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CHAPTER 1
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SARA SWAN GULPED AS her stomach heaved. She felt fine when she walked into Pete’s Market but now, just a heartbeat later, she lost control of her uncommon abilities and thrust her swelling wrath at the man facing her. 

“I’m Tom Jenkins...the new assistant minister here,” the man stuttered, before he abruptly stopped. Sara’s deep-set stare strangled his words mid-sentence, leaving his long arm stuck in mid-air like a handshake not to be. Sara saw that his face reflected the fear that his deepest thoughts had suddenly been exposed to her. 

At sixteen, Sara was athletic looking and mature in build, yet thin like a distance runner. Full black hair fell to her shoulders setting off her bronzed skin, and her round, deep-set brown eyes had the depth of a powerful immediacy—as if all things prescient had taken claim in them.

Sara willed herself to regain control. She had to get past his fear as it created havoc with her native ability to read intent. She struggled and then she saw his intent as clearly as the colors of his plaid madras shirt. 

This man wants to make friends, but he’s been misled. He wants to show himself to me as a man of God, but I know God’s love more than he does. 

Sara glanced around. Pete’s Market wasn’t busy and they were alone in the freezer aisle. She knew to hurry before they could be seen.

This man genuinely wants to help people, but he accepted other’s beliefs before his own. A divided man stands before me. 

Sara forced her gaze away but Jenkins remained frozen to the spot, but then, as if dropped from above to his feet on the floor, he staggered and almost fell. She instinctively reached out to help him but he grimaced then backed away, his eyes parroting the anguish of his mental distress. He slapped his hands to his head as if he needed to hold its contents inside before he awkwardly stepped back down the aisle, careening off a freezer door. At the aisle’s end, he stopped, straightened himself out, glanced back at Sara and stumbled off toward the exit.

I’ve just melted down a man unnecessarily, she thought. 

***
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“COME OVER, PLEASE,” Sara whispered over the phone. 

“I’m already gone,” Mia said, hanging up. More words weren’t needed. They’d been friends long enough for Mia to know by Sara’s short, whispered words that something out of the ordinary had happened to her best friend.

As sixteen-year-old Mia—full brown hair, green eyes, and confident bearing—stepped through Sara’s kitchen door onto the patio, she saw two frosted glasses filled with lemonade on the patio table. Sara sat still in one of the woven wicker patio chairs. Mia shoved the chair next to her closer.

“Collateral damage?” Mia asked, sitting down.

“Yes.” 

“What was your twenty?” Mia, a reader of police procedural novels, borrowed police code for: where were you.

“Pete’s.” 

“Meat-cake or fruit-loop aisle?” 

Sara ignored the question. “A man in his twenties introduced himself to me. His name was Tom, Tom Jenkins, but I...I lost it. I really wanted to lock-stare that guy into oblivion.”

“Fruit-loop, okay, clean up needed...,” Mia mumbled. She knew Sara’s flare ups could impact people in far-reaching ways and were as unwelcome as a Friday night outbreak of facial acne. She leaned closer to Sara.

“He was like two minds in one body,” Sara said, “only he didn’t know it. He didn’t have a clue about who he was. His true self was of one mind, his learned beliefs of another, and they were not going to get along. That really scared me and before I knew what was happening, it set me off. I wish I could have stopped sooner.” 

“So, when I shoot this divided guy, do I use two bullets?” Mia asked. She shook her head and looked down. “Sorry.” Mia’s edgy wit warmed to empathy when she saw Sara’s crop of pear-shaped tears glide down her face. 

“Did he hurt you?” Mia asked.

“When I stopped staring at him he slapped his hands to his head like he was trying to put himself back together. He didn’t hurt me, I hurt him.”

“Did Humpty Dumpty say anything?” 

“He couldn’t speak.” Sara wiped her eyes and looked at her friend. “Will I ever know how much I hurt him?”

“Highly unlikely, me-lady. But I’m certain you’ve helped him in some new way you and your grandmother will figure out.” 

Mia settled back into her chair. “That said, it’s point blank scary when your powers zap someone off to Berserk City.” 

“I tried though, I tried to stop,” Sara repeated, tears falling. 

Sara’s tears weren’t fueled by regret, Mia thought. They were caused by her occasional loss of control over the flare-ups of her expanding abilities. Sara and her grandmother Kate were always kind in the use of their special gifts, and they worked like the dickens to keep them in check. And although the task was difficult, they had managed to keep their skills secret. Kate had warned Sara and Sara had told Mia about how her powers might flare-up like a supra nova as she matured. Grandmother Kate’s powers had,  and now Sara’s were, too.

“He was a minister?” Mia asked.

“He was, but that’s over for him.”

Mia stood up. “Will he go back to being a regular dude?”

“Most likely.”

“Good to know. I’m going to get take-out. Hang right here.” 

Sara nodded.

Two bullets? Mia questioned herself as she headed to the store. Really?
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CHAPTER 2
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CAFÉ SPIRIT WAS WASHINGTON DC hip: stainless steel tabletops, black painted concrete floors and painted white overhead pipes. CD liner notes were printed in oversized wall letters, and large clear glass hanging incandescent light bulbs dubbing as light fixtures hung from chains. 

Sara didn’t see her appointment so she went to the counter and ordered a latte. When it was ready, she found a table next to a large floor planter containing a group of potted Ficus trees that reached for the ceiling. As she sat she recalled that this meeting had been a long time coming. 

As Sara sipped her coffee, she sensed a dark flowing presence of ill-intent. It was menacing—someone near her was up to no good. She looked for the source and saw a short man with a blond crew-cut facing her direction, and a bald man of the same bulk and size with his back to her. Both were seated on the other side of the Ficus trees. The blond man’s eyes roved with purpose, like those of a trained professional.

She dropped her head subtly and closed her eyes to hone in on their words. It didn’t take long. 

“I gotta say, man,” the blond man said, “that Carmen’s a strange bird. Knowing the ambassador’s thoughts like she does is freaky, freaky. Must be a British thing. Her ole’ man the ambassador can’t do it, so where’d she get it? 

