
		
			[image: Never-Too-Late-for-Heroes_800-Cover-Reveal-and-Promo.jpg]
		

	
		
			Table Of Contents

			Other Books by A.L. Brooks

			Acknowledgments

			Dedication

			Chapter 1

			Chapter 2

			Chapter 3

			Chapter 4

			Chapter 5

			Chapter 6

			Chapter 7

			Chapter 8

			Chapter 9

			Chapter 10

			Chapter 11

			Chapter 12

			Chapter 13

			Chapter 14

			Chapter 15

			Chapter 16

			Chapter 17

			Chapter 18

			Chapter 19

			Chapter 20

			Chapter 21

			Chapter 22

			Chapter 23

			Chapter 24

			Chapter 25

			Chapter 26

			Chapter 27

			Chapter 28

			Chapter 29

			Chapter 30

			Chapter 31

			Chapter 32

			Chapter 33

			Chapter 34

			Chapter 35

			Chapter 36

			Chapter 37

			Chapter 38

			Chapter 39

			Chapter 40

			Chapter 41

			Chapter 42

			About A.L. Brooks

			Other Books from Ylva Publishing

		

	
		
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			[image: ]

			Sign up for our newsletter to hear

			about new and upcoming releases.

			 

			www.ylva-publishing.com

		

	
		
			Other Books by A.L. Brooks

			The Long Shot

			Write Your Own Script

			One Way or Another

			Up on the Roof

			Miles Apart

			Dark Horse

			The Club

			 

			Other Books in

			The Superheroines Collection

			Shattered by Lee Winter

			The Power of Mercy (Novel) by Fiona Zedde

			The Power of Mercy (Graphic Novel) by Fiona Zedde

			Chasing Starts by Alex K. Thorne

			Shadow Hand by Sacchi Green

			A Lover’s Mercy by Fiona Zedde

			Never Too Late for Heroes

		

	
		
			Acknowledgments

			Thanks to Ylva for giving this one a shot—it was such fun to write, and I’m so excited it’s now in print.

			Huge thanks to everyone who read this and encouraged me to submit it for publication: Tanja, Katja, Andrea, Tracey, and Erin.

			My beta readers were awesome, sending the story in a totally different direction than I planned but absolutely right to suggest it. Thank you! And a special thanks to Amy for checking my Americanisms. Any mistakes left in that regard are purely my own fault.

			My editor, Zee, was a joy to work with, and I love how much we laughed our way through the process. Thanks to Amanda for the copy edit and to Amber for the proof read.

		

	
		
			Dedication

			To Ras, Tracey, James, and Ceri – this book is all about teams, and I couldn’t have worked with a better one.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Reed slammed her palm against the closet door. “Goddammit!” Why on Earth had she thought she could reach the top shelf without some help?

			She groaned as she stepped back and rubbed her now-sore palm on her leg.

			Stupid knees. I hate getting old.

			A long sigh escaped her lips; she tilted her head back and gazed at the yellowed ceiling above her.

			Come on, suck it up and stop being such a wimp.

			She turned and walked out of the bedroom to the end of the short hallway. In the narrow store cupboard, she located what she needed and hauled it out. The ladder only had two steps, but with her knees as shot to hell as they were these days, those two steps made all the difference. She carried the ladder back into the bedroom and set it up in front of the open closet doors. Two deep breaths and she was ready to go. The first step up was the easiest, as always, but the second had her wincing in pain.

			Stupid knees.

			All this for a jacket. If only Mary didn’t insist on them all dressing up fancy on this day each year. Still, Reed noted, none of them had ever defied her. No one wanted to be the one who kicked the puppy. Hence why she was easing her poor knees up a damn stepladder to reach the jacket that only saw the light of day this one day each year. Come on, get this done and then you can get back to the documentary on the history of Triumph Motorcycles.

			“Where are you, you little shit?”

			She felt all around the stuff piled high on the top shelf of the closet. How had it gotten so far back?

			Her touch fell on a hint of velvet fabric, and she smiled in triumph. Okay, nearly there. But even with the steps beneath her she couldn’t…quite…reach.

			She huffed out a frustrated breath. Stupid jacket.

			Okay, one more try and if I can’t get it, to hell with Mary. She snorted. Who was she kidding; she knew she’d keep trying.

			As she braced with one hand against the step ladder, she reached up again to the shelf.

			The tingle started in her shoulder blades. Her eyes widened, her body froze, and she nearly fell off the ladder.

			“No,” she whispered. “How?”

			Not daring to believe, she closed her eyes and concentrated on the feeling. It was as if someone were running a low-charge static wand between her shoulder blades.

			Just like…

			She breathed deeply in and out. Then she focused on the tingles and reached up one more time. If it really was back, then all she’d have to do was push just a little harder and farther and—

			The tingles vanished.

			“No!” Reed groaned in frustration. She leaned her forehead against the shelf edge and rubbed her arm.

			What the hell just happened?
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			Later that Friday evening, Reed strolled up to Sunny’s front door and knocked loudly.

			“Sunny, open up, it’s me!” Reed knocked again. She knew her cousin was inside; she heard a chair scrape on the floor, then the clink of a glass. What she couldn’t understand was why the infuriating woman wasn’t opening her door.

			“Gimme a minute!”

			Reed folded her arms and tutted. She tapped one finger against her arm and waited with as much patience as she could muster.

			Finally, the door swung open and Sunny’s scowling face greeted her. The oldest of their group at sixty-eight, her face was the most wrinkled of them all, with deep crevices etched into her cheeks and forehead. She wore a hideous arrangement of a polka dot pink sweater jacket over mustard-yellow pants.

			Reed wondered if it was too late to retrieve her sunglasses from her room.

			“I’m nearly ready.” Sunny stepped to one side to allow Reed inside.

			Reed entered, and the odor hit her a second later. Something had burned—and recently if she had to guess. “What’s that smell?”

			Sunny wouldn’t meet her eye, fussing with her purse at the table. “Nothing.”

			“But it smells like something caught fire in here.”

			“Must have come from outside.” Sunny gestured to the open window. “Someone smoking, I reckon.”

			She’d always been a terrible liar. That smell was not from cigarette smoke, of that Reed was sure. And why was Sunny acting so weird about it?

			“I just need to finish my make-up,” Sunny said. “Sit down if you want.”

			Rolling her eyes at her cousin’s usual gruff tone, Reed inclined her head but didn’t sit. Instead, she waited until Sunny had left the room before beginning her quest to hunt down the source of the stench. There was nothing obvious in the living room, so she moved to the bedroom, making as little noise as she could. The smell was stronger here. It took her a moment, but then it hit her: there was a lamp on each side of the bed, but only one had a shade. And behind the bare lamp, a large smear of smoke damage coated the wall.

			What the hell?

			She walked to the bathroom and nearly ran into Sunny as she swept out of the small room.

			“What happened in there?” Reed pointed to the bedroom.

			For an instant, Sunny looked scared. Then her face slackened, and she shrugged. “Nothing. Bulb blew and a spark caught the shade.” She pushed past Reed. “Ready to go?”

			Reed followed her, a dozen questions on her lips.

			When Sunny turned to face her, the stubborn set of her cousin’s mouth told Reed she’d be wasting her breath. She exhaled slowly. Another time. Or maybe she’d ask Mary—Sunny seemed to confide in her more.

			“Okay, let’s go.”
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			“Well, here we are.” Reed raised her glass. “Here’s to six years at Hazy Days, the finest retirement home Missouri has to offer.”

			Her three cousins raised their glasses in tandem, then tapped them together.

			Reed sat back in her chair and sighed. “Six fucking years. It feels like sixty. Anyone else as bored out of their minds as I am?” Reed cast her glance around at the three of them.

			Mary shook her head, a sheepish smile on her face.

			“I’d be happy to lend you one of my books,” Val said, her eyes lighting up with excitement. “I just finished reading Desert Island Passion and it’s—”

			Sunny snorted. “Reed doesn’t have a romantic bone in her body.” Her oversized glasses, as usual, had slipped down to the end of her nose. She pursed her lips. “But yeah, I’m bored too. If I have to listen to Doris Sanders sing ‘Some Enchanted Evening’ on Talent Night one more time, I’m either gonna kill myself or her.”

			Everyone laughed, even Mary. Doris Sanders, a long-time resident who considered herself the matriarch of the home, had once been in an amateur theater production way back in the fifties. That single performance had left her with the misguided perception that she could—and should—sing in public. The stray cat that had taken up residence in the grounds of the home could be seen running for cover every time Doris let loose her voice.

			Reed smirked at Sunny, unable to resist yanking her cousin’s chain. “Her singing’s better than your piano playing.”

			Sunny threw Reed an affronted glare.

			Val shook her head. She’d been quiet for a couple of weeks now—that is, more quiet than usual. Kinda worried looking, too. Reed had kept meaning to ask her if there was anything wrong, but there never seemed a good time. Now certainly wasn’t it, not with the others around. Val was almost the same age as Sunny but looked a lot younger. She’d always carried her years well, although Reed knew her hip was really getting her down these days.

			“Don’t start, you two.” Val narrowed her eyes at Reed and Sunny. “Let’s not have anything ruin the evening. You know Mary’s been looking forward to it all week.”

			Mary was always the nicest one, the carer of the group, always looking out for her cousins and doing anything she could for any of them. Tonight, their anniversary dinner, she was all dressed up in her best Sunday dress, the deep blue one with the white cat embroidered over her left breast. She’d always had that little bit extra class, and Reed couldn’t help smiling at her.

			“That reminds me!” Mary threw up her hands. “I bought all y’all a little gift to mark the occasion.” She delved into her purse and produced three small packages. Each was a blue fabric bag, tied at the neck with bright yellow ribbon.

			“Aw, you shouldn’t have.” Val smiled widely at Mary. “But thank you!”

			They opened their bags and oohed and aahed over the contents. They’d each received a small enamel brooch with a different woodland scene embossed on the surface.

			“Thanks.” Reed patted Mary’s hand. “You know, you seem to be the only one of us who’s ever truly settled here.”

			Mary’s cheeks pinked a little. “Well, maybe. I guess I was always the one who hated all the traveling around. I wanted to settle down.” She shrugged and gestured to the rest of the room around them. “And I know it isn’t quite what y’all had in mind, but I can think of worse places to see out our days, that’s for sure.”

			Reed looked beyond Mary’s outstretched arm to take in the large dining room of Hazy Days, the residential home where they’d all lived for the past six years. It was plainly furnished but had bright pictures of all kinds of flowers on the walls. The big windows looked out onto well-tended grounds, where birds flitted between the trees and bushes and some folks were already out taking their post-dinner walk. The home was large, airy, and open in general, the rooms well appointed, and Reed realized she had to agree with Mary’s assessment. Yep, it wasn’t that bad.

			“I know,” she said quietly. “I guess it’s just… It’s not quite where I thought we’d end up. Not after everything we did for all those years.”

			“Beats that motel in Lubbock we had to hole up in, back in seventy-five,” Sunny said with a wry smile.

			Mary leaned in. “Oh my, yes!” Her shoulders shook with mirth. “The guy that owned that place? I wish we’d have had time to figure out his game and teach him a few lessons.”

			“Hell yes.” Val kept her voice low but nodded vigorously. “There was something very wrong with that man.”

			“You ever wish we could go back to some of those places? Tidy up what we had to leave behind?” Reed asked, also leaning in close. This was not a conversation the other residents of Hazy Days needed to hear.

			“Always,” Sunny muttered grimly. “I know we did a lot, but…”

			“Yeah. But.”

			Almost as one, they all reached for their drinks once more and downed the remains of their sodas and juices.

			“Anyone interested in a real drink?” Sunny set her glass down with a loud thud. “Somewhere a little more private where we can reminisce some more?”

			“You’re on.” Reed stood as quick as her damn knees would allow. She waited while her cousins all took the time necessary to heave their old and broken bodies upright, then motioned for Sunny to lead the way.

			“Y’all go on first,” Sunny said. “I need to stop by the concession stand for some snacks. I’ll catch you up.” She fished in the pocket of her revolting sweater and handed a key to Reed. “Let yourselves in and get the drinks started. Mine’s a bourbon, two fingers. Hell, make it three.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			There was something very odd about Miss Sunny Power, Dana Chapman had decided.

			Dana was a nice girl. She’d been brought up right by her parents, and she didn’t go around thinking folks were odd just to be spiteful. But there was something very strange about the resident of room 221 that Dana could no longer ignore. Sure, Dana had only worked at the Hazy Days Residential Care Home for a little over two months now, and maybe that was a short amount of time to really lay a judgment on someone. Especially someone as old as Miss Sunny, who normally would command Dana’s utmost respect.

			But Miss Sunny was…odd. There were no two ways about it.

			From her position half hidden behind the cart loaded with clean linens, Dana nibbled an already short fingernail as she watched Miss Sunny feel her way toward her room with one free hand, the other tightly clutching three large bags of chips. The skin of her pale fingers looked ghostly white against the beige walls of the hallway that led to the four rooms on this floor. The big glasses perched on her nose were apparently no help to her for finding her way. Dana wasn’t really sure why Miss Sunny used them; she was obviously as blind as a bat, forever bumping into furniture and walls.

			She wore, unsurprisingly, an outfit that made Dana’s eyes hurt. Most days Miss Sunny looked like a four-year-old had dressed her, and today was no exception. Although, the bright pink of the polka dot sweater did contrast nicely with her dark, shoulder-length hair. It was surprisingly lustrous for a woman of her advanced years, a thought Dana had kept to herself whenever she’d combed Miss Sunny’s hair for her. She seemed to like it, humming quietly to herself while Dana worked, and Dana herself had found it strangely soothing. It wasn’t in her contract, not written anywhere on her duty sheet, but it was something she’d offered, late one day toward the end of her shift, and Miss Sunny had accepted, and now it was something Dana tried to do for her whenever she could.

			It was while brushing out Miss Sunny’s hair last Wednesday morning that Dana had spotted the mark on the wall of the living room, right up high where it met the ceiling, near the window. About the size of a baseball, it was black, and round, but had jagged edges. Almost like something had burnt the wall, but just in that one spot.

			“Miss Sunny, what’s that?” She’d pointed at the mark with the brush.

			Miss Sunny’s eyes narrowed, becoming hard and cold, as if infuriated that Dana had asked the question. Then she smiled, and nodded, and turned back into her harmless little-old-lady self. “Nothin’ for you to worry about, Dana. Nothin’ at all.”

			And Miss Sunny had reached out a hand to the brush and guided it back to her head, and Dana, after a slight pause, had continued the task and tried very hard to put that fearsome expression out of her mind.

			Miss Sunny had now reached the door to her room and pushed it open.

			Dana relaxed, glad that Miss Sunny had made it back without toppling over or crashing into anything. Then she stiffened as Miss Sunny snapped her head around and stared directly at Dana, as if she could actually see her, which Dana knew was surely impossible.

			A slow grin formed on Miss Sunny’s face, and she tilted her head for a moment before she turned back to the door, pushed it open, and stepped into her room. The door shut with a loud thud that matched the timbre of Dana’s heart thumping behind her ribs.
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			“Gin!” Mary slapped her cards down on the table.

			Val gasped then slumped back in her chair. “Goddammit, how do you keep doing that?”

			“What do you mean?” Mary glared at her cousin, insulted at the insinuation. “It’s called skill.” Mary always enjoyed her Tuesday card night with Val, but somehow Val didn’t seem to feel the same way.

			Val snorted. “Skill, my ass. You stacking the deck again?” She grinned, and Mary knew she was only teasing.

			Mary poked out her tongue and picked up her pencil. “Now, let me see. That’s twenty-five for gin, right off, then you got a fistful of kings and queens. Oh my, there’s so many I don’t think I can count that high.” She chuckled and licked the end of her pencil before jotting down a number on the slip of paper in front of her. It wasn’t in her nature to brag, but playing gin was something she was good at, and she always enjoyed the buzz of the win.

			“Shut up, wiseass.” Val flicked her fingers in her glass of water, shooting an arc of droplets all over Mary’s score sheet.

			“Hey!” Mary snatched the sheet out of firing range, which only seemed to make Val try harder to flick yet more water.

			They both froze as the glass sailed across the room, fully thirty feet, and smashed against the far wall above the piano.

			Val glanced around the recreation room in a panic.

			“Don’t worry, all clear,” Mary murmured after she too had taken a quick look around.

			They stared at where the pieces of glass glittered on top of the piano.

			“Shit,” Val said.

			Mary let that cuss go by. It was, after all, a rather serious situation. “Uh-huh.”

			Val slowly eased herself out of her chair and ambled across the room. After picking up the trash can from beside the door, she walked back over to the piano, her steps slow and measured. She carefully scooped the pieces of glass into the can.

			“That’s three times this week, ain’t it?” Mary asked quietly.

			“Uh-huh.” Val wasn’t looking at her.

			“Should we tell Reed?” Mary’s voice was still quiet, but she added a little firmness to it. It was Val’s choice, surely, but… She wished Val would meet her eye. This was getting serious, and they really needed to talk to Reed.

			But Val waited until she’d finished clearing up the glass before slowly turning back to Mary. “Yup, we’ll tell Reed.” Val sounded weary. “Over breakfast tomorrow, when Sunny’s with us too.” She narrowed her eyes. “She tell you what happened Friday night, before we all met for dinner?”

			Mary nodded.

			They were silent for a while, staring at each other across the table, the cards strewn on its surface.

			“What do you think it means?” Mary’s voice shook.

			Val didn’t answer, and once more she wouldn’t meet Mary’s eye.
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			Reed cursed as the bar of soap slithered out of her hands and over the side of the tub. Why did they have to make the stuff so damn slippery? She sat upright; her skin instantly prickled with goose bumps as it met the cooler evening air wafting in through the open window. She prepared to haul herself to standing but stopped short at the strange tingling in the ends of her fingers.

			The tingles became an ache, and she gasped.

			Then she reached and stretched, and she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry as first her fingers, then her hand, then her wrist and finally her forearm, all elongated and thinned. Soon her fingers were three times their normal length and her arm just over four feet. Heart pounding, she easily grasped hold of the soap that lay on the floor and lifted it.

			Then she gasped again as her fingers, hand, and arm snapped back to their regular length and the soap shot across the room to land somewhere behind the sink.

			“Ouch! Motherfuc—”

			She rubbed at the arm and wrist with her other hand, the pain screaming through her tendons and skin.

			How was it possible? She sat back in the bath, her brow creasing as her brain went into overdrive. There had been that one hint of it last Friday, when she’d been trying to find the anniversary dinner jacket in the back of the closet. But apart from the tingles in her shoulders, nothing had happened. Not like this.

			Reed stared at her hand, flexing the fingers. Was she imagining it, or did it feel slightly stronger, somehow, in spite of the pain?

			She closed her eyes. Surely that was wishful thinking. All of that was in the past, wasn’t it?

			But if it was, how did she explain what had just happened when she’d reached for the soap?

			Sighing, she sank back into the water.

			Probably best to keep this incident to herself. No point in getting anyone else’s hopes up.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Geena had just brought the cup of coffee to her lips when Agent-In-Charge Hank Lacey yelled from across the room.

			“Agent Fox! I’ve been looking all over for you.”

			Sighing, Geena placed the cup down on her desk and swiveled in her chair to face the approaching man.

			Hank Lacey, who was head of their office here in New York, was tall, well over six feet, and broad-shouldered. He still looked like the linebacker he used to be, even with the greying temples. He was also scowling, and that was never a good sign.

			“Been here all morning, sir.” The lie slipped easily from Geena lips.

			“Huh. Must have kept missing you on bathroom breaks.” He glanced down at her coffee cup. “Or visits to Starbucks.”

			“That must be it, sir.” Geena smiled, the fakeness of it nearly cracking her face. What the hell did he want?

			He reached her desk and leaned against the partition that separated it from the next cubicle. He rarely visited her space and looked uncomfortable in his surroundings. However, his suit was immaculate, the white shirt perfect, the red tie as straight as an arrow. The picture-book AIC. Mr. Poster Boy. He made her want to vomit.

			“So, Fox, I’ll get straight to the point.”

			That’ll make a nice change.

			“As you know, you’ve been partner-less for quite some time now. Funny how that keeps happening.” His scowl deepened. “But today is your lucky day.” He stepped to one side and gestured behind him.

			Standing in the doorway to the room was a young woman. She shuffled from one foot to the other, a wan smile on her face, an over-large purse slung over one shoulder. Her honey-blonde hair was tied up in a neat ponytail. Petite in stature, maybe only five-four, she was dressed in a suit that didn’t fit as well as it should. So, either a cheap outfit from a cut-rate department store or borrowed.

			Geena’s gaze drifted back up to the young woman’s face, then cut across to meet Lacey’s stern demeanor.

			“What is she, twelve?” Geena asked, acid in her tone.

			Lacey grinned. It didn’t suit him. “Twenty-five.”

			Geena glared at him. “Seriously?”

			Lacey straightened, and the grin slid off his face like ice cream melting in the New York summer heat that currently blistered the pavements outside.

			“Agent Leigh Walker is your new partner, as of today.” Lacey leaned in, and Geena detected the scent of onions on his breath. Really? At eleven in the morning? Ugh. “I expect you to treat her with the respect she deserves.” Geena snorted and made to speak, but Lacey cut her off. Dropping his voice to a harsh whisper, he said, “Her father is Randall Walker. You might have heard of him.”

			Geena stared at her boss. “Oh, well, that’s just fucking great. Sir.”

			Lacey shrugged and straightened again. “Show her the ropes. Let her do the six months, then maybe you’ll have earned a real partner.”

			Without another word, he turned on his heel and marched back across the room.

			“Asshole.” Geena frowned at his retreating back. The frown didn’t shift even when Agent Leigh Walker stepped into Geena’s line of sight, her smile still wan, her entire posture screaming ‘nervous as hell.’

			Summoning every ounce of upbringing she once possessed, Geena calmed her features, relaxed her tense shoulders, and stood. Her five-nine towered over Walker and forced the younger woman to a rapid halt as she stared up, something like awe on her face.

			Oh, great. She knows all about me and she’s going to be another one of those little suck-up groupies. Fuck you, Lacey.

			“H-Hello.” Walker held out her hand.

			It was small, and as Geena clasped it—the manners autopilot kicking in—she received a nice little surprise in the strength it contained. After the obligatory three seconds, Geena let go, but her perceptions had already shifted. A little. “Hey.”

			“Agent Fox, it’s an honor to meet you.” Walker’s eyes were wide and shining.

			“Yep, I’m sure it is.” Geena stepped back and sat back down, motioning to the small visitor’s chair her cubicle contained.

			Walker sat, carefully stashing her purse beneath the chair, then smoothed out both her jacket and pants before meeting Geena’s gaze again.

			“How long since you graduated?” Geena stared at Walker. She couldn’t help it; it was kinda fun intimidating the crap out of her.

			Walker straightened in her chair and earned another silent kudos point from Geena. “Eight months. I just finished my first rotation.”

			“Where?”

			“Traffic.”

			Geena just about held back the laugh. Traffic was where they sent the lowest of the graduates first, the ones who only just scraped past the qualification point in the final exams. Hell, this was going to be a long six months. Still, it explained why Walker had been assigned to her and this dead-end role. After all, everyone knew Geena’s time was nearly up, and that’s why she’d been dropped into this backwater of a job for the last six years. Ever since—

			Nope. Not going there.

			“Okay. So you’re here for six months. They tell you anything about what I do?”

			Walker shook her head, her ponytail swishing. “No. Just that you run a unique, one-woman department and that you needed a partner.”

			Okay, so half of that statement was true.

			Geena leaned back in her chair. “Well, a lot of what I do I can’t tell you. National security and you don’t have clearance.”

			Walker’s bright expression dimmed a little.

			Geena almost felt sorry for her. A thought started to form. Why not? It would get Walker out of her hair, and she could go back to doing what she did best: as little as possible until that pension kicked in. “But you can still be useful.”

			“Whatever you want me to do, Agent Fox. I’m really eager to learn as much as I can.”

			God, was I ever like this?

			Geena swiveled her chair back to face her desk and started rummaging in the pile of files to the left of her computer. As she extracted the file she needed, she took a deep breath in anticipation of the little stab of pain that was sure to hit as she opened it.

			Yep, there it was. She resisted the urge to rub at the place where her heart hid behind her ribs.

			The photo was tattered around the edges from all the times Geena had held it between her fingers. Its subject, a dark-haired woman with deep brown eyes, looked straight at the camera, a broad smile on her face, the smile that always made Geena’s stomach flutter and her knees go stupidly weak. She wanted to linger in her looking, soak up every inch of the visage she held, but she also knew that was utterly pointless.

			“Here,” she said gruffly, handing the photo and the file to Walker. “Missing person. We need to find her. I can’t say why.” She flicked a few of the pages in the file until the one she needed came into view. “These are all the reported sightings in the last two years.”

			Walker looked down at the paper and then up again with a frown on her face. “Two sightings? That’s all?”

			Geena nodded.

			“And the first one is already checked off.” Walker’s slender finger tapped against the big red cross against the note in the file.

			“Yep.”

			“Okay.” Walker smiled widely. “So, road trip. Cool. When do we get started?”

			Geena snorted and slumped back in her chair. “You get started as soon as you can get a pool car signed out and gas card lined up. They gave you your credit card for hotels, et cetera, yes?”

			“Wait, you mean… I’m going on my own?”

			Geena couldn’t tell if Walker looked scared or excited. Probably both. “Hey, it’s a nice easy intro, and you’ll get to prove to me how you can handle a solo assignment right off the bat.” And I get to stay home and catch the Mets game tonight.

			Walker puffed up so much it added almost four inches to her seated height. “Agent Fox, you won’t regret this. I promise.” She stood abruptly, grabbed her purse off the floor, and stuffed the file into it. “I’ll leave right now.”

			“Good. You do that.” Geena handed over her card. “Call me once you get there, then I want check-ins, oh, let’s say every four hours.” If nothing else, that would give Walker something to do on what was surely a wild goose chase down in Virginia.

			For a moment, she thought Walker was about to salute; she snapped to attention and her right arm made a movement upward before she stopped it and then simply grinned.

			“Thank you so much for trusting me with this. I won’t let you down.”

			She scampered away, her ponytail flapping violently as she did so, and Geena groaned, dropping her head back against her chair and staring unseeing at the ceiling above her.

			Jesus. H. Christ. Save me.
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			Leigh Walker’s heart pounded as she scurried down the corridor toward the exit. A solo assignment! On her first day! Agent Fox trusting her with this made her chest swell with pride, and her breath nearly caught in her throat as the emotion overwhelmed her.

			Agent Fox. She was working for Agent Geena Fox.

			Fox was a legend at the agency, and tales of her exploits were talked about in reverent tones at the academy and in the after-training drinks at the local bars. Leigh had listened, enraptured, as trainees a year ahead of her in the program had rushed over themselves to divulge all the stories they’d heard. None of them knew which ones were true, but given Fox’s reputation, they could all have been. Had she really single-handedly disarmed three Russian agents in the middle of the Brooklyn Bridge while the morning traffic zoomed around her? Probably. Had she really sprinted the length of that pier in San Diego with a soon-to-detonate bomb in her hands and launched it into the bay before it could explode and kill hundreds of people? More than likely. And had she really managed, some years ago, an all-female team of superheroes who quietly stopped many villains in their tracks before the rest of the world even knew about them?

			Leigh snorted as she reached the elevator. Hm, maybe that was one of the more far-fetched stories that you needed to take with a pinch of salt. Still, that took nothing away from the fact that, whatever the real stories were, Agent Geena Fox was everything her reputation said about her. And now she, Leigh Walker, was her right-hand woman. What an honor.

			She knew some people thought Fox was past it, but Leigh didn’t care. Yes, Fox was quite old now—fifty-five, she thought someone had said, so thirty years her senior—but you only had to look at her to know she still had that steel inside. Her short hair still looked as if it had its natural blonde without any help from a bottle, and her figure was still trim. And her eyes… Leigh swallowed at the thought of them: piercing blue, a color so deep you felt if you looked for too long, you’d be lost forever.

			Shaking her head free from that thought, Leigh pressed the button to summon the elevator and waited impatiently for its arrival. The list of things she needed to pack ran through her mind, and her excitement ratcheted up another notch. Where would she stop on the way to Virginia? It was about a seven-hour drive, so while she could feasibly do it in one day, there was nothing to stop her making an overnight there and back. Agency policy allowed for that in any trip longer than five hours.

			The elevator arrived, and Leigh stepped in. She grinned at the shake in her hand as she reached to press the button for the lower level where the pool cars were held.

			“Deep breaths, pumpkin,” her mother would tell her as a child when she got over-excited about something, and Leigh followed that advice now.

			She scanned the file again as she breathed. The information was thin, to say the least. In the front was the very short list of sightings with the photo clipped to the top. Behind that was the standard information sheet used for a ‘person of interest.’ So, the woman wasn’t a suspect in anything. Come to think of it, Agent Fox hadn’t exactly been forthcoming about why Leigh needed to find this woman. And what was she supposed to do if she did find her? Heat stole across Leigh’s cheeks as the elevator announced its arrival at the lower level and the doors sprang open. She hadn’t even asked, had she? She’d been so keen to accept a real assignment she had completely forgotten to ask any questions about it.

			Groaning, Leigh exited the elevator. The garage level was cool, with muted lighting and an atmosphere that smelled of gas, oil, and exhaust. Her nose wrinkled as she walked toward the shack in the center of the space where the car-pool attendant was based.

			Fox probably thinks I’m a complete idiot.

			Leigh almost groaned aloud again.

			Agent Fox wouldn’t be the first. Everyone thought Leigh was an idiot, even her own father. She wasn’t the smartest trainee; she knew that. She also wasn’t the fittest or the fastest, and yes, she knew she’d only got her chance at the agency because of her senator father’s connections to the top brass. But she knew, deep down, that she could do this. If nothing else, she had the determination to succeed, and she would find a way. She just needed the right opportunity, and surely, working for the legendary Agent Fox would be just that opportunity.

			Wouldn’t it?

			On shaky knees, she walked the final few yards to the open door of the shack and cleared her throat to get the attendant’s attention.

			“Yes?” He stared at her, his gaze flicking over her badge as she held it up.

			Hoping her voice wouldn’t fail her, Leigh said, “I need a car. Please.”

			He grunted and heaved his bulky body out of his rickety chair, which barely looked like it could support him, and shuffled over to the key rack. After grabbing a set of keys, he reached for a clipboard that hung on a hook on the adjacent wall and thrust it at Leigh.

			“Fill this in. Sign here, here, and here.” His chubby finger stabbed the page in the appropriate places.

			Leigh did as she was told, with alacrity. Once she’d handed the board back to him, he held out the keys.

			“The Ford in bay twenty. Bring it back in one piece,” he said, as she grasped the keys. “Or else.”

			She blinked rapidly, nodded, and turned away.

			“Damn rookies,” he muttered behind her, but she kept going, her heart back to pounding again, her palms sweating.

			But not, she realized, because of the man’s gruffness and attitude.

			She grinned. Nope, her body’s reactions were for the adventure she was about to take. Her first real live assignment.

			“I’ve got this,” she whispered to herself under her breath. “I have so got this.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			“We need to talk.” Mary placed her empty juice glass on the table and sat back in her chair.

			“We do,” Val confirmed, after a pointed look from Mary.

			“What about?” Reed’s voice was sharp and low.

			“Things.” Mary kept her tone low. After this many years in the home, keeping family secrets to themselves was second nature.

			Reed dipped her head. “All right.”

			Mary blinked. She hadn’t expected Reed to capitulate that easily. Interesting…

			Dana Chapman, the perkiest nurse in the home, appeared to clear their table, expertly stacking the plates on her forearm. “Everything fine with your breakfast, ladies?”

			Mary nodded along with her cousins, but none of them spoke until Dana had walked away.

			“She’s spying on me,” Sunny announced.

			“What?” Val turned to stare at Sunny.

			Sunny leaned in, her face solemn. “Saw her Friday night as I was making my way back to y’all with the chips. Hiding behind a linen cart and watching me.”

			Reed snorted and shook her head. “You’re clearly overdoing the bourbon again, Sunny. I thought we spoke—”

			“I ain’t!” Sunny slapped her hand on the table.

			Heads turned from other areas of the room, and both Mary and Reed smiled weakly at their fellow residents, waving off their concerned looks.

			“Keep it down,” Reed hissed.

			“Then stop doubting me, woman!” Sunny hissed back.

			“I think this should be part of our talk, don’t you?” Val intervened, giving each of them a meaningful look.

			“Agreed. But not here. Out there.” Reed motioned toward the gardens that encircled the home.

			Mary’s stomach churned as she stood with her cousins. They slowly made their way across the room to the double doors that led to the gardens. Once outside, they walked across the lawn in silence. The stray cat appeared from under a rose bush and hurried to Mary’s side. She smiled as she bent down to stroke it and smiled even wider when it followed her and her cousins to the arbor on the edge of the woods. The cat settled at Mary’s feet after she and the others had eased themselves down into the seats that lined the framework of the arbor.

			While it had been Mary’s idea to have them talk, Reed looked like she had something she needed to get off her chest. Mary gave her an encouraging smile, and Reed cleared her throat before speaking.

			“Okay, it’s time for a confession, and I ain’t done one of those since we were all at St. Patrick’s.”

			The four women chuckled, and Mary shuddered. “I don’t need reminding.”

			Reed smiled. “I hear you. Well, anyway…” As her voice trailed off, she gazed into the distance. “Something happened to me. Last night.”

			“What did?” Val’s eyes were wide.

			Reed held out her right arm. “I…stretched. Just for a moment. Just up to here.” She pointed at her elbow.

			“Oh, my Lord.” Mary whistled between her teeth.

			“How did it feel?” Val whispered.

			She, Mary, and Sunny all leaned in a little toward Reed.

			Rubbing her chin, Reed shook her head. “Hell, a whole mix of things. Exciting, surprising, confusing. And fucking painful when it snapped back into shape without warning. It didn’t…flow like it used to. Just kind of pushed out then snapped back in.”

			“It’s happening to me too,” Sunny said quietly.

			Reed started in surprise, then frowned when she realized Mary and Val didn’t share that surprise. “You all knew?”

			“Sunny’s mentioned a couple of incidents, yes.” Val raised a hand when Reed made to protest. “Leave it. We’re talking now, okay?”

			Reed closed her mouth and turned back to Sunny.

			“I can feel it building in me,” Sunny said softly, “and it sort of feels like it used to, that kind of tingle just behind my ears, but then when I try and focus the damn thing, it goes haywire. I’ve taken out two lamp shades and a scarf already.”

			“As well as the two scorch marks on the walls?” Val asked.

			Sunny nodded.

			“What about you, Mary?” Reed asked. “Anything?”

			Mary shook her head. “Nothing. And I don’t know how I feel about that, knowing all y’all seem to be getting something back.”

			“All?” Reed turned to face Val, her eyes narrowed. “Something to share?”

			Val stiffened in her seat. “I was saving it for this meeting, so don’t be giving me the stink eye.” She relaxed a little when Reed raised a hand in apology. “Yes, three times now. Mary witnessed the last one.”

			“What happened?” Sunny asked.

			“I was just flicking water out of a glass at Mary across the table. Next thing I knew, the glass was across the room smashing into a wall. It had already happened in my room a couple of times with the TV remote. Trying to toss it onto the couch and the next thing I know it’s thirty yards out in the garden.”

			A silence fell between them. Cardinals and chickadees flitted and twittered in the trees above them, and the ever-rising sun increased the warmth in the air. It was a beautiful summer’s day, Mary noted, but why did she feel so cold inside?

			Reed broke the silence. “So, what do we think it means?”

			“Hell if I know,” Sunny said.

			Val looked away.

			“Val?” Reed’s voice was soft. When Val wouldn’t turn back, Reed reached out a hand and laid it on her shoulder. “Val, what’s wrong?”

			When she turned back, Mary gasped at the look of fear on her face.

			“I think she’s back,” Val whispered, looking around at each of them.

			“What?”

			“Shit!”

			“No!” Mary stared at her cousin, her heart thumping. This couldn’t be… How could…? “Val, you can’t be serious,” she whispered.

			Val slumped back against the seat, and a resigned expression replaced the one of fear. “I ain’t gonna joke about something like that.” She stared at Reed. “I think she’s back. And I think you oughta call Agent Fox.”
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			Dana stared out the window at the four figures seated in the arbor at the back of the lawn. What were they looking so serious about?

			The four women intrigued her, had done since her first day, and Sharelle, who’d worked at the home for ten years, had told her about them. How they’d all turned up on the same day, about six years ago, frail and exhausted, their residency apparently paid up for twenty years in advance, which was rare enough to be whispered about by the office manager when keeping the residents’ financial situations confidential was supposed to be the norm. Sharelle said they’d kept to themselves for the first six months or so, wouldn’t speak a word to anyone else. Then they’d seemed to snap out of whatever funk they were in and had started to make some effort with the staff and other residents.

			But even now, as Dana could see for herself, they preferred to keep to themselves for the most part. She knew they were all cousins, each the daughter of one of four sisters, and that they’d all grown up together somewhere in the South. That much Sharelle had gleaned from them in six years, but that was all.

			Dana nibbled at a fingernail as she watched them.

			“That’s a bad habit, you know.”

			Dana jumped at Sharelle’s voice behind her and whipped around.

			“Sorry, honey, didn’t mean to startle you.” Sharelle smiled at her, her hands raised in apology. Her kindly face, framed by her grey hair, immediately calmed Dana’s heart rate.

			Dana blushed. “Sorry, I didn’t hear you walking up.”

			Sharelle stood beside her and looked out at the garden. “Ah. The Power cousins.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			Embarrassed to have been caught looking at them, Dana didn’t know what to say.

			“They look kind of serious, don’t you think?”

			“Yeah, that’s what I thought. I…”

			“Hm?” Sharelle turned to look at her, one eyebrow arched.

			“Well.” Dana blushed furiously under that scrutiny. “I’m just, you know… They’re so different from everyone else around here.”

			Sharelle smiled. “That they are, honey.” She tilted her head. “But there’s nothing wrong with different, you know.”

			Dana stared at her. Something in Sharelle’s tone seemed to suggest they weren’t entirely talking about the Power cousins now.

			Sharelle leaned forward. “When you’re ready, honey, let me know. I’m a good listener,” she said quietly. Then she patted Dana on the shoulder, turned, and strode across the room toward the kitchen.

			Dana’s heart was frantic beneath her ribs. How did Sharelle know Dana wasn’t ready for something? Was she clairvoyant? A shudder ran down Dana’s body at the thought of speaking the words that had been lodged tight inside her chest for a few years now.

			I like girls. You know, that way.

			She trembled. No not yet.

			But one day. Maybe.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			The motel was cheap and smelled like it, but Leigh didn’t actually care. This was her first night of true freedom. Out on her assignment, mistress of her own destiny. It was a heady feeling.

			As she sipped her soda and munched on her fries, she hummed happily. Sure, one day, maybe it would be nice to stay in the better hotels that the higher-grade jobs in the agency could command, but for now, this would do.

			After scrunching up the burger wrapper, Leigh lofted it toward the trash can and scored a direct center hit. Three points; take a bow from the crowd.

			Chuckling to herself, she stood and stretched. She’d only done five hours on the road, but it had been a long day. Despite that, it had been such fun being on her own, on a real live mission. Of course, she’d checked in with Agent Fox, as per their agreed schedule, but there hadn’t been much to say, and somehow Agent Fox hadn’t really sounded that interested. In their last call, she’d told Leigh not to worry about checking in again until morning and had hung up without a good-bye. It was actually kind of rude, but hey, who was Leigh to complain? Agent Fox was an extremely busy woman and a legend; of course she wouldn’t have much time for a rookie agent out on her first solo road trip. It would be better when she had something to report to Agent Fox. Wouldn’t it be cool if she did find the missing woman?

			At that thought, she dragged the file over from across the bed, snuggled up against the headboard, and opened it again. She gazed at the photo, even though she had already imprinted the image on her brain. The woman was…striking, rather than beautiful. Dark hair loosely framed her face, and she possessed deep brown eyes that seemed full of mirth. In fact, the whole image just made Leigh smile; there was such a warmth and happiness about it.

			She scanned the personal-information sheet again.

			 

			Name: Francesca Power

			Aliases: Fyre

			Date of Birth: October 10, 1958

			Last Known Address: The Lighthouse Cottage, Shell Point, Myrtle Beach, SC

			Status: Missing. Search ongoing

			 

			Under Known Associates were four solid black bars separated by commas. Four known associates. All redacted.

			That last section was obviously a mystery, but one Leigh didn’t feel comfortable asking about. Not just yet, anyway. Perhaps if she found Francesca Power… Fyre. The nickname made her laugh. Must be some throwback to the woman’s college days, perhaps—maybe she was a mean softball player. Fyre Power. She snorted and closed the file. Just as in the previous eight times she’d read it, there really was nothing else there to learn.

			The last sighting, the one Leigh was now following up on, came from a report in the local Jackson newspaper about two weeks ago. It mentioned one Frankie Jones, a car mechanic, being given a Good Citizen award from the mayor. They had saved a local man from his burning vehicle after he’d tied one on at the local bar and stupidly attempted to drive himself home. His truck had ended up wrapped around the support of an old railway bridge. The fire had been accelerated by the stack of wood he had stored in the back of the truck for a delivery the next day.

			Apparently this Frankie Jones had happened to ride by in their pickup, see the aftermath of the accident, and somehow pull the hapless truck driver free of the wreckage just before the whole thing exploded. He called it a miracle; Frankie Jones was quoted as saying “Anyone would do the same thing” and had obviously not been happy about having their photo taken. In the picture, their hand obscured half their face as they held it up in front of the photographer. It wasn’t even clear from the short report—or photo—if Frankie Jones was a man or a woman. The newspaper piece had obviously flagged something on the agency’s powerful computer algorithms and ended up in Francesca Power’s file.

			And now Leigh was on her way to Jackson to see if Frankie and Francesca were one and the same person.

			A shiver of excitement coursed through her. How the heck was she supposed to sleep tonight?

			[image: ]

			As expected, sleep had been hard to come by. The coffee she’d ordered from the cute little diner as soon as she’d arrived in Jackson was strong and hot. The perfect answer to Leigh’s fatigue after the three-hour drive to get here.

			“Refill?” The waitress appeared beside her, face damp with perspiration in the overly warm diner.

			“Sure, thanks.” More caffeine could only help.

			With a grunt, the waitress strode away, her suspicion still clear from across the room.

			When Leigh had first arrived, she’d tried asking the woman if she knew who Frankie Jones was and where Leigh might be able to find them. The waitress had stared at Leigh, blinked twice, then asked what she’d like to order, ignoring Leigh’s questions entirely.

			Leigh sighed and looked back down at her notes. She’d done a brief drive around town to get the lay of the land when she arrived and noted certain key landmarks. There weren’t many, but Jackson was certainly larger than she’d expected, so she’d definitely need some time to track this Frankie Jones down.

			Leigh gulped down the last of her coffee, then munched the final piece of her amazingly good double-choc muffin and cleared her things into her purse.

			Time to go be an agent. For real.

			She wanted to squeal.

			Instead, she walked with purpose toward the front door and stepped out into the afternoon sunshine.

			The road was light in traffic, and she skipped easily across it to her car parked across the way from the diner. Once inside, she fired up the engine and pulled out, heading for the far end of town, deciding that methodical was her best course of action. Her plan was to drive slowly through the town to check out all the repair shops she’d found on her internet search. If Frankie Jones was a car mechanic, this was the logical way to find them. She hoped.

			Two hours later, she wasn’t so sure. She’d woven her way through the town, exploring three repair shops along the way, but no Frankie Jones. At each place she’d decided against direct questions, the waitress’s reaction still fresh in her mind. Instead, she’d simply parked across the street from each shop, taken out her standard-issue agency binoculars, and observed all the staff going in and out. No one remotely resembling Jones had shown up.

			Beginning to think her strategy wasn’t smart enough, Leigh pulled up at her next stop, across the street from Stan’s Auto Repairs. She’d just about got the binoculars to her eyes and focused in on the open front of the shop when she nearly dropped them.

			It was Frankie Jones!

			They stood there in broad daylight, their hand shading their eyes from the sun while they tugged a packet of cigarettes from the back pocket of their overalls. Their overalls were undone to the waist, revealing a black T-shirt underneath and…breasts! Those were definitely breasts pushing out the front of the T-shirt.

			Frankie Jones was a woman!

			Leigh wanted to whoop but sucked in a deep breath and refocused the binoculars on Frankie Jones’s face, watching as she inhaled deeply and then let the smoke trickle out from the side of her mouth. The hair color was right, and so were the eyes. Leigh blinked and let her gaze take in the face as a whole and knew she had found her target.

			Frankie Jones was Francesca Power.

			She looked a little older than in the file photo; her skin was creased with age and probably from the sun too, if the way she held her face toward it was any indication. But she was still a striking woman—of that there was no doubt.

			Leigh’s hands shook as she dumped the binoculars on the passenger seat and scrambled to pull her cell phone out of her purse. She breathlessly dialed the number and tapped her free hand against the steering wheel while she waited for Agent Fox to answer.

			“Fox,” the woman barked down the line.

			“A-Agent Fox, it’s me. Leigh. I mean, Agent Walker.”

			There was a sigh. “Agent Walker, it’s another hour until your check-in time, and I’m—”

			“It’s her!” she blurted. “I’ve found her!”

			The silence went on for so long she thought Agent Fox had hung up.

			She pulled the phone away from her ear for a moment to check they were still connected. “Agent Fox?” she enquired quietly.

			Fox cleared her throat. “Are you one hundred percent sure?” Her tone was almost fearful.

			“Absolutely, ma’am.”

			“For Christ’s sakes don’t call me ma’am,” Fox snapped. “I’m not that old.”

			“Sorry, ma—sorry, Agent Fox.”

			Sighing, Fox then inhaled before speaking again. “Send me a photo. Now.”

			“Um, hold on. Yes, I can do that.” Fumbling with the phone, Leigh put the call on hold, flipped to camera mode, and zoomed in as far as the lens would allow. She snapped half a dozen shots of the still-smoking Frankie/Francesca. After quickly scanning the results, she picked the clearest one and attached it to a message. The sending seemed to take forever, but eventually she received the notification that it had been delivered and switched back to the call. “Did you get it, Agent Fox?”

			She heard the sharp intake of breath and then something that sounded very much like a groan. Before she could ask, Agent Fox spoke.

			“Stay there. Get two rooms booked at whatever local motel or guesthouse you can find. I’ll be there tonight.”

			The line went dead.
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			Geena collapsed back in her chair.

			How was it possible? Of course she’d hoped and dreamed, but the pragmatic agent in her had always won out over the heartbroken woman. Fyre couldn’t possibly be alive, not after what had happened.

			But then that first sighting had come in four years ago, from Myrtle Beach, and although she hadn’t been able to confirm it—her agent had been goddamn useless at surveillance, and the woman who might have been Fyre had slipped way one night—it had stirred enough hope in her to keep looking, keep putting out feelers. She just never thought it would come to anything, always assumed it was a wild goose chase that her old heart should know better than to maintain.

			Now, on the screen of her phone was evidence that her hope had not been in vain.

			Fyre was alive. And in less than twenty-four hours, Geena might be able to talk to her for the first time in six years.

			Her phone rang in her hand, and she emitted an undignified yelp of shock. The number looked vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t quite place it. “This is Agent Fox,” she snapped.

			“Still got that godawful temper of yours, I see.”

			For the second time in five minutes, Agent Geena Fox nearly fell off her chair. “Reed?” she whispered. “Is that you?”

			“Bet your ass it is. We need to talk. In person.”

			Geena’s brain went into a freeze. Words wanted to come but were dammed up behind her inability to decide what she should say or ask first.

			“Fox? You still there?”

			“Y-Yes.” Geena’s hand trembled as she ran it over her face.

			“When can you get here?”

			“Shit, I can’t today. Or even tomorrow, I…” Could she tell Reed? Should she?

			“For fuck’s sake, Fox, this is important, or I wouldn’t have called.” Reed sounded as bad-tempered as Geena did, something they’d always had in common.

			“I know, I get that, but…” Fuck, this could be a mistake, but she had to do it. “Listen, something’s happened. It might not be what I think but it, well, it really does seem like it’s real so—”

			“Any chance you can tell me today? I ain’t getting any younger, you know, and—”

			“Fyre’s alive,” she blurted out, eliciting a shocked gasp from the woman on the other end of the line.

			“The fuck? You can’t be serious.” Reed’s voice was as taut as a bowstring.

			“I think I am. I’ve got an agent down in Virginia right now sitting outside a repair shop looking right at her. She’s sent me a photo. It’s her, Reed. I’m sure of it.”

			“Holy fucking shit.” Reed chuckled softly. “Might have known it would take more than a grenade to put my sister six feet under. Always did wonder why we never found anything left to bury, despite the carnage.”

			“Me too,” Geena murmured. That was the reason she’d kept Fyre’s file open and instructed all agents to be on the lookout for any sightings of her. Geena just never expected anything to come from it. She leaned forward against her desk, keeping the phone close to her mouth to avoid being overheard, even though there wasn’t another soul in the office. “I’m heading down there tonight, see if I can get to talk to her.”

			Reed exhaled. “Perfect timing,” she muttered.

			“What? Why?”

			“We think we have a problem. She might be back.”

			Geena’s brain froze again. No. No fucking way. That one they had definitely killed. “But she died, Reed. We all saw it.”

			“Yeah, well, we all agree that’s what we thought we saw. But…”

			“What? Spit it out.”

			Reed sighed. “Some of us seem to be getting our powers back.”

			“What?” Geena nearly screamed it and ducked her head again before hissing, “Are you shitting me?”

			“Like I’d joke about that.”

			“Okay, okay.” Of course Reed wouldn’t joke about something that momentous.

			“So far it’s me, Sunny, and Val. Nothing from Mary. But that’s not the main thing.”

			“What the hell beats that?”

			“Val. She can feel her again.”

			“Oh, shit.”

			“Yep.”

			Geena sat back and ran her hand through her hair. Christ almighty, this was huge. In the space of ten minutes, she’d gone from being in the quietest, most useless role in the agency to possibly the most important ever.

			She sucked in a deep breath. “Okay, here’s what we’re gonna do.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Leigh paced nervously across the porch of the guesthouse. There was a beautiful wooden swing seat at the other end, smothered in plush green and cream cushions. It would probably be lovely to sit in and watch the world go by, but she was too nervous to settle. Agent Fox would be here any minute, and Leigh now doubted herself and her conviction that she had indeed found the missing Francesca Power.

			Oh Lord, what if I’ve got her down here on a wild goose chase?

			The thought brought a blush of fear to her face, and her pacing increased.

			The sound of a car door slamming spun Leigh back to face the street just in time to see Agent Fox haul a roller case out from the trunk of her car parked across the street.

			With her palms sweating, Leigh descended the steps that led down to the front yard to meet Agent Fox at the gate.

			Her boss looked tired, and the pants of her grey suit were creased from the time she’d spent in the car. Her back was rigid as she strode across the road, a heavy-looking bag over her shoulder, pulling the case behind her.

			“Can I help you with that?” Leigh reached for the case.

			Agent Fox waved her off. “I’m fine.” She hauled the case over the uneven cobbles that formed the pathway up to the front of the house, tutting loudly when the case wobbled and twisted her arm.

			Leigh walked behind her, determined not to be hurt by the harshness of Agent Fox’s tone. She’d just had a long drive; she was probably tired and didn’t realize how she sounded.

			The owner of the guesthouse, Mrs Mackenzie, greeted Agent Fox and got her checked in. Leigh noted that her boss was only marginally more polite to the elderly guesthouse owner. She also noted the frown that creased Mrs Mackenzie’s brow as Agent Fox walked away from the front desk toward the stairs. Leigh didn’t dare catch Mrs Mackenzie’s eye and instead followed Agent Fox up to the second floor.

			“We’re next door to each other,” she said, breaking the silence as they reached the door to Agent Fox’s room.

			“Good.” Agent Fox unlocked her room, then turned back to face Leigh. “Meet me here in ten minutes. Bring your notes.”

			The door shut in Leigh’s face, and she let out a slow breath.

			Agent Geena Fox might be a legend, and Leigh might be able to learn an enormous amount from her, but right now she wanted to give her boss a big lesson in manners.
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			“God, could you be any more of a bitch?” Geena muttered to herself as she shoved the suitcase ahead of her into the room.

			She couldn’t seem to help it where Agent Walker was concerned. Little rich girl playing at being detective, always so damn keen and perky, like the human equivalent of a chipmunk. She was the last person Geena needed at her side. If what Reed had said was true, things were about to get serious, and probably dangerous, and Leigh Walker would be about as useful as a wet paper bag.

			Geena dumped the suitcase in a corner. The room was small and what the guidebooks would call quaint in its décor—all frills and pink things. However, it was quiet and clean and, given some of the hellholes Geena had slept in over the years of her career, she really couldn’t complain.

			She pulled a collection of files out of the inner compartment of the case and spread them on the bed; they were files she never thought she’d need to open again, never mind share with a rookie partner.

