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Chapter 1

	Sara St. James spun around, nostrils flaring. “Let me get this straight. So, you think this is all my fault?” she said, wide-eyed and angry.

	The air was thick with outrage.

	“I’m not saying it’s anybody’s fault,” Otis quickly replied to his wife. “But Sara, you have to admit that I told you I didn’t want any more children.”

	“Right, but we agreed—”

	“We agreed? I was happy with Quinn and Frankie,” he said.

	The parents had named her Francesca, but everyone called her Frankie or Frank. “But you insisted on trying to have another girl so that Frankie would have someone to play with. Now we have two girls, and neither one of them makes a dime’s worth of sense!”

	Cushmeer turned her attention from the television to the elevated voices in the kitchen. Sara took notice.

	“Shh...”

	She signaled Otis to take the conversation into the bedroom away from the girls. Otis recognized the hurt in Sara’s eyes and lowered his voice but did not move.

	“You know I love the girls as much as you do, and I’m happy that we have them, but baby, this is not normal. Something has to be done.”

	“You think I don’t know that?”

	Sara started walking to the bedroom.

	“Sara, I—”

	“I said, let’s just take this to the bedroom.”

	Cushmeer, who witnessed this exchange, turned toward her sleeping sister. She shook her arm in an attempt to wake her.

	“Rerenko ... Aatete... Aatete!”

	“Nally ... Nally,” Cadence responded sleepily, slapping away Cushmeer’s arm.

	“Aatete ... Aatete!” Cushmeer repeated, pointing to the bedroom door. “Simy ...Vily Twoon.”

	Cadence, now fully awake, sat up and rubbed her eyes. The two quietly moved to the door and listened intently.

	“The doctors said that cryptopha—”

	“Sara, for God sakes, they are 10 years old! Those doctors don’t know a goddamn thing! If they did, they would be talking by now!”

	“They are talking.”

	“Not to us! And from what I’ve learned from researching, even if they start talking, this cryptophasia thing could develop into other mental disorders or phobias because of their gene mutations. I’m worried, Sara.”

	“I know.” Sara nodded. “Okay. Then let me take them to a spiritual healer.”

	Otis rolled his eyes and looked at the ceiling.

	“You have got to be kidding me.”

	“You’re the one who said something needed to be done. So, which is it?”

	“Sara...” Otis shut his eyes hard.

	Sara pulled out her phone and quickly presented him with a promo ad. Drenched in a purple background was the image of a brown-skinned woman. Her black hair was dotted with wildflowers, and her striking features were surrounded by rainbow rays of sunlight.

	“Betty said that Luna Cascade is coming into town on the 15th.” Sara’s eyes were flowing with salty tears. Exasperated, Otis sighed heavily and shook his head. He grabbed her shoulders and said, “Honey, I know this Moon Casca—”

	“Luna. Her name is Luna.”

	“Whatever. I know she has a big following, but I’m not taking my girls to some fake wacko guru!”

	“No! Luna Cascade is the real deal! She’s a shaman. Otis, please let me take them. Please.” Otis shook his head once more. Sara hesitated, then slowly began to speak.

	“Maybe if you had let me take Quinn to her like I wanted to, he wouldn’t have... I mean, maybe he would still be here.” Her eyes were filled with water.

	At six foot three inches, Otis was a gentle giant. More of a quiet, calm observer of life, if anything, unless you made him angry. Then it was a different story. Otis bowed his head and turned his back to her. He knew she was right. He looked up and stared out the window. Finally, he turned slowly back to her and reluctantly relented.

	Outside the door, Cadence and Cushmeer looked at each other with rising trepidation.

	“Detoo, Simy,” Cadence whispered. Cushmeer’s eyes grew wide.

	“E Aatete. Loo,” Cushmeer quietly responded.

	The two nodded in agreement.

	“Rerenko.”

	 


Chapter 2

	20 Years Later

	 

	“911. What’s your emergency?” the dispatcher asked, calmly and matter-of-factly.

	“We can’t stop! We can’t stop!” Astrid Schmidt said, her face pale.

	“Stop what? What’s going on?”

	“Dad, we’re going too fast!” Max said from the back seat.

	“The car! The car! It just revved up and started accelerating by itself!”

	“Okay. Ma’am, what is your name and location?”

	“My name is Astrid. We’re headed east on Lake Drive by UWM. Oh, my God!”

	“Astrid, I’m gonna try to help. I know you’re scared, but I need you to try to stay calm. What kind of car are you driving? I’m sending the police and a helicopter.”

	“Okay, but please hurry! We’re in a red Kobayashi Kazoku Cruiser. The car is speeding at 100 miles per hour, and we’re headed toward downtown.”

