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      “Yes, I know… It’s ok, you don’t need to come… No, we’re fine, Bel; I’ll let you know.”

      Charlie stood at his bedroom door, listening to his mother’s conversation, or her half of it at least. Aunt Belinda’s worried; about him or Beth, he couldn’t be sure. Moving across the hall, he started the shower and dropped his boxers. Climbing beneath the cool spray, he sighed loudly as the water pummeled the top of his head. Today’s the day.

      The young man, barely twenty, tried not to think about what lay ahead, but his mother’s twin sister wasn’t the only one concerned about the future. Unable to keep the memory at bay, his mind drifted back to the morning seven months ago, when a pair of men had attempted to rob the patrons at a coffee shop where he sat eating breakfast. He had jumped one of them to stop the attack, and in a fit of rage had beaten the man to death in the process. Or he died a few days later; either way.

      Shutting his eyes tightly, as if to block out the bloody scene, he could hear the muted screams and chaos that had surrounded him. He recalled the feel of the metal napkin holder in his hand, being crushed by the force as he applied it, and the sound of the bones being splintered in what once had been a human skull.

      A few of the onlookers had stopped during the event and filmed the incident instead of running away, and his attorney had been given a copy of the video. He had watched it several times, and it had become ingrained in his mind forever.

      “That’s not self-defense,” he heard his lawyer, Ken Carter, say again.

      “That’s not self-defense,” he repeated to himself as he leaned against the wall. Forcing his mind away from the painful realization that he was in fact a murderer, he thought of Clarisse instead. The tall blonde had been his guardian angel ever since he was a small boy, and they had finally met two summers ago; the summer that he had been hit by a car and died.

      She had taken him in when he crossed into the other plane, and had been training him to be a Summer Angel, who would help humans avoid certain nasty events in their lives. His memory of that time should have been removed completely when Destiny returned him to the plane of the living, but he had regained a fair number of recollections and events from that time, particularly where the Dark Angel Gous was concerned.

      Focusing on the girl, he pictured her standing on the beach in Miami, her long blond strands floating around her. She looked very similar to the Donna, the girl he had bought a ring for and had hoped to marry, but there were subtle differences that intrigued him; the deeper, crisper blue of her eyes… the paleness of her skin. Clarisse had been more like meeting a ghost, even though her flesh had been warm in his grasp. He sighed, recalling her slender fingers entwined with his as she magically transported them from one place to another.

      “Baby, are you ‘bout done in there?” his mother’s bang on the door and sharp tone jerked him back to the shower.

      “Yeah,” he cut off the water, “I’ll be right out.”

      “’K,” she called more softly, “We don’ wanna be late,” she informed him.

      “I know,” he agreed, holding out his hand as the towel on the rack next to him floated up to meet his fingers. He had been practicing using his powers, even though his instincts had told him he shouldn’t. I can’t help it, he rationalized; besides, I might need them someday, and that means I need to know how to use them well.
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      “We’re in here,” Ken Carter indicated the small room for Charlie and his mother. Stepping inside the eight by eight cubical, the pair took seats side by side and stared at the man across the table from them.

      At twenty-eight, Ken might have been older than Charlie, but he had only been out of law school for a year. Beth had her doubts about his being able to defend her son adequately. She would have spent every dime she had to fund the cause, but in the end he wouldn’t allow it; so the young hot shot with a brand new practice had been chosen for the task.

      “Wha’s wrong?” she demanded curtly, her heart racing as her hand squeezed Charlie’s firmly.

      “Relax, mom,” the younger man implored. “Ken’s got this,” he shot his lawyer a quick grin.

      Not looking at the couple, Ken shuffled a few papers and folders in his briefcase before opening one of the files onto the table. “We go before the judge today,” he reminded them, “and we need to be sure we’re on the same page. You have waived your right to a trial by your peers; a smart move, I can assure you.”

      “Yeah,” Charlie agreed, having decided to plead guilty to involuntary manslaughter. “You’re right, they wouldn’t care why it happened after they saw that video,” he cringed.

      “Yes, an unfortunate piece of evidence. But now we get to present our case to the judge, and hope for leniency in your sentencing. However, the prosecution will undoubtedly show the clip, and you need to be prepared. Remember, no outbursts; I want you to appear calm,” he cut his eyes over at Beth. “If your emotions get the better of you, keep it as simple and as contained as possible. That man had a mother, too. No matter what he did, she wants to see Charlie punished for taking his life.”