			Sighing, Geena ran her hands through her hair and slipped off her shoes. Might as well get comfy, even though every inch of her itched to ride back through town and see if she could find Fyre out and about anywhere.

			The knock on her door pulled her out of her wasteful musings, and she strode across to open it.

			“Come on in,” she said, stepping to one side to allow Walker entry and infusing her tone with considerably more warmth than she’d managed since she arrived. After all, it wasn’t really Walker’s fault she was Geena’s partner, and she was about to initiated into one of the biggest and most incredible secrets held by her government, so it made sense to soften her up. Geena needed a drink for this; she knew that much. “Beer?”

			“Um, sure.”

			Walker didn’t sound sure, but that wasn’t Geena’s problem. She walked over to the large bag she’d dumped on the floor next to the small desk and unzipped it. The six-pack had been purchased about five miles out of town and was still deliciously cold. Geena pulled two bottles from their cardboard carrier, popped the caps, and handed one to the dubious-looking Walker.

			“You have drunk beer before, yes?”

			“Oh, yes, of course! Just not in…quite some time.” Walker placed the bottle against her lips, tipped her head back, and drank a good slug of the cold beer. She cleared her throat noisily once she’d swallowed but smiled when Geena raised her eyebrows. “Delicious.”

			Geena snorted, chugged her own beer, then motioned Walker into the small chair in front of the desk while she sat down heavily on the edge of the bed. The files and papers rustled as she did so, and she grimaced. Might as well get it over with. “Sign this,” she said, passing the non-disclosure agreement over to Walker.

			Walker’s eyebrows hit her hairline as she read the page. To her credit, however, she said nothing before reaching for the pen on the desk and scribbling her signature at the bottom of the piece of paper.

			Geena glanced at the sheet when Walker handed it over, then threw it on the bed behind her. She took another hefty mouthful of beer, delighting in the cool, hoppy fizz of it creeping down her throat. “So, it’s time to fill you in. I’ve been cleared by AIC Lacey to brief you on Project Diamond. What I’m about to tell you is top secret, and I’m sure I don’t need to remind you of the penalties for talking to anyone about this, right?”

			Walker shook her head so violently Geena feared it would roll right off her shoulders.

			“Right. Good.” Oh God, she hated this part. She’d shared this secret… Okay, this would be the fourth time now. Twice it had gone reasonably okay, but the third one had been a mess. She sucked in a big breath. “Nearly thirty years ago, a new team was formed at the agency under the code name Diamond. I was part of that team. We came into existence because a group of five women had come to our attention down in Georgia. They had…powers.”

			Walker’s eyebrows rose, but she said nothing, so Geena plunged on.

			“Superpowers. Abilities not present in the human population. At least, not present before now.” She paused for a long draw on her beer. Damn, this brand is good.

			“Er, Agent Fox?”

			“Yes?”

			“Is this… Is this some kind of joke? I mean, I know I’m a rookie, and maybe this is the thing you do to all of us newbies, but—”

			“It’s not a joke.” Geena kept her tone as kind as she could manage. She couldn’t blame the kid for asking and was actually pretty impressed she’d been bold enough to. “Trust me. And if you don’t trust me, you can look at the files when I’m done talking.” She motioned to the pile of paperwork behind her.

			“Oh.” Walker slumped back in her chair and reached for her beer. This time, she didn’t cough after the extended drink she took.

			Yep, I know, kid.

			“So, the five women were all related, sisters and cousins in various combinations. Reed, Mary, Val, Sunny, and Fyre. They were using their powers to, um, improve things in their communities. Over the course of a few months, most of the drug problems in their neighborhoods disappeared, along with the dealers who’d perpetrated them. Domestic violence dropped almost overnight, and street robberies and petty crime also fell. No one knew how they did it, and it didn’t take long for their exploits to come to the agency’s attention. Our team was tasked with trying to find out who these vigilantes were. You can imagine our surprise when we were directly approached by them and they told us exactly who they were and what they wanted to achieve.”

			Geena leaned back on the bed and took another sip of her beer. “They each had different powers, but they all had a common purpose: to clean up their streets. They wanted us to stay out of their way. Of course, we told them we couldn’t do that, that we had to uphold the law. They taught us a few lessons that day.” She chuckled at the memories. “And we came to an…understanding. Our mutual arrangement saw them brought onto the agency’s payroll and granted a handler. Someone who could feed them intel and direct their activities in a more structured way. In return, they took an awful lot of bad shit away, and let us focus on catching the real nasty guys, the murderers and terrorists.

			“Then, one day, a sixth woman appears, Val’s sister. Called herself Jewel. She was something else, and not in a good way. Mean, greedy, and jealous. She was a piece of work. And she was also powerful, far more than them, because she could literally bend people to her will. It didn’t work on everyone, but it worked on enough that she was able to rob banks and safety deposit boxes without getting caught. Then she upgraded to weapons and killing people. The next thing we knew, we were locked in an ongoing struggle to trace her, figure out what her next shitty plan was, and stop her before she killed too many. She killed for kicks. No other reason. Jewel was one sick bitch.”

			Walker stared at Geena. “What happened?” she whispered.

			“This battle between us, between the five originals and the bad sister, went on for over two decades. Some we’d win, some she would. But we never caught her, not once. Even if we managed to foil one of her plans, she always got away, with a willing accomplice at her side to help her. Until one day, when I was the group’s handler. It was about six years ago…” This was where it got hard. Personal. “We found out she planned to blow up the Brooklyn Bridge. She’d got hold of a huge amount of ex-Soviet explosives and was planning to rig the center span so that it would collapse into the East River.

			“We’d finally traced her base of operations to an old fire station upriver, and we and a SWAT team went in.” She ran a hand through her hair. “It was a fucking mess. We lost five agents, most of the SWAT team, and…one of the original five. Fyre. Blown up by Jewel, who laughed her fucking head off as she threw the grenade.” She sucked in a breath. “But we did get Jewel. Eventually. She was gunned down by a dying agent before he collapsed.”

			“Wow,” Walker breathed.

			“Yeah.” Geena finished her beer. “Anyway, the remaining four were devastated at the loss of their cousin and sister, and they dropped out of sight. We eventually traced them to an RV park in the back end of Alabama, working as handywomen to the local community. It was quiet there, no crime. We begged them to come back, but they told us they couldn’t even if they wanted to. They’d… They’d lost their powers. We monitored them, and it was shocking. Within months they almost seemed to…fade. None of us had ever known how old they were, but almost overnight they looked old. Before, they’d always just seemed to never age. Now they had wrinkles and problems walking.” She shook her head. “We felt we owed them, so we appropriated a budget to put them in a home where they would at least have access to nursing staff and proper care. They didn’t seem to mind where they were, as long as they were all together.”

			“And then they died?” Walker looked distraught.

			“No, not yet. They’re all still alive.” Geena turned and pulled Fyre’s file toward her. “And so, it seems, is this one. Despite all evidence that would have suggested otherwise six years ago.”

			She passed the file to Walker and waited only ten seconds before she saw the penny drop.

			“Wait—that woman…” Walker’s eyes were comically wide. “The woman you sent me to check on is a superhero?” Her voice rose to finish on a squeak.

			“It seems so. If you’re right, then our fifth superhero just came back from the dead. And not a moment too soon.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I got a call yesterday, from Reed. Seems the original four believe Jewel isn’t dead either.”

			Walker reached for her beer and downed the remainder in one gulp.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			It was completely crazy. And yet it wasn’t. Not after Leigh had read all the files, staying up way past her usual bedtime to make sure she’d absorbed as much of the data in them as she could. She’d even drunk another beer, courtesy of Agent Fox, and sipped it slowly while she read.

			Superheroes! Actual, real-life superheroes! And she was about to meet them. Well, maybe one of them today, and then the rest tomorrow.

			Agent Fox had filled her in on the plan, such as it was, and Leigh tried very hard to maintain a professional exterior when inside she squealed with excitement. One of her guilty pleasures—something her parents had always frowned on—was watching any TV show or movie that featured superheroes. Especially female ones, although it had taken her a while to figure out why.

			She grinned as she gazed out of the car window, careful not to let Agent Fox see her. Yes, once she’d made the connection between her admiration of female superheroes and her admiration of females full stop, life had definitely made a lot more sense.

			“How far is it now?” Agent Fox asked, her tone curt.

			Leigh turned back.

			Her boss sat ramrod straight in the driving seat, hands gripping the wheel. She’d been even more snippy than usual from the minute they’d met for breakfast, and it had taken all of Leigh’s upbringing not to round on her boss and call her out for her rudeness.

			“About two minutes. At the end of this road take a left and then it’s two, maybe three, blocks down on the right.”

			“And there’s parking opposite, yes?”

			“Yes.”

			They’d been through all this back at the guesthouse. Why was Agent Fox asking again? Leigh glanced across at her.

			Agent Fox bit at her lip, and if possible, her hands gripped the wheel even tighter, her knuckles white.

			Was Agent Fox nervous?

			Leigh blinked rapidly but kept quiet. Her curiosity ran rampant, but so did her sense of self-preservation. There was no way she was going to ask and risk getting her head ripped off.

			Two minutes later, they were a block away from the repair shop, and Leigh gestured to it in the distance.

			Agent Fox slowed the car and looked around as they cruised past the building, before swinging them in a slow U-turn to pull up across the road from the shop. After she set the parking brake, she exhaled slowly and pushed her free hand through her hair. “Binoculars,” she said, holding out a hand.

			Leigh reached into her pack and pulled them out.

			Agent Fox took them and swung them up to her eyes in one smooth motion.

			Leaning forward, Leigh strained to see past Agent Fox to the forecourt of the repair shop.

			There were three people out front, all with their backs to the street. They were looking at a pickup truck that had definitely seen better days—its rear end had been shunted, by the looks of it, and was mangled beyond recognition. The three people gesticulated as they inspected the truck; all three wore blue overalls, and two had baseball caps covering their hair. The third had a mop of black hair that blew wildly in the breeze.

			Leigh let her gaze roam. Yes, in spite of the overalls, it was fairly obvious the dark-haired employee was female. So was that her? Frankie—Fyre—Power?

			“Turn around, dammit,” Agent Fox muttered, echoing Leigh’s thoughts.

			It took a minute or two more, but finally they got their wish. The other two employees walked back into the shop. After pulling out a pack of cigarettes from her overalls, the dark-haired woman turned to face the street and took a few steps across the parking lot in front of the shop.

			Agent Fox’s sharp gasp was like a gunshot in the quiet of the car. The binoculars fell to her lap, and she put a hand over her mouth.

			“Agent Fox, are you okay?” Leigh leaned across the center console, concern hitting her like cold wave.

			Agent Fox waved her back. “I’m fine,” she murmured between her fingers. “I’m… All these years.” She shook her head, her gaze still on the lone figure across the street. “All these fucking years.”

			Leigh jumped as Agent Fox shoved open her door and scrambled out of the car. “Agent Fox! Where… What?”

			But her boss was gone, striding across the road and up onto the sidewalk in front of the shop.
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			It was unprofessional; Geena knew that. It was potentially embarrassing, with Agent Walker watching from across the street: She knew that too. But her anger boiled so fast and hot, there was no way she could stop now.

			There Fyre stood, next to a small trash can on the corner of the lot, calmly smoking a cigarette in the sunshine. The wind tossed her hair into weird and wonderful shapes that detracted nothing from her striking beauty. She had no idea about the shit storm that was about to rain down on her.

			“Six fucking years!” Geena spat as she got within two yards of Fyre. “Six fucking years you let us think you were dead!”

			Fyre turned, her eyes wide.

			God, she still looks incredible. And, Geena’s brain dimly registered, nowhere near as aged as her cousins and sister. Interesting…

			“Foxy?” The old nickname, spilled from those lips, cut her to the quick.

			“No! You do not get to call me that. Not anymore.”

			“It’s… How did you find me?”

			Fyre’s attitude made Geena’s anger boil over. “Seriously?” she yelled. “That’s it? That’s all you want to say after all this time?” Her hands balled into fists. “Goddammit, do you have any idea how many people were grieving for you? Do you?”

			Without thinking, she lashed out, kicking the trash can over. Being physical didn’t give her any answers, but for one sweet moment, it sure was satisfying. Until, a second later, she realized just how hard she’d kicked the metal receptacle. Not only did the skidding can narrowly avoid striking Fyre in the shin, but Geena’s toes hurt like fuck.

			“Jesus!” Fyre took a step back, dropping her cigarette. “What the fuck, Fox?” She glared at Geena. “How about—”

			“No! You don’t get to talk right now!” Geena’s face burned with the heat of her rage. “I am so fucking mad at you! How could—”

			“If I can’t speak, how can I give you the answer to your question?” Fyre shouted over her.

			When Geena opened her mouth to shout at her again, Fyre placed her hand over Geena’s mouth and covered it. With her free hand, she held onto Geena’s arm.

			Geena’s eyes widened. How fucking dare she? She twisted her head, trying to struggle out of Fyre’s grip, but she was too strong.

			“I’m sorry. Okay? I’m sorry,” Fyre said, her tone pleading. “Will you promise to stop shouting at me if I let you go? Can we just…talk?”

			Geena didn’t want to look, didn’t want to stare into those deep brown eyes which she knew would suck her in and make her lose the anger. But like a moth to a goddamn flame, she couldn’t resist. She looked up and their gazes met.

			After a quick nod from Geena, Fyre took her hand away from her mouth.

			“Okay.” Geena slumped as the fight left her in a rush. “But you’ve got some fucking explaining to do.”

			Fyre released her and stepped back. “I know.” Her voice was quiet, her gaze roaming over Geena’s face.

			“Agent Fox, are you okay? Should I draw my weapon?”

			Geena spun around.

			Oh, perfect. She’d forgotten all about Agent Walker in the last two mad minutes.

			Walker stood a few yards away, her hand hovering inside her jacket; her fingertips would only be an inch from her gun. She looked confused but also pretty determined.

			Jesus, she saw the whole thing. It had been years since Geena Fox had blushed, and she’d forgotten how uncomfortable the sensation was. “Uh, no, Agent Walker. Everything is fine. Stand down.”

			“Fox, what’s going on?” Fyre’s voice was tinged with her own anger.

			Geena exhaled slowly. Fuck, what a morning. And they hadn’t even got started on the best of it. “Can you get a break from work? We’ll get a coffee somewhere and talk?”

			Fyre looked over her shoulder. The two men she’d been talking to earlier hovered in the doorway of the shop, clearly uncertain whether to intervene or not.

			“Hey, Stan, I’m gonna take my lunch break early. That okay with you?” Fyre called.

			“Sure thing, Frankie. Everything okay?”

			Fyre held up her hands. “All good, Stan. Just an old friend from way back.”

			“She was yelling at you.” Stan’s gruff voice sounded confused.

			Fyre laughed. “Just a little misunderstanding. We’re good. Don’t worry. I’ll be back in an hour.”

			Without waiting for his response, Fyre turned back to Geena. “There’s a diner a block away.”

			Geena handed Agent Walker the car keys. “Here, take these. I’ll be interviewing Fyre for the next hour or so. Can I suggest you find a mall somewhere and buy some more clothes? We could be away some time, as I warned you last night.”

			Agent Walker’s face fell, and although Geena felt a little bad about it, there was no way she would let the young woman sit in on her first talk with Fyre in six years.

			“Yes, of course.” Walker squared her shoulders. “I’ll meet you back here in a couple hours?”

			“Yes.”

			With a last, curious look at Fyre, Walker pivoted on her heels and walked across the street.

			“Rookie?”

			Geena chuckled at Fyre’s dry tone. “Yeah, how did you guess?” She finally dared to meet Fyre’s eyes. “Shall we?”

			Fyre nodded and strode off up the street.

			Geena limped after her, annoyed to find her gaze trailing to Fyre’s ass.

			Down, girl.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Agent Fox had had the encrypted phone delivered overnight. Reed knew she’d be in touch soon, just not ten minutes after switching the phone on. She sucked in a breath as she read the message:

			 

			It’s her

			 

			“What? What does she say?” Val peered at her intently.

			Mary had her hands clutched together in her lap, and Sunny’s brow was so furrowed Reed wondered if it would ever form its natural shape again.

			She needed a moment and stood before walking out of the arbor and strolling aimlessly in the direction of the rose garden. The phone was cumbersome in her hand, so she tucked it into her pants pocket.

			“Where’s she going?” Sunny snapped from behind her, but someone shushed her.

			“Well, little sister.” Reed reached out to stroke the soft petals of a pale yellow rose. “You’re alive. And never felt the need to tell me.” She closed her eyes and tipped her head back, clenching her fists at her sides. How fucking dare she? After all that Reed had done for her? How could she not tell her she was alive?

			She opened her eyes when she heard a throat clear behind her and turned to see Mary a couple feet away.

			“Are you okay?” Mary asked.

			Reed chuckled, but it was mirthless. “Let’s go back to the others.” She walked off without waiting for a response.

			When she reached the arbor, she sat down.

			Mary wasn’t far behind her and eased herself back into her seat, automatically reaching down to stroke that damn cat that followed her everywhere.

			“Fyre’s alive,” Reed announced.

			“Are you shitting me?”

			“Oh my Lord!”

			“What the hell?”

			Reed shrugged and leaned back on the bench. “When I spoke to Agent Fox yesterday, she told me there’d been a sighting, and she was heading to Virginia to check it out.” She raised a hand against the protests that started from each of the other three. “I didn’t say anything in case it turned out to be a false alarm.” She shrugged again. “But it wasn’t. It’s her.”

			The silence between them stretched as everyone absorbed the news.

			“So,” Mary said eventually. “What happens now?”

			“Agent Fox will bring her here. Assuming she wants to come, of course. Hell, she hasn’t told us in six years that she’s not actually fucking dead, so who knows if she’ll even bother, but that was Fox’s plan.”

			“But bring her here for what?” Sunny asked, frowning.

			“To discuss all the recent events, I guess. Right, Reed?” Val looked at her, her wide eyes plainly showing her fear and worry.

			“Yep. See if we can all put our heads together, like the good old days, and figure out what this shit all means.”

			“I think we know what it means,” Val said softly. “Even if we don’t want to admit it.”

			Jewel, Reed thought. Funny how none of us want to say her name out loud. She knew why, though: saying it would make it real.

			“But how?” Sunny demanded. “How the heck could that…that bitch still be alive? We all saw the bullets, we all saw her go down in a rain of blood.” Her eyes were fierce behind the thick lenses of her glasses.

			Reed shook her head. “I have no goddamn idea but that’s something we need to figure out. If she really is back.”

			Val shivered, and Mary reached out a hand to stroke her shoulder.

			“She is,” Val said, sadness and fear in her voice. “Trust me.”
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			They were out there again, sitting in the arbor, looking all serious and…intent. Dana checked to make sure she was still alone in the laundry room and returned her gaze to the four women at the end of the garden.

			What were they up to?

			Whatever Miss Reed had said to the rest of them had been a shock, that much was obvious. Dana felt a stab of guilt at spying on them, but she couldn’t help it. They were so intriguing—there was something other than family kinship to their closeness that had Dana’s natural nosiness piqued.

			That nosiness had got her into a whole heap of mischief when she was a young girl. Lord, the number of times her daddy had yelled at her when he caught her snooping around in the back of the barn where he met his buddies for poker and hard liquor. Her mama too, every time Dana was sent home from school for snooping around the teachers’ rooms. She didn’t even know why she did it; she just felt like she was missing out on things and wanted to know what everyone else was up to.

			She stared at the women again. Now what? Miss Sunny tried to get up out of her seat but was held back down by Miss Mary and Miss Valerie. Miss Reed waved her hands around in front of Miss Sunny’s face and—

			Good Lord, what was that?

			Dana blinked. For a moment there she thought she’d seen… No, it couldn’t have been. Could it? She could have sworn she’d seen a beam of blue light shoot out from somewhere in the vicinity of Miss Sunny’s eyes!

			No, no way. That was ridiculous. Impossible.

			But then, the arbor was on fire.

			The arbor was on fire!

			Gasping, she sprinted across the laundry room and out of the building. She knew the home had a few water pump extinguishers outside for small fires caused by discarded cigarettes and quickly found one on the corner of the terrace. She wove through the tables and chairs with it held awkwardly in her shaking hands.

			“Dana, what on Earth—” It was Mrs Simpson, the day manager.

			“Fire!” she panted as she ran by. “Arbor!”

			“Oh my gosh! I’ll call the fire service!”

			“Thank you!” Dana barreled through a gap in the shrubs that edged the terrace, chest heaving with her exertions. She hadn’t run like this since she was about thirteen years old and her brother had found her snooping in his room when she thought he was at ball practice.

			The grass was slightly damp under her feet and her shoes skidded all over the place, but she held on tightly to the heavy extinguisher and focused on her target.

			The Power women had beaten a hasty retreat and now stood watching as the whole roof of the arbor went up in flames, the bright orange licking skyward in a macabre dance. Miss Sunny wrung her hands; Miss Mary had her arm around her and talked quietly in her ear. Miss Valerie and Miss Reed flanked them, a hand on each of their shoulders.

			“Stand back, ladies!” Dana called as she neared.

			They parted like the Red Sea before her, and she ran between them, stopping only when she was about four yards from the fire. She dumped the extinguisher at her feet, pulled out the pin, yanked the nozzle into position, hefted the cylinder back into her arms, and squeezed the trigger.

			A satisfyingly powerful surge of water arced out, and she aimed it at the base of the flames, sweeping from side to side, just like she’d been taught in all the safety courses she’d had to attend before being allowed to take up her position here at the home. It wasn’t all bedpans and changing sheets, she’d discovered, and even as she battled the flames, she swelled with pride that she was doing this.

			Actually. Doing. This.

			She, Dana Chapman, was single-handedly fighting a real live fire!

			“You’re doing great there, Dana!” Miss Reed called from behind her, and she grinned but didn’t turn around.

			She became aware of sirens in the distance that increased in volume rapidly over the next few seconds or so. Her hands were tired now, and the pressure in the extinguisher waned. The flames, however, diminished too.

			Footsteps thumped behind her. “You can step back now, Miss. We’ve got it,” a deep male voice called.

			She turned her head to see three firefighters standing behind her, two holding a full hose with the nozzle already being aimed at the arbor. Gratefully, she released the trigger on the extinguisher and dropped it at her feet as a huge jet of water swished past her and drowned the remaining flames.

			Stumbling backward, her adrenaline rush well and truly over, she found strong hands holding her up by her biceps and turned to look into Miss Reed’s face. Her eyes were bright and kind, and a wry smile twisted her lips.

			“That was pretty amazing, Dana,” Miss Reed said softly, and Dana glowed.

			“I’m so sorry!” Miss Sunny wailed, approaching Dana from her other side.

			“Hush, now, cousin,” Miss Mary said, taking hold of her arm. “Let’s get you inside and get a nice shot of your medicine inside you, hmm?”

			Before Miss Sunny could say anything more, Miss Mary and Miss Valerie steered her away.

			Miss Reed let go of Dana slowly. “You okay to stand up on your own?”

			Dana nodded, already missing the calming contact of Miss Reed’s hands.

			“I’ll take care of her,” a voice said, and Dana glanced around to see Sharelle walking toward them, a concerned look on her face.

			“Then I’ll leave you in Sharelle’s capable hands,” Miss Reed said with a wink at Sharelle.

			Sharelle grinned and saluted.

			Miss Reed chuckled before limping away after her cousins.

			“Well, honey, you’re quite the hero now, you know.” Sharelle motioned behind her to the home.

			When Dana looked over Sharelle’s shoulder, she gasped. Virtually every resident and member of staff appeared to be staring at her from inside the windows, and when they realized she was looking, as a one they all started applauding. Her face heated, but at the same time a sense of satisfaction, the likes of which she’d never felt before, swept through her.

			“Are you hurt?” Sharelle asked, her tone now serious.

			Dana turned back to face her. “Not really. I mean, my arms are aching something awful, but that’s all.”

			“Good.” A call from another nurse at the doorway took Sharelle’s attention. “Oh, darn, I need to get inside. I forgot I promised to help Rose with Mr. Gardner. You gonna be okay, hon?”

			“I will.”

			Sharelle trotted off, but before Dana could draw breath, the firefighter she’d spoken to before stepped forward.

			“You did real good, Miss.” He smiled. “Your quick action saved most of the structure. Just the roof is gone, so hopefully the home can replace that soon enough.” He touched his helmet. “Thanks again. We’ll be back to make our report later, and we’ll probably have some questions for you, if that’s okay?”

			“Oh, yes, of course.” Her mind spun. What the heck could she tell him? Oh, hey, I thought for a moment I saw a laser beam shoot out of an old lady’s eyes. Dana shook her head. I think my blood sugar must be low or something for my mind to be playing tricks on me like that.

			Dana watched the firefighter walk away, then turned on her heel and headed for the kitchen where she was pretty sure she’d find some leftover pie.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Geena slid into the corner booth at the diner, her heart pounding.

			Fyre sat opposite her.

			They said nothing until the waitress had been to take their order—coffee and a slice of pie for each of them—and wandered away again.

			“So.” Fyre placed both palms down on the table and leaned into them slightly.

			As it had always done, her proximity made something not unpleasant squirm in Geena’s belly. Try as she had over the years, no woman had ever made her feel the same way—and that was why she was still single.

			“So,” Geena mimicked. Damned if I’m going to start this—she’s the one who walked away from us all.

			Fyre sighed. “How… How are the others?”

			“Right, so now you care?” The bitterness was automatic, but she winced at Fyre’s pained expression. “Sorry,” she muttered.

			Fyre shrugged. “I don’t blame y’all for being angry.” Her quiet voice held an ache that tugged at Geena’s heart. “I-I don’t even know where to start.”

			“With coffee and pie,” Geena said, trying to cut her some slack. She gestured to the approaching waitress.

			Fyre smiled weakly. “Okay, as good a place to start as any, I guess.”

			They ate and drank in silence for a minute or two. Then Fyre laid her fork down on her half-empty plate and sat back. “Good pie. Apple was always my favorite.”

			Geena couldn’t help smiling. “I remember. Every damn mission we had to find a good diner that served apple pie before you’d get your game face on.”

			Fyre laughed. “God, I used to drive my sister nuts, didn’t I? She was all like, ‘hey, we’re serious superheroes with serious business,’ and all I could focus on was a sweet crust with cinnamon-apple filling.”

			“The number of times Reed had to leave a room because she was ready to lay into you.” Geena chuckled. “And Val would try and talk her down from the edge, and Sunny would just wind things up further.”

			They stared at each other.

			“They’re okay,” Geena said after a moment. “They… They live in a retirement home in Missouri, just outside of a city called Winona.”

			“Retirement home?” Fyre looked shocked. “Missouri?”

			Geena grimaced. “We had to. We needed somewhere we could hide them in plain sight. It wasn’t easy, you know, picking up after we thought you’d died. I mean, we’d killed Jewel, or so we thought, and when it was obvious your sister and cousins weren’t interested in, or capable of, carrying on working for the agency, we felt a duty to them nonetheless.”

			“What do you mean, capable?” Fyre ran a hand through her mess of hair. “None of this is making sense right now, Fox.”

			“How long was it before your power left you? Like, how long after the event?”

			Fyre slammed back in her seat, her eyes wide. “Lost… What? What do you mean, lost my power?”

			Geena’s stomach lurched. “Wait, you mean you never did?” The high octave her voice hit was embarrassing, but her shock meant nothing else could squeeze out of her throat.

			“No, of course not!” Fyre stared at her. “You mean they… Seriously? All of them?”

			Geena’s mind whirled. “Yes. All of them. Within months. That’s why… That’s why they’re in a home. They’ve aged. Sunny’s eyesight’s shot to hell. Reed’s got bad knees. Val’s hip probably needs replacing, and Mary, well, Mary just slowed down.”

			“Holy fucking shit.” Fyre shook her head. “I don’t understand. How?”

			Geena shrugged. “We don’t know. Neither do they. When I knew we’d found you, I was ready to meet yet another aging, one-time superhero. I’m shocked to find that you don’t look much older than when I last saw you, and you’re sitting here telling me you never lost your power.”

			“No, not a bit of it.” She grinned sheepishly. “It’s why I’m so good at car repairs. I, er, cheat a little on certain difficult jobs.”

			“And is that why you were able to pull a man from a burning truck without getting injured?”

			Fyre’s breath caught, and she choked a little before responding, “Yes. Is that how you found me?”

			“Yep. Raised a flag on one of the algorithms I got the tech guys to set up a couple of months after we thought you’d died. It always bugged me that we never even found a finger to bury. I mean, it was wishful thinking, I guess, but I always wondered. And hoped,” Geena finished, a slight catch in her voice. She cleared her throat. “Which leads me to your story. What the hell happened? Why did you fake your death? Why haven’t you contacted your sister, at least, in all this time?”

			Fyre didn’t speak but picked up her fork to finish the last two mouthfuls of her pie.

			The delay sent Geena’s irritation rocketing, but she bit back anything she might say to try to hurry her along. Instead, she reached for her coffee cup and motioned the waitress over for a refill.

			“You okay, Frankie?” the waitress asked as she topped up their cups. “This woman bothering you? Had another one in here yesterday asking questions. They reporters?”

			Fyre grinned. “Thanks, Charlene, I’m good. Just someone from a ways back. Catching up.”

			With a suspicious glint in her eye, Charlene glared at Geena before walking off.

			“Friend of yours?” Geena asked, not sure if she wanted to hear the answer.

			“Naw, she just likes to look after her regulars.” Wiping her mouth with her napkin, Fyre held Geena’s gaze. “Okay.” She set the napkin aside. “I’ll tell you my story. That day, when we cornered Jewel, I knew this was our best chance to finally finish her off. Remember how we were all in a ring around her?”

			Geena nodded.

			“Well, where I was standing, I didn’t have a clear shot—there was some old machinery in my way that would have taken way too long to burn through. I was just about to move when I caught Val’s eye. She was getting ready to launch a huge steel girder at Jewel. If she’d have managed it, I reckon it would have taken Jewel’s head clean off. But she was hesitating. There was something in her eyes.” Fyre looked away for a moment. When she looked back, her face had dropped into the saddest expression Geena had ever seen. “She couldn’t do it. No matter what Jewel had done, she was still her sister. I could see it in her eyes, and the next thing I knew, I felt it too.”

			“Felt what?”

			“That same sadness. Like I was facing the worst moral crisis of my life. That if I helped kill Jewel, my cousin, I’d be committing the biggest sin imaginable.”

			“But…you hated her. You always had and—”

			“I know.” Fyre raised a hand. “You’re not listening to me. I felt Val’s emotions.” She blinked a couple of times. “They were being projected on to me.”

			Geena’s brain finally put the pieces together. “Jewel mind-fucked you? You?”

			Fyre ran a hand over her face. “I don’t know how. That had never happened to any of us before.” She drained the last of her coffee.

			Geena’s mind threatened to initiate its own fuckery. If Jewel could control the minds of the likes of Fyre, Val, and possibly the others, what hope was there for anyone if she really had returned from the dead?

			Needing to cut off the dread that had started to settle in the pit of her stomach, she asked, “So then what happened?”

			“Well, two SWAT guys appeared behind me, guns ready. On the other side of the room, Mary distracted her with some of her sharpest runs, those zigzagging dashes that she’s so good at.” Fyre stopped. “Used to be so good at.” She exhaled, shaking her head. “Sunny fired off beams at her, but Val and I were just paralyzed. One of the guys next to me screamed at me to help but I couldn’t move. He ran past me, yelling at his partner to cover him, and opened fire on Jewel. But, in the same instant, she realized what was happening and launched that grenade at us.” She shook her head. “I couldn’t save the two SWAT guys. As soon as Jewel went down, whatever power had held me released me, but I still wasn’t quick enough. The three of us were so close to each other and… I should have died, like them, only their bodies somehow protected me. I didn’t get away completely unhurt but in the confusion of everyone swarming through the station, I crawled away, out of one of the back doors.” She dropped her gaze. “I was so ashamed,” she whispered, and when she looked back up, her eyes were haunted. “How could I let Jewel get to me like that? How could I be so weak that she could control me? I couldn’t face any of you.”

			Geena didn’t know what to say. She had never seen Fyre looking so…vulnerable. It didn’t sit well with her memories of this extraordinary woman, of all that she had achieved and the calm, assured manner with which she had overcome everything the world had thrown at her. Had that all been a bluff? Or had it taken something this profound to shake her, to cut to something deep inside Fyre that she’d never known—fear?

			Geena too didn’t understand how Fyre had been so easily controlled, and yes, she could understand her wanting to have some time to herself to come to terms with that, but six years? “Okay, but after the dust had settled, and we were all regrouping, why didn’t you come and find us? Why did you disappear?”

			“I didn’t mean to.” Fyre’s voice was only just above a whisper. “Not at first. I meant to stay away a couple of days. Get fixed up, then come and find everyone and apologize. But the longer I stayed away, the more the guilt ate at me, and the easier it was to just keep moving, farther and farther away.”

			Geena’s head spun with her rage; it was all she could do to remain in her seat. “You let us all think you were dead! How was that easier? Have you any idea what that did to Reed?”

			Fyre’s eyes shimmered, but she didn’t respond.

			Geena slumped back in her seat, rubbing at her face. Jesus, what a fucking mess. “Okay,” she said after a moment. “Let me get this straight. You still have all your powers?”

			“Yes.”

			“And you still feel as strong and as fit as you always did?”

			“Yes.”

			“Well, thank fuck one of you does. Maybe you can help the others resurrect theirs. Their bodies seem to be attempting that already, but with shitty results. But if Jewel is back, we need all of you at the top of your game to stand any chance of stopping her again.”

			“Any idea if she really is back? And if so, how?” Fyre leaned across the table. Her eyes still glistened, but now her expression was serious and intent.

			“Val’s convinced she is. You know she could always sense her sister, especially when she was gearing up to do something special. Hell, that’s how we got a jump on her so many times. As for how she’s back when we all saw her shot to pieces…” She shrugged. “I have no frigging idea. Guess when we catch up with her, we’ll ask her.” She glanced around and motioned for the waitress. “We’d better get going. I’ll get the check. How long will it take you to get ready?”

			Fyre tilted her head, a frown marring her features. “Get ready for what?”

			“To leave.”

			Fyre’s eyebrows shot upward. “Leave? What are you talking about?”

			“You’re coming with us. We’re flying out to Missouri tonight, and we’re gonna meet with your sister and cousins and have a good, long talk about what we do next.” When Fyre made to speak, Geena held up a firm hand. “You’re still a part of this, Francesca Power, and if you think I’m letting you swan off into the sunset again you’re a bigger idiot than I thought. They need you,” she said and leaned forward until their faces were only inches apart. “We need you.”

			Fyre held Geena’s gaze. “And if I say no?”

			“Then I’ll have you arrested, and you’ll make the trip in handcuffs. Your choice.”

			Charlene appeared with the check, and Geena pulled some bills from her wallet. She slapped them down on the table, her patience worn to a slender thread.

			When she looked up again, Fyre smirked at her.

			Geena quirked an eyebrow.

			“Guess I’m going to Missouri, then,” Fyre drawled, and slid out of her seat. “Well, come on then, Agent Fox, we ain’t got all day.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			Leigh barely noticed the bump as the plane landed; traveling by small private jet was something she’d gotten very used to when she was a child. Today’s journey hadn’t registered in her brain at all, only their destination and whatever would happen once they got there.

			Winona, Missouri. Or rather, the Hazy Days Residential Care Home on the outskirts of the town. Agent Fox had finally told her that’s where the other four superheroes lived, and that’s where they were driving as soon as they were off the plane.

			Leigh’s stomach churned with excitement—she couldn’t believe she was finally doing something for the agency, something she had trained to do. And okay, maybe that training hadn’t gone quite as well as she would like, but she sure was ready for whatever this mission threw at her.

			“Walker!” Agent Fox called down the plane.

			Leigh gulped and stood hastily as she realized she’d been caught daydreaming. “Yes, on my way!”

			Agent Fox and Frankie were already at the open door, and she scurried after them. She’d noticed they’d barely said a word to each other for the whole trip and wondered once again just what the story was between them. That scene outside the repair shop had been quite something. Shocking at first, then kind of amusing, then a little scary. What the heck had this Frankie done to make Agent Fox hate her so much? She’d said something to Agent Fox as they shouted at each other on the sidewalk, but the words had been lost to the rushing in Leigh’s ears as she’d thought she’d need to pull her gun for real for the first time ever and wondered if she’d remember how to flick the safety off.

			They transferred to two waiting SUVs and headed out. Within a few minutes, they reached the designated rendezvous point, a park in the middle of a residential area. Leigh tried to suppress her delighted grin, to maintain a professional demeanor, and failed. She was finally going to meet the rest of the Power family!

			“Agent Walker,” Agent Fox said as they exited the vehicles. “We’re heading over there.” She pointed at the picnic area. “Follow us, but keep a distance so you can monitor our surroundings, okay?”

			“Got it.”

			After checking to make sure her gun was snuggled safely in its shoulder holster, she straightened her spine and rolled her shoulders a little.

			I can do this.

			Keeping about six paces back, she followed Agent Fox and Frankie down a sandy pathway toward the picnic area. Trying to remember her role and not crane her neck to catch a glimpse of the other four superheroes was hard. Agent Fox had told her they’d faded and aged, but Frankie didn’t look that bad at all, so seeing four more women who all exuded that level of cool strength would be pretty impressive.

			The two women ahead of her neared the tables in the picnic area, and Frankie’s steps began to falter. Flat out forgetting her orders, Leigh took two steps sideways and looked past Frankie to see what she could see.

			Sitting on the bench alongside one long table were four old women. All but one had grey hair, and walking sticks were in evidence between the legs of two of them. One had glasses so big and thick Leigh wondered if they were any help at all to the poor woman’s sight. All four of them had skin so crinkled Leigh found it hard to guess their age at anything less than eighty. Or possibly ninety.

			These four women were superheroes? Was this some kind of sick joke by Agent Fox?

			“They look like my grandmamma,” she said without thinking, a laugh threatening to explode from her throat. “How can these be—”

			Before she could finish, Agent Fox rounded on her, eyes blazing.

			Leigh withered under that look and backed away. “I’m…I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

			“Keep a watch,” Agent Fox snapped, then turned back to the four women.

			Before Leigh turned away, she saw Frankie take a step forward, and heard her say, “Hi, Reed.”

			“And just where the fuck have you been?” a harsh voice replied.
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			Fyre’s shoulders dropped, and she held up her hands. “Yeah, I know. I deserve that.”

			“Damn right!” Reed snapped. She knew Agent Fox had told her Fyre was alive, but even so, the shock of seeing her sister, right here and now in the flesh, was like a physical blow. And how the hell did Fyre look so young? It was as if there were twenty-five years between them, not five.

			“Easy,” Mary murmured, her hand on Reed’s arm.

			Reed looked at her and exhaled slowly. Mary’s face said Give her a chance to explain, and she knew her cousin was right. She reached for her stick, hating that she had to use it, but shit, her knees had been so bad when she woke this morning there was no escaping it.

			After making sure she’d be balanced, she stood and took a couple of steps forward. Fyre held her gaze, but Reed could tell she was nervous—that little tic in the corner of her left eye was going crazy, a sure sign. Reed almost wanted to laugh. She remembered so many times that tic appearing whenever Fyre was hauled in front of their father after being caught doing something wrong.

			Fyre took a couple of paces forward, and they came to a stop about two yards apart.

			“You’re… You’re looking good, Reed.” Fyre’s voice shook.

			Reed snorted. “No, I ain’t. I look like Gramma Maude on a bad day.”

			Fyre exploded with laughter. “Well, shit. Yeah, you do.”

			The laugh bubbled up out of Reed’s chest before she could stop it. Her sister was there, right in front of her.

			Fyre’s arms wrapped around her, holding her tight.

			Reed’s throat closed, but damned if she was gonna cry in front of everyone. “I thought I’d lost you,” she murmured into Fyre’s hair.

			“I’m so sorry. I really am.” Fyre gave her a squeeze then stepped back. “Hey,” she called to their cousins.

			Reed turned to see Mary wiping her eyes as she stood up.

			Sunny chuckled and slugged Fyre in the arm as she drew level with her.

			Val just shook her head, a wry smile on her face.

			They all exchanged brief hugs with Fyre, then, almost as one, all five of them turned to face Agent Fox.

			“Foxy,” Reed said with a smirk. “It’s nice to see you again.”

			Scowling at the use of her old nickname, Fox stepped forward and shook Reed’s outstretched hand. After greeting the others in the same fashion, she gestured toward the table. “Let’s sit, shall we? There’s a lot to catch up on.”

			“No shit,” Sunny said. “Not least why this one decided to return from the dead.” She thumbed in Fyre’s direction.

			Fyre hung her head but walked after them all to the table.

			Once they were seated, Reed turned to Fox. “Who’s the spare?” She pointed at the other agent who’d followed Fox and Fyre down to the park, and who’d said something that had pissed Fox off mightily just as they got there.

			All of them turned to look at the other agent, and the woman startled when she realized six gazes were trained on her. She looked away quickly.

			Fox grimaced. “My new partner.”

			“What is she, twelve?” Sunny asked scornfully.

			“Twenty-five, apparently. Don’t worry, she’s basically just here as a second pair of eyes. Who knows what Jewel knows already, or where she is, or who she already has working for her? Assuming,” Fox said, turning to stare at Val, “your sixth sense isn’t misfiring in your old age.”

			Val exhaled slowly, her entire posture rigid with tension. “Fox, believe me, I wish I wasn’t. But it’s there. That old connection we could never explain.” She tapped her chest. “It’s like there’s a little dot of nasty energy, somewhere deep in here. Like a bad case of heartburn. Kinda like when I eat too many of those pickles on burger night. I’d know that feeling anywhere.”

			Fox stared at her for a moment. “All right. Then let’s get down to it.”

			“Wait!” Reed held up her hand. “First off, I want Fyre’s story. I ain’t talking about anything else until my sister explains to me why she faked her own fucking death just to get out of helping out with Thanksgiving and Christmas for the last six years.”

			Fyre guffawed and nudged Reed’s arm. “Dammit, you figured me out.” She winked at Reed.

			“Tell me,” Reed said quietly. “What the fuck happened?”

			Mary passed bottles of water around the table, then dipped her hand into the bag of birdseed she always carried. She scattered small handfuls on the ground while they all listened to Fyre relating her story.

			It hurt Reed to hear the tale, but at the same time, she could kinda understand how it had happened. Fyre had always been proud of her own strengths, and being made to feel that helpless must have frustrated the hell out of her. Heck, Reed was just as proud and knew she’d probably have been equally ashamed if Jewel had controlled her.

			Val teared up at the retelling of the day they killed—or thought they’d killed—Jewel, pressing her fingers to her lips to prevent herself from crying.

			Mary slipped an arm around her.

			“I’m so sorry, Fyre,” Val whispered, when Fyre had done talking.

			“Oh, hey, no! It wasn’t your fault, Val.” Fyre reached across the table to lay a hand on Val’s. “It… It was mine. I wasn’t strong enough.”

			“Or maybe she was stronger than we ever gave her credit for,” Mary said quietly.

			They all looked at each other as that thought sunk in.

			“Is that how she managed to live, and get away? Did we underestimate her again?” Fox asked.

			Reed pondered that for a moment. “Maybe so. Even riddled with bullets she obviously somehow got someone to help her.” She rubbed her chin. “I think we were guilty of doing what she’d always accused us of as children.” She looked at her sister and cousins.

			“Always believing we were better than her,” Fyre said, her tone morose.

			“Yep.”

			“Okay,” Fox said into the strained silence. “Which brings us to, what now?”

			Val shrugged. “Until we know where she is or what she’s up to, what can we do?”

			“Get ready.” Fox looked around the table at all of them. “Be prepared for when she does make an appearance.”

			“But how?” Mary asked. “Ain’t none of us exactly firing on all cylinders. Or had you forgotten that part?”

			Fox shook her head. “No, unfortunately I hadn’t. But Reed mentioned some of you might be getting your powers back?”

			“And I never lost mine,” Fyre chipped in, causing all heads to turn her way.

			Reed’s heart thudded. “Really? You can still do everything?” How was that possible?

			Fyre nodded. “And I heard you can’t. Is that really true?”

			“Kinda,” Sunny said. “Lately some weird shit’s been going on.” She paused, her gaze flicking to her cousins and back again. “I set fire to an arbor yesterday.”

			Fyre laughed so loud it scared a small group of ducks nearby into flight.

			“Shut the fuck up!” Sunny glared at her. “I couldn’t help it. It just kinda…happened.”

			“And that’s the same for all of you at the moment, yes?” Fox looked around at them all. “Reed told me—”

			Reed jumped in. “Yup. Reached out to pick something up and my arm stretched, out of nowhere.”

			“I seem to be able to throw things again. Not heavy things, though,” Val said.

			“But there’s been nothing for me,” Mary said sadly. “They’re all getting glimmers and I’m getting nothin’.”

			Reed watched as Val comforted Mary this time. “Look, we don’t even know what those glimmers mean, Mary,” she said gently. “Might be nothing’s gonna come back for us at all. Just those few incidents and that’s it.”

			“I don’t know,” Sunny mused. “I can’t speak for anyone else, but I feel like I’m about ready to burst.”

			“What?” Reed stared at her. “Like, even now?”

			Sunny frowned. “Yeah. Like I’m all charged up but got no outlet.”

			“Val? What about you?” Reed asked. She’d had no more inkling of anything returning since that incident in the bath, so Sunny’s announcement both shocked and upset her.

			“Well,” Val said slowly. “I can’t say that I’m all charged up, but there is something… I don’t know, it’s hard to put into words.”

			In the silence that followed, Fyre reached into her pocket and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. After drawing one from the pack, she placed it between her lips and then flicked her thumb. The small flame that appeared from the end of her thumb wobbled slightly in the breeze but held steady enough for her to light the cigarette before another flick of her thumb extinguished the flame.

			“Show off,” Sunny muttered.

			Reed snorted as the others chuckled.

			Fyre leaned back in her seat, her expression sheepish. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to look like that’s what I was doing. It’s just so much a part of me, I don’t even think about it.”

			“Like we all used to.” Reed’s heart was heavy. God, to have that back again. Was there any chance of it?

			“Okay, I think I have an idea of what we do next.” Fox leaned forward onto her elbows.

			Everyone else leaned in too, their expressions intent.

			“If Jewel is going to return to her old habits, then we need to know what we’ve got to use against her. And that means knowing if you can get your powers back.”

			“If we could, we would!” Reed snapped. “Do you think it’s our choice to be—”

			“Wait, hold on!” Fox held up a hand. “Just listen to me. I… I have a theory.”

			Reed bit back her retort and took a deep breath. “Okay. Tell us this theory.”

			Fox cleared her throat. “When you were all fighting against Jewel, you were at the height of your powers. It was like you all fed off each other’s strengths somehow, and nothing could stop you. Having that common purpose, that focused target, seemed to almost perpetuate your power.” She glanced around at them all. “So what if, when you thought she was gone, and you thought you’d lost Fyre, that link between you all somehow, I don’t know, broke?”

			“It wasn’t needed anymore, so it just…went away?” Val offered quietly.

			“Yes, something like that.” Fox shifted in her seat. “Like I said, it’s only a theory and—”

			“No, wait.” Reed sat up straighter.

			The agent’s words had started an avalanche of thoughts tumbling through her mind, and she needed a moment to sort them into some kind of order. She looked up at Fox and saw the uncertainty in her eyes. “I think you might have something there.” Aware of five sets of eyes peering intently at her, Reed closed her own to rally her thoughts more clearly. “When we thought we’d killed Jewel, I remember feeling two things: elation and sadness. Not sad because she’d died—she was an evil piece of shit who deserved that. But sad because I didn’t know what we’d do from then on.” She opened her eyes. “What was the point of us if not to stop the worst villain this country had ever known? And when we thought Fyre had died too, something in me died a little. Call it will, or belief, or whatever, but it was like a light went out in me.”

			“So you think maybe because we stopped feeling needed, we stopped having power?” Mary’s voice was low and tremulous.

			“Yeah, something like that.”

			“So if we just start feeling needed again, we can get it back?” Sunny sounded skeptical.

			“Well.” Reed shrugged. “I mean, what could make us feel more needed than the return of our arch enemy?”

			Sunny started laughing, her shoulders shaking and her chest jiggling.

			“What?” five voices said in unison.

			“Well, shit,” Sunny said, wiping her eyes. “Look at us all. We ain’t exactly at the peak of fitness now, are we? Even if we get our powers back, what are we gonna do with them? I can’t see. Val has a bad hip; Reed’s knees are shot to hell. I mean, come on, what would be the point of having superpowers in these old carcasses?” She pointed down at her own body. “If it’s true, I think it’s some mean old joke by the universe. Damn mean.”

			“She’s kinda got a point,” Val said, her face forlorn. “I can’t walk five paces without my stick.”

			“Yeah, that’s the bit I can’t quite figure out.” Fox scratched her head.

			“But wait,” Fyre said eagerly, “didn’t you say they started to age once their powers faded?”

			Fox nodded.

			All of a sudden, Reed knew where Fyre was going with this. “You mean…?” She stared at Fyre, her heart thumping.

			Fyre grinned. “Makes sense, doesn’t it?”

			“What does?” Sunny asked irritably. “I wish y’all would stop talking in damn riddles. Always did, those two, like they’d got some kind of secret language or—”

			“Hush,” Fyre said, her eyes twinkling, and Sunny glared at her.

			“Don’t you hush me you—”

			“Sunny, shut the fuck up,” Reed said mildly. “What my long-lost sister is thinking is that since we aged when we lost our powers, if we get our powers back we might…un-age.”

			“Un-age?” Mary’s eyebrows rose to her hairline.

			Reed nodded, her smile wide, her heart lighter than it had been in years. “Uh-huh. Un-age.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Geena left the Power women at the table; they needed some time alone. Laughter reached her ears even as she extended the distance between herself and the table. Good. Who knew how much time there would be to laugh in the coming weeks?

			“Agent Walker!” she called as she reached the path.

			Walker turned and strode over. “Yes, Agent Fox?”

			“Anything to report?”

			“No. All quiet.”

			“Good. Right, we’ll be moving soon. We’ll take the women back to the home, and then I want to talk to the manager there. We’ve got a lot to arrange. While I’m talking to her, I want you to find us somewhere to stay, as close to the home as possible.”

			“Yes, of course. Um, but…”

			“What?”

			The younger woman cleared her throat. “Forgive me, Agent Fox, I don’t mean to be disrespectful but…”

			“Come on, spit it out, we haven’t got all day.” Behind her, she could hear the Power women approaching—muted voices, uneven footsteps, the tap of the two walking sticks when they hit the small stones on the path.

			“Well, it’s just… Agent Fox, are you sure these are the right women?”

			Of course, the question spilled out just as all five Powers drew level with Geena.

			Reed chuckled while Sunny snorted, and Val muttered, “Charming.”

			Geena sucked in a breath and willed her temper to remain in check. “Agent Walker. I have been in this game a lot longer than you have. One thing I have learned during that time is never to question my superior when it comes to knowing who the right people are for the job. As difficult as you seem to be finding it, you are just going to have to trust me.” She stepped closer, into Walker’s space. This needed to be nipped in the bud now or she’d be calling Lacey for yet another new partner. “I thought you wanted this assignment, Walker?”

			Walker took half a step back. “I do, I really do. I’m sorry, I—”

			“Aw, come on, Foxy. You gotta admit, it’s a fair question. I mean look at us, who wouldn’t question it?” Reed said.

			Whirling around to face Reed, Geena clenched her fists. “I’ll handle this, if you don’t mind. And don’t call me Foxy. Any of you.”

			She glared at them all, noting how none of them managed to suppress their smirks.

			Jesus, I’m not sure I can go through this again. They were juvenile before whenever they all got together, and it looks like aging, whether temporary or not, hasn’t changed that one damn bit.

			She turned back in time to see Walker also suppressing a smile. It took every ounce of self-control she had not to stomp away from the whole fucking lot of them.

			“Look,” she said through gritted teeth, “like it or not, this is what’s going on.” She gestured at the older Power women. “We’ll take you four back to the home right now, and then you’ll wait for me to arrange things for tomorrow.” They all nodded, and still those damn smirks wouldn’t leave their faces. “And you,” she continued, facing Walker again, “are going to introduce yourself to these women. They are all vitally important to the security of this country, present appearances notwithstanding.” Someone gave an indignant snort. “And as such they command your respect, you understand me?”

			“Yes, Agent Fox. Absolutely.” Walker looked like she was about to piss her pants.

			Geena rolled her eyes. “Right, get on with it. I have some calls to make.”

			Without waiting for Walker to respond, she marched back to the SUVs, trying to get her rising blood pressure to back down.

			God, if you’re listening, please, please don’t ever send me a rookie again.
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			Leigh watched Agent Fox stomp away and breathed out slowly. Being told off like that in front of these women wasn’t so much humiliating as terrifying. For one awful moment, she’d thought Agent Fox would send her home, and she couldn’t bear that thought.