	“Astrid, are you driving?”

	“No. My husband is.”

	“What’s your husband’s name? Put your phone on speaker so I can talk to him.”

	“Hans!” Astrid screamed. She held the phone tightly with a white-knuckled grip and pressed the speaker button.

	“Hans, you there?”

	“I’m here! I’m here! We need some help! We’re going 100 miles per hour, and I can’t stop the car!”

	“Hans, try to put the car in neutral.”

	“I tried that! The gear shift won’t move! It’s stuck! We’re heading downtown.” Hans swerved to the right, narrowly missing a truck in the left lane.

	Astrid, Max, and Sophia screamed in horror.

	“Try holding down the start button.”

	Sirens blared as police cars attempted to catch up with them.

	“I don’t have a start button, and I’ve already tried pulling out the keys. And I don’t have a goddam floor mat that’s stuck, either.”

	“Try the emergency brake,” the dispatcher instructed.

	“None of this is working. The car is still accelerating. We’re at 110. I’m having trouble keeping it under control!”

	“Mommy, I’m scared!” Sophia screamed, from the back seat.

	The car hit another vehicle, careened over the embankment, skidded past McKinley Marina, and raced across the grass. The city’s architectural pride, the Milwaukee Art Museum, was like a white-winged bird on the edge of Lake Michigan. In the distance, visitors watched from the top of the stairs. As the car sped closer, the witnesses ran for their lives.

	“Oh, my God, we’re going to crash into the museum!” Astrid screamed.

	The car flew several feet into the air.

	“Mommy!” Sophia wailed.

	The vehicle landed on a bed of rocks at the coast of Lake Michigan and burst into flames.

	 


Chapter 3

	Sara’s body lay in the casket at the front of the sanctuary at Unity Church. Cushmeer had arrived three hours early so that she could spend some time alone with her deceased mother. She had conflicted feelings. The pain of losing her was nearly unbearable. A long illness had taken a toll on her mother. Cushmeer was relieved that she was no longer in pain. She stood there looking at her. Mom was such a stunningly beautiful woman. What did they do to her? She doesn’t look like herself at all. Why did they have to do that to her? Even after she got sick, the nurses were shocked to find out that Sara was 86. She looked twenty years younger. At least now she and Quinn will be together forever. Losing Quinn broke Sara’s heart. She was different after Quinn died. Cushmeer sighed heavily, then took a seat in the first pew. Frankie walked in and took a seat beside her.

	“How’s Dad?” Cushmeer asked, concerned.

	“He’s holding on. Trying to be a rock for us. He’s back there talking to Pastor Blevins.”

	“Have you seen Cadence?” Cushmeer asked.

	“No. I don’t think she’s coming.”

	“Are you serious?”

	“Cushmeer—”

	“So, she leaves us caring for Mom in the hospital all that time, and now she can’t even be bothered to show up at the funeral?”

	Cushmeer rolled her eyes.

	“She told Daddy she was in Japan. Some kind of big emergency was happening at her job. She couldn’t make it in time for the funeral.”

	“Cushmeer, just drop it. She sent flowers and paid for all the expenses.”

	“No. I’m so done. I really am. I don’t care if she paid for everything. I never want to see her again.” Frankie sighed heavily.

	“When do you leave for Guatemala?”

	“Next week,” Cushmeer said. “I’m gonna go see about Daddy.”

	“Okay,” Frankie replied.

	As Cushmeer turned, she realized that Vin was standing within inches of her.

	“I’m here for you,” he said.

	She collapsed in his arms and started bawling.

	 

	 


Chapter 4

	Hanging in the closet were two white kimonos with thin blue stripes, a gift from the hotel. In the heart of downtown, Satori Twin Towers Hotel was high end, luxury at its best. When she checked in downstairs in the expansive lobby, she noticed that even the guests were well-dressed.

	Cadence wrapped herself in one of the kimonos, walked to the large window, and gazed at the night. There was a total lunar eclipse in the sky, which caused a crimson moon. It was a fantastic view of Tokyo. Even from the 63rd floor, the night lights were alive with color and the streets were thriving with activity. From the top of the tower, she could see Shinjuku Station, the busiest railway station in the world. And not far from it was Kobayashi headquarters.