“She don’t know about this though,” the other man said. “She better tell it all and tell it straight if she knows what’s good for her.” 

They both stopped when a young woman and her mother sat at a table across the aisle. Sara took a quick look and saw that Blondie’s face didn’t look right. Apparently, he was wearing a facial mask of some sort.

The bald guy said, “There’s no way the Washington Commanders are gonna win the division! Are you freakin’ nuts? The NLF draft wasn’t nearly good enough.” 

Sara sensed his words were a cover. But which ambassador had they referred to—the British Ambassador to the US or the US Ambassador to the UK? She focused on their intent but read nothing that answered her question. To get a better look at them, she decided to go to the counter to get a bottle of water so she could glance at them on the way back. 

As she stood she sensed a name: Jenkins. That’s odd, she thought. I don’t usually get names with intent. Is it one of theirs? Or is it Carmen’s last name?

Sara paid for her water at the counter and headed back to the table. Baldy watched her as if he wanted to know if she was trouble. Sara saw that his face was odd, too. He wore a full facial mask like his friend. 

As she walked by their table to hers, they tried to act disinterested in her. But as she sat, Sara read that Baldy wanted to know if she was watching them.

“Where the hell is Cricket?” Sara heard Blondie ask just before a third man walked past her, from behind! Her heart jumped through her throat. Was this third man watching her? 

Cricket knocked his knuckles on their tabletop, saying, “I’m right here, mate,” and kept walking. Blondie stood and looked around. Baldy stood too, but not before he spat a mouthful of dark phlegm into the tree planter. Blondie smirked as he shook his head at the ill-mannered act. 

Are there any more Sara wondered?. She glanced around the mostly empty seating area and saw no one else with facial masks or that was standing up to fall in line behind Cricket. Following them outside was risky but she wanted one last look, so she rushed down to the sidewalk but didn’t spot them. She did see Jackson, her appointment, climbing out of an Uber. 

Sara hurried over, “Something’s come up, Jackson, I’ll call you.”

***
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SARA QUICKLY WALKED the few blocks to her Georgetown, DC office. The three men hadn’t  used the word kidnapping but she was sure that was their plan. Why does the name “Jenkins” sound so familiar? She thought through the names of her current and recent clients but none of them had that name. She text messaged her husband, Derek, who was in a negotiation case several blocks away. 

“Back to office in ten” came his reply.

Using the Internet on her iMac, Sara found nothing on the US Ambassador to the UK site with the name Carmen or Jenkins. The US Ambassadors’ name was Johnson and he had two sons and no daughters. She switched to the British Embassy website and watched it load. The Ambassador’s picture popped up on the screen. 

Sara gasped. 

That’s the guy from Pete’s Market, that’s...Tom Jenkins,” she exclaimed to herself. Sara read the caption, “The British Ambassador, Sir Terrance Thomas Jenkins, is the representative in the United States. Oh, my God!”

Derek rushed in a moment later. 

Sara jumped up to greet him, sputtering, “Look at this!” She pointed at the screen. “That’s the guy I had the episode with at Pete’s Market. He said his name was Tom Jenkins but his full name is Terrance Thomas Jenkins and he’s the British Ambassador to the US.”

“Your meltdown—the assistant minister?”

“Yes!” 

“What are we talking about here?”

“His daughter Carmen is being kidnapped.” 

Derek could only stare at Sara as she recounted what she sensed at Café Spirit. 

“Look at this.” Sara pulled Derek back to the computer screen and clicked on Biographical Details. It read: 

Following graduation from Cambridge, an advanced degree from Cambridge, and seminary studies in the US, Sir Terrance T. Jenkins rejoined his family’s businesses in the UK in export, dairy, steel fabrication, and electronics. From his successes there, and following in his father’s footsteps, he joined the Diplomatic Service and was quickly promoted to Minister and Deputy Head of Mission.

Twelve years past, Sir Terrance was appointed the British Ambassador to the US. Since, he is credited with trade agreements for steel fabrication, auto manufacturing, medical research, and other beneficial agreements with the US.  

He is married to Mary. Their daughter Carmen is fifteen.

“Do you know when?” Derek asked.

“Right now.”

“Did you get a good look at these men?” 

“They wore facial masks. But Derek, that Cricket guy was watching me watch them.” 

Derek saw that Sara was afraid. He moved closer to her and, in disregard of their office rule, he held her. 

“These guys were super aware,” Sara said. “They were trained like you in Karate and they scanned the room like pros.” 

“Could you tell what they want from Carmen?”

“I couldn’t, but this whole thing is so strange. Carmen’s father just happens to be the same guy from Pete’s. I just happened to be somewhere today that I never go to in the afternoon, and I just happened to sit where I can read intent from these guys on their way to kidnapping Carmen. What are the chances?” 

“Zero. We better call Lieutenant Wilkes.” 
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CHAPTER 3
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MONTHS EARLIER, A GEORGETOWN apartment landlord, Norman Meier, claimed—and unbelievably so, Sara and Derek both thought—that the cops and detectives in Lt. Wilkes’ unit were “routinely, expressly, and divisively” devaluing his property due to repeated, unnecessary drug raids. He’d made this claim straight-faced and threatened to sue, even though his apartment building was widely known as a drug users one-stop shop. Rather than take their case against Meier to court, both sides agreed to negotiate a settlement.

Sara and Derek Donovan, known widely as a successful negotiation team, offered to negotiate the case pro bono. They wanted to give back to Lt. Wilkes and the department in recognition of the risks they took every day. 

***
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AS THE MODEST AND WINDOW-less conference room filled with city officials and police brass, Sara studied Meier’s appearance. He was starvation thin, fidgety, and had a reddish, vertical burn on his lower lip. His hair color was grey and dull and his eyes darted left, right and center while he kept his head still. The man, Sara decided, was not healthy. 

Derek, seated at the center of the oval conference table, turned to Sara who sat against the wall behind him and nodded to indicate that it was time to start. 

