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CHAPTER 1

“This is crazy, Tiffany.  Absolutely nuts.  You wouldn’t send a dog out in weather like this.  Look out there-“

A deafening thunderclap, so intense and loud, suddenly snapped above their roof, overlapping Corrine’s voice.  Corrine jumped and turned toward Steven Conrad.  “Try to talk some sense into your daughter,” she addressed him worriedly.


“Talking about doggy weather, Mom.   That’s the whole point,” Tiffany said casually, totally oblivious to the torrential rain and striking lightening while checking the tire pressure on her mountain-bike.  “Kaya is going to die out there if we don’t do something quick.  She’s gonna have a heart-attack.   You know her, Mom, Daaad.”

  Steven Conrad shaded a quick, unnoticed smile and ran his fine fingers through his long white locks looking at Corrine and Tiffany, back and forth.  Lightning struck close by, lighting up the deep valley walled by tall mountains and the turbulent lake.  A second later, a roaring thunder rattled the foundation on their large home, a lonely structure at the tip of the long peninsula.

“Bye,” Tiffany called briefly toward her parents zipping up her windbreaker and mounting her bike.  A moment later, leaning forward on her small mountain bike, she diminished into the storming wind and downpour.


She was just five-years-old. 


“That’s your daughter all-the-way, Steven,” Corrine said with a sigh watching their daughter fighting stoically the storm at the other end of the peninsula.


“She’ll be fine, Corrine,” Steven said gently and came over and wrapped his arms around Corrine’s shoulder.  “But she’s right about Kaya, you know.”


“I know but she scares me sometimes.”


“Yeah.  Me too.  I’ll give her ten minutes and if she’s not back, I’ll go after her.”


“Thanks.”


The summer storm unleashed itself with blind fury over the mighty Rocky Mountains.  And over Tiffany Conrad, who drenched to the bone was sweating under her windbreaker as she peddled feverishly through the tall weeds and rocks leading to the foot of the mountain.  Her piercing blue eyes were searching frantically through the underbrush while she was calling out loud the family dog’s name.   A moment later a double-strike lightning discharge hit the middle of her trail setting an old fallen trunk ablaze.  The intensity of the two electrical discharges instantly developed a powerful electrical field that blew Tiffany off her bike, her bicycle frame instantly contorting its metal frame into a pretzel.  “Shoot,” Tiffany released with anger getting up from the wet grass.  Her clothes were smouldering but her intense eyes never missed a beat of the dark silhouettes of the trees, bushes and boulders surrounding her.   The evening was setting in fast and she had to find Kaya.


Among several thunderclaps in quick succession, creaking tree branches and howling wind, her sharp senses caught a distant whimper.  “Kaya!” she screamed out with passionate fury matching the storm’s intensity.  “Kaya!”    Her ears caught the wind’s travelling sounds as she set in a run through the dense underbrush.  She found the mongrel Irish-Retriever laying inert and bleeding between two broken tree branches. 


“Kaya!”


Leaning beside the wounded and dying pooch Tiffany’s sharp blues eyes and caressing fingers searched for the source of her injury, and found it fast.  An inch-thick tree branch perforated through the dog’s chest, the dark blood covered the moribund dog’s matted fur entirely.  “Stay with me, Kaya,” Tiffany murmured with teary eyes as she removed with a sudden jerk the tree branch.   The dog gave out a listless whimper as Tiffany’s hot fingers pressed against the wound, stopping the bleeding.  

For several minutes she pressed both her hands against the wound, she finally felt her energy flowing through her hands to the dog’s injured body.   She suddenly felt exhausted and happy.

“Stay with me.  I’m not very good at this,” she cried out loud again, her tears mixed with sweat, rain, and mud.  

As the storm increased in intensity tossing treetops and debris all around, the dog suddenly gave out a happy bark and got up on its shaky legs from the wet grass, wiggling its tail.  Tiffany’s eyes shone for a moment like polished diamonds.  “Let’s go home, Kaya.  I see Daddy looking for us . . . Dad! . . .  Over here!”