			So, I have to do what she says—trust her.

			Even though the five women in front of her did nothing to make her feel like the security of the United States of America was in the best possible hands.

			Well, except for Frankie—Fyre, she knew she needed to start calling her. She at least looked like she’d be useful in a fight. But the rest of them?

			“Well then, Miss. Who the hell are you?”

			It was the one with the big glasses and the only one without fully grey hair. Instead, hers was mostly black, with the odd grey strand here and there. It was shoulder-length, full, and beautifully kept, as if she spent a lot of time brushing it each day. The condition of her hair was in stark contrast to her clothes. What was the color of that sweater jacket? And oh my, it so didn’t match with those pants.

			Taking a deep breath, Leigh stepped forward, her hand outstretched. “Hello. I’m Agent Leigh Walker.”

			The woman shook her hand, pumping it up and down with more strength than Leigh would have thought possible. “Sunny Power,” she said. “Nice to meet you.” She smiled while her magnified gaze slowly appraised Leigh.

			“Mary Power,” said the next one. She was taller than Sunny, with short grey hair and kindly blue eyes. She wore a light blue sweater with all kinds of cute dogs printed on it. “Don’t mind this one, she ain’t got the manners God gave a goat sometimes. We know you didn’t mean anything by your comment. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Agent Walker.”

			Sunny tutted.

			“Val Power.” This one was stockier, her hair longer than Mary’s but just as steely grey. Her handshake was a tight grip that left Leigh wincing even though the older woman leaned heavily on a walking stick with the other hand.

			“Reed Power.” She was tall and thin, her brown-eyed gaze penetrating and intense. With a start, Leigh saw the eyes were exactly the same as—

			“And I’m Fyre. But you know that already.” Fyre smiled.

			“Reed’s sister,” Leigh said breathlessly. “I know from the files Agent Fox showed me.”

			There was a sharp intake of breath from all five women.

			“Interesting.” Reed tilted her head to look at Leigh. “She let you read the files already?”

			“Y-Yes. Said it was vitally important that I be up to speed straight away.”

			Reed turned to the other women. “Looks like my call really did shake things up.”

			There were murmurs of agreement from the others.

			“Well,” Val said. “I don’t know about all y’all, but I’d like to get back and get a beer open. Shall we?”

			She motioned toward the SUVs, and with murmurs of assent, the women all walked slowly in that direction.

			Fyre stepped alongside Leigh. “You okay?”

			“Um, yes. Thanks.”

			“Any idea what your boss has in mind for us tomorrow?”

			“No. She didn’t tell you?”

			Fyre shook her head. “Nope. But then that one always did like to play her cards close to her chest.” There was a wistful look in her eyes, which disappeared when she pulled a pack of cigarettes from her pocket.

			Leigh watched in total astonishment as Fyre lit a cigarette with her thumb.

			“H-How d-did you…?” She gazed at Fyre, her heart racing. “You made a flame come out of your thumb!” Leigh’s voice was a squeak, but she couldn’t have done anything about that if she’d tried.

			Fyre chuckled, and ahead of them, Sunny called back over her shoulder, “I told you, woman, stop showing off!”

			Laughing, Fyre quickened her stride to catch up with the others.

			Leigh continued to trail behind, her mind working at ninety miles an hour. Fyre had made a flame come out of her thumb! Details of the women’s powers were missing from the files, and now she burned with curiosity as to what the others could do. Or used to do.

			Stepping up her pace, she overtook the women and reached the vehicles before they did. She unlocked the SUV and opened the doors for her passengers to climb in. Mary, Val, and Sunny would ride with her, while Agent Fox took Reed and Fyre.

			“Stands to reason Fox wants to keep Fyre close,” Sunny said with a smirk.

			“Uh-huh,” Mary said knowingly, and Val chuckled.

			“What do you mean?” Leigh asked as she helped Val up into the vehicle.

			“Thanks, honey—my hips ain’t what they used to be.” Val eased into the seat.

			“Just something from the past, Agent Walker. Ignore us old gossip merchants.” Mary winked at Leigh before reaching for her seatbelt.

			Frustrated but owning way too many manners to push, Leigh closed all the doors and slid into the driver’s seat.

			The short drive back to the residential home passed in silence; Leigh didn’t know what to say or ask, despite the myriad of questions burning a trail through her brain, and it seemed her three passengers were content to gaze out the windows.

			As she swung the SUV into one of the parking spaces out front, Mary, seated beside her, sucked in a breath. “Oh dear, look who’s outside,” she muttered.

			“Shit,” Val said from the back seat.

			“Let Reed handle her,” Sunny said firmly. “We’ll stay here until she does.”

			Leigh craned her neck to look past Mary to the front entrance of the home.

			Out front, helping a frail, elderly woman down the pathway toward a waiting cab, was a young woman, dressed in what Leigh presumed was the uniform of the home. The attendant smiled at the woman and held her carefully by the elbow as they slowly made their way down the short path. The young woman’s hair was auburn, shining in the afternoon sun like burnished autumn leaves, and it fell to her shoulders in soft waves that mesmerized Leigh with their movement in the breeze. She was about Leigh’s height and build, maybe a little softer around the edges, and even in the hideous pink uniform she looked…beautiful.

			Leigh swallowed and finally found her voice. “Who… Who is she? And why are you so concerned she’s here?”

			“Our resident busybody,” Val said with a tut. “Always sticking her nose into our business.”

			“Aw, hey, come on.” Mary turned slightly in her seat. “Dana’s sweet. And Lord knows she helped us out yesterday with Sunny’s little, um, accident.”

			“True,” Val conceded. “I still don’t trust her, though.”

			“You think she might be a…spy?” Leigh whispered the last word, her imagination already running away with her.

			Sunny snorted. “Somehow I doubt it. She’s way too ditzy for that. And anyway, what do you think this is, the CIA?”

			Flushing, Leigh sat up straighter in her seat. She could see Agent Fox and Reed conferring in the other SUV, which had parked up three spaces away from Leigh’s vehicle, but they made no move to get out. It looked like they were planning on staying right where they were too, until this Dana had disappeared.

			“No, I know we’re not the CIA,” Leigh huffed, irritated that not even those old women would take her seriously. “But what if she’s working for Jewel?”

			“Yup, we wondered the same. Thought Agent Fox might be able to run some kind of background check on her,” Mary said.

			“I can do that.” Leigh turned to look at Mary. “I’ll get her details from the manager and get right on it.”

			Mary nodded, a slow smile stretching her mouth. “All right, that’s a start. Good. I can see why you were chosen for this assignment.”

			Mary’s praise warmed Leigh, and she fought the blush that threatened to color her cheeks.

			“Okay, she’s gone,” Sunny piped from the back seat.

			“Thank God. I need that drink,” Val said.
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			Dana’s heart raced as she crept along the little-used corridor that ran parallel to Mrs Simpson’s office. Something was happening. Something important. And Dana was determined to know what it was.

			When the two SUVs had parked out front of the building, she’d noticed them but then simply assumed they contained family visitors. It was Sunday, after all, the most popular visiting day. All the sons and daughters who’d dumped their elderly relatives into Hazy Days turned up today, all fake smiles and big teeth, already working out how little time they could get away with on this visit. It made her blood boil, knowing how much joy it brought the people in her care and how fleeting it was for those of them who still had enough awareness to know who had visited and for how long.

			Dana had gone back inside, but then Sharelle had whispered to Dana that the Power women had got out of the SUVs, but not just them—there were three other women with them too, Sharelle didn’t know who, and two of them were wearing suits, looked like they were in charge of something and—

			And that was all Dana had needed. Making hurried excuses about needing to visit the bathroom, she’d dashed toward the lobby. There she caught a glimpse of the four Power women, escorted by two others—one in a suit, one in jeans and a leather jacket—heading down their wing.

			Mrs Simpson was speaking in very reverent tones to a third woman, who was tall, wearing a grey suit, and holding some kind of ID card in front of her. These two headed in the direction of Mrs Simpson’s office, and Dana dashed down another corridor to her secret listening spot.

			She made her way along to the door she sought, and after checking to make sure no one else was in sight, she slowly turned the handle and eased open the door to the tiny storage room. After pushing it closed behind her, she stepped carefully onto the stool she’d used last time and pressed her ear to the vent in the wall up near where it met the ceiling.

			“It’s very unusual,” Mrs Simpson was saying. “Are you sure it won’t be putting the other residents in danger too?”

			“No, not at all,” another woman’s voice said. “Please be assured, Mrs Simpson, this is only a precaution. The criminals we’re after would never have known the identity of the witness, and we have been very careful to cover our tracks since placing her here.”

			“And do her cousins know about all this?”

			“They do. That’s why they are all here together. They insisted on being with her, supporting her through this difficult time.”

			“And these men, they’re…gangsters?” Mrs Simpson sounded horrified.

			Dana blinked. Gangsters?

			“They are,” the other woman confirmed. “But believe me, we have everything covered. Entire teams are searching for the men and we are confident we will have them apprehended very soon. Agent Walker and I are only here as an extra precaution, nothing more.”

			“And what was this about needing the women to go places with you?”

			“Yes, we may need to take them to our local field office to be interviewed, or to look at photos we have of the suspects. I know it will worry you, ma’am, but believe me, we all care about what happens to Sunny, and we’ll do everything we can to keep her safe.”

			I knew it! I knew there was something not entirely normal about Miss Sunny. And she’s a witness to a gangster crime! Dana clenched her hands together in glee. This was so exciting!

			“Well, obviously I have to trust you. But let me tell you this, Agent Fox, if I feel that any of my residents or my staff are in any danger at any time, you’ll be hearing about it. Understood?”

			Dana nearly giggled out loud. Way to go, Mrs Simpson, telling off the law!

			“Completely. Now, if you’ll excuse me?”

			“Of course. Do you know the way?”

			“I do. I’ll be in touch.”

			Dana scrambled down from the stool and eased open the door. She had about thirty seconds to get herself into position to see just who Mrs Simpson had been talking to and not make it obvious that’s what she was doing. She glanced around as she made to exit the room, spotted a feather duster, and grabbed it.

			She walked quickly along the corridor. After turning into the lobby, she positioned herself beside the huge potted plant that took up the far corner of the space. Ineffectually wiping its big rubbery leaves with the duster, she kept her eyes peeled for—

			Oh. There she was.

			Wow.

			The woman strode across the lobby toward the wing where the Power women lived. She was long-legged, and her short blonde hair contrasted wonderfully with her tanned skin. She was maybe in her late forties or early fifties and exuded a strength and…presence that had Dana holding her breath the entire time she passed by.

			As soon as she’d disappeared down the next corridor, Dana was on the move, the feather duster abandoned in the potted plant. Walking as casually yet as fast as she could, Dana followed a few paces behind but got the shock of her life when the woman turned and stared at her, hands on her hips.

			Dana skidded to a halt, her heart thumping and her cheeks flaming.

			“Yes?” the woman asked, one eyebrow arched, her voice tight. “Something I can help you with?”

			“N-No,” Dana squeaked. “I… I just work here. Ma’am.”

			The woman stared at her a moment longer, the intensity of those blue eyes making Dana feel as if she was being examined inside and out. Then without a word the woman spun on her heels and marched off.

			Dana exhaled explosively, all thoughts of following the woman vanishing in an instant. That woman, whoever she was, looked like someone Dana really wouldn’t want to piss off a second time.

			Her hands shaking and her heart still thudding violently, Dana did an about face and headed back toward the staff breakroom.

			She needed to sit down.

			And maybe have a cupcake.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			“Can I offer you something to drink, Agent Walker?” Mary stood by the small refrigerator in Sunny’s kitchen. “We have water, juice, soda?”

			“I’d love a soda but please, sit down. I can help myself.” Leigh walked quickly across the room.

			“Why, bless you.” Mary threw her a warm smile before taking a seat on the sofa.

			Leigh helped herself to a can of soda, then took up station near the door.

			All the Powers were in the room with Leigh; they only waited for Agent Fox to join them. En route from the parking lot, it had been decided that they would all gather at Sunny’s apartment, mainly because she still had a stock of drinks from the night before, apparently.

			Leigh had seen Sunny pour herself a generous slug of bourbon. Mary had a glass of iced water, and the other Powers all held bottles of beer. It was only four in the afternoon, but this didn’t seem to bother any of them.

			After a few refreshing sips of her drink, Leigh pulled her cellphone from her pocket and quickly opened the browser. She searched for any kind of accommodation in the vicinity. A motel popped up, a mile down the road, and she booked three rooms on her agency credit card. Agent Fox hadn’t told her how long they’d be staying in the area, so she selected the discount rate for a stay of one week or more and hoped that wouldn’t earn her another dressing down.

			A firm knock at the door startled her, but she turned and inched the door open, peering around its edge to see who was outside.

			“It’s me, Walker,” Agent Fox said with exasperation in her tone. “Let me in.”

			Agent Fox pushed past her and stopped in the middle of the room, her gaze taking in the five Power women in various reposes, all sipping quietly from their drinks.

			“I see some things never change,” Agent Fox drawled before walking over to the kitchen and pulling a bottle of orange juice out of the refrigerator. “Walker!”

			“Yes, Agent Fox?”

			“You get that accommodation sorted for us and Fyre?”

			“Yes. Motel about a mile down the road.”

			“Good. Next I need you to go to the manager here, a Mrs Simpson, and find out all you can about one of their members of staff. Auburn hair, about your height, a little on the plump side.”

			Leigh’s attention perked up—the lovely woman from outside, already under suspicion? Somehow, that didn’t sit right with the angelic image Leigh had of her in her mind’s eye.

			“Dana,” Val grunted.

			“She something we need to worry about?” Agent Fox’s eyes narrowed.

			The four Power women who resided at the home cast glances at each other before Reed spoke. “We’re not sure. We’ve caught her watching us, doing some snooping. Having said that, yesterday she was the one who rushed to put out the fire and seemed mighty concerned about our wellbeing.”

			“I thought I might initiate a background check on her,” Leigh said, feeling guilty on Dana’s behalf even as she said it.

			Agent Fox’s eyes widened a little in surprise. “That’s…That’s a good idea. Get on it.”

			As she exited the room, Leigh sighed. While checking up on this Dana obviously needed to be done, it also meant there was another conversation she would now miss out on. Would Agent Fox bother to fill her in later? She seemed determined to only give Leigh the basics, and it was getting mighty frustrating.

			She headed back toward the lobby, keeping her eyes peeled. No sign of anyone loitering.

			“Hi, I need to speak to Mrs Simpson, please.”

			“May I ask what it’s about?” the stern-looking woman at the desk said.

			Pulling herself up to her full five foot four, Leigh flashed her ID and said solemnly, “Government business, ma’am.”

			The thrill that coursed through her at using her ID in its first official capacity nearly made her knees go weak.

			“Oh!” The woman’s eyes went wide. “Of-of course. One moment, please.” She reached for the phone on her desk, punched three digits, and spoke quietly into the receiver before replacing it. “Straight down that corridor.” She pointed over her left shoulder. “Third door on the left.”

			Leigh strode off, feeling about eight feet tall.

			Mrs Simpson was waiting for her at the door to her office and hastily showed Leigh in.

			“Hi, I’m Agent Walker. I’m here with—”

			“Agent Fox,” Mrs Simpson said, with reverence. “Of course. What I can help you with?”

			“You have a staff member called Dana?”

			Mrs Simpson nodded, but her frown indicated her confusion. “Dana Chapman. Been with us about, gosh, two months now I’d say. Sweetest thing you could—”

			“I’d like to see her file, ma’am.”

			Mrs Simpson placed a hand on her chest. “Oh my, is she in some kind of trouble?”

			“I can’t say, ma’am.” Leigh’s voice held a firmness to it that was inordinately pleasing. “The file, please?”

			“Oh, yes! Yes, of course!”

			Mrs Simpson nearly stumbled in her haste to reach the old-fashioned filing cabinet on the opposite wall. She pulled out the second drawer down, flicked through the files within it, pulled out a slim file, and handed it to Leigh.

			She flicked through the file. A personal information sheet with her address and next of kin. A photo, which confirmed it was indeed the young woman Leigh had seen earlier. A resume that showed this was her first real job—she’d worked the usual part-time jobs during college and done some volunteer work while training as a nursing assistant. Two references were the last thing on file, both talking in glowing terms of her caring nature and bubbly personality.

			Leigh noted the full name, address, and date of birth in her phone and handed the file back to Mrs Simpson. “Thank you, ma’am.”

			She left Mrs Simpson’s office and headed back outside to the SUV. Once settled back in the front seat, she dialed the number for the agency headquarters back in New York and put in her request for a full background check on one Dana Marjorie Chapman, aged twenty-three, born and raised within twenty miles of Winona. She looked at the photo again, and the smile that had pulled at her lips ever since she first saw Dana earlier that day returned.

			Holy moly, she’s cute.

			Then her smile faded.

			Cute, but possibly also working for the notorious villain, Jewel, and therefore someone Leigh might have to arrest in the not-too-distant future.

			Her stomach churned. “Please don’t be,” she whispered into the emptiness of the SUV, her fingers clutching tightly at the photo.
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			Geena slid into the booth opposite Fyre. “Good morning.”

			Fyre grunted and gave her a brief nod.

			“Still not a morning person, I see.” Geena smirked.

			“Shut up.”

			“Morning!” Walker’s chirpy voice actually made Fyre wince, which made Geena laugh out loud.

			She shuffled along to let Walker sit next to her. “Good morning, Agent Walker. I trust you slept well?”

			Walker smiled. “I did. And you?”

			Geena made a non-committal sound. There wasn’t anyone who needed to know that she had lain awake half the night, her mind spinning between worries about what Jewel was going to get up to, how they were going to fight her, and whether the Power women would be able to help them do that. Oh, and much to her annoyance, thoughts of Fyre asleep in the next room.

			“Coffee?” the waitress asked, the steaming jug in her hand.

			“Yes, please!” Walker enthused.

			Doesn’t she have a volume button somewhere? Christ…

			Fyre nodded when the waitress caught her eye, as did Geena, and moments later, the three of them were alone again with hot coffee and open menus, although Fyre wasn’t paying any attention to hers.

			“You still not eating breakfast either?” Geena asked in Fyre’s direction.

			“Ugh, no. Coffee and nicotine—that’s all I need to start my day.”

			“I think I’ll take the eggs special,” Walker mused, one fingertip tapping at her bottom lip. “With a side of toast and a cup of fruit.”

			Geena glanced down at what comprised the eggs special, and her eyes widened. “A three-egg omelette, with sausages, hash browns, and pancakes… You can eat all that?”

			Walker blushed. “Fast metabolism.”

			Shaking her head, Geena gave one last glance at her menu and snapped it shut. “Just toast for me.”

			She summoned the waitress over, and they placed their orders.

			“So,” Geena said when they were alone again. “Background check on Dana Chapman came back clean. I’m guessing she’s just nosy, like Reed said.”

			Walker’s wide smile threw her.

			“What?” Geena asked.

			Walker blushed again. “Oh. Um. Nothing.”

			Giving Walker one last lingering look—what was up with her?—Geena then pulled her phone from her jacket pocket and opened the notes she’d made the night before. “Okay, time for me to fill you both in on what I’ve been arranging.”

			At that, Fyre finally sat up straight in her seat, shaking her head as if to rid herself of the remains of her sleepy state. Damn, she looks adorable when she does that.

			Okay, fucking concentrate, Fox. Geena cleared her throat. “It seems to me we need two things happening straight away. Firstly, we need some people trying to pick up any hint of where Jewel might be and what she’s up to. It took some hard talking but I’ve pulled in all the favors I’m owed at the agency, and I’ve got us a small tech team, two guys, assigned only to this. They’re going to be based in New York but we can patch into them at any time. I’ve already given them everything we ever knew about Jewel and her favorite haunts, contacts, and methods of operation, and they’ll get back to us if and when they find anything.”

			Fyre grunted.

			“Something to add?” Geena asked, knowing that sound meant that Fyre didn’t exactly agree with something. Amazing what she could remember about the habits and mannerisms of this woman, even after all this time.

			“Not particularly.” Fyre shrugged. “Just seems to me she’d be a lot more careful this time around and looking where she used to be isn’t going to get us much.”

			“You got any better ideas?” Geena snapped.

			Fyre sighed. “No, I guess I don’t.”

			“Right.” Geena exhaled slowly. That was the other thing that hadn’t changed in all this time—Fyre’s ability to rattle her. “The other thing we need to know is whether your sister and cousins can get their power back.”

			“But… But how on Earth can we know that?” Walker asked.

			“Well, like I said when I briefed you last night, it sounds like all but one of them have had some kind of partial resurrection in the last couple of weeks. I’m thinking we need to see if we can force that out into the open. Give them some room to experiment and see what happens.”

			“What have you got in mind?” Fyre sat forward, her eyes glinting.

			“I’ve acquired the use of an old quarry about five miles out of town. Nice and secluded, and full of junk just lying around waiting for someone to play with it.”

			“Play?” Walker’s gaze darted between Geena and Fyre.

			Fyre chuckled and rubbed her hands together. “Play. I like that.”
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			“Where the hell are we going?” Sunny demanded from the back seat.

			Leigh’s heart rate increased. “I’m not entirely sure. I’m just following Agent Fox.”

			The lies came easily, even though they didn’t make her that comfortable. She knew lying would be a major part of her job—they all emphasized it in training, that you’d have to be able to talk your way out of any tricky situation and lying through your teeth might be one way to achieve that. But somehow lying to these women didn’t sit right with her.

			“Well, how long’s it going to take?” Val asked. “I can’t sit still for long periods of time; my hip seizes up.”

			Leigh checked her GPS. “Not too much further.”

			Mary leaned across the center console to look at the screen. “Redstone Mining? What’s that?”

			On the pretense of checking her mirrors before signaling, Leigh ignored her, then made the slow turn left off the highway to follow Agent Fox’s vehicle down onto the dirt road that had definitely seen better days.

			“Jesus H. Christ!” Sunny yelped from the back seat as the SUV bumped in and out of deep ruts in the road that challenged even its suspension. “You trying to kill us, missy?”

			“Shut up,” Val said. “It ain’t her fault the road’s a piece of shit.”

			“Oh, my poor bones!” Mary wailed as they dipped into yet another deep trench.

			“I’m sorry, ladies! I really am trying to avoid the worst of them,” Leigh explained, even as the steering wheel was almost yanked out of her hands by another huge hole in the track.

			Moments later, she sighed with relief when a metal double gate, about ten feet high and twelve across, came into view. She slowed to a stop behind Agent Fox’s vehicle.

			Fyre left the lead SUV and wandered up to the gate. There was a heavy chain and padlock keeping the two halves of the gate locked tight together. Fyre called something back to Agent Fox, who raised her hands in the universal sign for No idea.

			Fyre turned back, stretched out her hands, and shot an intense blue flame from her fingertips onto the padlock. Within seconds, the smoking padlock was on the ground, and Fyre pulled the chain out of the way.

			Leigh gasped. “She can do that? I mean, I saw her light that cigarette but I… Wow! What else can she do?”

			“You didn’t know that’s what she could do?” Mary asked quietly.

			Leigh turned to look at her, her mouth dry, her eyes so wide it made her cheeks ache.

			“No, I… I don’t know what any of you could do. I… I thought it was all just, you know… I mean, Agent Fox said you had powers and even though I’d love to believe it, I just, well, I thought she was kind of exaggerating.”

			From the back seat, Sunny and Val hooted with laughter while Mary shook her head.

			“No, honey.” Mary leaned in. “She wasn’t.”

			Leigh slipped the SUV into drive. Her heart pounded as she pulled them in through the gates and swung the vehicle alongside Agent Fox’s.

			After helping her three passengers to disembark, she stood for a moment. If Fyre could do that with her hands, just what were the other women’s powers? And would she ever get to see them in action?

			“Walker! Get over here!” Agent Fox stood by the door of a concrete building some thirty yards from the gates.

			Leigh trotted over to join her.

			While the day outside was warm and a little sticky, inside the building, it was cool and shaded.

			“It isn’t much, I know,” Agent Fox said as they all looked around at the shabby, empty interior. “But I’ve got some things in the back of my SUV that will remedy that, and some additional equipment being delivered shortly that will definitely improve our surroundings.”

			“But…why?” Mary asked, her expression doubtful. “What for?”

			“Because I don’t know how long we’re going to be here, and I need you comfortable.”

			“You mean we’re staying here?” Val looked aghast.

			“Only for a few hours each day,” Agent Fox said calmly. “Just until we know.”

			“Know what?” Reed, who’d been quiet up until now, walked over to stand right in Agent Fox’s face. “What the hell are you up to, Fox?”

			Agent Fox grinned, and it was almost vicious. “Follow me,” she said, and walked back out of the doorway.

			No one said a word as they followed. Only Fyre looked anything like comfortable; everyone else was distinctly on edge, especially those with walking sticks, as they picked their way in between the rubble that littered the ground around them. Every step churned up a fine white dust that soon had them all coughing.

			“All right, Fox, that’s as far as we go until you explain what the fuck we’re doing here,” Reed demanded after one particularly bad bout of coughing had left her nearly doubled over.

			Leigh couldn’t agree more. What the heck was her boss up to?

			Agent Fox stopped and turned back to face them all. She smiled and spread her arms wide.

			The walls of the quarry weren’t too deep, but they encircled a basin at least four or five hundred yards wide. Across the floor of the basin, rocks of various sizes cast shadows in the mid-morning sun, and old trucks and equipment Leigh couldn’t name lay abandoned in haphazard fashion.

			“Ladies,” Agent Fox called, her voice strident and sending a faint echo around the rock walls that surrounded them. “Welcome to training camp!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			“She’s lost her goddamn mind,” Val spat as Mary and Sunny guffawed with laughter. “I can’t even lift a heavy book, let alone rocks and steel.”

			Reed spun around to face Fox. “What do you mean, training camp?” Fox didn’t flinch, even as Reed stepped closer, her anger at boiling point in the face of that…smugness on Fox’s face.

			“Training camp,” Fox repeated through tight lips, meeting Reed’s stare and matching it. “We need to know what you four are capable of.” Her words were clipped, her own anger slipping through the spaces between them. “We need a safe environment in which to discover that. We don’t know how much time we have before Jewel gets started on whatever it is she might be planning, and we need to know what we can fight her with. This,” she said, pointing behind at the quarry basin, “is as good a place as any for you to try things out. There’s no one around, and we can damage whatever we like.”

			“You make it sound like we can just switch it back on in a moment!” Reed glared at her. “Don’t you think if we could, we would have done that by now?”

			Fox blinked, and her expression softened a little. She looked around at the others, who all looked as exasperated as Reed felt. “Look, I’m not trying to play down what’s happened to you these past few years. But most of you have said that something might be coming back for you. We all think it makes sense it’s related to Jewel resurrecting. So it just seemed like a good time to test things out.”

			Reed crossed her arms over her chest. “I think I’d like a few moments to discuss this with my family,” she said, her voice tight with her anger. “Seeing as how you didn’t bother consulting us beforehand.”

			Fox looked as if she would speak, then closed her mouth again. “Walker, with me.” She strode off, Agent Walker trotting along beside her.

			Reed turned back to the others.

			“Well? What do we think?” She waved away another small cloud of dust that had been churned up by her feet.

			The four women looked at each other, each seemingly waiting for someone else to start.

			“Well,” Mary said slowly after a moment. “As the one person here who hasn’t felt anything returning, I think this is a waste of my time. But I think all y’all should see what happens if you try.” She turned to Sunny. “You said yourself you felt like you were waiting to explode.” She gestured to an upturned rusty truck about twenty yards away. “Give it a shot. We ain’t got nothing to lose.”

			Sunny looked from Mary to Reed.

			Reed shrugged. Mary was right, and she let the knowledge of that tamp down her anger. “Like she said, ain’t gonna know unless we try.”

			Sunny rolled her eyes. “I always wanted to be a guinea pig.” She squared her shoulders and turned away from them all to face the old truck, then stretched her arms out sideways. “Give me some room, girls,” she said, chuckling. “Ain’t no knowing where this’ll end up, and I’d hate for anyone to lose their hair or something else important.”

			Laughing, the four of them backed away until Sunny stood alone in a swirl of low dust, the quarry stretched out before her.

			She brought her arms back down to her sides and stiffened her posture, everything in her going rigid until she was as still as a statue.

			Reed realized she was holding her breath—what if this worked? What if they could get back—

			The beam was there, sure enough; Reed saw it shoot out from Sunny with maybe a third of the power it would have held in their heyday. But it missed the truck.

			In fact, it missed by sixty feet and an angle of about ninety degrees and instead took a chunk out of the corner of the building that Fox had led them to earlier, scattering chips of concrete in all directions and eliciting a yell of “What the fuck was that?” from inside the building.

			There was a moment of silence, then hysterical laughter burst out of Sunny, swiftly followed by Mary, Val, and Fyre.

			Reed stared at them all, bemused. This wasn’t funny. Well, not that funny.

			“Well,” Fyre drawled. “I guess Fox was right about one thing.”

			“What?” Reed’s mouth twitched as she tried hard not to join in the laughter that still consumed the other women—Mary, Val, and Sunny held on to each other as they doubled up with mirth.

			Fyre grinned, but her eyes were worried. “It really is good that this place is so remote. At least when we kill someone, it will be one of us and not an innocent bystander.”
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			It took a lot to make Geena Fox weep. In fact, she could remember only two occasions in her whole damn life when she’d been reduced to tears: first, when her mom died, and second, when she thought Fyre had died.

			But here she was, slumped in a camp chair in a dirty old building on the edge of an abandoned quarry with tears pricking at her eyes. Not from sadness, though. It was sheer frustration that held her in its grip.

			Facing her were four exhausted women, a rookie agent who looked like she’d be asking for a transfer as soon as they got back to the motel, and Fyre, her expression unreadable, her gaze landing anywhere but on Geena’s.

			The first training session had been, well, a disaster.

			Sunny couldn’t aim for shit, that much was obvious; three holes in the walls of the building above Geena’s head were testament to that.

			Val ran out of steam after only two efforts at moving rocks no bigger than a cantaloupe.

			Reed hadn’t managed a single stretch, her face contorting and her brow sweating with the effort until she’d stomped off in disgust. She’d spent the last hour of the afternoon slouched in a chair reading a book about motorbikes.

			And Mary… Well, Mary hadn’t felt a thing and had taken to sitting in the shade of the building while she watched her cousins expend all their effort on next to nothing.

			Only Fyre had any success, but they’d known that would happen all along. Two abandoned pieces of machinery were now cut into neat little plates as if they’d been taken apart by a blowtorch. And the pile of wood they’d accumulated so she could test her flame-throwing skills was still burning its way down to ashes. On a cool day, its heat would have been welcome, but now all the flames did was remind the others of what they hadn’t been able to match.

			They all looked despondent, and Geena didn’t know how to pull them out of it because she was right there with them. Even rigging up the generator, when it had arrived about an hour after they’d started, so that they could run a full refrigerator packed with soda and snacks, hadn’t cheered anyone up. Well, except Walker, who seemed to need food on an alarmingly regular basis.

			Geena finished off her soda and tossed the can into the trash bag they’d rigged up on a hook in the wall. She marched across the room and out of the door, needing a moment alone to rethink what had at first seemed like such a great idea. Of course, she realized now, she’d been pretty stupid to think this would work. She’d got caught up in the excitement, thinking they’d be ready to face whatever Jewel threw at them in no time at all. Today, enthusiasm had come out second best to reality.

			“You okay?”

			Fyre was behind her, and Geena turned to find her standing with her hands hooked in her jeans pockets, her head tilted slightly as she observed Geena.

			“Not really.” The honest response slipped from her lips without thought. She turned away, unable to take the sympathy in Fyre’s eyes. She worked hard to resist the urge to throw herself into those strong arms and hope that Fyre could make it all better. That wasn’t Geena’s style and never had been. The fact that she wanted so badly to do that now rocked her almost more than the failure of the day.

			“It’s only the first day,” Fyre said. “Give them some rest and we’ll come back tomorrow. See what progress we can make.”

			“You really think they’ll want to come back for more? Don’t be ridiculous.”

			“No one in that room has said they’ve given up. Seems to me you’re the only one thinking that way.”

			Geena whirled around. How fucking dare she?

			Behind Fyre, the other Power women stood in the doorway, their gazes gentle, their expressions understanding.

			“She’s right,” Val said. “Just because we’re tired and in need of a good long soak in the tub doesn’t mean we ain’t coming back tomorrow.”

			“Yup.” Sunny ran her fingers ineffectually through her tangled and dusty hair. “As soon as I get this cleaned up, I’ll feel like a new woman. Throw me a shot of bourbon this evening and by tomorrow I’ll have forgotten what all went down today and be ready to go again.”

			“Just one shot?” Reed inquired acidly.

			Sunny flipped her the bird.

			“What about the rest of you?” Geena made sure her gaze met that of Agent Walker’s as well as the other Power women.

			Mary shrugged. “I’ve been next to useless today, but I can at least pour drinks and prepare food tomorrow.”

			Reed placed a comforting hand on Mary’s arm before saying, “I’m not a quitter. Never have been. Sure, today’s been…disappointing. But I still think your theory holds water. Be kinda dumb not to test it thoroughly.”

			That left Agent Walker, who looked uncomfortable as everyone’s gaze turned on her.

			“I’m, well, I work for you, Agent Fox,” she said, her voice a nervous croak. “I’ll do whatever you tell me to.”

			Geena bristled. “You know, as much as that’s the agency line, and yeah, I do need to know you can follow an order, I think in this situation I’d prefer it if you didn’t just do whatever you thought was necessary to keep your job. It’s okay to have an opinion, Walker. And I really want to hear it.”

			Walker blushed, then cleared her throat. “Okay, well, if I’m honest then I guess I’m concerned you’re putting all your eggs in one basket. I haven’t heard you talk about a plan B if this doesn’t actually work.”

			She flushed even redder but, to Geena’s growing admiration, held her gaze.

			“She’s got a point,” Reed muttered.

			“Yes.” Geena smiled at Walker. “She does.” She inhaled deeply and let it out slowly. “Okay, let’s get you all back to the home. You’ve earned your rest and your baths. And whatever else helps you relax,” she added with a wink at Sunny, who grinned.

			“Agent Walker, when we’ve got them all tucked in”—snorts of derision greeted her deliberately chosen words, and she smirked—“you and I will set up a call with the tech team and find out what they’ve been able to discern so far about where Jewel might be, who she might be working with, and so on, and we’ll start formulating that plan B. Okay?”

			Walker looked like she was about ready to burst. “Yes, Agent Fox!”

			“All right, Walker,” Geena murmured. “At ease.” To laughter from the Power women, and more blushing from Walker, Geena headed back into the cool room to collect her purse and jacket. “Here.” She threw a heavy chain and padlock in Fyre’s direction. “You can be in charge of locking up given you destroyed the one that was on the gates this morning.”

			“You said you didn’t have a key!” Fyre protested, hefting the chain in her hands.

			“And I was just about to get out and pick the damn lock when you went all blowtorch on us!”

			“Told you,” Sunny grumbled. “Always fucking showing off.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			Dana had just pulled her car into a parking space when the two big SUVs from yesterday drove into the parking-lot entrance to her left. One was being driven by the tough woman who’d confronted Dana in the corridor near Miss Sunny’s room, the one she’d listened in on talking to Mrs Simpson.

			The other was under the control of another woman in a power suit, this one much younger but looking equally competent as she swung her vehicle into a space near the front entrance. Miss Sunny, Miss Mary, and Miss Valerie were the passengers in one of the two vehicles. Dana forgot all about her shift start time—three minutes from now—as she watched the old women gingerly exit the vehicle, aided by the two women in suits and another woman who wore a black leather jacket and jeans.

			What on Earth are they covered in?

			Miss Sunny’s hair looked almost white it was so dusty, and she had streaks of something that looked like soot on both cheeks. Miss Reed, who’d ridden in the lead vehicle, and Miss Valerie hobbled worse than ever, and Miss Mary slowly walked behind them, talking to the younger woman in a suit.

			They look like they’ve been run over by a truck!

			Without thought, Dana hurried out of her car, locked it quickly, and strode off after the extraordinary party. “Excuse me!” she called as she approached, only hesitating in her steps when the fierce woman was the first to react to her words, staring at her with undisguised suspicion.

			Dana’s stomach flipped.

			“Yes?” The woman arched one eyebrow up in an intimidating fashion.

			Finding a strength she didn’t know she possessed, her concern for the residents overpowering her fear of being admonished, Dana sucked in a breath and said, “These women are in my care. What have you done to them? They look awful!”

			“Gee, thanks,” Miss Reed drawled, but she smiled at Dana.

			The fierce woman looked shocked and took a half step backward.

			Seizing on her trepidation, Dana stepped forward into the space. “These are not young women, ma’am!” She flicked a glance at Miss Sunny and the others. “Sorry, ladies.”

			Miss Valerie held up her hands. “It’s the truth, honey.”

			“And you need to take care of them if you are spending time with them,” Dana continued, keeping her voice strong even as her legs began to tremble.

			“Yeah, Fox, you need to look after us.” Miss Sunny chuckled. “I’m thinking we might need an upgrade on those facilities we’ve been using. Couches would be good. Maybe a minibar—”

			The fierce woman—Fox?—turned and glared at Miss Sunny, who simply smirked.

			Dana didn’t know whether to be impressed or worried by her seeming indifference to the obvious authority this Fox woman possessed.

			“If you don’t mind,” Fox said to Miss Sunny, her voice tight, before turning to face Dana again. “Dana, isn’t it? Dana Chapman?”

			Oh Lordy, she knows who I am! So who is she?

			“Er, yes, ma’am.”

			“While your concern for these residents is admirable, I can assure you they are receiving the best of care while on my watch. Now, if you’ll excuse me…”

			She made to turn away but her casual shrugging off of Dana’s concern made her see red.

			“No, I’m sorry, that’s not good enough,” Dana said. “Miss Reed and Miss Valerie can barely walk, and they’re already struggling with their joints as it is. Miss Sunny looks like she’s been dumped in a flour barrel and been way too close to a fire than is healthy for a woman her age.” Again, she thought somewhere in the recesses of her mind. What is it with Miss Sunny and burning stuff? “These things are not normal for women of their age. I don’t think you do know how to look after them. I’m going to have to report you to Mrs Simpson.”

			At hearing the name of the home manager, Fox pulled up sharply. She took a moment before turning to face Dana, and when she did so, her face was unnaturally calm.

			Dana swallowed. Glancing around, she saw Miss Valerie mimicking passing popcorn to her cousins. The stranger, the one in the leather jacket, openly grinned at the events unfolding before her.

			The younger woman, who, Dana now realized, was super cute, stood wide-eyed, staring at Dana with… Gosh, that was admiration on her face, wasn’t it?

			Dana flushed to her roots.

			“Miss Chapman,” Fox said, her voice coated with honey but her eyes steely. “I’m quite sure we don’t need to let things go that far, do we? I need to spend time with these women every day, on a project that is, um, vitally important. I accept that at first glance this does not appear in the best light.” She gestured toward the bedraggled collection of women behind her. “But I do need you to accept that it is necessary and that they are helping me willingly. So, is there some way that I can convince you that I do have their best interests at heart and that they will be safe in my care?”

			Dana’s answer came to her in a flash. “Assign me as their nurse.”

			“What?” came a chorus of voices, none louder than Fox’s.

			Holding her ground, Dana jutted her chin out. “If you need to take them somewhere every day that has them looking like this when they return, then take me with you as their nurse. I can look after them, and make sure that whatever you are doing with them is not overstretching them. I’m fully qualified and more than capable of the task.”

			It was Miss Reed who began the slow clapping, but it was only moments later that Miss Mary, Miss Valerie, and Miss Sunny joined in, along with the stranger in the jacket.

			Fox turned to Miss Reed. “Are you out of your mind?”

			Miss Reed shook her head. “It’s the easiest answer. That way we make sure if one of us gets injured we get treated straight away. And, you know, it keeps someone close by, where we can keep an eye on them rather than the other way around.”

			Dana wasn’t sure what that last part meant, but she held her breath while Fox stared at Miss Reed.

			After a few moments’ silence, Fox turned to the young, suited woman and let out an explosive breath. “Agent Walker, please will you arrange the necessary paperwork to bring Miss Chapman into the fold for this project and then brief her. I’ll talk to Mrs Simpson about seconding her over to the agency.”

			“Yes, Agent Fox.”

			“Welcome aboard, Dana,” said the leather-jacketed stranger with a crooked smile. “I hope you know what you’re getting yourself into.”

			Dana didn’t, now that she thought about it. But equally, she didn’t care, because whatever it was, something told her it was going to be way more exciting than her regular shifts at the home.

			“So,” said a voice as the other women all walked off toward the entrance to the home. “Hi, I’m Agent Walker. Leigh. Leigh Walker. Um, you need to come with me.”

			Dana turned to find the young agent standing alongside her. Oh my, she’s even cuter up close. Dana’s heart began to flutter. Agent Walker had honey-blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail, hazel eyes that glittered in the late afternoon sun, and rounded cheeks tinged with pink. She wore no make-up and really didn’t need it; her beauty was soft and natural and took Dana’s breath away.

			“Who… What…?”

			Agent Walker smiled. “Why don’t we hop into my SUV and I’ll fill you in, okay?”

			Dana nodded dumbly and followed the young agent to the vehicle. When they were settled inside, she watched as Agent Walker pulled a laptop out of an impressive case that sat underneath the front passenger seat. Her hands inadvertently brushed Dana’s legs as she did so, and this time, it wasn’t only Dana’s heart that fluttered.

			Agent Walker cleared her throat as she opened the lid of the computer. “Now, I need you to sign a confidentiality agreement before I can tell you anything about what we’re involved in. I’ll just call this up here…” She tapped a few keys, then turned the computer so that Dana could read the screen.

			“Do I need a lawyer?” Dana’s voice trembled. She was way out of her league with this. What had started with some innocuous eavesdropping and a little bit of nosiness was now something way beyond her experience.

			“I think you’ll be fine,” Walker said gently. “Take your time, read it through, ask any questions you have, and I’ll answer them as best I can.”

			Her voice and demeanor were so reassuring, Dana tamped down her doubts and reached for the laptop.

			Ten minutes later, she’d finished reading the surprisingly clear document and looked up at Agent Walker. “That’s it?”

			“Uh-huh. Although I do need to emphasize that once you have signed this, you cannot talk about our work with anyone. Not your folks, not your best friend, your boyfriend”—Dana’s face heated—“not anyone. Understood?”

			Oh my, she sounds so authoritative and in control.

			Dana shivered. “Understood. How do I sign?”

			Agent Walker handed her an electronic pen and pointed to the box at the bottom of the screen.

			Dana signed carefully, making sure her signature was as legible as possible; she didn’t want any doubts from anyone, herself included, that it was she who had made this momentous decision.

			“Great.” Walker smiled as she took back the pen. She tapped a few more keys on the laptop before closing the lid. “Now, here’s the deal.” She quirked her mouth up in a lop-sided smile. “What I’m about to tell you is going to sound, well, unbelievable, but you’re just going to have to trust me when I say it’s the absolute, God’s honest truth, okay?”

			Dana blinked; the power of speech had temporarily deserted her under the pressure of the moment.

			Agent Walker hesitated then chuckled. “You know, I’m not sure I even know where to start.” She shook her head. “Okay, let’s start with the women you know—Sunny and the others. They all have, or at least used to have, superpowers.”

			It took a moment for the words to register.

			Then Dana burst out laughing.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			“Have a seat.” Agent Fox pointed at the chair that was pushed up to the desk. She flopped onto the bed in a fashion that suggested she was as tired as Leigh felt.

			Slipping gratefully into the chair, Leigh opened her soda and took a long drink.

			“Want something stronger than that?” Agent Fox gestured at the minibar.

			“No, thank you, Agent Fox.”

			“So, tell me how it went with our busybody.”

			Even though she bristled at Dana being called that, Leigh kept her demeanor professional as she relayed the outcome of the conversation she’d had with Dana back in the SUV.

			“So she doesn’t believe a word of it?” Agent Fox sat up. “Great.”

			Leigh sighed. “Maybe I wasn’t very good at explaining. I mean, I don’t really understand a lot of it myself,” she admitted, cheeks burning. She still wasn’t used to being this open with Agent Fox.

			Agent Fox echoed Leigh’s sigh. “Maybe I’m being too harsh.” She looked sheepish when she met Leigh’s startled gaze. “I mean, it’s pretty easy for me to be mocking when I’ve known these women for thirty years. I guess I’m forgetting how shocked I was the first time I met them all.” Her gaze became wistful. “God, Walker, you should have seen them back then. In all their power. It was…incredible.”

			“I bet.” Leigh wondered if she’d ever get to see the women in action that way.

			“Okay, so I will try to be a little more patient with Miss Chapman, but please, you need to be the one looking after her. She sets my teeth on edge.”

			Trying not to laugh at both Agent Fox’s discomfort and with joy at the prospect of being the one to take Dana under her wing, Leigh simply smiled.

			Agent Fox’s cell phone rang, and she groaned. “Dammit, I was hoping to get started on our planning.” She pulled the phone out of her pocket and swore under her breath as she read the caller display.

			Leigh sipped more of her soda as her boss talked, but after only a minute or so, Agent Fox interrupted her caller. “Wait, I’m putting you on speaker so Agent Walker can hear this too.”

			Agent Fox hit the right icon and placed the phone on the bed beside her. “Okay, shoot.”

			“Hi, Agent Walker,” came a male voice. “This is Agent Keys. In the room with me is Agent Samuels. We’re the tech team assigned to your case.”

			“Hello,” Leigh called.

			“Okay,” Keys continued. “We think we’ve got the first intel of possible Jewel activity. This morning someone robbed a bank in Chicago, made off with a large amount of cash and some gold bars. The reason we think it might be related to Jewel is that all the reports state everyone, from eyewitnesses to bank staff and security, was acting as if they were in some kind of trance.”

			“Trance?” Leigh asked.

			Across from her, Agent Fox looked thoughtful and nodded slowly.

			“Yes,” Keys said. “The security personnel offered no resistance at all. In fact, apparently they were the ones who went into the vault to help the thief load up the large trolley they’d brought with them for the purpose, and two of them held the front door open as the perp left. The manager doesn’t recall helping to open the vault even though the security-camera footage clearly shows her doing just that. All witnesses reported their phones not working from the start of the incident to the end, so we have no other footage and it also meant no one could raise the alarm when the bank’s own alarms failed to trigger.”

			“Have you got the footage?” Agent Fox’s gaze was intent on the phone.

			“Agent Samuels here,” a deeper voice said. “Yes, we have. We’re going through it now and will send you the enhanced images as soon as we’ve tidied them up for you.”

			“Did anyone actually see her face? The thief we think was Jewel?”

			“That’s a big negative,” Keys replied. “Everyone had a different story about that. Some said the thief was white, some said black, some said they were wearing a mask, some a hat and no one could confirm if it was a male or female perp.”

			“We’ll go through all the witness statements,” Samuels offered, “and look for any consistencies that might hint at what they really looked like, but at first glance that doesn’t look promising.”

			Agent Fox leaned toward the phone. “Okay, guys, thanks. Just as fast as you can, please, especially on the footage.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			She ended the call and sat lost in thought for some time. Then she stood, walked over to the minibar, and pulled out a bottle of beer. After popping the cap, she took a long drink.

			“Is it her?” Leigh asked, breaking the awkward silence.

			Agent Fox shrugged and took another swig of her beer before responding. “It certainly sounds like it. Maybe the footage will give us more of a clue.” She ran a hand through her hair. “It’ll be an early start tomorrow, Walker. We’ll need to be ready to review that footage and take the team out to the quarry again if they feel up to it.”

			“You… You’ll give them a choice?”

			Agent Fox glared at her. “Of course I will! I’m not a tyrant.” She huffed out a breath. “I can’t force them to do anything. Never could,” she muttered, raising her bottle to her lips and turning her back on Leigh.

			Knowing there was nothing more to say, and that Agent Fox considered the evening over—their plan to come up with a plan B clearly forgotten—Leigh stood, tossed her empty soda can in the trash, and said “Goodnight” as she headed for the door. She got a grunt in return and smiled to herself as she exited the room.

			Agent Fox was back in thinking mode. Who knew what that would bring them in the morning?

			[image: ]

			Dana hurried across the lawn to the secluded wooded area beyond the arbor, which of course was still out of bounds following last week’s…incident. I can’t believe I imagined Miss Sunny starting that fire with a laser beam shooting from—

			Dana gasped and almost stumbled. Wait, was that what Agent Walker meant about superpowers? Miss Sunny could shoot laser beams out of her eyes?

			She snorted. Surely not.

			As she slowed her pace to edge past an overgrown bush, she heard voices and realized she was probably late. Darn it! She’d tried so hard to get all her tasks done and still be out here on time for the meeting that Agent Fox had called.

			To her immense relief, when she finally rounded the bush, she discovered she wasn’t quite the last one—that tall, dark-haired stranger was missing. Fyre, Agent Walker had said her name was. What sort of name was that for a person? Well, if she was a superhero, then maybe it made sense…

			“Miss Chapman,” Agent Fox said, her voice sweet but her eyes anything but.

			Refusing to be intimidated even though her heart raced and her palms sweat, Dana called a cheery “Good morning!” to the assembled group and sidled up alongside Agent Walker, who turned and gave her a reassuring smile coupled with a hint of a blush on her cheeks.

			Dana’s heart pattered a little harder. I could dive right into those hazel eyes and not come up for a week. Startled at where her thoughts had just gone, she blinked and looked away, her face flaming.

			“We’ll start without Fyre; she’ll be along in a minute.” Agent Fox strode into the center of the small clearing.

			Miss Reed and Miss Valerie leaned against two trees alongside each other. Miss Sunny lounged on a large, fallen tree trunk, and Miss Mary stood next to her, her gaze on a pair of chickadees jumping through the branches above her.

			“Okay, the reason I called this meeting, and in this slightly odd location, is that I wanted us to have some privacy for a good, honest talk. There’s two things I want to discuss and—”

			A violent rustling of the bushes behind Dana made her jump, and she only just held back the urge to snuggle up to Agent Walker.

			“Doesn’t anywhere in this dumbass town make a decent cup of coffee?” Fyre growled as she stomped into the clearing. Clutched in her hand was a takeaway cup from Ed’s, and without thinking, Dana spoke up.

			“Certainly not Ed Parsons. That man wouldn’t know a good coffee bean from a hole in the ground.”

			“Then where?” Fyre’s gaze was intense and almost desperate.

			“J-Jenny’s,” Dana stuttered under the scrutiny. “Corner of Meadow and Azalea.”

			“Look that up,” Fyre said to Agent Walker, who immediately pulled her phone out of her pocket.

			“Ain’t nothing as bad as Fyre in the morning without her java,” Miss Valerie announced, to chuckles from the other women.

			“Bite me.” Fyre threw the cup on the ground before moving to sit on the log alongside Miss Sunny.

			Dana made a mental note not to have too much else to do with Fyre. She was darn scary.

			Agent Fox sent a glare in Fyre’s direction, who merely smirked and lounged back on her log.

			“As I was saying,” Agent Fox continued in a tone that would freeze the entire lake down at the park. “Two things to discuss. One, this training scheme. Is it something you want to continue? Is it even the right idea? Do you need a better location?”

			She looked around the group, opening up her arms and waiting for responses.

			“Well,” Miss Sunny said, drawing out the word, “I know yesterday wasn’t much of a success, but I say we keep going. Apart from poor Mary here”—she tapped Miss Mary’s leg—“the rest of us have definitely felt something returning these past few weeks. I think we should see what comes of that. And I think the quarry is actually a good place to do it. But I also really think the couches are a good idea,” she finished, staring pointedly at Agent Fox, who tutted but jotted something down in her notepad anyway.

			“I’m with Sunny,” Miss Reed said. “I went to bed so frustrated last night, because I know what happened last week and I don’t understand why I couldn’t make it happen again yesterday. But I damn sure want to try.”

			“Me too,” Miss Valerie added.

			They all turned to look at Miss Mary, who looked down at the ground and mumbled, “All y’all can carry on. I’ll come along for the ride and the free soda.”

			Miss Valerie said something to her, and she nodded slowly.

			Agent Fox exhaled loudly. “All right, that’s part one dealt with. Good. Thank you.” She sounded mightily relieved. Then she stooped to pull something out of the briefcase at her feet. “Next, I need you to look at these.” She handed out large photos to each of the Powers. “Yesterday a bank was robbed in Chicago and the style has Jewel written all over it. These are stills, some of them enlarged, from the security footage of the thief. Anyone see anything that suggest this might really be Jewel?”

			“Who is Jewel again?” Dana asked Agent Walker, keeping her voice low. She was embarrassed that she’d forgotten that bit from her briefing session the night before. In her defense, she’d had to take in an awful lot of unbelievable information, and she was pleased when Agent Walker merely smiled rather than show any impatience with her.

			“She’s the big criminal from the past. The one they all thought had died.”

			“Oh! Yes. Sorry.”