Sara cast her attention on Meier and found his intent clear and straight forward. He wanted a cash settlement to pay for improvements to his deplorable apartment building. The building’s violations were numerous, causing the housing authority to issue multiple notices of closure. But he couldn’t let that happen. It would put an end to his cash flow business. His goal today was to take home $350,000 in damages to cover his needed repairs. 

Now that Sara knew his intent, she whispered to Derek. “Start as planned.”

“Mr. Meier, the city offers you $1 for your building violations. To be clear, we are talking only about code violations today.” 

Meier acted as if hadn’t heard. But then, his taunting, bullying smile faded as all eyes from the police and Sara and Derek bore down on him. Instead of countering the offer, Meier sneered, banged a fist on the table, and pleaded for a serious offer. 

When no one responded, he realized the game he was in. He counter-offered $325,000. 

“Two dollars,” Derek said immediately.

Meier started up his riot act again but when the room remained still, he sniffled and smirked, but his play acting lacked bite. He spit out $285,000. 

“Three dollars.” 

Now Meier gets it, Sara read, but he lacks the depth to shift tactics. 

Derek countered Meier’s next counter offer of $250,000 at four dollars, bringing a noticeable paleness to Meier’s face. 

“$225,000,” Meier offered, sounding desperate.

Derek shook his head. “My next counteroffer, Mr. Meier, will be five dollars. But before you respond, there are a few things you need to know. Dr. Gloria Billings, the Field Office Director of Housing and Urban Development, is sitting right over there.” Derek pointed at an elegant, brown haired woman sitting with authority in the corner of the room. 

“She wants to remove your head. I told her that if you refuse my offer of $5, I will stop the negotiation and she can have you. And though she looks and is a very nice lady, she will shut you down. Today. She will then investigate you for the next twenty-four months, long enough for your cash flow business to be gone for good, and then you’ll go to court over your substantial building and other violations and you will lose. You will probably end up with the building shuttered and you in jail. 

Derek paused to let this aspect sink in and then continued. “On the other hand, if you settle at $5, you’ll agree to conduct your business like a real landlord, and you’ll have one year to fix your code violations. And, of course, you’ll cease all the drug trade.” 

Derek leaned in toward Meier. “But, if there is any trouble during that year, even one arrest or violation, the police and Dr. Billings will shut you down for as long as they can. If the arrest rate on your property doesn’t drop within seven days starting today, Dr. Billings and Lt. Wilkes will be at your property early on day eight to permanently adjust your occupancy rate.” 

Meier’s face color went beyond pale. “I’ve heard about your freaky mind reading and find this whole thing a big sham. To do those repairs I’d have to shut the building down anyway. You’d be condemning my property and I should be compensated for that.”

“Mr. Meier,” Sara said, “if you speak the truth this will go better for you.”

Meier blasted back. “How the hell would you know​?” But he stopped as if he realized that she had indeed, according to reputation, read his intent. She knew he was lying about needing to close his building down for repairs. 

“If, Mr. Meier,” Derek said, “and I repeat, if there are any problems or arrests, the deal is off.” 

“He understands now,” Sara said, for all to hear.

“Here are business cards for Dr Billings and Lt. Wilkes,” Derek offered. He reached across the conference table to hand the cards to Meier but Meier refused to take them. Derek laid them in the middle of the table. 

Meier glared at Sara, his face sporting a red tinge with his sunken eyes glazed, but he said nothing. 

“Since you haven’t counter offered, Mr. Meier, I take it we’re in agreement.” Derek handed him a settlement document, a crumpled five dollars bill from his pocket, and a police department pen. 

“You’ve got one minute,” Derek said. He started the timer on his phone and laid it on the table for Meier to see. He sat back in his chair, cast his eyes on Meier, and watched.

Meier waited to the last second to sign.

Afterwards, an appreciative Lt. Wilkes said to Derek and Sara, “We‘re beholding to both of you. We’ll catch fifteen scumbags with the time and money you’ve saved us. Call me anytime.” 

***
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LT. WILKES, A THICK man with black hair cut military-short and a flat stomach, radiated worry as he marched through Cafe Spirit to Sara and Derek’s table. He nodded at them and said, “Walk me through it.” 

Sara showed Lt. Wilkes and Derek where she sat, Blondie and Baldy’s table, where Cricket might have been before he walked by her table, and the exit they used. 

Wilkes sat back to think. 

“This is tough,” he said. “We have no evidence, no crime that we know of, and no specific threats. You heard the name Cricket and saw two guys that looked like they had extreme makeovers at Chernobyl. You didn’t get a time for the abduction but think it’s now. If it weren’t you two, I’d be gone, but you’re solid and we owe you. By the way, Meier is in prison. He lasted four weeks until trafficking resumed. He owes you five dollars, the way I see it.” 

To this point, Lt. Wilkes had’t made eye contact with Sara, and she knew why. He was debating over how she got the information. Did she read intent or, he hoped, did she overhear them? A cop needs to know what information to trust. 

“I’ll call the embassy liaison,” Lt. Wilkes said, dialing his phone, “and have him alert the Ambassador that a situation may be developing.”

Sara felt relieved. Nothing would be harmed by checking on her location to be sure she was safe. 

“Still no exact idea when?” Lt. Wilkes asked Sara again.

“Probably right now.” 

Miniver Goulding, the embassy liaison Wilkes called, boomed onto the line, his voice audible from across the table. Lt. Wilkes told him about the potential crime.“The possibility of an abduction occurring now can’t be ruled out.” 

“We’ll be on immediate alert, “Goulding said and hung up

“Both of you, listen,” the Lieutenant said, “those masked guys were pros so be more alert than usual. We’ve got nothing to go on but something is way off. Be careful.

***
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THE BLACK EMBASSY TOWN car dropped off Carmen in front of Cafe Spirit. It was raining in Georgetown so Carmen and her three friends scampered out of the rear doors inside for chai tea until the rain stopped. When it did, they streamed down the street to the DC Clothes Horse for a full-frontal attack on the sale racks. A shop that carried crazy rock and roll memorabilia came next. With purchases made, it was off to Ambush Records two blocks away. 