CHAPTER 2

The Yukon autumn morning following the storm vibrated with amplified energies on the shore of the large lake.  The ozone-rich fresh air was sliced in raw slivers by the angular sunrays when Tiffany Conrad, fully dressed, sneaked out from the sleeping house.  It was five-o-clock in the morning and her restless energy was welling up in her small body.

Needing to do something.  

Something hard, physical, dangerous and challenging.

A burning desire for action.  Now!  But what?  

Her mind was processing in rapid-fire thoughts about her successful attempt to heal Kaya.  Her young mind was fully aware that the dog was dying out there in the pouring cold rain and the powers released in her by her compassion triggered something very scary and dangerous in her.  

The sun finally crawled its full body over the mountain suddenly invading the valley with a sharp brilliance that made Tiffany squint her eyes.  A light steam started rising from the humid, storm-beaten land and lake.   There was an intense silence on the land. All her sharp senses fully opened, she took in the vibrating morning with a driven energy, that made her steps bounce on the rocky shore.

A large salmon broke the surface of the lake in its dive for a large flying insect.  The sound of splashing water and the sight of sudden ripples on the lake surface anchored Tiffany in this new realm.  Brushing her small hand through her curly, tangled auburn hair, she set in a run along the shore, racing the breaking waves.  


The adrenaline charged through her body like a torch, she ran fast, hard, for a long time, jumping rocks and leaping over stumps, until her breath was shallow, and the inflated blood vessels on her temples pulsing frantically, were ready to burst.


Boy, it felt so good.  

Exhausted, sweat dripping down on the side of her face, breathing hard, she finally stopped and lowered herself onto a boulder protruding from the shoreline.   Her closed eyes were now travelling fast and far away, only her inner being knew their destination and mysterious nature.   Feeling pressure on her buttocks from the irregular rock, she jumped off and laid down on the rough sand beside the rock, closed her eyes and nearly instantly fell asleep, while her serene relaxed features absorbed the sun’s warm energy like a squeezed sponge.  


The sun was beaming now several inches higher, drying out the land and the mist around the lake.  Tiffany started stirring in her catnap in the warm sun.  Her beautiful face with aristocratic features shrouded in her rebellious and tangled auburn hair was twitching.  Her subconscious mind was receiving signals and alerting her of imminent danger.  Tiffany’s eyelashes fluttered nervously for several seconds.  Her fingertips on both hands were twitching and a light sweat started building up at the base of her up-turned nose.  Her toes were twitching in her dusty runners as her leg muscles twinged several times, preparing the body for an instant and all-important flight for safety and yet her surroundings were calm and peaceful.  Still.

Her refined nostrils started palpitating and an instant later Tiffany’s sharp senses acknowledged a hissing sound growing in intensity.

It was growing louder.  Fast.

Imminent danger.  Frightening.  Now!

Jumping up on her feet, she instinctive dove to her left landing on hard pebbles, bruising her knees and elbows.

Waking up at the same time as the twisted, smouldering piece of metal hit the ground with an infernal thump, burying itself with flying sparks in the hard land of the Yukon lakeshore.   Tiffany looked up into the sky.  Only the sun beaming down its warm rays, a swallow zigzagging in the distance, an isolated cumulus cloud dissipating under the light breeze.


Nothing else.

Getting up cautiously from the hard ground, her senses relaxed now, Tiffany rubbed her bruised elbows staring curiously at the molten, smoking piece of metal buried in the shoreline in the very spot she had been napping moments earlier.   She curiously approached the hot, twisted fallen debris, glancing up to the sky occasionally.  

A closer examination revealed that the fallen object was nothing but a burnt piece of fuselage from some sort of flying object.  Probably an airplane, Tiffany thought studying it curiously.   Squatting beside the shapeless object, for some unknown reason, she just had to touch it.  

Nothing.   A little soot on the tip of her finger.

Brushing it off against her windbreaker she shrugged her shoulders in dismissal and started heading back toward the house.  

She was in visible distance from the house now, carelessly skipping flat rocks on the lake surface, enjoying the sunshine, when a sudden curious joy invaded her.  Not searching its nature she just rode this immense and unusual sense of freedom, sense of movement which she found exhilarating and exciting:  there were about eight of them, Tiffany being one of them, as they daringly leaned over the abyss and stared down to the sophisticated sight of the city lying at their feet, deep down at the bottom of the abyss.  The myriads of lights in vivid colours crossing each other painted the advanced city in a richly visual display. 

