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  Before


When your office sits above the clouds, the sunset is a completely unique experience. It’s as though you’re watching the sun dip into the edge of the world. You can see the entire land below you lit up in golds and purples as the night overtakes it. Tower workers often pause, gazing from windows at the scene. 
Unless you are Maddox Peterson, head of the High Council. Then your black office curtains are always closed, and you wouldn’t have any idea of the majesty below you. He’s more concerned with the flaw in his plan and the knock on his office door that had better come within the next five minutes or else he’ll — 
Knock, knock. 
“Come in.” Maddox stood and buttoned his suit jacket. He slid one hand into his pocket and waited, his face utterly blank of any previous worry he might have felt. Never show weakness  — his personal motto. 
The solid oak door creaked open, and the other six members of the High Council filed into his office. There weren’t enough chairs in here, but this meeting couldn’t be held anywhere else in the tower. They couldn’t risk anyone walking in or overhearing. So, they stood awkwardly in a semicircle around the front of his desk. 
At this hour, they each had their own signs of being tired or ready to leave. Dean Cromwell’s five-o’clock shadow looked closer to nine-o’clock, and Lois Gernsbeck didn’t have a speck of lipstick left on her thin mouth. But they were still here, and despite their fidgeting, that meant something. 
“What do you have for me?” 
Lois cleared her throat and held out a slip of paper. “This is who I recommend for the task.” 
Dean leaned forward quickly to offer his paper next. “Here’s mine.” 
The other four hurried to give over their papers as well. No one said the names out loud. Only Maddox read them over and tucked them away into the top desk drawer. He turned the key to lock the drawer and dropped the key into his jacket pocket for safekeeping. 
“Very good. I will check into each one and make my decision.” A small piece of him wondered if he was the right one to make this choice. He’d had all his faith in Shay, after all, and look how that turned out. But he also didn’t want to admit that he might have been blinded by being her father. He thought he’d brought her up to do as she was told. And he didn’t like to admit that he might be wrong. 
“What will be our next step, sir?” Trevor Sullivan asked to break the silence. 
Maddox latched onto the change in topic. Telling them what to do, he did that with confidence. “I want you to go to Pleasant Patch to visit Partridge. Put up appearances to get everything back under control now that Empire City has made it appear like they’ve caught the criminals behind their problems. We don’t need anyone looking too closely into it. But I need you to direct the temple back toward our end goal. Make sure they remember who’s truly in charge.” 
Trevor nodded. 
“The rest of you will remain on your current projects. I want updates on the creatures and the resources in the morning.” 
They also nodded. 
Maddox made a shoo-ing motion with his hand and turned away. They left in a hurry. Once the door clicked shut, he lowered himself back into his chair, ignoring the creak in his knees. 
This had been an endless day. The worst in a long time. 
He’d had to send his daughter away. But it was for the best. At least she’d already dispatched the only person who might threaten his position. 
He had more important things to focus on. And nothing else would distract him from the end goal now. There was too much at stake. 






  
  Chapter One


Last Quarter Moon 
The last quarter moon signifies closure and things coming to an end. It is a time when energy wanes and plans should be made for the next cycle. Release negative energy you’ve been holding on to for too long and cleanse your spirit. 
Look within and perform shadow work. Use this time for personal growth and reflection. Examine your own intentions and where you are on your personal journey. Now is the time to make adjustments so you can move more purposefully towards your goals. 
Cleanse your space and let go of anything holding you back. Resolve conflict and welcome peace within you. Banish any unwanted energies from your life and bring forth protection from unfriendly entities. 
The veil is thin. Proceed with caution. 


      ***The coven gathers around their fire, smiles of welcome on their faces. Beyond the fire, a feast is laid across several tables. 
They join hands and conduct the energy cleansing meditation of the waning moon. Once their minds and souls feel lighter, they grab plates and dig in. The moon is their sign of cycles ending, but a new one will begin soon. 

In the sky, the crescent wanes, 

The last quarter moon in cosmic reign. 

