “I see that,” Terra whispered, bringing her hand up like she had seen Shannon do in her apartment, fist closed, thumb out, “No hitchhiking,” she smiled. She jerked her right hand toward the boxing ring as Shannon had done following her remembering. 
 
    “Boom,” she whispered as Angela smiled, “Sometimes,” she offered,” other times its’ something slightly, um, different.” 
 
    Issac directed the movements and Shannon locked in to match him. As he swung is right arm up, Terra saw a shimmer of green light follow the arc of his hand. 
 
    “Ohhh, wow,” Terra exclaimed, “Here we go,” Angela could only smile at her enthusiasm. “Watch Issac’s left hand, his fingers will touch, or the tips will touch his palm. Each one moves the sequence from activation to a trigger point.” 
 
    First a green arc, then a second brighter swoop of light, this time with a tinge of blue. Terra saw the ropes at the opposite side of the ring began to stretch back and forth. They repeated the movements several times. The swirls of light lit up the dreary old gym in a clean delicate glow. 
 
    “Sare-Ah,” Issac spoke again as the pace of their movements picked up. The swirl of colors began to draw down into a tighter circle. “The necessity of the words will diminish as you get more proficient. We’ll incorporate hand movements over the next few days, but I’ll be using them now.” 
 
    “Sare-Al,” Shannon repeated with a subtle change in the inflection. The rope across the ring bowed out and held fast against the joint of the turnbuckle.  
 
    “Forward,” Issac said as he stepped toward the vibrating rope, “Sare-Ah,” he repeated as the circle of light around his hands focused down into a ball around his hands. 
 
    Shannon stepped ahead, “Sare-Al” she said softly as she glanced out of the ring at Terra, her eyes returned to the rope and she stepped forward again, ahead of Issac. Angela glanced at Terra and saw her eyes fixed on Shannon, quietly repeating the strange words she was hearing. 
 
    “FoCas,” Issac called out and while Shannon’s hands stopped moving the light remained vibrating around her hands. She grinned at him at him as the top rope began to twitch and groan under pressure. 
 
    “Altarkiz,” he said as he took a second step back from Shannon. He slowly drew his hands apart and the intense light around his hands began to fade. He nodded to Shannon. 
 
    She took a third step toward the rope now drawn tight as a bowstring, “Altarkiz,” she repeated as a whisper and rotated her hands in a half circle. 
 
    The green light shot from her hand as a focused blade, cutting through the two-inch diameter rope with a loud snap. The release of tension shot the two severed pieces back with a hiss to wrap around the padded corner covers. 
 
    Terra shrieked in surprise as the ends of the ropes fell to the floor in front of her. Angela smiled and patted her on the arm, “Fascinating isn’t it. Issac has studied this for years.” Her eyes narrowed with a twinkle, “I think you noticed the change in accents as they spoke.” 
 
    Terra nodded, “It sounded middle eastern at the end?” Her tone made Angela laugh, “Smart girl. He’s adapted the spell from the original Celtic to something closer to what Shannon has studied. You have a very good ear.” She pointed to Issac as he donned a chest protector and a heavily padded boxing helmet. After a pair of shin pads, he pulled on a medium size pair of boxing gloves and punched them together to test the padding. 
 
    Glowing with perspiration, Shannon bounced up and down in the corner, still excited from the outcome but she clenched her teeth and grimaced excitedly at Terra as Issac walked into the center ring and got himself set into a fighting stance. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said through the remaining ropes as she stood a few feet away from Issac. 
 
    Angela leaned in to Terra, “They’re not going to duke it out. The pads are for his protection…just in case. This is something entirely different.” 
 
    Shannon drew two fingers across her forehead and then slowly across the top of each forearm, her hands alternating, first right, then left. 
 
    She hesitated, looking to Issac for instruction. He pointed to her legs then her stomach. She repeated the movements. 
 
    He said something to her and she repeated it, “AldiFae didun.” 
 
    Angela side glanced as Terra repeated it, mouthing the unfamiliar words. “The order of the movements are critical, clockwise ending with the core muscle group.” She winked at Terra, “In case you’re taking notes, it is to defend against.” 
 
    Terra cleared her throat, placing her hands back in her lap. Angela glanced down to see her mimicking Issac’s finger movements. 
 
    “Slowly at first,” Issac said from behind the padded face of the helmet, “Around in a circle until you’re comfortable, after that, I’ll go random until you want to stop. Change your stance if you need to.” 
 
    Shannon nodded wordlessly as she shifted her weight from foot to foot. Issac stood just out of arms’ reach. “Finish the touch, move to trigger.” 
 
    Shannon took two fingers and again touched both her wrists and knee caps finishing at her navel. Without warning, Issac abruptly brought one gloved hand into air in front of Shannon. 
 
    She quickly brought her left hand up rotating it around as a flat plane of glass sprung up in front of his glove. It stayed in place, the octagonal edges flickering to outline the protective field until Issac lowered his arm. It disappeared without a sound. 
 
    Shannon grinned as Issac raised his other hand in the same manner. As before, a flicker of reflection moved ahead of Shannon’s hand, stopping inches from Issacs’ protection hand. 
 
    They repeated the sequence moving from hand and legs, then to a simulated blow to Shannon’s stomach, each time the small honeycombed surface appeared and faded as the assault was withdrawn. With each sequence, Terra watched Issac move closer to Shannon. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked. 
 
    She smiled back at him, an eyebrow arched in confidence. Shannon tipped her head, “AldiFae didun.” she said. A half second later, Issac threw a full speed punch at her face. 
 
    She drew back and put her hand up to defend herself. Again, the flat barrier appeared but it flared brightly as Isaac’s gloved hand crashed into it. He pulled it back and then repeated the move with a jab to her stomach. She flinched again but the protection field held against the punch. Taking a step back, she nodded to him, “Again.” 
 
    Attacking again, he threw a flurry of punches and then an unexpected kick. With each onslaught, Shannon’s confidence grew, and she stopped flinching in anticipation of being struck. She stood there as he continued, her arms and legs responding, the protective shield protected her from every attempt. 
 
    Terra leaned into Angela, “What a strange sound they make.” 
 
    Angela looked up into the ring as the protective panels flared in Shannon’s defense. “You can hear that?” she asked. 
 
    “Like a little bee hive,” Terra nodded, “it’s cool.” 
 
    As the brutal practicing continued, Angela seemed to ignore the increasingly aggressive tactics on display in the ring. She was more interested in Terra as she watched the young woman’s fingers trying to emulate what she was seeing during the mock battle going on above her. 
 
    Issac took a step back to rest his arms, his chest heaving from his effort. There was a moment of calm as he looked down to the floor, he closed his eyes to rest, then lunged toward Shannon, both arms up, fists about to slam down on top of her. 
 
    She brought her arms up to defend but lunged forward to close the gap between them, the flat shield crackled with an intensified energy. It stopped Issac instantly and Shannon’s momentum threw him back against the ropes as he slammed down onto the canvas floor. 
 
    “Jesus,” Shannon shrieked as she ran across the ring to help him. His laughter brought her to an embarrassed halt. 
 
    Terra had jumped up and was standing at the side of the ring as he rolled over and slowly pushed himself up into a sitting position. He took off his helmet with a crooked grin, looking at Angela, “You were right, as usual.” 
 
    Terra turned to Angela, “About what?” 
 
    She grinned at Terra, “I suggested the padding. He thought he wouldn’t need it.” She grinned at Shannon, “And now he’s buying me dinner.” 
 
      
 
    Terra stood with Shannon in the gym entryway, 
 
    “Gotta go,” Shannon said pulling on her jacket, “Time for a shower at home and the Robbie’s meeting me.” She tried to read Terra’s face, “I’m sorry that I didn’t tell you.” 
 
    “I’m cool,” Terra responded genuinely, “I think it’s kinda funny, now. I know I can’t be with you 24/7, that’d be like you sitting in the back of my courtroom, right?” 
 
    “I would totally do that,” Shannon offered, “or not,” correcting as she saw Terra wince, “Sorry, I’m still jazzed about this meeting. It’s not like I’ve received the commission yet, but if the client likes my work, the gallery will benefit too.” 
 
    “No steam burned off, then?” Terra teased. 
 
    “The evening is young,” Shannon answered back as she leaned in to kiss Terra, “I’ll call you the second it’s over.” Another quick peck and she was out the door. 
 
    Terra stood alone in the vestibule and turned to see Issac and Angela in a deep discussion. Thinking she would offer to buy dinner, she saw Issac glance out to the entry at her, then nod to Angela. 
 
    “Terra,” Angela called out from the apron of the boxing ring, “Got a minute?” 
 
    She walked over to them with a half-smile, “It appears, I do. I thought I could be the one who buys dinner.” 
 
    Issac’s ears perked up, “Great idea,” he laughed, his eyes fixed on Terra. 
 
    “Don’t think that gets you out of our bet, young man,” Angela teased. She turned to Terra, “What did you think of our little show?” 
 
    Terra didn’t have to think long. “Frightening,” she began, then, “Fascinating.” She took a deep breath, “Exhilarating.” 
 
    Issac reached down from the ring without warning, “C’mon up,” he offered, “let’s give it a shot.” 
 
    “Oh, I couldn’t,” Terra began to protest, looking down at her clothes, “I’m not dressed for it, my shoes…” 
 
    “Barefoot will work,” Angela said. She pointed up to Issac, “It was his idea, but I’m in complete agreement.” 
 
    Still Terra disagreed, her heart began to pound in her chest, “I don’t have the background or the patience.” 
 
    Angela laughed out loud, “Shannon does? Noooo, but it didn’t stop her, did it?” 
 
    Issac cut in, “Terra, what was the word Shannon said as she began with the spell?” 
 
    “Sare-Al,” Terra answered without hesitation, “Then Altarkiz and then, ah what was…oh yeah, AldiFae diddum or something close to that.” She grinned confidently, her fear beginning to fade. 
 
    “Damn close,” Issac snorted, “Shoes off, up you go.” Issac grasped her wrist and easily pulled her up to the deck of the ring. Like with Shannon, he stepped on the bottom rope to make a space for her to enter the ring. She immediately began to look nervous. 
 
    “Terra,” Angela spoke from the floor, “Magic surrounds you now, why not give it a shot? There’s no harm in trying.” 
 
    It almost worked. Terra bounced up and down on the canvas, making the ring shake. The movement of the ropes made her dizzy, “This is nuts, I’m…” 
 
    “None of that,” Issac cut her off, “Now clear your mind as best you can and stand next to me.” 
 
    He exchanged a quick glance with Angela. She motioned for them to begin. 
 
    “Here,” he said softly, “Like this.” 
 
    She took her position and set her right leg back as Shannon had done. 
 
    “Perfect,” he said, “Now don’t expect fireballs or snapping ropes. Just relax and we’ll see what happens.” 
 
    She followed the first movements with Issac in complete synchronization, but as the activity continued, Issac saw Terra’s brow begin to furrow.  
 
    “Hold up a sec, let’s try something.” He moved closer to her, “I’m going to stand in front of you.” He watched her eyes flare, “Don’t be afraid. You won’t hurt me.” 
 
    “Cuz, that worked so well when we met,” she teased. She felt herself relaxing as he stood in front of her, “Hands up,” he said as he put his hands up to meet hers, “just keep in contact with my hands.” 
 
    Terra glanced down at Angela with a raised eyebrow. She put her hands out and he put his palm against her left fist, “Try this, till we get it smooth. Follow my hand.”  
 
    He moved his palm in a familiar arc and Terra pushed gently against it with her fist. 
 
    “Again,” he coached quietly. They repeated the movement five times as Terra began to relax. “Now,” he said as he held up his left hand. “Add your right hand, Terra, five times again, till its’ smooth.” 
 
    He watched her hands glide along with his. Terra watched as well. For a moment she felt she was back in a high school dance. She glanced at him and saw him watching her hands in a quiet meditation. 
 
    He caught her eye, “Sare-Ah,” he said softly as he guided her hand into a wide arc. Terra glanced at him as she brought her hand around in a circle. 
 
    “Sare-Al,” she whispered back to him, a soft shy smile on her face. She looked at his eyes and then blinked as a small green arc reflected in his eyes. Her eyes widened, and she wanted to say something.  
 
    “Shhhh,” Issac murmured, “Again,” he said as his hand came around with hers,“Sare-Ah,” 
 
    “Sare-Al,” she repeated, timed perfectly as her right hand orbited around them with his. The second green arc was more pronounced. She gasped as it flared brightly enough to outline his face. 
 
    “This is all you,” she said as the contact continued. The third revolution produced an even brighter flare of light. 
 
    “Maybe not,” he responded with a sly grin, “I’m going to pull back, just a little. You stay in motion.” 
 
    He broke contact with her hands and moved less than an inch from her rotating hands, she gasped again but in disappointment that he had broken his touch with her. It had been so graceful and oddly, intimate for her. He spoke again so softly, it seemed she felt it rather than heard it. 
 
    “Now, Terra, Sare-Ah,”  
 
    “Sare-Al” she said, then gasped again as a glittering swirl of color traced elegantly after her hand.”  
 
    Issac pivoted to stand beside her, their hands moving in concert. Quiet voices echoing back and forth in a very private call and respond.  
 
    “FoCas,” he said, as the intimate instruction continued. Terra drew her hands into a smaller arc. The spiraling emerald green light formed a tight circle around her hands. Issac’s hands remained unilluminated. Only Terra’s hands were active with the spell. 
 
    “Now this,” he said, bringing his hands together then splaying all ten fingers out in a burst, “Altarkiz.” 
 
    Terra rotated her hands a quarter turn and spread her fingers slowly out to the darkened gym.  “Alterkiz,” she said strongly, her voice firm with conviction. 
 
    A thin column of light grew from each of her fingers and traveled silently away from her hands. They continued for several feet before dissipating, each with a quiet sizzle. 
 
    She watched in fascination as the light faded. She glanced at Issac as he watched the light as well. He turned to her, “Beautiful.” 
 
    She lunged and threw her arms around him with an excited squeal, then caught herself and pulled away laughing, “I’m sorry, Oh my god, that was….I did it. Oh oh,” she was jumping on the mat excitedly, “I’ve got to tell Shannon.” 
 
    Issac looked at Angela, who hadn’t said a word since the spellcasting had begun, “Terra, that was so wonderful.” She stood up from her chair and walked to the edge of the ring, “You should be quite proud of yourself. It was just stunning.” 
 
    Terra looked over at Issac, “Sorry,” she repeated, “Got a little carried away.” 
 
    He only grinned clumsily and pointed back to Angela. 
 
    Terra looked at her, “What?” she asked happily. 
 
    “About Shannon, dear,” the elder witch began, “Issac and I don’t want you to tell her about this.” She watched Terra’s mouth drop, “at least not yet, please trust me on this?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 40  
 
      
 
    “Do you want to watch” Shannon smiled slyly. 
 
    “I like to watch,” Terra returned an equally salacious grin. 
 
    “You guys,” Robbie protested, “I’m right here, or I could go…I guess.” 
 
    “No,” Shannon shook her head, “I’m trying to keep from thinking about why we are doing this. If I dwell on it, it’s gonna make me crazy.” 
 
    “Makes a lot of sense, sorry.” He shrugged as he watched Shannon pull a large container of salt from the cupboard. He looked at Terra, “She’s bringin’ out the big guns.” 
 
    In the spirit of Shannon’s statement, Terra took the opportunity to play along, she reached out and squeezed Robbie’s bicep as he walked by her, “Not as big as these, Bud.”  
 
    “Ha,” Robbie reacted to her playfulness, “Good one.” He walked over to the kiln where Shannon was setting up, “This’ll get interesting.” He looked down at the table as she laid out her materials. He motioned to Terra, “Check this out. Witch is in the house.” Shannon poured a simple circle of salt around the perimeter of the worktable 
 
    Terra made her way to the table and warily peeked around him. She saw the array of beautiful crystals on the table, “Another fireworks display in the making?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Shannon answered quietly as she took a pallet knife and carefully snapped one of the crystals in half. She held it up to a magnifying glass to examine the cut. “Much as I’d like to, I can’t just show up with a fully armed protection totem and tell Olivia to nuke her father.” 
 
    “Right.” Robbie said, “Marcus is pinning down the delivery schedule from the market. This will make a good first run.” 
 
    Terra blinked as an azure blue flare flashed from the rare earth crystallite, “What is that?” 
 
    “This is more of a way to say hello in my own special way. More art, than magic.” 
 
    “It’s called Iridium. It’s a rare metal that has some, extra properties, when you tease it a little.” 
 
    “Tease,” Robbie play-mocked her, “Like she’s doin’ up her hair to go out.” That earned him an annoyed side glance from both women. “More like locked and loaded from what I’ve seen,” Terra added. 
 
    “Not this one. I just want it to be pretty and not real obvious.” Shannon picked up a finely woven silver chain from the table, “Like a small pendant that you could wear or at least carry with you. A gift to my daughter.” 
 
    Robbie glanced at the bag of salt, “So, no intricate protection circle, this time?” 
 
    “Just a small one. In keeping with the spirit of the gift.” 
 
    Terra squinted as Shannon fired up the torch, “Jeez, that’s bright.” 
 
    “Here ya go, “Robbie offered her a pair of safety glasses, “I’m used to it and she’s not going to need my help by the looks of it.” 
 
    Terra put the glasses on and leaned toward the white-hot jet, “Much better.” She looked at Shannon, “How can you see what you’re doing?” 
 
    Shannon winked over the top of her shades, “I cheat. I’ll probably need trifocals when I’m old and grey. This part won’t take long.” 
 
    She heated a small piece of clear glass until it began to bend from the heat. “Terra, pick up those tweezers and when I tell you, set the crystal in the middle of the glass ball.” 
 
    Terra hesitated, “These?” she asked as she picked up the small tweezers, “They’re so little. What if I screw up?” 
 
    “You won’t. The glass will be ready in about a minute.” 
 
    Continuing to work the glass, she swirled her hands around making sure that all sides were the same consistency. “I’m ready. Just pick up the crystal and hold it steady. I’ll bring the glass to you.” 
 
    Terra picked up the tiny crystal and her hands began to shake. Shannon brought the molten glass out to meet her. Wanting to steady her hand, Terra reached out with her other hand to grasp her wrist for support. The additional movement caused the tweezers to dip and the crystal sunk into the glass ball so far out of center, part of it hung out in the air. 
 
    She gasped, “Shit, I ruined it.” Robbie winced and leaned in to help, “Maybe if we lift it out. Shannon, if you could heat it back up…” 
 
    “No,” Shannon barked, staring intently at the off-kilter structure, “Just let go of it.” Her tone was sharp and she saw Terra’s eyes begin to tear up. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered and reached out one hand to steady Terra’s shaking. She rotated the piece and inspected it without letting go of Terra’s hand. “It’s not ruined at all. Robbie, get me a bowl of water. Make it hot.” 
 
    He jumped to the utility sink, quickly filling a Tupperware bowl with hot water. Setting it softly on the worktable he looked at Terra, “I know that voice. She’s got an idea.” 
 
    Shannon nodded, “Get me the grinder, please. 600 grit and the 5000 grit too.” 
 
    Robbie grinned widely, “Yep. She’s got it.” 
 
    Plunging the superheated metal and glass into the water, Shannon sealed the tiny sculpture in its final form. Crooked and badly off-center, she examined it under the magnifying glass and as Robbie set the grinder in front of her, she winked at Terra, “Not ruined, babe. Not at all.” 
 
    Grinding off the large sections of exposed crystal, the rough grit sent a shower of colored sparks across the worktable. After a few minutes and several close-up inspections, Shannon switched to the fine grit for the grinder. 
 
    Now polishing both the glass and the remaining part of the crystal, the final sparks were tiny and sparse. Robbie handed her a polished cloth when she stopped. Rubbing the finished stone in her hands she set it on the table and picked up the magnifying glass and handed it to Terra. 
 
    “Here. Have a look.” Her eyes were shining brightly, “Thank you so much.” 
 
    Terra looked through the thick glass lens and gasped, “It’s beautiful. The colors melt right into the glass. It’s like a…” She stopped and looked up at Shannon. Her shining eyes had welled up and now a single tear flowed slowly down her cheek. 
 
    Terra reached up with a newly steady hand and brushed the tear drop onto her finger. She looked down at the little pendant. 
 
    “Perfect,” Shannon whispered. 
 
    “Almost,” Terra touched her fingertip to the smoothly polished stone, careful not to touch the surface. The tear sat on top of the metal portion for a moment before drying into the still warm glass. “For your daughter,” she said softly, “Now it’s perfect.” 
 
    “Wow you guys,” Robbie said quietly, “You make quite a team.” He watched them exchange a look and began to gather his things, “I think that’s my cue to disappear.” 
 