			Agent Walker smiled again, and Dana’s body flushed with a warmth that was nothing to do with the morning sun peeking through the trees that surrounded them.

			“No problem. I know, it’s hard to keep track of it all at the moment,” Agent Walker said quietly.

			Dana smiled, grateful for her understanding and the opportunity just to talk to her. “It sure is. I have no idea what I’m doing here.”

			“You volunteered, remember?” Agent Walker grinned. “And I’m sure the ladies are very grateful that you did.”

			Dana really didn’t know what to say to that, so she just smiled once more and hoped she didn’t look like a goof.

			“Let me see that one again,” Fyre was saying when Dana turned her attention back to the wider group.

			Dana watched as Miss Mary handed Fyre the photo.

			“Hey.” Fyre wandered over toward Miss Valerie. “Look at this. Isn’t that the tattoo?” She pointed at the photo, and both she and Miss Valerie bent their heads over it.

			“Could be,” Miss Valerie mused. “It’s hard to tell in this light.” She looked up at Agent Fox. “Can they do anything more with this? Enhance it?”

			Agent Fox shrugged. “Possibly. I’ll ask them.” She walked over and retrieved the photo from Fyre’s hand. “What are you seeing?”

			“Remember how she got that tattoo of a diamond on the back of her neck back in the eighties? Thought it was cool to trademark herself or some such shit?” Fyre said. Agent Fox nodded. “Well, I think that mark, just there above the collar of our thief, might be it. Obviously whoever they were went out of their way not to have any full-face shots on camera, so this seems to be the only one that shows any kind of skin.”

			Agent Fox bent down to look at the photo, and Fyre leaned in close, too, their heads almost touching.

			Dana heard a soft snigger from Miss Sunny and caught a sneaky glance between her and Miss Mary. What were those two up to?

			Agent Fox stood upright and took a hasty step back. “Right. Yes. Okay, I’ll ask the team to do what they can to improve the shot.”

			She reached out her hands for the other photos, gathered them from all the Powers, and shoved them back in her briefcase. “Okay, how do we all feel about hitting the road?” Her voice was a little croaky.

			At various sounds of assent, she turned away from the group to lead them back out of the woodland.

			“You okay?” Agent Walker asked Dana. “We’re going to start the day proper now, so this is where your duty starts, okay?”

			Dana’s heart swelled with pride. “Yes, I’m ready!”

			They piled into the two SUVs. Dana was invited to ride shotgun with Agent Walker and couldn’t help the heat that spread across her face as she agreed. In the back were Miss Sunny and Miss Valerie. Miss Mary rode with Miss Reed and Fyre in Agent Fox’s vehicle, which led them out of the parking lot and onto the road that led into town.

			“Why are we going this way?” Miss Sunny asked.

			“I’m not sure,” Agent Walker murmured as they followed the other SUV into town and then turned right onto Meadow Avenue.

			Dana grinned. “I bet I know where we’re going!”

			“Where the hell are we?” Miss Valerie asked grumpily as they pulled up in front of Jenny’s.

			This place was Dana’s favorite, and therefore her obvious recommendation to Fyre for coffee. And oh my, did they bake the best apple pie you’d find in town. She started drooling at the thought.

			Agent Walker’s phone beeped with an incoming message, but she waited until she had the SUV in park before she read it. “Oh. Apparently Fyre requested we stop here en route.”

			A loud tut came from the back seat. “That goddamned woman and her goddamned coffee,” Miss Sunny muttered.

			“Aw, come on Sunny,” Miss Valerie said calmly, “you know she ain’t good for anything until she’s had her morning fix. You should be thankful. Least this way she ain’t going to be ripping your head off all day.”

			“I suppose so,” Miss Sunny grumbled.

			Dana couldn’t get the thought of Jenny’s apple pie out of her mind. Who knew what there was to eat up at that quarry? And Dana would need her sustenance on this day, of all days. “Would it be okay if I popped in there for a moment too?” she asked Agent Walker, her voice shaking with nerves.

			Agent Walker swiveled in her seat, tilting her head. “Of course.” She smiled warmly. “Something good in there?”

			“Apple pie. Best in the county.”

			“Well, fuck!” Miss Sunny exclaimed. “That does it. Fyre’ll be in there all damn morning.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			“Wow, this is heavy!” Leigh gasped as they tugged the green, heavy-duty case out of the trunk.

			“I know. But really,” Dana said, puffing out a breath, “I need to be prepared for all possibilities. I’d never forgive myself if I let anything happen to those ladies.”

			Dana had put together quite the list of requirements when asked by Agent Fox what she’d need for the ideal treatment kit. Although Leigh had practically heard Agent Fox’s teeth grinding the longer—and more expensive—the list became, her boss hadn’t said a word and Leigh’s appreciation for Dana only increased.

			Leigh’s heart pounded from the exertion of lifting the box, as well as being around this remarkable nurse. As they carried the crate toward the command post, Agent Fox and the Power women emerged from the doorway with soda cans in their hands.

			“Wait!” Dana called and lowered her end of the crate.

			Leigh followed and set the crate down on the ground. “What?”

			“Just a minute.” Dana trotted off. “Agent Fox!” she called.

			Agent Fox looked up, a scowl momentarily crossing her face. “Yes, Miss Chapman?”

			Dana tilted her head and pointed toward the quarry. “These ladies can’t possibly walk into there with all this dangerous stuff in the way. I think a path should be cleared for them so that it’s as safe as possible.”

			Agent Fox’s eyebrows rose majestically, and Leigh braced herself for what might come out of her boss’s mouth.

			After a moment’s hesitation, her struggle clear on her face, Agent Fox finally said, “Of course.” She looked across at Fyre. “Shall we?”

			Fyre chuckled, then grabbed a shovel she found leaning against an old crate and began shifting rocks and rubble. Agent Fox joined her, using a plank of wood to push things left and right.

			“I-I think I’d better go help,” Leigh said to Dana.

			Dana absently nodded; her eyes were on the Power women who were already slowly making their way along the makeshift pathway Fyre and Agent Fox were creating.

			“Ladies! You will need all hands free to make sure you don’t fall. I’ll carry those drinks for you.” Dana strode over to them, pulled the soda cans out of their hands, and balanced them carefully in the crooks of her arms. “After you.” She motioned with her head that they could continue.

			No one argued with her. Leigh really liked seeing this I’m-in-charge version of Dana.

			Ten minutes later, a path meeting Dana’s approval was clear, and the Powers were in the heart of the quarry. Dana returned with Leigh to the abandoned first aid crate, and they lifted it once more. Leigh nearly groaned aloud when Dana stopped again, this time in the doorway of the command post.

			Dana slowly looked around the room. Then she tutted.

			“Something wrong, Miss Chapman?” Leigh asked, after once more setting her end of the crate down.

			Dana put her hands on her hips. “These are hardly sanitary conditions for me to set up a treatment station.” She shook her head. “We need to get this place cleaned up.”

			And that was how Leigh found herself driving back into town to Hardee’s Hardware store—“If we haven’t got it, you don’t need it!”—to purchase cleaning fluids, mops, brushes, a fold-out table, and a dust sheet that would double as a table cover.

			Once again, Agent Fox had glared when Leigh had told her what Dana had requested but interestingly, hadn’t argued. Somehow, whatever Dana wanted, she got, where Agent Fox was concerned. Ever since she’d threatened to go to Mrs Simpson about what they were doing. Interesting…

			With the SUV loaded up, Leigh drove quickly back to the quarry. As she climbed down from the driver’s seat, she heard a “Look out!” and ducked quickly just as the laser beam shot over her head and zapped the top off a small tree a few yards beyond the vehicle.

			“Dammit!” Sunny yelled, and then gave voice to some more of her inventive cursing.

			Shaken but determined not to show it, Leigh walked to the trunk and began unloading the supplies.

			“I-I can help.”

			When Leigh turned, Dana stood behind her, wide-eyed and shaking.

			Leigh rushed over to her, trying to see if she was injured in any way.

			“Miss Chapman, are you okay?”

			“C-Can you call me Dana?”

			Leigh blinked. “Sure. Okay.” She stared at Dana. “Dana, what’s the matter?”

			Dana looked over her shoulder, then back at Leigh. “She… She just made a laser beam come out of her eyes!”

			“Oh. Yes. That.” She took a step closer and dared to put a comforting hand on Dana’s forearm. Her skin was warm from the morning sun, and the hair on her arm was soft under Leigh’s touch. “I did kind of tell you about that.”

			Dana shuddered. “I know! But I mean, hearing about it, and then seeing it, that’s like…”

			Leigh nodded, completely understanding Dana’s stage in the process of coming to terms with working with real live superheroes. “I know.” She squeezed Dana’s arm.

			Dana looked up, her expression soft and grateful, and Leigh fought hard against the urge to lean in and kiss away all Dana’s worries.

			You are on a job! You’re an agent working a case! Yes, Dana is beautiful, and sweet, and oh boy does her arm feel good under your hand, but get a hold of yourself! Be professional!

			Leigh stepped back, dropping her hand and forcing a friendly yet distant smile onto her lips. “Well, shall we get this gear into the command post and get everything ship-shape for you?”

			Dana frowned slightly, rubbed absently at her arm where Leigh’s fingers had just been, then squared her shoulders. “Yes,” she said, before stepping beyond Leigh and reaching for the large cardboard carton that contained all the bottles of liquids.

			Ninety minutes later, sweat pouring down her back beneath her now rather grubby shirt, Leigh was delighted when Dana announced the corner she’d commandeered as her treatment station was perfectly clean.

			She walked over to the refrigerator and opened it. “Soda?” she called over her shoulder.

			“Yes, please,” Dana said from far closer than Leigh had anticipated.

			The sound of her voice, soft and low, that near to her ear had her jumping while goose bumps broke out over her skin.

			“Oh!” Dana touched the small of Leigh’s back with one gentle hand. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.”

			Leigh cleared her throat. “It’s fine. I’m… Um, here’s your soda.”

			She handed the can to Dana, trying hard not to tremble when their fingers brushed as she did so. When she eventually dared to straighten up and turn to face Dana, there was an unmistakable blush on Dana’s cheeks, and a coy smile on her face.

			Is it not just me, then? Leigh’s heart soared at the thought.

			“Hey, you two, all done in here?” Agent Fox called from the doorway, and Leigh cursed her boss to hell and back.

			“Y-Yes.” Dana quickly turned away from Leigh to face Agent Fox.

			“Good. The ladies are going to take a break and have some food. I’ve got pizza on its way, okay?”

			“Yum!” Dana replied, and Leigh smiled at her enthusiasm.

			A few minutes later, the Powers walked into the room, grumbling and cursing before flopping into the camping chairs dotted around the room.

			Agent Fox walked over to join Leigh near the refrigerator and pulled out cold drinks for the older women.

			“How did it go?” Leigh dared to ask.

			Agent Fox shrugged as she shut the refrigerator door. “I guess better than yesterday. Val might be getting something back. Sunny’s certainly got some power in her but her aim is shit.”

			“I noticed,” Leigh said drily.

			Agent Fox snorted. “Uh-huh.” The sound of a horn from the quarry gate had Agent Fox swiveling and striding purposefully across the room and out the door. “Agent Walker!” she called over her shoulder. “Some help here, please.”

			Leigh followed without question but stopped when she saw not the expected pizza delivery but a truck bearing the name of a discount furniture store backing up to the open gates. It stopped a few yards into the quarry, and the driver jumped down from the cab, a puzzled look on his face.

			“Geena Fox?” he called out.

			Agent Fox walked over to him. “Yep. Where do I sign?”

			Shaking his head, he held out a clipboard to her, and while she signed each of the pages, he rolled up the rear door.

			“Hey, Fyre!” Agent Fox called. “I think we’re going to need you too!”

			Fyre appeared, also looking puzzled, then burst out laughing when she got closer to the truck.

			“You didn’t!” She looked at Agent Fox, a wide smile on her face.

			“I did.” Agent Fox winked and stepped closer to the truck.

			The two couches, covered in a beige fabric, were actually fairly light, and between the four of them—Agent Fox, Fyre, the truck driver, and Leigh—were easily and quickly carried into the command post. They were greeted by whoops and cheers from the assembled women inside.

			The truck driver looked even more disturbed than when he’d arrived as he took note of the four old women perched in the rickety chairs in the fairly bare room. Agent Fox pressed something into his hand as he left, and Leigh heard her mutter, “You were never here, okay?” He nodded violently and left, wide-eyed.

			By the time the pizza arrived, the Powers were comfortably slouched on the couches, sipping soda and looking way happier than they had done half an hour earlier.

			“Much better.” Sunny reached for a second slice of pizza and cast a sly look at Agent Fox. “Well done, Foxy.”

			Agent Fox growled.
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			Reed watched intently as Val closed her eyes and inhaled once, then twice. Her cousin was still, yet tense. Her head tilted ever so slightly to the right, almost as if she were listening for something.

			Behind her, Reed heard someone shuffle and then be hushed by someone else. Even the birds in the trees that edged the entrance to the quarry behind them seemed to be holding their breath, waiting to see what Val could do.

			In the morning session, she’d managed to throw a stone the size of a baseball about ten yards. On the face of it, not that spectacular given most people could throw one further. However, the fact that she’d done it just with the strength of her left pinkie had made her smile wide and her eyes fill with joy—and relief.

			Now Val stood with a hunk of rock about the size of a basketball at her feet. It was one of the ones she’d tried lifting yesterday with no success. As soon as they’d finished their pizza, she had walked out of the command post and eyeballed the rock, muttering, “Okay, sucker, this time I’m gonna beat you.”

			Reed had waved the others back but stepped forward herself to stand alongside Val, just in case something untoward happened. And to give her cousin moral support, if she needed it.

			Val slowly bent and flexed her hands around the lumpy sides of the rock, working her fingers in and out, up and down, until she’d got what looked like a solid grip on the thing. Then, sucking in a breath, she tensed her arms and made to lift the rock.

			The problem stemmed not from the weight of the rock, it seemed. Actually, the problem was more like Val had underestimated how well prepared she was and how much of her power she’d managed to summon. The rock left the ground far more easily than she’d anticipated, and she fell backward and landed flat on her ass with the rock clutched to her abdomen.

			Reed burst out laughing. She knew it wasn’t what Val wanted to hear, but Jesus Christ did her cousin look hilarious lying on the dusty ground hugging a rock.

			“Fuck you!” Val called, but Reed could see her mouth twitching into a smile. “Fuck you all!” she said even louder as peals of laughter rang out from behind her and Reed.

			And then she flicked her wrists, and the rock sailed fifty yards into the quarry to land with a dull clang on top of one of the abandoned trucks.

			All laughter stopped. Someone whistled, low, between their teeth.

			Then Dana’s voice cried out, “Holy cow, Miss Valerie!” and all of them collapsed into laughter again, including Val, who was still prone on the ground.

			“Reed,” Val said after she’d finished laughing. “Any chance you could help me up? I can throw a damn boulder fifty yards, but I can’t get myself off the ground from this position.”

			She tutted and shook her head, which only swirled up more of the damn dust and pitched her into a coughing fit.

			Waving the dust away as she approached, Reed smiled. So, Val had her mojo back. One down, three to go. Well, maybe two and a half—it was obvious Sunny had her power back, if only they could do something about her damn aim.

			Fyre didn’t count, of course, given she’d never lost her powers in the first place.

			But if Val could maintain her powers now that she might have found them again, at least Fox had two people she could count on. Three if they could fix Sunny.

			Reed leaned down and offered Val a strong arm to hold on to as she wriggled herself into a sitting position, then stepped in front of her and held out both arms so Val could haul herself to her feet.

			“Thanks.” Val grinned.

			“Feeling good?”

			“Hell yeah!”

			Val dusted herself off just as Dana stepped up to her and asked, “Are you okay, Miss Valerie? Do you think I should check you out in case you hurt yourself?”

			Val chuckled. “I’m okay, Dana. Got a sore butt and some sore pride, but I don’t care because I got my power back!” She danced a crazy little jig on the spot but abruptly stopped, clutching at her hip. “Ow!” She winced. “Goddammit…” she muttered before hobbling off toward the command post, Dana in her wake making soothing noises and holding on to her elbow to guide her.

			Fyre came up alongside Reed, chuckling. “That was some sight.”

			“Which bit, the falling on her ass or the rock flying through the air?” Reed smirked.

			“Hell, both, I guess.” Fyre lit a cigarette and took a long drag. “How you feeling?

			Reed took a moment. Seeing Val break through like that had been exciting as well as frustrating. Where is my power? Why don’t I feel it? “Pissed,” Reed said in answer to Fyre’s question.

			Fyre placed a strong hand on her shoulder. “It’ll come. I’m sure of it.”

			“At least one of us is.” Reed shrugged out from her sister’s grip and walked off to the command post. She needed a drink, but a soda would have to do for now.
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			Geena watched the women all slowly walk into the command post. Half were slow because they were exhausted, and the other half were slow because they were despondent about how little part they’d had to play in the events of the day.

			Val snoozed on one of the couches and jerked awake as the room filled with people.

			Dana, who had been arranging and rearranging her medical point in the corner of the room, presumably simply for something to do, stopped fidgeting and turned her attention to the other older women. “Anything I need to be checking out, ladies?”

			Her gaze scanned the assembled women, and Geena saw the exact moment when it registered with her that everyone was unharmed. Dana looked thoroughly disappointed.

			Mumbles and murmurs were the only response Dana received as everyone filed over to the refrigerator and grabbed themselves drinks. Even Agent Walker looked down, which Geena couldn’t begin to fathom.

			“I think we should have a rest day tomorrow,” Geena announced, surprising even herself with her thoughts.

			“Really?” Fyre’s eyebrows rose slightly.

			Geena bristled at being questioned, especially by her. “We don’t want to overdo this,” she said, trying not to sound as brusque as she felt, “and wear you all out before we’ve even got started.”

			“Too late,” Val grumbled from the sofa, wincing as she pulled herself up into a sitting position.

			Geena pointed at Val and said, “See?”

			“Val always was a lightweight,” Fyre retorted, but shot Val a wink to soften her words.

			Val gave her the bird.

			“Nah, Fox is right,” Reed chimed in. “I’m damn fucking tired and I’ve done nothing all day. I hear the recreation room calling me tomorrow for canasta and the afternoon movie.”

			Mary, who’d been looking the lowest of them all, brightened considerably at that pronouncement and high-fived Reed.

			“Fine,” Geena said. “And that will give Agent Walker and me time at our computers to help the tech team out.” She glanced down at her watch; it was later than she’d realized, and she wondered if the tech team had already sent her anything more to look at. “Okay, let’s head back to Hazy Days but first I just want to check my emails, see if those enhanced images have come through from the guys.”

			She strode out to the SUV and to her irritation heard someone trailing her. When she turned, she found Fyre smiling laconically at her. Geena raised an eyebrow in question.

			Fyre shrugged. “Just thought you might like some company.”

			“To check my emails?”

			Scuffing a toe in the dirt, Fyre shrugged again. “Figured we haven’t had much chance to talk since this all started.” She looked down at the ground. “Thought, you know, we could catch up some.”

			Sniggers drew Geena’s attention to the doorway of the command post, where Sunny, Mary, Reed, and Val were all crammed into its space, their eyes—and clearly ears—taking in the scene unfolding between Geena and Fyre.

			Geena stared pointedly at them until Reed backed away, smirking, hauling her cousins with her.

			When Fyre turned back to Geena, she tried hard not to turn into a pile of mush as those deep brown eyes focused fully on her and held her in their power.

			“Catch up?” she managed to squeeze out.

			Fyre stepped closer and lowered her voice. “Could we maybe get a drink tonight? Just you and me?”

			Everything inside Geena screamed no. Carrying an unrequited torch for Fyre all these years had been one of the hardest things she’d ever had to live with. Spending casual time with her again, like they used to back in the day, would only bring back all the heartache she’d finally managed to push into a little box in her soul and bury somewhere in its depths.

			“Sure,” her traitorous mouth said. “Maybe around eight?”

			Smiling, Fyre nodded and walked away.

			You fucking idiot. Geena lifted her gaze skyward and subtly shook her head. Look out, heartbreak; here I come again.

			She sat in the SUV and opened her laptop. Scanning her emails, she quickly spotted the one she sought, from Agent Keys. It had a number of attachments that she opened in rapid succession. He’d done a pretty good job of blowing up and enhancing the few images they had of the bank thief’s neck, and she didn’t need to lean into the screen to identify the mark on that skin.

			A tattoo of a diamond.

			“Val!” she yelled out of the open door of the SUV.

			A minute later, Val appeared in the doorway of the command post. Seeing her about to step out, her walking stick clutched tightly in one hand, Geena motioned her to stop. No point in asking Val to waste more energy on a walk she didn’t need to make. Once again, Geena questioned her own sanity at trying to bring this group back to their previous strengths. Especially if they were up against the woman whose tattoo was displayed on the center of Geena’s laptop screen. She got out of the SUV and, with the laptop in hand, quickly trotted over to Val.

			“What’s up?” Val asked as she neared.

			Geena didn’t reply; she merely turned the laptop toward Val.

			She leaned in a little to peer at the screen. “Shit,” she breathed before looking back up at Geena.

			“It is her, isn’t it?”

			Val exhaled loudly. “Shit,” she said again, and slumped against the door of the command post.

			“You okay?”

			Val shrugged. “I honestly don’t know.” She looked away for a moment, then back at the laptop screen, her eyes narrowing. “My sister’s alive and there’s a part of me that’s happy about that, because, you know, she’s my sister. But that also means that Jewel is alive. And that ain’t something I can be happy about at all. No fucking way.” She shook her head, then pushed herself off the doorframe and walked back into the room, her head down, her shoulders slumped.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			The next morning, Reed was up first and had made a point of checking in with Val before she made her way to breakfast. Val had been quiet, her eyes filled with sadness and more than a little fear.

			“I can’t believe she’s alive,” Val said. “Even though I can feel it’s true.” She rubbed at a place low on her chest.

			“You gonna be okay with us going after her again?” Reed asked.

			Val inhaled deeply before responding. “If she’s the same Jewel as before, then yes. Don’t doubt that. It’ll be hard, I can’t lie about that. But if she’s up to her old tricks again, we have to stop her.”

			A few minutes later, Reed found herself sitting with her sister out on the terrace.

			Fyre had turned up with a large coffee from Jenny’s in hand, and they’d headed outside where she could smoke.

			Reed was prepared for a serious talk with her sister. They didn’t really do emotions, but Reed would much rather talk about Fyre’s feelings than the fact that Jewel was back and planning God knew what.

			“So.” Reed leaned her elbows on the table. “You have a nice time last night?”

			Fyre tilted her head and frowned.

			“Drinks with Fox. Or should I say, Geena?” Reed smirked.

			“You still eavesdropped even after she made you all clear out?” Fyre looked affronted.

			“Well, duh.” Reed spread her hands wide. “We’ve led small, sheltered lives these past six years. First sign of anything worth gossiping about, of course we’re all gonna jump all over it.”

			Fyre folded her arms across her chest. “So what if I did go out for drinks with Gee—Fox?”

			“Seriously?” Reed snorted. “Six years you been playing dead and you think you can pick right back up with that bullshit?”

			Fyre lasted all of nine seconds in the heat of Reed’s glare before she crumpled in her seat like wheat scythed to the ground. She dropped her head into her chest and mumbled, “I don’t know.”

			“You don’t know what?” Reed leaned even further across the small table.

			They had the terrace to themselves this bright morning, but even so, she felt the need to talk at a low volume. Pinning her sister down about her long-repressed feelings for Agent Fox would need a little finesse, after all.

			Fyre looked up at her, eventually, and exhaled a long breath. “We just talked. About Jewel, and what we might be able to do, and what she might be up to, and…”

			“So it was more like a work meeting then, not social?”

			“I guess.” Fyre reached for her coffee.

			“How did she look?” Reed asked softly, almost as if it were an afterthought.

			“Beautiful.” Fyre’s eyes glazed over, then she sat bolt upright in her seat as she realized what she’d admitted.

			Reed smiled and tapped the back of her sister’s free hand. “Finally,” she murmured, smiling warmly when Fyre actually blushed. “How long, Fyre? I was aware of it for maybe three years prior to you disappearing but has it been longer?” She kept her tone low and even; Fyre looked about ready to bolt.

			A sound that was half snort, half sigh escaped Fyre’s lips. “Way longer than that,” she muttered.

			“And you’ve never told her?”

			“And what would be the point of that?” Fyre looked bemused and irritated all at once. She began ticking points off on her fingers. “One, she’s never shown any interest in me that way. Two, even if she had, you think I’d want to risk her grumpy mood in the middle of all this shit by confessing I’ve sort of got feelings for her? And three, you’ve seen the kinds of women she dates, all power suits and make-up.” She looked down at herself, at her plain white T-shirt and blue jeans, then back up at Reed. “I am way out of that league.”

			Reed tutted. “Trust me, you are more than a match for a power suit and fancy lipstick. Besides, did it ever occur to you that she only dated those women because they actually had the guts to ask her out?” She shook her head. “And about your first point—I call bullshit. Have you not seen the way she looks at you?”

			Fyre scoffed. “Don’t be fucking ridiculous.”

			Now Reed knew her sister was riled up; Fyre never dropped an F-bomb otherwise. But she pushed on, determined to put an end to the sorry saga she and her cousins had been witnessing all this time. It was obvious to all of them that both Geena and Fyre had feelings for each other. Deep feelings, if Geena’s ill-concealed grief when she thought Fyre had been killed was anything to go by.

			They’d all watched the pair of them dance around each other all this time, both convinced they weren’t good enough for the other—Geena because she thought she couldn’t match up to a superhero, and Fyre because she thought she was too rough around the edges for someone with the class that Geena possessed. It was all such a stupid waste of time when they could have been busy making each other happy.

			“Fyre, Geena was absolutely heartbroken when she thought you’d died. Sure, she tried to hide it but even I could see it. She is in love with you as much as you are with her,” Reed said firmly. “And the quicker you two fucking realize this and get on with it, the better.”

			“Gee, how romantic.”

			“I’m too old for that shit,” Reed retorted. “But you’re not, and neither is she. Now, what are you going to do about it?”

			Fyre pushed back her chair and stood, picking up her coffee cup as she did so. “Me? I’m going out front for another smoke while we wait for the others to get their slow-as-hell asses out of bed.”

			She stomped off toward the door that led to the front of the building before Reed could stop her.

			Reed slumped back in her chair, cursing her sister and her stubbornness under her breath for a couple of minutes, until she’d exhausted all her expletives and was in need of a glass of water. She headed indoors to the recreation room.

			Other residents had begun filtering into the room after their breakfast. Reed acknowledged the one or two she’d ever really talked to and ignored the others, as usual. Taking her glass of water over to her favorite table, the one by the window with the view of the woods, she pulled out a chair and slipped into it. God, her knees ached today. Trying to summon her stretching power yesterday with no result had really taken its toll on her joints. Even her elbows hurt, and she grimaced as she lifted the glass to her lips to sip.

			“Good morning.” Mary sat down in the chair opposite her.

			Reed raised her glass and smiled at her cousin before taking another sip.

			They sat in silence until Sunny and Val joined them, pulling up chairs from other tables until the four of them were tucked neatly into the four sides of their own.

			Val looked okay, although her eyes still held that haunted look.

			Sunny immediately started grumbling because her back was to the window.

			“You can’t fucking see beyond the end of your nose, anyway,” Reed scoffed. “What do you care which way you’re facing?”

			Sunny scowled but said nothing.

			Reed was just about to open a conversation with them all about the day before, and Fyre and Geena, and Jewel and the whole shebang, when a loud whisper came to her across the room, a whisper pitched entirely at a volume to be heard by anyone in the room.

			“I heard one of them used to be in trouble with the law, and the law’s now caught up with them.”

			That could only be Doris Sanders, biggest gossip in the whole damn building.

			“Well, I heard it’s bigger than that. They pulled off a scam robbing old ladies of their savings and they buried the loot and now they’re going digging for it each day because they need to make a run for it.”

			And that was Lydia, Doris’s partner-in-crime when it came to spreading rumors, like the one about Mrs Howland being caught getting it on with the laundry deliveryman in the storage cupboard last summer. Although Reed did wonder if there was an element of truth in that one. He was a sly old dog, that deliveryman.

			“I heard they killed a man and they’re burying his body out in the old quarry!”

			That was Ernestine, of course, always the one to embellish any story until it gleamed in the realms of fantasy.

			“All right,” Reed said under her breath, “that’s enough.”

			She turned slowly in her chair and looked across the room.

			Doris, Lydia, and Ernestine were standing in a huddle in the middle of the room, facing the Power women, the rest of the residents around them a captive audience to their wild theories and tall tales.

			“Something you need to tell us, Reed?” Doris asked in a tone dripping with syrup.

			Reed grinned, her eyes burning into Doris’s, who wilted under the intensity. “Oh, no, Doris dear. Y’all seem to be doing just fine at telling stories. Please, do go on. It’s fascinating.”

			Doris opened her mouth, then closed it again. With a quick look at her two partners in crime, she turned as abruptly as her knees would allow and flounced out of the room. Lydia and Ernestine hurried along in her wake.

			“How did she know we were out at the old quarry?” Mary asked quietly when Reed turned back to face them all.

			“Who?”

			“Ernestine. She mentioned the old quarry.”

			“Lucky guess,” Val said dismissively.

			“I’m not so sure.” Mary rubbed at her chin, her eyes lost in thought. Then she snapped her fingers. “Shoot! Her husband used to work out at the quarry! I remember her telling someone one day. Poor man died when he snuck off to take a leak and one of those monster trucks ran right over him when it backed up to the quarry wall. Squished him flatter than one of Gramma Maude’s awful focaccias.”

			Reed blinked, trying to follow Mary’s logic. “But how does that mean she knows where we’re going?”

			“The dust. She’d have seen him coming back covered in the stuff every day!”

			“Shit, she’s right.” Sunny turned to Reed. “The last thing we need is that old coot snooping around.”

			“Yeah,” Reed murmured, troubled. “Fuck.”

			Fyre came back in the room and walked over to them. “Why the long faces?” She glanced at each one of them in turn.

			“We think one of the local gossips has figured out where we’re going each day.” Reed said, still thinking.

			“So?”

			“So, she’s got a big enough nose that she’d happily follow us there one day.”

			“Ohhhh.”

			“Uh-huh.” Reed looked around at them all. “I can think of two solutions, but I’m open to suggestions. One, we need to find a way to clean up properly before we get back here each day. Or two, we need to live somewhere else while this is all going on.”

			“Or three, find somewhere else to train. Somewhere not so dirty,” Val said.

			“Or four, just find a big ditch somewhere, hit her over the head, and shove her in it,” Sunny added, her tone grave.

			They all turned to stare at her, mouths agape.

			Sunny busted up laughing, slapping her thighs. “Your faces!” she spluttered. “Holy shit, that was so worth it!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			“Okay,” Geena said after the women had filled her in on the Doris-led gossip fest from the day before. “I can accept your concerns but quite frankly, there’s no money left to be rehousing you or finding somewhere else to train. Sorry, but the only option is to get cleaner before you leave each time. Walker.” Geena turned to her partner. “Once you’ve dropped off your passengers at the quarry, run out to that hardware store again and see if you can find something that will help the ladies look like they haven’t been running around a dusty basin all day when we finish later, okay?”

			“Yes, Agent Fox.”

			“Okay, let’s get going before those nosy women make an appearance for the day.”

			It was still early, everyone having agreed to attempting a longer day to improve their stamina and to give Reed and Mary more time to try to find the secret to releasing their powers. But the longer they stood out in the back of the parking lot, the more risk there was of someone wondering what they were up to.

			No one said a word as they all clambered into the vehicles. Geena could tell their motivation was pretty low, despite their day of rest. Maybe another treat for lunch would help—she made a mental note to search for something suitable later.

			They arrived at the quarry, and everyone, apart from Walker, trooped into the command post. While the others helped themselves to sodas and talked quietly amongst themselves, Geena set up her laptop and phone and made herself as busy as possible so she wouldn’t keep stealing glances at Fyre, who stood across the room directly in her line of sight.

			Last night had been lovely, and difficult, and tiring. Keeping her guard up got harder each day—she feared any minute now she’d break down and tell Fyre her biggest secret. Luckily, the thought mortified her enough that it held the instinct at bay.

			Her musings were interrupted by the women all exiting the building, their surprisingly competent nurse, Dana, in their wake. Geena’s grin was wry. Dana had outfoxed her the other day, playing the Mrs Simpson card. The last thing Geena had needed was any trouble with the manager of the retirement home, and Dana had rather skillfully played Geena into a corner with that threat. Still, she had to admit, having Dana around in case anything did go horribly wrong was actually rather a comfort.

			Not that she’d tell her that, of course.

			When she was alone in the room, the only sounds the faint murmurs of their voices from outside and a few enthusiastic birds in nearby trees, Geena flicked through her e-mails and messages. One e-mail contained some vague intel from the tech team about another bank robbery possibly attributable to Jewel, but they were waiting on more info from the local police department. AIC Lacey wanted yet another update, which she fired off in two sentences, a scowl on her face as she typed. And there was a report from Agent Samuels about a trend he’d noticed in land purchases in the Blue Ridge Mountains:

			 

			It may be nothing, but it was flagged because the corporation that’s making all the purchases is called Diamond Investments. I can’t find a whole lot of info about them except that they were established only six months ago. So far they’ve managed to buy nearly all the land on the top of Fir Peak, one of the highest points in the range, paying above the going rate in each case. It seems odd. Want me to look further?

			 

			Geena replied, Probably a long shot but we shouldn’t look away from anything right now so, yes, track it please.

			 

			It wasn’t like they had much else to go on.
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			“Quit staring over there and pay attention!” Reed snapped as Fyre’s blue flame wavered and nearly scorched the ends of Reed’s shoes. “She’s busy and we’ve got work to do.”

			Fyre looked abashed and straightened up her aim, cutting a fine path through the old planks, neatly severing them into two piles. “Sorry,” she muttered.

			“I get it, okay? But now is not the time.”

			Reed knew she was snapping but she couldn’t help it—she was grumpy, and she didn’t really know why. Her arms were aching, and she didn’t know why that was either. She tried flexing them again to ease out the pain, but it made no difference.

			“Goddammit.” She rubbed at them, walking in a wide circle as her irritation converted to jumpiness.

			“What’s the matter?” Fyre called, her flames now extinguished, her hands on her hips.

			“Nothing.”

			A moment later, Reed yelped as her foot twisted on a rough patch of ground and she started to fall. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Fyre leap forward to catch her but knew she wouldn’t make it.

			Reed instinctively reached out both hands to brace her fall.

			A tingling shot down her arms from her shoulders, feeling like a firework had just exploded beneath her skin. In the next instant, her arms began to stretch, faster than she could comprehend.

			Twenty seconds later, her hands were on the ground while her body was still pitched only slightly forward from vertical.

			She blinked. Her arms were about seven feet long, her hands splayed as wide as dinner plates, her momentum totally arrested.

			“Holy fucking shit.” She stared down the length of her arms. A wide grin formed on her face.

			“Oh my God! Reed!” Fyre whooped and applauded loudly.

			“She’s done it!” Val cried, and in moments, she, Sunny, and Mary gathered around her, joining in her exaltation.

			“Can you retract just as easily?” Fyre asked when their voices had died down.

			“Does it hurt?” Dana stood nearby, wide-eyed as her gaze swept the length of Reed’s arms and back again.

			“Don’t hurt a bit.” Reed smiled at her, then turned her head to look at Fyre. “Let’s see,” she murmured.

			What if this part hurts as bad as that time in the bath? She inwardly shuddered at the thought.

			Everyone stepped back. Bracing herself, she pulled on her memories of how this used to work and mentally asked her limbs to return to their normal length. At the same time, she remembered to push back slightly so that when her elongated hands left the ground, she wouldn’t continue her face plant into the ground beneath her.

			It wasn’t painless, but it was bearable. The smooth action she used to master was almost in evidence. Only her fingers rushed their way back into place with a click that even Fyre heard from three feet away, if her wince was any indication.

			“It’s okay.” Reed flexed her fingers and hands, a faint smile on her lips. A trickle of perspiration snaked its way down her neck, but she didn’t care. Meeting the gaze of her sister, who grinned widely at her, Reed barked out a laugh of pure joy. “I might be back!”

			Fyre stepped forward to heartily slap Reed on the back.

			“That’s pretty cool,” Val said. “I’m just hoping your re-entry smooths out. I was worried your fingers were going to snap off for a second there.”

			Laughing, Reed nodded in agreement. “It wasn’t the best. But hopefully that will come with a bit more practice.”

			“Wanna give it another go? This time without having to hit the dirt first?” Sunny offered, to amused chuckles all round.

			Reed scowled at her before shaking out her arms and stepping over to a weathered crate at the side of the quarry. It was about four feet high and made of rough slats nailed on a simple frame. The slats were two inches apart, a good width for her to practice with. Reed stretched out one arm and focused on picturing her arm slithering its skinny way between two slats.

			This time it was definitely smoother and easier, and within seconds, she’d not only reached through the gap in front of her but extended all the way through to the opposite side of the crate. Her fingers wiggled a wave at the slack-jawed Dana, who’d walked around the crate to take in the sight before her.

			“Miss Reed.” Dana gaped at the thin fingers in front of her. “How on Earth do you do that?”

			“Well,” Reed answered after a moment, “I just kind of ask my body to do it, and it does.” She retracted, and this movement was smoother still, and the exultation that flushed her body left her knees weak.

			I really am back.

			“What’s going on?” Fox called.

			Reed turned, her face aching from the width of her smile.

			“Reed’s back.” The pride and passion in Fyre’s voice brought a lump to Reed’s throat.

			“For real?” Fox looked shocked and happy and hopeful, and she broke out into a huge smile when Reed grinned.

			“Sure am,” Reed said—and to prove her point, she stretched out a hand and fist bumped Fox’s shoulder from all of ten feet away.

			Rolling her eyes, Fox crossed her arms over her chest. “Well, that’s excellent news. And in good time too.” She gazed around at all of them. “She’s done another couple of robberies. More money and gold from a bank in Pittsburgh, late yesterday. And this morning, she hit a gun store in Cleveland. Took off with a dozen or so semis and a bunch of handguns.” Her expression became grim. “This time she wasn’t alone. She’s recruiting again.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			They assembled around Agent Fox’s small work area in the command post. Leigh was the last one in and was delighted when the only free space was next to Dana.

			No one said a word as they watched the film of the gun-store security footage on Agent Fox’s laptop.

			“Do we know who these guys are?” Reed asked when the video ended.

			Leigh had been about to ask the same question. Things were suddenly on the move, and while it was exciting, it was also more than a little daunting. She was now at the heart of something important, something that offered so much personal potential while at the same time possibly putting a great number of people at risk of a danger they had no hope of seeing coming.

			“Facial recognition has so far thrown up nothing.” Agent Fox shrugged. “Let’s face it, they don’t need to be guys with a record; she could have simply taken control of random men on the street and got them to do her bidding.”

			“What do you mean, taken control?” Dana asked in a scared whisper.

			Leigh resisted the urge to reach for her hand; comforting Dana on her first visit to the quarry was still fresh in Leigh’s mind.

			“Her power is mind control.” Mary gave Dana a sympathetic smile. “It scares us just as much as you, believe me. She can make anyone do anything. And they’ll have no recollection of it afterwards.”

			“Assuming they survive, of course,” Val added morosely.

			“Ain’t that the truth,” Sunny said.

			“Survive?” Leigh and Dana both asked.

			“She often…disposes…of her helpers as soon as she’s finished with them.” Agent Fox’s face was set in a grim mask. “Leaving us with no witnesses and no clues as to where she’s going next.”

			Leigh swallowed hard. “Is that how she got away when you thought she was dead?”

			Reed and Fyre exchanged a long look with Agent Fox. “We never thought of that, at the time, did we?” Reed narrowed her eyes. “But it would make sense.”

			“The EMTs,” Fyre mused. “They would have tried to resuscitate everyone at the scene, yes? Even her?”

			Agent Fox nodded, her gaze on Fyre intense.

			“And if they loaded her in an ambulance…” Reed trailed off.

			“But what about the body the state buried?” Sunny looked confused.

			Reed pondered that for a moment. “Maybe she simply faked her death. With her power, anything was possible, wasn’t it?”

			“Why didn’t we think of this back then?” Fyre asked no one in particular.

			“Too busy grieving for you,” Sunny replied quickly but not with animosity.

			“And rejoicing in defeating Jewel,” Mary added.

			Leigh looked around the room; everyone was silent. Reed had closed her eyes, Fyre shook her head slowly, and Mary had a hand over her mouth.

			Val wiped at her eyes. “We really should have thought of that.”

			They all looked at each other, the Powers and Agent Fox, and their faces showed their acceptance of the error.

			“Well, that was then,” Agent Fox said eventually. “And this is now. It’s time to get you back to the home for the evening. I know I gave you a rest day yesterday, but I want you fresh for tomorrow because I think we need to step this up now that four of you are up and running again.” She winced at her last words and looked at Mary with an apology written large across her face.

			Mary raised her hands. “I know you meant nothing by it,” she said, but her tone was sad. “I’m thinking I’ll sit tomorrow out.” She shrugged. “I ain’t adding anything to this show, so it’s a waste of time me being here.”

			“Hey, no!” Val wrapped her hand around Mary’s upper arm. “We want you here, and I think you will get your power back. We all have, so there ain’t no reason to think you won’t too.”

			“Maybe. But it’s hard watching all y’all go through this when I ain’t feeling a thing.”

			“I get that.” Val patted Mary’s arm. “But think about it, please? We want you here.” She gestured to the group, who all smiled as warmly as they could in encouragement.

			Mary sniffed and looked away, and Leigh’s heart broke for her. How hard must it be to watch your cousins all experiencing such elation at the return of their powers?

			“I’ll think about it,” Mary said quietly, but she wouldn’t meet anyone’s eyes.

			[image: ]

			Leigh’s stomach was a jumble of nerves. She fully intended to ask Dana out for a quick meal—nothing fancy, nothing that screamed date but simply an opportunity to spend some time alone without a gaggle of aged superheroes giving them a hard time. And maybe see if that moment that they’d shared two days ago had some substance.

			The next challenge was finding a time to ask Dana out without having that same gaggle—or her boss, which would be ten times worse—eavesdrop on them.

			Dana helped Val hobble back into the home, although it didn’t seem as if Val moved quite as badly as previously. Leigh blinked and looked at Reed. She too seemed to be moving a little easier, her back straighter, her limp not so pronounced. Sunny was positively sauntering along beside them.

			Was Agent Fox’s theory going to hold out? That the more their powers returned, so would their overall health and fitness? Or was it simply psychological, the joy of knowing their powers had been re-ignited literally putting a spring in their step?

			Whatever it was, they all rapidly disappeared inside the home with Dana, and Leigh’s shoulders slumped.

			“You okay, Walker?” Agent Fox called from the open window of the adjacent SUV. She leaned on the opening with one arm. Her hair tossed lightly in the afternoon breeze, and she looked more positive than she had in days.

			“Yes, Agent Fox.” Leigh forced a firmness into her tone she wasn’t feeling. “Probably just tired.”

			Agent Fox shrugged. “Get an early night. If I get anything urgent from the boys this evening, I’ll call you, so keep your phone close by. But otherwise, take some time for yourself, okay?”

			Wow, her boss really was feeling positive.

			“Er, yes. Thanks, Agent Fox.”

			With a wave of her hand Agent Fox turned her gaze back to the front and pulled her vehicle slowly out of its parking space.

			Sighing, Leigh turned back to her own vehicle but paused when a shout came from behind her.

			“Agent Walker!”

			Leigh’s heart rate sped up when she spied a pink-faced Dana trotting across the parking lot toward her.

			Dana huffed slightly as she neared and then slowed to a halt. “Sorry, Agent Walker,” she panted between breaths. “I just realized I left my sweatshirt on the back seat.” She blushed and took a step toward the rear door.

			“Would you like to get something to eat tonight?” The words tumbled out of Leigh’s mouth; her pulse thudded in her veins.

			Dana stared at her, and slowly blinked twice. “Together?” she asked in a quiet voice. “Just me and you?”

			Her tongue now stuck to the roof of her mouth, Leigh could only manage a nod.

			Dana’s blush spread down her neck, and she dipped her head. “I’d like that,” she whispered into her chest.

			“That’s… That’s great,” Leigh replied, her own cheeks heating. When Dana looked up again, they stared at each other for a few moments before Leigh cleared her throat and found her voice. “Shall I pick you up somewhere?” She glanced down at her watch. “I mean, it’s only five now, so it’s a little early to eat.” Her stomach rumbled loudly, decrying her words.

			Dana smiled sweetly. “I could eat now, if you’re ready?” She glanced back at the home. “I mean, I just need to wrap up a couple things but I’ll be, like, ten minutes, max. Wait for me?”

			“As long as you need,” Leigh murmured, without censorship, her attention completely lost in the warmth of Dana’s eyes.

			Dana dipped her head cutely again, then quickly reached into the SUV for the sweatshirt. “I-I won’t be long.”

			And then she was gone, as quickly as she’d arrived, the slap of her sturdy shoes on the asphalt of the lot the only sound Leigh could hear above the beating of her heart.

			Dana reappeared about fifteen minutes later. Not that Leigh was counting down the seconds or anything. She wore a thin blue summer sweater over jeans instead of her care-home uniform.

			“Hi,” Dana said shyly as she approached.

			Leigh smiled and was rewarded with a beaming smile in response. “Hello.” She swallowed. “So, where shall we go? Anywhere you particularly recommend?”

			Dana shuffled her feet, shifting her purse in her tightly clenched hands. “Well, I do kinda have a favorite, but if you’re vegetarian it won’t be appropriate so we can go someplace else.”

			“I’m not vegetarian, so sure!”

			“Well, I’m kinda happy about that.” Dana blushed sweetly. “Because this place does the best ribs this side of the county line, and also serves up a mean burger or chicken fried steak.”

			Leigh grinned. “Excellent! Take me to the ribs,” she said, and motioned toward the SUV.
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			The restaurant was called Mabel’s and looked like the kind of family-run place Leigh could rarely find in New York. Her heart warmed at the sight, and her stomach rumbled loudly at the enticing smells that hit the air when a departing customer opened the front door.

			“Oh my.” Dana grinned. “I think we need to get you inside.”

			Leigh chuckled then motioned for Dana to step ahead of her and lead them into Mabel’s.

			“Hey, Dana!” the waitress called from the bar area. “Be right with you, honey.”

			“Thanks, Louise! We’ll just take this table here.” Dana pointed to a table on the opposite side of the room.

			They sat down facing each other, and Dana plucked two menus from the stand at the end of the table. “It’s not the biggest menu in the world, but trust me, everything is good.”

			Leigh smiled and took the menu from Dana’s outstretched hand. “I already know I want the ribs, but what would you recommend with them?”

			“Oh, the slaw! It’s amazing.”

			Leigh opened the menu and scanned down the options. Her stomach wanted her to order the maxi plate—ribs, slaw, fries, corn, and warm rolls—but her sense of propriety made her hesitate. Would Dana think she was a pig if she did so? She so wanted to make a good impression on her, and stuffing her face didn’t seem the right way to go. But then, she had a hearty appetite, and wouldn’t hiding that from Dana be almost like lying? She hated lying.

			“Are you okay?” Dana asked quietly.

			Leigh looked up quickly. “Sure.”

			“You were frowning. Is the food not quite what you wanted?”

			Dana looked so worried, it clutched at Leigh’s heart. Without thinking, she reached across and laid her hand on Dana’s.

			Dana didn’t pull away, although a soft blush tinged her cheeks.

			Leigh took a deep breath. “To be honest, it’s just that I was torn between ordering what I really want versus something smaller and more…polite.”

			Dana scrunched her face into a frown. “Polite?”

			Leigh dipped her head. “I have a big appetite. A lot of people have a problem with seeing a woman ordering a big meal. The last time I was on a date I ordered a salad and went home starving.”

			Dana started visibly at the word date and blushed deeply, and Leigh’s heart thumped. Before she could speak, however, Dana placed her other hand on top of hers, pressing Leigh’s hand into a warm sandwich. “Well, this date says you can order whatever the heck you want. Me, I’m having the maxi plate and I’ll probably finish up with a slice of their cheesecake. It’s to die for.”

			Her voice held a hint of a tremble, but her gaze never left Leigh’s, and Leigh’s body flushed hot all over.

			A wide smile split her face as she nodded slowly at Dana’s words. “That sounds really good. I’m in.”

			Dana beamed, gave Leigh’s hand one more squeeze, then swiveled in her chair to wave Louise over.

			They spent a little over an hour together at Mabel’s, and in Leigh’s opinion, it was one of the best hours of her entire life. Dana was sweet, and funny, and clearly so fond of her charges at the home, especially the Power women.

			“And I get the sense you like working at Hazy Days, yes?” Leigh asked while they waited for their cheesecake.

			Dana’s eyes lit up. “Oh my word, yes! I really feel like it was what I was born to do. I just love caring for those folks, especially the ones whose family don’t tend to visit that often. I like knowing I can be there for them, make their lives a little easier.”

			“It shows in everything you do,” Leigh said, warmth spreading through her. “And I’ve got to say, I’m really impressed with how you’re handling everything that’s happened the last few days.”

			Dana blushed and laughed sweetly. “I feel so out of my depth, though. Superheroes!” she whispered. “It’s just so amazing!” She paused, and her smile dropped a little. “But it’s kinda scary too. Hearing about this Jewel woman, well, I can’t lie, it’s keeping me awake at night.”

			Leigh leaned in. “Me too.”

			Dana’s eyes went wide. “But… But you’re an agent! You’ve got all that training and knowledge and—”

			“I’m really new at this,” Leigh admitted. “In fact, this is my first assignment.”

			“No! But you seem so confident.”

			Now it was Leigh’s turn to blush. “Thanks.”

			Their cheesecake was delivered with a flourish by Louise, and they dug in. Leigh hummed happily at the tart creaminess of the cake, and Dana smiled.

			“Told you,” she said. “To die for.”

			“Uh-huh.” Leigh stared at Dana, at the way she carefully pushed her fork into her cheesecake and then eased a perfect bite-sized piece toward her mouth. As her lips closed over the morsel and she closed her eyes in food bliss, Leigh blinked rapidly and finally remembered how to breathe.

			Just eat the cheesecake and stop drooling.

			“Do you think you’ll be leaving soon?” Dana asked softly after licking the last of her cheesecake from her fork.

			Leigh pondered the question. “I guess we will.” She caught Dana’s eye and saw her face fall at the confirmation. “I mean, as soon as we have a solid lead on where Jewel is and what her plan is, we’ll have to go.”

			“And take Miss Sunny and everyone with you?” The sadness in Dana’s voice was palpable.

			Leigh nodded. “I assume so. I mean, as long as they’re up to it. They’re still not firing on all cylinders, are they?” She smiled wanly.

			“They will. I’m sure of it,” Dana said forcefully. “I just wish Miss Mary could get back whatever her power is. She looks so sad all the time.”

			“Yes, I know what you mean. I wish we could do something for her, but I know we can’t.”

			“W-Will—” Dana started, then stopped and looked away.

			“What?” Leigh prompted gently. When Dana wouldn’t meet her gaze, she reached out and gently tugged on her sleeve until Dana did eventually turn to look back at her. “What, Dana?”

			Dana inhaled a deep breath. “W-Will I see you again even if you leave?”

			“I’d really like that,” Leigh answered straight away. “I have no idea how we’d make that happen, but yes, I’d like to.”

			A slow smile spread on Dana’s face. “Okay. Good.”

			“But I’m not gone yet,” Leigh said with her own smile. “So maybe we can do this again tomorrow night?”

			“Yes, please!”

			They split the check, gathered their purses, and waved good-bye to Louise as they left. Leigh was in front, with Dana half a step behind, so when she stopped abruptly at the sight across the parking lot, Dana smacked into her back with a small oomph and Leigh stumbled. “Sorry,” she muttered, turning to make sure Dana was steady.

			“Why’d you stop so—”

			“Shush,” Leigh whispered softly, and pointed.

			Across the parking lot, Agent Fox stood next to her SUV, Fyre Power at her side. They were smiling at each other, but even at this distance Leigh could see the guardedness in those looks, and the way they each seemed to make sure there was at least a yard of space between them as they walked away from the vehicle toward the Mexican restaurant. Like they were both trying very hard not to act on some other impulse—

			“Oh!” Dana exclaimed softly. “Are they…?”

			“I’m not sure.” But Leigh didn’t doubt for one minute that both Agent Fox and Fyre Power wished they were whatever word Dana would have used to finish her sentence.

			“Excuse me!” a loud male voice came from behind Dana. The sound of it carried across the lot, and Agent Fox turned her head in their direction. Leigh and Dana stepped quickly out of the man’s way, and then Leigh turned back to face her boss.

			Agent Fox had stopped dead and stared across the lot at them. Her eyebrows climbed steadily toward her hairline as she took in the sight of Leigh and Dana together.