A realm of shadows, secrets, and release,

Where magic and mysteries find their peace. 

By the soft light that’s fading fast,

We cleanse our souls, letting go of the past. 

As the darkness grows, our spirits rise,

Beneath the moon, we claim our prize.

In this phase, the veil grows thin, 

Where deep reflection and growth begin. 

A time for closure and to say goodbye, 

With the old chapters and regrets, we don’t deny. 

So we wish it

So it will be

Blessed be. 



Sadie 

The surrounding foyer bustled with activity as people arrived at the temple to start their workday. Chatting voices and shoes hitting the floor assaulted my ears, and the enchanted windows were spreading bright, early morning sun into the room. 
And while I tried my best to ignore it all, I frowned at my coffee cup. Something about it didn’t seem right. I wasn’t sure if it was the flavor or the blend, but something felt off. And so I stared at the cup. 
“Whatcha doin’?” Raven bumped my hip with hers, her bracelets jangling on her wrists, and I jumped. 
“Oh, nothing.” I pushed my hair out of my face and forced a smile before returning my attention to the cup. 
“You look pretty invested in that cup of coffee.” 
I shrugged, but she was right. I found it very hard to look away, still trying to figure out what was wrong with it. 
“Well…” Her voice faltered, and she cleared her throat. 
At last, I met her eyes, and I saw nothing but concern in her expression. 
“We should get to the council room, yeah?” She continued. “The morning meeting is about to start.” 
“Sure.” But I didn’t move. Her worry did nothing to help what was stewing in my brain, and I blinked furiously to stop the sudden threat of tears. 
“You okay?” 
She touched my elbow and tried to catch my eye again. Her distress was even clearer in her tone, and I swiped at my cheeks to make sure none of the tears had escaped.
This was my first day back at work as myself. Fully myself. And as I remembered that fact, it dawned on me that that was probably what was wrong with the coffee. I couldn’t remember the last cup of coffee I’d had. And I wasn’t sure how to feel about that. 
I sighed and forced another smile, hoping she wouldn’t notice the shine in my eyes. “I’m fine. Just… adjusting.” 
She nodded, didn’t mention my tears even though I could tell she’d spotted them, and looped her arm through mine with another clatter of her many bracelets. “Well, we’ll adjust together.” She tugged me toward the conference room. “Come on. I need to tell you about my date with Harold.” Her voice dipped into a conspiratorial whisper, and I giggled. 
She was the bestest friend anyone could ask for. She always knew how to get me out of my funk. And juicy date details were at the top of that list. 
“Hurry up, you two.” Farrah bumped into us as she dashed past us in a cloud of hair. 
Raven laughed and tugged me along. “Guess we’ll be the last ones there, as usual.” 
Even more simulated sunlight filtered through the three large windows on the wall as we walked in. And even though I recognized it wasn’t real, since we were underground, it lifted my mood a little. The light reflected off the polished table and gave everything a warm glow. 
When we took our seats, I didn’t feel like we were the last ones. There were still empty seats around the table. But as soon as we’d entered, Mer waved a hand to shut the door behind us. 
“Okay… good morning, everyone.” Mer stood at the head of the table with a stack of papers in front of her. She gripped her cup of coffee with both hands and stared into it with just as much concentration as I’d been doing moments before. 
Agnes muttered an answer, but she was flipping through the reports. Farrah sat with her hands folded on the table in front of her, and for once, I didn’t see the cord to her headphones trailing out from under her hair. Maybe she’d gotten some fancy wireless ones… 
“I wanted to begin with an update on—” 
“Wait.” I looked around at the empty seats. “Where are Nadine and Lydia?” 