    Terra stood up, “No Robbie, wait.” She put her arms around him and kissed him on the cheek. “We’re working together on this crazy thing.” She turned and looked at Shannon, “We couldn’t do it…we won’t do it, without you.” She looked to Shannon, “Right?” 
 
    Shannon looked at Robbie, “You never have to disappear, okay?”  
 
    “Okay,” he responded, cheerfully watching Shannon’s expression toward Terra, “Okay, that’s my cue to ah, relocate to a, a cooler environment. Way too steamy in here for me.” 
 
    Terra pecked him on the cheek again, “You’re adorable.” 
 
    “I know right?” he grinned, “Later, ba, babes. Like tomorrow, later.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 41  
 
      
 
    “I should be scared, shitless,” Marcus snickered, “I’m gonna steal a car.” 
 
    Shannon rolled her eyes for the third time in as many minutes, “Wait wait, back it up, Danica, it’s a rental. I hear your nerves talking.” 
 
    Robbie burst out laughing, “Oh my god, equal opportunity dig. I love it.” He dangled the keys in front of Marcus, “It’s a panel van with a grocery store logo on it. Chicks are into that.” His deadpan delivery only lasted a second, “Really into it.” 
 
    Shannon was feeling maternal. “Now kids,” she teased, “Let’s just get this over with. It took two weeks to set this up and we’re only gonna get one shot.” 
 
    “Fine,” Marcus smirked, “I’m just having fun.” He picked at the edge of the magnetic sticker printed to look like the store that David received his groceries from, “Shame we have to throw this away when we’re done with it.” 
 
    “No evidence, please.” Shannon said guardedly, “I suppose it was spendy.” 
 
    Marcus looked at Robbie. They both answered at the same time, “Nope.” 
 
    Robbie shrugged, “The account is pretty flush. Nice of David to be subsidizing us.” 
 
    Marcus looked up from his laptop, “Their van is on its way to us with his order.” 
 
    “Cool,” Shannon grinned, “Nice of Terra’s office building to act as a decoy drop off for us,” she arched her eyebrow, “I should probably tell her about it tonight.” 
 
    Robbie questioned the whole experience, “I just think it’s weird that he has this stuff delivered. You’d think he’d be more careful than to have strangers come into the house. I’m assuming you had no issue fudging the address?” 
 
    Marcus just glared at him, “Their drivers are bonded and insured, it’s a big deal, Robbie. It did take me awhile to get past their firewalls, but hey,” Marcus’s bravado surfaced again as he tapped his head with his knuckles, “No problem, key code is safe and secure.” He looked at Shannon, “You have the package?” 
 
    She handed him a small hand-folded envelope, “Here you go. Pendant and letter, precious cargo.” He put the package in his back pocket, “I won’t read it.” 
 
    He opened the door to Robbie’s car, “I’ll get into the lobby and meet them when they pull up. Everything is signed and ready, courtesy of someone at the dealership.” He climbed out and smoothed his khaki pants and put on a realistic looking security badge. 
 
    Shannon gave him some additional encouragement, “You look nice all dressed up. You should do that more often.”  
 
    “Get going,” Robbie prompted, “Be casual when you meet them in the lobby. We’ll pick you up out front and get the van doctored up.” 
 
      
 
    Following behind Marcus, Shannon and Robbie kept a discreet distance as the followed the newly decorated van. Marcus pulled into the posh development and they continued down the street to wait at a designated meeting point. 
 
    Marcus pulled into the broad driveway and gathered the grocery bags from the back of the van. A printout on the bags gave him instructions for each bag. Walking up sidewalk, the plastic bags rattled as the wind blew through the handles. Punching the stolen key code into the security lock, he was greeted with a tiny green light on the lock. 
 
    Pivoting the ornate handle on the front door, he pushed the solid entry door open wide and announced himself, “Hagen’s Market, delivery.” Had his voice not cracked, it would have been a more solid presentation. Listening for any noise, Marcus was soon satisfied that was alone in the house. 
 
    “First things, first,” he said out loud, testing his voice and clearing his throat, “Much better.” 
 
    Using Shannon’s instructions, he made his way to the kitchen and set the bags on the counter. Sorting through the instructions, he place one bag into the refrigerator and another one, heavy with laundry detergent, by the door to what looked like a lower level. 
 
    Taking only a couple of minutes for the actual delivery, he looked around the lower level, staring briefly at the patio door and envisioning it being shattered into a thousand pieces as told by Terra. 
 
    Patting his back pocket, he found his way back out into the foyer and quickly climbed the stairs to the second floor. Finding the first two rooms sparsely furnished, the third sunlit bedroom’s furnishings told him he had found Olivia’s room. 
 
    A big queen size bed with lots of brightly colored pillows took up one side of the room with a desk and mirror on the other. A few pictures of school friends were taped to the side of the mirror and several drawings were hanging on the wall with thumbtacks. 
 
    A small TV sat on top of a little white painted dresser. Marcus grinned at the handles on the furniture piece, each one, hand-painted in different colors. He stood in front of the dresser for a moment and caught his reflection in the dark TV screen. Startled for the first time during this assignment, he made a dumb face and slowly opened the top drawer. It squeaked as it slid open. 
 
    Among several pairs of what he deemed as school socks, there were several pairs of brightly colored sock and tops, all neatly folded. His mind suddenly thought of the possibility of a cleaning lady or maid that might be responsible for the overall tidiness of the room. He pulled out his phone and sent a quick text to Shannon 
 
    “What are the odds of a cleaning lady?” 
 
    She responded back instantly, “He would hate the idea of someone having to pick up after him.” 
 
    He felt himself relaxing as another text followed closely behind, “Let alone paying for one.” 
 
    He sighed, relieved as he opened the drawer the rest of the way. Taking the envelope out of his pocket he set it right on top of her school socks. He studied the package for a moment, then reached in again and straightened it so her name faced the right direction. 
 
    Closing the drawer, it squeaked again, startling him enough that he pushed it with more force to close it. As he looked up, another noise caught his ear. 
 
    There was a scratching sound or a tapping next to the closet door. His eyes jerked to the window and saw a branch from a tree waving it’s branches close to the house. He blinked with embarrassment, knowing it was time to get out of the house. 
 
    Again, the sound of the branch, tapped on the metal siding outside. The gravity of what he was doing finally took over in his head. A sudden feeling that he was invading her bedroom made him feel awkward and he turned to leave. A face in the pillows caught his eye as he walked by her bed. The pulse in his chest subsided for a moment as the beady eyes of several stuffed animals stared back at him. 
 
    “Whew, time to go.” 
 
    An incoming text made him jump again, “Jee-zus,” he exclaimed as he took his phone back out of his pocket, “What?” 
 
    He looked at the text, “Take pictures of her room.” 
 
    Sending back a quick response, he took a picture of the dresser and desk plus a few of some of the drawings she had done. He finished with a hurried picture of her bed. The little animal faces were beginning to creep him out. 
 
    Turning around to leave, he stumbled and tripped over something in the doorway and went sprawling out into the hallway. He caught himself before he faceplanted onto the carpet. 
 
    Looking back into the room, he cussed himself out for not being more careful and not being spooked by stuffed animals. This part of the story, he would keep to himself. 
 
    “Done, all done,” he said as he picked himself up and scurried down the steps. Stopping in the foyer, he had the presence of mind to slow himself down and take a deep breath before opening the front door to leave. No sense looking like an idiot for the neighbors. It took all of his concentration to not floor the gas pedal to get the van out of the high-priced sub division.  
 
    He met up with Shannon and Robbie several blocks away. By then he had calmed down, but Shannon questioned him, “You got the pictures?” 
 
    When he nodded without comment, she quizzed him further, “You look a little pale, everything okay?” 
 
    “I got creeped out and fell over my own feet. It’s embarrassing. Nice house but a weird vibe upstairs.” He handed her his phone with the pictures, “Cute room. I felt a little weird being in there.” 
 
    Robbie caught his tone, “Dude,” he stuck out his fist and they bumped knuckles, “That was a ballsy thing to do.” 
 
    That made Marcus feel slightly better. “She likes stuffed animals,” he offered, but cut the full disclosure short, “…with beady little eyes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 42   
 
      
 
    “It’s not my intension to frighten you, Terra.” 
 
    Terra found herself leaning hard against the passenger door of Angela’s pickup truck. Sitting three-across with Issac in the middle was uncomfortably close for her. The potholes of the city streets jarred more than her back. Bumping repeatedly into Isaac wasn’t helping at all. Her thoughts kept drifting to his pleasant scent of sandalwood and soap.  
 
    His wide shoulders were one thing, but his long legs took up most of the space to right of the transmission hump. Terra stacked her feet to avoid added contact with him. 
 
    Angela would apologize for hitting the larger craters, but after another spine-rattling bump, even she gave up. “You missed one,” Issac razzed, as Angela confidently maneuvered the old pickup through the another set of railroad tracks on the west side of the city. Terra could feel the beginnings of a major headache. 
 
    “Sorry, again,” Angela lamented, “Ol Gertie doesn’t have the shocks like she used to. I’m thinkin’ of trading her in.” 
 
    “Thinkin?” Issac grinned, “For the last five or six years or so, right?” Terra felt him shift away from her to make another half-inch of room, “At least the trip home is mostly downhill.” 
 
    Terra watched out the window as the last remnants of the city gave way to the gently rolling countryside. “Another fifteen minutes, we’ll be there.” Angela looked around Issac, who leaned back into the bench seat to allow her to see Terra. 
 
    “Honey, I know this is unusual for you,” she gestured to a distant rise in the landscape, “It will make more sense in a bit.” 
 
    “Or maybe not,” Issac joked, glancing quickly at Terra, then apologizing, “Sorry.” 
 
    Terra leaned forward to see Angela directly, “So funny,” she said sarcastically, “How long, exactly, have you known each other?” 
 
    Angela slowed the truck down and signaled for a right turn onto an unpaved gravel road, “Timely question,” she glanced at Issac, “Seven years now?” 
 
    He nodded, “Seems longer but I think you’re right.” 
 
    “In what capacity?” Terra continued but then looked out the window as Angela rounded a bend in the road. The rising hills gave way to a small valley. All she could see where hills of sand and carved rock outcroppings.” 
 
    “Oh, of course, she sputtered, “An abandoned quarry.” She rolled her eyes at both of them, “What is the matter with you people?” 
 
    Issac started to laugh, “I would have guessed that,” he snickered. 
 
    “Don’t worry, sweetie,” Angela smiled as she brought the truck to a dusty stop in the gravel, “You’re gonna have fun.” 
 
    Terra slid quickly out of the truck, flexing her shoulders and thankful for the open spaces. Angela plucked a small bag from the open box of the pickup. 
 
    An old office shack with a sun-faded sign offered an aggressive warning for trespassers but Angela and Issac quickly ushered Terra across the yard and headed toward a deep indentation in the ground. 
 
    Years of neglect had allowed a fair amount of undergrowth along the access road that led down toward the bottom of the quarry. Terra was quick to notice how quiet and peaceful it seemed. Wild perennial flowers flanked the road as they neared the edge of the pool that had filed in at the base of the now vegetation covered rock walls. 
 
    “Pretty, isn’t it?” Angela began as she directed Terra to a flat rock that jutted out at the waters’ edge, “We’ll set up there.” 
 
    The garden-like setting appealed to Terra and she pointed at the elevated platform as they approached, “Can I?” 
 
    “Sure, but...” Issac had barely nodded when Terra took three quick steps and vaulted up onto the flat rock. Her feet landed solidly but a thin covering of sand caused her to slide toward the water. 
 
    An appreciable gasp came out of Angela as she watched Terra sliding. The gasp was cut short as she screeched to a halt at the edge of the rock surface.  
 
    “Jesus Christ,” she shrieked suddenly, jumping back as a flurry of wings and splashing erupted from a stand of cattails along the side of the rock as three ducks burst off the surface of the pond, startled from Terra’s surprise approach.  
 
    She watched the panicked birds circle quickly around the towering granite walls and then disappear around a break in the rocks. Their loud quacking fading into the trees beyond the quarry. 
 
    Terra turned slowly around to face a grinning Issac. “I can tell how impressed you are,” she grinned sheepishly as she stepped down from the rock, ‘Not gonna lie, that scared the crap out me.” 
 
    “No more scary stuff,” Angela promised, “Only cool stuff, and,” she added quickly, “only if you want to.” 
 
    Terra took another cautionary look around the quarry, “So this experiment you’ve talked me into. It happens here?” 
 
    “Yes, Terra. First, more of what you and Issac did at the gym. Just on a larger scale here in the privacy of our quarry.” Angela put her hands on her broad hips with a satisfied grin. 
 
    “You own this place?” Terra questioned. She glanced at Issac, thinking there might be more virtual dancing with him. 
 
    “Along with a few others.” She answered quickly, “We have use for it on occasion.” 
 
    “More secrets?” Terra sighed, “I’m really struggling with that, especially keeping them from Shannon. I don’t understand.” 
 
    Angela nodded, “I get that, Terra. We’re not trying to be deliberately vague but, under the circumstances and what you have presented us with the other night, we don’t have all the answers for you. We just need to be very careful.” 
 
    “Sure, but, what did I do?” 
 
    “It’s in your nature, Terra. I had a feeling about you. That’s why we offered to help you at the gym.” 
 
    “The magic stuff.” Terra said softly, “Issac did that. I just went along cuz I thought you heard Shannon and I arguing.” 
 
    Angela shook her head, smiling. “She’s a handful, isn’t she?” She nodded to Issac and set her bag down on the ground, “Will you humor me for a moment or two?” She plucked a small glass container from her bag. Terra recognized it as like what she had used for Shannon’s ritual. 
 
    “For me?” she asked, glancing at Issac. He nodded, “I’d guess you’ll only need it once or twice.” 
 
    “You’ll show me how?” 
 
    “Of course.” Angela opened the container and put the tip of her finger into the white mixture, “I’ll be up front here, Terra. I’m using the Egyptian based colors to get a read on you. White is for purity.” 
 
    That got a rise out of Terra, “I’m no angel,” she said quietly as she followed Angela’s finger to a point between her eyes, “I would start a little darker, just a thought.” 
 
    “The colors aren’t to be taken literally. Shannon balanced between green and red.” Issac cleared his throat and Angela side eyed him, “You, be quiet.” 
 
    “He wants to guess. And while he’s,” she put up her hand to shield her words from him, “usually right, I don’t want him to influence you.” Angela dropped her voice to a whisper, “Any more than he already has.” 
 
    The elder witch drew a white line down the bridge of Terra’s nose, “We’ll start with this and see where this takes you.” 
 
    Terra glanced at the rock and then to Issac, “You’re up there with me?” she asked, surprised at the tone of her own voice. Holding her hand out in front of her, she watched it tremble. “I’ve only gotten comfortable in my actual job in the last year or two. Now I have to deal with this?” 
 
    Issac took a step up onto the rock platform. He reached down to Terra, “Like the gym, he said kindly, “Until you’re comfortable.” 
 
    She didn’t hesitate to grab his hand, though she could have easily climbed up with no effort. Issac stood behind her and directed her toward a tall notch in the rock wall. “Point toward that,” he said. “Relax, think happy thoughts.” He got an arched eyebrow in return. 
 
    “White is openness and purity, in case you were wondering.” He puts his hands together, thumbs and pointer fingers touching, palms flat toward the walls, “make a heart with your hands.” 
 
    She followed his instructions without question. Issac glanced at Angela, “For starters, we’ll use the same words as the other night. The difference between the Sare-Ah and Al is-.” 
 
    Terra interrupted him, “The masculine versus feminine,” she grinned, “I figured that out.” 
 
    “Not surprising,” he quipped back as he stole a look at Angela, “Let’s begin.” 
 
    The first sequences had little effect until Issac suggested Terra aim her hands down to the water. The next sequence produced a small ripple toward the wall that intersected with the waves caused by a tiny breeze in the quarry. 
 
    He helped Terra down off the rock and Angela removed the streak with a wet wipe and dug in her bag. 
 
    “Green and blue, alternating,” Issac suggested casually, “Just a thought.” 
 
    Adorned with her new colors, Issac and Terra took their positions back on the rock. Repeating the words was uneventful until the last one. 
 
    “AltarKiz,” Terra uttered at the last sequence. She leaned into the movement causing a section of dust and rocks to shake and rain down into the dark water below. 
 
    He turned to Angela, “It’s there but it’s not Egyptian. My turn.” 
 
    He jumped off the rock and rejoined Terra seconds later. A quick swipe of her nose and he held his finger in front of Terra’s face. 
 
    “That’s just paint, right?” Terra eyed the red ointment squeamishly. 
 
    He smiled, “Yep, not blood. Mostly clay with some red ochre mixed in.” His smile became a grin as she backed away slightly, “Blood is what the bad guys use.” 
 
    She thought of the red markings above Shannon’s doorway, “So comforting,” she replied, suddenly feeling very uncomfortable next to him. 
 
    “New words for you, dion ahn aghaid.” He repeated it several times to her. She watched his lips carefully, to catch the inflections. 
 
    “Irish?” she asked curiously. 
 
    His eyes went wide, “You’ve heard this before?” 
 
    “No,” she said, “And you’re too tall to be a leprechaun.” He chuckled and tipped his head to the wall of rock across the pond, “Humor us, will you?” 
 
    Without turning to face her target, she raised one hand toward the granite, “So, I say it and we can be done with this?” 
 
    He glanced down at her feet and shifted slightly behind her, “In a minute or two.” He moved to her side and lifted her arm up to point at the rock wall, “Like this.” He smoothed his hand along the top of her arm, light brushing against her. “Think of this as a relaxation exercise but listen to your body. Be aware of what you feel and where you feel it.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow as he stroked across her arm a second time. “We are all different in how we channel energy. What might start as a whisper in your shoulder becomes a gateway in your core muscles.” His voice was soft and soothing. The prickle of nervousness across her neck now had an extra meaning. As a firm pressure built between her shoulder blades, then dropped down her back. She let out a long sigh. 
 
    “Now,” he said softly, lowering his hand away from her, “Dion ahn aghaid.” 
 
    She didn’t turn but only quietly repeated the word to practice, her arm drifted down at the water in front of them, “Dion ahn aghaid.” 
 
    A column of water shot up from the placid surface and dispersed into the air. The droplets sparkling in the sunshine as they fell back into the pond. 
 
    After a second, they rained down to the pond’s surface, a tiny mist drifted over the rock and down onto Issac and a stunned Terra. 
 
    “Oh…oops, I missed,” was all she could say before it registered, she looked down at her feet then, “Shit, I did it.” 
 
    “Did you feel something?” he asked, again in that almost hauntingly soft voice. 
 
    Terra looked down at her hands to see her thumb touching her pinky, “My neck but,” she said again looking down at her feet, “My calves and my feet are…fluttering?” 
 
    “Try again,” Issac beamed, “This time, try not to miss the whole wall.” He shifted again to stand directly behind her. 
 
    “The words,” she asked as she sighted in the towering rock face through her outstretched hands, “what do they mean?” 
 
    “Defend against. Only this time, it’s Gaelic.” He answered, then bent down to try to look though her hands, “That boulder, at the top of that...” 
 
    Terra had stopped listening, “Make’s sense,” she said as if talking to herself, “defend against.” 
 
    A simple repetition of the English phrase shot a burst of unseen energy burst across the pond striking right next to the boulder. A series of splashes followed as the smaller rocks and pebbles that held the larger rock in place, dropped into the water. Leaves from a small sapling that had rooted in the cracks of the quarry wall fluttered silently to the surface of the water. 
 
    “I missed,” she said with a grin, only then realizing she had slid back with the pressure of the recoil, right into Issacs’ waiting hands. “Gotcha.” He said with a satisfied smile as he steadied her on the slippery surface, then let her go. 
 
    “Not over yet, look,” He pointed at the wall, just as the massive boulder released from its perch. The resulting splash sent Terra off her feet with a whoop and right into Issacs’ arms. It caught him by surprise. 
 
    “Was that awesome, oh my God,” she began to laugh as she hugged him. She looked down at an awestruck Angela with a huge grin and heard someone clapping off to her right.  
 
    “Holy shit,” she heard Issac mutter in her ear. He dropped his arms from Terra’s embrace. 
 
    Angela turned to the sound of the applause, “Well, look at this,” she exclaimed, “How long were you watching?” she asked. 
 
    “Long enough, quite impressive,” the voice said, “Can’t say I’m surprised.” 
 
    A slack jawed Terra stepped awkwardly off the platform as a hand reached toward her, “Counselor,” he said with a smile. 
 
    Terra glanced quickly at Angela, her eyes asking a thousand questions simultaneously. Suddenly self-conscious, she tried to rub the colored paint off her nose. 
 
    Wiping her hand on her jeans, she reached out to him, “Your Honor.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 44   
 
      
 
    Angela broke the awkward silence, “Always discreet as usual.”  
 