“I’m going down there,” Tiffany called to her friends who stepped back frightened from the steep edge.  “Come on,” she called to them and took the plunge into the gorge.  After a moment of hesitation, her friends followed.  They glided effortlessly toward the city, holding hands, spinning around in large circles, laughing and giggling.   The intense sense of freedom was intoxicating . . . . . . . And the high density of the distant planet’s air and its low gravity-pull kept them flying and floating in playful excitement.  It was a tiny uncharted planet buried deeply in the outer skirts of the Universal Village and Tiffany Conrad loved it here . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 She will miss those newly found friends and she will seek them out many years later.   But now, skipping the last flat rock into the lake, she rubbed her hands clean of sand and stuck them in her windbreaker pockets and headed for the house.   This trip exhausted her and she was starving.

The town of Aishihik was radiating wild energies on this powerful sunny morning following the mighty storm the night before.   The fresh clean air was energized with mysterious longings and unspoken vigour reflected on the citizens’ faces as they went about their business in the picturesque town located at the intersection of two mighty lakes surrounding the area.

Steven Conrad was driving his new Suburban truck on the winding mountain roads, enjoying the crisp energy of the morning.  His windows rolled down, his strong left arm resting comfortable on the window frame of the truck. He advanced without hurry on the mountain road leading to his friend’s secluded cabin, buried deep in the mountainside of the forest.  As he was getting closer to the Shaman’s house, more and more wild animals were crossing his path on the gravel road.  At one time he nearly ran into a Grizzly bear and its cub as they were crossing without hurry.  Two cougars ran alongside his truck for a while, disappearing into the thick underbrush moments later.

As he exited the dense forest and entered the large clearing with the log cabin in the centre, he noticed the Native Indian holy man sitting on his deck in his ancient leather-bound recliner.  Dark smoke was occasionally rising around him.

“Cheap tobacco again,” Steven smiled to himself bringing the truck closer to the cabin and shutting down the engine.

“It’s about time . . . .,” welcomed Four-Eyes, and instantly nearly choked on the harsh tobacco from his ancient pipe.  The old man started coughing vehemently as Steven Conrad walked up the five wooden steps to his wrap-around deck.

“You got a good deal on your tobacco again, I see,” Steven responded and warmly shook the old man’s extended hand.

“Bad deal this time, Wounded-Eagle.  Good price but baaad tobacco for Four-Eyes.   From now on I’ll pay more,” he said trying to relight his extinguished pipe.

“Like they say.  You get what’ya pay for.”

“Now you’re telling me,” Four-Eyes smiled and pointed to the empty recliner beside him.   “How’s our ‘chosen’ child?”

“Our ‘chosen’ child is more trouble then I can handle, Four-Eyes.  That’s one of the reasons I’m here to see you.  Corrine is plain desperate.  ‘At the end of her rope,’ as she calls it and I’m not too far behind her either.”

Four-Eyes released a thunderous laughter that sounded strange because the pipe stem dangled out of his mouth.  The old man’s facial features were wrinkled like a dried raisin as tears ran down on his suntanned face.  


“You haven’t seen nothing yet,” he said between chuckles while wiping tears from his cheeks.  “You’ve been warned Steven, long before she was born.  She’ll be fine.  But I don’t know about you two, ” the holy man said extending Steven his hand-crafted pipe.   Steven took it and had a deep drag that nearly choked him to death.


“Bad deal this time,” he managed to hiss between smoke-teared eyes while passing the pipe back to the holy man in a hurry.

“Yep.  But now about Tiffany, Steven,” he started and his deep, visionary eyes were laughing with delight.  “Let me just ask you a few questions.”  He took another deep puff from his pipe covering a large portion of the veranda with stinking smoke.

“Shoot,” replied Steven leaning forward to avoid the smoke.

“It’s been nearly two years since I’ve seen her.   In person, I mean.  Otherwise I watch her all the time.  On different plains.  A charming, beautiful little girl with riveting, mysterious eyes  . . . And now, being almost five years of age, we’ve got a powerful minded brat on our hands.  Correct?”