Born into royalty, Carmen carried a regal if not rare presence. Medium height and build with chestnut hair and eyes that yelled out to you saying, this is what I am and what are you going to do about it—she commandeered attention. People she passed routinely nodded or said hello and smiled. Her oval face always seemed to be framing a smile and you knew she was about to say something smart and witty, if not funny. She loved wearing black, rarely wore colorful outfits, and she liked to let her hair fall past her shoulders, usually to the left side. No stranger to a dish of pie, she was equally familiar with long distance running and early morning work outs. Carmen lived her royal life fully. 

As per embassy protocol, Carmen had made the mandatory, top-of-the-hour call-in to report her location to Roberta Linda, a security officer at the embassy. They had just left Cafe Spirit and she had been late by five minutes, which, she knew, could have launched the entire embassy security force out to look for her. She was calling Roberta promptly this time as she walked into Ambush Records. 

“Roberta! Hi! I’m over at Ambush. Hey, I have Philip’s gift card in my hot little hand looking for something to buy.” 

“Are you alone?” Roberta asked, chuckling. Though she was new to the embassy, Roberta knew Carmen went to Ambush often. Thursdays were bargain days. 

“Yep, my friends were here for a few than had to beat feet. Do you know about high resolution audio streaming devices? They play Internet radio and stream music from sources on line. Has Father ever mentioned that he wanted one?” 

Roberta laughed. “Unless they’re free, he would’t say anything to me. He wants me to believe that he’s a great bargain hunter.”

Carmen laughed at the observation. “It’s his cover for being a tightwad. Well, there’s a lot of CD’s here he’d like. I’m thinking of buying one of his favorites to get him thinking about needed audio upgrades. Wait, did his engine deal get signed?” 

“Half-hour ago.” 

Carmen had heard about it for years. Companies in the UK, US, Germany, France, Japan and Mexico planned to build internal combustion engines using shared technology. Each country would benefit from engines offering better fuel efficiency and cleaner engines causing less pollution. The deal took years to complete. 

“Good, maybe he’ll spring for something as a celebration. I should be done here by five, bye,” Carmen said, clicking off. 

She found the Classical CD section and began rifling through the collection, but her mind wasn’t set to this task alone. Her time grazing through the music racks was fun but she loved shopping at Ambush to also satisfy her need to think. 

I admit it. I’m tough, smart and I know things, including what father thinks about politics and economics and taking care of people, but how’d I get to be like this? It’s not teen angst like everyone thinks. For me it’s definitely more, but I can’t show all my stuff to anyone. I can’t even talk about it because no one would get it. 

Carmen spotted Mahler’s Symphony 5 and 6 CD by the Boston Philharmonic, a rare but excellent recording and one of father’s favorites. She picked up Elgar’s’ Land of Hope CD, too, making sure it was performed by the Glory Kings College Chapel, Cambridge, another of his favorites. 

Doing the math, she estimated that her gift card still had room left so she drifted to the back wall of the bookstore where photo books about rock groups and the music business were stacked on tables. On the wall rack above one table, she saw a scattering of coffee table books and she bent closer to see the prices. 

$95! Good God! I’ll be sure to fork out for the sequel, she thought cynically, flabbergasted at the high cost of coffee table books. 

Suddenly, she heard a hissing sound and then she felt dizzy and weak if she was going to fall. An arm grabbed her and held her up but she was already too drowsy to lift her head up and see who it was. A moment later, her head fell to her chest. 

Carmen vaguely heard the back door pop open and sensed fresh air rush over her face. She didn’t hear the metal door click of the car as it was closed. 
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CHAPTER 4
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RING! RING. 

That ringtone is familiar, Carmen thought through a throbbing head. Where was it coming from?

Ring! Ring.

Carmen realized that it came from her cell phone. When she reached for her back pocket, she found that she was strapped to the floor of a SUV and her arms had limited range of motion. The half rear seat was next to her. She saw its black support bars under the seat.

“Answer it!” A man yelled. Carmen couldn’t lift up enough to see who was yelling, but she did see a woman sitting in the left half seat. She could only get a glimpse of her as the restraints held her tight to the floor. What she could see of the woman’s face was odd, as if she were disguised. But then she noticed the woman’s boots! She’d seen them in Ambush. They were high-cut, English-styled zipper leather boots. She had wanted a pair herself.

“Answer it!” The man screamed from the front seat. His voice was grating and he sounded angry. She stretched a hand toward her ringing phone but couldn’t reach it. A hand pushed the phone closer with the back of his hand and she grabbed it.

“You’re late, Carmen,” a phone voice she recognized said.

“Philip!” 

“You missed your five pm call-in, Carmen. Are you still at Ambush?” 

Before she could answer, the phone was slapped from her hand. The woman grabbed it, turned it off, smashed the phone against the car door causing parts to fly, then handed the bigger pieces to the man in front. 

They gassed me, Carmen thought. That’s why my head throbs, my mouth tastes bitter, and my eyes sting like nettles. 

Carmen decided that she wouldn’t let herself cry; the embassy trained her to be in control of her emotions in these situations and she would stick to her training as best she could. She realized she needed to listen for noises: a train, a factory whistle, a clock tower chime, and to look for high bridges, overhead signs and road signs—any landmark that identified where she was. But tied to the floor, she couldn’t see much.

“I’m going to get sick,” Carmen said, coughing, feigning urgency.

Something hard struck her head and then nothing. 

***
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CARMEN’S HEAD JERKED as she was slapped awake. Her face stung and her head throbbed, and she found herself strapped upright into the third row seat. The SUV’s back gate swung up and the woman with the leather boots released her seatbelt and helped her up. She was woozy and used the side of the SUV for balance, but she was pushed from behind to start walking out of the dank smelling residential garage to outside. A few steps later she entered a dirty kitchen and then down a set of musty wood stairs into a horrible smelling basement room. The room’s four bare walls were rough concrete, with open wood floor joists above and two old wooden doors, but no windows. It was cold and damp and the smell wasn’t just musty, it was stomach-turning sickening. Indeed, the stench of decay was so wretched she hacked as she breathed and fought for control of her stomach. 