      “I understand,” she sniffed, her bottom lip quivering.

      Shaking his head, Ken addressed his client, “You, on the other hand, can feel free to dispense with a few quiet tears; remorse is a good thing, and it shows your heart is in the right place. When you are on the stand, remember to relax and take your time. The prosecution is going to hammer you, and you can’t let them get to you; he’ll want to display your temper, and you can’t allow that to happen.” Ken closed the folder and ran his hand through his sandy curls. “I’m sorry this case turned out like it did; I know I promised I could get you off, but when we got the video in discovery, I realized it wouldn’t be easy to win; damn near impossible in fact.”

      “It’s ok,” Charlie forced a smile. “We picked you because o’ your experience as a public defender. You’ve seen a lot o’ cases; you know how juries are gonna see things, an’ I appreciate your help. Maybe th’ judge’ll understand, and I won’ serve much time.”

      Beth sobbed, and Charlie dropped her hand, laying the arm across her shoulders. “It’s ok, mom. You know where this’s going… we have to be strong; it’ll be ok,” he soothed.

      “I know,” she sat up straighter, adjusting her new blouse over her rounded form. “I’m gonna do a good job for you, son; I promise.” Wiping at her damp cheeks with pudgy palms, she nodded at his attorney, “Anything else?”

      “No, that’s it; we go in and listen to the prosecutor, and then we present our side. The judge will call for a recess so he can consider the evidence, and either pass sentence later today or tomorrow,” he stood. “Either way, we have to appear calm and ready for whatever he decides.”

      Getting to their feet, the trio made their way out into the sparsely furnished corridor. Standing next to one of the leather covered benches outside their courtroom, Charlie could see prosecutor Ted Taylor down the hall; a tall older man, with slicked back gray hair, and a black suit.

      The deceased young man’s mother stood by his side, her clothes pristine, and her shiny purse hanging from her arm. Yup, she wants to see me locked away for a long time. He knew the odds were good he would do a year in prison, but that was far better than the sentence he could have received if she had gotten her way, and Ken seemed to think that she would have.

      The boy he had killed had no record, and the friend who had been with him had insisted they had done it as a stupid prank; poor judgement on their part. They had been smoking weed all night before going into the shop with the intention of scaring everyone, and he denied that they were actually going to rob them. Everyone believed Charlie was the one in the wrong. Funny; it’s hard to argue with a dead body and blood on my hands.

      The wide doors opened and the bailiff ushered them inside. Taking his seat behind the large wooden table, Charlie glanced up at Ken, who stood on his right while he pulled the files out of his black case and laid them on the table, along with a thin yellow notepad. Over his shoulder, his mother sat stiffly behind him, but he avoided looking at her for fear she would begin to cry in earnest. Beyond her, a few other people had filed in as well, and he felt mildly curious who else would be interested in the proceedings, but not enough to actually turn around to see.

      Not looking at the prosecutor or his victim’s mother, Charlie folded his hands onto the flat surface before him and toyed with his fingers.

      A few minutes later, the bailiff called loudly, “All rise,” and he quickly got to his feet, remembering to keep a straight face as he smoothed the front of his new suit. His heart pounded in his ears, so loud he could hardly hear the words as the judge read off the case information to the court reporter.

      The prosecutor wasted no time, and almost immediately had a large screen lowered from the ceiling, where he displayed the video of Charlie bludgeoning the crazed young male, causing a stir in the vast seating area to his back. Watching himself sit on the man’s chest, he recalled that Gous had more than likely sent the pair to attack him, but he had kept that piece of information to himself.

      Only half listening to the proceedings, his mind wandered away as he considered the strange turn of events. As it were, he would go to prison, with a finite amount of time to be served. If he proclaimed that a Dark Angel had arranged the whole incident, he would likely end up in a mental hospital for who knows how long.

      “Here, we see that he had to be pulled off the victim,” the attorney pointed out the sequence of events. “Several of the onlookers helped to subdue him until the police arrived.” His voice deep, heavy with condemnation, the dark suit fit him perfectly as Ted paced in the open area between the tables and the bench. “This is a demonstration of his character; one in a clear pattern of deviant behavior.”

      Opening a file, he presented a small stack of pages to the judge, “I have here sworn affidavits from ten students who attended high school with Mr. Phillips, each of them attesting to his dark temper and violent mood swings. There are also three teachers who agree with those assessments.”