	But Cadence could only think of Sara, her cold, lifeless body waiting to be lowered alone into a dark, unforgiving ground. Will she be cold in the wintertime? A sudden wave of fear went through her body. She sensed that she was losing control. Oh, my God. It’s happening again, she thought. Chills ran down her spine. Just the thought of this was making her ill. Her heart began to palpitate, and her body started to tremble. She wished that she could stop the thoughts in her head. As the sweat oozed from every pore, she recognized the signs of an imminent panic attack. She started feeling dizzy and light-headed. When the nausea hit, she raced to the toilet. Gagging and heaving, she spewed out the contents of her stomach. Afterward, she splashed water on her face and stared at the mirror, wishing she could overcome this horrible affliction. She rinsed her mouth and grabbed her toothbrush. When she’d finished brushing, she reached for her anti-anxiety pills and took two. Her therapist had recommended exposure therapy. She told her to experience places, situations, or things related to death. She’d suggested going to funerals, writing a will, or reading an obituary. Even thoughts about death could potentially help, she’d said. In her state, going to a funeral was out of the question. Thinking about death seemed to be the most achievable. But in this case, it was not a conscious choice. She could not stop thinking about her mother’s passing, and it was debilitating. Remembering her mother during her final days did not seem therapeutic at all. It was worse because it was personal. Still light-headed, she made her way to the bed and climbed in.

	Her will to get better was stronger than her fears. She picked up the photo of her mother which was lying on the bed. She studied her beautiful face intently, desperately longing for her, wishing for her to be alive again. Mom, will you ever forgive me for not coming? Would the rest of the family? Could she forgive herself? It had been different with Quinn. I couldn’t come because I was in the ICU. When she thought of Quinn in that casket, she started reliving it all over again. Her heart raced, and she felt chest pain. She could barely breathe. Daddy has been through so much. She looked at the photo of Sara again. Mom, I hope you know that I love you to the moon. The two Valium were beginning to take effect. Jet lag didn’t help. She fell asleep within minutes.

	Cadence was awakened by a notification of a text message. She picked up the phone and read the missive.

	“Amituofo,” the message said. The Buddhist Zen greeting, which means immeasurable light and immeasurable life, was a common greeting between the two good friends.

	“Jun! Amituofo!” Cadence returned the sentiment.

	“I’m downstairs. What’s your room number?”

	“Six thousand. Tower one. The corner suite.”

	When the doorbell rang, Cadence exuberantly opened the door, bowed briefly, and gave Jun a big bear hug.

	“It’s been so long,” Jun said, smiling.

	“Too long.”

	“How was your flight?”

	“The same,” Cadence laughed.

	“Listen, I was sorry to hear about your mother,” Jun said, somberly.

	“Thank you.”

	“How are you doing?”

	“Not the best. I still can’t believe it.”

	“A death in the family is always hard, especially when you were close to the person.” Her stomach was empty, but Cadence still felt another panic attack coming on.

	“Sit down. Can I get you some tea?” she said, to change the subject.

	“No, thank you.” Cadence made herself a cup, looked at the clock, then sat down.

	Curious, Jun decided to ask about Cadence’s girlfriend, Matali, a beautiful dark-haired woman with large brown eyes, who is estranged from her Indian immigrant family due to her sexuality.

	“How’s Matali? When are you two going to get married?”

	“I’m not sure we’re going to get married. But she’s wonderful. I still can’t believe she’s in my life. I’ve never been so happy. What about you? How are the wedding plans going?”

	“More work than we anticipated. He’s trying to convince me to elope. But I’m looking forward to the pomp and circumstance, you know?”

	“Yeah.”

	“You already have the dress?”

	Jun nodded.

	“Let me see.”

	Jun pulled up the picture on her phone.

	Cadence gasped, “Oh, it’s stunning!”

	“You’re still coming, right?”

	“Just try to keep me away. You in that dress—oh, my God!”

	Jun smiled.

	“Happy?”

	“So very,” Jun said. “And now that I have the dress, I can focus my attention on different kinds of clothes.”

	“What do you mean?”

	Jun gave her a coy, smitten smile. “Like onesies.”

	The significance of Jun’s words took a second to register.

	“What? You’re pregnant?”

	Jun nodded. 

	“Oh,” Cadence said, “I’m happy for you. When are you due?”

	“Ironically, in June.”

	Cadence laughed.

	“Do you know what it is yet?”

	“No. We just decided to let it be a surprise. All we want is a healthy baby.”

	Cadence smiled. “Yeah. That’s the most important thing. So, Jun, I’m glad to see you, but what brings you out so early? If I recall, you weren’t exactly an early bird. I was thinking we’d have dinner later or—” Cadence stopped speaking when she registered Jun’s suddenly somber countenance.

	“What’s going on? Is something wrong?”

	Jun gazed out the window before responding.


Chapter 5

	The Guatemala courtroom, filled to capacity, was uncomfortably silent. Seated on the witness stand, Cushmeer pulled the microphone closer to her. But the stalling was short-lived. She put her head down and cleared her throat. Whispers from the gallery began to fill the awkward void.