    “I have to keep up appearances, you know,” the judge smiled. 
 
    Terra wanted to cut through the pleasantries, “With all due respect sir, I don’t know squat about any of this.” 
 
    He nodded, “I understand. You’re in the best of hands here. Angela will do her best to explain. Like the judicial system, there are levels to everything. From bailiffs to..” 
 
    “The Supreme Court,” Terra interrupted, “I get it. So that must make you Chief Justice of the magic world, then?” 
 
    “Gotta love the irony,” Issac blurted out only to receive a stern glare for Angela. He shrank back a step. The move wasn’t lost on Terra, “You don’t want this man to ask you to approach the bench,” she advised Issac, “It means you’ve screwed something up.” 
 
    “Far from it,” the judge finally answered, “How’s your rescue client coming along by the way?”  
 
    Terra froze, then glanced at Angela, “Good?” she answered cautiously, “She’s doing really well.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it.” he said warmly, “You stuck your neck out for sure.” 
 
    Terra glanced at Issac and then around the quarry, “Yes sir, I certainly did.” She could feel herself blushing, “Had no idea…” 
 
    He turned to Angela, “Like I said, very impressive. Keep me posted.” He pointed back up over the sand hills, “Well, I’m parked back up the service road so I could sneak up on you. Enjoy your journey.” He reached out his hand to shake. 
 
    “Thank you, sir. I will.” 
 
      
 
    They watched silently as he walked up and around the sand hill. Terra turned to Angela, “Can I do it one more time?” 
 
    She grinned, “I don’t see why not. It would be good to get a read on how much power you have.” 
 
    Issac chirped up, “It’s substantial,” he said using air quotes, “And you thought that Shannon was bottled up. There’s a bigger story here.” 
 
    “Oh no you don’t,” Terra said instantly, “I still don’t even know when you guys met so don’t think I’m going to,” her voice faded, “Ah shit, this isn’t some sort of witchcraft pyramid scheme where you level up or something.” 
 
    Angela nodded. 
 
    “That’s not fair,” she was almost pouting, “I learn this cool thing and I don’t get to use it cause I’m only a bailiff?” 
 
    Issac missed the correlation, “Huh?” 
 
    “For some unknown reason, my dear, you’re far from entry level.” Angela’s encouraging words cooled Terra down. She pointed back to the rock, “Let’s do a few more.” 
 
    Terra leapt back onto the rock and turned, expecting Issac to join her. He stayed back down on the sand, “You’ve got this. Just get a strong stance, if you feel the urge to ramp it up, okay?” 
 
    “Oh. I guess, right?” She answered him back. Without him next to her, it seemed like she was exposed on a stage, “Well,” she said, “No pressure.”  
 
    She pointed both hands to the rock wall, “Defend against,” she said sharply. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Hang on,” Issac said, grabbing a wet nap from her bag. He walked to the rock and told Terra to bend down to him, “Let’s get rid of this.” He dabbed carefully at the remaining pigment on her nose, “I think you’re already past this part.” He finished with a playful tap on the tip of her nose, “Now, again. Happy thoughts, only.” 
 
    She sighed wistfully, “You’re right. Always apparently. Thank you, Issac.” 
 
    He walked over to join Angela several feet away, “We got your back. Go for it.” 
 
    She squared her shoulders and took a deep breath. Clearing her mind as best she could under the circumstances, a sly smile crossed her lips, Defend against. 
 
    She’d aimed across the pond where the water lapped up against the stone. As if someone had thrown a bucket of water against the wall, a circular splash rose up a few feet from the surface. 
 
    “Now bear down on it, Terra. Lean into it.” 
 
    The second attempt shot a wall of water up the side of the rock face, enough to cause a small wave to roll back towards her. Her feet held her strong and steady. 
 
    “Ease up this time, be gentle like you want to sail a toy boat across the water.” Issac walked back to her, “As you do the next one, touch your fingers together like this,” he touched his thumb to forefinger and ring finger then put his pinky into his palm, “It’s weird but, well we’ll see.” 
 
    With one hand, she sighted just off the edge of the rock. She only thought of the phrase and a gentle swirl on the pond’s surface appeared. Stepping back on the rock as a childhood memory came to mind, her hand dipped toward the water gently moving her fingers in sequence. A small wave traveled a few feet then disappeared only to reappear several feet beyond where it had begun. She glided her hand gently across the pond as if she was skipping stones. 
 
    “We met at the grocery store,” Issac said suddenly. 
 
    Terra turned around, “How normal of you,” she said with a contented smile. 
 
    Angela laughed, “Not entirely. He was stealing a cart full of groceries at the time.” 
 
    “Issac,” Terra mock-scolded him, “You know better.” 
 
    He shrugged, “Now, yes. Not so much at the time. I was homeless.” 
 
    Terra had just raised her hands back up then stopped, looking at Angela in horror, “And, you laughed at that?” 
 
    Issac sprung to her defense, “A lot has happened since then, It’s really, okay. Once she realized why I was the way I was,” he grinned, “I got way better.” He did a brief muscle flex to show off. 
 
    Terra had hopped down off the rock and stood in front of him, “I’d say so,” she laughed play punching him in the shoulder. “I’m toast, you guys. Can we jump back in old rattle and hum and get some lunch? I’m buying.” 
 
    On the way back to town, Terra sent a couple of texts to Shannon and then settled back down on the seat. Not feeling as apprehensive as on the way out to the quarry, she didn’t care if she nudged up against Issac or not. She laid her head back on the seat with a tired sigh, “Whew, now that I can do this stuff, what do I do with it?” 
 
    Issac and Angela exchanged looks without speaking. Issac watched Terra’s left hand as she continued to cycle through the finger sequences he had shown her. 
 
    Terra leaned forward on the bench seat and looked at them, “Oh, sure. We’re quiet again.” She pointed to the city ahead of them, “Find me a bar and grill. I shall loosen thy lips with liquor.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 45  
 
      
 
    “Are you sure there’s no magic in your family?” Angela asked immediately after they sat down, “I can’t believe this is a spontaneous manifestation.” 
 
    Terra shook her head, “My dad died when I was young. My mom had a sister, but we weren’t close to her. I guess I could figure out a way to ask her, subtly.” 
 
    Issac chuckled, “Welcome to the world of subtle. It can be a lot of work sometimes. There can be some sacrifices too.” 
 
    “Of all people,” Angela jerked her thumb at Issac, “He would know.” 
 
    “How did you end up homeless?” 
 
    “Mentally unstable, first, then homeless,” he said quietly, “It sucked. I didn’t ever really understand it.” 
 
    Terra felt her emotions instantly rising to the surface, “You don’t,” she began, then stopped short, her eyes tearing up “I’m sorry.” She looked at Angela, “You helped him?” 
 
    Angela nodded then nudged Issac, “Someone’s had a big day. Once I had an idea of what was going on with him, I chose to step in.” 
 
    “Like Shannon?” 
 
    “Very much so. A memory wipe is common when the regular world catches wind of us. There are protocols in place to control exposure.” 
 
    “The supreme court, right?” Terra asked. 
 
    “Sort of. Erasing the memory of a practitioner is almost unheard of on our side” Terra saw Issac glare at Angela. “Precisely because those agreements are in place from top to bottom.” 
 
    “Makes sense, but Issac, you were a practitioner? Who would do such a thing?” 
 
    He shrugged, “No idea. I have most of my memories back, but not all of them plus, I can’t think of anyone who had a grudge against me. I don’t know what might have happened if I hadn’t run into Angela.” 
 
    “Right,” Terra agreed, sighing heavily, holding up her beer, repeating the phrase of the day, “Happy thoughts, now.” They clinked their glasses together, “So, what else can you tell me?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Okay, so,” she started again, “Shannon, then. Why keep this a secret from her?” 
 
    Angela and Issac exchanged glances until Issac finally opted out, “Your call, Ang. We’re in uncharted territory.” 
 
    As Angela weighed what to say, Terra took a shot at it, “I get that she’s spontaneous. There’s an inherent risk in that.” 
 
    “True,” Angela agreed, “Because you took the risk, and that’s what it was, dear, to get to know her. Shannon, taken as face value a couple of months ago, was dangerous, both to herself and the people around her.” 
 
    Terra sighed heavily and took an extended drink of her beer. 
 
    “I don’t mean to make you angry,” Angela continued, “Quite the opposite. You came back to me to ask for my help. You give her the stability she craves.” She glanced at Issac, “That you are predisposed to magic, might somehow give her strength as well.” 
 
    “You seem to be the key to this entire situation,” Issac added with a smile, “If it weren’t for you, we wouldn’t be here. So, we’re not going to tell her about your abilities until we know why you can do this with so little effort.” He leaned in, “Your visitor this afternoon? That’s never happened before.” 
 
    “Issac,” Angela said as she put her hand on top of his. Terra watched as Issac grimaced slightly, perhaps overstepping his bounds. 
 
    “I don’t want you to worry, Terra, but today was indeed special. Until we know more, let’s not burden Shannon with more to think about. Getting Olivia back is the goal for all of us.” 
 
    “You have no idea what is happening, do you?” Terra asked with a subtle smile. 
 
    Angela looked at Issac, who chuckled and took a long pull on his beer. She turned back to Terra, “You’re absolutely right.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 46       
 
      
 
    Terra looked down at her phone as it vibrated on the countertop, “Shit,” she said abruptly, glancing at Shannon. 
 
    “Who is it?” She asked, then suddenly realized, “So none of my business. Sorry.” 
 
    Terra forced a smile, “Work,” as she picked up the phone and walked out into the living room, “I’m waiting on some info for a new case.” 
 
    Shannon winked at her, “All work and no play,” she said with a beguiling smile. 
 
    “I’ll only be a minute or two, I choose play.” Terra called out from the living room. An alert sounded as the call went to voicemail. But she’d recognized the number. She pushed play. 
 
    “You asked me to call. David has requested another treatment for Olivia.  I will call when it’s over. I will be very very careful on her behalf.” 
 
    She sent a quick text in return, Thank you. Text instead. Unless it’s urgent. 
 
    Shannon stood at the kitchen island dicing up peppers in preparation for dinner. Terra quietly walked up behind her, brushing Shannon’s long hair off her back then tracing her fingertips down the back of her neck, “Can I help?” she asked softly. 
 
    “You already are,” Shannon said as she leaned her head over to the side, exposing more of her neck. “I need, like five more minutes to finish this,” She leaned her head the other way as Terra brushed her hair to the other side and began to kiss her across the shoulder.  
 
    “The boys won’t be here for an hour,” Shannon said as she checked the timer on the stovetop, “I could think of nothing better than to stand here and make out with you.” 
 
    “Nothing?” Terra whispered as she brushed her hand down the back of Shannon’s arm. She chuckled as the goosebumps chased her fingers and slipped her hand down across her belly, “And you,” she grinned, “the creative one.” 
 
    Shannon turned and looked at Terra, “Don’t think that I’m not thinking of all sorts of ways to relax with you right now. That you go to such lengths to protect me,” she leaned and kissed her not so gently on the lips, “Makes it so much better.” 
 
    Terra began to return the kiss, then caught Shannon’s expression. More scolding than loving, she backed off, “Sorry, I meant well.” 
 
    Shannon quickly reached for a towel to clean her hands. She put her arms around Terra and held her tightly, “I know that. But I’m a big girl. I can handle what’s happening. He called, didn’t he?” 
 
    Terra sighed, “Umhmm, just to say that David has made another request. He’ll call when it’s over. I just didn’t want to alarm you.” 
 
    “Thought so. Your poker face needs some work.” Shannon kissed her on the tip of her nose, “The rest of you is perfect.” 
 
    Breaking away from Terra, Shannon opened the fridge door to survey the remaining meal items, “Let’s see if Issac and Angela are available. I’m thinking we need to accelerate our plans.” 
 
    Terra nodded, “My heart was pounding when I saw the call. I’m so afraid something is going to happen to her before we are ready. Surprised you couldn’t hear it.” 
 
    Shannon smiled as she brought more peppers and onions to the counter, “Tell you what, we can have a wonderful meal with our friends, get our ideas into motion, then gently boot everyone out by ten.” 
 
    Terra picked up a second paring knife and tossed a yellow pepper into the air, “Sounds lovely. You call Angela and I’ll call Issac.” Walking by Terra to get her phone, Shannon reached down and grabbed Terra’s butt, “Let’s see if I can get that heart of yours all revved up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 47   
 
      
 
    “Stop stalling,” David shouted, “God dammit, just get on with it.” 
 
    “I’m trying, there’s something…I don’t understand this.” The doctor looked back at David, his eyes pleading, “Something’s fighting the needle, maybe tomorrow,” he said in desperation, “Maybe it could work tomorrow.” 
 
    “Not an option,” David thundered back to him, “I’m on a deadline. Now, I need it now.” His voice suddenly softened, “Just try it again. There’ll be hell to pay if he doesn’t get it in the morning.” 
 
    “Alright,” Chris floundered, trying to stall, “Give me a minute to think.” He prodded along her backbone looking for another insertion point. With each touch, he could feel resistance against his finger tip, like she was pushing back against him.  
 
    “Is she taking weight lifting at school?” He asked as he sat back on the stool, “Her traps and thoracis muscles are like iron.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” he heard sharply, “Just do it or maybe I will.” 
 
   
  
 

 Chris took a chance and stood up, shaking his hands to loosen them up, “Give me a second, I’ll get it done. Maybe it’s just me.” 
 
    Moving around, the doctor paced the room, at one point making a full circle around the table where Olivia was placed. David leaned back against the wall with his eyes closed. By the doctor’s standards, he looked pale and his agitated state was more panicked than belligerent. 
 
    Passing in front of Olivia, he looked down at her and stopped cold. 
 
    Lying on the steel shop table, her arms were crossed with her hands up under her chin.  
 
    Her eyes opened and she looked right at him. Taking another step, he glared at her in horror, then looked quickly at her father, his eyes still closed, head tilted back on the door frame. 
 
    Holding out his hands, the doctor silently pleaded with her as he watched her expression. She wasn’t showing any fear or alarm. She mouthed something he couldn’t hear. 
 
    “David?” he asked quietly, “Could you get me some warm water and a washcloth? I think I’ve figured this out. How long has she been out?” 
 
    David blinked before he answered, “Ah, about an hour, or yeah, almost an hour,” he almost stammered, “Hot water?” he repeated. 
 
    “Really warm, not too hot,” the doctor repeated, “And a washcloth, make it a big one.” 
 
    Waiting until her father had left the room, Chris quickly knelt to Olivia. Still thinking it could be an odd effect of the drugs, he watched her track him with her eyes. It was not result of the powerful sedative. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” he said quietly, his voice breaking, “I don’t want to do this. Please tell me what to do.” 
 
    Her eyes were soft. She didn’t smile but her words calmed him instantly, “I will be okay, just do what you have to. You won’t hurt me.” 
 
    “I can’t,” he implored her, “I can’t do this anymore.” 
 
    Without moving her head, her eyes tilted up, listening. “You don’t have much time, Don’t worry, this will all be over soon.” Her eyes locked back on him, “Thank you for being so gentle, we appreciate it.” 
 
    Sounds above them on the kitchen floor alerted her, “Sit back down and be ready. I won’t move. Just do it fast.” 
 
    As David came back into the room, he looked at the doctor sitting back on the stool, “You look like shit, Chris, here.”  He handed him a large bowl and a small bath towel. The doctor soaked the towel in the water and held it against Olivia’s spine. 
 
    “This should help to relax the muscles,” he said haltingly, “Sorry, I had a bad outcome at work, today.” He removed the towel and blotted up the excess water, “And, now this.” He blew out a long legitimate sigh, “Things you don’t expect to happen, right?” 
 
    The doctor looked at David, then pointed to her shoulders. He stood up from the stool and casually looked down at her face. As he cleared his throat, she closed her eyes tightly. 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” he said out loud as he felt along her backbone, back to the original insertion point, “Here goes,” he said quietly. 
 
    Other than a brief stiffening of the muscles under his support hand, there was neither movement nor resistance. The procedure was over in less than thirty seconds. He sat back on the stools and wiped his eyes. Filling the two vials, he handed them to David, “I’m done here.” 
 
    Walking through the house, he wondered what would happen if David discovered her ruse. Regardless, he waited until he was down the block before he texted Terra. 
 
    “Safely completed,” it read. Then he added, “Something unbelievable happened. We need to talk.” Then he hit send. 
 
      
 
    Issac was helping Terra clear the table as the text came in. The tone startled her and she jumped, “Sorry,” she said to Issac, “I’m a little on edge.” 
 
    “Well,” he chuckled, “we’re talking about some pretty startling things about to happen, I don’t blame you.” 
 
    She put an armload of dishes into the sink and tried to act casual as she picked up her phone. Had Shannon not walked up behind her, it would have been easier. 
 
    “Ahhh,” she shrieked when Shannon tapped her on the shoulder. 
 
    “Jeez, you guys,” Issac chortled as he began stacking the dishes in the dishwasher, “Yes, I realize we’ve got some big stuff coming, but you’re so jumpy.” 
 
    Shannon chose to tease Terra, “All this spooky stuff is starting to add up, I guess, she just needs another glass of wine.” 
 
    Terra glared at the two of them, then tapped her finger on the counter, next to her phone, “That’s an excellent idea,” Shannon said as she walked behind Issac to the fridge. Once past him she turned and held up ten fingers and pointed at her phone. Issac turned around and she smiled bashfully at him, “You too?” she asked him as Shannon picked up the phone and went around the corner and quickly up the stairs. 
 
    What was to have been some light conversation all but vanished as Shannon joined Terra on the sofa a few minutes later. She raised both her eyebrows to Terra with a stunned look on her face. 
 
    Now both twitching, Angela called them on it, “Alright, you two,” she prodded, “What’s going on?” 
 
    “He did another treatment on Olivia,” Terra blurted out, “The doctor, I mean.” 
 
    Shannon put her hand on Terra’s knee to quiet her down. 
 
    “We need to look at this in a slightly different way now. He had quite an experience.” 
 
    Shannon, as calmly as she could, relayed the story as Dr. Paulson had told it to her. “In short,” she said as she looked at Marcus, “You were right. She has powers.” 
 
    “There’s no way of knowing as to what level, “Angela said guardedly, “To assume she can safely handle herself would be a mistake.” 
 
    “I’m not suggesting that at all,” Shannon said quickly, “All I’m saying is that her awareness is going to be very helpful.” 
 
    “For her,” Terra added. 
 
    “Yes, exactly,” Shannon agreed, “for her. Remember what the doctor told us the first time we met him, she’s not afraid to bite back at David.” She watched the group as the absorbed to story, “There’s more,” she said with anticipation, “The doctor said David doesn’t look very good, health-wise.” 
 
    “Oh, the poor baby,” Robbie’s comment was dripping with sarcasm. 
 
    Shannon smirked and continued, “He might have let something slip as well, that’s he’s doing this for someone, and, they have a meeting tomorrow.” 
 
    Issac didn’t hesitate, “Did he say where?” 
 
    “Nope, just that he would meet someone tomorrow and that the meeting was dependent on the spinal procedure.” 
 
    “He’s supplying someone,” Angela gasped, “That makes way more sense to me. 
 
    “Someone above him,” Issac said softly, “We’re into the higher levels now, excellent. I’ll follow him around all day, no problem.” 
 
    “That’s just a guess, Issac. I could be wrong.” 
 
    “I can assist,” Robbie offered. “So can I,” Marcus added, “He still doesn’t know me.” 
 
    “Everybody,” Angela asserted, “Take a breath. A minute ago, we just had David to contend with. Now we have an unknown. Given what we know about David, it’s gonna be a step in the wrong direction.” 
 
    Issac agreed in principle, “You’re right, Ang. All we do tomorrow is to see who we are dealing with. Then adjust accordingly. It sounds to me like Olivia is reaching out to us in some way.” 
 
    “There’s no way she knows that Paulson is in on this,” Marcus noted. 
 
    Angela held up a finger to shush them, “How old is Olivia?” 
 
    “Twelve in September.” Shannon grinned at Marcus. 
 
    “Shannon,” Angela continued, “when did you start puberty?” 
 
    “Um, I was a late bloomer, why?” 
 
    “She’s on the cusp of a huge hormonal surge, what was your mood like when you were twelve?” 
 
    Shannon just looked down at the table with an evil smirk, “Pretty much hell on earth.” 
 
    “I’ll bet,” Terra teased, “So now David is being strict and everyone around her has cellphones and cool kid stuff. She’s feeling left out.” 
 
    “It stands to reason that because both mom and dad have powers, that she would be predisposed to it.” 
 
    “Another reason to get her away from him.” 
 
    Shannon sank back into the sofa, “This is exhausting. So, what’s the plan?” 
 
    “Surveillance for tomorrow, regroup and plan from there. Simple.” Issac sat back, pleased with his quick assessment. 
 