The others stared at me as though I’d just sprouted an extra head. I should know this, I realized at once. This was something that had happened during my fog over the last few days. Panic coursed through me as I searched my memories and tried to figure it out without them telling me. I didn’t want them to assume I’d lost my mind.
But maybe I had. 
Raven touched my arm, and I looked at her, irritated at the tears burning my eyes again. 
“I missed it, didn’t I? When I was under the spell?” 
“Do you want a recap?” Raven held out her hand.
I ran my fingers through my hair, frustrated at what had happened to me all over again. Almost an entire week of memories was shrouded in fog, and I wasn’t sure what had been me and what had been Danica controlling me. 
“Yeah, I guess. It’ll be faster that way.” I took her hand, and the images flashed into my brain. 
I recognized some memories weren’t her own, since she hadn’t wanted to be a part of the secondary team hunting Danica, but she’d been caught up enough to pass on the details to me. 
Ethel’s bad luck and being used to get to someone with more information — me. The brief fight in the barn in Pleasant Patch with Danica and Shay. Our retreat through the tunnel. A pang of guilt shot through me, remembering clearly that I’d passed on the information to Danica so they could be in the barn. Then the attack on the temple and Farrah putting the reality warp charm on the building where Danica and Shay were hiding out. Mer realizing Nadine was also inside, and Harold going after her. 
And then I was clear again, because her charm over me had broken with her sanity. Nadine was in the hospital, still recovering from whatever the warp had done to her. And Lydia must be at her side. 
“Thanks.” I rubbed my eyes, glad I’d opted out of wearing makeup today with all the crying I’d been doing. “You all probably talked with me about it yesterday, but even that’s a little foggy in my head.” 
“Don’t worry about it.” Mer smiled reassuringly at me. “The charm she had on you was pretty strong. It will probably be a few more days before you feel completely free of it.” 
I nodded. I didn’t like the idea of a few more days of feeling off balance and not being able to trust my own memories. But I didn’t want to say so. We had already spent too much time on me, and we had more pressing issues to deal with.
“As I was saying,” Mer continued as she shuffled through her paperwork again. “I wanted to begin with an update on Nadine’s recovery.” She brought out one paper from the stack to read over, even though I was sure she’d already memorized it. “She’s regained consciousness and has a general sense of who she is. Olive, the medi-witch in charge of her case, says that’s a good sign. They wouldn’t be able to help her if she’d completely lost her sense of self in there. So, Harold got her out in time.” 
Farrah’s shoulders sagged. “Thank the Goddess.” 
Agnes put a hand on Farrah’s arm. “No one was blaming you.”
Farrah rolled her eyes. “I was. I should have made sure she wasn’t in there. I should have—”
“Stop.” Mer cut across her babbling and wiped a stray tear from the corner of her eye. She leveled her gaze at Farrah and pulled herself together enough for the both of them. “We did the best we could with the information we had. We. All of us knew the risks of what we were doing. She had slipped in when you were casting the charm. There was no way to have done anything differently.” 
Farrah shrugged, and I could tell she didn’t buy it. But Mer continued. 
“Lydia told me she’s had a few short conversations with Nadine so far, and she’s in there. They think after some therapy sessions, she’ll be back to normal and can return to work. But for now, they don’t want to talk about anything upsetting in front of her. So, we can’t bring our current issues to her for help. We’ve got to deal with it on our own.” 
Our current issues. My mind drew a blank again, and I tried to remember. But then I noticed Raven frowning too, and I realized this next part hadn’t been shared with all of us yet. 
“Farrah, would you like to explain?” 
Farrah sighed and shook her head. “Not really.” But she stood anyway and tapped the screen of her tablet to wake it up. “When I went to my hearing in the High Council tower… I overheard something.” She smirked and dipped her head to hide her face in her hair. “Well, I spied on Danica and Shay’s hearing. Because I suspected something was up.” 