			Leigh flushed, then an inner voice of strength she hadn’t known she’d possessed made her stand up straighter, lift her chin, and coolly return Agent Fox’s gaze. It was only when Leigh flicked her glance between Agent Fox and Fyre, who also now looked their way, that Agent Fox schooled her features into something calmer, and friendlier.

			“Hi, Agent Fox!” Dana called innocently from behind Leigh. “Oh, and Miss Fyre! Hello!”

			Fyre, a wry grin on her face, lifted her hand in a quick wave.

			Agent Fox visibly flinched but also waved, albeit half-heartedly.

			Inwardly, Leigh smiled. She wasn’t a gossip, or mean, but a part of her was highly amused at the realization that whatever Agent Fox thought she’d caught Leigh up to, she might be equally guilty of. One thing was for sure: Their early morning briefing over breakfast tomorrow would be interesting.

			With a whispered word over her shoulder at Fyre, Agent Fox frowned once more at Leigh, then turned on her heels and followed Fyre into the Mexican restaurant.

			“Wow,” Dana breathed next to Leigh, who turned to look at her. “Talk about frosty. I mean, I only said hello.”

			Leigh grimaced. “I think the frostiness was aimed at me. Sorry you got caught up in it too.”

			“You? Why?” Dana looked so sweetly concerned Leigh nearly melted on the spot.

			“Oh, nothing,” she said, not feeling quite ready to share all her doubts and fears about her role on Agent Fox’s team. “Come on, I’ll drive you home, if you like?”

			Dana smiled. “I’d like that.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			“Good morning, Agent Fox,” Walker chirped as Geena slipped into the booth opposite her, as she did every day when they met for breakfast.

			“Morning,” Geena mumbled, her composure not where it should be, and that in and of itself annoying the crap out of her.

			“Did you sleep well?”

			“Tolerable.”

			“It’s a beautiful morn—”

			“All right, Walker, pipe down.”

			Geena glared at the young woman opposite her. To her disgust, Walker didn’t even flinch this time. Whatever knowledge Walker thought she’d gained last night had clearly bolstered her confidence. Dammit.

			The faintest of smiles tweaked at Walker’s mouth before she dropped her gaze to the menu before her.

			The waitress appeared—the older, grumpier one this time. “What’ll it be?” she growled without preamble.

			“I’ll have the pancakes with a side of bacon, the special oatmeal, and a large fruit cup. Oh, and coffee, of course.” Walker’s winsome smile did nothing to shift the sour look from the waitress’s face as she scribbled down the order.

			“You?” she barked, turning to Geena.

			Geena, definitely not in the mood for the attitude this morning, straightened her spine, lifted her chin, and stared the woman down until her cheeks flushed and she blinked rapidly.

			“Um, ma’am, what could I get you this morning?”

			Geena allowed herself a moment of triumph and then said, “Coffee. Toast. Brown.”

			The waitress wrote furiously on her notepad, blinked a couple of times, and walked away.

			“Jerk,” Geena muttered under her breath, and she startled as Walker snorted.

			“I’m glad it’s not just me who thinks so.”

			Not quite ready to be civil to Walker either, Geena grunted and swiped her phone open.

			“We’ve got a request to conference call in with the tech guys at nine,” she said. She scrolled down the list of messages. “Hm, looks like that investment company is definitely something we should be looking at.”

			“Okay. Do you want to make the call down at the quarry or in our hotel?”

			“The quarry. The ladies are itching to get back out there this morning, apparently.”

			“Oh?”

			It was the tone that made Geena lift her eyes. The “and where did you hear that from?” implicit in it that told her Walker definitely had her suspicions about what she’d seen the night before.

			The retort came easily. “Did you have a nice evening, Agent Walker? How is Dana?”

			Walker’s flush was her reward, and she reveled in it. They stared at each other for a moment. There was challenge there, on both sides, and then each gave an almost imperceptible nod. I won’t talk about yours if you won’t talk about mine.

			“So, what time shall we head to the quarry, then?” Walker asked sweetly.

			“Just as soon as you finish devouring that,” Geena responded, pointing to the loaded tray that headed their way, held aloft by the now considerably friendlier waitress.

			Walker flushed again but reached for her knife and fork with her eyes shining in anticipation.
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			The conference call took a few seconds to connect through the encrypted channel. While they waited, Geena could hear whoops and hollers coming from outside, along with the sound of metal clanging and rocks landing with heavy thuds.

			“Val’s really got into her swing now.” Walker stood in the doorway, her smile wide. “That one nearly reached the far wall!”

			“How about Sunny?”

			“Ah. Yes. Power good, angle not so.”

			There was a loud yell and cries of “Duck!”

			Geena shook her head. Sunny’s lack of accuracy was a huge concern.

			A long sigh came from Mary, slouched on one of the couches.

			“Are you okay, Mary?” Walker asked it before Geena could.

			Mary shrugged and flipped a couple of pages in the newspaper she pretended to read. “Fine.”

			Mary was clearly not fine. Geena couldn’t remember the last time Mary never had a bright smile or cheerful word to say. Before Geena could muster a comforting response, Agent Samuels’s voice came through the speakers of Geena’s laptop, and Walker hurried over.

			“Good morning, Agent Fox,” he said, and moments later, his face appeared on the screen. “We’re ready to start when you are.”

			“Go for it.” Geena shuffled her chair to the side a little to let Walker sit close beside her.

			“Okay.” The screen flipped, and a series of images appeared. Agent Samuels clicked on each one in turn as he explained their significance.

			“We’ve discovered there’s an old hotel at the top of Fir Peak, that place in the Blue Ridge Mountains where Diamond Investments bought all the land. Nothing unusual in that at first glance, but it’s what they’re doing up there that’s got us curious.”

			He zoomed in on a photo of the hotel. It was now part of what was obviously a big building site. “It doesn’t seem like any ordinary refurbishment. One company they’ve contracted specializes in panic rooms. You know, personal bunkers?” When Geena didn’t respond, he plowed on. “Another company only deals with reinforced steel, the type the military uses to shield key defense installations from electronic surveillance.”

			“Okay.” Geena rubbed one fingertip across her chin. “Now you’ve got my attention.”

			“We’re trying to get an agent up there to ask some questions. They’ll pose as a hiker who’s lost their way.”

			“Who sanctioned that?” Geena demanded.

			“AIC Lacey.”

			“He did?” She couldn’t keep the surprise out of her tone.

			Agent Samuels cleared his throat. “He, uh, well… He said he might as well before you did it behind his back.”

			Geena hooted out a laugh and was rather pleased when Walker chuckled beside her. “All right. I can take that. What else?”

			“Diamond Investments now owns a trucking company, as of yesterday. Based out of a small town in Illinois, which just happens to be the base for Jefferson Arsenal.”

			“Which is?”

			“Biggest gun-manufacturing center in the country.”

			“Shit,” Geena breathed.

			“Yeah,” Agent Samuels replied. “Again, we’ve got local agents digging into that.”

			“Do we know for sure that Jewel owns this company?” Agent Walker asked.

			“That’s proving very hard to answer. We’re still looking. The closest we’ve got to a connection is that it was registered in New York a few months ago. New York, of course, is where we thought she’d died. The directors named on the incorporation documents all seem to be fake names.”

			“Okay,” Geena acknowledged. “Anything else?”

			“No, that’s it for now. I know it’s not much but—”

			“No, that’s fine. I know it can’t be easy.” Geena shook her head. “Okay, keep working on the trucking company angle; I think that needs to be the priority now.”

			The screen changed again, back to Agent Samuels’s face. “Will do. Do you need anything else? Equipment? Supplies?”

			Geena glanced around. The command post was makeshift, but actually, it had all they needed. “Nothing for now, but can you look into a means of transportation for us once we need to be on the move? As soon as we know what Jewel’s up to, we might need to move fast. There’s seven of us, so I’m thinking maybe a chopper or—”

			“Eight,” Walker interrupted.

			Geena slowly turned to stare at her, eyebrows folding together as she registered what Walker meant.

			“Eight.” Walker’s face set in a determined look Geena hadn’t seen before now.

			They stared each other down for a few moments before Geena rolled her eyes. “Eight,” she growled as she turned back to the screen.

			Agent Samuels cocked one eyebrow but said nothing as he tapped on his keyboard. “Okay, I’m on it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			Mary watched silently from the doorway as her cousins acted like children on Christmas morning in the dust of the quarry before her.

			Val wound herself up like a pitcher on the mound and fired a fist-sized rock way into the distance.

			Reed yelled “Strike!” as it hit the far wall of the quarry. Reed then elongated her left arm and reached out over a ludicrous distance to pluck a new rock for Val to play with, much to Dana’s delight.

			“Hey, Miss Reed!” the young woman called. “Remind me never to play Twister with you!”

			Reed guffawed loudly at that one, and Mary caught the look of pride on Agent Walker’s face too. Doesn’t take half a brain to know what’s going on there, she thought as she saw the two young ones exchange a meaningful look.

			Sunny, while still completely awry with her aim, had been fizzing out beams of a power that matched what she’d achieved in her heyday. Sure, she didn’t hit what she aimed at, but two huge trees were now shriveled, blackened hulks on the edge of the quarry. There were also plenty more ventilation holes, as Sunny liked to call them, in the roof of the command post too—much to Agent Fox’s annoyance.

			Fyre, of course, didn’t really need to practice, but she did anyway. She’d cut up every piece of old machinery that surrounded them into tiny little pieces, then welded them back together in bizarre, and sometimes macabre, sculptural forms.

			Agent Walker reckoned they should ship them back to New York. “You’ll make a fortune at some fancy gallery,” she said with a smile, and Fyre’s eyes lit up.

			“Jesus, don’t encourage her.” Agent Fox glared at Fyre’s cheeky grin.

			Doesn’t take half a brain to know what’s going on there either, Mary thought.

			But, so far, for her, nothing. Not even a glimmer of her old powers. No tingle in her toes, no ache in her ankles.

			She’d got beyond frustrated and sad now. Now she was just plain angry. She’d only come along today because Val had talked her into it, but as she watched them all having fun without her, she made up her mind. No more. Tomorrow, she’d stay home. Maybe read a book or watch a movie. Anything to take her mind off all of this.

			Off the fact that they’d all got their powers back and she never would.
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			Mary stayed in her room the next morning. She refused to even see the others off. Her heart was heavy, but knew she’d made the right decision. It was too painful, sitting there day after day, watching them cavort around like…like teenagers again.

			An hour later, and Mary was bored and almost wishing she had gone to the quarry. Her book hadn’t grabbed her, and the choice of movies on the daytime channels was nauseating. She toyed with the idea of heading to the recreation room to see if there was anyone to chat to, but the thought of running into Doris and her cronies, and their awkward questions, put that idea right out of her head.

			“A walk,” she muttered to the empty room. “I’ll go for a walk.”

			It was a fine-looking day, the sun bright and the sky blue. She changed out of her sweats and into a loose pair of jeans, a T-shirt that was so soft from years of washing that it was a wonder it hadn’t fallen apart by now, and a thin woolen sweater. Slipping into her loafers, she mapped out a route in her head. Down the main road a ways, then take the trail alongside the golf course to the park, then maybe a stop off at Jenny’s for a slice of pie and a coffee before taking the main road back home. That would keep her out for a good while.

			After slipping ten dollars in her pocket, she grabbed her keys. The sun was warm, but there was a gentle breeze to lessen its sting, and Mary found it perfectly pleasant to walk along in her sweater. Above her, a cardinal hopped on a branch. Nearby, a woodpecker drummed out its call, and a crow hopped across the path ahead of her. The sight lifted her spirits. Who needed superpowers when she had the beauty and power of nature around her?

			I need superpowers, she admitted. I don’t want to be left alone without them.

			She remembered what it was like, feeling invincible. That was a power itself, and an intoxicating one. And so was all the good they’d achieved with those powers, long before Jewel came on the scene and tried to muscle her way into their group. Sadness washed over Mary at the memory. She’d tried to reach Jewel, to counsel her in being happy with herself and what she could do with her power, but it had been no good. Jewel had been beyond her help. Always bragging, always saying she could do better than the five of them put together. Well, actually, in the end, she’d nearly proved that right. Except that she wanted to use her power to cause harm and destruction, not fix the things and people that were broken.

			After turning off the main road, Mary ambled down the slight incline onto the trail that paralleled the golf course. Looking across the fence, she could see a group of four players on the ninth tee, chatting and laughing, clearly enjoying their day.

			I wish I was.

			All of a sudden, the birds were annoying and so was the sunshine. She kicked at a small branch that lay across the path in front of her. Stupid trees, leaving all their trash on the floor.

			A rabbit bolted out of the underbrush ahead of her, startling her.

			Stupid rabbits too, running everywhere.

			Running. Hah! If only. Her anger boiled up, heating her from the inside out. She almost shook with it. It was so unfair! Why everyone else and not her?

			So. Un. Fair.

			She wanted to kick something else, something bigger. Or throw something. Or punch someone—no, that was wrong and violated her personal oath against unnecessary violence. But kicking something would be good. She scanned her surroundings as she walked, her arms swinging, her stride lengthening as the anger pushed her along.

			Great, I can’t even find a decent-sized branch to kick!

			She pounded the pathway as it led her deeper into the trees, away from the golf course.

			Now I’m even sick of this walk! I just want to sit down and drink a coffee and eat a slice of pie and I’m still a mile from town!

			The child’s scream sounded inordinately loud in the still morning air. Mary stopped dead, her heart pounding.

			“Mommy!”

			There, to Mary’s left.

			She turned and walked as quickly as she could in that direction, stumbling through the light undergrowth. She swung her arms, willing her old legs to move just that little bit faster. Some poor child was in trouble, and as far as Mary knew, only she could help them.

			Come on, come on. Faster! That child needs you!

			And then, suddenly, she was moving. Not walking moving.

			Running moving.

			She. Was. Running.

			In actual fact, she sprinted. Her arms pumped. Her head held steady, and while her breathing was quick, it was even.

			The trees became a green blur in the periphery of her vision, the sounds of the birds lost to the noise of her feet thumping the ground beneath her as she ran.

			It came to an abrupt halt when her legs simply gave way and she crashed in the most ungainly way possible to the ground.

			Luckily, the ground was soft, covered in a blanket of detritus, and she knew as she lay there in the dirt that nothing was broken. Dana could check her out later for cuts and bruises, but none of that mattered right now because she had been running! And running like she used to, in a blur, so fast she imagined that even if someone had seen her from the golf course, they wouldn’t have thought it was anything more than a breeze blowing through the woods.

			The child! Don’t forget the child!

			She hauled herself to her feet, aware of muscles aching all over her body but determined to ignore them.

			Sniffles not too far ahead alerted her to the child’s location. She stumbled along and moments later came across a small, dark-haired boy, perhaps four years old, sitting on a fallen log. He rubbed at his knee, where a scrape of skin looked bloody.

			He looked up warily as Mary approached.

			“Hey, little fella,” she said, holding out her hands. “You okay?”

			He sniffed and shook his head.

			“You hurt your knee?”

			He nodded, and fresh tears fell from his already red eyes.

			“Well,” Mary said, stepping slowly nearer. “I think we ought to get you back to your mommy. She’ll take care of you and it will soon be better.”

			A faint smile broke out on his tear-streaked face. He stood and took her outstretched hand.

			“Do you remember where she is?” Mary asked.

			“Park.” He wiped a dirty hand across his nose.

			“Well, all right then. Let’s head that way.”

			They’d barely gone fifty yards toward the trail before a woman came puffing along it. She looked frantic and cried out in joyful relief when she saw Mary with the little boy.

			“Daniel!” She rushed over and swept him up into her arms. “What happened? What did I tell you about running off without Mommy?”

			Daniel clung to his mother, burying his dirty face into her neck.

			“I’m guessing he fell. Cut his knee up a little,” Mary said.

			The woman looked at her. “God, sorry, I didn’t even say thank you! Thank you.”

			Mary smiled. “You’re welcome.”

			The woman hurried off. Daniel waved at Mary over his mother’s shoulder, and Mary waved back.

			The minute they were out of sight, she slumped to the ground, her legs simply unwilling to hold her up any longer.

			Lying on her back in the dirt, she gazed up at the tree canopy. Her heart pounded once more as her thoughts whirled. Was it back? Or was it just a one-off? It hadn’t started like it used to. It had simply slammed her forward with no warning. If she tried to make it happen, could she? Back in the day, she would have been able to conjure it up at will. Back then, she could wish it to be, and it was.

			But would that work now?

			“God knows I’m too tired to figure that out right now,” she muttered. And she was completely exhausted. She lay on the ground for a few minutes until she was sure her legs could support her again if she stood up.

			She wobbled, but they held steady. After dusting herself off as best she could, she slowly ambled down the trail to the park, which she could see ahead. There was no sign of Daniel and his mother. She made for the nearest bench and sank gratefully down onto it. She stayed there for some time, going over it again and again in her head, how it had started, how it had felt.

			After about half an hour, she realized she was thirsty and hungry. She wearily stood and walked across the park to town.

			She stepped into Jenny’s, which was thankfully pretty quiet, with only two other patrons. Jenny took one look at Mary and came rushing around the counter.

			“Oh my Lord, what happened to you? Are you okay?” Jenny stared at Mary’s hair.

			“I’m fine. I…tripped. In the woods, but really, I’m fine. Honest.” Mary patted her head, and her fingers snagged a leaf. “Oh, I’m guessing I look a bit of a mess?”

			Jenny shook her head and chuckled. “Just a little. Tell you what, why don’t you head on back to the restroom and freshen up, and I’ll get you a coffee and a slice of pie?”

			“That sounds perfect, Jenny. Thank you so much.”

			Keeping her head held high as she walked past the other customers, both of whom turned to stare at her, Mary slowly made her way to the restroom. Once inside, a quick look in the mirror confirmed they’d been right to stare. She looked dreadful, with bits of leaf and dirt matting her hair. Her limbs were weary, and she knew she’d never make it back to the home on her own two feet. Sighing in exasperation, she left the restroom and walked over to the payphone in the corner. She’d always had a good memory for numbers, and Agent Fox answered on the third ring.

			“Hello, Agent Fox, it’s Mary.”

			“You okay?” Agent Fox cut to the chase.

			Mary sighed. “I went for a walk and had a little tumble.” Okay, so she’d left out one rather important part of that explanation, but there was no way she would share that yet. If it was a one-off, she didn’t want anyone’s hopes getting up, least of all her own. “I don’t suppose you could spare Agent Walker and Dana to come get me from Jenny’s and take me back to the home?”

			“They’ll be there in twenty.”

			Mary smiled. Thank God for Agent Fox’s no-nonsense attitude. “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

			There was moment’s silence. “You sure you’re okay?”

			“Oh, yeah. Just a little dented pride is all.”

			She hung up and returned to the main room.

			“Miss Mary, I’ve set you up in that corner booth,” Jenny said, pointing. “Are you sure you don’t need me to fetch a doctor?”

			Mary wandered over to the booth, where a steaming cup of coffee and a plate holding a large slice of berry pie awaited her. “I appreciate your concern, Jenny, but I’m fine. Someone’s coming to get me, don’t worry.”

			Jenny looked unconvinced but nodded slowly. “Well, you just get on with enjoying that piece of pie. It’s on the house. I figure pie fixes everything, even a bruised butt.”

			“Oh, I can’t—”

			Jenny waved her hand. “I insist. You look like you need cheering up.”

			“Bless you.” Mary slumped into her seat.

			All she really wanted was a warm bath and her bed, but she guessed pie would be a good second best.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			“Do you think Mary will be okay?” Val asked. “I don’t mean from her fall, but…we need her.”

			“I don’t know,” Reed said, as she had the last eight times Val had asked the question. She kicked at the gravel at her feet.

			“How come it hasn’t happened for her?” Sunny asked.

			“I have no idea. But I really wish it would.” Reed stuck her hands in her pockets. “I mean, back in the day, it was all of us, working together, combining our skills, to bring down whoever we were after. We could really do with her power when we’re facing Jewel again.”

			The others all murmured their agreement, their expressions downcast.

			“What’s up?” Fox asked as she approached.

			“Just talking about Mary,” Fyre replied. “Wishing she was here and getting her mojo back.”

			“Yeah, so do I.” Fox exhaled loudly. “I’ve set up a video call with my tech team. I want you to hear what they’ve found so far, and maybe we can swap theories about what Jewel might be up to.” A smile spread on her face. “I told Lacey I wanted your input.”

			Reed laughed. “I can just imagine how Lacey felt about that.”

			Fox grinned.

			They assembled in the command post as soon as Dana and Walker had returned with Mary, who had insisted on returning to the quarry after she’d freshened up. Mary greeted them all with a bright smile, looking more like her old self, despite the fall and being tight-lipped about what had actually happened.

			Fox sat at her desk and tapped a few keys on her laptop. “This won’t be brilliant as there’s so many of us and it’s such a small screen, but at least we’ll all be able to hear everything.”

			She turned the laptop and the screen showed a bland conference room with three men sitting in a row at a long table.

			“Lacey,” Fox said without preamble. “I didn’t realize you would be part of this meeting.”

			Reed held back her laugh. Lacey looked pissed. But then, that would be nothing new. His suit and tie were as crisp as ever, but he’d lost more of his hair from when Reed had last seen him.

			“I just happened to be passing by. I won’t be staying.” Lacey peered at his screen. “I see you’ve got everyone with you. That’s great. Just great.”

			Fox chuckled. “Want me to introduce you?”

			Lacey scowled. “No, I think I remember everyone. Except perhaps the young lady at the back.”

			“That’s Dana Chapman, our on-board nurse. A very valuable asset.” Fox’s tone was firm.

			Dana blushed and hid behind Walker.

			“Right.” Lacey stood. “Well, Agent Samuels can take the lead and you can update me later, Fox.” He disappeared off camera, and they all heard a door being slammed.

			Reed leaned close to Fyre and whispered, “I see Lacey’s still an ass.”

			Fyre snorted.
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			Leigh looked around the room with pride, and a sense of belonging swelled in her chest. She really was part of a team now.

			Agents Samuels and Keys clearly knew their stuff. They walked everyone through all that they knew about each heist that Jewel had pulled off, as well as all the intel they had on Diamond Investments. Everyone had chipped in with thoughts and theories—well, everyone except Dana, who looked a little lost.

			Leigh longed to hold her hand or squeeze her arm, but there was no way she would attempt that in this company. Instead, she caught Dana’s eye a couple of times and gave her what she hoped was her most reassuring smile.

			When the two agents had finished talking, Agent Fox leaned forward. “Okay, I’m convinced more than I was yesterday that a visit to the trucking company in Illinois is required. I think it’s way too much of a coincidence that Diamond happens to set up shop so near a weapons arsenal.”

			“Sounds like the best idea we’ve got,” Reed said, and the other Powers all made noises of agreement.

			“When do you want to leave?” Agent Keys asked.

			He was the quieter of the two tech guys, with a serious face and a wild mop of red hair.

			Agent Samuels was bigger, with broad shoulders and a neatly shaved head, his brown skin glistening in the harsh overhead lights.

			“Tomorrow. It’s too late to get us all organized today. What have you got lined up for us, transport-wise?”

			Keys flicked a glance at Samuels, who shifted in his seat but said nothing. “Ah, yes, well.” Keys cleared his throat and looked anywhere but at the camera.

			Uh-oh, Leigh thought. Prepare for meltdown.

			“What?” Agent Fox’s glance switched between the two men on her screen. Her back stiffened and she twirled a pen between her fingers at a furious pace.

			“Um, well, AIC Lacey was adamant about the lack of budget. I won’t be able to get you a heli, or a small jet, but…” Keys was rigid in his seat, as if bracing himself for impact.

			Agent Fox threw down her pen. “Spit it out.”

			“You can fly coach to Chicago, then pick up two agency vehicles and drive the rest of the way.” Keys’s words scrambled over each other.

			Agent Fox stared at him. “Coach? You mean on a regular flight with…with real people?”

			Fyre sniggered, then stopped abruptly when Agent Fox turned the full force of her icy glare on her.

			On the screen, a sorry-looking Keys raised both hands. “Ma’am, I’m afraid it’s policy. I just—”

			“No,” Agent Fox interrupted. “It’s fine.” She exhaled a slow breath. “All right, see if you can get us on something around noon.”

			The video call ended, and Agent Fox leaned back in her chair. “Let’s break for lunch and see what he can come up with for our travel. As soon as he does, we can plan the rest of today.” She looked around at them all. “By the way, anyone disagree with my thinking on our next steps?”

			Leigh wasn’t sure anyone would argue—Agent Fox was in full flow these past couple of days, but more than that, her logic was sound.

			“It scares me.” Val’s voice was low. “We’re not ready.”

			Agent Fox stood up and walked over to where Val leaned against the wall. “Look, I know this is a bit sudden, and I know we haven’t exactly got a concrete plan for how to bring her down again. But it’s a good lead and we need to follow up on it.” She placed a comforting hand on Val’s shoulder. “You’ve all done amazingly well this week. I don’t expect us to be going into battle with her just yet, so don’t worry about that. But I do want us nearer to her, if we can, and tracking her, to see if we can figure out what the hell she’s up to and catch her at it red-handed.” She turned to face the rest of them. “You don’t have to come with us. I can’t make you. But I really would prefer it.”

			She gave them all a steady look, including Leigh in her gaze, and then left the building.

			“Holy shit,” Sunny breathed. “What am I going to wear?”

			It took a moment for her ridiculous words to sink in, then everyone collapsed with laughter.

			“All right. Let’s deal with this calmly,” Reed said when silence fell. “No, we’re not totally ready. But I think Fox is right—we need to know what the woman is up to. And we all know her, better than anybody, so it’s right that we should be there to keep an eye on her, if nothing else. Agreed?”

			“And what about Mary?” Val’s voice wobbled. “Do we leave her behind?”

			Mary stared at her.

			“No way,” Fyre said gruffly. “We’re a team. We stick together.” She jutted her chin out, as if daring anyone to disagree with her.

			No one did, and Leigh’s heart filled with pride once more.

			[image: ]

			They ate as a group that evening, for once, at the Mexican restaurant Leigh had seen Agent Fox and Fyre going into earlier in the week. The food was excellent, and everyone seemed to be determined to have a fun evening.

			“They did this a lot in the past,” Agent Fox told Leigh quietly, partway through the meal. “The night before shipping out for a mission. They always seemed to need to blow off a little steam, release some of the pressure.”

			They swapped stories of their practice session that afternoon, with Mary being the only one not really joining in the conversation. Dana kept her company, and they talked quietly together through most of the meal.

			Leigh once again lost herself in gazing at Dana, and in pondering all her wonderful qualities, not least of which was her compassion.

			By nine p.m., they were all tired and ready to call it a night.

			“Can I get the check, please?” Agent Fox asked their waitress.

			“You picking up the tab?” Reed asked, a glint in her eye.

			“Just this once, yes.” Agent Fox grinned at her. “If nothing else, it’ll give Lacey even more to grumble about.”

			Chuckles came from around the table, then stopped abruptly as Val sat bolt upright, one hand clutched to her chest.

			“Val, are you okay?” Leigh asked even as Dana was on the move, walking quickly around the table toward Val.

			Val snapped her head up to look at her, and her eyes were wide and glistening.

			“Val?” Reed asked with concern in her tone.

			Mary reached out to rub a soothing hand over Val’s hand where it was clenched against her chest.

			“I… It’s…” Val closed her eyes for a moment. “I think something’s happened. Something that’s made her really happy.”

			“Who—oh, wait, you mean Jewel?” Agent Fox’s voice was tight.

			Val nodded and rubbed one hand at a point over her left breast. “It’s stronger.” She darted her gaze around at them all. “She’s really happy about something. Whatever it is, it’s what she’s really wanted.”

			Leigh only just held back a gasp.

			“Shit, is she pulling you in again?” Sunny asked.

			“Not exactly. It’s more like…I can just sense her. I don’t feel like I’m connected to her. Not like before. But I can definitely feel things. Almost like I’m picking up her emotions on radio waves or something.”

			“I don’t like this,” Mary said. “Val, you can’t let her get to you. Not again.” She turned to Agent Fox. “I don’t think we should take Val with us. I think—”

			“Whoa, wait a minute!” Val cried. “No way am I being left behind!” She glared at her cousin. “I’m telling you, it ain’t like before. I don’t feel like I’m hooked in. I feel like this might even be something she’s not aware of—she ain’t trying to control me.”

			“Yet,” Fyre said grimly with a look of apology at Val.

			“Are you sure?” Agent Fox asked Val, her stare intent.

			“One hundred percent.” Val gripped the edge of the table. “This is way different, I swear.”

			Agent Fox pursed her lips as she rocked back in her chair. “All right,” she said eventually. “We all go.” Val sank back in her chair in relief, but Agent Fox pointed at her as she said, “But I want you to promise, if this changes in any way, if you think she’s trying to tap into whatever this weird connection is that you have, you have to tell me. Agreed?”

			Val nodded, her mouth set in a grim line.

			“And if any of you,” Agent Fox continued, looking at all the other Power women, “get any sense that Val’s not herself, that she might be acting under the influence of Jewel, I want to hear it. Agreed?”

			They all looked at each other, then gave her a quiet chorus of “Yes.”
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			Geena groaned. It couldn’t possibly be morning already; surely she’d only been asleep for a couple hours? But the insistent buzzing of her phone alarm told her otherwise. She rolled over and slapped at the button, but nothing happened.

			“Wha…?”

			She grabbed hold of the phone and brought it closer to her bleary eyes.

			It wasn’t the alarm; it was a call.

			“Lacey?” she rasped.

			“We’ve got a situation unfolding in Illinois. Has Jewel written all over it,” he said without introduction. “I’ve got the company jet coming in to Springfield for you. Get everyone up and at it. It’ll be there in about four hours. Samuels and Keys are on board, they’ll fill in the details. Budget’s now open on this, Fox. No more restraints.”

			“But… But what exactly is the situation?”

			“A platoon of soldiers walked off their base around nine p.m. last night. Eyewitnesses said they looked like they were zombies, all marching in formation right out the front gates.”

			“Where is the base?”

			“Twenty miles up the road from the weapons facility we already had in our sights.”

			“Shit.”

			“Precisely, Agent Fox. And there’s something else. Agent Keys caught someone trying to hack into the Hazy Days residents’ database last night. He traced the source IP address and local agents picked up a guy in Chicago who was in some kind of zombie state. He’d got instructions to search hospitals, residential homes and such, looking for a group of women in their late sixties with the surname Power.”

			“Controlled by Jewel.” A shiver of fear ran down Geena’s spine.

			“Yes.” He huffed out a breath. “I always said it was a mistake letting them keep their name.”

			“You know how stubborn they were about that.” Geena’s tone was tight. “Losing their powers really hurt. The last thing they wanted to lose on top of that was their identity. Besides, how could we know Jewel wasn’t really dead and might start looking for them again?”

			“I suppose so.” Lacey grunted. “Well, get them all up and out of there right now, Fox. Report back as soon as you’re set up in Illinois.” He hung up.

			Geena glanced at the time—a little before two a.m.—then flopped back against her pillow, her mind running a mile a minute. Jewel had an idea her cousins and sister were still alive, and she was actively looking for them. That was pretty scary in itself, but a fully armed, fully trained platoon at Jewel’s disposal was a big step up from her usual recruiting methods, and utterly terrifying. Did that mean she was even more powerful than before?

			She leaped out of bed and showered quickly. After dressing, she dialed Walker’s room.

			“Uhmhm,” Walker mumbled.

			“Sorry to interrupt your night, but we need to get on the move. Get dressed and packed and come to my room as soon as you’re ready. I’ll fill you in then.”

			“Mmm…’kay.”

			Geena chuckled—at least she wasn’t the only one who couldn’t handle a middle-of-the-night emergency.

			Next, she called Fyre. As expected, she was met with nothing more than a grunt—Fyre was even less of a morning person than Geena was.

			Thirty minutes later, two sleepy-eyed women sat on Geena’s bed while she relayed what Lacey had told her. That seemed to wake them both up a little.

			“Jesus,” Fyre said.

			“Indeed. So, I need you to call your sister and get her to get the women up and ready. Very quietly, if they can. No point waking the whole home. Then we’ll ride over and pick them up. Tell them to wait out on the road, not in front of the home, just in case anyone’s a light sleeper and their curiosity gets the better of them. But maybe don’t tell them about Jewel trying to locate them. We’ll save that for a little later. Or never.”

			“Got it.” Fyre rubbed her eyes.

			“Walker, see if you can set up a link with Samuels and Keys. They’re on the company plane so should have full connectivity. Get what you can from them so I can be a little more up to speed when we meet them at Springfield.”

			“Yes, Agent Fox.” Walker pulled her laptop from her bag and got straight to work.

			“Okay.” Fyre shoved her phone back in her pocket. “They need about an hour but they’re all good. Well, as good as four grumpy old women can be at being woken at two-thirty in the morning.” She smiled wryly.

			Geena grinned. “Just like the old days, huh?”

			Fyre’s smile widened. “Hell, yes.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			The sun was nowhere in sight when they quietly exited the lobby out onto the path that led to the parking lot, and Reed was grateful for the sweater she’d put on.

			“Remind me again why we had to get up way before the crack of damn dawn for this?” Sunny sniped from behind her.

			“Hush!” Mary admonished. “Keep your voice down.”

			Sunny tutted but shut up.

			They carried their small cases across the parking lot and up the driveway, not wanting to risk the sound of the wheels on the asphalt. No words were spoken, partly because they were all still trying to fully awaken and partly because, Reed suspected, they were all lost in their own thoughts about what this new development meant.

			After reaching the road, they walked about a hundred yards along it, then parked all their cases on the sidewalk.

			Mary let out a quiet gasp a few moments later as the local stray cat wound itself around her legs. “Oh, sweetie, have you come to say good-bye?” she cooed, leaning down to stroke and pet the creature.

			“Aw,” Val said, also wandering over to pet the cat.

			Sunny tutted again and sat down on her suitcase.

			Reed stood with her hands in her pockets, waiting, her nerves jangling. This was insane. There was no way they were ready to face Jewel. Fox would be better off getting together some kind of SWAT team.

			Just as her panic and annoyance reached fever pitch, the two black SUVs pulled up. She wanted to take Fox to one side, to question her reasoning, but before she could muster a word, everyone was moving, loading the luggage and then settling into their seats.

			Dana was already on board one of the SUVs, and her big green first aid crate was loaded in the back. She looked both excited and terrified. Walker leaned in to talk to her quietly through the open window of her SUV. Then she patted her hand and approached Fox.

			“I still don’t think it’s the best idea bringing her along,” Fox said before Walker could speak. “She’s not trained for field operations. And AIC Lacey will probably have a fit if he finds out we have her on board.”

			Reed noted that Agent Walker bristled at Fox’s words. It would be better for Walker’s career if Reed was the one arguing with Fox right now. She also had a pretty good idea there was something starting between Dana and Agent Walker, and, much to her own surprise, she wanted them to have a chance to see what that could be.

			She almost tutted out loud. Getting damn soft in your old age.

			Reed stepped closer. “You think it’s a better idea to let a bunch of old ladies go into who knows what with Jewel with no medical backup?”

			“Of course not, but there are people we can call in if we need to and—”

			“We all like her. And more to the point, we all trust her after everything she’s done and seen in the last few days. Dana knows us all, and she knows what we need.”

			Fox stared at her, her eyes narrowed, her lips pressed tight together. Out of the corner of her eye, Reed could practically see Agent Walker holding her breath.

			“Goddammit,” Fox muttered eventually. “All right.”

			Reed turned to Agent Walker and gave her a quick wink. The blush she got in response told her everything she needed to know.
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			“You really hate flying that much?” Dana rubbed soothing circles on Miss Valerie’s back as they came in to land at Moline.

			Miss Valerie hunched over in the brace position, even though the pilot hadn’t asked for anyone to do that. “Y-Yes.” The plane touched down with a slight bump, and Miss Valerie squeaked.

			“She’s fine, really,” Miss Reed said from the window seat, the other side of Miss Valerie. “But I’m sure it helped having you near.”

			“It-It did,” Miss Valerie said from between her arms.

			“Well, I’m glad.” Dana’s heart broke to hear Miss Valerie so distressed. “But I honestly don’t understand. You’re a superhero,” she whispered. “You’re so strong. So how—”

			“Strength doesn’t have anything to do with it,” Miss Valerie snapped. “Belief in human engineering does. Or rather, lack of that belief.”

			Dana decided it was probably best if she stuck to the soothing circles rather than talking and kept that up until Miss Valerie came upright in her seat again, just as they taxied off the runway. Dana craned her neck to peer out of the window and startled. They were heading away from the terminal.

			“Wh-where are we going?” she asked Miss Reed.

			“Private hanger, I imagine. This is an agency aircraft, after all.”

			Dana nodded, her excitement level not dropping an inch from just shy of peeing my pants. It was the level she’d been at since the day before and she’d first learned she was going to be part of the team. It hadn’t lessened with being woken at two in the morning; in fact, it had heightened. This was all so surreal, but she wouldn’t have missed it for the world. Especially because it gave her more time with Leigh. She turned at the thought and found Leigh’s gaze on her, a warm smile on her face.

			Gosh, she was so pretty! Dana still couldn’t believe they’d been out on a date and they’d kissed goodnight. Well, kissed on the cheek, but Lordy, that just made her want even more kisses. After all this time of trying to ignore the truth, Dana knew with Leigh that wouldn’t be possible. They’d not had much more private time together since the date. However, every time their eyes had met, there’d been that warm smile on Leigh’s lips, and every time Dana had to drag her gaze away from their pinkness before she embarrassed them all by launching herself at her.

			As if that wasn’t enough for her poor brain to deal with, she had just flown on a private jet! And in the company of a band of superheroes and two agents who worked for an agency she still wasn’t quite sure she knew the name of, on the hunt for a possibly resurrected super-villain. It was almost too much. But at the same time, she loved it.

			Three large sedans met them at the hanger. With Agents Samuels and Keys on board the plane, plus all the women and their luggage, they were a large entourage. Agent Fox seemed annoyed at how long it took to get going. But then, she was annoyed most of the time, if the truth be told.

			Dana didn’t care, though. This was the biggest adventure of her life, and she wasn’t going to let anything spoil it.
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			They pulled up outside a nondescript motel in Medhurst, the nearest town to the arsenal, less than thirty minutes after landing. It was just past nine a.m.; the sun was up but still low in the sky. They exited the cars and assembled on the sidewalk while Agents Samuels and Keys unloaded the luggage and all their equipment.

			“Jesus, I’m tired,” Val muttered.

			“I hear you, cousin.” Mary twisted her head from side to side in a vain attempt to ease out the stiffness in her neck. They’d all managed a little sleep on the plane but not enough to make up for their interrupted night.

			“Don’t worry, ladies,” Dana chirped. “I’ll be happy to dish out some therapeutic massages this evening, if you like?”

			“Dana, do you want to marry me?” Sunny enquired.

			Dana giggled.

			“Did you hear Fox say she’d got us somewhere to have a sneaky training session up here?” Sunny asked Val.

			Mary’s heart almost skipped a beat. She still hadn’t told anyone what had happened to her. Should she try to train with the rest of them? What if nothing happened? What if it did?

			“That’s what she told Reed.” Val shrugged. “Said something about an old warehouse. She and the other agents will go do some snooping around the trucking company, and we can stretch our legs, so to speak, while they’re gone.”

			“Still don’t understand why my aim’s so off,” Sunny mumbled. “It’s getting kind of annoying now. I got all this power and I can’t do anything useful with it!”

			“Does anything feel different than from before?” Mary asked.

			Sunny shook her head. “No, that’s what’s so damn frustrating. I get all fired up just like before, but as soon I focus on a spot and let rip, it shoots off in some random direction.”

			“There is one thing different,” Val said slowly, her eyes widening.

			“What?” chorused Sunny and Mary.

			“You wear eyeglasses now. You didn’t used to. Not back then.”

			“I… What?” Sunny stared at Val.

			Val raised her hands. “I’m just saying, that’s one thing that’s different.”

			“But… But the glasses make me see better.” Sunny sounded mystified.

			“True,” Mary mused. “But maybe in correcting your eyesight they interfere with your aim?”

			“Holy shit,” Sunny breathed. “I wonder if that’s it?”

			“Only one way to find out.” Mary couldn’t help grinning at the look of excitement on Sunny’s face.
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			“Do you ladies really want to do this?” Leigh asked.

			She’d been with Agents Samuels and Keys, checking out the trucking company owned by Diamond Investments. There’d been no sign of activity or even usage, which had confused them all.

			On arriving back at the motel, she’d discovered the Powers all fired up to get out to the old warehouse Agent Fox had rented for them as a new temporary training center.

			“We think we might have an idea why Sunny’s aim is so off,” Val said excitedly, “and we all really want to see if it’s true!”

			Leigh looked at the beaming faces before her and caved. She’d been really looking forward to an early dinner with Dana, but she knew duty had to come first.

			“All right, but I can only take three of you plus Dana—Agent Fox isn’t back yet with her car.”

			Reed and Fyre looked at each other, and Fyre shrugged at Reed’s raised eyebrow.

			“We’ll stay back.” Reed turned to face Leigh. “Y’all go and give us the lowdown when you get back.”

			Sunny, Mary, and Val scrambled as quickly as their old bodies would allow into the back of the sedan, and Dana took the position up front with Leigh. She liked Dana being beside her and enjoyed how comfortable they were becoming with each other. They chatted easily now and had exchanged three sweet, flirtatious smiles that morning alone.

			Leigh tapped the warehouse’s address into her GPS and pulled out of the motel parking lot. Twenty minutes later, they drove into an old industrial zone on the other side of town. Grass grew between the cracks in the parking lot asphalt, and each of the six large warehouses that made up the zone had their doors and windows boarded up.

			“I think it’s… Yes, this one,” Leigh said as she swung them in front of the warehouse furthest back from the road.

			“How the hell does she find these places?” Val asked as they clambered out.

			“I don’t know. She just tells me where to go and I go.” Leigh shook her head. “She said the entrance is around the back.”

			They stepped carefully over the rundown asphalt and past abandoned shopping carts, broken bottles, and empty beer cans. Finally, they found the door on the back of the building. Two large locks barred their way. Leigh fished in her pocket and retrieved the keys Agent Fox had given her earlier. After a fair amount of fiddling, she got the door unlocked. It creaked horribly as she pushed it open, and they all winced.

			Using her agency-issue flashlight, Leigh found a light switch and tried it, not expecting anything but pleasantly surprised when a huge section of lights in the cavernous roof space above them illuminated about a third of the empty warehouse before them.

			“Wow!” Mary gazed around her at the space. “This place is huge!”

			“Okay, see if you can find the rest of the lights,” Leigh said. “Now we’re in, Dana and I will retrieve the first aid crate. I’d rather be safe than sorry,” she finished, with an apologetic look at Sunny.

			“Hmph,” was the only response.

			“How are you feeling, Dana?” Leigh asked as she opened the trunk of the car. “I mean, this is all very different to anything you’ve done before and…”

			Dana smiled. “I’m good, don’t worry.”

			“Okay, that’s good. I… Well, any time you need someone to talk to, you know where I am, okay?”

			Dana blushed slightly, leaned up on her toes, and placed a sweet kiss on Leigh’s cheek. “Thank you.”

			Leigh swallowed hard before speaking. “Could we… I mean, later, maybe could we—”

			“Yes.” Dana grinned. “Whatever the question is, the answer is yes.”

			Leigh smiled and all of a sudden felt about ten feet tall.
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			“All right, Sunny, let’s see what you’ve got!” Val called.

			Mary tensed—would this work? Would they finally have an answer to Sunny’s problem? And if they did, where would that leave Mary? Everyone else would be sorted. They’d be in need of some more fitness, maybe, but generally back in action.

			All except her.

			“Okay.” Sunny’s voice quivered. She slipped off her eyeglasses and tucked them in the pocket of the bright green sweater jacket she wore. She rolled her shoulders, then stood very still.

			“You gonna tell us what you’re aiming at?” Val shouted. “Otherwise how’ll we know if it’s working?”

			“All right, smart ass,” Sunny replied snidely. She pointed at an exit sign some fifty yards away, hanging down from one of the steel rafters. “How about that?”

			“If you hit that, I’ll give you fifty bucks!” Val retorted, laughing.

			“Well, thanks for the vote of confidence.” Sunny turned to glare at her through squinting eyes, which somewhat lessened the glare’s impact. “I’ll take that damn bet!”

			“We’re supposed to be encouraging her,” Mary hissed.

			Val winked at her. “Oh, I am. She’ll be even more determined to get it right now.”

			They turned back to watch.

			Sunny became very still and breathed in and out deeply a couple of times.

			Bam!

			The beam shot out of her and hit the rafter six inches above the exit sign, sending a shower of sparks in all directions.

			“Ah, shoot!” Sunny sounded disgusted with herself.

			“Are you shitting me?” Val’s eyes were wide as she turned to face Mary. “She only missed by six inches!”

			“That was fantastic, Miss Sunny!” Dana clapped wildly.

			Sunny slowly turned, her face like thunder. “I missed.”

			“You missed by only six inches. Given that everything else these past two weeks you’ve missed by at least fifty yards, I’d say we’ve found the answer to your problem. It’s those damn eyeglasses,” Val said firmly. “And that was only your first attempt. Give it another try. Go on!”

			Scowling, Sunny turned back away from them, then tried again. This time, she severed one of the chains holding the exit sign to the rafter. Whooping, she didn’t hesitate and fired off a third beam. This one slammed the exit sign into the far corner of the warehouse, where it lay on the ground, smoking quietly. Their loud cheers echoed off the walls.

			“You did it!” Val hobbled over to throw her arms around Sunny.

			Mary, her joy bubbling over for her cousin, sprinted after her.

			“Mary?” Val’s voice was tremulous.

			“Yes?”

			“H-How did you do that?”

			“Do what?” Mary looked around them.

			Sunny was staring at her. “One second you were over there,” she said, pointing back where Mary had been standing next to Dana, “and now you’re here.” Sunny pointed at the floor between them. “And you did it in the blink of an eye.”

			“I-I did?” Mary whispered it, scared to hear the answer, in case this was some godawful joke of Sunny’s.

			“You did!” Val leaned back to stare at Mary. “You sprinted. Like in the old days. Like lightning.”

			Mary blinked a few times, then pulled out of their arms and took a couple of steps back. She looked beyond Val to the farthest corner of the warehouse and concentrated as hard as she could.

			There it was, that little tingle in her toes and ankles, building to a buzz in her calf muscles, then her thighs, then—

			“Holy fucking shit!” Sunny yelled from across the warehouse. “Mary! You did it! You fucking did it!”

			Mary, her body shaking, looked around. She was as far away from the rest of them as it was possible to be in the building, dust swirling gently around her to the ground. Her legs ached in the most pleasurable of ways.

			The ways that told her she’d just run really, really fast in a very short space of time.

			“You’re back, girl!” Val jigged on the spot.

			Sunny bounced around beside her like a neon-colored cartoon character.

			Mary thought her heart might burst with excitement.

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			“And it worked just like it used to?” Reed held her breath, waiting for Mary’s answer.

			“Well, yeah. I mean, I’m awful tired after, kinda puffing for breath, but the legs themselves, no problem.”

			Reed impulsively pulled Mary into a hug, something they rarely shared. “I’m so pleased for you,” she murmured into her hair.

			Mary squeezed her tight.

			“This is really good news.” Fox beamed, her eyes bright. “Okay, everyone gather round, we need a meeting.”

			The conference room in the motel was small but had enough chairs for all of them. Agents Samuels and Keys were already set up at one end of the oval table with their laptops. A large TV screen behind them had clearly been roped into acting as a display unit of some kind.

			Agent Samuels tapped a couple of keys, and two maps sprung into view alongside each other on the big screen.

			“On the left, Jefferson Arsenal, just up the road from where we are now.” Fox pointed at the left of the screen, then at the right. “And here, Fir Peak, where the hotel is.”

			She looked back at them all. “We need to figure out what the hell the connection is between them.”

			“You’re asking us?” Sunny scoffed. “I thought that’s what the handsome duo were for?”

			Samuels ducked his head while Keys blushed.

			Fox shrugged. “Me and the guys are out of ideas. At this point, I’ll take any help I can get.”

			“Not exactly a ringing endorsement,” Fyre said wryly, and the others chuckled.

			“But seriously, anyone have any ideas?” Fox glanced around the table.

			Reed leaned back in her chair, focusing on the maps. The two places seemed so disconnected, both in distance and purpose; it really made no sense. “Are you sure there is a connection?”

			Fox tilted her head.

			“I mean,” Reed continued, “knowing Jewel, there might be nothing connecting them at all. She could have multiple different plans going on at the same time. You know how she always liked to prove that she could control things in more than one place at a time.”

			Her cousins nodded.

			Fox looked crestfallen, which was not an emotion she’d ever displayed as far as Reed could recall. That told her exactly how stressed their handler was.

			“Shit,” Fox breathed. “If they are unrelated, I don’t know what we need to focus on.”

			“Here. Illinois.” Fyre’s voice was firm. “And mainly those missing soldiers. Something tells me that’s key to what she’s up to.”

			“I agree.” Agent Walker’s voice wobbled, but Reed was pleased the demure agent was finally finding her voice.

			“Me too,” Reed added, to back her up.

			Fox looked pensive.

			Everyone stayed silent, giving her room to think.

			“Okay,” Fox said briskly. She stood and began to pace. “You two.” She pointed at Samuels and Keys. “Get me as much detail as you can on those soldiers walking off base last night.”

			Samuels and Keys both began tapping furiously at their keyboards.

			“Walker, get in touch with the Blue Ridge team; get me an update on that, please.”

			Walker reached for her phone, then stood up and moved to the farthest corner of the room, talking quietly into the handset.

			“Ladies.” Fox turned to Reed and her cousins. “I suggest you get some rest. If nothing else happens overnight, I want you back at your training ground tomorrow morning.”

			The eager faces that greeted her made Reed smile. Now that all of them were back up and running—literally, in Mary’s case—their hunger for the chance to try out their powers was obvious, Reed’s included. Even this morning, she’d cheated in the shower when she realized she’d left the shampoo on the countertop. It had thrilled her beyond measure to extend an arm up and over the shower stall to reach clear across the room to retrieve it. The action had made her giggle like a kid.

			“I’m starving,” Mary announced. “Anyone else starving?”

			“I’m thinking someone burned off some calories this afternoon.” Val winked at Mary.

			“Heck, yeah!” Mary fist pumped.
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			“Want to grab a bite?”

			Fyre’s voice seemed to come out of nowhere; Geena was engrossed in the reports filtering in from headquarters and the army. She looked up, unable to focus on Fyre’s face for a moment as her eyeballs adjusted from staring at her laptop for the previous two hours non-stop. “I don’t think so,” Geena said finally. “I’ve got a ton of work to get through still.”

			“Come on, Foxy.” The old nickname from Fyre’s lips sent an unwanted tingle down Geena’s spine. “You gotta eat.” Fyre sat on the edge of the table. “How about I go get you something and bring it back? Multitask?”

			The times they’d been spending together since reconnecting had given them a new-yet-old familiarity. The ease between them was satisfying and painful all at the same time. Fyre’s concern felt wonderful, even as it made Geena wish for so much more.

			“Thank you,” she said, giving in to the reality of her situation. “That would be really good.”

			Fyre smiled, the kind of smile that totally distracted Geena from whatever she was supposed to be thinking about. “Be right back.” She shimmied off the table and left, and Geena could breathe again.

			It took a couple of moments to get herself back in the zone. Fyre had always had that effect on her, and any defenses Geena had attempted to bring into play over the years had all failed dismally.

			She rubbed her tired eyes and sat back in her chair, pondering how far—or not—they’d come in the investigation. Lacey, of course, was furious there’d been no real progress, but he had begrudgingly admitted on her call with him earlier that it wasn’t her fault.

			“Damn woman’s like a ghost,” he’d said, his anger seething through his tone. “No one knows where she is—CIA, Homeland, FBI, all at a loss.”

			It had made her feel better, but only a little.

			She was deep into a listing obtained from the Jefferson Arsenal authorities about just what that arsenal contained when Fyre returned with bags of something that smelled as if it had been prepared by the gods themselves.

			“Whatever is in that bag, gimme.” Geena shot out a hand, and Fyre laughed as she passed over one of the bags.

			“Burger and fries. Nothing fancy. And yes,” Fyre said, “I did get you plenty of ketchup for your fries.”

			Geena grinned and inside a warmth spread through her. She remembered.

			They ate in silence, but that was okay. Geena was too tired and too on guard to talk with Fyre right now. Fyre looking after her was nice. Being around her was nice. But all of it conspired to batter at her defenses, and with what they had going on with trying to find Jewel and figure out what she was up to, Geena did not have the luxury of giving in to any of her feelings for this woman.

			When she’d finished her surprisingly good burger, she wiped her mouth, scrunched up the napkin and bag, and tossed them into the trash.

			“Better?” Fyre’s voice was quiet, her eyes narrowed in concern.

			Geena smiled. “You were right, I needed that.”