    “Done,” Terra said with a nod to Angela, “We all keep on our phones while the guys keep an eye on perp one and perp two.”  
 
    Marcus grinned widely at Terra’s choice of words, “Then back here for leftovers?” 
 
    “Nope,” Robbie broke in looking at Issac and Marcus, “We’re cooking this time. They can take a break. It’s getting late, we should adjourn for tonight.” 
 
    As Terra and Shannon escorted their guests out, both Issac and Marcus confessed to their lack of culinary skills. “It’s gonna be so easy, you’ll be shocked,” Robbie advised them as he winked to Shannon, “Night. We’ll make a few plans and call you in the morning. Early,” he added with another wink. 
 
    As the door closed behind them, Shannon took a cautious step back, “Wait,” she said suddenly as Terra stepped away from her, wine glass in hand. 
 
    “What?” Terra said, still caught up the goodbyes. 
 
    “Listen, did you hear that?” Shannon looked over Terra’s shoulder. Terra froze and began to turn toward the empty living room, “I didn’t hear anything.” 
 
    “Shh,” Shannon whispered sharply as she reached and took Terra’s glass out her hand. She leaned over and put her head on Terra chest, listening. 
 
    “Way too quiet.” She said taking a drink out of Terra’s glass, “What should we do about that?” 
 
    Terra snorted, “You got me, you so got me,” she began to laugh, putting her arms around Shannon. “I would have thought you’d be way too distracted for me to start touching you.” 
 
    She glared at Terra, taking her hand and putting it on the side of her breast, “Feel that beat? That’s serious horsepower, babe.” 
 
    Terra grinned, “I get it,” as she leaned in kissing her deeply, “Only if it’s not beating, right?” She rolled her eyes at her own comment, “Yeah, it sounded sexier in my head. C’mere.” 
 
      
 
    Chapter 48   
 
      
 
      
 
    Terra awoke early that morning to find herself alone in bed. Looking across the bedroom in the dim morning light, she saw Shannon, wrapped in a blanket, her head tipped against the loft window frame. 
 
    “Shan?” she queried softly, “are you okay?” 
 
    Startled, Shannon gasped, covering her mouth to stifle herself. “I’m sorry, I woke you.” She stood at the loft window sobbing quietly. Rising quickly to join her, Terra watched as tears rolled down Shannon’s cheeks, she reached out to stroke her shoulder gently, “Don’t fight the memories, Shan, just let them come. You remembered something didn’t you?” 
 
    “No, not at all,” she answered, wiping her eyes “It’s what I’ve missed with her. I wasn’t there for her. It’s what I won’t get to remember.”  Her shoulders began to shake as she cried. 
 
    “You can’t do that to yourself,” Terra said as she wrapped her arms around Shannon, “Don’t force this. Angela said it would take time.” 
 
    “We don’t have that much time, Terra,” Shannon said haltingly, “Something is going to happen. We won’t be…I won’t be ready.” 
 
    Terra reached up and began to knead Shannon’s shoulder. Pushing her thumb towards the inside of her shoulder blade, she stopped suddenly. Shannon sighed heavily, “What?” 
 
    “The marks on your back,” Terra cautioned, “I don’t want to hurt you.” Shannon craned her neck around to face her, “I don’t understand. What marks?” 
 
    Terra slid the blanket further down Shannon’s back carefully feeling her way down her spine. “It’s not bright enough yet, they’re right here, but…wait here for a sec.” 
 
    Terra quickly grabbed her phone and turned on the flashlight setting, blinding them both. As her eyes adjusted, she realized that what they were doing was probably not going to help settle Shannon’s nerves. 
 
    “It’s not a big deal really,” Terra began as she shined the light on Shannon’s back, trying to dial back any anxiety she may have contributed. “I just got carried away when Angela did the spell, they were really, Um…”  
 
    Inspecting Shannon’s spine in harsh light, Terra was expecting a series of prominent marks on her skin. Now she saw only the hint of a scar. Had they not been in a straight line, they could easily be dismissed as a small moles or a blemish. 
 
    “You don’t remember your back hurting during the ritual?” Terra asked  
 
    “Not really. I remember the very end of it, the light swinging and the pipes bursting. That, and Angela’s war paint in the beginning, Why?” 
 
    Terra sighed, snapping off the flashlight, “Okay, good. From how you reacted towards the end, I just thought it was a bigger deal. Like it was hurting you. Maybe I over-reacted.” 
 
    She steered Shannon back to the bed, “Back to bed with you.  Try to get some sleep.” 
 
    Climbing back onto the king size bed, Shannon fluffed up her pillow and set it next to Terra’s. She put her head on Terra’s shoulder, yawning, “Thank you. I feel better.” 
 
    “Good. I have a good feeling about today. I think we’re right on the edge of being able to get her, Shan. This new thing with David, we could go to court with it.” 
 
    Shannon sat up, looking at Terra, “I wondered,” she said with a serious look on her face, “You’ve had that research look on your face for a couple of days but if David is messing around with more powerful wizards, I want more time in the gym with Issac and Angela.” 
 
    Terra sighed heavily knowing it was best not to confess just how much she knew about Shannon’s growing abilities, “If it comes to that, I will find a way to help you, you know that, right?” 
 
    “I know.” She flopped back down in the bed, “This used to be about simple spells and charms in the beginning. There weren’t any plans for protective orbs or plasma generation and triggering. Issac dances around the subject matter all the time but it’s quite clear what he’s teaching me.” 
 
    Terra caught herself moving through an initiation sequence with her fingers. She slowly slid her hand under the covers hoping Shannon hadn’t seen it. “What is he teaching you, Shannon? I uh think it might be helpful if I know.” 
 
    “You can’t tell them,” Shannon said back, “Angela will flip. It’s battle magic, Terra. It’s only used to fight and defend against the same. Issac’s doing his best to turn me into a weapon.” 
 
    “To defend again…” Terra repeated then caught her words, her heart suddenly pounding in her chest. “Yeah, oh boy that sounds dangerous.” 
 
    Shannon popped back up on her elbow, startling Terra, “See? I’ve already got you rattled. I’m sorry, babe. I’ll protect you.” She bounced her eyebrows up and down trying to get a smile out of Terra. After a couple of extended moments, Terra finally allowed a smile to creep across her face. “Okay fine,” she surrendered as Shannon began a line of soft kisses from her shoulder across her collarbone, “But I’m gonna protect you too.” 
 
    “Deal,” Shannon said as she put her head down on the pillow 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 49   
 
      
 
    As David’s Mercedes backed out of his driveway, both Issac and Marcus were waiting on both ends of his block. As David drove by Marcus’s little Corolla, he ducked down trying not to be seen. Per Issacs’ instructions, he waited until Issac drove by and then carefully turned around and follow both cars. 
 
    A quick call to Robbie made the reconnaissance team a triple threat as he pulled in behind Marcus. An ongoing conference call between the three of them moved back and forth from speculation of who they might see to what was being made for dinner and what ingredients each of them were responsible for bringing. 
 
    “Not gonna lie, this is fun,” Marcus laughed. 
 
    “As long as he doesn’t do a U-turn in the middle of the street, we’re good.” Issac said, “You guys both have decent cameras on your phones, right?” 
 
    After a brief Apple versus Android debate, Robbie added, “I brought my 35mm. It’s got a nice telephoto lens on it.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Issac said, “Depending on where we all end up, that will be the most helpful.” 
 
    David’s car turned into one of the city parks and Issac directed them to stop outside the parks’ main gates. Wait up, until, he parks. Then we can figure out where he’s headed.” Scanning for other cars in the mostly empty parking lot, Marcus spotted a vintage Jaguar pulling into the lot. 
 
    “I’ll bet the main course tonight, that’s our guy. Nice car.” 
 
    “Maybe not, let’s sit tight for a moment,” Issac suggested as he watched David walk over a small hill towards a cluster of softball fields. 
 
    He heard Marcus laugh, “Can you not see the license plate? How obvious does it have to be?” 
 
    Issac heard Robbie chuckle, “He’s got a point, but GNDALF? I guess hiding in plain sight is the way to go, right? Even though it’s blasphemy if you ask me.” 
 
    “What a bonehead,” Marcus laughed, “Super easy to find out who he is. All I have to is call the DMV. I would have gone with Voldemort or Saruman, instead. The license plate holder’s got a cactus on it. He must be a snowbird.” 
 
    “Ehem, Let’s make sure this is our guy, first.” Issac said trying to tamp down their enthusiasm, “Robbie, he’s going the other way around to the softball fields. There’s a service road that goes along the back of the field for maintenance, can you make your way over there and get a good shot?”  
 
    Robbie pulled out into traffic and turned into a driveway down the block, “You know a lot about this place, Issac. How so?” 
 
    He laughed heartily, “Hours of softball, probably gallons of beer. Which reminds me, Marcus, there’s a couple of hills along the backside of the farthest diamond. It’s really private and you could get some closeups if they’re headed where I think they are.” 
 
    “Private, eh?” Marcus prodded. 
 
    “Did I mention it was a co-ed team? I sucked as a player, but it was fun while it lasted.” 
 
    “You gave it up?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Not on purpose,” Issac said quietly, “Things went downhill for a while, that’s how I met Angela.” 
 
    Robbie broke in, “Sorry to break this up, but David just landed at one of the benches. I’ve got a perfect shot from this angle. Depends on where the other guy sits.” 
 
    “If anyone is recording us, that would sound a lot worse than it is,” Marcus interjected. “Just saying.” 
 
    “Good point,” Issac said out loud. “Let’s keep the chatter about normal stuff, like taking pictures.” 
 
    “You’re not actually serious, are you?” Marcus asked as he parked his car, “I’m at the opposite end of the last diamond. Headphones going in and hoodie up, I’m going for a walk.” 
 
    “If your car is upside down or half eaten when you get back, we’re in slightly deeper trouble,” Issac joked, “But if something weird does happen, I’ll create some sort of diversion, don’t worry.” 
 
    “That helps so much, Issac, thank you.” 
 
    “I’ve got a perfect view,” Robbie broke in, “The old guy is sitting with David. Zooming in and clicking away.” 
 
    “Just make sure you don’t have the camera hanging out your car window,” Issac advised, “It might look kind of obvious.” 
 
    “Now you tell me,” Robbie said as they heard a clunking sound from his car, “Okay, less obvious now. That would have been good to know in advance.” 
 
    Issac watched as another car pulled into the parking lot, “Rob, do you have photos including closeups?” 
 
    “Yep, a bunch.” He answered happily, “Why?” 
 
    “Maybe nothing,” Issac answered back, “Just head out and follow the service road to the other side of the park, you can get out there.” 
 
    “Something wrong?” 
 
    “Nope, just erring on the side of caution. Marcus, where are you?” 
 
    “Just a random teenager on his phone, texting, what’s up?” 
 
    “There’s a guy sitting in a silver Honda just outside the softball area. Can you circle around and get his plate number?” 
 
    “Bad guy?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Let’s hope not, but we shouldn’t take any chances, so now you can work your brand of digital magic.” Issac called out to both Robbie and Marcus, “We’ve got what we need, let’s all meet back at the loft, tonight. Everyone has their shopping lists, right?” 
 
      
 
    That night as they gathered at Shannon’s, Issac was quick to catch Marcus’ characteristic twitching. He watched as Robbie garnished a large salad bowl with a vinaigrette, “Eat first, then info?” he asked as he pointed to Marcus struggling with preparing with garlic bread, “Or vice versa?” 
 
    Robbie snickered as Marcus spilled a healthy portion of the garlic butter on the floor in front of him, “Info first, then everyone can relax while we eat.” He handed Marcus a kitchen towel with a grin, “No worries, it’s not fun if we don’t make a mess, we have plenty.” Pointing to Marcus’s waiting laptop, “Why don’t you boot up, I can finish this for you.” 
 
    Marcus seemed frustrated at his suggestion, “I messed up, let me finish this, at least. Two minutes.” Wiping his hands, he leaned over to the island countertop and made a couple of quick taps on his hard drive, “There, all good.” He turned back to Robbie, “How much parmesan do I use?” 
 
    Terra made her way into the kitchen from the living room, “It smells really good in here,” she said happily, “Still a secret or can I peek?” 
 
    Robbie opened the door of the oven a crack offering Terra a quick peek, “we’re gonna go over what we found this morning before we eat. If you want to gather the ladies in about five minutes.” He looked at the tenderloins sizzling under the broiler, “and these will be ready.” 
 
      
 
    “I loaded all of the pictures, but I haven’t gotten the DMV info yet.” Marcus said as he began to click through them, “I didn’t have time to pick out the best ones, so we can skip ahead to the best at the end. Robbie’s telephoto ones are the best.” As the slideshow continued, Shannon and Angela leaned forward to get a better look, but nothing caught their attention. As the closeups began, Angela spoke up, “Go back one. Can you zoom in on him?” 
 
    Marcus backed up the slideshow and steadily increased the focus closer to the man that sat with David. He watched Angela stare at him, “Familiar?” he asked, “It’s not the best one of him.” 
 
    “Old business guy, mid-sixties, maybe?” Terra noted as she looked at the screen, “Doesn’t look familiar to me.” Marcus continued to slowly flip through the pictures. He landed on one where the two men sat side by side, “The old guy looks pissed.” 
 
    “David looks very uncomfortable.” Angela noted, “He’s got something in his hand, but it’s still not close enough.” 
 
    Having stolen a piece of garlic bread from the oven, Shannon returned just as Marcus went to the next slide. Terra started to scold her but saw her expression, “Marcus, go back. Let her see it again.” 
 
    Shannon looked at the closeup, “Something about him is…” She shook her head shrugging her shoulders, “I don’t know, I guess, different?” 
 
    “Are there any better ones?” Angela asked as she watched Shannon close her eyes.  
 
    “Don’t force it, hun. Look at a couple others. Maybe something will jog that stubborn memory for you. A good dinner, maybe.” 
 
    Shannon nodded and looked down at the empty countertop trying to concentrate despite Angela’s suggestion.  
 
    “Shan?”  Terra reached out to touch her, but Shannon caught her hand. Still staring at the counter, she pointed to the other side of the table, “Sorry, weird moment, go stand at the head of the island.” She put her fingertips to her temple, “Bear with me.” 
 
    Without looking up, it got quiet in the kitchen as she directed Angela and Issac into similar positions. “Marcus, bring up the best picture you have of him.” Robbie walked into the kitchen to turn down the broiler. It appeared this would take some time. 
 
    “I have a couple on my phone that were pretty random, give me a second.” 
 
    “Please hurry,” Shannon asked quietly but the sense of urgency in her voice made him scramble as her eyes remained fixed on the corner of the island. Suddenly pointing wildly toward Robbie as he moved back to the island, she waved her hand to get him to slide over closer to Terra. 
 
    “I can’t look at your faces or I’ll lose this.” Shannon said as she began to kneel down, her eyes still on the same spot, “I was low and there were people standing around me,” she whispered, “Issac and Angela, move closer together.” As they moved, she continued to direct them with hand signals, “There. Right there.” 
 
    “Marcus, do you have a good picture?” she asked and without looking, reaching her hand towards him. 
 
    “I do,” he answered delicately, “it’s on my phone.” 
 
    Her eyes were now level with the countertop, “Zoom in and hand it to me, then stand to Terra’s right. You’re going to be David.” 
 
    Without looking at it, she took the phone from Marcus and waited until he stood next to Terra. 
 
    “There’s a dark room and I’m looking up,” she began, then winced, “I..I can’t make out all the faces, my head hurts and there’s a man speaking…” She stopped, taking a deep breath, then a second one. “There’s someone in a white coat. 
 
    “Please be careful,” she heard Terra say to her right. 
 
    “Shhhhh,” she responded softly whispering, her face hovering just above the table surface, “I’m okay.” She worked her jaw back and forth and grimaced, “There’s something in my mouth.” 
 
    “Look at the picture,” Marcus blurted out, “Just look at it.” 
 
    Shannon leaned back, clenching her jaw, the muscles and tendons in her right hand were tensing, “Don’t,” she said, sharply, “Stop this.” 
 
    Terra shot a look at Marcus then looked back at Shannon. From their recent past, she’d recognized Shannon’s tone. She looked at Angela, shaking her head. 
 
    Shannon’s neck and shoulder muscles now matched her wrist and forearm as they clenched down into high definition. Her shoulders began to move as her back arched. 
 
    “The picture, Shan,” Marcus almost shouted as he began to move toward her. 
 
    Grimacing, Shannon turned and looked at the phone in her hand, just as Marcus pushed her back from the table, his phone went tumbling across the floor. 
 
    Shannon shrieked as Marcus crashed into her. Terra dove to the floor with them, having no idea what was happening. He tried to cushion her as they rolled onto the floor, then sat up, his eyes filled with tears. 
 
    Shannon looked up at him and winked, “You’re so awesome.” She took a deep breath and let it out. She looked up at Terra, “Hi, sweetie,” she said with a little smile, “That was perfect.” 
 
    “No,” Marcus said, “I think I know where that was going. I’m sorry but I wasn’t going to let you.” He sighed, wiping his eyes with his sleeve, “I don’t care whether you recognized him or not.” 
 
    Shannon propped herself on her elbows and looked at all them as they gathered around her, “I’m okay,” she said, “Really.” Drawing her legs up, she began to stand, “It worked,” she grinned, then “Whoops,” as a drip of blood ran from her nose. 
 
    Terra panicked and grabbed for a napkin, “Are you sure,” she said as she took Shannon’s arm to steady her. 
 
    “Yep,” She said as she wiped her lip, “Sorry to be so dramatic.” She looked at Marcus who was still trembling from the encounter, “You were right to stop me,” She kissed him on the cheek, then looked to the group, “But his photo was dead on.” 
 
    “Poor choice of words,” Robbie said as he handed Marcus’s phone back to her, “So you know who he is?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Shannon nodded, “We should sit, and eat, if it’s ready,” she added quickly, “I’m starving.” 
 
    It took her a minute to convince everyone to grab a plate and get in line as Robbie checked the meat in the oven, “Almost,” he called out as he watched Shannon give Marcus another hug, “Three or four minutes, grab some salad and some wine.” 
 
    Shannon waited until they were settled before she raised her glass, “A toast,” she said, “To old memories and new adventures. Thank you all so much.” 
 
    “In a minute, maybe,” Terra said, “We can see that you’re fine but that was, well, disturbing and,” she tapped the end of her nose, “Reminiscent of an earlier episode, so maybe, you could let us in on it?” She looked at Marcus, “I’d heard her say stuff like that before, but you were ahead of the rest of us…” Terra recovered her smile, “It’s okay, bud.” 
 
    Marcus glanced at Shannon and she nodded her head to him, “It’s okay. You were absolutely right.” 
 
    “I watched her clench her teeth and it scared the hell out of me,” he began, “Her old doctor and the videos I’ve seen? Once she mentioned a white coat, it was game over.” 
 
    “Electroshock therapy,” Shannon said quietly, “But the old way, not the new way. I had been getting headaches, or waking up with them,” Shannon said, “I started paying attention to when they happened or what happened before. Now I remember.” 
 
    She took a sip of wine, “It was David. He was drugging me. The man in the picture, I think his name is Arthur. He, and the other people in the room, except David, are members of the Conclave.” 
 
    “Oh boy,” Issac said softly, glancing at Angela. 
 
    Shannon looked directly at Terra, “David is doing the same thing to Olivia.” 
 
    “But you had to go right to the edge to find out?” Terra asked her, “What if Marcus hadn’t tackled you? Then what?” 
 
    “It worked,” she said, “Whereever I was at in my head, something sorta let go. I have what I need. I can remember almost all of it.” 
 
    Issac cleared his throat and spoke up, “It took a rough event for me as well. Even after Angela did my spell. I didn’t have anybody to help me through it.” He looked at Angela, “You’re awfully quiet.” He cocked an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “You know too much as it is.” Angela said as she picked at her salad, “This Arthur person, do you remember how you met him?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Shannon said, “David found him. He was all excited about joining the Conclave.” 
 
    Issac smirked but stayed silent. He looked at the expressions of everyone at the table, “I’ll let you handle this.” 
 
    “There won’t be any handling of anything.” Angela said resolutely, “We have a lovely meal in front of us and we are going to be happy that Shannon has her memories.” She took her knife and sliced off a sizeable bite, “Do you have enough information now to go after Olivia?” 
 
    Shannon looked shocked, then looked at Terra, nodding. Terra grinned, “We have him financially…” 
 
    “And then some,” Marcus interrupted with a grin, “But you don’t want to know that.” 
 
    “Right,” Terra continued, “We have records and enough access to his life that I can tie him up in a dozen ways.” 
 
    “Sounds kinky,” Shannon grinned, “Not that there’s anything wrong with that.” 
 
    Angela chuckled, “So you have what you need?” 
 