The woman ordered Carmen to stand in the corner and face the wall. Carmen complied. Out of the corner of her eyes she saw the woman set up a metal folding table and two folding metal chairs and plug the cord of a short, tube-framed work lamp into an extension cord. The woman ran the cord up the stairs and returned to turn the lamp on. It gave off a yellowed fluorescent glow. 

A man burst from the stairs into the room and pushed Carmen headfirst into the same corner, causing her to bang her face against the rough concrete wall. He grabbed her and threw her into a metal chair. The woman sat two tape recorders on the table. As she wiped the blood off her face, she challenged herself to pay attention, starting with the man. She estimated that he was six feet tall with a medium build. Only his size and short hair could identify him because his face was disguised by some kind of skin mask. It moved when he breathed, and it made him look weird. He wore dark grey gloves. He might have been wearing dark contacts but Carmen couldn’t be sure.

He stared down at her with menace before he took a step closer, as if he was going to hit her. But instead, he looked her up and down. Carmen hid her disgust and thought the man was trying to intimidate her. He placed a thick red leather notebook on the table and then slapped her in the face. 

The hard sting brought the taste of blood in her mouth. “My father will have your head removed for that.”

The man ignored her as he sat and scrutinized his red notebook. 

Like the man, the woman by the stairway door wore a mask. Their masks looked like real skin but when they changed expressions or spoke, the masks bent and creased stiffly, causing wierd creases to form.

“I’m Peter. I ask you questions. You give me full answers. Best for you if you do, bad if you don’t.” 

Talking made Peter’s mask move too strangely to watch so she studied his eyes. They shone shiny black like an animal. She thought he must be wearing whole-eye contacts. He sounded like he had a German accent, but she wasn’t sure.

Suddenly, Carmen’s stomach convulsed. The knock-out gas and foul air conspired to stir up nausea. She fought for control, even as blood from her cut lip oozed into her mouth, by breathing deeply through her nose. After several such breaths, her stomach calmed, so she raised her eyes to meet Peter’s eerie glare.  

He nodded toward the woman, “That’s Alice.” 

Carmen glanced over at Alice. Her teeth were stained and crooked, and her mask bore no make-up so her facial “skin” looked lifeless. 

Carmen’s stomach roiled again. She clenched her teeth, “If I get sick, where do you want me to do it?”

“Swallow it,” Peter yelled.

Carmen sneered and then coughed, faking the cough. The strike came instantly. He hit her hard in the face just under the left eye, pummeling her back against the concrete wall that knocked her cold. Carmen then fell to the floor.

***
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DEREK ANSWERED HIS cell phone after checking the display. “Lt. Wilkes, is Carmen safe?”

“She didn’t make it home. Is Sara with you?”

“Yes.”

“Where are you?”

“Dizzy’s.” 

“I’m on the way.” The phone went silent. 

“Carmen was taken,” Sara said, “damn it! That really upsets me.”

Derek grabbed her hand to show his support.

“I had hoped to stop it.” She cut herself short. “This also means we’re involved. Our paths have crossed with Jenkins and again for me. This changes our lives, Derek. A spiritual life event starts right now.” 

“A chance meeting at a food market with your powers amok and another in a cafe  years later with your powers controlled launches it?” 

Sara nodded. “It does. The motive behind kidnapping is serious, and we’re involved. There’s no way to know where this goes.”

“Do I need to hire Lew at the dojo for our protection?”

“Let’s hear what the Lieutenant says first.”

Though Dizzy’s served Chinese food, the one-story, flat-roofed building had forever been, and still looked to be, an Italian restaurant.  Dizzy, Derek and Sara knew, had bought the building and changed the menu, but the dining area still had the same forty table chairs, six-stool corner bar, and large Italian piazza prints on the walls. 

Lt. Wilkes arrived, nodded, sat, and opened his notebook. Dizzy brought him tea. 

“Hello both of you, good to see you, I’m fine, thanks. We meet the ambassador in an hour.”

“Derek, would you mind filling in for me?” Sara said, knowing what was next. “I want a minute to think this over.” 

Sara knew the ladies room had a large comfortable chair and she wanted it for attentive space, a form of quiet reflection she learned from her grandmother. She sat, got comfortable, closed her eyes and imagined a blank surface upon which she would revisit what she sensed from Baldy and Blondie. She also wanted to consider why she encountered Terrance Jenkins again—and the life lesson that might ensue. As if no time had passed, her cell phone rang. 

“Lt. Wilkes has questions I can’t answer,” Derek said.

“I’ll be right there.”

“Lt. Wilkes,” Sara said, sitting and seeing that dinner had been served. “I’ll answer your questions but I need time with Ambassador Jenkins. If I’m going to help find Carmen and I think I can, I’ll need to address our past first. Can you arrange it?”

Wilkes considered this. “With his daughter at stake, I’d think he’d hear you out. I’ll support you.” He rushed down a couple of bites of dinner. He ate like a man used to having his dinner interrupted. 

“I’ll call Goulding to let the ambassador know we’re on our way,” Lt. Wilkes said. He stood and headed for the door, with Sara and Derek following him.

In the back seat of Lt. Wilkes’ city ride, Sara recalled her episode with Tom Jenkins at Pete’s Market years ago. He had none of her traits then, so when Blondie said that Carmen “reads her father’s thoughts”, how did she get them? 

According to family legends, she knew, her abilities had always come from a grandparent and never a parent. And they came from women, no men were involved. Was it possible that she passed them to Jenkins at Pete’s Market, where they remained latent, like her own mother had with her, until he passed them to Carmen? 

If so, her meltdown at Pete’s changed everything. It certainly changed Tom Jenkins. He went from being a minister in a small town to becoming England’s ambassador. Did her meltdown initiate that, too? 