Steven nodded wordlessly.  “Is she having difficulties following your and Corrine’s orders and requests?  I bet she does.”  Steven nodded silently.  “The difficulty with her is that she’s a born winner, a leader and a decision-maker.   For better or for the worse, I’m pretty sure she’s her own person.”

“All the way.”

“It’s all in her genetic makeup and these could be challenging times for her parents, teachers and other authority figures.  I bet she doesn’t take discipline too well.”

“She literally retaliates.  She comes back at me or Corrine with vengeance,” Steven said with a smile, recalling some very vivid scenes from the near past.  “She’s a lot like me when I was her age.”

“Yeah.  Say no more.  She’s your genetic makeup, most of it and of course, Corrine’s.  She’s a very strong minded, independent person herself.  Let me ask you this: does she often jump in on your conversations with others, usually on difficult topics, blurting out the right answers or solutions?  Leaving the adults dumb-founded?”

“On many occasions, Four-Eyes.  She’s made us look like idiots and she was so casual about her answers, time and time again.”


Four-Eyes burst into a hearty laughter which turned into a severe chocking event, caught again with that cheap tobacco in his lungs.  Steven jumped up from his seat and thumped the old Shaman on the back until the Chief caught his wheezing breath again.  


“That child nearly killed me . . . With excitement,” the old man said placing the long pipe beside his arm on the recliner.  “There is one serious answer here for you, Steven—she’s already connected with the “higher-powers,” as you call it.   There is a lot more coming from now on.  You and Corrine better brace yourselves and prepare for the many fast rides to come.  A word of advice though: you’ll reach her a lot easier if you address her like an adult and explain to her genuinely the concerns at hand.  Her hungry independent mind will respond much better that way.  Don’t forget one thing: she will learn everything much faster then her peers and that sometimes could be trouble.  Her fast-paced mind doesn’t have any patience for slower folks – including parents.”

“True enough.  I can testify to that first hand, Four-Eyes,” Steven said grinning.  

“Well, with all this talk about the kids, I’m really missing those two little people.  Why don’t you talk to Corrine and come up sometime, all of you.  They’ll have a blast with the beasts around here.”

“That sounds wonderful, Four-Eyes.  Thank you.  I’ll talk to Corrine.  I have to get going now.  Thanks for the insight and this fine tobacco,” Steven said smiling and pointed to the long pipe resting beside the Shaman.

“It’s was a pleasure having you here, Wounded Eagle.  Always,” the old man said with moist eyes, recalling vividly his personal similar experiences with Steven himself, when he was a few years younger.  “Take good care.”

“Yes, you too, Four-Eyes.  Good bye for now,” Steven said and headed for his truck, stepping over a couple of adult wild cougars laying in the shade of the four-by-four.

Waving goodbye to the Indian Chief he entered the forest at the end of the clearing, heading back toward his peninsula.  Four-Eyes’ words shook him up more then he expected.  Not so much Tiffany alone, but the whole session with Four-Eyes having had an enthralling effect on him, as always.   Four-Eyes’ words brought back vivid images, emotionally charged from five years ago, when he himself was in need of dire help and spiritual guidance.  He suddenly had an intense shiver running down his spine: it felt more like a convulsion.

“Not anymore,” he said light-heartedly to himself, effortlessly turning off the convulsions.  “It’s her I have to watch out for now,” he mumbled to himself, his mind bringing back live images and emotions from a not-so-distant past.   “Yes!  It will be a good challenge,” he said out loud smiling to an inner vision.  

All his life, Steven Conrad was a sucker for a good, preferably dangerous challenge.  Turning on his CD-player he drove along to the rhythm of a hard-rock tune, his bright blue eyes cast far into the future.

CHAPTER 3

As Steven entered his long, winding driveway and headed toward the end of the peninsula where the large log structure was beaming in the sunlight surrounded by the calm waters of Aishihik Lake, a loud racket and angry voices pierced his awareness.  They were coming from his house.  