I leaned forward. Farrah’s hearing. I remembered a bit. Or at least, her being summoned. And I’d been glad to learn she’d come back with her freedom, her job, and her power. The High Council had been pretty pissed we’d gone against their wishes. But Nadine had pressed for doing what needed to be done. 
“So,” Farrah continued, “I watched to see which room their hearing was in and listened in. And discovered… Shay’s father is on the High Council. I’m not sure which one he is, but he’s the one who sent her to Pleasant Patch. They’ve got a plot going on where they need to control the city. And she messed it up by getting in with Danica’s plans.” 
My mouth fell open. “What?” 
“And he said something about a spell he’d put on her when she was a kid so that he’d always be able to bring her back to him. So, the warp didn’t affect her.. But she’s been banished to another territory.” 
“And Danica?” I couldn’t help but ask. 
“She’s going to be put in an assisted living facility since he couldn’t fix her mind.” 
Mer opened another folder in front of her and turned it around on the table so we could see it. 
“I have some info that might help us get further along. A few weeks ago, Shay robbed the ticket booth at the train station. This was when Danica attacked the train for the first time. We swept the entire area and collected evidence. At the time, I’d forgotten about it because we found out who Shay was through other means. I didn’t think I needed to pursue the details of the report, but now with this new information about Shay, I pulled it.”
I leaned forward to get a better look at the page. 
“It says nothing about who her father is,” I said. 
Mer nodded. “But that’s not uncommon. You know how our system works.” She rolled her eyes for emphasis. “It wouldn’t be unheard of for her to have been an accidental pregnancy and then dropped off with the nuns as soon as she was born. Especially since she isn’t a full witch and didn’t attend final school for more than two weeks. If her parents didn’t want to claim her, they didn’t have to.”
I shrugged and sat back. “I just don’t see how a member of the High Council would have a daughter in that way.”
Farrah chuckled and tapped her nose. “You poor, innocent flower. Of course, a member of the High Council would do that. He wouldn’t want to tarnish his reputation with a good-for-nothing daughter.” 
Mer cleared her throat to get us back on track. “But a representative from the Pleasant Patch temple was kind enough to give me her current address. Agnes and I already visited the apartment to get Mother Marina’s book back.” 
Raven frowned. “And… what do we gain from knowing where she lived? Since she’s already been caught and dealt with?” 
“Well,” Agnes stopped taking notes and set her pen down, “we can search for anything from her father. Any letters or instructions she might have received. We can assume she wasn’t visiting the city regularly, since she couldn’t ride the train. And he wouldn’t make trips to Pleasant Patch either. So, it’s likely there’s some sort of paper trail in her possessions.”
I nodded. “Right. And that could lead us to clues about what their big plan was. There has to be a reason they picked Pleasant Patch. I mean, why not us? Rising Star is a bigger temple. And Empire City has a lot more resources.”
“That’s probably exactly why they didn’t pick us,” Raven said with a shrug. “People would have noticed faster.” 
We sat back in silence for a moment. 
“So… we’ll search her apartment… and then what?” I asked. 
Before anyone could answer, there was a knock on the door of the council room. Mer crossed quickly to it and opened it a crack. 
“Sorry to interrupt, but your interviewees are here?” I heard a quiet voice say from the hallway. 
“Interviewees?” I whispered to Raven. 
“Oh!” Agnes smacked her forehead. “I completely forgot we were having the followup interviews today. With everything that’s happened…” 
“Give us one minute!” Farrah yelled and groaned. 
Followup interviews? I groaned too. 