      Instant recognition flashed in his mind, and Charlie knew who would make such claims. He’d had few friends in high school; with Brett Nelson there to bully him while leading the group of cool kids, his life had been difficult to endure. It had only been after his near death experience that he had changed, and he hoped that Ken could convince the judge of that when they got their turn.

      Remembering to remain still, Charlie stared at a spot above the prosecutor as he paced, not daring to watch him directly. The nape of his neck burned, and he could feel the eyes of those behind him boring into the back of his head. Growing uneasy, he ran his fingers firmly over the singed spot. He cautiously shifted and glanced over his shoulder to find a young woman watching him intently. Probably a reporter; or another of his family.

      The girl had auburn hair, swept up into a neat bun. Her makeup bright and easy to see on her dark flesh, her sparkling red lips matched the color of her suit. Crossing her legs, she shifted her gaze to the judge as he listened to the evidence, a small smile emerging when she noticed that Charlie had begun to stare in her direction.

      Realizing he’d been caught, he adjusted himself so that the temptation to look at the red-headed beauty had been removed. This was neither the time nor place to flirt, even if the woman had seemed receptive to the idea. Refocused on the hearing, Charlie waited to be called to the stand. Upon hearing his name, he stood, steadying his nerves as he crossed the open floor and mounted the small platform calmly. Before taking the seat, he raised his right hand and swore that what he said would be the truth.

      “Mr. Phillips, you were alone the morning you went into the café, were you not?” Ted Taylor dug in.

      “Yes, sir,” Charlie nodded slightly, his eyes darting to the rows of seats and the clear green eyes that focused on him.

      “And why didn’t your mother accompany you? The two of you were traveling together,” his tone insinuated going alone had been an indicator of trouble.

      “My mom was sleeping in,” Charlie’s voice wavered, then grew stronger, “I didn’t want t’ drag her out o’ bed that early, so I went t’ get some coffee and relax on my own.” Swallowing, he glanced at the judge. He could read the name plate, Judge Henry Arnold, from that vantage point, and felt a chill run up his spine.

      The prosecutor continued the interview, pushing at Charlie and demanding explanations for seemingly simple acts from his past; things that in retrospect did not speak well of his character. Doing his best to provide short, concise answers, he felt drawn to the woman he had never seen before, noticing that she no longer looked at him at all; she thinks I’m lying. They all do, he inwardly moaned.

      Feeling sunk, he did his best to make it through the interrogation, until it finally came his attorney’s turn to repair the damage. Going through the series of questions that they had rehearsed, Charlie relaxed, and even managed a smile from time to time, as he recalled how he had changed over the last year, and his own sheaf of supporters’ statements were presented.

      Allowed to return to his seat at the table when they were done, he stood and made his way across the front part of the courtroom. Squaring his shoulders and running his hands down the front of his suit, Charlie avoided looking at his mother. He had heard her sniffle several times during his testimony, and he could picture her bawling at any moment.

      Instead, he glanced around at the stern faced group of onlookers, who numbered about a dozen now that he could see them all; he wondered again what they were all doing there. His eyes once again meeting those of the red-head as he reached his seat, her cold glare froze him on the spot, and he paused, unable to move.

      “Charlie, sit down,” Ken hissed, following the younger man’s gaze and seeing what had distracted him. Once his client had complied, he continued, presenting the last of his evidence and praying it would be enough to sway the judge away from the maximum sentence.
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      Charlie could feel his heart beating furiously inside his chest. What did he just say? The judge couldn’t have meant that. He can’t possibly be ready to pass judgement; we just finished presenting the evidence!

      “Your honor, if I may,” the young red-headed woman spoke from the gate that separated the audience from the bench area.

      “Ms. Kapoor,” Judge Arnold raised his hand, wafting her to step forward. Immediately, both attorneys leapt up to join them at the bench.

      Their voices low, the girl spoke to the judge and then listened to the reply, followed by a mild flutter of discussion from each of the others before the man behind the bench waved them to their seats.

      “On second thought, we will have a bit of a recess,” he informed the courtroom. “We will reconvene after lunch, at two pm, and I will pass sentence at that time.” Standing, the bailiff called for everyone to rise as he exited the room, with the fiery red bun following close behind.

      As soon as they were gone, Ken exhaled a loud breath, then turned to inform his client and his mother, “I have to go to that meeting. You guys go have a nice lunch, and don’t worry; I know it doesn’t look like it, but I think things just took a turn in your favor.” Gathering his things, he joined the prosecutor, and they made their way into the judge’s chambers together, leaving Charlie and his mother staring at the other woman who had been watching the proceedings in surprise.