As he drove closer to the house listening carefully to Tiffany’s raised angry voice, one of the large window panes facing the front of the house blew out in an infernal clatter, sending a dark object followed by shreds of glass flying to the grass. As Steven parked his truck at a safe distance from the house, he listened very concerned to the angry voices.  It was Corrine and Tiffany engaged in a vibrant argument.  As he stepped close to the main entrance he identified the dark object on the ground.  It was an ancient black granite hand-carved Indian statue Steven valued a lot.  A token of friendship from his Indian friend, Two-Wings, the builder of his house.

As he cautiously opened the front door, Tiffany’s high-pitched powerful voice diminished the background noises of objects flying through the house and shattering:  “. . . you don’t listen, Mom.   I caant!!  And I don’t want to either.  Just leave me alone.  All of you!” she shrieked as she charged to her room on the upper levels of the home.

“Steven!”

That one single word was charge with so much fear, anxiety and frustration that his Adam’s apple stuck in the middle of his throat.  As he opened his arms, Corrine buried her face into his chest, sobbing uncontrollably.  “She’s too much for me,” she whispered. 

“I’ll let her calm down a tad then I’ll go up and talk to her.   What started all this, Corrine?” Steve asked soothing her at his chest.

“She wanted to go into town to see her friend, Corry.  On her bike . . .Alone, Steven.   Of course I didn’t let her.  She’s not even five yet, for God’s sake.  I even offered to drive her to Corry’s house.  She’s so strong-headed.”

“I’ll talk to her, Corrine.  Calm down now.  She’s definitely a handful but I sure love her.”

“So do I, Steven.  But sometime she’s too much for me.  I have to leave in a few minutes to pick up Pat from her friends . . . That’s another thing: she’s so bloody good with Pat that all these outbursts fade in comparison,” Corrine said in a low voice drying her face and looking at Steven.”

“I know.  She’s a great sister to Pat.   She’s always there for her.  We’re very lucky that way, Corrine.”

“Yes.  I know.  I’ve got to go .  .  .You go and talk to her.”

“I will,” Steven said gently detaching himself from Corrine.   The Indian Chief’s words of advice resonated vividly in his mind:  ‘You haven’t seen nothing yet.’

“And, of course, she didn’t want to go to school today.  She told me she had important things to figure out first,” Corrine said grabbing her purse from the kitchen chair while heading for the door.

She probably has . . .,Steven  thought  listening to Corrine’s words.

Tiffany Juliana Conrad was a handful for her parents since birth. 

Steven recalled in vivid, rich imagery the countless events and radical or rather unorthodox behaviour manifested by this young member of the family.

For one, she’s never been a cuddler until recently, less then two years ago.  In her toddler years she conducted herself with such self-assurance and confidence in her own being as if she was directly wired to the higher powers of the Universe itself.

It made it very difficult for Corrine to deal with her as a baby.  Her maternal instincts were starving for hugs and kisses from her baby, which didn’t materialized till much later.

His eyes gazing deep into the recent past and the distant, uncertain future, Steven ascended the first steps of the wooden stairwell leading toward Tiffany’s room.

“Sit down and stay quiet, dad,” Tiffany commanded in a serious voice, without turning her face from the large window she pointed toward her bed.  Steven obeyed silently watching his daughter curiously.

She was standing in front of the window, both arms stretched out above her head, reaching for the stars, or rather the cool sunshine beaming down from the clear sky.

The angular sun washing over her small body standing in front of the low window enhanced her well-balanced frame enveloping her in an aura of radiance.  Steven wondered for a moment if the aura was the sun’s ray or generated inner radiance coming from Tiffany.

It was both.

She stood in the motionless stance for a few minutes then suddenly dropping her arms she turned toward her father, walked over and sat beside him on the bed:  “I forgot for a minute that you were in the room, Dad,” she said in a small voice, her sparkling blue eyes charged with sunshine.

“You looked very pretty standing in front of that window,” Steven said smiling and ruffling her tangled hair.  No more words.  Steven knew her by now.  He allowed her the time to compose her thoughts and language.  Tiffany knew why he was here.

He waited patiently, his eyes closed, his mind relaxed, his communication strings wide open for Tiffany.  As he sat there on the small bed, a flashing fragment of an image hit him.  Suddenly and forcefully.  Then another followed by more.