      ***
“Of course,” Mer said cheerily to whoever was at the door. “Give us one second and we’ll be ready for them. Our meeting ran a little long.”
“Sure, no problem. Nadine out today, too?” 
I noticed the change in Mer’s posture. What had they told the rest of the temple? Did they know Nadine might never come back? Or were we covering for her? 
“Yes,” Mer said quickly. “Probably for a few more days.” 
Days? Yeah, we were lying to the rest of the temple, for sure. With the risk that Nadine might not ever find her way back to her right state of mind, there was no way we could promise only a few days of her absence. But I wasn’t about to question Mer’s judgment. 
“Okay. I’ll have them wait here on the bench. Will that work?” 
“Yes, thank you very much.” Mer closed the door, and her shoulders sagged. 
Agnes waved her hand, and all the paperwork on the High Council and Shay disappeared. Then, with another snap, the application files lifted from the side table and floated over to us. 
I glanced over the applications in front of me and racked my brains to remember the first round of interviews. I had vague memories of people coming in and telling us about themselves. And I think we’d had a quick discussion afterward before getting back to work. But then shit had hit the fan with Danica and Shay, and the applicants had fallen out of importance. 
“I don’t think I can do this right now,” Mer said, her face showing her complete exhaustion and overwhelm. 
“It’s fine,” Agnes said and hurried to her side to give her arm a quick squeeze. “We can do this. We’ll handle this first, and then we can make our plan for our bigger problems.” 
“Are you sure?” Mer leaned on her sister and sighed. 
“Of course. We don’t have to make any decisions about this today. But they’re already here, so it wouldn’t be fair to send them home.” 
Mer nodded and straightened up with a glance around the room. Her eyes skated over the details Agnes had already handled, and she looked a little steadier. “Do we need to discuss them a bit before they come in? Did anyone prepare questions?” 
Her face was paler than usual, and I realized I’d never seen her so unprepared for something. This last week had taken something from each of us without apology. It hit a little harder than we were still in recovery mode, and we already had to go out and fight another battle. 
Agnes smiled reassuringly. “Don’t worry. We have everything ready.” 
“Really?” Mer’s eyebrows shot up. 
“Yes,” Agnes laughed and pulled her back toward the table. “While you were all out saving Pleasant Patch against the High Council’s wishes, Raven and I were here doing regular work.” 
Raven shrugged with a half-smile like it was nothing. But I knew she felt proud to be included in Agnes and Mer’s praise. 
“You are lifesavers. Seriously.” Mer took a deep breath and straightened her expression. “Okay, so who’s first?” 
For the next hour, we brought in the candidates one at a time and asked them the questions Agnes and Raven had prepared. I had to admit, they’d done solid work. I couldn’t remember the last time we’d had to interview for a council position. It might have been Raven, but that was so many years and margaritas ago, and I didn’t even remember being a part of the interview process. So, I wouldn’t have known the first thing about preparing questions for this sort of thing. 
But after the last candidate left, we had a very clear picture of who each person was and what they were capable of. The only thing I didn’t think we’d figured out was who would be a good fit for the team. Because I had to admit, I didn’t feel like we needed another person on our team. 
Unless Nadine didn’t come back… But I pushed that thought aside as quickly as it appeared. 
We were silent after the last one left and flipped through the applications. Ethel had been a team player, but she hadn’t exactly brought anything to the table. I’d gotten the impression she was only here because of her sisters. And the only important work I could remember her doing was paperwork and other filing. Other than that… she’d kind of always gotten in the way and made a mess. 
I grimaced and hid my face at the thought. Now I was the one making messes… even if it wasn’t exactly my fault. I’d been taken advantage of, just as Ethel had on countless occasions. 
I glanced up at Mer and Agnes, glad they couldn’t hear my thoughts. But I was sure they both knew it anyway. They weren’t blind to their sister’s shortcomings. Which is why they’d been in favor of her demotion after she’d put everything at risk. And it made me wonder if I was next on the list for what I’d done… 
“So…” I flipped one page to the next and skimmed over my notes. “Why do we have to have eight people on the council?” 
Mer glanced at me but kept writing. “What do you mean?”
“Well… is there some rule that says there have to be eight of us on the council? Or could it just be seven?”
Raven turned toward me with a thoughtful expression. She closed her folder and rested her hands on top of it with a clack of bracelets and nails against the tabletop. 
“She has a point.” 
Raven hadn’t outright said it, but I knew it bothered her that there would be a new person on our team. She liked things to stay the same, and having a new member of the team would throw off her routine and the balance. 
Agnes tapped her chin. “I don’t think it’s a rule… no. It’s just our staffing model. Our team has a leader, Nadine, and then seven members. That’s the way it always was. Before you there was… what’s his name… Jeremiah, I think. And then Sadie took the place of Mikayla a little before that. Before that was Farrah, and so on.” 
Mer nodded. “Those details don’t matter, but I see your point. Is there any reason you wouldn’t want a new member of the team? Or is it just these applicants in particular? We can wait for more people to apply…” 
The start of a headache hit me right between the eyes as I tried to put my thoughts into words, and I shrugged instead. “I just… We do alright the way we are. Nothing against any of these people. They all seem fully capable. But so are we.” 
Agnes smiled. “We can wait to hire, if that’s what you’re suggesting. Put it off until Nadine is back.”
Mer lit up. “I have a better idea.”
We turned to her. Her sudden enthusiasm after her downcast mood all morning surprised me. 
“We can go to Nadine and bring our notes and discuss it with her.” 
“But you said we shouldn’t bring her anything stressful.” Raven frowned.
“I don’t think this would be stressful. The information about the High Council and what we’ve discovered about Shay would be stressful. That’s what we need to keep to ourselves. But if her mind is coming back to her, this would be normal work, and it might be beneficial. I can call the medi-witches first and get their approval. But I think we should do that this evening.”
I shrugged. I hadn’t seen Nadine since Danica’s charm on me had been broken. I didn’t even know if she’d been aware of it. But how would she? She’d been in the warp when the charm had snapped. Which meant she didn’t realize I was partly responsible for her predicament. 
My guilt gnawed at me, and I suddenly didn’t want to go visit her. My headache pulsed behind my eyes, and I thought I should go to sleep instead. But everyone else was smiling and agreeing to the plan, even Farrah. There was no way to back out now. 
“Great. We’ll meet in the parking garage after work and go over there together.” Mer straightened her pile of folders with a thump of finality. 
I stood and shuffled toward my office, feeling a little dejected and more than a little worried. 