    “I would say the thing with this Arthur guy, is definitely the icing on the cake,” Terra said with a satisfied smile, “Unless, he does something stupid, we can get her.” 
 
    “Without leveling half the city with battle magic?” Angela asked as she reached for her wine glass. She deliberately avoided eye contact with Terra. 
 
    “Yes,” Shannon answered, “In the background, only if needed,” 
 
    “Then, yes,” Angela raised her glass, “This does indeed, call for a toast.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 50    
 
      
 
    Shannon looked at Terra as they sat at the kitchen island the next morning. 
 
    “Are you ready?” she asked. 
 
    Terra raised a confident eyebrow, “Very much so.” 
 
    “My bad-ass lawyer,” Shannon beamed. 
 
    “My bad ass witch,” Terra answered back, “Set your phone to record, I feel good about this.” 
 
    Terra took a deep breath, blowing it out slowly to concentrate. Everything they’d planned for boiled down to this moment. She dialed the number to David’s car dealership. 
 
    “Yes, David Gibson, please.” she said to the receptionist. There was a short pause. 
 
    “Of course, My name is Terra Sullivan, I’m the attorney for Shannon Conrad…It’s a private matter.  Yes, I can hold.” She held a finger to her lips and cocked an eyebrow to Shannon, “Here we go.” She pushed the button on her phone for the speaker. 
 
    His voice was wary and dismissive from the start, “Ms. Sullivan, I was under the impression we were finished with any interactions regarding Shannon.” 
 
    Terra sat up straight on her bar stool, “Mr. Gibson, In light of recent developments and information that has been made available to us. I believe it is in your best interest we meet to discuss your daughter Olivia.” As Shannon began to fidget across the island, Terra held a finger to her lips. She would let David respond first, even if it took forever. 
 
    After almost a full minute, “Recent developments,” he said smugly, “Perhaps, you could enlighten me.” 
 
    “I will,” Terra responded, “But before I begin, I want you to understand that I represent Ms. Conrad as her attorney. We are fully prepared to legally escalate our position in the event you’re not onboard with what is a fairly simple request.” 
 
    “So, you’re going to threaten me?” he asked, “Good luck with that.” 
 
    “All we desire is a meeting with you. It’s quite simple.” 
 
    “To discuss what?” 
 
    “The parental rights for Olivia and to set up an initial visitation schedule. It is my hope that an amicable arrangement can be reached without much trouble.” 
 
    “Trouble from me, you mean.” His voice was beginning to rise in timbre. He was angry, “What makes you think I’m going to go along with this? Considering everything you know is from Shannon’s imagination.” 
 
    Terra silently pumped her fist, “Yes,” she mouthed to Shannon. “I can assure, you, sir, we don’t guess on such matters. I would suggest you be prepared to discuss several items in regard to…” 
 
    She and Shannon had made a list before the call. The listed items were, in effect, a progressive countdown of both legal and child safety violations that would signal to him that they knew exactly what was happening. To Terra’s surprise, Shannon had requested no mention of the spinal taps performed by Dr Paulson. She was adamant about wanting to protect him and his family. 
 
    “An attempt to convince Shannon that her daughter is dead. With that one alone, Mr. Gibson, I can build a very strong case against you.” 
 
    “Shannon’s mental history will work against her.” 
 
    “I believe they would frown on your use of electroshock therapy to produce her former mental state. The doctored corroborating records of St. Luke’s and Cottonwood make for some interesting reading.” 
 
    There was a pause on his end. Terra continued. 
 
    “Hidden payments to the Prescott school? Let alone funneled from one of many of your undeclared personal offshore accounts.” 
 
    More silence. 
 
    “Should I continue, Mr Gibson? It’s quite a list. The tax implications alone would be of interest to the IRS.” She waited for a moment, “A quick meeting would be so much more expedient.” 
 
    They heard him sigh on the other end of the line, “Where?” he asked, his voice was completely devoid of sarcasm. 
 
    “Your corner conference room in an hour.” She didn’t form it as a question. “The big one with all the glass walls and that pretty landscape mural, I think that would be an appropriate setting.” 
 
    “I feel like I should have my lawyer there with me,” he said, showing a bit of defiance. 
 
    “I think that’s fine, Mr. Gibson, Is he familiar with the uses of black hemlock? Then by all means, he’s welcome.” 
 
    “An hour then.” he said, “What assurances do I have that you won’t just open this all up to the police?” 
 
    “We’ll cover that in the meeting,” Terra affirmed, “We have gone to great lengths to protect ourselves in the event you are less than enthusiastic about the proposal. Board members, automotive partners, bankers both local and international, I hear it’s beautiful in the Caymans this time of year.” 
 
    “Alright,” he said, “An hour. Here at the dealership. I will listen to what you have to say.” 
 
    Terra grinned at Shannon, shrugging as she looked down the rest of the list they had prepared, “One last thing, Mr. Gibson, a small thing.” 
 
    They heard him sigh again, Shannon clamped her hand over her mouth to keep from responding. 
 
    “You have my attention.” he said, “what is it?” 
 
    “The ficus tree in your office, it’s needs water. See you in an hour.” 
 
    Reaching out with her finger, Terra tapped the phone to end the call. She looked up at Shannon, “Think I’m going to throw up.” 
 
    Shannon squealed and ran around the island, gently wrapping her arms around Terra, “You sounded amazing. I’m so proud of you.” 
 
    Terra took a shallow breath and looked at Shannon, “This is really going to happen isn’t it?” 
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    David tipped slowly back in his high back office chair, he put his hands behind his head with grin, “I’ve got to hand it to you, Shannon. I didn’t think you were capable of this.” 
 
    Shannon ignored the posturing, “If you’d only been fair from the beginning, David. We could have avoided most of this. I’m going to try to put the worst of this behind me, for Olivia’s sake.” 
 
    “And, that’s against my personal recommendation, Mr. Gibson,” Terra began, “Just so you know.” 
 
    He chuckled, “Mr. seems so formal. If we’re going to sitting next to each other at high school graduation, please call me David.” 
 
    “Oh, please,” Shannon interrupted him, “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. So, we’re all on the same page, let’s review.” She nodded to Terra. 
 
    “As an initial visitation schedule, we are proposing two weeks on, two weeks off. Sharing of reasonable and proportionate expenses regarding Olivia’s needs. Agreed?” 
 
    “Do you actually have a job?” he asked suddenly, the ring of sarcasm was heavy. 
 
    “I assure you she does,” Terra answered, “Several growing income streams. Olivia will be well provided for. Do you agree to the schedule? We’re certainly open to questions.” 
 
    “I can suggest changes if it doesn’t suit me?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Terra answered, “Any suggestions or constructive ideas can come through my office. Email is preferred but phones are fine in the possible event of an emergency.” 
 
    There was no look of alarm at the thought of Olivia being in a situation that he would recognize as a crisis. He leaned forward onto his desk, steepling his fingers together. At first, he ignored Shannon, instead leveling his gaze at Terra, “Fine,” he said with resignation, “I agree. Are we done here?” 
 
    Shannon leaned forward, “I’d prefer to end on a high note but first, I want you to understand that we have only shared a small amount of the information that we have on your, uh, world? Try anything and I can ruin you in about three minutes.” 
 
    David held up his hands as if to surrender, “I get it,” he said quietly, “Not much of a high note, Shan.” 
 
    “Sorry,” she sighed, “I guess regaining all of my lost memories has made me a little cranky. If you’re choosing to run with the big boys, Olivia’s welfare will come first.” 
 
    Terra sought to head off an argument. She smiled at him softly, “David,” she asked in a softer but still professional tone, “If you could see fit to contact Olivia’s counselor at Prescott, we’d like to pick her up today.” 
 
    Shannon nodded, “I would honestly appreciate it. It could be a good start.” 
 
    “It’s not like I have the number off the top of my head,” he began, “maybe tomorrow.” 
 
    Terra reached across his desk with a business card in her hands, “Here’s her number,” she smiled, “both her school number and her cell, email’s there too. Wouldn’t you agree it would be a great start?” She held the card steady in her fingers, just out of his easy reach. 
 
    David strained to take the card from her hand, “Any chance you were in sales early in your career?” he asked with suddenly playful expression on his face, “You’re quite a closer as we say around here.” 
 
    Terra cocked her eyebrow, “So, you’ll make the call, then? She’s out of school at 3:15, we’d like to get there before her bus leaves.” 
 
    “I will,” he said, “I don’t see what choice I have.” 
 
    Terra and Shannon stood up to leave. “You just need to start making better choices where Olivia is concerned,” Shannon said in an apprehensive voice, “Please make the call. Let’s try to make the transition easy for her.” 
 
    He nodded as he picked up the school counselor’s number and his phone and began dialing. He continued watching Terra and Shannon until they walked out the front doors of the dealership. After a minimal conversation he hung up and sat at his desk quietly until a sly grin crossed his lips. 
 
    Picking up his phone, he dialed another number. 
 
    “It’s David. I want to meet.” There was a pause, “No I’m not being demanding. I have an idea that will benefit us both.” After another pause, “Yes, 6:30 will be fine. It appears I have the night off.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 51   
 
      
 
    “Oh, God, my heart is pounding.” Shannon said as she watched the first group of middle schoolers come streaming out of the classroom buildings, “I don’t see her.” 
 
    Marcus took a step forward, “There she is,” he beamed, “That must be her counselor with her.” He looked at Shannon, “Can I go get her?” 
 
    Shannon bobbed her head, her eyes shining, “Of course.” 
 
    He reached into his bag and pulled out a small hastily wrapped package, “This is jumping the gun a bit, and if you say no, I’ll understand completely.” He tapped the package, “It’s ready to go for her, but it’s a parent thing.” 
 
    As he walked quickly up the drive, he waved excitedly at Olivia. She turned to her teacher with a big smile, nodding enthusiastically to her. 
 
    Stopping at the foot of school steps, Marcus said something to the teacher and Oliva jumped and threw her arms around him, hugging him tight. Thanking her teacher, Marcus turned and pointed across the parking lot to Shannon. 
 
    Olivia handed her book bag to him, then began quickly walking toward her mother. 
 
    Shannon put her hand to her mouth and took a step forward, she reached back for Terra’s trembling hand, “This is really happening isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yep,” Terra answered through her tears, “Go to her, Shan.” 
 
    Looking back at their clasped hands, Shannon whispered, “Come with me. Please.” 
 
    Terra watched as Olivia rounded the corner of the long driveway, she looked back at Shannon, “Not this time, Shan, it’s one of those moments.” She slowly released Shannon’s hand, “Go to her.” 
 
    “Oh God,” Shannon said as she pulled down on the back of her blazer and straightened her shoulders. As Shannon began to walk toward Olivia, the waves of school children parted and Olivia and Marcus stopped as she approached. 
 
    Marcus let go of Olivia’s hand and began to walk to Shannon. He winked as he passed, “She’s so jazzed. I don’t think her feet are touching the ground. Enjoy.” 
 
    Shannon wiped a tear away from her face as she walked up to her daughter. 
 
    “Hi sweetheart. Do you want to come home with us?” 
 
    “Mom?” she said softly, her eyes flaring in a gentle amber glow, “For reals?” 
 
    Shannon nodded. A tingle in her eye made her aware that she was matching the look that Olivia was showing. She quickly moved to put her arms around her, “Yes, Love, for reals. For as long as you want.” 
 
    Shannon pulled her in close, holding her against her chest, rocking Olivia gently side to side. “I’ve waited for this day for such a long time.” 
 
      
 
    Marcus kept his teary eyes on Terra as he approached the car. She reached out an arm to hug him as he stood next her, “You did it, buddy.” 
 
    “We did it, Terra, all of us. Don’t forget that.”  
 
    “What did she say when she saw you?” Terra wondered as she wiped her eyes, “Her whole face just lit up.” 
 
    Marcus had to clear his throat before he could answer, “Her teacher must have known what was happening cuz she was teary-eyed too,” he said as he looked at Terra, “There’s my friend, she said and then she hugged me. I think I thanked the teacher…it’s a little blurry after that.” 
 
    He watched as Terra solemnly looked back at Shannon and Olivia talking quietly in the middle of the driveway. He saw her smile fade, then return with a fresh cascade of tears. Catching a sob, she looked at him, “Sorry, I’m a mess.” 
 
    Marcus took her arm and pulled her close, “Don’t be afraid,” he said as he gently squeezed her arm, “It’s going to different for us, for sure but I think it’s going to great.”  
 
    She turned and starred at him, “How do you do that?” she said quietly, then her expression changed, “Am I that obvious? I’m trying really hard not to be.” 
 
    “Maybe a little,” he said with a slight grin, “Just don’t worry. She’s not going to leave you behind.” 
 
    “God, how old are you again?” she said as she glanced back to Olivia and Shannon, now headed towards them, hand in hand, “Here they come, I’m scared to death.” 
 
    “Trust me, Terra,” Marcus said softly, “In twenty seconds, you will feel completely different.”  
 
    He took a step back as Shannon stepped ahead of Olivia, reaching for Terra’s hand, her eyes still smoldering with a soft golden glow, “Olivia,” she said as she pulled Terra toward her, “This is Terra.” 
 
    The young girl stood silently for a moment as she glanced nervously at Marcus, then at her mother. Taking a halting step forward, Olivia stopped, beginning to reach her hand out.  “It’s nice….” She stopped midsentence and threw her arms around Terra, “Thank you so much,” she began to cry as Terra leaned down to hold her.  
 
    “Oh honey, don’t cry,” Terra started, but she glanced at Shannon, and began to sob along with Olivia, “It’s so wonderful to finally meet you for real.” 
 
    As Olivia stepped back, Terra cleared Olivia’s hair from her face, “You are so beautiful.” She looked at Shannon, “You called Robbie, right?” 
 
    “Yep, he’ll meet us at the loft.” She turned to Olivia, “We’re going to swing by your father’s house and you can pick up some things for an overnight, if that’s okay with you.” 
 
    Olivia looked stunned, “I get to stay over? And he’s okay with that?” 
 
    Shannon nodded, “He is, hun. He called the school to arrange this pick-up. I promised you that things were going to change. That starts today. No more secrets.” 
 
    “I call shotgun,” Marcus grinned as he picked up Olivia’s bookbag and opened the front passenger door, he caught Terra’s eye, “Told ya.” 
 
      
 
    Shannon sat with Olivia in the backseat of Terra’s SUV as they drove to David’s house. Any anxiety they had about him being there was quickly forgotten as they pulled into the driveway.  
 
    “He’s not here,” Olivia said brightly as she opened the car door, “Are you coming in?” 
 
    “No sweetie,” Shannon answered, “we’ll wait here. “You get what you need. Take your time, we’re not going anywhere.” 
 
    It was less than five minutes when Olivia came bounding out the front door wearing a simple oversized sweatshirt and black leggings, her change of clothes included a small accessory item. The pendant that Shannon had made for her sparkled brightly in the late afternoon sun.  
 
    Carrying a small gym bag overstuffed with clothes, Marcus commented on the two stuffed animals that poked their heads out of the bag, “And beady littles eyes are coming with us.” This time he laughed about it, “Excellent,” he snickered, “She looks like a slightly shorter version of you.” 
 
    Olivia landed in the back seat with a sly grin, “Just so you know, Dad hates leggings.” 
 
    Shannon glanced at Terra, “Noted.” She pointed to Olivia’s bookbag, “Any homework due Monday?” 
 
    “A little,” Olivia said with a familiar arch of an eyebrow. Marcus caught it in the rear-view mirror, “Yep…slightly shorter version of you.” 
 
    On the way to the loft, Shannon explained the temporary set up, “I’m sure, sweetie, it will take some time for you to get comfortable with this arrangement. The loft doesn’t look like much, but we’ll do some renovating so it’s comfortable. Robbie’s going to love doing this.” 
 
    Olivia looked at Marcus, “Robbie, from the Gallery? Your assistant?” She made a muscle with her arm, “Some of my classmates were talking about him on the bus ride home.” 
 
    Shannon laughed out loud, “I’ll bet,” she smirked, “You’re gonna love him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 52   
 
      
 
    Terra busied herself with post dinner dishes as Shannon and Robbie discussed the layout of what was to become Olivia’s new bedroom. 
 
    “In a way, he sorta owns both buildings,” Shannon disclosed at one point to Olivia, “And, he’s the ultimate handyman. Everything we need.” 
 
    Robbie deflected the compliment, “My family does, actually,” he explained to Olivia as he walked off a wall distance with his tape measure, “As long as I do things to add value to the property, we live here pretty cheap.” 
 
    Shannon winked at Olivia and mouthed, “Free.” 
 
    “That gives your mom a chance to do her artwork and get her career back on track. I’ve got my side and she has hers.” He glanced toward the kitchen, then at his phone “There’s room for everybody. Speaking of which,” he added, “I’m going out tonight.” He handed Olivia the tape measure, “Take this to bed with you tonight,” he told her with a grin. 
 
    “Robbie,” Shannon winced as Terra walked up behind him, “It’s okay,” she said with a smile, “I know this one too.” She looked at Olivia, “How come, I wonder?” 
 
    “Okay,” Olivia grinned, “Why would I take a tape measure to bed with me?” 
 
    Robbie drew out his answer by picking up his toolbelt and his jacket, “To see how long you sleep.” 
 
    Olivia rolled her eyes as Terra laughed at both her and Shannon’s reactions, “Ha, it’s officially the first dad joke in the house.” She high fived Robbie as he passed by on the way to the door. 
 
    After a quiet moment Terra hooked her thumb toward the door, “I’m gonna head out too. Lots of case work to catch up on.” She looked at Olivia with a warm smile, “Lots of mom and daughter things to catch up with, right? I’m so happy for you.” She turned to leave, “I’ll get my stuff.” 
 
    Shannon leaned over to whisper something to her daughter as Terra reached the kitchen, but Olivia darted away from her before she could say anything. 
 
    “Terra?” 
 
    Quickly wiping her eyes, Terra turned in the doorway, “I don’t want you to go. Mom doesn’t want you to, either. Will you stay with us?” Olivia reached her arms out, “Please?” 
 
    “This night is special for you, sweetheart. It’s just for you and your mom. I’m okay,” she sniffled, “I’ll never be far away from either of you.” She brushed the hair out of the young girls face, “Shan makes a killer hot chocolate. I think that’d be a wonderful place to start. I’ll see you tomorrow, I promise.” 
 
    Olivia hugged Terra, “You promise, right?” 
 
    “I keep my promises,” Terra said as a tear rolled down her cheek, “You go get your pj’s on and have an amazing evening. Tell me all about it tomorrow.” 
 
    Olivia walked back to Shannon as she stood in the open warehouse space, “She’ll be back in the morning, Mom. She told me about your world-famous hot chocolate, I think that sounds good.” 
 
    Shannon sighed and reached out her hand, “She is so smart. She always knows just what to do.” Dabbing at her eyes, she added, “I’m afraid that I might not always do or say the right thing for you.” 
 
    Olivia smiled, “I don’t care, Mom. You’re here and you want me with you. That’s all that matters.” She pulled on Shannon’s hand, “Do you have any marshmallows?” 
 
      
 
    After downing her second mug, Olivia yawned. Shannon smiled, “It’s probably your bedtime, right?” 
 
    Olivia looked around the kitchen, finally spying the clock on the microwave, “Past, actually. I have to bed early on school nights.” 
 
    “It’s Friday, hun, you can stay up as late as you want,” Shannon said with a conspiratorial smile, “Like a sleep over.” 
 
    “A what?” Olivia questioned her. 
 
    Biting her tongue, Shannon did her best to mask her anger, “Well,” she said softly, “let’s just get ready for bed and talk and tell stories, or watch a movie, or order a pizza or whatever your heart desires.” She was suddenly lost for words. 
 
    “A pizza? We can do that?” 
 
    Shannon picked up Olivia’s bag, pointing to the stairway, “Up you go. Did you bring pajamas?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “You, and your animals, climb into bed, I’ll be up in a minute.” She watched her spring up the stairs as she reached into her bag to retrieve Marcus’s gift. Feeling around the edge of the cellphone cover, she’d known from the start what it was. Knowing it would involve a conversation with her father, she put it back in her bag. She knew Marcus would understand. 
 
    Turning off the lights except over the sink, she made way upstairs. Olivia was curled up on Terra’s side. Propped up on her pillows, she grinned as Shannon came into the room. Her eyes flared as brightly as Shannon had ever seen. 
 
    “Got your buddies, I see.” Shannon said pointing to the stuffed animals, “Makes me happy I haven’t missed your entire childhood. Gimme a minute, I’ll, uh, find some pj’s.” 
 
    Olivia snickered, and it registered with Shannon as she went into the bathroom, “Back in a minute.” Walking in, she looked down on the vanity at the trio of toothbrushes in the holder. Throwing on a pair of flannel shorts and a t-shirt, she went back out and climbed into bed. 
 