			She glanced around the conference room. Samuels and Keys had gone out for some food but would be back soon. The three of them would work for a few more hours yet.

			“I need—”

			“I’ll just leave—”

			They smiled at each other.

			Fyre stood. “I’m outta here. See you for breakfast?”

			Geena nodded and sighed quietly to herself as Fyre strolled out of the room without another word.
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			Dana was eavesdropping, and not a moment of guilt interrupted her in that process.

			“So, you brought her some food and…?” Miss Reed asked. She leaned in to Fyre as they stood watching Miss Mary zoom around the warehouse.

			Miss Valerie stood in the center of the warehouse, hoisting concrete blocks as if they were made of paper.

			“And nothing. We ate; she got back to work. We met for breakfast this morning with everyone else. Nothing to tell.”

			Fyre sounded pissed, and it made Dana grin.

			It was obvious Fyre carried a torch for Agent Fox, and vice versa, and it was all kinds of cute seeing her so ruffled like this. Fyre had intimidated Dana from the minute they met—she was so brooding, so tough, so…hot. That leather jacket she wore everywhere, the jeans that clung to what seemed to be particularly muscular thighs—all of it added up to some wild kind of fantasy woman that Dana almost didn’t dare think about it. Feeling traitorous, she glanced over at Leigh, and her insides did that squirmy thing again. Leigh was so dreamy…

			“Jesus, you’re pathetic! So tough on the outside, total marshmallow on the inside,” Miss Reed said scathingly.

			Fyre flipped her sister the bird and stomped away.

			Miss Reed snorted, then seemed to become aware of Dana standing close by. She narrowed her eyes when their gazes locked. “Okay, nosy one, how much of that did you hear?”

			Dana froze in the motion of trying to back casually away. Lying was clearly an impossibility—Miss Reed had her busted good.

			“A-All of it.”

			Miss Reed folded her arms across her chest. “That was a private conversation.”

			Dana’s heart pounded. It was like it was her daddy talking to her all over again. “I’m sorry, Miss Reed. I—”

			“Oh hell, never mind.” Miss Reed looked away.

			“W-Will they ever get together?” Dana dared to ask, her romantic side outweighing her self-preservation.

			Miss Reed turned back to her, a sly smile on her face. “What do you know about it?”

			Oh, Lordy. “Um, well, not much. I just… Well, I’ve seen the way they look at each other, when they think no one else is paying attention. And Leigh and I saw them out for dinner one night last week. It seemed, you know, like they were having more than a business dinner, you know?”

			“Leigh?” Miss Reed arched an eyebrow.

			Dana’s cheeks blazed with heat. “Oh, um, I mean Agent Walker.”

			Miss Reed chuckled. “Sure. Well, yeah, between you and me I’m trying to get my useless sister to finally grow some and make it clear to Agent Fox how she feels but…” She threw her hands up in exasperation. “Like she’ll listen to me. Never has, probably never will.”

			Dana didn’t have a response for that.

			A loud crack snagged their attention, and they spun around. One of the rafters holding up a section of the roof bounced off the floor a few times before it settled in a cloud of dust.

			“Whoops.” Miss Sunny looked sheepish.

			Guffaws of laughter billowed out around the warehouse as everyone surveyed her handiwork. The portion of ceiling the rafter had been in charge of now sagged down, and a glimmer of daylight shot through a crack between its panels.

			“I take it your aim is back to one hundred percent then, Sunny?” Miss Reed called.

			Miss Sunny gave her a double thumbs up before popping her eyeglasses back on and strolling over to join her cousin.

			Miss Mary zipped in from somewhere, and Miss Valerie clapped dust off her hands before also joining them.

			As the three approached, Dana’s eyes widened as she took in what she saw: not a single one of them limped or hunched over or looked in any sort of discomfort at all.

			“Look at you all,” she cried. “You’re…you’re healthy!”

			The cousins all looked at each other.

			“I think she’s right,” Fyre called. She turned to Miss Reed. “And I think that proves Geena’s theory, huh?”

			Miss Reed flexed her arms. “I noticed it the last couple of days. Nothing aches. I can get out of bed without my stick. It’s…amazing,” she finished in a whisper.

			A lump formed in Dana’s throat as Fyre pulled Miss Reed into a rough, one-armed hug.

			“It’s incredible, isn’t it?” Leigh’s voice was soft and close, and Dana became acutely aware of her presence.

			“Uh-huh,” was all she managed as she met Leigh’s gaze. Oh, Lordy.

			The door to the warehouse slammed open behind them, making them all jump and spin around to see who had entered.

			“How’s training going?” Agent Fox asked breathlessly as she jogged into the warehouse.

			“Pretty good.” Fyre spread her arms wide. “Everyone’s really getting into the swing of it all.”

			“Good. Because something’s going down at Jefferson Arsenal and we need you. Now!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			The cars sped through town, Leigh following Agent Fox as she cut a trail along busy streets and through tight intersections. They had a police escort clearing the way, and an SUV behind them with four local agents on board.

			Minutes after Agent Fox had busted into the warehouse with the news, they screeched to a halt a hundred yards away from the main entrance to Jefferson Arsenal. The gates stood wide open.

			“I’m not ready!” Val exclaimed from the back seat. “I can’t do this! What if she controls me again?”

			Leigh looked in the rearview mirror to see Mary wrap her arms around Val, trying to calm her.

			“She won’t,” Sunny snapped. “And you are ready. Now, come on!” She pushed open the rear door and practically yanked Val out of the car with her, Mary admonishing her the whole time. Sunny ignored her.

			“Stay here,” Leigh said to Dana, who clutched at her seat, her face pale.

			Dana nodded but didn’t take her eyes off the view out of the front window, where agents were lining up behind vehicles for cover, their guns drawn.

			“Dana,” Leigh said, softer this time, which made Dana look at her. Leigh reached over and squeezed Dana’s arm. “It’ll be okay, I promise. Stay here and I’ll be back before you know it.”

			Dana, of course, didn’t need to know that Leigh’s stomach was currently tied up in knots and her heart raced a mile a minute. Good Lord, how had things changed so quickly? One minute they were all laughing in the warehouse; the next they were racing through the streets to deal with…what? Agent Fox had been vague: base security breached, intruders on site.

			But what intruders?

			As Leigh exited the vehicle, keeping low, she pulled her gun from its holster and quickly glanced at the safety: on. For now, that was correct. She trotted over to Agent Fox and slunk down next to her behind the open door of a police car.

			Agent Fox spared her a quick glance, then looked ahead to the arsenal. “All the Powers are here, yes?”

			“Yes, Agent Fox. They’re right behind us.”

			Agent Fox swiveled on her heels and waved them over. Moments later, all five Power women crouched down alongside the police car.

			“Ow, that’s my foot!” Sunny shot in the direction of Mary.

			“Sorry!”

			They wriggled in closer so that they all had a modicum of cover from the car and its open door.

			“What the hell is going on, Fox?” Reed asked, her voice tight.

			Keeping her eyes on the gateway to the base—although having no idea what she was looking out for—Leigh listened as Agent Fox briefed them all in.

			“A call came in to the police from a man who said he’d witnessed something at the entrance to the base about forty minutes ago. He’d been walking his dog on the other side of the street and noticed a truck pull up. The base gates opened and all the sentries on duty left their posts and escorted the truck into the base. Moments later he heard gunfire, and that’s when he ran for cover and called it in. Attempts to get in contact with anyone inside the base have failed.” Agent Fox sucked in a breath. “Since the police and local agents got here, they’ve reported other sporadic outbursts of gunfire but no obvious movement as far as they can see. The army have been informed and are sending over a detachment of soldiers and some high-ranking officer to liaise with us.”

			“So, what, we just sit here and wait?” Reed’s tone was scathing.

			“I have absolutely no authority to do anything but,” Fox snapped in return.

			“Then why are we here?” Sunny asked.

			“Because we might need you! Because I have no idea if Jewel is in there and if she is you are probably the ones best placed to help us bring her down.”

			Everyone went quiet after that. Occasional crackles from radios interrupted the silence, but otherwise no one moved or spoke.

			Suddenly, the rumbling sound of trucks reached them. Everyone’s head swiveled, searching for the incoming army group behind them until Fyre said quietly, “It’s coming from inside the base,” and everyone whipped around to face front again.

			Sure enough, about three hundred yards up the road inside the base, two trucks were approaching the open gates at a slow pace. In front of them, a phalanx of soldiers, all sporting heavy-duty assault weapons, walked calmly in formation.

			“What the hell?” Agent Fox muttered.

			Leigh strained to look, then remembered the small set of binoculars in her pocket and yanked them out. It took her a few moments to focus, but what she saw when she did had her starting in surprise. “Agent Fox, there’s a woman in there!”

			“What?” Agent Fox stared at her. “Give me those!” She reached for the binoculars, and Leigh had barely handed them over before Agent Fox was lifting them to her eyes, turning the focus wheel, and then exclaiming “What the fuck is she up to now?”

			“Who?” voices chorused from behind her.

			“It’s Jewel.” Agent Fox lowered the binoculars. “She’s in the middle of those soldiers, a big shit-eating grin on her face.”

			She turned to look at them all, and this time even Leigh looked away from her observation point to concentrate on her boss’s face and words.

			“This is our chance,” Agent Fox said grimly. “I know we haven’t prepared tactics or even really talked about whether you are ready for this, but she’s here, and we have to grab her. I’ll instruct the police and agents to draw the soldiers’ fire. Fyre, you get into flame-throwing mode. Try to just, I don’t know, herd those soldiers out of the way. We need to stop those trucks, but I don’t want us to kill anyone if we can avoid it. If we can get a break in that formation, give us a gap to work with, then we can send Mary in.” She turned to Mary. “If you can sprint right into her face, take her by surprise, maybe you can hold her down until the rest of us can get there?”

			Mary looked highly dubious but nodded anyway.

			Agent Fox opened her mouth to speak further but was cut off by a woman’s voice calling through a bullhorn from inside the base gates.

			“Well, well, well, if it isn’t my old sparring pals.”

			Everyone spun back to look at the base entrance. The formation of soldiers had come to a halt just inside the gates, still encircling the woman—Jewel, Leigh knew now—they’d been escorting.

			Leigh hadn’t really known what she was expecting to see when she came face-to-face with Jewel for the first time, but someone so…ordinary looking definitely wasn’t it. Jewel looked like any older woman you’d end up in line next to at the grocery store. Average height, average build, nondescript clothes. Her resemblance to Val was highlighted in the shape of her face, but her hair was darker, her skin paler.

			“Come on out and show yourselves!” Jewel called, the bullhorn emphasizing the sneer in her tone. “Reed! Fyre! I know you’re in there. Oh, and Agent Fox too, how lovely.” The way she said it suggested it was anything but lovely.

			“Jesus, I’d forgotten how obnoxious she was,” Agent Fox muttered.

			Reed snorted. “And then some.”

			“Is my darling sister here?” Jewel’s tone was mocking.

			“Yeah, she’s here, bitch,” Reed said, but only loud enough for the group to hear. “But we’re gonna keep her nice and safe from you.”

			“Um, Miss Reed?”

			Dana’s trembling voice came from behind them, and Leigh startled, looking around to find Dana crouched at the back of the police car. Guilt washed over her as she realized she’d forgotten she was even here in the tension of the situation. Although perhaps that was a good thing as it at least meant she was doing her job properly.

			“Dana, what are you doing out of the car?” she asked, aghast at the danger Dana was now in.

			“What do you want, Dana?” Reed hissed. “We’re kinda busy here and—”

			“Er, well, it’s just that…”

			Reed glared at her and Dana’s next words left her in a rush. “Miss Valerie isn’t here. She took off a couple minutes ago. I thought you should know.”

			Everyone stared at her, then looked behind and around them in all directions.

			“Oh, no!” Mary exclaimed. “She was right here! Right next to me!”

			“She… She took off when that group of soldiers appeared.” Dana’s eyes were scarily wide. “She went that way.” She pointed behind her toward a shopping mall.

			“Jesus fucking Christ.” Agent Fox sounded like she was ready to explode.

			“You can’t hide her from me forever,” Jewel called in a grating, sing-song voice.

			Leigh had to admit she was scared. What if Jewel saw her and invaded her mind, controlled her like she was doing with all those soldiers? Leigh kept her head low, and her gaze on the soldiers rather than the woman they were shielding.

			Agent Fox huffed out a long breath. “What do you want, Jewel?” she shouted.

			“Some fun,” Jewel responded, her laugh loud and nasty. “And I’m so glad you’re here to enjoy the show.”

			With that, she raised her arm, and the men flanking her turned outward, raised their weapons, and let rip. In the split second that action took, Agent Fox yelled “Down!” and everyone ducked as low as they could.

			The first bullets pinged into and off the cars everyone sheltered behind. The rat-a-tat noise was deafening. The air filled with cursing and shouting as men and women scrambled for better cover. Screaming started nearby, and Leigh swung around, knowing instinctively it was Dana. Leigh scrambled past the Power women, reached Dana, and pulled her into her arms, keeping their heads low as she did so. “Shush, it’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”

			Dana’s arms flailed against her body as her panic consumed her.

			“Get her out of here!” Agent Fox shouted as she flicked the safety on her gun and leaned up over the car door to return fire.

			Leigh didn’t hesitate to follow that order. Casting a glance around, she observed a narrow corridor where no bullets appeared to be falling, between the car they currently crouched behind and a bus shelter across the road. Not even telling Dana what she was about to do, just trusting that she could pull her along, she wrapped her arms tightly around her and willed her legs to have enough strength for both of them as she pushed off the ground and ran, crablike, across the road.
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			Damn that murderous piece of shit! Geena re-loaded and swiveled back to fire at the group of soldiers protecting Jewel, taking bittersweet satisfaction in hitting one in the shoulder, sending him spinning to the ground. These guys didn’t even know what they were doing. Hurting them felt wrong, yet it was what she and the others had to do in order to have a chance of getting at Jewel. At least she could do her best to avoid any kill shots.

			“Well?” she heard Reed say quietly behind her.

			“Yup.”

			Fyre’s response was short, and it took a moment for Geena to realize what was happening. By the time she did, it was too late to stop it, even though it was exactly what she’d been suggesting only minutes before.

			Fyre was gone, dodging bullets as she zig-zagged between cars.

			Geena’s heart leaped into her mouth at the sight, equal parts fear and searing pride swamping her. When Fyre reached the last car between her and the soldiers guarding Jewel—which, Geena noticed, were now down two more men—she paused for breath.

			Then Reed and Mary were following in her path, Mary arriving in a blur beside her cousin a full minute before Reed made it.

			While they caught their breath, Fyre braced her arms, holding them at almost ninety degrees to her body, and then stood.

			The flames that shot out from her hands were intense; the heat of them warmed Geena’s face and shimmered in the air around them all. The jets of flame reached some fifty feet in front of Fyre, more than enough distance to cause panic among the soldiers who ringed Jewel, sending them scrambling backward for safety. Their guns either dropped to the ground or hung uselessly by their sides as they scattered. Fyre herded them, sweeping the flames quickly left and right, pushing them back toward the trucks but never actually burning them. Jewel ran with them, her shrieked curses filling the air.

			Geena heard Fyre chuckle, and excitement filled her. Now was Mary’s chance! Except Mary wasn’t moving. Why wasn’t Mary moving?

			Reed was crouched beside Mary, and she waved her hand in front of Mary’s face, then turned and looked back at Geena, her frown obvious even from this distance.

			Sucking in a breath, Geena took off and covered the distance between the cars at a fast pace. She was breathless by the time she skidded into the gap between Reed and the back of the police vehicle. “What’s going on?” she panted.

			Reed shrugged. “Mary seems to be in some kind of shock state. I don’t think it’s Jewel doing it, but I can’t get her to talk to me.”

			Geena shimmied forward and gently pulled Mary around to face her. Her eyes were glazed, her mouth slack. “Mary? Mary, can you hear me?” She kept her voice low and gentle, even as her frustration made her want to shout and scream.

			No reaction.

			“Shit! Too much, too soon?” she asked Reed.

			“That’s my guess. I mean, she only got her powers back yesterday, so…”

			“This is my fault.” Geena’s frustration welled up. “I should have waited. Should have just observed Jewel and had her followed but—”

			“Hey, none of us disagreed with you! This was a good chance to grab her, but we need more than some flames and my flexibility to make that happen.”

			“I know.” Geena looked over the car door to the scene before her.

			The soldiers, presumably bolstered by some additional mental pressure from Jewel, rallied. Those without weapons hurried Jewel toward the back of the first truck, which meant they planned some sort of escape. More worryingly, those soldiers still with weapons quickly reloaded.

			“Fyre!” Geena yelled. “Get back! They’re going to shoot!”

			Fyre started walking backward, still directing flames in front of her.

			“Give her some covering fire!” Geena shouted to the police nearest her.

			Guns were raised, and bullets soon began speeding their way toward the trucks and the small group of soldiers in front of them. They in turn opened fire, but the cover from the police was enough.

			Fyre dropped her flames just as she took refuge behind an empty truck parked at the side of the road. Moments later, that truck looked like Swiss cheese, but Fyre was still safe, tucked in behind one of its big rear wheels.

			A loud screech came from somewhere behind Geena. It sounded like one of the Powers, but she didn’t dare take her eyes off Jewel. If only I could get a clear shot, dammit!

			She cursed as Jewel was swallowed up in the group of soldiers and taken out of her sight.

			The soldiers behind the wheels of the two trucks started the engines. The men who had been firing at the police let their weapons drop to their sides and dashed behind the trucks to climb in. A second later, the two vehicles roared out of the gates. Bullets pinged off their bodywork and ineffectually bounced off their reinforced tires as they sped past the line of police cars.

			A minute later, they were gone, two faint clouds of dust the only sign of their passing.

			“My butt!” Sunny howled from somewhere close by. “Those bastards shot me in the butt!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 26

			Dana couldn’t stop shaking, even with her own arms and those of Leigh tight around her body. She was vaguely aware that they were safe behind the bus shelter, that bullets either couldn’t reach this far or that they were no longer considered a target. But that knowledge did nothing to calm her heart or her quivering body.

			Those were real live bullets. And she’d been in their firing line! And Leigh, Leigh who was her hero right now, had stood in that firing line and pulled Dana to safety, holding her tight the whole way through.

			I might faint.

			But she didn’t. Instead, the more the seconds ticked by, the less the bullets came for them, and the more she became aware of just how strong, and safe, and…amazing it felt to be held by Leigh this way. Her heartbeat slowed, and the trembles that had racked her body lessened.

			They watched the two trucks leave the base and drive off in the—thankfully—opposite direction from their refuge.

			“Leigh?” Dana dared to lift her head from its place of safety nestled in the soft, warm crook of Leigh’s neck.

			“Yes, sweetheart?” Leigh blushed as she spoke the endearment, but it brought a huge, happy smile to Dana’s face.

			“Thank you,” she murmured, her eyes locked on Leigh’s. Then her gaze dropped to Leigh’s mouth, which was parted slightly, and, oh my word, she wanted to kiss her so badly.

			Leigh beat her to it. Her mouth was gentle and careful, yet the touch of her lips on Dana’s sent a sizzle racing through Dana’s body.

			She moaned, low, and Leigh pulled away.

			“God, I’m sorry! I shouldn’t—”

			“Hush.” Dana smiled as Leigh’s eyes went wide.

			“Hush?” Leigh grinned. “You’re telling me to hush?”

			Dana nodded slowly. “I am. You’re only allowed to say sorry if you didn’t want that,” she said boldly, feeling a flush of pride as she spoke out.

			Leigh shook her head. “Oh no, I wanted it.”

			The fervency with which she spoke made Dana shiver.

			“But, it’s not exactly the most appropriate place or time,” Leigh continued, her smile sheepish. “Later?”

			“Yes, please.”

			Dana realized she was now totally calm, her panic of the last fifteen minutes completely forgotten. All from one kiss. Wow.

			She smiled, as wide as she could, and squeezed Leigh tightly. “I’m okay,” she said, and Leigh’s slow nod told her Leigh knew she wasn’t just talking about surviving a hail of bullets from mind-controlled soldiers of the U.S. Army.

			At that moment, the road alongside them trembled with the coming of many vehicles. A stream of army trucks trundled up the road toward the base gates.

			“I think it’s safe for us to join the others now,” Leigh observed.

			They moved apart, smiling at each other before walking around the bus shelter and across the road.

			“Dana!” Agent Fox called as they neared the group huddled behind a truck that looked like it was more bullet holes than metal. “We need you!”

			Spying Miss Mary slumped on the ground with her back to one of the massive wheels of the truck, Dana hurried over, her instincts and training kicking in. Leigh wasn’t far behind her.

			“What happened? Is she shot?” Dana clapped a hand over her mouth—bullet wounds had definitely not been part of her training.

			“No, nothing like that,” Miss Reed said. She shuffled to one side to make room for Dana to crouch beside Miss Mary. “She used some of her power in the middle of all that”—she gestured toward the base gates—“and now she seems to be in some kind of stupor. We think it was too much for her so soon after getting her powers back.”

			Dana looked at Miss Mary, noting the vacant eyes, the slightly pale face, the limp body. “I’ll need a first aid kit,” she said to Leigh, who immediately jogged away to the car they’d arrived in. She returned a minute later with a small emergency kit.

			“Hey, isn’t anyone gonna take a look at my butt?”

			Dana swiveled around.

			Miss Sunny stood nearby, hands on hips, glaring at them all.

			“I mean, I’m sorry about what’s happened to Mary, but I did get shot. In the butt!”

			Miss Reed’s hand on her arm stopped Dana from leaping into action. “She didn’t,” Miss Reed said quietly. “She fell over trying to run backwards and landed on her ass on the sidewalk.”

			“I’d still better take a look.” Dana quickly stood up. “Leigh! Please take Mary’s pulse while I quickly check out Miss Sunny’s ass—I mean, look at her injured butt.” Her cheeks flamed with heat, and she refused to meet anyone’s eyes as she moved over to where Miss Sunny stood glaring at them all. “Okay, Miss Sunny, show me where you’re hurt.”

			Miss Sunny turned and pointed at the seat of her pants. A long tear in the fabric revealed a pasty-white buttock with a thin bead of blood seeping from a small graze.

			“Jesus, put that away, Sunny. No one needs to see your ass hanging out,” Miss Reed snorted.

			“Fuck off, Reed,” Miss Sunny spat over her shoulder.

			Dana bent down to take a closer look at the wound.

			“You’re a brave woman, Dana!” Miss Reed called.

			Ignoring her, Dana gently pulled the material to one side. Relief flooded her veins. “Miss Sunny, it’s okay. It’s just a surface graze. And definitely not a gunshot wound, in my opinion.” Lord, she hoped that sounded convincing. She believed Miss Reed’s story about how Miss Sunny had got injured but didn’t want to come between them in an argument.

			“You sure?”

			“I am. I just need to clean it up, maybe put some Steri-Strips on it, but you won’t need to go to the hospital.” Dana stood and patted Miss Sunny on the shoulder.

			“Thank you, Dana.” Miss Sunny looked genuinely relieved. “It stung like a bitch and I feared the worst.” Then she looked down. “Oh, crap, it’s ruined my pants, hasn’t it?”

			Dana didn’t voice her opinion that it was probably a good thing. The puce-colored pants were revolting. “What happened to Miss Valerie?” Dana asked as she hurried back over to Miss Mary.

			Miss Reed grimaced. “We have no idea. After you told us she was gone things got a little crazy here.”

			“I’ve sent out a search party. I can’t believe she’s gone far, and you said she headed for that mall.” Agent Fox pointed behind them.

			“Maybe we should go join that search?” Miss Reed said to Fyre.

			“I think that’s a great idea,” Agent Fox said. “I’ll get you a radio so you can keep in touch with the team.”

			Fyre nodded, and the three of them trotted off.

			Dana went to work on Miss Mary, checking all her vital signs. Her heart rate was good, as was her breathing, if a little shallow. However, her temperature was a little high, and her limbs were non-responsive. Her pupils responded to light, which brought huge relief to Dana, but they wouldn’t track her finger when passed in front of them.

			By the time she’d finished her examination, Agent Fox had returned. “She’s not injured externally, and her vital signs suggest no internal injuries either,” Dana said. “I think she just needs some rest. But we’ll need to get her to a hospital to be checked over, to be safe. The sooner the better, Agent Fox. I’ve done all I can. I’m not trained for much more.”

			“Understood.” Agent Fox patted Dana’s forearm. “Thank you. I was…well, I was pretty worried there for a minute. Thanks for putting my mind to rest.”

			Dana’s chest swelled with pride—never in a million years would she have expected to earn such heartfelt thanks and praise from the tough Agent Fox.

			Leigh caught her eye and smiled at her, pride shining from her face too.

			Dana flushed.

			“Who the hell’s in charge here?” a male voice boomed.

			As one the three of them turned to see a tall man with a slight paunch and in full army fatigues striding between some of the shot-up cars.

			Agent Fox stood, her eyes narrowing. “That would be me,” she called.

			The man—Captain? Colonel? Dana wasn’t sure—marched over, a deep scowl on his face. “What in the hell have you done to my base?” he barked.

			Agent Fox straightened, her eyes blazing, and made to open her mouth, but Leigh stepped up behind her, and touched the small of her back.

			“I think it might be best if I brief the colonel, Agent Fox,” Leigh said, her tone even. “You need to get that wound looked at, remember?”

			Agent Fox stared at Leigh, who stood resolute beside her, her face set in a determined expression.

			“Wound?” Agent Fox asked in a quiet voice that wouldn’t reach the colonel’s ears.

			“Trust me,” Leigh whispered.

			Agent Fox’s eyebrows shot up, but after only a moment’s hesitation, she turned to the irate colonel, who stood before them with his hands on his hips, his chest thrust out.

			“Agent Walker will brief you. I need medical attention,” Agent Fox said, her words clipped.

			Without waiting for a response, she moved around the truck and out of sight.

			“Colonel.” Leigh approached him with her hand held out. Her voice was strong but pleasant and soothing all at the same time. “Agent Leigh Walker. My father is Senator Randall Walker. He chairs the Senate Appropriations Subcommittee on Defense. You may have heard of him?”

			At that, the colonel’s mouth slackened and his chest deflated somewhat. “Er, yes. Yes, I have, ma’am.” He shook Leigh’s hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Agent Walker.”

			“Now, why don’t we find somewhere a little less noisy so I can fill you in?” Leigh suggested.

			Dana watched in awe as Leigh smoothly escorted the colonel back to his jeep, chatting politely to him and smiling widely the whole time.

			“I’ve got to give praise where it’s due—she’s good.” Agent Fox stepped up alongside Dana.

			“Heck yeah.” Dana breathed deeply, thinking of other things Leigh was very good at.

			Agent Fox chuckled, and it turned into a full-blown laugh as Dana’s face burned.

		

	
		
			Chapter 27

			“Has anyone found Val yet?” Fox’s voice, over the crystal-clear radio channel, sounded both frustrated and worried.

			Reed wore a fancy in-ear contraption that linked her into the radio channel, and a chorus of voices calling “Negative” assaulted her in response to Fox’s question. She had a very good idea where her cousin was, and she and Fyre walked with purpose through the mall, looking for one very specific place.

			“It’s got to be here.” Fyre’s head turned as she searched this way and that. “Every damn mall has one.”

			“Look!” Reed pointed. “There’s a second food court upstairs.”

			They jogged over to the escalator and somewhat impatiently waited behind a family of four screaming kids and a worn-out-looking set of parents until the moving stairs delivered them to the upper level.

			Dodging past the bedraggled family, they moved swiftly along the noisy space that led to the food court.

			“There!” Fyre gestured to the far side, and Reed followed her through the crowds.

			They came to an abrupt halt outside Jolly Roger’s Ice Cream Emporium.

			Reed stood, hands on her hips, glaring at Val. She sat at a small table in front of the store, a large tub of half-eaten ice cream in front of her. Reed could feel a smile threatening to break out, however, and it took all her willpower to appear grim before her cousin.

			Val looked up, and her spoon halted in its pathway toward her mouth. What dripped from it looked very familiar to Reed.

			“Peanut butter crunch?” she inquired, one eyebrow raised.

			Fyre leaned in. “And underneath that, what looks like the remains of double chocolate fudge chunk.” She stood, shaking her head. “So predictable, Val. Couldn’t you at least change it up once in a while?”

			Val flushed and dunked her spoon back into the ice cream, leaving it standing upright like a sentry.

			“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

			“For ordering the same damn ice cream flavors for the last thirty years?” Fyre’s sarcasm was sharp, and Val winced.

			“No,” she said, ducking her head. “For running away.”

			Reed and Fyre both moved at once. They pulled out the two chairs opposite Val’s and sat down.

			Reed reached out a hand and gently placed it over the top of Val’s. “Shit, you had us worried.”

			Val’s eyes were moist. “I’m so sorry. I… I panicked. I was so worried she was gonna take me over again, I just wanted to do the right thing by everybody.”

			“We know.” Fyre’s tone was warm. “I get why you were scared, I do. But running away without telling us was dumb.”

			Val slumped in her seat. “I know. I… It won’t happen again.”

			Reed keyed the mic of her radio. “Found her. Call off the search.”

			“Thank God.” Fox’s relief was palpable.

			Reed silenced the radio as Fox gave the search teams the order to stand down.

			“Finish your ice cream, honey,” Reed said. “Then we need to get back. Mary didn’t do so well, and we need to make sure she’s okay.”

			Val’s eyes widened and she gasped. “Did she get hurt?”

			“Not exactly.” Fyre frowned. “Just used her powers and it seems like it blew her battery.”

			“Huh?”

			“She’s sort of out of it,” Reed added. “Like, semi-conscious and non-responsive. We think using that much power so quickly after rediscovering it was too much for her body.”

			“Oh, poor Mary!” Val looked distraught. “And there was me, being all selfish and running away when I should have been there to support her.”

			“Hey.” Reed squeezed her hand. “You weren’t being selfish. You just told us you did what you thought was the right thing to protect us all.”

			“Reed’s right. Your heart was in the right place, Val. It’s okay.”

			Val’s frown eased, and her shoulders relaxed a little.

			“Oh,” Fyre added, “and Sunny got ‘shot’ in the butt.”

			Val stared at her, lips twitching. “Shot?”

			“That’s what she claimed. Actually, she fell off a sidewalk and scraped her ass on the way down,” Reed said.

			“However it happened,” Fyre said, smirking, “luckily the wound missed her brain by two inches.”

			The dam broke, and Val burst out laughing. When she’d recovered, she pushed the remains of her ice cream away. “I don’t want that anymore. Take me to Mary.”
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			“She looks so small in that bed,” Val whispered, one hand clutching at Dana’s, the other gently stroking the sleeping Mary’s arm.

			The monitors at the side of the bed beat out a steady rhythm, and it was almost soothing.

			Leigh sighed. “She’ll be okay, Val. The doctor said it is just a case of exhaustion. A few days rest and she’ll be right back with us.”

			“It’s my fault,” Agent Fox said from across the room. “I shouldn’t have pushed her into that situation so quickly.”

			“Nope.” Fyre stepped across the space that separated them and placed a hand on Agent Fox’s shoulder. “We all went willingly into that, Mary included. We should have all realized it was too soon for her, but we all got carried away.” She chuckled. “We’re a little like kids in a candy store at the moment, remember. So excited to be back to full strength we keep forgetting it’s only me who never lost her power, and that for everyone else it might take a little time.”

			Agent Fox smiled gratefully, and Fyre squeezed her shoulder before moving away.

			“Okay, ladies,” Dana said authoritatively, “Miss Mary needs proper rest. That means I need you all out of here.”

			She made a shooing motion with her hands. She looked so damn cute Leigh could barely breathe.

			“Later?” Dana said shyly, as Leigh was the last one to depart the room.

			“Yes,” Leigh whispered. She glanced around quickly to make sure no one could see them before placing a soft kiss on Dana’s lips. Bliss.

			Dana blushed and pushed her away. “You shoo too!” She laughed as she shut the door.

			Leigh wandered down the hallway until she found the others in a private waiting area.

			They were in the army base hospital. After using her father’s name to twist him into submission, it had been easy to get Mary transferred here and for them to be given some space to regroup.

			Somewhere else in this same hospital, all the soldiers who had been under the control of Jewel and left behind when they’d been injured were being treated. Agent Fox would be meeting with the colonel soon to go over their statements and try to piece together what Jewel had done. Early reports from the arsenal suggested she’d stolen a range of weapons, including surface-to-air-missiles, which worried everyone.

			So far, the trucks that she’d escaped in had not been found, despite extensive satellite and traffic cameras covering the area.

			Taking a seat next to Reed, who gave her a quick nod, Leigh peeled off her jacket before sitting back. Now that the adrenalin of the fight outside the arsenal had worn off, she realized how dirty and weary she felt. She hoped they were about to be given the evening off, as she was in desperate need of a long soak in the tub.

			“So,” Agent Fox said after they’d all settled. “That was exciting.”

			Snorts of laughter greeted her statement.

			“I’d forgotten what it was like,” Sunny observed. She stood by a small window, not able to sit yet due to her injury. “That adrenalin rush is a kicker, ain’t it?”

			“Sure is.” Reed rubbed at her face. “I am so tired right now.”

			“Agent Walker and I will take you all back to the motel soon,” Agent Fox said, and Leigh lifted her hand to acknowledge the statement. “And then we’ll get some rest. Walker and I will call Samuels and Keys and find out the latest on the search. I really hope I can give you all the night off, but you know, if she pops up again, we’re going to have to move.”

			“And leave Mary behind?” Val looked horrified.

			“If needs be, yes.” With a quick glance at Leigh, Agent Fox continued. “We’ll leave her in the capable hands of Dana until she’s recovered and can rejoin us.”

			Leigh knew she couldn’t protest. As much as they needed Dana’s medical skills while they were on the road, it was obvious after the day’s events Dana wasn’t suited to being in the thick of the action.

			“Well,” Reed said gruffly, “let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. I think we’d all prefer to be together, even if it means Mary isn’t able to help us out in a fight.”

			“Yup.” Sunny pushed her glasses up her nose. “I don’t want us apart, not now we’ve all found each other again.”

			Agent Fox raised her hands. “I agree. Like I said, though, circumstances may force our hand. For now, let’s just get some rest and see where we are in a few hours.”
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			“Agent Walker!” Geena called across the motel lot, bringing Walker to a halt. She could see how weary she was from the slump of her shoulders. “Just a minute.”

			Walker straightened up and turned to face Geena.

			Stepping closer, Geena tried to put as warm a smile on her face as her own tiredness would allow. “Listen, I just wanted to thank you for this afternoon.”

			Walker looked confused.

			“For stepping in when I was about to rip that colonel a new one.”

			“Oh!” Walker blushed slightly. “Yes, well, I thought it was for the best.”

			“You know, I don’t give out praise lightly.” Geena smirked when Walker chuckled. “I know you think I’m a bit of a hard case, always barking out orders and not cutting anyone any slack but—”

			“But that’s your job.” Walker tilted her head. “You have to do that, because you’re in charge. Don’t worry, I get that.”

			The admiration in Walker’s tone brought a warmth to Geena’s chest. “Yes, well, that’s true.” She wanted to go further but it had been years since she’d felt the need with any of her agents. She sucked in a big breath. “Look, you showed real initiative today. Using your father’s name to diffuse that situation was brilliant. I… I really appreciate it.”

			Walker looked at the ground and kicked at it with her toe. “Yeah, well, at least he’s good for something,” she said quietly, then looked up quickly as if only just realizing what she’d said.

			“Hard being his daughter?” Geena dared to ask.

			Walker sucked in a breath. “You have no idea.”

			Her voice was small, and after seeing how confident Walker had been that afternoon, it cut Geena to the quick to see her so diminished.

			“Listen, for what it’s worth, I think there’s way more to you than your father will ever have.” She jutted out her chin. “I’ve met him. He’s an asshole.”

			Walker’s laugh burst out of her. “Yep, that’s good old Daddy.”

			“Walker, I’m serious. I… I’ve been really impressed with you these last few days. I admit, when I first saw you and found out who your father was, I pre-judged you. I’m… I’m sorry; that was wrong.”

			Walker’s blush spread over her face, and Geena’s own cheeks warmed at this moment they were sharing.

			“Th-Thank you, Agent Fox. That really means a lot coming from you.”

			Geena nodded, all out of words.

			Walker smiled, then gestured with her head toward the motel behind her. “Can I please go and sink into a bath now?”

			Laughing, Geena clapped her on the shoulder. “You go right ahead. You’ve earned it.”

			Walker’s smile was wide as she dipped her head once and strode off.

			Geena watched her go, remembering how it felt to be that young, that keen to start her career at the agency. Walker would be all right; she could feel it in her bones.

			Her room was beautifully cool when she opened the door, and the juice she pulled from the small refrigerator refreshed her in moments. She really wanted a whiskey, but that would have to wait until she knew what was happening with the search for Jewel and trying to piece together everything that damn woman was up to.

			After groaning in relief as she kicked off her shoes, she sank onto the bed, arms and legs akimbo. She stared up at the ceiling, thinking back on their confrontation with Jewel.

			She hadn’t talked about this with anyone, but Jewel’s obvious level of power frightened her. The woman had command of at least fifty troops back at that altercation at the base gates, and not one of them had seemed to be able to fight it. That was stronger than she’d been before, as far as Geena was aware. When she thought about how far Reed and the others still had to go in regaining their powers, she felt a cold finger of fear slither down her spine. Would they have enough time to get up to full strength before Jewel began whatever she was really planning?

			An hour later, Geena woke with a start, her legs aching from where they’d trailed over the edge of the bed while she slept. It was so unprofessional of her to have fallen asleep! She moved quickly, plucking her cell out of her jacket pocket and checking for messages or emails. Okay, not too bad—just one request from Samuels for a meeting at six. It was five-thirty now; she’d got away with it.

			She dived into the shower to fully wake herself up, rubbing briskly with a towel at her wet hair afterward. Putting clean clothes on was delightful. By the time she called Walker and asked her to join her for the meeting, she felt almost human again.

			“I don’t know about you,” Walker said as she entered the room, “but I feel alive again after that bath.”

			Geena smiled. “Yep, it was just a shower for me, but it did the job.”

			They headed down to the conference room. Samuels and Keys, as ever, sat hunched over their laptops.

			“Hi, Agent Fox, Agent Walker. I hear we missed out on some excitement today.” Agent Samuels grinned.

			Walker rolled her eyes and Geena chuckled. “That’s one way of putting it.”

			Briefly, she relayed what had happened and answered the few questions he and Agent Keys had about Jewel.

			“That’s pretty powerful, isn’t it? To control fifty well-trained soldiers like that?” Agent Samuels asked.

			She hesitated a moment, not daring to meet Walker’s eyes. “Yes, it is.”

			An awkward silence followed.

			“Right, well,” Agent Keys said eventually, “how about we bring you both up to speed on all the latest intel?”
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			“You okay?” Fyre’s smooth voice filled Geena’s ear, and she spun around from the ice machine, her heart pounding. “Shit, sorry!” Fyre’s eyes were wide. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”

			Geena shook her head, chuckling ruefully. “My own fault, I was miles away.”

			“Anything you want to share?”

			And there it was again, that look of understanding, and concern, and…care that had Geena’s stomach tying in knots.

			“Want a drink?” Geena held up the ice bucket.

			What the—? Where had that invite come from?

			“Sure,” Fyre drawled, her eyes sparkling.

			Well, no taking it back now.

			Quietly inhaling, Geena led Fyre back to her room. After she had poured them each two fingers of whiskey over ice, they sat in the chairs at the small table, facing each other.

			“So, what’s up?” Fyre asked after a couple of sips and a satisfied smack of her lips.

			Geena rubbed at her chin, then pushed her hand through her hair.

			Fyre’s gaze tracked the movement, and her cheek twitched, a reaction that baffled Geena even as a tiny part of herself wondered if… She shook it off.

			Fantasy land, Fox. Stick to the issue at hand.

			“I’m a bit worried.”

			“About?”

			Geena exhaled loudly. “Jewel. How fucking powerful she seems to be.”

			There, she’d said it out loud to someone. There was actually a sense of relief although it wasn’t enough to quench the panic rising in her gut.

			“Wasn’t just me that noticed then, huh?” Fyre’s mouth set in a grim line.

			“Fuck, I’m so glad to hear you say that!”

			After placing her drink on the table, Fyre leaned forward onto her elbows. “Do you think we can beat her?”

			Geena’s laugh was empty sounding. “Not right now, no. No way.”

			“We need more time,” Fyre murmured. “And something tells me she ain’t gonna give it to us.”

			“I know. That’s why I’m worried. Hell, I’m panicking, but I’d never admit that to anyone but you.”

			Fyre smiled. “So we’ll just panic together and not tell anyone else?”

			“Sounds good to me.” Geena knew she sounded defeated, but she was so damn tired she couldn’t help it.

			“Hey,” Fyre said softly, her gaze intense. “We’ll figure this out. We always have before. Thirty years we’ve all been working together. We’ll find a way. I promise.”

			“I’m not sure that’s really a promise you can make, but I appreciate the sentiment.”

			Fyre sat back and sipped from her drink once more.

			Geena gave Fyre a quick update on the meeting with Samuels and Keys—“No one has a clue where she is”—and then they talked of inconsequential things, like the weather, and what was happening between Walker and Dana, and Sunny’s never-ending appalling taste in clothes.

			It helped, being so-called normal for a while. That, and the whiskey, calmed Geena’s churning stomach, but there was nothing that could slow her racing heart whenever Fyre looked at her with one of those warm smiles.

			Eventually, a yawn escaped Geena, and she cupped a hand over her mouth. “Shit, sorry. The day’s just caught up with me.”

			Fyre grinned. “I’ve been fighting yawns for the last fifteen minutes. I’m amazed you hadn’t figured that out.”

			Geena chuckled. “Just shows how tired I am.”

			She walked Fyre to the door and let her out, but just as she went to shut the door behind her, Fyre turned back.

			“You know, you can talk to me any time, Geena. Any time you’re scared, or unsure, or…you know, whatever.”

			Was that a blush stealing across Fyre’s cheeks? Geena stared at her, forcing her gaze not to drop to Fyre’s lips, which were full and would probably taste of the whiskey they’d just shared.

			“Um, yeah, I know. Thanks,” Geena managed, clearing her throat before continuing. “Your support means a lot.”

			They were so close in the open doorway, only a few inches between their bodies.

			Fyre’s gaze travelled over her face. Then it focused on Geena’s lips, and a slow burn started somewhere deep and low in Geena’s belly.

			Fyre moved, no more than an inch, and Geena matched that movement, and—

			Laughter and shouting from somewhere down the hallway sprang them apart. Geena’s cheeks were blazing as Fyre shoved her hands in her pockets and looked away, down the corridor from where the sounds had issued.

			“Goodnight,” Fyre mumbled, and without a backward glance, she marched off down the hallway toward her room.

			Geena leaned her head against the door frame, closed her eyes, and moaned pitifully.

		

	
		
			Chapter 28

			Leigh, Agent Fox, and Fyre had just finished breakfast the next morning and wandered out to the motel’s parking lot, when Agent Samuels’ shouted words stopped them in their tracks.

			“The army trucks have been found!”

			The three women jogged over to join him at the main entrance of the motel.

			“Where?” Agent Fox asked tersely.

			“A hundred miles out of town, shoved over a ravine.”

			“And the soldiers she took with her?” Leigh asked.

			“All but three accounted for. The ones left behind are being treated at a nearby hospital,” Samuels said. “They were all on the ground at the top of the ravine. It’s as if they’d been…stunned, or something.”

			Fyre rubbed her chin. “That sometimes happens when she ends the control. Her victims lose consciousness. At least she didn’t kill them.”

			Agent Fox grimaced. “And we don’t know where she went?” She looked about ready to kill. In fact, she’d been in a foul mood ever since they’d met for breakfast. She and Fyre wouldn’t meet each other’s eyes.

			Leigh wanted to ask but at the same time didn’t want to risk getting her head ripped off.

			“Keys pulled in some favors at the NSA. We’re hoping to get satellite imagery of the last twenty-four hours in that area by lunchtime.”

			“Call me the minute you do.” Agent Fox turned to Leigh. “Get to the hospital, see if Mary is fit to travel. If not, you need to have a chat with Dana about staying behind to look after her, okay?”

			Leigh hurried over to the car and jumped in. The tires squealed as she raced out of the motel parking lot. She was soon on the highway that led back to the army base, to the military hospital and Mary—and to Dana.
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			“Okay, back it up a few frames.” Geena leaned over Agent Keys’s shoulder. “There! Yes, now take it through in slow motion.”

			They could have heard a pin drop while they all watched the scene unfold on the screen before them.

			The road shown in the shots was a quiet back road, about a hundred miles southeast of Medhurst. The two army trucks approached a narrow pull-off just above a ravine. On the opposite side of the road, in another pull-off but facing the same traveling direction, stood a large truck bearing the livery of the truck company Diamond Investments had purchased.

			The soldiers all jumped out of the army trucks, then formed a human chain to transfer all the weaponry stolen from the arsenal across the road into the waiting truck.

			Once the switch had been made, Jewel and three of the soldiers climbed into the new truck. As soon as it drove off, the remaining soldiers all slumped to the ground.

			“Why didn’t we know where that truck was?” Geena said, pointing at the haulage truck as it disappeared out of shot.

			Samuels and Keys exchanged a look. Samuels cleared his throat. “We focused on the company’s building, not the trucks themselves,” he said simply. “I’m sorry. We should have tried to track all their vehicles, see where they were, but…” He trailed off as Geena held up a hand.

			“It’s okay. It’s not your fault. We’ve been working this mission half-blind from the start, always one or two steps behind Jewel.” She exhaled slowly. “Let’s move on. Where is that truck now?”

			“We’ll find it,” Keys said firmly.

			“Do you need more manpower?”

			Samuels shrugged. “It never hurts.”

			“All right, let me see what Lacey can come up with back at headquarters.” She glanced at her watch. “As soon as we have any idea where that truck is and where it’s heading, I want us on the move. Be ready.”

			Geena left the conference room and wandered down the hallway to the motel’s entrance. Standing a few feet away in the designated smoking area was Fyre, a lit cigarette in one hand.

			Bracing herself, Geena strode out to join her.

			Fyre acknowledged her with a brief nod. She wouldn’t meet Geena’s eyes, however, and Geena barely resisted the urge to walk away. They were two grown women; they could handle this. Whatever this was.

			“You want to talk about it?”

			“Talk about what?” Fyre scuffed at the ground with her boot.

			“About the weather,” Geena said scathingly before she could stop herself. “About last night,” she said in a softer tone. “About what nearly happened as we said goodnight.”

			Fyre shrugged. “Nothing happened. Nothing to talk about.”

			“Fyre.” Geena reached out, but Fyre made a big show of grinding out her cigarette on the ground and then stepping back.

			“I got some things to do. I’ll catch you later.”

			Grinding her teeth in frustration, Geena watched her walk away. It was tempting to follow her, to force her to have that conversation, but fear held her back. What if it was nothing to Fyre? What if they’d got caught up in a moment that Fyre utterly regretted in the cold light of day?

			Geena shivered, despite the warmth of the day. Yeah, maybe certain things were better left unsaid.

			She pulled her phone out of pocket and rolled her shoulders a couple of times before calling Walker.

			“How is Mary?”

			“She’s, well, she’s amazing. Already up and speeding up and down the corridor outside her room.”

			Geena whistled. “She’s recovered that quickly? What do the doctors say?”

			Walker sighed. “They’re insisting she stay in for more tests. Mary is politely but firmly refusing. She’s just told them wants to discharge herself.”

			“Can she do that?” God, the last thing they needed was Mary insisting she was okay only to drop like a stone again the minute she was out of hospital.

			“Apparently she can, yes.”

			“What do you think, Walker? You’re my eyes and ears there. Be honest.”

			Walker cleared her throat. “Agent Fox, as far as I can tell she’s completely recovered.” A whooshing sound came down the line. “She’s just shot past me for about the twentieth time and she’s not even out of breath.”

			Geena chuckled, the relief swamping her. “Well, all right then. Get on back here. Mary and Dana too. We could be on the move any time so we should all be together.”

			“Roger that.”

			Geena rolled her eyes but laughed. Walker was definitely growing on her.
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			Reed eased into a seat next to Fyre. “Hey.”

			Fyre grunted in return and scowled at Reed’s raised eyebrow.

			Looks like I’ll be having a little talk with my sister sometime this evening. What bug had crawled up her ass?

			“Right, we’re all here, so let’s get started.” Fox asked from her position at the head of the table. “So, our trusty intel team struck gold.” She pointed at Keys and Samuels, who both grinned. “Check this footage out, from about eleven this morning.”

			One of the guys pressed a couple of keys, and the big screen behind him sprang to life. The picture showed them the parking lot of a small strip mall. The truck that they all knew Jewel had escaped in was parked close to the last building in the strip, a drugstore.

			Reed wasn’t the only one to gasp when the occupants of the truck’s cab clambered awkwardly out of it.

			Jewel, looking like she could barely lift her head and feet, was half-carried by one of the soldiers. Her hands visibly shook, and her knees buckled every time she tried to stand by herself. Even with the less-than-sharp quality of the CCTV footage, dark circles could be seen under her eyes.

			The soldier carrying her was quickly aided by another one who jumped down from the rear doors of the truck. Between them, they helped Jewel into the drugstore. The strange group reappeared ten minutes later, a white paper bag clutched in one of the soldier’s hands. After bundling Jewel back into the cab, the soldiers resumed their positions, and the truck pulled out of the lot. The screen froze on the final image.

			“What the—?”

			“Holy shit!”

			“How—?”

			Reed couldn’t say a word. She could only stare at the image before them. What the hell had she just seen? Jewel looked like death warmed up—did that mean they might not have to face her? She didn’t know if that was a good or bad thing.

			Fox held up her hands. “Quiet, all of you. Hear me out before you hit me with questions.” Silence fell. “All right. So, this all took place in a town called Lincoln, about four hundred miles south east of Medhurst. We have no idea what route they took to get there; this is the first camera they’ve shown up on. We also lost them soon after they left town, but we’ll come to that in a minute. Now, the interesting thing is obviously the condition Jewel was in, but even more interesting is what they took from that drugstore.” She stood then, pacing around the table as she spoke. “We sent a local agent to interview the pharmacist. Guess what, she had no memory of Jewel and her soldiers ever being there. She did, however, discover while the agent was there that a certain drug had gone missing from her stock for which she had no prescription filled.” Fox stopped walking and a wide smile broke out over her face. “A drug containing methylphenidate.”

			“Mether what?” Sunny asked testily.

			“Methylphenidate.” Fox enunciated the word slowly.

			Sunny threw her hands up. “Still as clear as mud, Fox.”

			Reed growled at her to keep quiet. Ever since she’d been supposedly shot in the butt, she’d been a pain in the ass.

			Fox continued as if there had been no interruption. “Methylphenidate is approved by the FDA in a range of branded drugs for the treatment of ADHD, but it’s also really popular with students—it can keep you awake and improve focus and memory.” Fox held up a hand as a babble of voices threatened to break out, Reed’s first among them. “However, the side effects for long-term use are many, and if you take too high a dose it can actually impair the things you’re trying to enhance.” She spread her palms wide. “For whatever reason, it seems Jewel is taking this drug. And taking a lot of it—knowing she stole that amount this morning, we ran a search on any other drugstores reporting quantities missing in the last six months. There have been many and some of their locations match to places we know she has visited in the last few weeks.”

			Someone whistled, and everyone leaned back in their seats to absorb this information.

			“You said you lost her again?” Reed asked, half her brain still trying to work out what Jewel’s drug use—and aftereffects—could mean for them.

			“Unfortunately, yes. She’s being smart, keeping to small towns and local roads where there’s less coverage. However, see what you think of this.”

			Fox motioned to Agent Samuels, who clicked another few keys until the screen display changed to a map.

			On the top left corner of it was Medhurst, where they were right now. On the bottom right, Fir Peak in the Blue Ridge Mountains, where the hotel that Diamond Investments had bought was located. Somewhere roughly in the middle was the location of the drugstore. And drawn between all three points was a more or less straight line.

			“Anyone else think it’s beyond coincidence that line is almost straight?” Fox asked quietly.

			Silence was her answer.

			“What do the drugs mean?” Val asked after a moment. “Why does she need them?”

			“Do they boost her power, somehow?” Reed offered. “Like putting an amplifier on an electric guitar—ramps up the output?”

			“I can’t think what else it could be.” Fox shrugged. “But either she doesn’t know about the long-term risks, or, more likely, she doesn’t care.”

			“Almost like she’s got some death wish,” Val muttered.

			“Yeah, maybe,” Reed said slowly. “But whatever it is, the drugs might also explain how extra batshit crazy she seems this time around. I mean, even for her, some of the stuff she’s pulled in the last couple of weeks is…off.”

			“That’s true,” Val said quietly. “You know, she was always spiteful as a kid, and that didn’t get any better with age, but it never seemed this bad. Not even six years ago when we thought we had her.”