	“Order in the court.” Judge Calderon banged the gavel. “The witness is ordered to answer the question.”

	Already sweating profusely, Cushmeer began to visibly shake and was unable to speak.

	She looked out at the packed courtroom. Her body was flooded with fear. Attorney General Maria Lupez glanced at the waiting jury, then back at Cushmeer.

	“Your Honor, I would like to request a brief recess.”

	“Denied. The witness is ordered to answer the question.”

	“Your Honor, may we have a sidebar, please?”

	“You may approach.” Lupez and the defense attorneys moved to the judge's bench.

	“Your Honor, my witness is clearly distressed.”

	“What witness isn't distressed, Counselor?”

	“Yes, Your Honor, but my witness suffers from glossophobia. She's having a panic attack.”

	“Your Honor, perhaps Counselor should have selected a witness that does not have speech anxiety,” defense attorney Roja suggested.

	“Your Honor, look at her. She's having a panic attack!”

	The judge and both attorneys peered at Cushmeer. She was sweating, twitching, and tugging at the scarf around her neck.

	“Your Honor, I'm only asking for ten minutes.”

	“Your Honor, this is just a ploy by the prosecution for dramatic effect to gain sympathy from the jury.”

	The judge looked at Cushmeer again.

	“I’ll allow it. Counselor, you have fifteen minutes.”

	“Your Honor...”

	Judge Calderon shot Roja a glance. The defense attorney ceased his objection.

	“The court will take a fifteen-minute recess.” The judge banged the gavel and stood to leave.

	As people filed out of the courtroom, Lupez carefully pulled her witness off the stand and seated her at a nearby table.

	“Cushmeer, are you all right?”

	“Maria, I can't do this.”

	“Yes, you can. You have to. You don’t have a choice. Your data analysis is critical to this case. If you don’t testify, we lose the case. It’s as simple as that.”

	“I know. But I can’t do it.”

	“Cushmeer, think of the Torres family and all the analysis you did. Those officers will get away with forcibly disappearing Rico. Now, try to focus.”

	“I know and I am.”

	“You're going to be fine. Here, let me get you some water.”

	“I can't do it, Maria.”

	“Here. Drink this.”

	Hands shaking, Cushmeer downed the proffered liquid. People returned to the courtroom.

	The judge rapped his gavel and asked, “Counselor, is your witness ready?”

	Lupez and Cushmeer locked eyes.

	“Yes, Your Honor, she is.”

	Maria Lupez walked Cushmeer back to the stand, then moved to the center of the courtroom.

	“Counselor, please repeat the question for the witness.”

	“Yes, Your Honor.” Lupez looked at the jury, paused a beat, stepped back, and asked the question once more.

	“Ms. Kincaid, if you would, please describe your findings with regard to the forcible disappearance of Rico Torres.”

	Defense Attorney Roja stood. “Objection, Your Honor. Surmising.”

	“Please rephrase the question,” said the judge.

	“Ms. Kincaid, please describe your findings with regard to the alleged forcible disappearance of Rico Torres.”

	Cushmeer glanced at the people in the courtroom. Every eye was on her.

	“Ms. Kincaid, please describe your findings with regard to the alleged forcible disappearance of Rico Torres.”

	When Cushmeer did not reply, Lupez asked, “Ms. Kincaid, are you all right?”

	“I … Um … I … Ah …” Cushmeer muttered in a quivering voice.

	Suddenly, her eyes rolled back, and she lost consciousness, as all in the courtroom gasped in shock. Cushmeer slid out of the witness chair and crashed onto the floor, as everyone watched in horror.

	 


Chapter 6

	Skyscrapers lined the morning sky of Shinjuku, Tokyo. Akira Kobayashi, the CEO of Kobayashi Motors, glared at Toshio Nakamura, ran his fingers through his jet-black hair, and then smiled generously. His handsome exterior belied what lay beneath. He took a sip of the green tea in front of him. Each of the attendees followed suit. Then, Akira slowly stood and moved to the large windows of the high-rise tower. An architectural triumph, Kobayashi Motors’ headquarters was more than impressive. With a floor count just short of 80, 73 above ground and 5 below, it was the tallest building in Tokyo. From the custom-made blue resin river conference table, the regulatory team watched him pace slowly around the glass-bottomed balcony that enclosed his office and the executive conference room in which they were seated. Each waited silently, not daring to move. From the top floor of the shimmering blue skyscraper, Akira could see the busy streets of Shinjuku. There were people everywhere. And cars, his cars, Kobayashi cars of every make and model, winding their way through the streets of Shinjuku, making him a fortune.