A few nights ago, Sara dreamt that Kate’s hair was in a bun as she floated in a fog, wearing her usual terry robe. Her leg was strewn forward showing her lineage mark on her lower calf and she asked Sara to look at it. Sara did, but when she glanced up it wasn’t Kate anymore, it was a young woman Sara didn’t know. “I’m just like you,” the woman said. The mark on the woman’s leg was the same as hers and Kate’s. 

Was the dream telling her that the woman was Carmen?

If so, Carmen Jenkins has the lineage powers. And she has been abducted. 
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CHAPTER 5
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KATE’S PHONE MESSAGE was clear, “Come out after school.” So, where was she, Sara wondered? 

After knocking with no answer, Sara looked around for her. She walked the porch on three sides of the house and still no Kate, so Sara took a seat in her familiar bentwood rocker to wait, and closed her eyes. 

Kate’s house appeared more modern than its eighty-year age implied. Multiple, steep pitched rooflines, and river rock on the exterior walls mixed with vertical wood plank siding, were just a few of the modern touches. Sara liked the exterior look but better yet were the large country kitchen and second floor sleeping porch she used on hot summer nights. But best of all was the extra wide wrap-around porch. The side with the rockers faced the land Kate called Aigel’s Point. Kate trained her how to use her lineage traits in these rockers. 

“You’re here!” Sara said into the stillness. One aspect of the traits was an innate sense of knowing when another descendant was near. It was a visceral tell, similar to how an empty house feels when someone else is there, perhaps in another room asleep or reading, as opposed to the more alone feeling one has in a completely empty house. It was a strong tell, making it one of her favorite traits. 

Sara opened her eyes as Kate pushed open the wood screen door and stepped on the porch. 

Though tall at five eight, Kate’s active life style and profound embrace of her spiritual abilities gave her a grace and carriage that could fill a meeting hall. She had shimmering, deep-set blue eyes, and her dark brown hair grazed at her shoulders. She appeared to be in her forties though she was older, with neither an ounce of fat nor a hair of gray.

Today, Kate was dressed for walking, wearing dark green pants and sweater along with black walking shoes. Uncharacteristically, she brushed by Sara saying only, “Let’s go.”

Kate stepped down the three wooden steps leading to the stone landing. Sara followed her over freshly mown grass past a row of mounded yellow-red Barberry shrubs, a second row of Meyer Lilacs, and a third row, which was a stand of white fir trees that conspired to make a soft border between Kate’s land and Aigel’s Point. 

The land at Aigel’s Point was grassy and prairie-like with occasional mounds and rock outcroppings that pock-marked an undulating surface. Kate and Sara crossed the land without conversation until Kate stopped, looked at Sara, and pointed at a mid-calf high rock rounder and wider at the top than at bottom. 

“This rock is the source of our leg marks,” Kate said. 

“Is that right?” Sara managed, but her words came out sounding distant and echo-like. “What’s happening to me?”

“I finally got the deed to Aigel’s Point,” Kate said, ignoring Sara’s question. 

To Sara, Kate’s voice seemed distant, say, a mile away. 

“The what?” Sara asked. Her own words sounded echo-like, as if in a cave. “Can I see it?”

“The deed, the deed to Aigel’s land. The Chicago landowners gave up after all these years. They stopped paying property taxes so Fairlane Bank bought the land for the back taxes. The bank’s trustee asked me if I wanted it so I bought it today. We’ve been waiting decades for it, but today we own Aigel’s Point.” 

“The bank here?” Sara asked. Sara heard Kate’s words through her rolling fog of perception. She wondered what they meant.

Kate laughed. “Yes, I wanted you to walk the land your first time with me today. Sara, we own Aigel’s Point. The land is finally in our lineage.”

“Our lineage?” 

“All those years and the owners never came,” Kate continued, eyeing Sara. “That was a blessing.”  

Sara felt something more finite than a blessing. “Grandmother, why does a deed make me want to glide through the air like superwoman? I feel weightless. What’s happening to me?”

“It wouldn’t be good if anyone knew how important this land is,” Kate forcefully interrupted, “and made it known. People do need to learn what we know...but not that way. They need to learn the right way, on merit and through accomplishments, for the benefit of all, not on a promise and definitely not as a sacrament. If they find out about this—.” 

“Who did?”

“They’ll make it an altar, a religious place, and that misses the point. We can’t have that. The altar they seek is always inside them.” 

Sara scrunched her face. “No we can’t! Can the trustee?”

Kate stopped herself from laughing as she studied Sara, whose large, penetrating, empathetic brown eyes were wider than usual, as if seeing more than usual. Kate took firm hold of Sara’s arm and turned her around. They began to walk back. 

“Kate, what’s happening to me?” Sara turned to look back over her shoulder like a kid’s last look at Disneyland. “I’m sooo thirsty!” 

“Aigel was the first with our traits, Sara, as we’ve talked. But now, you’re sensing her direct energies that remain with this land, and this place. She was the first to come, and we now own the land she came to.”

“I’m so honored!”

Kate smiled at Sara’s light hearted comment and nudged Sara toward the house. Sara stopped more than once to touch the mark on her leg. 

“It’s so hot.” 

“One day, Sara, Aigel’s Point will be yours.”

“That right?” Sara asked quizzically. 

They slipped back through border trees and shrubs across the lawn to Kate’s porch. Kate gave Sara a bottle of water for her thirst but her stomach wasn’t recovering.

“The body takes longer to readjust,” Kate explained. “There’s a lot of intensity out there.”

“Understatement.”

Kate smiled in agreement. “Legend says first visits must follow the first episode. Otherwise, episodes will rage even more out of control.”

“That’s hard to imagine.”

“For you, though, your first visit happens on the very day we finally own one of the most important tracts of land of our time. What are the chances?”

Sara saw Kate’s joy, a look that rooted deeply in her mind. 

“I bet a piece of Gracie’s strawberry/rhubarb pie is just the ticket for that tummy of yours,” Kate added. She laughed, turned, and positively skipped to the kitchen to get dessert, but not before she placed her hand on Sara’s stomach to calm it. It settled down instantly. 