    “Kinda a big day for you?” she asked as they both settled in, then reached for the remote, “Wanna watch a movie?” 
 
    “That would be cool,” Olivia said as she rolled over and put her nose on Shannon’s shoulder. After rolling back, she smiled, “I get it, you know. That’s Terra’s t-shirt cuz it smells like her. This is her side of the bed, isn’t it?” 
 
    Shannon only smiled and nodded, not knowing quite what to say. 
 
    “I can see why you like her, Mom. I’m glad she’s with you. I like her a bunch.” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s my rock. Are you sure you’re only eleven?” 
 
    Olivia grinned, “Almost twelve. Yeah, I’m sure.” 
 
    There were few minutes of comfortable silence. 
 
    “Mom?” 
 
    Shannon chuckled and clapped her hands together quietly, “I so enjoy that,” she said happily, as she turned to Olivia, “What, Love?” 
 
    “Does Terra have powers?” she asked in the quietest voice possible. Shannon began to smile, and before she could answer, Olivia followed up with a second, “Like we do?” 
 
    Shannon picked up the remote and turned off the TV, “Legal ones, yes. Not quite like me, she’s fearless, just incredible.” She stroked her hand along Olivia’s hair, “Marcus said you mentioned something about secrets at the gallery that day. You should maybe tell me what’s happening. Do you feel alright?” 
 
    “Most of the time, I do. It just feels weird when I know things that other people don’t. Sometimes I see things that other people don’t know are there.” 
 
    “Does it scare you?” Shannon asked softly, her mind racing, “It would scare me if I didn’t know what was happening. But that’s okay,” she quickly added. 
 
    “It used to, but not anymore.” she said as she gathered up one her stuffed animals. 
 
    “That’s good, hun. I don’t want you to be scared. There are two more people that you will meet. They will help teach you how not to be scared, I promise.” 
 
    “Like Marcus and Robbie? Friends of yours?” 
 
    “Good friends of mine, more like family now.” She reached and put her arm around her daughter, “I’m glad you’re not afraid. It’s a wonderful thing to know about magic.” 
 
    She nodded, “I told Marcus that I have secrets. That’s what I meant. I have a friend that told me not to be afraid.” She picked up the stuffed animal and held it tight, “It protects me.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good friend to have,” Shannon said, warily, “Where is your friend now?” 
 
    Olivia held out the stuffed snake to Shannon, “Here. Right here. Watch this.” 
 
    Shannon leaned back not sure what to make of the situation as thin line of greenish crystals began to swirl around the little toy and slowly wrapped around Olivia’s hand, “I call it Ziggy, cuz it zig-zags around my room.” 
 
    Shannon nodded, “Ziggy,” she repeated, “Cute. It’s never harmed you has it.” She glanced nervously at her phone wondering if Angela was still up. 
 
    “No, Mom. never. It protects me. Helps me with homework and stuff.” 
 
    Shannon snickered but stopped as the green shape lifted off the head of the toy and turned toward her. “Don’t be scared, Mom, Ziggy likes you.” 
 
    Still wary and now planning for a poor night’s sleep, she tried to relax her arm. “Okay, Ziggy,” she said out loud, “You just keep protecting Olivia. That’s fine by me.” 
 
    She watched as the green crystal flared in intensity and retreated from the stuffed toy to curl on Olivia’s shoulder. 
 
    “Ziggy likes everybody so far, Mom, don’t worry. I think you’re a little freaked out.” 
 
    “Maybe a little,” Shannon said as she reached to turn off the nightstand lamp. “We’ll meet Angela and Issac tomorrow, they’ll want to meet Ziggy, I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 53   
 
      
 
    With a simple wave of his hand, Arthur took David up off his feet and threw him down hard onto the sunbaked blacktop. The side of his face bounced off the asphalt and his ears filled with a deep rushing sound as he briefly lost consciousness. 
 
    When he came to, all he saw were Arthur’s freshly shined wingtip shoes, the old man was standing in front of him. He knew it was going to be painful and tried to take a quick breath as he rolled over to look up at his mentor. 
 
    “You are such a disappointment to me, David,” Arthur said as he bent down to him, “On so many levels.” 
 
    Reaching down to straighten David’s silk tie, he mused, “I mean, what the actual fuck were you thinking, that you’d take over?” he laughed, “Actually take my place?” He ran his thumb over a scrape in the finely-woven fabric, then gathered it up and pulled on it, cinching David’s throat in his grip. “Maybe you got a spell from a cereal box or something? Better yet, you just made it up as you went along. How’d that work out for you?” 
 
    “I figured out early on that you’d be tempted to see what this fluid thing was all about, that you’d test me or make some move. What do you have to say for yourself?” He looked at David, his face purple from the pressure around his neck, “Oh, sorry. It wasn’t meant to be rhetorical.” 
 
    “Arthur, I’m sorry,” David wheezed as the knot in the tie began to loosen, “I’m not out to get you, I swear. I’ll do whatever you want.” 
 
    The old man chuckled, “Let’s be crystal clear, David. If you cross me again, I’ll simply open up a portal somewhere and send you through it,” he paused as his eyes formed slits, “one piece at a time. It’s clear you don’t know what you’re doing to yourself.” 
 
    Arthur drew his hand across the top of the younger man’s prone body. A series of stabbing pains shot through his elbows and knees, taking his breath away. 
 
    “Now, that you’re more focused,” Arthur smiled, “I’ve always felt the best way to profit from any business deal was to eliminate the middle man and go straight to the source.” He tapped David in the chest with his finger, “Who, in our little arrangement is the odd man out? Me, your daughter or you?” 
 
    “Me,” David gasped still suffering from the shock in his joints, “I am.” 
 
    “Glad you agree,” Arthur smiled, “Makes everything so much simpler.” 
 
    “You want Olivia for yourself.” David said with almost no emotion in his voice. 
 
    “At least you’re not a dumbass in that department. That’s why I’ve tolerated you for so long. 
 
    David paused to gather strength, “I can make that happen, Arthur, you know I can.” 
 
    The old man began to laugh heartily, “You black-hearted bastard, you may show some promise yet. She’s your own flesh and blood, yet you show nothing toward her. Yes, I want you to make that happen. As soon as possible.” 
 
    Drawing his hand back over David, the pain vanished, and he slumped back onto the roadway, “I’m gonna stick with the car business,” David groaned, “I’m done with trying to get into the Conclave.” 
 
    Arthur stifled a laugh, “Boy, your dumbass side is showing again. This has nothing to do with those fools.” He laughed uproariously, “Those lightweights, I guess if you want to learn how to jazz up a pumpkin spice latte or do some ridiculous love spell, maybe they’re more your speed.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” David said as he carefully picked himself up off the pavement. 
 
    Arthur grinned as he opened his car door, “And that, young man, is why I will never again say another word about it.” He closed the car door, then rolled down his window, “It’s such a lovely day, isn’t it?  I expect a call. Two, three days, tops.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 54 
 
      
 
    Shannon grinned as she let Angela into the loft, “Big day,” she said, “Actually bigger than we both thought, Miss Olivia has something to show us. Where’s Issac?” 
 
    “He’s a little under the weather,” she chuckled, “Something about gas station sushi and it’s after effects.” 
 
    “Ewww, gross.” Angela heard the same response from two different directions. One from Shannon and from a new younger voice from the kitchen island. Her face lit up as she saw Olivia sitting at the island, Shannon had just finished braiding her hair, “Oh my gosh, I have so been looking forward to meeting you. Oh, look at you, you’re just adorable.” 
 
    Shannon heard the key strip buzz again as Terra walked into the loft. Breaking away from Angela and Olivia, she winked at Terra as she approached, but Terra stood there stiffly as Shannon hugged her. 
 
    “How’d it go?” Terra whispered, glancing over Shannon’s shoulder.  
 
    “Couldn’t have been better,” Shannon beamed as she looked at them at the island, “She is a very observant young lady. She likes how you smell.” Shannon waited for the reaction. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She likes your perfume, on pillows, on sheets and what turned out to be my pajamas last night. She had us figured out right away.” 
 
    “You slept in my t-shirt last night?” 
 
    “I missed you.” Shannon shrugged then kissed Terra on the lips, “She has something to show us.” 
 
    “Angela too?” Terra questioned, “No Issac?” 
 
    “Nope, he’s sick. You don’t want to know.” 
 
    As Terra walked over to the counter, Olivia’s smile couldn’t have been wider. 
 
    “Hi sweetie, back as promised. Mom says you have something to show us.” 
 
    Shannon stood alongside with Terra, “Best if everyone stands very still for a moment,” then she laughed happily as Olivia’s eyes flared back at her, “Okay, there’s that. She did that when she was a baby.” 
 
    “The deepest of connections,” Angela acknowledged, “This is a very good start.” 
 
    As Olivia picked up the stuffed snake, Terra looked a little squeamish, “I know, just a toy,” as she backed away from the counter, “but snakes and I just don’t get along.” 
 
    “Traumatic childhood memory?” Angela snickered. 
 
    “I was little, and my mother and I went to visit one of her friends at their lake cottage. That next morning, I stepped out the back door and, well the concrete steps stay warm because they get sun almost the whole day and…” Terra shivered and gritted her teeth. 
 
    “Ewww, you stepped on one.” Olivia interrupted, “Did he bite you.” 
 
    “I stepped into the middle of a whole family warming themselves on the steps. I wasn’t bitten, well, it’s something that just sorta stays with you,” She grimaced several times to make her point, “Just a toy, ignore me, sorry.” 
 
    “She’s not afraid of anything,” Shannon said as she grasped Terra’s shoulders, “Show us, hun.” 
 
    “You can come out, Ziggy. It’s okay.” 
 
    Angela gasped right away as a series of sparkling green diamond shapes began to circle around the stuffed animal and then wrapped around Olivia’s hand. Even Terra leaned in to get a closer look, “It’s beautiful,” she said softly, then glanced at Angela, “What is it?” 
 
    “We’ll see,” she answered carefully, then bit her lip, “Sweetie, can I ask you some questions about your friend?” 
 
    “Of course,” Olivia answered as the iridescent shapes spiraled up around her fingers. 
 
    “Is it male or female?” 
 
    “I’ve never thought of that, when it talks to me, the voice sounds like mine, so I guess it’s a girl.” 
 
    “Helpful,” Angela said with a sense of relief, “It would just get weird in the not too distant future.” She shrugged, “No judging. So,” she continued, “Ziggy can speak to you. Will she speak to us, if she wants to?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she answered, “You are the only ones that have ever seen it, er, her.” 
 
    “So, your father doesn’t know about her?” 
 
    “Nope,” she glowered briefly, “he hasn’t got a clue. All he ever did was to tease me about my imaginary friends.” 
 
    “That’s a good thing too,” Angela noted quickly, “How long has she been with you?” 
 
    Olivia hesitated, glancing at her mother, then Terra, “I don’t really know, I use to think I was seeing something, a reflection or something move on my bed.” 
 
    Shannon felt Terra shudder and started to snicker. She quickly apologized but struggled to keep it under control. Angela had another question, “Does she travel without you or without the stuffed animal?” 
 
    “No,” Olivia answered, “But, she was worried when I told her that I would be coming here, maybe to stay. She was afraid that I wouldn’t take her with.” 
 
    “So, she’s able to process your feelings as well as her own,” Angela said almost too quietly to hear. “Ask her another question if you will, does she remember when she came to you?” 
 
    “I was alone, and I was scared,” She looked down at the table top to avoid everyone’s gaze, “I just wanted a friend to be with.” As her smile faded, the sparkling facets glowed intensely around her fingers, quickly darting out from her hand. “She does that when I’m sad. But I’m not sad, Zig. Chill out.” 
 
    As the swirling colors returned to her hand, all eyes, including Olivia’s, turned to Angela. “I’ll do some more research, but from what I see and hear, Olivia has a sentient on her hands. It’s old Latin for able to feel. In your case sweetheart, and I’m not sure about this, a gifted sentient being. Capable of processing feelings on her own. The fact that it wants to protect you is remarkable.” 
 
    “So, she’s safe with it?” Shannon asked, “We’re safe, as well?” 
 
    “Very,” Angela said with a good deal of conviction. A subtle shift in her eyebrow told Shannon otherwise, “It might be challenging with all the changes in both feelings and the environment.” She looked at Olivia, “Telling us about how you are feeling, both happy and not, is going to be important as we all get to know each other, okay.” 
 
    “Okay, I promise,” Olivia said convincingly. 
 
    “Good,” Angela said with a sly grin. She glanced quickly at Shannon, “Because we have so much to teach you.” She raised her arms and drew a large square over the island with her fingertips, A bright strand of golden light instantly outlined the border of the kitchen island. As it slowly cascaded down around them, Olivia’s eyes were huge, “So cool.” 
 
    Angela smiled at Terra and Shannon but kept an eye on Ziggy, who remained on the end of Olivia’s hand, “Yep,” she repeated, “So much to learn.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 55   
 
      
 
    “I’d really hoped we wouldn’t have to revisit our earlier conversation. It’s a simple idea and we’ve made all the necessary preparations. I just don’t understand your hesitance.” Arthur jerked his hand into a fist and David’s knees buckled as he grasped at his throat. 
 
    Arthur’s eyes went jet black as he bent down to speak, “Just a reminder.” 
 
    Arthur nonchalantly set the bottle of water in front of a choking David, “Make the call,” he glared, “If you want to see your daughter alive, get your shit together and get them here.” He leaned down to David’s ear, “To be clear. I only want your daughter. Do what you want with your ex. I’m sure there’s an empty trunk around here somewhere” 
 
    “Both of them? Why?” David managed to squeak out before the crushing pressure on his throat returned. He dropped to his knees struggling to breathe. 
 
    “Appropriate,” the old man mused as he watched him suffer, “Had I known that you were so gung ho to take my place, I’d have thought of this a long time ago. I’d say it’s safe to say you’ve peaked in this craft. Olivia, on the other hand, may hold great promise.” 
 
    Arthur directed his hands to the first car in the service bay. In for an oil change, the vintage Corvette rose slowly up on the pneumatic lift. 
 
    David watched helplessly as the little coupe reached its’ peak height. Still gasping for breath, he reached up from the floor and groped the table top for his phone. He shook his head at Arthur as he tried to recover from the continued assault. 
 
    “Please,” he gasped hoarsely, “please don’t. Of course, I’ll do it.” He coughed violently until the man waived his hand and allowed him to breathe freely again. Climbing back into his chair, he stared at the phone for a moment. Arthur took the delay as stalling. With a twist of his hand and an unintelligible word, another car began rising off the concrete floor. 
 
    “Beemer’s next, my too clever friend,” he pointed to David’s phone, “Just in case you think I’m just pullin’ your leg.” 
 
    Now a third lift began to hum as a factory fresh SUV came up off the floor. The lift groaned under the weight of the huge vehicle. 
 
    “I dunno, David,” the old man mused, “Some tight little soccer mom’s gonna be pissed if she gets a scratch on her new mommy mobile.” He walked a few steps father out into the cavernous garage, “Lots of pissed off soccer moms if you don’t start feeling creative.” 
 
    David looked at his phone as Arthur lifted his arm and pointed at the rear struts of the lift that supported the truck, “What kind of door ding do you get when five thousand pounds hits the floor?” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” David pleaded as he looked quickly around the garage. One flick of a finger from Arthur and any one of a dozen cars would be headed to the scrap heap. His career would be over, “Give me a sec…a second to get my voice back.” 
 
    Arthur turned back to the Corvette, as he pointed his finger, the car began to vibrate on its struts. David took a second drink of water and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Funny to think this car is almost as old as I am.” The vibration kicked up a notch and the car began to bounce on the four small pads that held it aloft. 
 
    “I got it.” David hastily dug through his contacts, “I don’t have her on speed dial, for god’s sake. Give me a minute.” 
 
    Arthur wasn’t having it, “Never was much of a Chevy man,” With a crisp snap of his fingers, the rear support broke away from the lift and the little coupe fell over backwards onto the unforgiving concrete floor. 
 
    David stared at the upside-down collector’s item. A small piece of the red conical tail light bounced over to his feet. 
 
    “There, “Arthur grinned, “Take another minute to collect yourself.” He looked at the next vehicle, “So much time, so many pretty cars.” He looked at David’s phone, “Put her on speaker, I want to share.” 
 
    As the SUV began to vibrate next to him, David punched in the numbers to Shannon’s phone, praying it wouldn’t go to voicemail, “What if she doesn’t answer?” 
 
    “You better pray she does, boy, or it ain’t gonna be pretty.” 
 
    It rang six times before she picked up. Even then, he wasn’t sure if it might be her voicemail message. 
 
    Her annoyed answer eliminated that thought. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Shannon,” he huffed in relief, “I’m glad you picked up.” 
 
    “I would have preferred not to. What’s on your mind?”  
 
    Arthur raised his eyebrows and grinned at Shannon’s annoyed tone. 
 
    “I called…” he hesitated to the point where the old man began to point at the silver BMW, “I called because I was thinking over what the three of us talked about and, well...call this is a peace offering.” 
 
    Arthur nodded a brief approval, crossing his arms over his chest to listen. 
 
    “I know I’ve been horrible… to both you and Olivia and I just want to make things easier for you to get her around town.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, David. You don’t owe me anything.” She sounded skeptical at best. 
 
    “We just got a cute little SUV in on trade, not a big huge one, but something you and Olivia can be safe with.” He looked up at Arthur with a sly grin, “The seats fold, maybe you could use it to haul your art supplies or something. If you don’t want it, I guess I’d understand.” 
 
    Shannon was flustered, “I, ah, seriously, after all this?” 
 
    He held up a finger to his tormentor to buy time, “If you don’t want it...I’ve been such an asshole to you and, to be honest, I’m feeling guilty. I’m sorry to have bothered you.” 
 
    Again, he grinned and held up a finger to Arthur. 
 
    “Hey, wait,” Shannon said after a long pause. “Yeah, I’ll at least take a look at it.” 
 
    “Well, that’s the thing,” he began, “It came in yesterday and I had the detail team clean it up. There are, like four other people wanting it. We could just consider it a permanent demo for you.” His voice suddenly became softer in tone, “It’s red, by the way. I know that’s your favorite color. Can you come right now?”’ 
 
    “Um, well yeah, I guess. We’re just finishing dinner. A half hour, forty-five minutes maybe?” 
 
    “I know this is weird for you, Shan. I just want to make up to you as best as I can. It’s just there’s not a lot of time.” 
 
    There was a pause as she considered his offer. David began to look nervous as the silence continued. He gave her a little push, “I know Olivia will love it. It gets the best safety ratings.” 
 
    There was an odd chuckle from Shannon, “Somethings never change, David. What’s is gonna take to get you in this fine car, today?” she chirped, “Always the salesman.” 
 
    He laughed and gave the old man a nod, “True enough, it’s always life or death for the salesman. I’ll see you in a little while. The side doors are open on the detailing garage, just honk when you pull up. Thanks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 56  
 
      
 
    “Well,” Shannon said flatly as she hung up, “You never know what a day will bring.” 
 
    “He’s gonna give you a car?” Terra said slowly, letting it sink in. 
 
    She shrugged, “So it seems. He sounded a little different.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Not like an asshole,” She winced as Olivia came into the kitchen, “Sorry, hun.” 
 
    Olivia ignored the slight, “It’s okay, Mom.” 
 
    “Your father wants us to come out to dealership. He found a car for us. Said you’d like it.” 
 
    Even Olivia was surprised, “Wow, um, that’s…I’ll bet it was Gabrielle’s idea.” 
 
    Shannon just shrugged, “We can at least take it for a test drive. He wants us to come out tonight.” 
 
    Terra was dubious, but chose not to make a big issue about in front of Olivia, “What’s the worst that could happen?” She shook her head at how dumb the question sounded. “Ollie, it’s cooling off outside, you should ah, grab a jacket or something.” 
 
    Olivia’s eyes went wide, and she looked at her mom with grin, “Can I?” she asked, nodding her head up and down in anticipation. 
 
    “I suppose,” Shannon chuckled, “You’ve had a great week. It’s on the dressing chair in the bedroom.” 
 
    “Beaded denim?” Terra asked with a knowing grin. 
 
    “Oh, the stories it could tell.” Shannon answered back with a sly grin, “You’re gonna follow me, right?” 
 
    “Yep,” Terra said quietly, “Anything gets stupid, leave your phone on speaker. What are the odds that her father is turning over a new leaf.” 
 
    “Impossible. Not that it matters to us. Anything goes wrong, you come in for Olivia. I am absolutely ready for David.” 
 
    Shannon thought for a moment and then broke into a big grin as Olivia came back into the kitchen wearing the infamous jacket. It was a bit large on her.  
 
    “You look so cute. Terra’s gonna go pick up some groceries. We’ll meet back here later, okay?” 
 