	“The sun is shining. It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it, Nakamura-san?” Akira remarked, his back to them, a smile in his voice.

	“Yes, Kobayashi-san, it’s a beautiful day.”

	“What about you, gentlemen?” he said, ignoring Jun, the lone woman in the group. “Do you agree that it’s a beautiful day?” The male executives around the table agreed enthusiastically. Jun did not comment. Instead, she reached for the cup of green tea in front of her, took a sip, and returned it to the table. “You couldn’t ask for anything more. I think that American singer would agree, too.”

	“Actually, Bono is Irish,” Toshio said. Akira turned toward Toshio.

	“Well, Nakamara-san, I stand corrected,” Akira said. “Where is Morimoto-san?” Just then Morimoto-san walked in.

	“I’m so sorry, Kobayashi-san. I—”

	“Morimoto-san, what is the first rule at Kobayashi?” Akira asked.

	“Never be late for or cancel a meeting.”

	“That’s right, Morimoto-san. That’s exactly right.”

	“But my wife was in labor and—”

	“Termination is always difficult. Please take your things and leave.”

	“What? This is an abuse of my rights and a violation of Japanese law,” Morimoto-san said, angrily. “Expect to hear from my lawyer!” He turned and stalked out of the room.

	Akira, unaffectedly, again gazed out the window. In the distance, he noticed the dark clouds forming in the west.

	“It’s a beautiful day, but what do our Zen sutras tell us about sunshine?” he asked, returning to the table. No one dared to respond. “Impermanence. Everything is temporary. Even … Even …” Akira slammed his fist impatiently into the carved mahogany table, startling the other nine executives seated around it. “Loyalty! Don’t you agree, Nakamura-san?” Toshio Nakamura met Akira’s gaze but said nothing.

	“Everyone else here is in agreement. There are no other options. Public disclosure is simply out of the question.”

	“Kobayashi-san,” Toshio responded with controlled anger, “you do not underst—”

	“No, Nakamura-san!” he thundered. “It is you who does not understand, you and you alone. This is not just about Kobayashi Motors. It’s much bigger than us. How many times must I say it for you to understand? With public disclosure, we risk the Kobayashi name … my name.” Akira emphatically enumerated with his fingers as he spoke. “All of its holdings, its future, and everything that it stands for! You know as well as I do what the global implications are. And—”

	“But the Americans think that—,” Toshio began.

	“And there are legal implications that must be considered, as well.”

	“Yes, but it would be better if we struck a deal after—”

	“We are not prostitutes, Nakamura-san. And this is not a brothel.” The others at the table snickered.

	Akira said, “Selling ourselves cheap is not in our best interest, Nakamura-san. We can’t just walk away from the US partnership. Until we close the deal, our hands are tied. If word leaks out about this, we will, in effect, kiss the merger goodbye and the government research dollars that come with it.”

	“I see, Kobayashi-san. The yen is all-important.”

	“In a word, yes. Kobayashi is my name. And in case you’ve forgotten, Nakamura-san, this is a business. My family business, to be exact. If altruism is your goal, I suggest you go to that Buddhist monastery down there,” he said, pointing to the street below. “This industry is moving into a new direction, and those funds will launch us into an entirely different stratosphere, while the competition will be left scrambling to catch up. The environmental advancements alone—”

	Akira registered Toshio's icy, accusing glare.

	“What good are environmental advances if people are dying?”

	“Contrary to what you might think, Nakamura-san, the environmental implications are of great concern to me.”

	“Oh, really? You think the Americans are concerned about environmental impact? The US is the only country that has yet to demonstrate any veritable interest in saving the planet. Sure, they signed the Paris Agreement, but then half the countries withdrew. And what about the people?”

	“Of course, the people, as well.” Akira paused. “I don't deny that the merger itself and the government partnership are my most immediate concerns. But Kobayashi simply cannot afford to be left out. The long-term effects would be devastating to the company's bottom line. So, unless it is your personal agenda to see Kobayashi's interests in complete financial ruin, public disclosure is an unnecessary and most certainly unwise risk.”

	Fuming, Toshio Nakamura leaned forward and spat two words, “Shoji Komei.”

	The room fell into an almost deafening silence. Akira’s angry black eyes narrowed with contempt at Toshio. Akira inhaled deeply, then tore his steely eyes from Toshio and silently scanned the faces of the others in the room. Everyone stared intently at Akira Kobayashi. Suddenly, much to everyone’s surprise, his hardened face softened, and his mouth broke into a wide grin.

	“I am well aware of this company's
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