Sara’s mind was as centered on Kate’s joy and calming touch as it was on her newly acquired sense of Aigel. Her powers felt weak when Aigel’s energies had been immense out on the land. She expected them to be strong but not like that. Feeling Aigel’s power was feeling power itself. 

Sara shook her head and whispered, “It’s so humbling”. She shook her head again.

Kate returned more quietly than she left and sat next to Sara. “Try not to think too much about your experience today but do let your mind wonder. It will reveal your truths. You did very well out there, better than you realize given the double whammy of Aigel’s powers and the earth’s crossing energies. It’s a lot to withstand. We’ll leave it at that for now. We’ll also leave your episode at Pete’s Market alone for now. That episode will have consequences.”

Side-by-side they sat, slow-rocking to the consuming pleasure of Gracie’s pie, each other, and Aigel’s timeless powers in quiet, boundless repose.

***
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THEY HAD NODDED OFF, Kate woke first and went to make coffee. When Sara stirred, they took a few sips before Kate said, “Let’s walk over to the tree circle.” 

Walking to the circle of trees meant heading away from Aigel’s Point a quarter mile down a well-kept and mown pathway, but one that wasn’t overtly landscaped. Natural shrubbery and a few wildflowers tenanted the sides of the path, but weren’t closely manicured. Sara had walked the path many times while Kate began her daily afternoon walks on it. Outdoor exercise ran in the family. 

The tree circle, in contrast, was a study in modern landscape. Sara saw that the outer ring of tulip trees was taller and bushier since her last visit. The Meyer lilac trees that made up the second ring were fuller, too. Kate loves her lilac, but it was the inner ring of pink and blue bearded irises that caught her attention. She noticed the new drip-irrigation system nozzles, making the connection to the irises robust health. She saw the cluster plantings of Echinacea and Tea Rose plants, chosen for their prairie tolerances before the irrigation system was installed. 

“Wow,” she said. “Every thing looks so healthy and robust.”

Kate pointed across the circle. “That Tulip tree was planted by the compass. It sits due north from a buried stake at the center of the circle. The first tree is fifteen feet westerly around the arc of the circle. Midway between these two points and two feet down is a lead-lined oak vault.” 

Sara noticed that there were no sprinkler nozzles in this area.

“The vault contains my notes of everything my grandmother Libby taught me. There are pages of notes from Madeline, Libby’s Grandmother, full of everything she’d been told about the legends attributed to Aigel. I’ve added to them. It’s an amazing body of knowledge, a one of a kind collection that covers the legends starting with Aigel.”

“I didn’t know,” Sara said. 

“You and I are to keep them safe. For now, I want you to know they’re here. Only your mother and my friend Roy know, apart from you and I.” Kate smiled with her deep-set eyes at Sara. 

“As to your progress,” Kate continued, “the notes say many of the women in our lineage didn’t not regain life balance once the melt-down episodes started, especially over the last few generations. Their outbreaks were too much for them. They indulged in the feeling of Aigel’s power and couldn’t regain life balance. To avoid that for you, your mother and I have insisted that you live with life balance before the episodes started.”

Sara kept her eyes on Kate, knowing she had more to say. 

“Actually, for you, being on Aigel’s Point seems to enhance your balance.”

“How can you tell?”

“You had fun. The power of the land and Aigel’s energies didn’t overwhelm you. You talked funny but we all do that, Aigel’s remnant energies and the earth’s crossing energies are so strong they make you feel pleasantly intoxicated. But experiencing such powerful energies with levity like you did shows solid life balance. You’re strong and that makes me proud.”

Sara felt the warmth of Kate’s words. “I appreciate you so much.” Sara pushed her black hair behind her right ear. Kate liked the effect. It showed more of her face and set off the chestnut hue from the pigmented skin color of her cheeks. Kate believed Sara’s light chestnut skin color was a trait of their descendants. She had it and grandmother Libby had it, too. Her daughter—Sara’s mother—Catherine did, too, but it was faint.

“I guess I’m relieved and I attribute that to you,” Sara said. “I thought going out on Aigel’s land would freak me out, and that was why you hadn’t taken me. So, to hear the visit improved my balance relaxes me. It’s kinda like the visit put the lightening back in the bottle.”

Kate smiled at the analogy. “It’s hard to say if you’ll have more episodes, I’ll bet a piece of Gracie’s chocolate pie on maybe.”

***
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“I BET YOU THOUGHT WE were done for the day,” Kate said, flashing a quick smile. “But this is an apt time for a little history.”

“You want to tell me about how you got here,” Sara said, reading Kate’s intent.

“Libby,” Kate said, nodding, “my grandmother, came here from southern Texas as an eight year old with her grandmother, Madeline. This was back in the early 1880s. Madeline’s notes say that she dreamt of two pairs of God’s floating hands while in Texas, and not the single pair the legends reported. She took this as her beckoning dream just the same. She sold her Texas ranch for a tidy sum and she and Libby took the train from San Angelo to Memphis. But Memphis didn’t feel right to Madeline and she kept feeling a pull in this direction. She used a paper map to guide her, so they took the train here to Fairlane. After a few days here, she knew it was where her beckoning dreams wanted her to be.”

Sara listened eagerly, digesting every word.

“Fairlane was considered a modern railroad town at the time. It was innovative and Madeline felt that spirit in the town and people, which confirmed for her that she had come to the right place.”

“Aigel’s energies had an effect on the town’s people?”

“Yes, but only for folks that had been here for a time.”

“What kind of innovations?”

“Well, the Fairlane Hotel on Main Street was the first in these parts to put bathrooms inside the guest rooms and not just out in the hallways. That was a big deal in those days. Some say the bank night deposit idea started here...for those that traveled this route back and fourth on the trains carrying a lot of cash. The night deposits gave them a safe place to keep it rather than in their luggage.”

“For fear of train robbers?”

“That’s right. The weekly newspaper here was published twice a week rather than once, and many say it was the first bi-weekly. And, no horses were allowed on Main Street. That put a stop to zigzag walking and hopping about to avoid horse droppings.” 