    Olivia put her baseball cap on her head to complete her outfit, “Road trip.” 
 
      
 
    Pulling up to dealership, Shannon drove around the back of the expansive building. Rows of new cars and truck glittered in the bright lights that surrounded the parking lot. 
 
    “Which one do we get to drive, mom?” 
 
    “No idea, hun.” She slowed to drive slowly around a corner, “I haven’t been here in a super long time, oh wait, there’s the detail garage. Lights are on, we go in there.” 
 
    “There’s nobody around, are they closed?” Olivia’s voice had a quiet tremor to it. 
 
    “It’s fine, I’m sure. The mechanics go home at five. It’s just the night crew now, I guess,” She looked around the deserted acres of cars, “Though I don’t see them either.” Parking their car, Shannon slid her phone into her back pocket as they walked up to the door adjacent to the garage doors, “Let’s see what he’s got for us.” 
 
    Olivia looked at her mother as they stood in front of the door. Shannon hesitated to grab the door handle. 
 
    “Are you still afraid of him?” Shannon’s heart sank, and she turned to her daughter, “Sweetheart, I can’t imagine all the things he told you about me, but I was never afraid of him.” 
 
    “If something happens, Mom, we can handle it.” Her eyes sizzled a small flicker to her mother. 
 
    Shannon smiled as she pushed the service door open, “I’m sure we can.” 
 
      
 
    Walking into the lobby of the service bay, Shannon saw lights in the workshop. As soon as they walked into the mechanics area, she knew something was wrong. Against the harsh light of the overhead fluorescents, and the cars still up on their lifts, her eyes went to the wrecked sports car. 
 
    David walked out from behind the badly damaged Corvette, “Hi,” he said, pointing up at the dangling supports struts of the car lift, “It’s been an interesting day.” 
 
    As they walked over to the upside-down sports car, Olivia’s eyes were wide, “Not this one, I hope.” 
 
    David pointed to a freshly polished SUV crossover parked at the far end of the building, he smiled at Olivia, “Go check it out.” 
 
    Turning to Shannon, his smile suddenly faded as he reached into his pocket, “I thought I had a handle on this.”  
 
    Shannon thought he was talking about the Corvette, “There’s always insurance, right?” 
 
    Pulling a lighter out his pocket, he casually flicked the lid open and spun the flint wheel with his thumb, the sparks produced a small blue flame, “Not for something like this.” A dangerously familiar smile crossed his lips as Shannon’s eyes darted toward her daughter. 
 
    A dark figure moved out from behind a pick-up truck and began to follow Olivia as she walked to the SUV. It was Arthur. 
 
    Panicking, Shannon tried to call out as David threw the lighter to concrete at her feet. A bright flash of green flame shot up from the floor and surrounded Shannon, momentarily blocking the view of her daughter. 
 
    Seeing the flash of light reflected off the back of the building, Olivia turned only to be blocked by a second flash of the green fire. Surrounded by a blinding curtain of flickering haze, she couldn’t see her mother.’ 
 
    “Mom?” she screamed in terror, “What’s happening?” 
 
    Shannon looked down to the floor where the flames burned in a circle around her feet. Squinting to see the design, the circle was offset with five small squares, the squares sputtered with a white-hot flame and began to burn slowly as if to connect the five points of a pentangle.  
 
    “Olivia,” she screamed, “Don’t move.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Shannon reached out with her hand to break the border of the circle, recoiling back in pain as the green fire painfully scalded her fingers. 
 
    “You son of a bitch,” she screamed as she wrapped her hand around her fingers. She could see him standing there watching calmly. 
 
    “I really should have taken care of you from the beginning,” he said, his voice raised to be heard over the crackling of the glowing protection circle. “Circles can work in reverse, you know.” He mockingly rotated his hands back and forth, “Give it your best shot.” 
 
    “What is this, David?” 
 
    He shrugged and pointed to Arthur as he stood in front of Olivia’s circle, “He wants the girl. You’re just in his way, now.” 
 
    “The girl?” she bellowed over the crackling fire, “You fucking bastard, she’s your daughter.” Shannon swung her arm around and shot a burst of energy at him. Striking the wall of flames, the pulse rebounded back at her, rolling along the curve of the flaming circle.” He didn’t even flinch. 
 
    “Weak.” He commented as he walked right up to the edge of the flame, “What we used to do is child’s play for him.” 
 
    “I’m not an amateur any more, dumbass.” She aimed her hands down at the inside edge of the circle. Another pulse kicked back and knocked her to the floor. 
 
    “Olivia, don’t touch the green light, honey, please,” she began to cry, “What’s he want with her?” 
 
    “She’s special. I just didn’t realize it soon enough or use her to my advantage. My mistake.” She looked up at him with tears streaming down her cheeks, “Your advantage? she cried out, “What kind of animal are you?” 
 
    “I went too fast and tried to bite off more than I could handle,” he winked at her, relishing the smugness of his comment, “I know that’s rare, but hey, I’m a survivor.” He pointed to the man standing in front of her daughter, “He’ll see that I’m well compensated.” 
 
    Shannon looked at Olivia, her eyes began to swirl into an amber glow, “Be still honey. I won’t let them hurt you.” 
 
    “I’m okay Mom. I won’t let them hurt you.” Through the green curtain, she locked her eyes on the Arthur, He cackled in surprise, “Aren’t you sweet. I’m not going to hurt you, child. We’ll come to an amicable arrangement.” 
 
    “No,” she said back defiantly, “Not until you let her go.” 
 
    “Sorry, we can’t do that. Not yet.” 
 
    Shannon looked down as the white-hot lines of flame burned slowly towards a connection.  
 
    “What happens when they meet up?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “From what I’m told,” David said smoothly, “You disappear. Violently from what he said.” 
 
    Olivia spoke again, “What will happen to my mom?” 
 
    Arthur looked back at Shannon, “Gone,” he said, “Like before. Your life will be back to how it was. You just won’t remember.” 
 
    “No,” she said quietly, “We won’t let that happen.” 
 
    Arthur looked across the service bay at Shannon. The lines of the pentangle were only inches from completion. “There’s no we from what I can see. Don’t worry, it will all be over soon.”  
 
    Olivia smiled softly back at him with the innocence only a girl of her age can do. She raised her hand and pointed to the sheet of flame separated her from Arthur. In the distraction of the conversation, he hadn’t seen the subtle wrinkle marks around her jeans slowly make its way up the back of her leg and under the hem of the oversize jacket. Olivia leaned forward with a smirk as her finger neared the flickering green curtain. 
 
    He warned her, “I wouldn’t test that if I were you. It won’t feel very pleasant.” 
 
    She looked at him under her brow, “Oh, I’m not going to touch it, we are.”  
 
    As her finger slowly pierced the edge of the curtain a small sizzle was heard. From the point of her fingernail, a gap formed and a loud snap formed a thin opening of clear space above her finger, blocking the rising flames. 
 
    She looked at him through the slit and drew her finger slowly to the right. Where her finger had traveled, the flame remained dissolved. She looked at him without any interference. 
 
    Arthur took a step back, “Impressive,” he whispered, clearly surprised, “I should have known, given your parentage.” 
 
    Olivia shrugged, causing a ripple in the flames, “They tell me I’m a quick learner.” 
 
    Arthur smirked, “They,” he grinned, clearly mocking her, “Now, who might, they be?” 
 
    “My new family,” she said as the space in the flames grew wider, “I feel very welcome with them.” 
 
    “You’ve only known them for a couple of weeks, they’ll grow tired or bored with you soon.” 
 
    Olivia glanced at her father, “Like him?” she asked rhetorically. Bending at her knees, she began to manipulate the shape of the flames, building a doorway.  
 
    “You’ll end up alone, I guarantee it.” Arthur said, with another step back. 
 
    “Alone,” she repeated, “I don’t think so.” The gap at the tip of her finger began to grow. He watched as a series of coils pressed into the loose fabric of the jacket. The loose garment was now tightly wrapped around her arm. A shimmer of green and silver points of light reflected against the glimmering flames. The head of a snake formed at the end of her hand. 
 
    She grinned at him, “I’m never alone.” 
 
    As the old man raised his arm to defend himself, Olivia tipped her head to the side, listening to a growling sound outside the repair garage, “Mom?” she called out to Shannon, “Stand still.” 
 
    Even in her weakened state, Shannon heard the squealing tires on the outside of the building. 
 
    The wide garage door buckled, splitting its long sections at the seams as Terra drove her SUV through the door with an earsplitting impact. 
 
    David took a step toward the exit as Terra clambered out of the truck, her fingers of her left hand moving in a blur. Trying to get by her, she put her hand out as a bright burst of energy threw David into the side a car. She looked at a smirking Olivia, then quickly turned her attention to wide-eyed Shannon. Running to the edge of the burning circle, “What do I do?” 
 
    Shannon looked down at the edge of the circle, “If those lines connect, it’s gonna be…bad,” She shook her head at Terra. “I can’t break the seal. What? What the hell did you just do?”” 
 
    Terra stepped closely to the edge of the shimmering curtain and brought her hands together, saying something Shannon couldn’t hear. The floor of the repair bay began to vibrate. Gritting her teeth, she leaned into the movement. First a small crack appeared as the oil-stained cement began to chip and break apart. Like a jackhammer, she focused as the pressure wave she’d formed began to chip away at the surface. 
 
    “Stand back, I’m not very good at this,” she cautioned as the grinding wave came closer to the green fire, “If there’s no concrete, maybe there’s no fire.” 
 
    Bits of concrete began to fly up around them as Terra continued to pound on the floor. Carving a chunk out of the edge of the circle, pieces of concrete coated in black tar, began to fly up as fiery missiles. Like sparks from a welder’s torch, the shards of blackened stone burned in every direction.  
 
    “Keep going,” Shannon screeched, blocking her face from the shrapnel, “It’s working.” 
 
    Terra concentrated on the closest square and obliterated the design as fast as she could. As the last corner of the design was carved away, the curtain flared brightly and vanished with a loud thunderclap. 
 
    Terra jumped to her aid, slapping at the burning embers in Shannon’s hair and on her back. She turned to Terra, her face a giant question. 
 
    “There was traffic,” Terra said with a smirk. 
 
    Shannon looked at Olivia, then heard footsteps as David tried to run past them, “Not so fast.” 
 
    With another thrust of her arm, Shannon threw him back down onto the concrete. Glaring back up her, he challenged her, “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia stepped out of her captive protection circle and walked right past Arthur. Ignoring her, he quickly surveyed the layout of the immense space and figured his only way out was through the now gaping garage door. 
 
    Shannon looked at Terra, “Let me handle this please.” She threw pulse of energy in front of Arthur as David picked himself up off the floor. Bouncing off the cylinder of the pneumatic lift, the focused beam caused it to fail and dropped the BMW at Arthurs feet, missing him by inches. He stopped and held his hands up cautiously and stood still, appearing to surrender. 
 
    “Shannon,” Terra screamed as David moved behind her, leveled his hands threateningly, “Look out.” 
 
    They exchanged a series of powerful unseen blasts as they slowly walked toward each other. Each assault growing more powerful, yet the blasts kept glancing off in all directions. 
 
    Olivia joined Terra as they watched the fight, “I’m sorry you have to witness this, hun,” Terra said sadly, “It shouldn’t be happening.” 
 
    Olivia looked up at her, “No, it was always going to. She’s going to beat him. But I don’t have a good feeling about that guy.” 
 
    Arthur stood there watching intently shaking his head as his patience seemed to be wearing thin. Stepping towards them, he brought his arm around in a quick circle before Terra could react,  
 
    “Darks souls will gather,” he shouted as a dark dimensionless ring opened up in front of him, “I offer you a bountiful feast.” 
 
    Hanging in the air like a flat sheet of paper, he plunged his hands through the growing black spot only to have his hands come out the other side covered in a shining black goo. “Get rid of her David.  The other two we can re-set.” 
 
    David lunged for Shannon, locking her arm back as he curled his fingers around her neck. He pushed her toward the black hole, her feet were sliding on the broken concrete. 
 
    Terra fired a violent pulse of energy at Arthur, but he easily deflected it. As David continued to push Shannon, strands of her long hair began to rise toward the black hole as if some unseen force was sucking her toward it. A second set of hands appeared from the dark cavity, then a third, all grasping and billowing toward Shannon as David pushed her back. 
 
    “His arms,” Terra whispered to Olivia, “Can you do something to get his arms?” Without answering Oliva began to sprint down the length of the garage. Not concerned, Arthur let her pass by. When she suddenly circled around and seemingly threw something at him, his arms jerked back pulling his hands from the void. He turned and smiled at her, “Too late, my dear, my invitation has already been answered.” 
 
    A giant sleek oil covered arm reached out from the circle aimed at Shannon. With David steering her toward it, she couldn’t see as the fingers opened and tried to snatch onto her. 
 
    “Shan,” Terra screamed, “Let go.” 
 
    Bending at the knees, Shannon fell back toward the floor dragging David over the top of her. The otherworldly hands first glanced off David’s back and then locked on to him with a crushing grip. 
 
    David screamed in pain as the arm dragged him, along with Shannon, twisting and turning closer to the throbbing void. Terra watched, her arms raised and ready for the right moment but the minimal space between them gave no margin for a mistake. Running closer, she fired a short burst at the arm itself, then skidded to a halt on the concrete, “I’m sorry, babe, this is gonna hurt.” 
 
    The energy pulse shot into the floor between David and Shannon. Bouncing off the concrete it reflected into Shannon, breaking David’s grip. She rolled back across the floor like a rag doll. 
 
    Still caught in the hand’s grasp, David flailed until he rose off the floor, now frozen in the grasp of the void. The diameter of the circle began to collapse as the hand pulled David’s limp body through and into nothing. The two-dimensional void vanished without a sound. 
 
    “Well, then,” the old man broke the silence, ‘Enough of this. Time to call it a night. I’ll leave quietly.” He nodded expectantly to Olivia and was instantly able to move his shoulders and arms. He flexed his arms and took a step toward the door. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Terra said calmly as she raised her arms toward him, one up high and one down toward the floor. “He’s orchestrated this from the beginning. This is not over.” 
 
    Her lower hand released a swirling rope of energy at his feet and he rose up off the concrete floor several inches just as her upper hand spun around and began a stream of shots to his upper body. Unable to move his feet, his body jerked as the energy waves pounded into him. As his arm came up to defend himself, a thin green pulse connected on his shoulder with a resounding snap. His arm fell to his side and he grasped it in pain. 
 
    With a second stronger energy wave from Terra, he rose higher off the floor. She had no difficulty continuing to pummel him with her right hand. She could feel her feet beginning to vibrate but ignored the sensation as she lowered her head and focused her spiraling anger directly on the old wizard. 
 
    She glanced at Shannon as she picked herself up off the concrete. Olivia ran to her mother, pointing as she went as another car screeched to a halt outside the garage, “They’re here,” she shouted as Issac and Angela quickly picked their way through the broken garage door pieces and witnessed what was happening. 
 
    Angela rushed to Shannon’s side as Issac walked carefully up behind Terra.  
 
    “Angela,” he whispered as he pointed at Terra’s feet. The quietly pulsing rings of blue light had encircled her and was moving slowly up her shins. 
 
    “Terra, please,” he said quietly as he stopped behind her, “You need to stop this.” Issac glanced at Angela as she angrily jabbed a finger at him, “I didn’t teach her this,” he whispered, equally alarmed, “I don’t even know how to do it.” 
 
    Terra moved her left arm again, her fingers sequencing in a blur, and Arthur rose up into the rafters of the building. She held him still as the bombardment continued. The blue light continued to make its way up Terra’s body and stopped just short of her shoulders. Her dark blue eyes fixed on her target, she had no awareness of the pulsing light as it encircled her. The fingers on her left hand drew back into a pinch. 
 
    “Terra, please. Please stop. You’re going to kill him.” He touched her on the shoulder. 
 
    “Get away from me,” she hissed. “I want him to feel this, to live with this for what he’s done to my family.” Raising him another foot higher, Arthur raised his head and looked around, clearly dazed from the onslaught. Issac took a half step back for a moment staring at her, “Terra, no. Your family is safe. David is gone. End this.” 
 
    “Stop her,” he cried out weakly, “Please.” He stared down at Issac and then looked at Angela, “Please,” he called out again, “I give up.” 
 
    “Terra please, don’t trigger,” Issac looked at Shannon and Olivia, then Angela, he shook his head and took a deep breath, “It’s not who you are.” He pointed his hands to Terra, aiming carefully at her fingers, “I’m sorry…” 
 
    “Sanctuary,” Arthur blurted out as the azure blue ring of light split from Terra’s shoulders and moved down her arms. 
 
    “Issac, now,” Angela shouted as he lunged for Terra, trying to disrupt her attack. 
 
    “Safe haven,” Arthur shouted with his last strong breath, “I call for Safe Haven.” 
 
    The garage plunged into silent darkness. A static crackle echoed ominously around the garage. 
 
    Issac leaned and collided with Terra as they fell toward the floor. As the lights snapped back on in the garage, Shannon, Angela and Olivia rushed to them. 
 
    Arthur’s limp body continued to float in a fixed position in the rafters of the garage, a soft white light pulsated beneath his feet. Exhausted and beaten, he hung there, suspended like an abandoned puppet. 
 
    Angela looked at Issac as he sat on the floor holding a dazed Terra, “That settles that,” she said with a sigh of relief, “Inquest.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Issac blurted out from the floor “For real? Another second and we’d have had a bad clean up on our hands.” 
 
    She pointed up at the ceiling as Arthur’s body slowly came down, his speed being controlled by some unknown force. 
 
    “For real,” Angela repeated, rubbing her fingers together, she looked at Issac, “Try something. Anything.” 
 
    Making a fist and splaying his fingers wide, he looked back at her with a nod, “I got nuthin.” 
 
    Terra opened her eyes and looked up at Issac, blinking slowly at him. She sighed and he felt her body relax in his arms, she leaned her head against his shoulder. “Hi,” she said softly before she jerked up more alertly, looking at Shannon, “Are you alright?” 
 
    Shannon nodded, “I’m good, We’re all good. Something’s happened.” She pointed to Arthur as his feet gently touched the floor and he curled into an unconscious ball on the cold floor. 
 
    “You were amazing,” Olivia said quietly, then glanced at her mother. 
 
    Terra sat up and rubbed her eyes, “What the hell happened?” She flexed her shoulders and stretched, “I feel different.” 
 
    Angela knelt down in front of her, “You had Arthur on the ropes, hun and you got a little carried away.” She nodded toward the old man’s motionless body. “He called for sanctuary. Something called Safe Haven, and everything has come to a stand still.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Terra said as she tried to stand up, “Oh God, nope, not standing up yet.” She settled back onto Issac, this time a bit more aware of him, “Did I do something wrong?” She blew out a breath, “I really don’t feel very good.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” Angela said, “When Safe Haven is called, all of the participants are instantly stripped of their powers pending the results of the inquest.” 
 
    Terra rubbed her eyes again, “There’s going to be a hearing? I’m good at those.” 
 
    “It won’t be in the traditional sense, more like a power ranking. Intentions will weigh more heavily than good guys,” she nodded toward Arthur, “versus bad guys.” 
 
    “And David?” Terra tried looking around the garage, “Where is he?” 
 
    Shannon came to her side, “You really don’t remember do you? We, ah,” she looked at Olivia, “have a lot to talk about.” 
 
    Olivia smiled as she carefully slipped her hand into her jacket pocket. A tiny flash of green lit up in her palm. “Who’s gonna clean up the mess?” She pointed to Arthur, “Who takes care of that guy?” 
 
    Angela nodded to Issac, “A call has been sent out to his people. We don’t want to be around when they arrive. They will have whatever powers they normally do, we, on the other hand, will have none.” 
 
    “Powers,” Shannon repeated as she helped Issac get Terra up off the concrete floor, “That was quite a timely display, hun. Care to tell me how that happened?” She turned to look at Issac, “Not that I don’t appreciate it.” 
 
    As they supported Terra past her damaged car, she shook her head to Shannon. “I don’t know how I could do that.” She gestured to Angela, “They don’t know either so don’t be mad okay?” After a few more steps, “Shoulda been in here sooner,” she mumbled, “I…I promised to keep you safe.” 
 
    Shannon hugged her as they tucked Terra carefully into the back seat of her car. “You did it. You kept us safe, just like you promised. I’m so proud of you.”  
 
    Olivia helped Issac push one of the heavy garage door panels off the hood of the SUV, then scrambled quickly into the front passenger seat as Issac started up the vehicle. She turned to watch her mother gently buckle Terra in and put her arms around her, rocking her gently. “What happens now?” she asked him in an awestruck voice. 
 