			“Yeah,” Reed added. “She used to always have a plan and although it was evil, it made sense. Not like this. All these seemingly random things affecting so many people. About the only thing out of character is she hasn’t killed anyone yet. At least, not that we know of.”

			“Can we use this against her, this drug thing?” Fyre mused, catching Fox’s eye. “Like, does this give us any kind of advantage, knowing this about her?”

			Fox rolled her shoulders. “You know, that’s something we could look at.” She turned to Keys and Samuels. “Can you get the team back in New York looking into whether there’s something we can do? Like, maybe there’s another drug that if combined with this methylphenidate would slow her down completely.” She began pacing again, her voice rising in her excitement. “Maybe something we could put in darts that we could shoot her with, or something she could inhale, or—”

			“Whoa, Fox, what kind of damn movies have you been watching?” Sunny asked, her eyes wide. “This ain’t Mission Impossible and they ain’t Tom Cruise.” She pointed at the two men, who merely grinned.

			“Shut up, Sunny,” Fox threw back, but she smiled. “You know what I mean, though, don’t you?” she said to the men, and they nodded. “All right, just put the question out there, let’s see what anyone can come up with.”

			“So what’s next?” Val asked.

			“We’re going to the Blue Ridge Mountains. We’ll see if we can intercept her, on the assumption that’s where she’s heading, and if not, we’ll at least check out this hotel she seems to be doing a strange amount of modifications to.” She exhaled. “Any more questions?”

			“When do we leave?” Reed asked.

			Fox smiled. “As soon as we’ve got this room all packed up.”

			Reed looked around at her cousins and noted the same excited grins on their faces as she could feel splitting her own face. They knew something about Jewel now, about the drugs and how weak she could become from using them. And at the same time, they knew their own powers were on the ascendancy, giving them a much better chance of taking her on once more.

			The chase was finally on, and just like before, it came with a thrill and a shiver of fear.

		

	
		
			Chapter 29

			“How can we have lost her again?” Agent Fox sounded exasperated. “All right, I understand,” she said after a moment. “Yes. Later.” She ended the call and rammed her cell into her jacket pocket.

			“No sightings?” Leigh dared to ask.

			Agent Fox shook her head. “Nope. She’s too fucking smart for us. She must know we’re trying to track her now, and she’s either very lucky or she’s done her homework. Whatever roads she’s using the only thing we can get is satellite coverage and the NSA is being too slow with handing over the footage.”

			“But are we still going to head to Fir Peak?”

			“Yes. If nothing else, I want to check out what’s going on up there.” Agent Fox glanced back at the Power women, all snoozing in their seats behind her as the agency aircraft cruised at thirty thousand feet above middle America. “I also want them training again tomorrow morning while you and I check this hotel out. Fire up your laptop and see if you can find anywhere suitable, okay? Ask Samuels or Keys for help, if needs be. Remember what Lacey said, the budget is wide open.”

			Leigh nodded, undid her seatbelt, and headed toward the back of the plane where Samuels and Keys had set up a temporary tech station. With on-board Wi-Fi and secure uplinks to anywhere the agency operated, they had all the access they would have if they were on the ground.

			She pulled up one of the spare chairs and sat opposite Samuels, who was so engrossed in his work he didn’t seem to notice she was there.

			“Need anything?” Keys asked, smiling.

			“Not yet, but I’ll shout if I do.”

			He touched his forehead in salute, and she grinned.

			It took her most of the rest of the journey, but she found it—an abandoned ballpark about two miles from Fir Peak. Not used in twenty years, it was unclear who owned it. A quick call to AIC Lacey got her the answer she needed a few minutes later.

			“Owned by the county. Don’t worry, I’ll square that away. If no one’s there to let you in when you arrive, deal with entry yourself and I’ll make the appropriate apologies later.”

			Leigh grinned, even though he couldn’t see it. AIC Lacey on their side was definitely a benefit.
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			As the plane slowed to a halt, Agent Samuels leaped out of his seat and caught Geena’s attention with a vigorous wave.

			She strode along the plane to his workstation. “What’s up?”

			“I think I’ve figured out where Jewel’s been all these years.” His grin was triumphant, and Geena couldn’t blame him.

			Turning back to the rest of the plane’s occupants, Geena motioned them over. “You all need to hear this!”

			Two minutes later, everyone had a spot close enough to hear what Samuels had to say.

			“So, remember how you asked me to look into what, if anything, we could do to combat that drug she’s taking? Well, I started with searching for any experts in the field and discovered that recently one of the best died in mysterious circumstances in Switzerland.” He swiveled his laptop around to show them all a photo of a balding man, probably in his early sixties, wearing a lab coat and a shy smile. “Dr Widmer operated out of his private clinic in Bern. About a year ago he disappeared from there, and turned up dead six months after that in a remote house up in the mountains. Cause of death couldn’t be determined. But,” he said, leaning forward, “this is where it gets really interesting. Although the police report said they’d gone through his papers and found nothing suspicious, I discovered the final appointment in his calendar, the morning he disappeared, was with someone called Jane Smith.”

			“Well, that could be anybody,” Geena interrupted, her frustration mounting.

			Samuels held up a finger. “Hear me out. It took a while, and I didn’t say anything until now because I wanted to make sure it all connected. But I just found the last piece of the puzzle and I’m convinced Jane Smith was Jewel. A woman matching her description checked out of a very private hospital near Geneva the day before Widmer’s appointment with Jane Smith. That hospital’s records were hard to get into, but not impossible.” His grin was almost feral. “She had appeared there five years previously. Two days after you thought you’d killed her in New York.”

			Gasps came from everyone; up until now they’d hung on Samuels’ every word.

			“And what did this hospital do with her for five years?” Reed asked.

			“Kept her in a coma.”

			“What?” Geena stepped closer. “Deliberately?”

			Samuels nodded. “It’s part of a secret program they’re running on life extension, cell regeneration, things like that. I don’t understand all of it.” He shrugged. “Anyway, this Jane Smith turned up with a significant amount of cash and the hospital asked no questions. She slept for five years, then when she woke up, she disappeared. There’s supposed to be a proper checking out process but guess what, no one appears to have gone through that with her. Almost as if they were persuaded they didn’t have to.”

			“Well, that sounds familiar,” Fyre drawled.

			Geena risked a quick glance at Val. She looked shocked, but not upset. Determined, actually. “Then what?”

			Samuels tapped a few more keys and a new picture appeared. “Then Jane Smith, this woman caught here on CCTV footage at Dr Widmer’s clinic, arrived for her appointment with him the next day.”

			“Holy. Shit.” Reed pointed at the screen. “It’s her! It’s Jewel. Although,” she said, leaning in to peer closer at the image, “she looks better there, more like the woman we remember.”

			Nods and murmurs of disbelief greeted her pronouncement.

			“So what happened between then and now to make her look and act so…wasted?” Val asked quietly.

			“I can’t prove what she did with Dr Widmer,” Samuels said. “But I can tell you that in the six months he was missing, presumably in that house with her, a vast range of drugs and chemicals were shipped there. Most of the components could be used to make mind-enhancing drugs, and methylphenidate could have been one of them.” He took a breath. “Fast forward six months, and a woman entered the U.S. in Chicago, on a falsified passport. The same passport used by our Jane Smith when she registered at the Geneva hospital all those years ago. She then checked into a cheap motel. I found this on CCTV a block away from the motel, and only two blocks from that first bank heist in Chicago that alerted us to Jewel’s presence.”

			The picture he showed them now was the Jewel they’d come to recognize: hair in poor condition and sticking out at odd angles, dark circles under her eyes, a weird twitching action in her left arm.

			“Brilliant work.” Geena stared at Samuels and nodded slowly. “Brilliant.”

			“Yeah, nicely done, Agent Samuels.” Reed gave him a strained smile. “So now we know. Managed to get herself patched up enough to get out of the country, and then goes and gets herself fucking regenerated and drugged up, ready to start all over again.”

			“True.” Mary laid a hand on Reed’s forearm. “But we’re ready to start over again too.”

			“Yeah,” Sunny chimed in, her arms folded across her chest, her eyes narrowed. “And we’re ready to finish it again too. This time for real.”
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			The next morning, Leigh organized cabs to take the Powers out to the ballpark to train some more, then drove out of town with Agents Fox and Samuels to a base used by a local helicopter tour firm. Blue Ridge Experiences had two small helicopters for regular tours and one larger one they chartered. The latter was lined up to take them all up over Fir Peak to check out what Jewel’s company was doing up there.

			“Pilot’s name is Tara,” Samuels said, about fifteen minutes into the journey, finally lifting his head up from the laptop braced across his thighs. “Background check comes up empty. Her father, Bill, owns the company, and she’s been flying with him since she was eighteen.”

			“Okay. And how long can we stay up there?” Agent Fox asked.

			“About an hour. Anything else would look suspicious, and even then, she’s going to have to loop us around on a big circuit to make sure it looks like we are just taking in the scenery.”

			“Long-range scopes?”

			“In the trunk.”

			They pulled up at Blue Ridge Experiences about five minutes after that. Tara, a short woman in her thirties with brown hair that flopped messily over her eyes, met them as they exited their vehicle. She immediately led them away from the main building toward the landing area at the back of the company’s hanger.

			“Don’t think you folks want to be walking into the waiting area with all the tourists,” she said by way of explanation. “You kinda stick out some.”

			Agent Fox smiled.

			After all the safety and pre-flight checks were completed, they were airborne about twenty minutes after arriving at the base.

			“I’ll take you straight to the peak,” Tara said over the comm units, her voice sounding thin over the headsets they all wore. “Then we’ll do a loop around, like you asked, and we should be able to make two more passes without anyone thinking it odd. It’s a popular peak for flights, so there’s always something buzzing over there, although we haven’t been out there in a while.”

			“That’s great,” Agent Fox said. “Thanks for your cooperation.”

			“You’re welcome, ma’am. I love these mountains. I don’t want no one messing with them.”

			Ten minutes later, Tara indicated the peak ahead to Agent Fox, who rode alongside her.

			No one said anything for the first minute or so as they flew by the peak, then it was actually Tara who exclaimed, “Holy shit! What in the hell are they doing down there?”

			Leigh shared her disbelief.

			What had once been a charming if old-fashioned looking hotel—based on the photos Agent Samuels had unearthed—now resembled something that would look more at home on an action-movie set.

			The original building was still there but was now surrounded by a high fence that looked suspiciously like it had been electrified. Huge towers housing arc lights that faced down the mountain dotted the length and corners of the fence. Within the fence boundaries vehicles of all sorts and sizes, and what looked like at least fifty men, were involved in building concrete barricades at various points across the hotel’s surrounding landscape. The roof of the hotel had been capped with something that resembled the armor plating that army tanks wore. Sticking out from that were antenna of various lengths, two satellite dishes, and two enormous chimney-like constructions.

			“Samuels,” Agent Fox barked. “Photos. As many as you can.”

			Samuels was already one step ahead of her, having dropped his scope in his lap, and reached for the bag at his feet that contained the high-definition camera with the long lens. He was already snapping shots before Agent Fox had finished speaking.

			Tara swung them in a slow half circle around the site, then off along the length of the spine of the Blue Ridge Mountains, heading southwest for a few miles before making the turn that would bring them back around to the peak.

			“You ever seen anything like that?” she asked Agent Fox.

			Agent Fox simply shook her head.

		

	
		
			Chapter 30

			They hurried away from the helicopter base minutes after Tara brought them back down to the ground.

			“Anything from Keys?” Geena asked Samuels, who sat quietly in the back seat.

			“Only that he’s already got the team at headquarters running the photos.”

			Geena swung their car into the parking lot outside the agency offices in Asheville, where they were to base themselves for the foreseeable future.

			“Okay. So let’s get an update, and then I want to come up with a surveillance plan for the hotel.”

			“I wish we knew where that truck was with all the weapons,” Walker mused as she eased herself out of the car.

			“Me too. Every time we lose track of her I fear the worst. And the fucking NSA slowing us down all the time really doesn’t help.”

			Samuels grunted in agreement as he unfolded himself and his two cases of equipment from the rear seat.

			Geena walked toward the front of the nondescript low-rise building. “I don’t suppose that’s anything your father could help with, is it?”

			Walker glanced at her. “Maybe. But to be honest, if anyone should ask him, it should be AIC Lacey, not me. He won’t take it seriously if it comes from me.” She said the last words quietly, for Geena’s ears only.

			“Sorry,” Geena murmured.

			She hoped Walker could read the double-meaning in that one word. I’m sorry I asked you that awkward question, but I’m more sorry your father is a class-A asshole who doesn’t realize how smart you are.

			Walker’s warm smile told her she understood.

			They found Agent Keys holed up in a spare office on the second floor. With him was the local director and three agents. All but the director were tapping away on laptops.

			The director, a tall black woman with greying hair, stood to greet them when they entered the room.

			“Annette Hudson,” she said, shaking Geena’s hand.

			“Good to meet you, Director Hudson.”

			Hudson gestured to the spare chairs.

			Samuels immediately sat next to Keys, and they put their heads together as they talked in whispers.

			Walker strolled over to a small table that held the makings of coffee and raised one eyebrow at Geena.

			“Yes, thanks!” Geena called gratefully.

			Bless you, Walker, you little mind reader.

			Hudson perched on the edge of a desk. “So, we’ve downloaded Agent Samuels’ photos, and we’re analyzing all that they contain. We’ve also visited the offices of all the companies we could identify working up at the site but to be honest, that didn’t yield anything useful. None of them have much idea who they’re working for, or why. And with the state of the local economy, no one around here is going to turn down any kind of work that pays the level of bonus Diamond Investments seems to be offering for a quick finish.”

			“So as far as they’re concerned, it’s all legit? Even though they’re essentially building a fortress up there?” Geena asked.

			“Yes.” Hudson shrugged. “It was strange, but they couldn’t see that. They just kept repeating the same phrases to explain the work they were doing.”

			“Which were?”

			Hudson pulled a piece of paper out of a file and held it up to read aloud. “‘It’s for a very important client who needs the utmost privacy’ was one, and the other was ‘It’s a matter of national security and the country will be very grateful for all the work we’re doing.’”

			“Sounds like Jewel has them under her control,” Walker observed.

			“Yes,” Geena agreed slowly. “And somehow that control hasn’t waned, despite what we saw at that drugstore.”

			“So do we shut them down?” Hudson asked.

			Geena pondered that for a moment. If she played that hand now, what would Jewel do? Would it drive her underground, and they’d lose her completely? She looked across at Walker. “What do you think?”

			Walker blinked a couple of times, then cleared her throat. “I’d be worried about that. It might give too much away to Jewel about what we know. So far, we don’t have any indication that she knows that we know about this place.”

			“Yes, that’s what I’m thinking.” Geena turned back to Director Hudson. “Have you got something that shows me exactly what’s been constructed up there? That fence, for example, looked like it was going to be electrified at some point. Do we have anything to prove that?”

			Hudson signaled to one of her agents, and the young woman immediately left her chair with a large file in her hands. “These are all the schematics we could get our hands on,” Hudson said, handing the file over. “It’s not all of them—some of the companies were reluctant to part with them without a warrant. And our local judge isn’t exactly a fan of mine, so I’ll need a hell of a lot more justification before I go asking him.”

			Geena raised her eyebrows, and Hudson pointed at her skin. Her anger boiled at Hudson’s quiet revelation. “Jesus. Well, I don’t want you to have to deal with his bullshit. Let me talk to my tech guys, see if we can get the rest another way.”

			Hudson nodded. “Let’s meet in, say, an hour, to go through what you think, okay?”

			“Yes. Thank you, Director Hudson.” Geena opened the file and started sifting through papers.

			By the time the hour was up, she had her plan. She’d thrashed it through with her team, then presented it to Director Hudson. After only a few tweaks, they all smiled in agreement.

			“So, we let them continue until we get any sign of just what Jewel is going to do up there.” Geena pointed at Keys. “But you are going to get us set up with the power company in advance.”

			Agent Keys nodded, and his grin looked almost vicious.

			“If you can get the surveillance worked out and set in place from tonight,” she said, looking at Hudson, who dipped her head once in acknowledgement, “I’ll make sure that all of us are ready to move at a minute’s notice depending on where Jewel pops up and what happens next.”
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			“We’re all ready,” Reed said.

			They’d completed another training session earlier, at the old ballpark Walker had found for them. Everyone had excelled themselves. Val had found pieces of the old stone arch that used to stand over the entrance to the park. Each one had been the size of a refrigerator, but she’d thrown them across the park as if they weighed no more than a dime. Sunny had drilled precision holes in the metal rear wall of the decrepit stand to spell out the word strike, and Fyre had worked on extending the reach of her flame-throwing mode. She was now up to one hundred feet. Reed had stretched her entire body until she was thirty feet tall and about three inches thin, then reverted to normal body size but with arms twenty feet long that she’d used to pull herself up the flagpole.

			Even Mary, who only a couple days ago had been in the hospital, had sprinted around the ballpark until she was merely a blur on the edge of Reed’s eyeline. It had been beautiful to behold.

			Reed sipped at her whiskey. She, Fox, and Fyre huddled in a dimly lit corner booth of a cozy bar a block from their motel. Reed had managed to get rid of her cousins by letting them in on her plan to get Fyre and Geena Fox finally talking to each other. Val, ever the romantic, had wanted a ringside seat to see how things turned out. Mary was keen too, but Reed convinced them the smaller the audience, the better. Sunny hadn’t even batted an eyelid, instead heading to the liquor store next to their motel for a fresh bottle of bourbon.

			“What about Val?” Fox asked, her eyes narrowed. “Are we sure she won’t be controlled by Jewel again?”

			Reed and Fyre exchanged glances, then Reed said, “She says she won’t. All we can do is trust her.”

			“And watch her back,” Fyre said.

			Fox grimaced. “I hope that’s enough.”

			“Dammit, I wish we knew where she was!” Reed pushed her empty glass away. “All this waiting around is making me antsy.”

			Fyre gestured at her empty glass. “Another?”

			“Sure, why the hell not?”

			Fyre picked up all three of their glasses, not bothering to even ask Fox what she wanted, and headed back to the bar.

			“How’s things with you?” Reed turned to face Fox. “We all talk about us, but you and Walker must be feeling the strain too?”

			Fox shrugged. “I’m okay. I’m used to this shit. But actually, I think Walker is okay too. She’s really coming into her own.”

			“She really is. And she and Dana are just too cute.”

			Fox rolled her eyes.

			“Jealous?” Reed raised one eyebrow and smirked at Fox’s resulting discomfort.

			“Fuck off.”

			“Charming.”

			“Leave it, Reed. I know you think you know something but you don’t.” Fox stood and stomped off toward the bathrooms.

			“What did you do?” Fyre asked as she returned, her eyes narrowed.

			Reed threw up her hands. “Why would you suppose it was something I did?” She laughed when Fyre growled at her. “Want me to go? Leave you two here alone so you can talk?” She threw it in casually, hoping her expression didn’t give her away. “I’m betting you still haven’t done anything about this, have you?”

			“Leave it, Reed. Please.”

			Fyre’s voice ached with something that tore at Reed, and all her teasing and bantering left her. “Hey, you okay?” she asked softly.

			Fyre looked at her then away. “I have no idea.” She looked toward the bathrooms but there was no sign of Fox returning. “I think… I think, the other night, she was going to kiss me,” she whispered. “And then some people came along and interrupted us, and then I thought I’d misread the situation so I…I ran.”

			“Oh, Fyre…” Reed sat back in her seat.

			What was it going to take to get these two to realize just how much they felt for each other? At the rate they were going, they’d never manage it, and both die unhappy, taking their secret love to their graves.

			Oh good God, now it’s making me all mushy. Ugh. Reed shook her head. There’s only one thing for it. I was hoping they’d find their way there with just a gentle nudge, but obviously not. This is beyond drastic and it therefore calls for drastic measures. She drank her whiskey in one shot, then straightened in her chair and rolled her shoulders a couple of times.

			“What?” Fyre asked suspiciously. “What are you planning? You’ve got that look about you. Reed, I swear, if you—”

			“Who, me? I have no plan. Other than to call it a night and get some sleep. That was a pretty tiring day out there.” Underneath the table, Reed clenched one thigh to stop its nervous jiggling.

			Fyre raised an eyebrow but said nothing.

			Fox returned about a minute later and stopped and stared at the pair of them.

			Reed inhaled, then slid out from her seat and gestured Fox to take her spot in the booth.

			“Why are you swapping seats with me?” Fox asked.

			“Because I’m leaving soon.” Reed shooed her into the seat, and Fox moved, still looking somewhat mystified.

			Once Fox was settled in the booth, Reed took one more deep breath.

			Okay, here we go. Please, God, let me be right about this!

			She stepped forward until she stood at the end of the table, then, ignoring the gasps from both women, she grabbed one of each of their hands and placed them on top of each other.

			They both made to pull away, but Reed held firm.

			“Stop it, the pair of you!” she growled, and they stared at her, eyes wide. “It’s time this all got sorted. Now, you know I’m not the most romantic person in the world, never have been, so if this comes across as a little blunt, well, to hell with it.” She looked first at her sister, then at Agent Geena Fox. “Fyre, Geena, it is abundantly clear to all of us who know you that you’ve both been pining for each other for fucking years. And it’s time to get that all out in the open, once and for all, so that the rest of us can get some damn peace.”

			Both Fyre and Geena’s eyes became even wider, and a fierce blush could be seen on Geena’s cheeks, even in the low light of the booth.

			“Reed!” Fyre hissed. “What the hell are you doing?”

			“What you two should have done a long time ago!” Reed snapped. “Come on, tell each other. We’re all going to be facing off against Jewel soon, and—” The lump in her throat made her pause. “We don’t know what’s going to happen. Life is short, and we need to take whatever happiness we can find whenever it’s presented to us.” She looked at each of them. “And I’m not leaving until you both admit the truth.”

			Beneath her hand she felt Geena’s hand squeeze Fyre’s, and Fyre snapped around to look at her. Reed slowly lifted her hand away and noted with pleasure that this time, the two women clung on to each other.

			“Really?” Geena asked quietly. She stared intently into Fyre’s eyes, her chest rapidly rising and falling.

			Fyre looked down at the table, then back up again. “Yes,” she whispered, and her other hand clutched the table’s edge, almost as if she needed to brace herself for whatever Geena’s response would be.

			The smile that lit up Geena’s face was one Reed would remember for a very long time, as was the wave of relief that washed over her sister’s face moments later.

			“You…you mean, you too?” Fyre’s voice was hoarse and low.

			“Oh, yes,” Geena replied, and her smile widened. “Yes, yes, yes.” She shook her head and chuckled. “Like your sister said, for years now. Many years.”

			Fyre didn’t say anything to that. Instead, she leaned across the table and cupped Geena’s chin. When, moments later, she kissed Geena with a passion that Reed knew must have been simmering for an age, Reed smiled, shoved her hands in her pockets, and walked away.

			Her work here was done, and she left the bar with her head held high.

		

	
		
			Chapter 31

			Geena didn’t want to wake up, despite the insistent buzzing of her phone. She was snuggled against a warm body, Fyre’s warm body, and why oh why did something have to interrupt that?

			“I think you need to answer that,” Fyre murmured sleepily against her shoulder. “It’s been buzzing for ages.”

			Geena groaned and pushed herself back farther into Fyre’s arms. “Don’t want to,” she replied petulantly.

			Fyre’s throaty chuckle set her off laughing too. “What are you, six?”

			“Ugh, no. I’m just a very sated woman who really doesn’t want reality to step back into this.”

			Fyre stilled. “This is reality,” she said quietly. “At least, for me it is.”

			Geena sucked in a breath, then wriggled around to face Fyre. She ran her fingers through Fyre’s ruffled hair. “For me too,” she whispered. “Don’t doubt that.”

			Fyre stared into her eyes, then smiled. “Good.” She kissed Geena gently. “Now answer that damn phone!”

			Laughing, Geena pulled away and sat up. She yawned once, shook her head a few times, then reached for the phone. “Agent Fox.”

			“It’s Agent Samuels. You need to get down here. Now.”

			Geena was now very much awake. “What’s happened?”

			He sucked in a breath. “The truck appeared last night. Before the surveillance team knew what hit them, it rolled past them and into the hotel grounds.”

			“Shit!”

			“But…it’s worse, Agent Fox. Just when they were calling that in, another two trucks appeared. When they parked up in the grounds, what looked like a full platoon of soldiers disembarked and immediately set up a defensive perimeter. We’ve since had word that a unit from a special forces base about fifty miles away went missing on an exercise. These are highly trained soldiers, not the regulars we dealt with before.”

			“Shit,” Geena said again, her brain not able to formulate anything more useful in the face of what she was being told. “Okay, so we—”

			“Wait, Agent Fox. That’s not the last of it.” She heard him swallow. “We have no idea if it’s connected, but late last night someone broke into a government contractor’s secure warehouse in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, and stole a huge amount of explosives. I mean, enough to blow up a small city. I’m waiting on camera footage, should get it in the next thirty minutes.”

			Geena closed her eyes and tried to control her breathing. Her heart pounded. Was this Jewel? Or was it simply some bizarre coincidence? Every instinct in her body and mind told her no, this was no coincidence.

			Fyre’s warm hand slid across Geena’s forearm and held tight. “What’s happened?” she whispered.

			“Samuels, I’ll be there in fifteen,” Geena said. “Call Walker and get her to rouse the Powers. We’ll all meet you there.”

			“Roger that.”

			Geena hung up, dropped the phone in her lap, and turned to stare at Fyre, who had worry etched all over her face.

			“She’s…” Geena exhaled. “It looks like she’s now totally fortified the hotel, and at the same time stolen a fuck ton of explosives from a warehouse in Pennsylvania.”

			“Pennsylvania? What the hell’s up there?”

			“Nothing worth stealing that amount of explosives for.” Geena swung out of the bed. “She’s got something else planned, and whatever it is, it could kill an awful lot of people.”
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			“Okay, everyone, thanks for getting in here so quickly.” Agent Fox raised her coffee cup in acknowledgment.

			Grumbles around the room told Leigh none of them were particularly happy about the extra early start, but that couldn’t be helped. She was just glad it was Agent Fox who’d been responsible for rousing Fyre. Leigh really wasn’t sure she’d like to be the one to knock on her door before she’d had her first cup of coffee.

			“Okay, Samuels, Keys,” Agent Fox said. “Updates, please.”

			It took them about ten minutes to report nothing substantial at all. Leigh winced in anticipation of Agent Fox’s response to the lack of progress.

			“And we have no idea where those trucks with the explosives are?”

			Agent Fox stood in the middle of the conference room, hands on her hips, staring at her two agents.

			The two men shook their heads. Leigh felt sorry for them. Both Samuels and Keys were young and keen, just like her, and it wasn’t their fault the trucks seemed to have vanished into thin air.

			“Goddammit!” Agent Fox threw her hands up. “How does she keep doing this to us?”

			“You’re convinced it’s her?” Reed asked.

			“Aren’t you?”

			Reed held up her hands. “I am. Just making sure we’re all definitely on the same page.”

			Agent Fox shook her head. “Sorry, Reed. Yes, we are.” She slumped down in a chair. “I just hate that she’s playing us like this.”

			“We do too,” Fyre said softly. “And we’re here to help. You know that. You’re not doing this on your own.”

			“I know.” Agent Fox puffed out a loud breath. “All right. Samuels, Keys, I apologize. My anger is not directed at either of you.”

			Leigh blinked. Agent Fox, apologizing? Wow.

			“We know, Agent Fox,” Keys said. “We get it.”

			“Thank you.” She tapped her chin. “Okay, seeing as we don’t have anything else to work with here in Asheville at the moment, we’ve got to find those trucks. Can you guys get everyone set up with a monitor watching as many traffic feeds as they can around the Harrisburg area?”

			Samuels nodded and a smile broke out on his face. “Maximum coverage?”

			“Exactly! We’ve got five extra pairs of eyes here, six including Walker. Surely between them all they’ll find just where those trucks left Harrisburg and roughly what direction they’re heading in?”

			“Great, I get to watch the world’s most boring TV all day.” Sunny rolled her eyes.

			“Don’t be an ass,” Reed snapped. “We’ve got to do whatever we can.”

			Sunny held up her hands in a placating gesture.

			“Okay.” Agent Fox clapped her hands together. “I like it! Let’s get to work.”
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			“My ass is sore.” Sunny shifted in her seat.

			Mary tutted. “Must you always be so crude?”

			“What? My ass is sore. It’s a fact. I ain’t trying to be crude, I’m stating a goddamn fact!”

			“Will you shut the fuck up!” Reed threw up her hands.

			They’d all been staring at the monitors for what seemed like hours, and the strain was getting to them.

			“I need a break,” Fyre said and shot Reed a look.

			“Great idea.”

			Reed pushed her way through the restroom door, holding it open for Fyre, who was a step behind her. Fyre slammed into her back with a grunt when Reed stopped dead at the sight before her.

			Dana paced across the area in front of the basins, wringing her hands and muttering to herself.

			“Dana? Are you okay?” Reed kept her tone even and calm.

			Dana whipped her head up and stared at Reed, wide-eyed.

			“I…I…I don’t think I can do this.” Dana’s voice was small and quivered with terror. “Jewel is…crazy. Soldiers. Guns. Explosives. I’m so scared!”

			Ah. So Dana had heard about the theft. Bad news sure travels fast.

			Before Reed could respond, Fyre stepped around her and toward Dana, walking slowly, as if approaching an injured, wild animal. “Dana, it’s okay. We’ll stop her. That’s what we’re here for.”

			She took a couple more steps forward and inched out a hand to place it on Dana’s shoulder. As soon as she touched her, Dana collapsed against her, flinging her arms around Fyre and sobbing into her chest. Fyre didn’t even flinch.

			Reed had never seen her sister so…caring, and sympathetic. Fyre rubbed one soothing hand up and down Dana’s back. With her other arm, she encircled Dana’s waist, ensuring she remained upright.

			“It’s okay,” Fyre continued to murmur. “Everything will be all right.”

			Well, I’m glad one of us thinks so, Reed thought, not entirely sure she concurred with her sister’s view. Jewel with her seemingly endless power, plus the small army she was building, and that number of explosives equaled pretty fucking scary, as far as Reed was concerned. However, clearly here and now was not the place to say that out loud.

			“I can’t do it!” Dana wailed. “I’m just a nurse. I look after old people. I can’t go into…into battle against some crazy mind-bending woman with big bombs!”

			“Shush.” Fyre pulled away slightly, forcing Dana to look up into her eyes. Fyre’s smile was small but warm. “You leave the battling to us,” she said with a flip of her head in Reed’s direction.

			Gee, thanks a lot, sis.

			“We’re trained for this. We’ve been doing it for years, and we will not let anything happen to you, okay? I know you’re scared, but we need you. We really do. We’re bound to pick up some scrapes and bruises along the way, but you are a very important part of our team and we really need you by our side.”

			“Oh, Miss Fyre, I don’t know.” Dana looked aghast. “You’re all so amazing, and I’m just… I’m just me.”

			“Well, it’s true you don’t have superpowers.” Fyre ducked her head slightly so that she could meet Dana’s scared eyes. “But heroes come in all different colors, Dana. You’re brave—you’ve already shown us that by putting out that fire in the arbor. You really took charge when Mary had her little collapse and Sunny thought she’d been shot in the ass. You certainly took over when we set up that quarry. Trust me, you showed a level of courage not many women could muster in the face of Agent Fox’s death glare.”

			Reed snorted and Fyre shot her a grin. “Ain’t that the truth,” Reed said. “You stuck to your guns and trusted your instincts.”

			Dana blushed and dipped her head.

			“See,” Fyre said gently, “I guess what we’re trying to say is that you never know when your strength will reveal itself. Running away’s perfectly okay for some, but I see something in you, Dana. Something that’ll surprise you, and probably all of us, but it’ll be something good, I’m betting.”

			“Fyre’s right.” Reed said. “Who knows what else you’re capable of?”

			“Well, I guess… I guess when you put it that way.” Dana’s voice was low, but there was a conviction in it that made Reed’s chest swell with pride.

			Dana hugged Fyre tightly, tears flowing again, but Reed knew this time they were from gratitude at the pep talk, not fear.

			Fyre looked at Reed over the young woman’s head, and they shared a smile.

			Just then, the restroom door swung open, and Agent Walker entered. She took in the scene, and Reed smirked at the look of jealousy that flitted over her face when she saw the crying Dana wrapped up in Fyre’s arms.

			Fyre grinned at the agent. “Ah, Walker. Just in time.” She pulled back, twisted Dana around, and propelled her into Walker’s arms. “All yours.”

			Walker blushed furiously.

			However, Reed noted with a smile, Walker did quickly wrap her arms around Dana. Her chin came to rest on Dana’s shoulder, and their bodies couldn’t possibly have pressed any closer if they’d tried.

		

	
		
			Chapter 32

			Leigh knocked once more on Agent Fox’s door, wondering just where her boss had got to at seven-fifteen in the morning.

			“Agent Fox? It’s me, Agent Walker.” She pressed her ear to the door. No sound of movement.

			“I’m here.”

			Leigh whirled around.

			From two doors down the corridor, Agent Fox’s flushed face peered out of the doorway of Fyre Power’s room.

			Leigh didn’t know which of them was more embarrassed—her or her boss. She decided not to comment either way. “Agent Fox, I just got a call from Agent Samuels. He tried to get hold of you but…” Leigh swallowed as Agent Fox’s face turned even redder. “They’ve found the trucks and it looks like they’re maybe heading for Washington. We need to get down there. A chopper is already waiting for us.”

			“Round everyone up.” Agent Fox’s voice was hard. “Rendezvous in the parking lot in twenty minutes.”

			In the chopper, Leigh filled everyone in on what Agent Samuels had told her. “At just after six this morning, traffic cameras picked up what we think are the two trucks on their way into Washington. They pulled into another warehouse south of the city. By the time we got surveillance there, the trucks were empty.” She shook her head. “It looks like they swapped out to smaller vehicles, maybe disguised as delivery trucks. Agent Samuels is working every bit of footage he can find for that area but so far no luck.”

			“Okay,” Agent Fox said. “As soon as we get on the ground we’re going to head to the agency’s central office, near the Pentagon. We’ll—”

			“Agent Fox!” Agent Samuels’ voice cut in over their headsets. “You have an incoming call you need to take.”

			“A what?”

			“Ma’am, it’s her.”

			Agent Fox’s eyes narrowed. “Patch it through.”

			Static filled their ears, then a woman’s voice cackled. “Well, good morning, everyone! Isn’t it a beautiful day?”

			“Jewel,” Agent Fox spat.

			Leigh’s heart missed a beat. Dear God, the audacity of the woman.

			“As I live and breathe.” Jewel cackled again. “How the hell are you, Agent Fox? And my sister, and cousins?”

			“Looking forward to taking you down, once and for all,” Reed snarled.

			Jewel laughed even harder. “Ah, Reed, you always were the one for dramatics. Fuck you, Reed. None of you can stop me this time.”

			“What do you want, Jewel?” Agent Fox asked, her voice tight.

			“Just some fun, Agent Fox. As always. See you in Washington! I recommend starting at the White House. It’s certainly a sight to see.”

			The line went dead.

			“What in the hell was that about?” Sunny asked in the ensuing silence.

			“And what was that reference to the White House?” Fyre said.

			Reed ran her fingers through her hair. “Partly I guess that was just her yanking our chain.”

			Agent Fox tapped her chin. “But also, there’s a reason she wants us at the White House. A trap?”

			“More than likely.” Reed scowled. “But we have to go, don’t we?”

			Leigh stared at her fellow passengers. Every one of the Powers wore a grim expression.

			Dana looked scared but met Leigh’s gaze with her chin held high.

			“How close can we get to the White House?” Agent Fox asked the pilot.

			“I’ll find out, ma’am,” she said.

			Agent Fox grunted her acknowledgment and turned to face Leigh. “As soon as we’re on the ground, get your body armor on.”
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			They landed in the grounds of the Washington Memorial and all scrambled from the helicopter. Waiting for them was an entourage of agents from the Secret Service and members of the National Guard.

			“Ma’am.” A tall, blonde Secret Service agent stepped up. “I’m Agent Ingram, Special Agent in Charge for President Robinson.”

			They shook hands. “What’s the latest?” Geena asked.

			“The president is secure inside the White House. Until we know more about what this threat entails, we’ll remain in lockdown. First Lady is out of town, VP too, but we’ve upped their protection anyway.”

			Geena nodded. “And any sign of anything specific aimed at the White House?”

			“Nothing yet, ma’am.” Ingram frowned. “Ma’am, just what are we likely to encounter?”

			Geena took a deep breath. She was talking to a high-ranking Secret Service agent who, by definition, would be highly intelligent and highly trained for all eventualities. Let’s hope that training means she doesn’t freak out when I tell her about the superpowers. “Agent Ingram, the threat is likely to involve explosives, and armed men. They’re U.S. Army soldiers who are under the control of a woman called Jewel Power.”

			“Control?”

			“She can control people’s minds, Agent Ingram. And she’s very, very good at it.”

			It was surely a sign of Ingram’s training that the only thing which showed her shock and disbelief was the nerve that flickered above her right eye.

			“I know, Agent Ingram. It’s hard to take in the first time you hear it. But trust me, it’s real.” Geena pointed to the Powers, who all stood in a group nearby. “These ladies have similar out-of-this-world powers and are in fact all related to Jewel. She’s the bad apple of the family, and they’re sworn to take her down.”

			“But—” Ingram stared at the five old women, and Geena knew exactly what she must be thinking.

			“Trust me, that’s all you need to concern yourself with right now. That, and keeping your agents and the National Guard well away from whatever Jewel sets up outside the White House.”

			Ingram’s eyes went wide. “Because she could control any of them?”

			Smart cookie. “Exactly. We can’t take the risk that they’d turn on their own.”

			Agent Ingram stood up taller. “Understood, ma’am. What do you need?”
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			“Where the fuck is she?” Fox muttered.

			Reed shuffled her feet. All of them were getting antsy. They’d been in position for half an hour now, and there was still no sign of Jewel or whatever it was she had planned for the White House.

			It was eerily quiet on Pennsylvania Avenue. As promised, the Secret Service and National Guard had closed streets and evacuated buildings within a half-mile radius. Even the birds seemed to have gotten the message; there wasn’t a sound other than the breeze rustling the leaves on the trees they sheltered behind on the edge of Lafayette Park.

			“Ingram, anything?” Fox asked into her microphone.

			“Nothing this side.”

			Ingram had stationed herself on the corner of Pennsylvania and East Executive Drive, determined to be nearby to evaluate the threat to her principal. Fox had argued briefly but agreed once Ingram handed her the ammo from her service weapon.

			“Figure this way at least I can’t hurt anyone if she does control me,” Ingram had said, her voice husky.

			They all knew what a big step it was for Ingram to voluntarily disarm herself, and their respect for her had rocketed.

			“Agent Fox.” It was Agent Keys’s voice in all their ears.

			“Go ahead.”

			“Two vehicles approaching down Jackson from the north. Dark blue Chevy vans, number of occupants unknown at present. Seems like they got through the cordon without being challenged.”

			Everyone exchanged glances.

			“Okay, understood.” Fox turned to face them all. “Whatever it is, it’s starting now. Be ready.”

			Reed nodded, as did her sister and cousins. She peered around her tree, looking toward the corner of Jackson and Pennsylvania. Moments later, the two trucks coasted around the corner and cruised slowly by them. The windows were darkened, even the windshield, so it was impossible to see who was inside.

			“Wait,” Fox said quietly.

			One van peeled off, turned back on itself, and pulled up in front of the west entrance gate. The gate was secured but unmanned, as per Fox’s instructions.

			The other van came to halt by the fence, almost dead center in front of the White House.

			For a minute or so, nothing happened. Then the rear doors opened in both vans, and three men stepped down from each.

			They were unarmed.

			“What the…?” Reed exclaimed.

			Next to her Fyre grunted in equal confusion.

			The driver and passenger doors opened on each van, and a man exited from each side of each vehicle.

			They too were unarmed.

			“What is going on?” Fox said to no one in particular.

			“Damned if I know,” Reed replied, shaking her head.

			The ten men walked a few paces away from their vans, then laid face down on the asphalt, lacing their hands behind their heads.

			“They’re surrendering?” Fox sounded as astonished as Reed felt.

			“Can anyone see what else is in those vans?” Ingram asked.

			“There’s something,” Mary said. “I just can’t tell what. Whatever it is, it nearly fills the space. I’m going to get closer to take a look.”

			“Be careful,” Val said.

			A blur of movement, and suddenly Mary was alongside the van at the east entrance gate. She pressed herself against the side of the vehicle between the driver’s door and the back and glanced left and right a few times. If the men on the ground had any inkling she was there, they showed no reaction.

			Mary crept along the van until she reached the open rear doors. She seemed to inhale deeply before whipping her head around to look, once, inside the van, then returned to her hiding place behind the doors. She repeated the move a second time, then strolled out from behind the doors and stood with her hands on her hips, looking into the van.

			“Heck,” she said into her mic. “We’ve got a problem.” She shook her head. “This one’s packed with explosives. Let me check out the other one.” A second later, she was beside the other van and repeated her inspection. “Yep, this one too.”

			“And no sign of Jewel?” Fox asked.

			“Nope. Nobody else here. And no guns. Those guys are harmless.” Mary pointed to the prone men nearby.

			“Okay, that’s good enough for me,” Ingram said. “I’m evacuating the president.”

			“Agreed,” Fox replied. “I’ll get these men taken care of and we’ll get the bomb disposal unit in to—”

			“Uh, Agent Fox?” Mary’s voice came again, this time shakily.

			“What?”

			“I just spotted a timer on this one.”

			Even from this distance, Reed could see how ashen Mary looked.

			Fox’s sigh was loud down the radio channel. “Tell me the bad news.”

			“Fifty minutes.”

			“Shit.”

			Reed motioned to Fyre, and they walked out from behind the trees. By the time they’d trotted over to meet Mary at the van, everyone else had joined them. Even Dana, bless her, who had been determined to carry out her duties no matter her fear level. She had insisted on being nearby while the Powers put themselves in danger.

			Ingram was the last to appear. She looked at the rigged explosives and shook her head. “There’s no time for bomb disposal to get here and do something about that.”

			“We’ll take care of it,” Reed said, then wondered just where the hell those words had come from.

			“We will?” Sunny raised one eyebrow.

			Fyre glared at Sunny. “Come on, you know we will. Somehow.”

			“Yeah, I’m just not sure how right now.” Reed scratched at her head.

			“I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to leave you to it,” Ingram said. “I need to get the president to safety.”

			Even as she said the words, the sound of the president’s helicopter starting up its engines filtered across to them from the South Lawn.

			“Go,” Fox said distractedly, handing Ingram her ammo.

			The tall, rangy agent tapped an informal salute to her forehead and then sprinted away.

			They all stood in silence after she’d gone, staring at each other.

			“Fuck!” Fox said. She paced angrily in a circle next to the van. “I can’t believe we fell for it. She sucked us in then left us with this mess to clean up, and we still don’t know where the fuck she is!”

			“We’ve got to deal with this first,” Fyre said. She strode over to Fox and pulled her to a halt. “Come on, focus! We need somewhere to dump these vans. Somewhere they can explode, and it won’t matter too much.”

			Huffing out a long breath, Fox relaxed her shoulders a little. “All right. Yes. Keys?” she said into her mic. “Did you get all that?”

			“I did. Searching now.”

			“Good. Now—”

			“I know where we could go,” Agent Walker jumped in. Her eyes were wide. Before Fox could respond, Walker tapped her mic. “Agent Keys, look east. There’s something I remember seeing on the many times I’ve flown in and out of here. Like a big pit or—”

			“Got it!” Keys said excitedly. “Gravel and sand pits just past Deanwood. Not too much in the way of residential buildings nearby. It would take about thirty minutes to get there.”

			Reed looked at her sister and cousins. “Drive them out, dump them in the pit?”

			Val grinned. “And then run like hell.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 33

			“Walker, Dana, you follow in one of the SUVs,” Geena said. “Make sure you keep back out of the danger area, perhaps half a mile. I’ll be going in the—”

			“Oh no you won’t,” Fyre said firmly next to her.

			Geena stared at her. “What?”

			“No.” Fyre folded her arms across her chest. “Only superheroes allowed in the vans. It’s too dangerous otherwise.”

			“But—”

			“No!” Fyre stepped closer.

			Geena was fully aware that everyone was watching, but she was beyond caring now. Fyre acting so…dominant was rather out of character. And hot.

			They stared each other down for a minute or so, then Geena caved. She knew Fyre was right, however much she didn’t like it. “Fine.”

			“We’ll be okay, Foxy,” Reed said, but even the cheesy nickname did nothing to calm Geena.

			“You’d better be,” she said, her voice tight through her fear.

			“We will.” Reed’s tone rang with confidence. “Don’t worry.” She glanced between Geena and Fyre. “I’ll get the others into the vans.”

			“Oh,” Val said in a wistful tone as the Powers walked away. “They’re like the couple in Love’s Burning Embers. Just meant to be.”

			Geena blushed at the comment. Once the others had all disappeared, she dared to look up into Fyre’s eyes.

			“I’ll be careful. I promise.” Fyre’s gaze never left Geena’s. “I’ll come back to you.”

			“You’d better.”

			And then Fyre’s arms were around her, pulling her close. Geena pressed her face into Fyre’s neck and held on for dear life.
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			“Are you okay, Mary?” Val asked as they raced along the highway.

			Mary glanced at her cousin. “I’m a little nervous, I can’t lie.”

			“We’ll be fine.” Val patted Mary’s leg. “Remember when Jewel set a ride at a fairground to blow and we didn’t know which one and had to cover the whole park in fifteen minutes?”

			“Oh, yes!” Mary sat up a little straighter. “You’re right, we handled that okay, didn’t we?”

			“We sure did.”

			“Thank you.” Mary threw Val a big smile. “That helped.”

			“Good.”

			Reed’s knuckles were white as she gripped the steering wheel. She stared straight ahead, concentrating on following their police escort. “Here’s hoping we have the same success today,” she said, her voice gruff. “That time was just one bomb and now we’ve got double the trouble.”

			Mary tried not to think about the huge number of explosives that lay only a couple of feet behind her head. Sweat trickled down her spine.

			“I tell you,” Reed said as a pair of Harley Davidsons cruised by on the other side of the freeway, “if we do survive this one, I’m definitely getting me one of those.” She thumbed at the passing bikes.

			Val chuckled. “Reed, you’ve been saying that for years, but if it helps to keep you calm now, you just keep thinking it.”

			Reed grunted but said nothing.

			“E.T.A. three minutes.” Fyre said over the radio. She was driving the lead van, with Sunny as her passenger. Both she and Reed had volunteered to drive, and no one else had argued, least of all Mary. The sisters had always been the more confident drivers and weren’t shy of pushing the gas pedal to the floor when needed.

			Mary’s stomach flipped. She’d always been like this whenever they set off on a mission. It was almost embarrassing how nervous she got sometimes. But usually only when they were up against a tight timeframe, like now. By her calculation, they had about twelve minutes to do something with these vans and avoid a huge number of civilian casualties.

			Huh, no pressure then.

			They swung off the freeway, and the police cars led them to the entrance to the gravel mining company. The gates were wide open, as arranged with the owners of the site. The police escort moved off—they’d been told to form a tight cordon around the area, half a mile back.

			Somewhere out there too were Agents Fox and Walker, and sweet little Dana.

			“Keys said the deepest part is down that track to the left,” Fyre said in the radio.

			“I see it.” Reed slowed their van slightly as Fyre braked ahead of them. “But what about those buildings down there?”

			“No one’s in them, it’s okay. And if the buildings themselves get damaged, well, so be it.”

			Reed followed Fyre along the top of the pit to the turnoff. A minute or so later, Fyre’s van came to a stop, and Sunny hopped out from the passenger side. She trotted up to Reed’s window.

			“Ready?” Reed asked.

			“Yep. The track into the pit starts about ten yards ahead. Time for you to get out,” Sunny said, looking at Mary and Val.

			“Reed, are you completely sure about this?” Mary turned to face her.

			Reed smiled but her upper lip trembled a tad. “I am. It doesn’t make sense for all of us to go down there and risk, well, you know. But trust me, Fyre and I will be fine. We’ll be back here in no time, okay?”

			Impulsively, Mary leaned over to give her a quick hug. “Be safe,” she whispered.

			“Yeah,” Val said gruffly. “Look out for each other down there.”

			Reed’s eyes glistened, and she loudly cleared her throat before speaking. “Thanks, we will.”

			Mary followed Val out of the van. They stood with Sunny as Reed drove her vehicle after Fyre’s.

			“How long they got?” Sunny shaded her eyes to peer after the two vans.

			“About seven minutes.” Val huffed out a breath. “It’s gonna be close.”

			Fyre turned left onto the spiraling track that led into the pit and was soon lost from sight.

			“Can we get closer to the edge?” Mary asked, pointing.

			They walked over to the safety railings that lined the edge of the pit.

			Peering over, Mary could see Fyre on her way down. Oh my, that is a long way down. Have we made a mistake in letting them go in there by themselves? She looked back to see how far behind Reed was just as a loud crunching sound filled the air.

			“Oh no!” Mary cried.

			Val and Sunny whipped around to see what she could see.

			“Oh shit,” Val whispered.

			Reed’s truck had stopped and was listing badly to the right. It was hard to tell from this angle, but it seemed as if something had collapsed on the front end; the nose of the van was practically in the dirt.

			The three of them ran over to the stricken van as fast as they could.

			Reed had climbed out of the cab and walked around to the front of the van.

			“What happened?” Sunny yelled as they approached.

			“Hit a damn rock!” Reed’s voice was muffled. “Damn axle’s cracked.”

			“If this thing blows up here, God knows what it’ll take out in the blast wave,” Val said. “We’ve got to get it into that pit.”

			“Can you push it?” Mary asked.

			Val nodded and moved to the right side of the van.

			Mary and Sunny followed her but kept a distance.

			“Wait!” Reed appeared from the front, waving her hands. “Not yet! Fyre’s still down there.” She ran her hands through her hair. “Shit, this is the last thing we need! How the hell are we going to deal with this and get Fyre out in time now?” Her voice shook.

			Mary’s brain went into overdrive. An idea was forming. Was it possible? She’d never done it before—but that didn’t mean it wasn’t worth trying.

			“Um.” She stepped forward. “I might know how to fix this.”

			“How?” chorused the other three women.

			“If I tell you, you’ll probably laugh, so I’m just gonna try.”
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			“Where’d she go?” Sunny spun around.

			Reed waved a hand in front of her face to fan the dust away. “Judging from that little dust ball there”—she pointed into the pit—“she’s on her way down to Fyre.”

			The dust ball reached the end of the spiral track just as Fyre’s van did. As Mary materialized out of the swirl she’d created with her incredible speed, Fyre brought the van to a halt. She climbed out of the cab, and even from here Reed could see her jump at the sight of Mary waiting for her.

			Reed chuckled. “Remind me to tell Mary never to do that to me.”

			Val snorted.

			Fyre and Mary had an animated conversation, with arms being waved and fingers wagged in faces, until finally Fyre threw up her hands in what looked like disgust. In the next moment, Mary turned her back to her and Fyre—

			“What in the hell is she doing?” Sunny cried.

			Reed stared. Her sister was…climbing onto Mary’s back. What the…?

			Mary clasped her cousin to her; her knees looked like they wanted to buckle at the weight she was carrying, but to Reed’s astonishment, Mary held on tight.

			And then the two women disappeared in a puff of dust.

			“Whoa!” Val yelled. “Look at her go!”

			It was unbelievable—Mary was running almost as fast with Fyre on her back as she would on her own. Reed tracked their movement up the spiral track, the blur of dust and dirt easy to see in the bright sunshine.

			“Val!” Reed shouted.

			“On it!” Val stepped back behind the van, flexing her fingers. She bent her knees and placed her palms under the chassis of the vehicle, roughly in the center of its length.

			She heaved, but nothing happened.

			Puffing out a breath, she tried again.

			Nothing.

			“Is it too heavy?” Reed asked

			Val stood up, looking puzzled. “No, it’s not that. It’s like…” She wandered to the front of the van, laid down in front of it, and looked underneath. “Shit!”

			“What?”

			“The front axle’s totally snapped, and both bits have dug into the soil. Each time I try to move the van from the right, that side of the axle digs deeper in, holding it back.”

			“What’s going on?” Fyre asked from nearby.

			Reed whirled around. “Hey!” She glanced at Mary, who stood with her hands on her knees, her breaths loud and gasping. “You okay?”

			Mary nodded. “Just…need…a…minute.” She shook her head.

			“You were amazing!” Fyre patted Mary on the shoulder. “Thank you.”

			Mary gave her a thumbs up.

			“We’ve got a problem,” Reed said, her awareness of how little time they had roaring back to her. “Front axle’s snapped and stuck in the ground. Val can’t move the truck because the broken part of the axle is working against her.”

			“So we need to get that busted axle out of the way, yes?” Fyre rubbed a thumb across her chin. She bent down to take a look. “Sunny!” she called.