Sara chuckled at the imagery. “What happened to the trains? There aren’t many now.”

“Long-range sleeper cars came about so overnight stops weren’t needed. The town practically shrank over night.”

Sara thought for a moment. “I see where this goes. Aigel’s energies spread to the local townspeople, though they didn’t really know it. They thought the nutrient-rich soil and mid-west values were the root of their inventiveness and success. We know, though, that those values contributed, but Aigel’s flowing energies was the primary source of their inventiveness.”

“Correct, but what else?”

Sara looked to Aigel’s Point for clues. “You’ve said that intelligence is our best cover for hiding the traits, it’s the same for the town. Rich soils and family values covered Aigel’s presence.”

Kate nodded.

“Why didn’t Madeline buy Aigel’s land when she came here?”

“She looked into it but it wasn’t for sale and she had to be careful. The town was smaller back then and the proper place to live for those with means was in southeast Fairlane, where the bankers, judges, lawyers, doctors and merchants lived. Even so, she investigated Aigel’s land but the Chicago owners kept pushing the price up. They ran it up so high that if she did pay the price, people in town would ask a lot of questions, or worse, they’d snoop around to see if Madeline had found minerals, the best soil, water, or whatever that caused her to pay so much.” 

Kate chuckled. “Attention like that was the last thing Madeline wanted, so she bought this land for a reasonable price. She thought that would lower the price of Aigel’s land but it didn’t, though the two parcels are attached. She also offered a low price on a site in Southeast Fairlane for show but closed just on this land.” 

“Then she built this house?”  

“Actually, this is the second house. The first one burnt to the ground. It was where the circle of trees is now.”

“Did she ever want to live on Aigel’s Point?”

“That wasn’t an option, Sara. No one should ever live there. It needs to remain as it was when Aigel came. Her presence should remain undisturbed, her energies from this place are her tribute to all whom come after her and especially to those in her lineage.”

“I thought our marks were the tribute,” Sara said.

“The marks represent the connection between God, Aigel and the land with its underlying, crisscrossing energies. The traits Aigel passed are her tribute.” 

“Okay, that makes sense.” 

“By the way, Libby was happy living next to Aigel’s Point but her life ambition was to own it.” 

“Libby must be happy that the land is in the family again,” Sara said, smiling.

“She is undoubtedly so.”

Kate became quiet. Sara read that she missed her grandmother and was pleased to have gained ownership of Aigel’s Point for her.

“Getting to own Aigel’s Point is your tribute to Libby, Kate,” Sara whispered.

Kate seemed to have caught something in her throat and didn’t reply.

Sara went to the kitchen to get Kate a glass of water. She appreciated the responsibility Kate faced—to acquire Aigel’s Point when its ownership had been unattainable for so long. Kate’s gratefulness from obtaining ownership was gratifying for Sara to see.

When she returned, she handed the glass of water to Kate, who was rocking slowly with her attention cast out toward Aigel’s Point. Sara sat alongside and rocked, and then she held Kate’s hand and they rocked in unison. As the day’s last light gave way to night, Sara rose, placed a blanket over Kate and kissed her on the forehead, and then drove home. 

It was a day to remember. She had a lot to share with her mother. 
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CHAPTER 6
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IN SPITE OF ITS ANCESTRAL roots, downtown Fairlane’s looked like a typical, small-to-medium sized Midwest town. Windowed store fronts in one and two-story wood-framed buildings were common, but seasoned with the occasional multistory brick and stone building on a street corner such as the Fairlane Bank building, and it had at least one historical building that acted as the town’s nerve center. 

In Fairlane, that nerve center was Pete’s Market. Shops clustered around it like long-haul trucks around an all-night diner, selling boot-cut jeans, LP’s, ice cream, groceries, skateboards, and leather boots. An adjacent coffee shop sold fine coffee and an opportunity for idle time. 

Kate and Sara preferred Pete’s. Its two and one-half story, high roof timbers, old style industrial grade skylights, and exposed, quarter-sawn oak flooring placed on end drew them in more than the blank tilt-up buildings with congested aisles common to the big-box boredoms out on the interstate. 

Kate chose Pete’s this morning not for shopping, but as a busy public place to observe Sara’s intent reading. An outside table in front of the coffee shop next to Pete’s was available. It was perfect for observing Saturday morning foot traffic.  

“Kate,” Sara said, after they grabbed coffee, “I read intent in school every day.”

“And?” 

“It’s natural to me, well, except for one very irritating thing.”

“Tell me.”

“What do I do with all the information I get? I know when people lie, hide things, and tell bad stories about each other. I know Michael lusts after Chauncey more than he does his girlfriend Rita. Kendall’s father is coming out-of-the-closet with his sexuality and Kendall is terrified that he might be a closeted gay man. He thinks he’d run away for fear of someone seeing his father with a boyfriend in public. Two of my teachers used to cheat with each other and I know the hotel they went to. I don’t want to know this stuff, especially when desires are aimed at me. My God! People’s intent can be so explicit.” 

Sara paused as a girl from school came over for a hug.

“You’ve trained me to be tough and I am but it’s a lot. I like our time, grandmother, I love it actually, and you’ve taught me to read every detail but sometimes I just want to be a care-free teenager. Having all this in my head isn’t making me care-free.”

“Your birthright asks a lot of you, Sara.” 

“Understatement.”

“Intent reading is meant to warn you in advance that someone intends to harm you.” 

“I know, but I rarely sense that.”

“Then let’s look at intent reading’s second purpose, but before I do, realize that intent reading is an ends, but it’s also a means. It sets the basis so other Aigel’s skills can emerge. The more you develop intent reading, the more likely other skills will emerge. Keep that in mind.”

“Okay.”

“Now,  your mind sorts through all that information to find what your natural interests are. When your attention stubbornly attaches to a particular topic, your soul may be messaging you about life purpose.” 

“I already know what that is. I’m interested in using intent reading to help people.” 
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