    “We get out of here as quick as we can. Conclave people will show up any minute. Like Angela said, we don’t want to run into them. This news will travel fast.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 57   
 
      
 
    Terra and Olivia sat at the kitchen island watching as Robbie and Shannon carefully tipped the new 2x4 wall frame up into place. Taking his level, Robbie made a mark with his pencil and Shannon held the wall steady as he fired nail after nail into the adjacent beam. As the racket stopped, Olivia called out, “Don’t forget,” she reminded Robbie, “I get to do some.” 
 
    “I know,” he said with a grin, pointing to the wall section that lay on the concrete floor, “This one is yours. I didn’t forget.” He looked at Shannon, “It’s still okay, right?” 
 
    “Oh God, of course,” Shannon grinned, “It’s the biggest section, she’ll get a huge charge out of it.” She waited a moment, then, “Or not.” 
 
    “She’s doing great, isn’t she?” Robbie said quietly. 
 
    “Yeah, her counselor is impressed,” Shannon said, “Angela’s recommendation was perfect. Terra’s been great with her as well.” 
 
    Robbie nodded as he watched Terra happily joking with Olivia, “Where does that come from?” he asked. 
 
    “Terra never talks about her family,” Shannon answered thoughtfully, “I guess we haven’t gotten that far yet. She said a couple of things after we first met. She hinted at it once in the weirdest conversation we’ve ever had.” She shrugged, “When she’s ready, maybe she’ll open up about them.” 
 
    “It was before the magic?” Robbie wondered, “the weird conversation?” 
 
    “Yep, long before the magic. Once this all got rolling, she’s never said another word.” 
 
    “It’s not like any of us talk about our families, right?” He pointed to the long wall section, setting the pneumatic nail gun on a sawhorse, “I’m almost ready to connect this together.” 
 
    Shannon grinned, “This is so amazing. From a big pile of lumber to a bedroom for Olivia. Do you just see it in your head and there it is?” 
 
    “Not entirely,” he chuckled, “you missed the measuring part and then the part where I cut the first two floor plates, six inches too short. I made a quick adjustment. It’ll be fine.” 
 
    “How is that not magic?” Shannon wondered aloud. 
 
    “More like a B- in construction management, if you ask me,” Robbie chuckled, “Still haven’t heard anything from the Third Council?” 
 
    “Not a word. Can’t say I’ve missed it, have you?” 
 
    Robbie didn’t have to think about it, “Pressure waves, incantations and black holes swallowing people? That’s a hard no.” 
 
    Shannon slipped her arm around his waist and nodded to Terra and Olivia, “I’ve got the most important people in my world, right here. It’s quiet and we’re safe. I don’t care what the decision is, life is good.” 
 
    He agreed, “It is, isn’t it? The gallery commission is going to be a good thing. Some big construction company?” 
 
    “Yep,” Shannon grinned, “A family outfit from the Twin Cities. I have a good idea of what I want to do.” She looked at her phone, raising an eyebrow, “Alicia and I have a prelim sketch up planned for later this afternoon. Who knows what it will lead to?” She pointed at the wall section, “Is this ready?” 
 
    He nodded, picked up the nailer from the sawhorse and turned to Olivia, “Ollie, ready to make some noise?” 
 
    After putting his toolbelt around her waist, and a pencil behind her ear, he gave her a quick instruction on the power tool, “Not a toy,” he cautioned, “and it doesn’t shoot nails across the room, but safety is the way to go.” 
 
    Placing the tip of the nail gun against the 2x4, guided her hand, “Push against the board, then pull the trigger.” 
 
    Holding the gun with both hands, Olivia lifted the heavy power hammer up to the board, her face quiet with concentration. She pulled the trigger and the framing nail drove straight into the board with a solid ka-thunk sound. 
 
    Olivia grinned and swung the tool out, accidently pointing it at Robbie. He gently steered her back to the wall section. “Let me square this up and you can do a bunch.” A quick check with the level verified the new wall as plumb to the floor. He pointed to the middle of the board, “Here, do one here.” Another ka-thunk and the wall stood on its own. Robbie pointed again, “A few more should do it, anywhere you want.” 
 
    After a fast salvo of nails, Olivia turned to them with all the journeyman swagger she could muster, “Can I spit now?” she asked, “Carpenters get to spit all the damn time.” 
 
    Terra burst out laughing and quickly covered her mouth, “I’m lettin’ you handle this, I’ve got paperwork,” she chuckled as she walked back to the kitchen. Shannon eyed Robbie suspiciously, “I can assume, she didn’t hear that from you, right?” 
 
    He faked a sheepish look, “I can neither confirm, nor deny.” Still, he high-fived Olivia, “That was classic. I’ll do the electrical this afternoon, we can sheetrock tonight. Plumbing for the new bathroom’s gonna take a while longer.” 
 
    “Score,” Olivia laughed as she handed Robbie’s tool belt back to him, “Building my own bedroom. I’ve never gotten to do anything even close to this before.” 
 
    Shannon exchanged a look with Robbie as she kissed Olivia on the top of the head, “Isn’t he amazing?” 
 
    Shannon reminded her about the upcoming day, “You can choose, hun. Stay here and help Rob?  Or come with me to the gallery and help with my project.”  
 
    Olivia picked up a cordless drill of the table, touching her finger to the sharp tip of the one-inch bit. She grimaced as she inspected the end of her finger. 
 
    “Electrical cord drilling, it’s boring.” Robbie said with a delayed grin. 
 
    “Oh my god, so lame,” Terra cracked from the kitchen. 
 
    Olivia just shook her head, “Very.” She smiled at Shannon, “I’ll go with you, Mom.” 
 
    “Then go get ready,” Shannon instructed, looking over at Terra, “I’ll be up in a minute.” 
 
    Shannon joined Terra at the island with a peck on the shoulder. She looked at the legal documents organized perfectly across the countertop, “Almost done?” 
 
    “Yea,” Terra answered as she sorted through another questionnaire, “This one is for my background check. I keep waiting for the police to come asking about the dealership.” 
 
    Shannon shrugged, “It’s been three weeks. There wasn’t a word about it in the news. David’s partners haven’t given any sign of, well, anything, since his disappearance.” She read some of the questions on the legal looking document, “I’m so proud of you, babe.” 
 
    Terra shrugged, “The promotion, yeah. I’ll be out of the drunk tanks, more or less.” Batting her lashes at Shannon, “I won’t run into any mysterious women anymore.” 
 
    “Mysterious,” Shannon chuckled, “You’re adorable. Oh god, I forgot. I got a text from Angela.” 
 
    “Speaking of mysterious,” Terra added, “They have been pretty quiet. Has something happened?” 
 
    “She didn’t say. Just said, Stay put, be right over.” 
 
    Within a minute, there was a knock on the door. Shannon ushered Angela and Issac into the kitchen. While she was happy to see them, Terra noticed Angela’s stoic expression as she put away her work. She glanced at Shannon as Issac pulled out the bar stool next to her. 
 
    “Something has happened, hasn’t it?” she queried, “You’ve heard from the Council?” 
 
    Angela nodded, “Not formally. Only to tell me to gather us all together. That this centers mostly on Shannon, they will bring the documents here to us.” 
 
    “Documents?” Terra grinned, crossing her arms, “Alrighty then. My specialty.” 
 
    Angela shrugged but her actions suggested she was nervous, “I think so,” she said, “I assume that there will be something for each us.” She nodded to Robbie, “You weren’t directly involved at the garage. I don’t think this involves you.” 
 
    He seemed relieved but questioned her, “I can’t do magic. You’d think I’d be off the hook.” 
 
    “Hook?” Olivia asked as she sat down, “Is this going to be bad?” 
 
    Angela did her best to sound optimistic, “Surely not, child. Our involvement was to protect you and your mother. I’m,” she cleared her throat, glancing at Terra, “not worried.” 
 
    Shannon and Terra exchanged a look and the group was quiet. Issac tried to make the best of it, “I’ve had this done once before after I, um, overstepped a boundary.” 
 
    “Or two,” Angela added quietly. 
 
    “Looking back, nothing bad happened. I received a month-long sanction and then I was back to normal.” 
 
    Terra rolled her eyes at him, “Normal,” she smirked, “what’s that in your world?” She’d meant it to be funny, but the look in his eyes told her otherwise. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered putting her hand gently on his arm, “That was uncalled for.” 
 
    He placed his hand on hers, “I’m just caught up in the formality of it all.” He looked at the group around the table, “It really wasn’t a bad thing.” 
 
    Another silence was interrupted by a sharp rap on the door. Shannon jumped visibly.  
 
    “I’ll get it,” Angela said as she stood up, “This won’t take long, but it’s best if no one says anything until the first part is over.” 
 
    “First part, great,” Terra said softly as Angela reached the door. She put her finger to her lips. 
 
    Opening the door to the loft, Angela greeted a sharply dressed young woman with a formal acknowledgement. “Welcome, emissary” she said, “We have gathered as requested. Please accompany me.” 
 
    Escorting their new guest into the kitchen, Shannon was surprised at how young she was. Acknowledging each of them as she entered, the woman smiled at Shannon, then regarded Robbie with a question of her face. Angela chose to assist, “He is family,” she said matter-of-factly, “Not of the craft, but fully aware of the situation. And the gravity,” she added quickly, “of your arrival.” 
 
    The young woman nodded to Robbie with a shy smile causing Shannon to nudge Terra in the ribs and clear her throat. Another extended smile towards Olivia gave Shannon an added measure of comfort during this odd meeting. 
 
    The woman set a small container on the countertop. “I am here to present the findings and recommendations of the Third Council. In the box, under seal there are five envelopes. One addressed to each of you.” 
 
    She put her hand to the side of the leather-bound container and slowly raised the lid. “The judgements contained within are in order of consequence.  Once I leave, please take them, one at a time. Read the letters, either privately to yourself or aloud if you prefer.” 
 
    She nodded to Shannon, then smiled broadly to Olivia, “Ms. Conrad, as your daughter is a minor, you have the option of reading it with her.” Terra nodded silently beside Shannon as the woman continued, “However, each letter is specific to it’s recipient. Do not touch any other letter but your own.” 
 
    “As of today, any remaining judgements or expectations will be cleared.” She appeared to bow to the table. “Please respect the judgements.” She looked at Terra for a long moment, before turning back to Angela. She appeared to bow slightly lower in the elder witch’s presence, “Principal, I bid you good day.” 
 
    They watched her leave without comment. Shannon caught Terra’s eye, “Principal,” she mouthed. Issac stared up at the ceiling trying to avoid eye contact with any of them. Soon, all eyes were fixed on the leather container as Robbie peaked into it, “Angela, your letter is first.” Shannon caught a quick smile between Issac and Angela. 
 
    Reaching into the shallow box, Angela picked out her envelope and set it on the table top. Her first name, written in beautiful calligraphy across the top. A large red wax seal held the flap of letter closed. With a large sigh, she opened the envelope and folded it back onto the table top. 
 
    “Sanction level one,” she read aloud, “Restoration is immediate.” She looked at the bottom of the letter. The was a signature line, but no pen. She looked at Issac. 
 
    “Fingertip.” he said casually, “but pull your hand back a bit after you sign it.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” She grimaced as she scribbled her signature across the bottom of the page. The top corner of the letter began to spark and sizzle. Suddenly engulfed in flames, the letter, including the wax seal, dissolved quickly from top to bottom in seconds. 
 
    “Well, okay then. Next?” she looked in the box, “Issac.” 
 
    As with Angela’s letter, Issac received a first level sanction. He signed the bottom of the document and watched it dissolve in front of him. “Time off for good behavior, I guess,” he chuckled, “I should really work on that. Makes me feel kind of uninteresting.” 
 
    “Not something to be taken lightly,” Angela warned as she turned the box toward Olivia, “Your turn, sweetie.” 
 
    Olivia chose her letter and set it on the table, she looked at her mother as she opened it. 
 
    “Do you want my help?” Shannon asked. 
 
    “Nope. I’ve got this.”  She said calmly, causing Terra to shift noticeably on her chair with a sigh, “Confidence, damn,” she said softly as she watched Olivia open the letter. 
 
    “No sanction,” she read softly, glancing at her mother, “Com pen…compensatory award to level two. I don’t know what that means.” 
 
    Angela and Issac both smiled but Issac spoke first, “No punishment, as we would have guessed. Compensatory is a good thing and I think we will get to practice a little after everyone has read.” 
 
    Olivia nodded with a grin, “A good thing, right?” Signing the bottom, the letter vanished in a quick burst of flame, “Whoa,” she laughed pulling her hand back, “Cool.” She looked at the two remaining letters, “Mom, you’re next.” 
 
    A sudden commotion at the door caused everyone to turn as Marcus burst through the doorway. “Sorry I’m late. Shannon just texted me.” He looked around the table at mostly smiling faces, “What did I miss?” 
 
    “I leveled up,” Olivia blurted out. “Mom’s next.” 
 
    Shannon looked at Terra, “That shouldn’t be. She should be next. This is all my responsibility if something is wrong.” 
 
    Terra had her hand on her chin, “Whatever,” she said absently, “I don’t really care either way. Read your letter.” 
 
    Unwrapping the letter, Shannon looked at Terra, then the others, “Sanction level one with compensatory reimbursement. Education credit. Instruction credit.” 
 
    “Wow,” Issac interrupted, “Offsetting, then instruction. That’s a really big deal.” 
 
    “Education credit?” Shannon looked at her daughter, “Maybe private school is back on the table.” 
 
    Olivia shook her head, “And, maybe that needs a little more discussion.” 
 
      
 
    Terra stared down at the final letter in the box, “I’ll be honest, and I don’t mean any disrespect,” she said, looking up at the tin ceiling, “To anyone. I just don’t need to be part of the magic world. Other than to be part of it with all of you.” She took Shannon’s hand, “I have all I need, right here.” 
 
    She picked up the crisp white envelope and broke the wax seal, “Let’s just get this over with.” 
 
    She stared at the open letter, glancing at Shannon, then Angela, “I don’t understand,” as she sat back on her bar stool, “It’s blank.” She turned to show it to the others, “There’s my name and a signature line, but…did they forget something.” 
 
    Angela shared a glance with a suddenly sober looking Issac, “They never forget…anything. I would have expected a deeper sanction or maybe a longer suspension of powers. I don’t get it.” 
 
    Shannon sighed, “Maybe that’s what they mean by this. You don’t have powers anymore. Sign it and we move on. Together. All of us.” 
 
    Terra nodded with glance to Olivia and Robbie, hastily scribbling her finger across the bottom of the paper and held it in her hand. The spontaneous combustion of the other letters didn’t happen. 
 
    Terra opened her mouth to speak when the paper suddenly began to flutter in her hand. “Um, I’m not doing this.” she said, her eyes growing wide “it’s not me.” 
 
    The edge of the letter began to glow, then ruptured across the page in a blinding flash. With a shriek, Terra threw the letter across the counter top. The paper vanished as a startling image took its place. Something metal clattered down onto the stone surface. 
 
    Surrounded by a delicately woven chain, a thick oval black and silver pendant lay, face down on the cool stone surface. Terra gasped, her mouth dropping open as she stared at the source of the clatter. 
 
    “Cool,” Olivia exclaimed as she reached across the table to grab it. 
 
    “No,” Issac cried out and clamped down hard onto her hand, preventing her from picking it up, “Don’t touch it….”  
 
    “Ow,” Olivia shrieked, more surprised than hurt. She pulled hard to try release herself from Issacs’ grip, “Jeez, Okay.” 
 
    A whipping sound went through the kitchen as Issac suddenly began grabbing at his throat, beginning to choke. A thin shimmer of bright silver and green was curling tightly around his neck.  
 
    Realizing what was happening, Olivia called out, “Ziggy, No.” she reached out her hand to Issac, her hand outstretched, “I’m not hurt,” she cried out, “He didn’t hurt me. Stop.” 
 
    As quickly as the attack had begun, it was over. A flash of silver and green snapped back to Olivia’s wrist and she quickly stuck her hand in her pocket. Her lip quivering, she couldn’t look at Issac directly. “Issac, I’m so sorry, I didn’t think…she thought you were…she doesn’t really know you.” Her eyes welled with tears as he stood and came around the table to her. 
 
    “I’m okay, Ollie,” he said as he pulled his collar away from his neck, “Look, no harm done.” He glanced at Shannon, then back to Olivia, “You gotta show me how that works.” 
 
    “Later,” he added quickly as he realized that Terra’s moment was being eclipsed. “Like, right away later.” 
 
    He smiled broadly at her as Shannon sternly cleared her throat. 
 
    “Terra?” Shannon said in a motherly tone, trying to refocus the shocked group’s attention. She looked at Terra with genuine wonder, her face was pale, and her hands were shaking so badly “What the hell is that?” 
 
    Leaning over the counter, Terra struggled to pick up the end of the chain with her fingers. Holding the piece of jewelry aloft, she watched it spin back and forth. She stared at it without expression, “A lovely parting gift,” she whispered, “thanks for playing.” 
 
    “It’s a pendant,” Marcus guessed, glancing at the others. Terra looked at him without answering. The round metal piece swung back and forth in front of them, twisting and turning at the end of its chain. Triangle shapes were carved on both sides, their edges filled in with an antiquing treatment. Each side of the medallion had a round circle in the center. 
 
    “It’s really old by the looks of it,” Angela offered, “Civil War, maybe?” 
 
    Shannon continued to stare as Terra slowly shook her head, “No,” Terra said softly, “Older than that.” Her hand began to tremble so badly, Shannon reached out to steady her. In the short time they had known each other, it was the first time she had seen Terra completely unnerved. 
 
    “Maybe this is something you don’t want to share with us,” she said quietly, “I’m sure we’d all understand.” She put her arm around her, “It can wait.” 
 
    Terra slowly lowered the tarnished bauble to the countertop carefully letting the chain settle in a small spiral away from its ornamental face. 
 
    “It’s a locket,” she said, “I haven’t seen it since… since I was younger than Olivia. It was my mother’s.” 
 
    “So, it’s an heirloom,” Angela said glancing quickly at Issac, “Timely.” 
 
    Trying to keep the moment light, Terra tried to laugh, but her emotions boiled over and it came out as a short sob. She took a deep breath, “Sorry. You could say that.” She reached over and turned a tiny clasp the held the two halves together.” 
 
    As Terra turned the clasp, Shannon took her arm, “Terra, don’t. It’s okay if you want to wait.” 
 
    Terra sighed heavily as if the weight of the world had just landed on her shoulders.  Her face pale and drawn, she looked at Angela, “This Third Council of yours has a twisted sense of humor, Ang. The last time I saw this was at my mother’s funeral.” 
 
    With the clasp now unhooked, Terra gently separated the two halves of the locket. Like a small clam shell, she pushed the two pieces flat on the countertop. “I guess this is here for a reason and…I’m so sorry,” she said looking around the table, as tears streamed down her cheeks, “I’m just really confused… I have no idea.” 
 
    Shannon leaned over with Terra and looked at the picture inside. A sharp intake of breath alerted the others, “Oh my god,” She narrowed her eyes and leaned back looking closely at Terra, “She’s beautiful.” She furrowed her brow and glared at Angela who quickly circled the island to look at the photo in the locket. 
 
    Terra nodded in response, “Yes, she was.” She looked at Olivia, then back to Shannon.  
 
    “Little girls and their mothers,” she sniffled with a broken smile, “I miss her every day.” 
 
    “Terra,” Angela said softly, “It was there at your mother’s funeral?” 
 
    “It was,” Terra responded with a whisper, she looked up at her new family gathered with her around the table, “They buried her with it.”
  
 
      
 
      
 
    End Part One 
 
      
 
      
 
    You know that this doesn’t end here, right? 
 
    Click here for Book Two of Shadow Play: Sorceress Rising 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07YD21V67/ref=dbs_a_def_rwt_bibl_vppi_i10 
 
    (The adventure continues, bring chocolate ice cream and Kleenex, you’ll need both) 
 
      
 
    Right now, You have a super power...cool, huh? 
 
    I’m not above begging…this writing thing is hard and scary, and I want to get better at it. 
 
    This is the part where I ask you for an honest review for ‘Shadow Play’. Crazy, right? 
 
    If everyone that reads this book wrote a quick review, I’d be able to publish my next book a little faster, sales go up, there is rejoicing in the kingdom. 
 
    But they don’t… In truth, it’s the hardest part of this creative process. 
 
    Too busy, too much time, Don’t know what to say, etc. I understand completely. 
 
    But what if just YOU, and maybe three or four other awesome fans leave reviews?   
 
    I would be so grateful!  
 
    Click here to go to the Amazon Kindle page  https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07T19BFFP/ref=dbs_a_def_rwt_bibl_vppi_i3 
 
      
 
    You’re the ones I’m writing for anyway. 
 
    Thank you, 
 
    LizzieVisit my website excerpts for works in progress and to leave a note on ideas or comments for my work. 
 
     I will respond. http://lizzievega.net/ 
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