At first they startled him, he could not make any sense out of the bright kaleidoscope of colours, some of them loaded with ophthalmic charges and emotional energies.  Then some of them started contouring into perceivable shapes.  Steven Conrad’s eyelids fluttered under the intensity of some of the images he apprehended.  

Shivering, or rather shaking uncontrollably under the intensity of the last images, Steven stood up from the bed and wobbled with weak knees toward the nearest wall, he used his left hand as an anchor on the wall for balance.  He looked down at Tiffany who watched him with brilliant eyes.

“That’s right Dad.  It’s all there for you to see and there’s a lot more,” Tiffany said jumping up from her bed.  Coming closer to Steven on her bouncing, self-assured strut, she kissed his hand then walked toward her door.  Just before exiting she turned to her father:  “Thanks dad for tuning in.  I’ll make up with mom when she comes home.  I love her too.  Sorry for the statue and the window,” she chirped lightly and then she was gone a second later, jumping up onto the stairway railing and sliding downwards like a flying bullet.

“I love you to,” Steven whispered and followed her slowly to the lower quarters.

Reaching the main floor he went to the built-in bar in the corner of the room and poured himself a few fat fingers of Scotch.

“To you, Kaya.  Salut!”

Leaning back on his favourite leather recliner he closed his eyes, a broad smile spreading upon his face:  he listened carefully to Tiffany and Patricia in the driveway at the front of the house, laughing their hearts out and giggling together.  Steven’s troubled heart swollen with delight pounded loud in his ears. “

He just laid there numb for minutes, heavy sweat running down the side of his face, his inner eyes playing over and over the dramatic healing event of the moribund family dog.

CHAPTER 4

On this cool sunny Sunday morning, the Yukon Territories skies were bathed in blood.  As if a giant serial killer finishing his business of the day discarded his dirty ‘work clothes.’  The sky looked shredded by crossing slivers of purple, red, orange and stained yellow, moving slowly and intersecting with each other in a lazy and threatening parade.  The crisp lakeshore air was sprinkled with invisible particles of an undefined substance, making breathing a curious and subconscious adventure.

Steven and Tiffany Conrad, comfortably buckled up in the front seats of the black Suburban parked in the driveway, were waiting for Corrine and Patricia to lock the place up.  

“Ready,” Corrine announced helping Patricia into the rear car seat.

“On our way,” confirmed Steven placing the truck in gear and heading toward the end of their long driveway connecting their peninsula to the mainland.

“Bug-off,” said Tiffany after a while and leaned forward in her seat, away from Patricia’s exploring hair pulling fingers.  


“I remember being there once,” Tiffany said looking at her father.

“Yep.  You were about two-years old when we visited Four-Eyes.  You liked it there, I remember.”

“It’s somewhere up on the mountain, hidden in the bush, right Dad?” Tiffany said probing her memory.

“Right.”

Steven turned off the main road, the four-by-four started hurdling on the steep gravel road heading straight for the mountain . . . . . .

. . . . . . “Tiffany’s coming,” laughed the old man between his large white teeth putting out his long stinking pipe and shaking the tobacco off his lap into the hand-carved ashtray resting beside his chair on a table.  There was a deep, hardly controllable excitement in the Indian’s voice, his facial features looked ten years younger.

His dark visionary eyes glittered as he watched his friends approaching, still miles away in the deep forest.  “Scoot!,” he waved briskly and firmly toward the large predators loitering at the foot of the sundeck.  The beasts vanished in minutes heading for the dense forest surrounding the clearing.  The deep, red sky changed it’s display yet again as the light breeze coming from nowhere shuffled the vivid colours into a new montage:  it was slaughter-house red, limbs and pink tissue mixed with tones of bile green tainted kidney yellow.  

The Suburban rumbled and growled a few times on the narrow winding road cut deep into the old forest, it finally reached the edge of the clearing.

“Finally some light,” Corrine sighed, relieved as the truck advanced into the crimson light highlighting the dark brown log home perched in the centre.

“Some light,” commented Steven.  “There it is,” he said as they approached the house and they all noticed the old Shaman standing on the porch waiting for them.  Steven noticed his stinking pipe was gone and he was all dressed up in his Chiefs outfit as they got closer to the house 

“Wow!” escaped from Patricia’s throat when she noticed the ceremonial wear enclosing the Chief.