Sadie

The temple felt so empty without the rest of our team in it. As though a hush had fallen over the building. I hadn’t realized how accustomed I was to seeing Nadine walking down the halls or talking to people in an office or in the archives. But now there seemed to be only empty spaces and echoes. It might be a lingering effect from Danica’s spell. But without Nadine here now, I felt a little directionless. 
Business as usual meant we had reports to file and cases to check in on. It was about as exciting as watching paint dry. But I also welcomed the sense of normalcy. 
Agnes stepped in to handle Nadine’s normal paperwork. She thrived when she was behind a desk. She loved putting her analytical brain to work. And we were all glad she’d taken on the task. I might have pulled my hair out. 
Farrah and Mer checked in with the crime and defense department to interview anyone who’d been captured during the attack a few days before. A lot of Danica’s ‘army’ had fled once they realized they didn’t stand a chance, but a few had stuck around to battle it out. And now they were being held in the cells below the main temple floors. 
I didn’t think they were going to get anything interesting out of the captives. Danica’s plot had been all about revenge, pretty straightforward. But they might have some insights into what was going on in Pleasant Patch. 
Raven and I were in charge of repairs to the temple. It wasn’t a big job. The ‘army’ hadn’t gotten close enough to do much damage. But there were. Few smashed windows and the leftover debris. Plus, a small fire in the trees needed to be cleaned up. 
Part of me would much rather have been conducting the prisoner interviews. After my week of betrayal, I thought I owed it to them to do more impactful work. I’d almost have taken on the paperwork if no one else had stepped in, even with the risk to my hair, just to feel like I was helping right the wrongs. But spending the afternoon with Raven made up for it. 
I felt like I’d been without her for so long since I’d been under the spell. And I know it hadn’t been easy for her either. I kept getting flashes of memory with her hurt expression after I’d said something mean. It broke my heart to think I’d ever done anything rude to her, and I wanted to make up for it. And if that meant cleaning up broken glass, so she didn’t have to… well, that’s what I was going to do. 
We’d finished cleaning up the glass inside the church, and we now stood outside repairing the windows and checking for any other shards we’d missed. The fresh air felt pleasant, and I kept stopping to tilt my head up and let the sun warm my face. 
“So,” I began, picking up tiny pieces of glass from among the grass and leaves, “how’s the Harold thing going? You said you wanted to tell me about your date?” We’d been quiet for the last half hour, and I hoped it wasn’t because Raven was reliving my hurtful words too. I had to get us off on the right foot. 
“I just said that to get you out of your funk. But…” her cheeks turned pink, and she grinned like a madwoman. “I can’t complain.” 
“Well, you could. But I’d refuse to believe anything negative you had to say.” 
She laughed. “You got me there.” She pointed at the broken window, and the larger pieces mended themselves back together. Then she crouched to find the small pieces with me. 
“Give me some details. I’m starving over here. Do you know how long it’s been since I went on a date?” 
Raven scoffed and looked away, blushing even harder. “Well, he shows up at my house most nights.” 
“So, lots of sex, then?” I winked and nudged her with my elbow. 
She gasped, eyes widening. “That is not what I meant!” 
I laughed and had to lean against the wall next to the window I’d finished mending. “It’s what it sounded like.” 
“No!” She fumbled her words and groaned, flinging the glass shards toward the window she was in front of so they’d fall back into place. “Okay. I mean… yeah… we’re having great sex. But — Goddess, would you shut it!” 
I howled with laughter, clutching my stomach. Her face was priceless, and it delighted me to no end to see her so flustered. Oh, how I’d missed this. 
“Sorry,” I said at last. A pain flared to life behind my right eye from how hard I’d been laughing and I tried to pull myself together. “Please continue about your great sex.” 
She glared at me. “I was just going to say… he comes over and we spend time together. Outside of the bedroom. Especially if he hadn’t seen me at work that day. It’s sweet.” 
“And then you end up in the bedroom having your great sex, right?” I couldn’t help myself. 
She huffed and turned away. The last window returned to its original state. “Come on, you dirty-minded freak. We need to take care of the burned trees now.” 