      “Now what?” Bethany demanded angrily.

      “Now we have lunch,” Charlie darted through the short divider and grasped her arm, pushing her towards the exit and past those that still remained. As soon as he had steered her outside, the warm California sun beat down on the top of his head and he paused for an instant, thinking of Clarisse. “It could have been worse,” he informed her as they made their way down the walk. “Let’s not dwell on it and find a spot to get a good meal.”

      Choosing an open-air café, he selected a table along the edge so that the bright light shown on his arm and leg. Removing the stiff jacket, he hung it over the back of his chair and casually plopped down while wishing he were old enough to order a stiff drink.

      “Watch it,” his mother snapped angrily, “You’re gonna wrinkle that thing, an’ it was expensive.”

      “Peanuts,” he shot back, cutting his eyes up from his menu to give her a small grin.

      “Oh,” she inhaled sharply, remembering their code word for when she was behaving negatively, “Sorry, baby. Mama’s just anxious about all this,” she waved her hand at nothing in particular.

      “I know,” he agreed, laying his brightly colored card on the table and pointing at his choice, “This looks really good. I think we should try it.”

      Stretching to see over the condiments in the center of table, she nodded, “Ok, I’ll take one, but I don’ know that I can eat.”

      “I know,” he agreed, looking around for the waiter who had gone to get their drinks. “Relax, ok? The hard part’s behind us; the judge has heard everything, and all we do now is find out what th’ sentence is gonna be. Then I’m off for a bit, but I don’ want you t’ worry -”

      “Not yet,” she held up her hand to cut him off. “Don’ say anything until we’ve heard the sentence.”

      Nodding a reluctant agreement, he scanned the street next to them, his mind drifting to the dream he had recently had; one from his time on the other side. He and Clarisse had been popping around the world, and had sat at a table much like that one, only it had been in New York and the day had not been nearly as cheerful.

      “It’s all gonna work out, mom,” he reassured her absently. He wished that his best friend could be there to make sure of that, but he knew she was still in time out, where Keeper had placed her. At least he figured as much, since she had not contacted him to let him know any different. Of course, that meant the Dark Angel wasn’t around either, so it could be considered a fair trade.

      Enjoying the meal, the pair discussed his classes, which had ended before the holiday. “It sure felt weird, having Christmas here where it’s not even cold,” he chuckled. “I’m glad they’re going to let me come back whenever I get out, so I won’t lose my place.”

      “Yeah,” she quickly agreed, “But I’m still hopin’ you’ll be able t’ have those long distance classes like your advisor suggested.”

      Charlie nodded, glad she seemed calmer, “If I’m housed in the right prison, it’ll happen, but if it don’t, we’ll manage.” He knew dark times lay in his future, and the prospect of earning his degree while behind bars both gave him hope and tore him apart at the same time. However, her well-being had become his greatest fear, even if it wasn’t the time to discuss it. “I’m glad I took this semester off, either way; I’ll get back on track when I can,” he consoled. Leaning back in his chair, he pushed his plate away to stretch. “Man, that was good stuff.”

      “Yeah,” Beth agreed, swirling her unfinished portion around with her fork. She knew there were things they needed to talk about; important things, and time was running out. However, she couldn’t bring herself to face them; soon their apartment would be empty. She still had her new job, and could support herself without dipping into the money they had saved after all their expenses from the move, so that wasn’t the problem.

      The problem would be having to let him go so soon after they had finally found peace between them. Putting her fork down, she wiped her lips and lay the linen napkin across the plate. She didn’t dare speak the words, but she knew her life was about to change in less than an hour, and she would again lose someone very dear to her.

      Paying their bill, the pair walked hand in hand towards the courthouse. Their pace almost leisurely, Charlie wondered how his life might have been different if they had set aside their differences long ago. She is my mother, after all. Her attitude qualified as poor while he was growing up, but still, he could not blame her entirely for the rift that had formed between them.

      Through the years, the boy had done things to irritate her, almost taking pleasure in seeing her face grow red when she went into one of her tirades; and she wasn’t the only one. I guess I really wasn’t that great of a person; even if Brett picked on me, I didn’t make friends because I didn’t really want to. He had reached the point of realizing he couldn’t blame others for all the bad in his life.