“Four-Eyes is all dressed up for the occasion,” Corrine said smiling and helped Patricia get out of the truck.

“He looks older then the Planet itself,” Tiffany remarked abruptly after taking in the surroundings, the sky, the house and the Indian in one quick glance.

“Be nice, Tiffany,” Corrine said as they exited the truck and waved to the Indian Chief.

The small group proceeded toward the house and was warmly welcomed by the Shaman who invited them upstairs, his penetrating eyes never leaving Tiffany.

After Four-Eyes led them into the spacious log home and all had settled down in comfortable leather bags for chairs, new introductions were made, Tiffany, who sat restlessly in her leather chair, briskly addressed the Chief:

“Nice place and all but why are you staring at me like that?  It makes me feel uncomfortable,” she said directly looking into the Chief’s intense eyes. “You scare me.  You know too much about everything,” she said holding his stare with her intense blue eyes which now turned stainless-steel grey.  She never flinched once under the Shaman’s visionary and penetrating eyes.

A moment of intense discomfort suddenly built up in the room, acknowledged by all except Patricia who was busy taking apart Four-Eyes’ favourite pipe she found on the wooden table.

The Shaman finally averted his shining eyes from Tiffany and removing his complicated ceremonial headpiece shook his long, grey hair loose on his shoulders.

“It’s okay, Mom and Dad,” Tiffany said casually looking at her parents.  “This is a small thing between the Chief and I.  He’s nice in his own way and all but I don’t like him.”

Four-Eyes watched her carefully, not missing a thing from this mysterious child’s words or behaviour.  

Four-Eyes suddenly released a crystalline laughter that echoed for several seconds in the open space of the room.  With tears running down his dark cheek, he turned his focus toward Steven.  

He nodded discreetly and instantly remembered, again, the Shaman’s earlier words:  “You haven’t seen nothing yet . . .”

“Cookies anyone?” the Chief asked his guests as he placed a large tray of assorted cookies onto the hand-carved table.  Tea, coffee and juice for the kids followed.  Tiffany and Patricia sampled some right away.  Corrine and Steven helped themselves as well.  “These are made from a special Han recipes,” the Shaman told the girls pointing to certain cookies on the large tray.  “Very secret recipe.”

“I like you, Four Eyes,” Patricia said after she studied him for a while in his ceremonial wear.  “Can I touch this?” she asked coming closer and feeling the colourful feathers on the Chief’s arms.  

“Help yourself,” laughed the Shaman and pick up Patricia placing her on his knee.  “You want to join us?” the Chief addressed Tiffany who was looking curiously around the place.  Her eyes still held that razor-sharp stainless-steel grey look. 

“No, thanks, Four-Eyes.  I’d rather look into that bag up there,” she pointed to a seasoned leather-bound bag hanging from a leather strap.  “Check out some of your secrets,” she said laughing as she walked over to her father and climbed on his knees.  Steven kissed her hot forehead thinking about his daughter’s direct words:  He himself said nearly word-for-word the same thing many years ago when he was first invited into Four-Eyes’ home.

“The apple never falls far from the tree,” Four-Eyes said bursting into a healthy laughter which made him look many years younger.

“I want to see it too,” added Patricia following Tiffany’s hand.

“Children.  You better slow down a bit and be nice to our host,” Corrine said after a while, realizing that there was a mysterious secret weaved in the light air holding Four-Eyes, Steven and their daughter Tiffany in its silent web.

Tiffany stood up from her leather bag chair and walked around the room, scanning anything of interest to her inquisitive eyes.  There was purpose and focus in her grey eyes when she returned to the group.  She gave the okay sign to her Dad: thumbs-up, and blew a candid kiss to Corrine as she walked over to Four-Eyes:  

“I could call you grandpa to make you feel better but I still don’t like you.  You know too many secrets,” she said pointing her small finger toward the Shaman.  The Chief smiled and gently took her small hand in his:  

“I like that, Tiffany and I accept your terms.  One day you will learn many of those secrets yourself.  In your own way,” the Shaman said in a warm, congenial voice, pointing his head toward the suspended leather-bound bag.  “It’s a real pleasure to have you here,” he said and leaned over and kissed Tiffany’s forehead.  To Corrine and Steven’s surprise, instead of flinching away from the old Chief, Tiffany came closer and exposed her silky forehead to his dry lips.  “Thank you, Tiffany,” he said and pulled back from the child and kissed Patricia on her forehead as well.  “Thank you, Patricia,” he said and lowered her to the floor.  