  
  Chapter Two


Sadie

After the workday ended, the five of us traveled through a portal to visit Nadine and Lydia. Our mood grew somber as we stood outside the extensive building. I stared up at the dozens of floors above us and wondered which one was Nadine’s. 
Lydia met us in the lobby. Her clothes were rumpled and her hair looked like she hadn’t washed it in days, but her face had a shine of hope, so I took that as a good sign. 
“I’m glad you guys stopped by.” 
Mer put her arms out to offer a hug. Lydia shrugged and accepted it. And it was the most awkward thing I’d ever seen. But it was over quickly and we stood in a small circle and the silence that followed was actually the most awkward thing. 
The bustle of other visitors coming in and out around us and the whisper or voices in nearby rooms took the edge off after a moment and then Agnes cleared her throat. 
“So… can we see her?” She asked. “Is she… awake?” 
Lydia sighed and shifted her hands in the air with another shrug. “She’s awake. It’s not all… her right now. But you can come say hi.” 
“Does she… remember anything?” I asked. I feared the answer, since I couldn’t get over blaming myself, but I thought it was the right thing to ask. 
“She remembers who she is, and where she works. And a few of the details of what we’d been working on. Well, what she’d been working on, since we weren’t exactly seeing eye to eye on that. But not everything, no.” 
I bit the inside of my cheek and resisted the urge to ask for more details. The idea of making Lydia relive anything that caused her pain filled me with dread. I didn’t think she’d left Nadine’s side since she’d been brought in. Farrah shuffled her feet, and I exchanged a look with Raven. No one else spoke for a moment. 
Lydia sighed. “Come on, her room is this way. You’ll see what I mean.” 
Lydia turned, and we followed her down a carpeted hallway to the elevator. We rose to the fifth floor and emerged into a much quieter area of the hospital. After a few turns, she opened a door to a decent sized room. 
It was a cross between a one-bedroom apartment and a hospital room. There were medical charts and equipment right inside the door and a three-legged stool with wheels. But past that was a small couch and a recliner with a television mounted to the wall. A small desk sat against the wall with the window, the view of the city especially nice from that high up. There was a small kitchenette in the corner and a bed. 
Nadine sat at the desk in a silky black bathrobe, her back to us. Her hair hung in greasy strands

      ***
      ***

      ***
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