      And now Karma’s come to get me, he chuckled, recalling that everyone gets what’s coming to them in the end. The thought of Karma sent his mind leaping to Phillip Parson, the stranger who had hitched a ride with the pair when they were outside Phoenix. The Forgotten Angel.

      Phil had warned Charlie to stay on Karma’s good side; “she’s a real bitch,” he had declared in parting. He had also warned him about telling his mother too much and poisoning her life. That’s one piece of advice Charlie had taken to heart, and he had never said anything further to her about Clarisse, Gous, angels, or anything of the like.

      Also, he had taken great care to ensure he never used his power in the presence of another person; period. People weren’t supposed to see magic, but he wasn’t taking any chances.

      When everything turned out so badly, with Clarisse and Gous locked up by Keeper, he had hoped he would earn a few points on the positive side by living well and taking care of his mother. I guess Karma’s got a long memory, he sighed to himself, reflecting on his current situation.

      Making their way through security, they rode the elevator to the third floor, arriving with ten minutes to spare. “There you are!” Ken called as soon as they stepped out of the shiny metal doors. “Breaks over; the judge is ready to give his decision,” he urged them towards the courtroom, where the bailiff closed the doors behind them.

      “What? He’s early,” Beth tried to argue, but found herself brushed aside when they reached the short wall and gate that divided the room.

      Feeling flustered, Charlie’s face took on a bright pink hue as he was ushered to his seat at the table in front. While shuffling down the aisle, he had seen that the number of observers had nearly doubled. His gaze briefly meeting that of Ms. Kapoor, his heart raced at her cool stare. This is no time for pretty girls, he grimaced, sliding into his chair only to stand again as instructed by the bailiff.

      Glancing over his shoulder at the crowd behind him, Charlie longed to reach for his mother; to hold her hand and comfort her as judgment was passed. Resuming their seated positions, the room remained quiet as they waited for Judge Arnold to read his decision.

      Looking over the top of his reading glasses, the court official shuffled the pages before him for a moment, then said in a stern voice, “Charles Phillips, please stand.”

      Obediently on his feet, with his attorney at his side, Charlie waited. His breath lightly passing over his lips, he silently begged, dear God, just read the damn thing already.

      “Charles Andrew Phillips, you have entered a plea of guilty to involuntary manslaughter in the death of Fredrick Albert Shoemaker, in what can only be categorized as a form of vigilante justice. I am appalled at what I saw in the video that was taken of you committing an act that could easily have been deemed as murder,” he growled, causing a whisper of amen to flutter through the crowd.

      “However, you are not on trial here today,” the judge bellowed. “Instead, you have accepted responsibility for this boy’s death. Some, namely your attorney, Mr. Carter, contend that you aren’t much more than a boy yourself, and although your actions were stupid to say the least, that you should be allowed to pay penance for your mistakes, and then to go on and live your life in peace.”

      A more disgruntled mummer rippled through the rows of observers, and the judge paused, giving them a stern stare before he continued to speak. “I realize that my decision will not be popular with everyone; rulings seldom are, as there are always two sides to every story. However, it is my decision that rather than have you sit on your rear in a prison, you will instead be remanded to the custody of a rehabilitation project for two years of community service.”

      The room erupted into a frenzy, and Charlie could see that the victim’s mother was on her feet, screaming, “That’s not fair!” from the corner of his eye. Swallowing hard and not daring to look away, he kept his gaze fixed firmly on the man behind the bench.

      Applying his mallet to a small wooden block, the judge called for everyone to sit and be quiet. “I will clear this room,” he shouted and waited for the racket to subside. When the viewers had taken their seats, he concluded, “This is no slap on the wrist that you have received. You will remain on the facility grounds for the duration of your sentence. You will only leave to conduct work to be determined by the facility management. You will be granted one two-hour visit by family members per month. You will be granted two hours of phone time per week; a privilege that can be revoked for non-cooperation with community directives. You will perform two hundred and fifty clock hours of community service, and attend another two hundred and fifty clock hours of therapy sessions as determined by your counselor.”

      Inhaling deeply, the judge paused, then said in a calmer tone, “If you fail to complete your time in either of those capacities, or if your counselor informs me that you are non-compliant in your sentence at any time, you will be remanded into the custody of the State of California for a term of five years in a penitentiary, without the possibility of parole.”

      Standing abruptly, the judge left his seat and headed for his chambers while the room once again echoed with angry voices.
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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