“Okay,” Patricia said and walked over to the table and took another cookie.

Tiffany walked over to Steven and Corrine then turned toward the Shaman:  “I would like to go outside and play with Patricia,” she addressed everybody in the room.

“That’s okay with me,” responded the Chief and looked at Corrine and Steven.

“That’s fine.  Thanks for the goodies, Four-Eyes,” Steven said.  “We could stretch our legs little too.”

They all walked the large wrap-around patio led by Tiffany and Patricia who immediately started exploring the surroundings of the house.

“Stay close,” Corrine addressed the kids and followed the men to the recliners on the patio.

Several minutes went by as Steven and the Chief reminisced of past dramatic events. It all started to make sense to Corrine again: Steven’s passionate words about the Shaman, his past mysterious adventures in foreign and distant lands, his white-grey hair.  

As time flew bye, approaching noon, the sky gradually changed again.  As if exhausted from the extended reds, purples and dirty orange tones, it suddenly cleansed itself into an emerald green sprinkled occasionally with various tones of gold.  The sun felt colder then it looked.

Suddenly a scream broke the natural serenity of the place. 

It was Patricia’s horrified voice calling for help from somewhere behind the house.  The three adults jumped up at once as if bitten by Cobras and ran toward the back of the house.

A deep, intense and threatening silence settled in on the clearing. 

“Patricia!” Corrine screamed out with such energy that it shattered the menacing silence into flying splinters reverberating into the thin air.

“Patricia!”

“It’s okay, mom,” bounced back Tiffany’s crystal-clear voice followed by a chuckle.   

Hearts pounding, sweat running down their faces, the three adults finally made it around the corner of the house.

They froze in fright and awe:  Patricia, sitting up in the thick grass, her right sleeve torn to shreds, watching Tiffany and a giant adult cougar wrestling in the grass.

Corrine’s powerful motherly instincts nearly ruptured her ribcage, a wild, savage look in her face predicted murder and self-sacrifice as she charged toward the railing preparing to jump and save her children.

Four-Eyes’ long fingers touching her elbow stopped her in her tracks.  It wasn’t the strength of his fingers but the intense energy conveyed to Corrine that stopped her, making her turn toward the Shaman.

“She’s fine now,” the Chief said in a soothing voice, his free hand pointing at the group on the grass.  Steven also froze in his leap over the railing, looking for a startling moment to the Shaman.  There was anxiety in his brief glance and Four-Eyes caught it in mid flight.

“They are okay now,” said the Shaman slowly but firmly, his words charged with an almost inhuman energy.

The two adults looked at their children, their bodies charged like two crossbows ready to release.  They froze again watching the scene unfolding in front of their very eyes:  Tiffany and the ferocious-looking cougar were play-wrestling, Tiffany biting playfully the cougars strong throat, then small ears.  Cornered, the animal charged up on its powerful legs but Tiffany’s quick hands caught its intention.  A moment later, with a leap of a true feline, Tiffany jumped on the back of the beast and holding tight onto the animal’s long and soft fur, her legs wrapped around it’s body, they charged toward the edge of the forest and back. 

Finally exhausted, the animal slowed to a strut and laid itself down beside Patricia, Tiffany tumbling off.   The girls giggled out loud in unison.

The cougar was now behaving like any domestic cat.

Four-Eyes watched them delightedly and after the majestic animal caught its breath, he waved a brief signal to it.  The cougar instantly jumped up from the grass and ran in giant leaps toward the forest, disappearing a moment later.

“That was fun,” concluded Tiffany pulling up an excited Patricia from the flattened green grass.

“Wow,” Steven whispered steadying his nerves and walked over and placed his arm around Corrine’s waist.

“That’s our daughter,” Corrine sighed in relief watching the beast disappear into the woods.
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