			Sunny trotted over. They put their heads together and talked for half a minute, pointing and nodding as they did so.

			“Okay, we got it. Step back.”

			Knowing there was no time to ask, and knowing she just had to trust in her sister and cousin, Reed did as she was told. She, Mary, and Val stepped a few paces away.

			“Val, be ready as soon as I shout, okay?” Fyre said.

			“Yep.”

			Fyre and Sunny moved to one side each of the front of the van. They both bent down again.

			Sunny’s laser beam aimed at something underneath the engine, and Fyre turned all eight fingers into mini blow torches, also aiming at something down low.

			“I know what they’re doing,” Reed said.

			“Cutting the van off its bed?” Val had also figured it out, it seemed.

			“Yeah. That way, you’ll only be throwing the body of it.”

			“How long’s it going to take?” Mary sounded worried.

			“How long they got?” Val replied.

			Reed glanced at her watch. Shit. “Three minutes.”

			Val met Reed’s scared gaze with one of her own. “Mary, why don’t you get yourself out of harm’s way. You too, Reed. Get back aways to—”

			“No!” Mary almost yelled. “No. If we’re going down, we’re going down together. I’m staying right here.” She folded her arms and glared at Val.

			Reed chuckled and shook her head. “Nice try, Val, but no dice.”

			Val grunted but said nothing more.

			A loud clang from the front of the van drew their attention.

			“Yes! Got mine!” Fyre yelled.

			“Nearly!” Sunny replied from out of sight. “Just a little longer.”

			“I’ll start on the back.” Fyre ran past Reed to the rear of the van.

			Val stepped forward and stretched her arms a few times.

			Fyre went to work on the rear right corner. Moments later, a triumphant yelp from Sunny told Reed that the front was now free.

			“One minute,” Mary called, her voice quivering.

			“Plenty of time!” Fyre’s laugh sounded almost manic.

			Ten seconds later, by Reed’s mental reckoning, Fyre leaped back.

			“Done. Sunny, need some help?”

			“Wouldn’t hurt.”

			Val got ready, placing her hands back on the underside of the van.

			“Thirty seconds!” Mary’s panicked cry rang out.

			“Done!” Fyre and Sunny yelled in the next moment.

			Everyone stumbled back out of the way as Val braced herself.

			She inhaled once, then heaved.

			With a long wrenching groan, the van body shifted and then lifted.

			Val puffed and strained harder.

			The van lifted another few inches.

			“Come on, come on,” Reed whispered, her heart thumping.

			Val’s face was beet red. Sweat made her forehead glisten in the sunlight.

			She roared as she made one huge effort, her arms stretched to what looked like snapping point, and the van tipped to a thirty-degree angle.

			“Gotcha!” Val yelled, and shoved.

			The van flew over the edge of the pit, sailing in a graceful end-over-end arc. Seconds later, it hit the ground with a thud they could hear from up here.

			“Five seconds!” Mary yelled.

			Everyone scrambled over to where Val lay spent on the ground.

			“Did I do it?” she asked, her voice weak.

			“You certainly—”

			WHUMP! WHUMP!

			The two explosions echoed around the walls of the pit.

			The ground rumbled beneath them; they clung together as if riding out an earthquake.

			Then, silence.

			“Holy fucking shit!” Sunny yelled, grabbing at Val. “That was fucking amazing!”

			Val chuckled. “It wasn’t bad, was it?”

			“Look out!” Fyre cried and ducked.

			Reed looked up just in time to see the deluge of mud, sand, and dirt that was about to rain down from the sky.

			“Oh, crap.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 34

			“Are they okay?” Dana cried, hands clutched together in front of her face.

			Geena zoomed her binoculars in as far as they would go. With all the dirt still falling from the sky, visibility was a bitch.

			Her heart pounded. What if Fyre—and the others—hadn’t survived the fallout? Sure, from here it only looked like dirt, but there were bound to be rocks and God knew what else.

			“I think I see someone,” Walker said.

			“Where?”

			“To the right, kind of in line with that big tree.”

			Geena swung her binoculars to the right and focused again.

			Yes! That was definitely a person, upright and patting themselves down.

			“Fyre, do you read me? Reed? Anyone?” Geena said into her mic.

			They’d lost communication the moment the explosives had blown up, but she hoped that was just interference and not because anyone was…

			Crackling static was the only answer.

			“Dammit!”

			“There’s two more standing up now, Agent Fox.” Walker looked across at her. “I’m sure they’re all fine. Really.”

			“Shall we get over there so I can attend to them?” Dana asked.

			“Yes, let’s get going.” Geena switched channels on her radio. “Keys, Samuels, any damage reports coming in?”

			“That’s a negative, Agent Fox.” It was Keys. “Looks like the pit did exactly what it was meant to.”

			Thank God. “That’s great news. Thank you. We’re going to head over to check on the ladies.”

			“Roger that.”

			It took them ten minutes to make the drive even though Geena had the accelerator to the floor for most of the ride.

			She scrambled out of the SUV as soon as she had it in park. She’d only been able to get about ten yards inside the main gate, thanks to all the dirt that had piled up on the track.

			“Dana,” she shouted over her shoulder. “Bring your kit!”

			She didn’t wait for a response. Her legs pumping, she sprinted down the track. Back when she was younger, she’d enjoyed running, and had usually run a couple of miles each day before work. That was a while ago now, and her lungs and limbs reminded her of that fact only a minute into the run. Heaving for breath, she scrambled over piles of dirt and pushed on.

			Dust still fell from the sky, hazing the atmosphere and making her feel as though she was running through a cloud.

			Her heart leaped as she saw something through the murk that looked human. “Everyone okay?” Geena called as she got closer. Her voice was a croak, and she coughed to try to clear the dust from the back of her throat.

			“We think so!” Reed stepped into view. She was barely recognizable, covered from head to foot in yellow dirt.

			Geena stumbled to a stop before her. “Thank God.” She panted, a hand clutched to her chest where her lungs screamed at her. She couldn’t see Fyre. Where was she?

			“Did we do it? Is anyone hurt?” Val asked. She sat on the ground a few feet away.

			“You did it. Are you okay? Is everyone else okay?” Geena looked around wildly, searching for Fyre.

			“I’m good. Don’t worry.” Val grinned. “I mean, I’m exhausted and covered from head to foot in crap, but I’m fine.”

			“Ew, this stuff tastes awful,” Mary said as she appeared from out of the gloom, wiping ineffectually at her face.

			“I don’t think you’re supposed to eat it,” Fyre said as she too appeared from within the dust cloud.

			The relief that washed through Geena nearly buckled her knees. She grinned and moved to Fyre, who smiled but took a step back when Geena reached for her.

			“Whoa, wait. I’m covered in shit and—”

			“Fuck that.” Geena flung her arms around her and pulled her close.

			“Awww,” Mary and Val said in unison.

			“Goddammit, look at my hair!” Sunny wailed.
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			Dana tended to each of her patients with grace and calm, and Geena watched her in admiration. The gutsy young woman had fought against all her fears to be here in the front line.

			Agent Walker also watched, with something much more than admiration for Dana’s skills written all over her face.

			Geena smiled.

			“You okay?” Fyre asked.

			They stood together, Fyre’s arm around Geena’s waist. Both knew it was useless pretending there was nothing between them.

			“I am. Just enjoying this moment of calm.”

			“Yeah, it’s been a pretty exciting day so far.”

			Geena laughed then shook her head. “I know we still have no idea what any of this was about, or where that piece of shit Jewel is, but I’m glad we can still laugh about this crap.”

			“Me too.”

			“Maybe tonight we could get some dinner and—”

			Her cell rang, and she pulled it from her pocket.

			“Agent Fox!” Agent Samuels’ panicked voice greeted her.

			“What’s happened?” She held up a hand at Fyre’s questioning look.

			“The president has been kidnapped.”

			“What? How? From where?”

			“Andrews Air Force Base. She’d just exited the helicopter that had transferred her from the White House to the base. According to reports from the scene, a platoon of what looked like U.S. Army soldiers appeared out of nowhere and grabbed her. A small contingent of them left with her in one Humvee, escorted by two others, and disappeared off the base through a hole in the perimeter fences. The rest stayed behind to stop anyone giving chase. There’s a lot of dead bodies over there right now.”

			Jesus. “Is Agent Ingram okay?”

			“Yes, but three of her team were killed.”

			“Fuck.” Geena ran a hand through her hair. “Okay, tracking on the Humvee?”

			“Everyone’s working on it,” Samuels said. “We’re meeting some resistance in being a part of that task.”

			“By who?”

			“The Joint Chiefs. AIC Lacey is dealing with that but, for the moment, all our requests for oversight on the intel are being denied.”

			“Fuck.” Geena took a deep breath. “Okay, we’ll head to the agency office here in Washington and I’ll get on the phone with Lacey. Keep me posted.”

			“Will do.”

			Geena hung up; her grip on the phone had been so tight her fingers hurt. “Everyone! Gather round. The day just got worse.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 35

			The next morning, they were back in Asheville, all exhausted but knowing they had to keep going. Leigh knew Agent Fox had thrashed things out with Agent Ingram over who was in charge—they were sharing the responsibility—and Agent Ingram would be joining them in Asheville in a few hours. Everyone agreed this was the likeliest place for Jewel to turn up.

			Only they’d been staking out the reinforced hotel for a few hours now, and there was still no sign of Jewel or any news of the missing president.

			“Why does it always have to goddamn rain every time I’m on one of these?” Agent Fox shifted again next to Leigh, and in doing so, showered her with droplets of cold water from the shoulders of her raincoat and the brim of her baseball cap.

			Leigh wiped her face with her hand.

			“Oh shit, sorry, Walker!” Agent Fox said, red-faced.

			Leigh smiled. “It’s okay. I didn’t realize you’d be such a grump on a stakeout.”

			“I’m too old for this shit.” Agent Fox grinned ruefully. “Just ignore me.”

			They smiled at each other and turned back to look through the trees at their target.

			Despite the weather, and the kidnapping of the president, Leigh felt good. She and Agent Fox had this nice rapport going now—there was no way a couple of weeks ago Leigh would have felt comfortable calling her boss a grump.

			Tempering her good humor, just in case anyone thought she wasn’t taking this seriously, Leigh concentrated on the fortress—there really was no other word for it—ahead of them.

			They were about a hundred yards away, on the other side of a small valley that flanked the south side of the old hotel. It was as close as they could get without being seen, and even then, they suspected the soldiers up at the fortress knew exactly where they were.

			Leigh and Agent Fox, with a handful of other agents, were just one of five spotting teams dotted around the fortress. The Powers had been told to rest up but apparently weren’t taking that order to heart. Agent Samuels had reported they’d returned to the old ballpark and were busy practicing once more.

			Back in the Asheville office, Samuels, Keys, and Director Hudson were controlling the flow of info between the teams. And a Colonel Watson, whose soldiers were apparently the ones up at the hotel under Jewel’s control, was making a nuisance of himself on the radio every hour or so, demanding to be in charge of any operation to storm the facility. Apparently, Agent Ingram had shut him down pretty darn quick, and Agent Fox had had a wicked gleam in her eye as she relayed that story. They’d all taken to Agent Ingram and her quiet yet fierce determination to find her missing president.

			Gosh, I hope Jewel doesn’t kill her. Leigh was a huge admirer of the president and all she’d done for the country in the last two years since her stunning victory in the election. It would be a terrible blow to the nation if they lost her now. So we won’t let that happen.

			“Heads up!” said a voice suddenly into the earpieces they all wore. “I hear a chopper!”

			Agent Fox lifted her binoculars and scanned the skies.

			“Coming in from the northeast,” someone said quietly. “Doesn’t look like one of those tourist flights.”

			Agent Fox swung her binoculars in the correct direction.

			“Okay,” she murmured. “What have we here?”

			Leigh pulled her own binoculars up to her eyes until she’d focused in on what Agent Fox could see. The dark red helicopter wasn’t huge, maybe big enough for five or six passengers. At this distance, it wasn’t possible to see who was in it.

			“Movement inside the fortress!” a voice said excitedly.

			“What sort of movement?” Agent Fox snapped.

			“They’re moving vehicles, pulling them back to the fence. They’re… Okay, I get it. They’re forming a clear space. Probably big enough for a chopper to land in,” the voice finished quietly.

			“Do we shoot it down?” someone asked.

			“No!” Agent Fox shouted. “We don’t know who’s on board. Hold your fire!”

			They watched as the helicopter drew nearer and lower.

			Leigh moved her line of sight to the fortress and could see what the other agent had reported. The detachment of soldiers up there had pulled everything back from the center of the compound and now formed a defensive ring around it, weapons pointing outward.

			Pointing, she realized, whether the soldiers knew it or not, at her and Agent Fox and every other group they had placed around the hill.

			“Nobody do anything stupid,” Agent Fox said firmly. “We need to just wait and watch. As soon as anyone gets a solid ID on who’s in that chopper, I want to hear it.”

			There were murmurs of assent from all directions. They all waited, watching as the helicopter descended, the pilot carefully maneuvering it down toward the clearing.

			“Agent Fox.” It was Agent Keys. “Don’t know if this is relevant, but we just got a call from Bill at Blue Ridge Experiences, the helicopter company we used the other day.”

			“Go ahead.”

			“He’s reporting his daughter Tara missing. Her partner woke up this morning and found her gone, but she didn’t take her cell phone or wallet with her, which apparently is not like her at all.”

			Agent Fox turned and met Leigh’s eyes. “Shit,” she mouthed, before keying her mic again and replying, “Thanks, Agent Keys. I guess we know who’s piloting that chopper now.”

			Sure enough, a minute or so later, the helicopter was low enough for Leigh to focus on the front window.

			“It’s her,” she said quietly, her heart sinking.

			“Shit,” Agent Fox said again. “I really hope she’s doing this under duress. I kind of liked her.”

			“I’m sure she is.” Leigh tapped a finger on her chin as her thoughts swirled. “Maybe one of Jewel’s men spotted us up there with Tara the other day.” Leigh stared across at Agent Fox. “Maybe Jewel is using Tara deliberately, just to send us a message?”

			“I wouldn’t put it past her,” Agent Fox muttered.

			“Agent Fox! I can see the president!” The female voice cracked with the words. “Rear seat, middle!”

			“Oh fuck.” Agent Fox trained her binoculars on that point. “And right next to her, that’s Jewel.” She dropped her binoculars and looked at Leigh. “Okay, I guess that’s everything slotted into place.” She slammed her hand down on her own thigh. “Shit, what the hell is she up to?”

			They watched, helpless, as the chopper was expertly brought down into the clearing inside the compound. Then the doors were opened by a soldier who ran under the rotor blades as they slowed.

			Jewel exited first, and Leigh zoomed her binoculars in as far as they would go. “Agent Fox, I don’t know what this means, but she looks really pissed.”

			Agent Fox snapped her binoculars back up. “Hm, you’re right. Strange. You’d think she’d be happy now that—” She stopped talking as the president disembarked the aircraft. “Whoa, she looks even more pissed than Jewel,” she muttered, a hint of a proud chuckle in her voice. “I’m kind of not surprised; I can’t imagine she’d be too happy about being snatched by someone so easily. Especially someone as fucking obnoxious as Jewel.”

			“But… But how would she know?” Leigh asked.

			“What?” Agent Fox turned to stare at her, confusion written all over her face.

			Leigh’s cheeks heated but she plunged on, the thoughts forming and solidifying even as she spoke. “What I mean is, how would the president know to be pissed at Jewel if Jewel has her controlled? I mean, what we’ve seen so far is that as soon as you’re under her control, you can’t think for yourself, right?”

			Agent Fox’s grin, when it came, was equal parts evil and joyful. Then she let out a whoop that had everyone in their foxhole turning to stare at her.

			“Agent Walker, you’re a genius.” She turned back to look at the compound through her binoculars. “Yep, now I get it. Why Jewel’s pissed.” She laughed. “She can’t control our president! And I bet that was some part of her plan all along and now she’s stuck.” She turned back to look at Leigh, smiling widely. “That fucking strong-minded woman who battled her way through that awful election campaign is too much for Jewel to handle.” She sat back in her camp chair, and her shoulders shook from her laughter. “Oh, this is priceless.”

			Leigh smiled back at her, but then reality sunk in again and she slumped in her own chair. “Agent Fox, I don’t mean to burst your bubble, but…”

			Agent Fox looked at her, still grinning.

			“I mean, it’s great that the president can’t be controlled by her, but at the end of the day, Jewel still has her. In there. With all those soldiers.”

			Agent Fox looked like she’d been kicked. “Shit,” she muttered, and leaned back in her chair as the smile slid off her face.
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			Dana watched as Agent Fox and Leigh exited their vehicle and walked to the front door. They both looked really upset, and Dana’s heart lurched. She’d heard from the excited chatter around the building that the kidnapped president had been delivered to the hotel on the mountain. Everywhere she went, angry agents and army personnel discussed what they’d like to do to Jewel if they ever got a chance.

			The TV in the breakroom was tuned in to CNN, which was reporting that the entire country had come to a standstill at the news of the president’s kidnapping. They had footage of people openly crying in the streets and wide-eyed groups standing around on street corners with phones clutched in their hands. Social media was going crazy too—Dana hadn’t been able to get Facebook to work all morning as it seemed the whole world wanted to post something about this stunning situation.

			“Dana,” Agent Fox said wearily as she walked past.

			“Hey.” Leigh stopped next to her. “I can’t stop, we’ve got to have a meeting with the Secret Service people and everyone.”

			“So it’s true? The president is up there?”

			“It is. The good news is it doesn’t appear that Jewel has her under her control.”

			“Wow.”

			“Yes, we’re all pretty pleased about that.” Leigh grinned. “Guess it just shows how awesome she is.”

			Dana nodded vigorously. “Oh, she’s amazing.”

			“Walker!” Agent Fox called from farther down the corridor.

			Leigh blushed. “I have to go.”

			Dana stepped aside and Leigh strode off.

			Alone in the corridor once more, Dana sighed. Oh well, I guess I’ll go tidy my medical supplies.

			She trotted up to the first floor. A room had been officially set aside for anyone on a break, and that’s where she’d taken to storing her supplies too.

			As she opened the door, chatter reached her ears and she was delighted to discover all the Powers sitting inside. They had a laptop on the table between them, along with some sheets of paper and a multitude of pens. They all looked up as she entered the room.

			“Hey, Dana!” a chorus of voices called.

			Dana smiled, said hello, and busied herself tidying her medical bag.

			An hour later, she was done and very bored. The Powers talked quietly among themselves, hunched over the laptop, and had made it perfectly clear she wasn’t a part of their discussion. And in such an open room with no hiding places, eavesdropping was impossible, much to her annoyance. She’d spent an interesting couple of days being unobtrusive in hallways and the entrances to conference rooms, picking up all sorts of fascinating gossip and information.

			The door to the room opened, and Agent Fox walked in, closely followed by Leigh.

			Agent Fox poured two cups of coffee, handing one to Leigh, then walked over to the chairs where everyone sat, and pulled out one for herself.

			Not knowing if she was required, Dana saw this as an excellent opportunity to quietly sit down in a chair near the door and see what she could hear before someone decided to throw her out.

			“Okay.” Agent Fox rubbed at her neck; she looked tired. “Here’s where we’re at. As you know, the president is being held by Jewel inside that compound. We saw with our own eyes that the president does not appear to be under her control. Val, you sure about that feeling you got at about the time that chopper came in to land at the hotel?”

			Miss Valerie nodded, her eyes narrowed. “Yep.” She rubbed at the center of her chest. “Thought I was getting a heart attack, the feeling was so intense. She’s mighty pissed off, so I reckon, yeah, it’s safe to assume she can’t control the president.”

			“Good. Soon I’ll let you all sit with Samuels and go over all the schematics we’ve managed to put together. At four this afternoon we’re going to have a full meeting—us, Secret Service, Army—and evaluate all the ideas everyone’s come up with for how the hell we end this situation without a dead president on our hands.”

			“What do you need from us?” Miss Reed asked calmly.

			Agent Fox sighed. “The best plan ever in the history of rescue missions.”

			“Oh, is that all?” Fyre asked drily as they all looked at each other. “Well, we’ve been working on something, and I think we can have that ready for your meeting. Especially once Samuels gets us those schematics.”

			Dana shivered with excitement at the wicked smile that crossed Fyre’s face.
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			“No, absolutely not!” Agent Ingram said loudly across all the chatter that had erupted at the army’s suggestion. “No full-out assault. That will only get the president killed, and that is not happening on my watch!”

			“Why not?” someone said snidely. “I mean, you lost her, so why not get her killed too?”

			Ingram whirled around, and Geena feared for the life of the person who had spoken, if they could ever be identified. Cheap fucking shot.

			“Okay.” Geena stood up and held out her arms, palms upward. “Let’s cool things down, shall we?”

			There were a few grumbles, but gradually the room settled. She took a moment, looking around at the assembled people.

			Reed and Fyre sat quietly in the back, observing. They’d said they wanted to listen to everyone else before they chimed in with their thoughts, so she caught Fyre’s eye and raised an eyebrow.

			Fyre nodded and nudged Reed, who rolled her eyes but stood.

			“Okay, seems to me we’ve only got one option,” Reed said into the silent room. Everyone turned to face her.

			Geena was pleased to see they all paid Reed the best of attention—there had been some skepticism when the occupants of the room had been told about the Powers and what they could offer, but then Agent Ingram had stood up and sung their praises and that had shut everyone up.

			“We can’t go in with guns; we know that.” Reed took a couple steps forward. “We also don’t know where Jewel is actually hiding the president inside the building, although the obvious place is that kind of panic room now built into the basement. We know from the plans it’s below the kitchen, which is pretty much in the center of the building.” A few heads bobbed. “Now, we took a look at those plans with Agent Samuels earlier, and we think there might be a way in.”

			She looked at Geena, who clicked the appropriate key on her laptop so that the display screen on the wall of the conference room flickered to life.

			What appeared was an old blueprint for the ground floor, dated 1915.

			Reed walked over to the screen and pointed at a small square halfway along one of the kitchen walls.

			“That,” she said, turning back to face the room, “is a chimney. If we overlay the current schematic”—Geena clicked again, and the image changed—“you can see, even after the kitchen was modernized over the years, and adapted recently by Jewel’s crew, that chimney is still there.”

			“But… But that can’t be more than nine inches across!” The agent who spoke was shaking his head. “How is that any use? No one can fit down there.”

			Reed grinned, her teeth flashing white in the darkened room. “I can.”
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			“I still don’t like it.” Agent Ingram shook her head. “You’re asking me to put the president’s life in the hands of people I don’t know!”

			“You’ve seen what they can do,” Fox said calmly, before Reed could respond. “Trust me, with their skill set and experience, this mission is made for them.”

			They were in Fox’s temporary office—the five Powers, Fox, Ingram, and two other Secret Service agents. Colonel Watson had stomped off in a sulk when he was excluded, but Ingram had ideas for Watson’s men to act as a diversion if Reed’s plan ever got off the ground, so they knew he’d be happy later when his boys got a piece of the action.

			“I’m going to need to talk to the cabinet and the joint chiefs.” Ingram rubbed at her chin. “We’ll need some kind of executive order before we proceed.”

			Fox bit her lip.

			Ingram held up her hands. “Agent Fox, please. This is…unprecedented. You’ve got to cut me some slack here.” Her blue eyes pleaded with her.

			“All right,” Fox said on an exhale. “When will you get that order?”

			Ingram frowned. “Tonight, maybe. Tomorrow morning at the latest.”

			Fox turned to Reed. “Tomorrow night?”

			Reed caught the eye of her sister and cousins, who all nodded. “Okay. Tomorrow night.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 36

			“You’d better get upstairs,” Dana said breathlessly as she burst into the breakroom around ten the next morning. “Agent Fox needs you.”

			Reed shot a glance at Fyre, who shrugged, her expression blank.

			“Okay.” Reed peeled herself away from the wall.

			They followed Dana up the one flight of stairs and down the hallway to Fox’s office.

			“Thanks, Dana,” Fox said pointedly once everyone had assembled.

			Pouting slightly, Dana turned and left.

			Agent Samuels sat at Fox’s desk, his fingers, as usual, flying over his keyboard.

			Walker shut the door, and everyone found a spot around the room to lean against the wall, there being no room for visitors’ chairs in the small space.

			“Okay,” Fox said once everyone had settled. She pointed at a monitor that had been connected to Agent Samuels’ laptop and positioned so that it faced into the room where they could all, reasonably at least, see the screen. “This went up on the web a few minutes ago.”

			Samuels tapped one key, and the screen came to life. Spread across its available space was a YouTube window with a freeze-framed shot of the president, seated at a basic wooden table, her hands folded on its surface. With the next tap of his finger, Samuels pressed the Play button.

			“My fellow Americans,” the president began. There was an edge to her voice, and a grim set to her mouth. Her normally perfectly coiffured hair looked a little ragged, her jacket a little rumpled, and her eyes hinted at how tired she must be. There was a light sheen on the dark brown skin of her face, broken up by small patches of dust here and there. “I am speaking to you from my place of captivity.” She flicked a quick glance to a point left of camera before continuing. “My captor wanted me to assure you that I am not being harmed, and that I am in good health.” She gave a wry smile before a noise off-screen made her glare, then say, “Now that you have evidence of this, my captor wishes to say a few words.”

			At that point, a soldier appeared and pulled the president out of her chair and out of camera shot.

			Her space at the table was taken moments later by Jewel. They all gasped.

			“Holy hell, what’s happened to her?” Mary’s hand flew to her mouth.

			Reed stared at the screen—Samuels had paused the image at Mary’s outburst—and exhaled loudly. “Jesus, she looks like she’s been run over by an eighteen-wheeler.”

			Reed looked across at Val, who had gone ashen staring at the picture of her sister on the screen.

			“You okay?” Reed asked her.

			Val blinked a couple of times and wet her lips before speaking. “She… My God, what has she done to herself?”

			Jewel’s skin was grey and her cheeks pinched. Big shadows under her eyes made them look as if they’d sunk back into her face by a couple of inches. Her hair was thin and stuck out at all angles.

			Reed leaned in. “And what’s with her eyes?”

			The other Powers all leaned closer to the monitor too.

			“It’s like her pupils are so dilated that’s all she’s got now,” Mary murmured. “No color left at all.”

			“Yeah,” Fyre agreed. “And look at her hands.”

			Reed did and noticed the constant twitch in the left one and the trembling in the right.

			“I think it must be the drugs,” Fox said, almost phrasing it as a question. “We know what long-term misuse can do to a regular human being. Perhaps the side effects are worse for someone with powers?”

			“Could be right,” Reed muttered. She was a little uncomfortable; a part of her actually felt sorry for her cousin right now.

			With a quick nod from Fox, Samuels hit Play again.

			“Hello, you sniveling little country,” Jewel said by way of opening.

			Sunny snorted.

			“As you can see, even your famous, first-ever female president isn’t safe from me. So that should tell you how unsafe the rest of you cretins are.” She spat the words out.

			“Man, she’s pissed,” Sunny breathed.

			Reed realized she was right—Jewel was so angry she could barely contain it to form words.

			“…And this doesn’t stop here. I’ve got big plans for this pathetic nation. I’ve got your president. I can do anything I like now. I’m the king of the hill! I’m the one in charge!”

			“She’s just about frothing at the mouth,” Mary said in wonder.

			Sunny shook her head. “She has completely lost it.”

			“So listen up, people. And listen up, you useless sacks of shit in the government. What I say goes, now. And what I want, I’m gonna get.” Jewel leaned forward, thrusting her jaw up closer into the camera. “First off, you’re gonna give me lots of lovely money. I want five hundred million for the return of your darling poster girl.” She gave a derisive snort. “I want it transferred into my Swiss account by the end of tomorrow or I’ll kill her.” She mimed shooting someone in the head, and Mary gasped.

			Jewel cackled at the camera, then folded up into a body-wracking coughing fit before the camera was switched off and the screen went blank.

			“So…” Fox opened her hands. “Thoughts?”

			“Apart from the fact that she’s completely fucking crazy?” Fyre asked wryly.

			Fox smiled. “Yes, please.”

			“She still can’t control the president,” Walker offered from her spot at the back of the room. “The president looked almost as pissed as Jewel was.”

			Sunny chuckled. “Good for her. And yeah, you’re right—nothing about that looked like the president was under any kind of Jewel spell.”

			“Agreed,” Fox said. “That might yet turn out to be to our advantage.”

			“I think Jewel’s mental state will too,” Reed mused. “She sounds like she’s right on the edge of completely losing it. Maybe that’s something we can play with.” She ran a hand through her hair. “I wonder how hard she’s having to work to control all those soldiers she has up there?”

			“On the basis of that.” Fyre pointed at the screen, “very hard. I agree, I think she’s almost at her limit.”

			“She is.” Val sat up straighter in her chair. “She’s… It’s like I can feel her effort to keep it all together. She feels exhausted but at the same time she can’t seem to stop herself pushing on with whatever she’s got in mind.”

			“So she’s weaker, yes?” Fox asked.

			Val tilted her hands one way then the next. “Kinda. Weak but like a cornered animal, you know? Like she’ll lash out when you least expect it.”

			Reed tuned out the others’ conversation as she played the video back in her head—Jewel’s appearance, her obvious physical difficulties, her irrational words. She thought of all they had achieved in the last few weeks and how strong they’d become. And soon, the kernel of an idea started to form. The more she focused on it, the more she began to see a way through to what could be a good resolution to Jewel problem—for now and forever.

			She caught Fox’s eye and waited while Fox waved everyone into silence.

			“Reed?” Fox asked, quirking up one eyebrow.

			“I think I know how we can beat her.”
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			Geena left everyone in the breakroom where they were having one final run through of the plan. She knew it by heart now and just needed to have one more meeting with Agent Ingram and Colonel Watson about the finer details of the deployment later. It was only four hours to go-time. Soon, they’d all need to assemble for one final briefing before getting changed and ready to head up to the mountain. Hopefully for the last time.

			“Hey,” said a quiet voice as she strolled toward the door.

			She looked up and couldn’t help smiling as Fyre stepped in alongside her.

			“You need a break,” Fyre said. “And I need a coffee. Join me?”

			Fyre still seemed slightly nervous asking for Geena’s company, but she was getting better at it. And they had plenty of time for her to become totally relaxed about this new state they found themselves in—if they survived tonight, of course.

			A chill ran down Geena’s spine at the thought, but she pushed her fears away into a dark corner of her mind. If she thought about all the things that could go wrong on the mission, she’d never set foot outside the door.

			“What is it?” Fyre asked.

			Damn, I forgot how observant she could be.

			Geena shrugged. “I can’t lie, I’m a little nervous about tonight.”

			Fyre took hold of her arm and pulled her over to a corner near the stairs that led down to the lower level.

			“Hey, it’s all going to be okay.” She gazed intently into Geena’s eyes. “I know Watson’s an asshole but he’s actually a good commander, and his men are top rate. Ingram’s Secret Service guys will do everything they can to help—they don’t want to lose their president.” She grinned. “And, as you know, us Powers are awesome when we work as a team. You know this plan is going to work, yes?”

			Geena smiled, and, after a quick glance around to make sure they were alone, brushed a fingertip over Fyre’s cheek. “Yes, okay. You are all awesome and yes, this plan has a really good chance of succeeding. But just…” She bit her lip, but Fyre’s raised eyebrow urged her on. “Please don’t do anything rash out there tonight, okay? We’ve only just found each other, after all this time, and I don’t want to lose that.”

			God, note to self: dangerous situations make you all…mushy.

			She might have expected Fyre to chuckle, or make a joke of it, so it resonated much more deeply when instead she gently pulled Geena into her arms and held her close.

			“I’ll be careful, I promise,” she said into Geena’s hair. “And you too, please—I don’t want to lose this either. You’re… You’re the most important thing to me in the world.” Her voice broke, and it made a lump rise in Geena’s throat. “I love you,” Fyre said huskily, and Geena pressed herself as tight as she could against the firmness of Fyre’s body.

			“I love you too.”

			It felt so ridiculously good to finally say the words that had been lingering in her mind for over twenty years.

			Geena raised her head and for once in her life she didn’t care who was nearby and might witness her behavior. She leaned upward and kissed Fyre like it was the last time they’d ever be able to do so.
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			“All right, everyone, assemble out front!” Colonel Watson barked at precisely eight-thirty that evening.

			Leigh’s stomach dropped to her boots, and she hoped her hands wouldn’t shake when she grabbed her pack off the floor. They did. Her mouth dry, she kept her head down as she followed Agent Fox and the Powers out of the breakroom and into the hallway.

			Two minutes later, they lined up outside the building with the Secret Service agents and some of the troops Colonel Watson had allocated as their protection detail. The rest of his soldiers were already on their way up the mountain to take up their positions.

			It was a cool night, but not unpleasant. Although cloudy, the forecast had showed a low chance of precipitation, which relieved all of them. This was going to be hard enough without doing it in the pouring rain.

			As they lined up to board the army trucks that would take them to their staging area, Leigh risked one glance back. She’d told herself she wouldn’t, that it would only make things worse, but now that the moment was here, she just had to. They’d said good-bye earlier, and it had been painful. Dana had been told to stay behind, and while she accepted that, she was worried sick about all of them. She worried about Leigh especially, and that had been hard to witness. At the same time, it had warmed Leigh’s soul to know someone cared about her that much.

			Dana stood at one of the second-floor windows, her forlorn face close to the glass as she gazed down on the activity below her. Her eyes were locked on Leigh’s the minute Leigh raised her head, and it made Leigh’s heart almost skip a beat. God, she was so cute. Leigh raised her hand; Dana did the same.

			“I’ll be back,” Leigh mouthed, and saw Dana nod and offer her a weak smile.

			I will be back. I need this. Need her.

			With a new determination and resolution flooding her veins, Leigh turned away and climbed up into the truck. She scooted along the seat to sit next to Mary, who looked calm and unperturbed.

			“She’ll be here when you get back.” Mary patted Leigh’s leg. “You’ll be fine.”

			Leigh nodded firmly. “I will.”

			The drive to their staging area took about twenty minutes. Agent Fox was waiting for them, and she gathered everyone close as the soldiers fanned out to their positions. “Okay,” she said, handing over a couple of camouflage sticks. “Everyone put some of this on. Just lines, to break up your faces in the darkness.”

			Leigh grabbed one stick, pleased to see that despite her nerves, her hands were steady. She offered to work on Mary’s face, and once she was done, did Sunny’s and Val’s too.

			Val giggled through the entire procedure.

			“What in the hell’s wrong with you?” Sunny asked, her eyes narrowed.

			“It… It tickles.”

			When they were all done, Agent Fox turned to the Powers. “Okay.” She rammed her hands into her jacket pockets. “It’s showtime.” She glanced around at all of them. “Stay low, stay safe, and keep in touch.”

			Reed led them off.

			Fyre took one last look back at Agent Fox, and Leigh had to look away at the emotion displayed on her face.

			“Agent Walker,” Agent Fox said gruffly a moment later, “let’s go.”

			Leigh followed Agent Fox up the narrow trail that picked its way up the hill. Her eyes had already adjusted to the dark, and she found it easier walking than she’d imagined. The two soldiers escorting them up to their position pointed out low branches to avoid, and they made it to their post without incident.

			Hunkering down behind a low bush, Agent Fox beckoned Leigh to take up a similar position to her right. From here, they were only about a hundred yards from the fortress, which was lit up like a football stadium; the brightness took some adjusting to after the darkness of the trail.

			Leigh pulled out her gun, checked the safety, then exhaled a long, slow breath.

			Colonel Watson, who had taken a different trail to another position further to their left, spoke over the in-ear radios they all wore.

			“Sound off,” he said, the signal for every position to check in and confirm readiness. Within two minutes, all had done so, including Reed on behalf of the Powers women, who were stationed at the rear of the hotel on the steepest part of the hill.

			“Commence firing,” the colonel said next, and a split second later, the thunder of multiple guns and stun grenades firing from all sides swamped Leigh’s senses.

		

	
		
			Chapter 37

			“Here we go,” Fyre said grimly, as the quiet of the night was suddenly rent with the tracer trails of hundreds of shots fired from all angles toward the fortress.

			Every bullet, however, sailed harmlessly up into the air rather than into the compound. Everyone had agreed that unless it was absolutely necessary, they would not fire directly at the soldiers inside, who were clearly acting under the control of Jewel. Watson didn’t want to injure—or worse, kill—any of his own men. So the troops outside the fence aimed into the air, simply to make a lot of noise. Stun grenades launched into the compound from all angles. All of this with the intent to disorientate the soldiers on the inside so that the Powers could work without interruption.

			They stood just outside the ring of illumination cast by the huge tower lights that filled the two rear corners of the compound.

			“Picked a spot yet?” Reed asked Sunny, raising her voice to be heard above the gunfire and explosions.

			Sunny stared intently at the fence surrounding the fortress. “I’m thinking there.” She pointed at a spot a little to their right. “Seems like it’d be closest to that alcove tucked behind that bit of wall. You can shimmy up from there?”

			Reed stared, nodding slowly. “Yeah, that could work.” She tapped her radio mic. “Keys, everything ready with the power company?”

			“Yes, ma’am.” Keys sounded excited, and Reed chuckled.

			She keyed off her mic and turned to meet Val’s eyes. “Ready?”

			Val’s grin was wide. “Raring to go.”

			Reed looked back at Fyre and Mary. “And you two?” They both simply smiled. “Okay, then let’s get started.”

			They all shared one last look, smiles twitching at the corners of their mouths. This was, possibly, their swan song, one last battle with their arch nemesis. But they were ready; there was no doubt about that.

			Sunny stood first, taking off her glasses and tucking them into her jacket pocket. They were all wearing black fatigues, donated by Agent Ingram earlier that day. Getting dressed in them that evening had made them all stand a little taller.

			“We look badass,” Mary had said, pride shining in her face.

			Val followed Sunny, carrying a ridiculously large box as if it weighed no more than a feather. She balanced the box onto a flat-topped boulder about three feet from where Sunny now stood. She opened the flaps and pulled out a fist-sized chunk of stone in one hand and a stun grenade in the other.

			Sunny gave Val the thumbs up.

			Taking aim, Val threw the rock in her right hand toward the security camera that pointed directly at their position. She scored a direct hit, smashing it to pieces, and gave a satisfied little whoop.

			Flexing her shoulders, Sunny stood with her feet about a hip width’s apart, and a laser beam shot out from her eyes and hit the fence about eight feet off the ground. The fence sparked and sizzled as the electricity that powered it short-circuited.

			The mind-controlled soldiers patrolling this side of the fortress jumped in surprise, all heads turning toward the sounds of the misfiring fence.

			“It’s done,” Reed said to Keys in her mic.

			“Roger that.”

			The tower lights were shut down with a bang, plunging the whole area into semi-darkness, illuminated only by what light leaked into the zone from the towers at the front of the compound.

			When her eyes became accustomed to the lower light level, Reed saw one of the soldiers get on his radio and she smiled to herself. Good luck getting that power back on, buddy. Any call to the power company would get nowhere, thanks to Keys’s intervention with the local plant. The remaining soldiers began to run toward the fence.

			“Firing!” Val yelled and Reed and the others covered their ears and ducked.

			Val cocked her left arm and lobbed the stun grenade high over the fence to land in amongst the soldiers.

			Reed closed her eyes. The bang was way louder than she had anticipated, but when she opened her eyes again, she could see the five armed men flat on their backs. They had their hands clutched to their heads, their groans audible from here.

			Sunny stood up, took aim and methodically cut out a door in the fence, the opening plenty big enough for a person to walk through.

			Heavy footsteps announced the arrival of more soldiers, who immediately began firing into the darkness of the space before them.

			Sunny yelped and threw herself to the ground, but Val, her hands moving so fast they were almost a blur, retrieved another stun grenade from the box, yelled “Firing!” and pitched it at the second group of soldiers.

			Once again, it achieved its purpose, and a ring of disorientated soldiers lay twitching on the ground.

			“Mary! Fyre!” Reed called. “We’re up!”

			Mary whizzed past her in a blur, and seconds later, Reed saw her pressed back into the alcove.

			Reed and Fyre walked swiftly to the doorway in the fence.

			“Be careful,” Sunny cautioned as they passed her.

			“Cover us,” Reed said to Val, who nodded, and reached down into her box of tricks again.

			As Reed and Fyre approached the fence, some of the soldiers on the ground started to attempt to stand but found themselves under fire from a hail of rocks thrown with lightning speed by Val. The chunks clattered with unerring accuracy into the soldiers’ helmets, sending them spinning back down to the ground, some unconscious, some merely lying stunned and groaning loudly. A couple tried to reach for their guns, which had been knocked out of their hands in the melee, but Fyre made short work of the weapons with well-aimed, precise blowtorch-like flames that melted the semi-automatics on the spot. The conscious soldiers shimmied out of the way of the flames, their eyes wide in shock.

			“Go.” Fyre motioned Reed toward where Mary waited in the alcove. “I’m good.”

			Reed kept walking, knowing Val, Fyre, and—if need be—Sunny, had her back. And that felt damn good.

			Mary grinned at her when she reached her. “We’re really going to do this!”

			Reed chuckled. “Okay, let’s see if we can get me inside.”

			Behind her, she could hear more soldiers approaching, but also the sounds of them being forced back by whatever Fyre and Val aimed at them.

			“I reckon Jewel knows we’re back here now.”

			“Uh-huh.” Mary stepped out of the alcove briefly and looked around. “No sign of her yet, though. As usual, she’s just sent the fodder in to do her dirty work.”

			“Figures,” Reed said distractedly, gazing up at the sheer wall in front of them, the wall she’d need to get up and over before she could find that old chimney. “Okay, I’m starting up.”

			She reached up, her arms stretching, her fingers elongating. Her torso was next, then her legs. Back in the day, when she was thirty years younger, a stretch of this distance wouldn’t have caused her a moment’s hesitation. She worked hard not to doubt herself and her abilities now.

			Something popped in her knees as her legs continued to pull, but she ignored it. Her hands felt their way up the stonework, using imperfections in between the slabs to gain some purchase and to stop herself toppling over—when she was this long and thin, even a gentle breeze could send her airborne. That had happened once before, years ago, and it had been a bumpy landing she had no desire to repeat.

			“You okay?” Mary called.

			“Yeah,” Reed grunted.

			She was…almost…at…the… There! Her questing fingers had found the ridge of tiles that marked where the roof began. Gripping tightly, she pulled. It didn’t take much effort, and she had to be careful that her slender form didn’t go careening off at right angles to the roof in the breeze. After one false start, she managed it, swinging her body and shrinking back to normal size all in one motion.

			Moments later, she crouched on the edge of the roof—her knees complaining furiously—perfectly balanced just inside the ridge line.

			“Atta girl!” Mary whooped into the mic. “I’m heading around to the front now.”

			“Be careful!” Reed looked down at her. “Make sure you stick to the plan!”

			Mary waved, and then was gone, melting into the shadows.

			Reed looked back at the roof. Where the reinforcing panels had been added as a layer on top, there was about a twelve-inch gap underneath to the original roof.

			“Perfect,” she murmured.

			She coaxed her body to stretch again, this time horizontally across the roof. She knew roughly where the old chimney was that led into the basement, so she reached out her long fingers in that direction, snagging the rim of it a minute or so later. When she’d pulled herself up alongside it, she could see it was capped with a crumbling old stone that took mere seconds to pull apart.

			Now for the moment of truth. Despite their research, they’d not been able to figure out if the chimney did open way down in the basement. For all they knew, it had been bricked up decades ago and plan A would fail right now. They had a plan B, of course, but that held a lot more risk for a lot more people, not least of which was the president.

			Sucking in a breath, Reed moved so that she could reach down into the narrow cavity. It was awkward pitching her elongated arms into the space while her body lay flat on the roof—she knew, no matter how good her powers, that her shoulders would ache like fuck the next day.

			Assuming I live to see a next day, of course.

			She smiled wryly to herself and continued carefully stretching downward. It had to be done slowly—if she stretched too fast and came up against brick or concrete where the chimney had been filled in, she’d break her fingers. The sounds of the battle still filled the night, and she wondered how everyone else was doing.

			God, I hope no one’s dead.
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			Dana Chapman, this is probably the dumbest thing you have ever done in your whole life.

			It had seemed like such a good idea at the time. She was so scared, seeing Leigh and everyone heading off into Lord knows what up that mountain. Waiting behind soon seemed like the worst thing to do. She knew she’d just sit there, worrying herself to death.

			So when she’d waved Leigh off and saw all the trucks still loading up with soldiers and agents, somehow Dana had found her legs taking her down the stairs, two at a time, to the breakroom. Inside, she’d pulled on someone’s agency jacket, its logo emblazoned across the back, and she’d crammed a couple of Hershey bars in the pockets because who knew when she might need a snack.

			The last thing she’d grabbed was her portable medical pack, the one that she’d had fun stocking up the last couple of days, thinking it wouldn’t hurt to have something she could carry on her back, if needed, rather than hauling the full kit around.

			And then she was out in the parking lot, approaching one of the trucks and telling one of the soldiers that she was part of Director Hudson’s team and heading up to the mountain ahead of her crew and could she possibly ride with the soldiers to save some time? She may have batted her eyelashes once or twice at the young soldier and smiled sweetly, and the next thing she knew, she was in a truck with twenty armed soldiers, rattling their way up the mountain.

			Lordy, I hope Leigh can forgive me. All Dana could think about was joining Leigh at her watch post, just so she could make sure she was okay, and so she could keep an eye on the Powers. She was their nurse, after all, and shouldn’t that mean she should always be available to help them?

			Oh God, Agent Fox is gonna kill me.

		

	
		
			Chapter 38

			“You okay here?” Mary asked Sunny.

			“Yep. Val’s left me a bunch of those grenade things. If I can’t hit ’em with my lasers, I’ll knock ’em out with those.”

			Sunny’s grin was vicious, and Mary didn’t know whether to be amused or alarmed.

			“Well, okay then,” she said eventually. “Hopefully we’ll be back in about thirty minutes, if all goes to plan.”

			After a thumbs up from Sunny, Mary walked back to join Fyre and Val.

			“She okay?” Fyre asked.

			“Hm. Possibly a little too eager to play soldier, but…”

			“I pity anyone who gets in her way then.” Val chuckled.

			Mary shook her head. “As long as she recognizes the president and Reed when they come out that back door and doesn’t laser them.”

			“Come on,” Fyre said. “We need to get around to the front.”

			They stepped over the unconscious bodies of the soldiers they’d dealt with earlier and cautiously walked along the side of the old hotel. The noise of what was going on up front grew louder with every step.

			Watson’s men on the outside were still firing into the air, filling the night sky with tracer lines. As they neared the corner of the building where the hotel ended and the main part of the compound began, it also became obvious that the troops under Jewel’s command were wilting. Many of them lay on the ground, incapacitated by stun grenades.

			A few, Mary noted, sat quietly in a corner, sheltering behind a couple of the concrete blocks with their hands on their heads. Their faces were pictures of confusion and fear.

			“Hey!” Mary whispered, taking hold of Fyre and Val by the arm. “Look at that!” She pointed at the group of soldiers nearby. “I’ve got a feeling they’re out from under her spell.”

			Fyre’s eyes narrowed. “Let’s go have a chat with them.”

			“Have we got time?” Val asked.

			“It could be important,” Fyre insisted. “If her power is weakening, we need to know.”

			Val nodded, and she and Mary followed Fyre over to the huddled group. They approached slowly, hands held out in a peaceful gesture.

			They needn’t have worried—the soldiers looked up at them with glazed expressions but made no attempt to move.

			“You okay?” Fyre asked gently, crouching down to talk to the woman in front.

			“I…I don’t know,” she whispered, her eyes wide. “I… What happened? Where are we?”

			“You don’t remember how you got here?”

			The soldier shook her head. “Last thing I remember is heading out for a training exercise. Then…this.” She gestured behind her at the battle. “Why are we being fired on?”

			Mary’s heart lurched—the hurt and confusion in the woman’s tone were painful to witness.

			“Well, you and your colleagues were…abducted,” Fyre continued in that same gentle tone. “We’re trying to rescue you. The troops aren’t shooting at you; they’re just making a lot of noise to try to distract the person who did this, so that we”—she pointed at herself, Val, and Mary—“can get in there and stop them.”

			The woman bobbed her head, but Mary could tell she didn’t really understand.

			Fyre must have sensed it too, because she patted the soldier’s arm and said, “Look, you’re safe here, okay? Just stay here, and we’ll come find you later.”

			“O-Okay, I can do that.”

			“That goes for all of you.” Fyre directed her words to the other soldiers around them, who each nodded at her words.

			Fyre stood and rejoined Val and Mary. “Definitely not under Jewel’s control, are they?”

			“No,” Mary said. “And that means she must be weakening.”

			“I agree.” Val looked around. “But she still hasn’t shown her face.”

			Mary followed her gaze, taking in the breadth of the compound, the various pockets of Jewel’s soldiers who still fired blindly into the darkness of the woods that surrounded the hotel, where Watson’s men kept themselves well out of sight.

			There was definitely no sign of Jewel.

			Mary spotted another couple of small groups of soldiers who looked like they too had been set free of Jewel’s control, and she pointed.

			“Look, there’s more. I think our plan might be working.”

			Fyre exhaled loudly. “Good. Then let’s get the next part in motion, shall we?”

			Mary and Val smiled and followed her out into the center of the action.
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			Where the fuck is the bottom of this chimney?

			The fact that Reed was still able to extend her arms downward was a good sign, she supposed, but she was getting pretty tired of feeling her way. She was also concerned she wouldn’t be able to fulfil her part of the plan if she couldn’t get into that basement soon.

			Reed thought less gunfire came from within the compound now and hoped that was another good sign of progress. A sneeze threatened to escape as a cloud of dust suddenly swirled up around her, and she rubbed her nose into the top of her arm to try to convince the sneeze to disappear.

			As she focused on that, she realized her fingers had much more room to work in—the space around them had opened out. That could only mean one thing: a fireplace. But was it blocked? She pushed further down until she touched something solid that could only be the floor at the base of the chimney. She felt around and nearly let out a cheer when she discovered that the space only had three sides—one side was open, and even as she fully took that in, a soft draft tickled at her fingertips.

			Jackpot!

			Bracing her hands on the floor of the chimney, she rapidly descended, tucking her head in between her forearms and letting her torso and legs extend while her arms shortened. Her arms wobbled slightly as they took more of her weight, but she held them locked as her head caught up with where her fingers clasped the edges of the fireplace. She listened carefully but heard nothing in whatever room the fireplace opened into. Then, slowly, inch by inch, she eased her head down to peek out of the fireplace into the room.

			Upside down it all looked odd, of course, but it didn’t take long to work out a plain wooden table and chair sat near one side of the room, and in the next moment, she realized it was where the president had been filmed.

			Easing herself out of the chimney wasn’t easy, and Reed snagged her pants on the final exit. However, apart from feeling dirty and a little out of breath, when she was finally upright a big smile split her face. Across the room, which she couldn’t have seen from her position up the chimney, was a steel door that could only lead to the panic room that had been installed by Jewel.

			She had just taken a step toward it when the control pad on the frame flashed green and seconds later the door swung open into the room.

			Reed looked around desperately for a hiding place, but she was out of luck.

			So she did the next best thing: stood up straight and braced herself for whatever came next.
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			“Fyre, what’s taking you so long?” Geena asked into the mic.

			She could see the Powers in the middle of the compound. Val flung whatever she could get her hands on at the few soldiers who were left trying to defend the place. Mary was a blur as she sprinted back and forth, surprising a soldier here and there and grabbing their gun before they could react. She would then throw the gun on the ground where Fyre promptly melted it on the spot.

			“Just rounding up the strays,” Fyre said drily. “Won’t be a minute.”

			Next to Geena, Leigh chuckled, then outright laughed when Geena glared at her. “You can’t change her.” Leigh smiled. “I guess I thought you’d have figured that out by now.”

			It was overly familiar, but Geena couldn’t help but smile because it was utterly true. “Touché,” she replied, then turned her attention back to the compound.

			“Compound secure,” Fyre said a minute later.

			“Cease fire!” Colonel Watson commanded into the radios.

			The silence that descended a moment later was eerie after the barrage of the previous twenty minutes or so. Smoke swirled in pockets inside and outside the compound. Clumps of dazed or unconscious soldiers littered the ground inside the fence.

			Geena could see the Powers wandering around, pulling the unconscious ones out of the center and passing them off to the conscious-yet-confused ones where they sheltered near the defunct fence. Within minutes, the center of the compound was completely clear of people.

			Val then methodically moved all the concrete blocks over to one side, piling them up as if they weighed nothing more than cereal boxes.

			“Now, Agent Fox?” Colonel Watson asked.

			“Not yet, Colonel. We need to get Jewel out in the open and we can’t do that with more soldiers in there.”

			Soldiers who would be fresh meat to Jewel, and that was the last thing they needed. Assuming, of course, Jewel still had enough in her to control them, and no one knew that. Possibly not even Jewel herself.

			“Roger,” he said, though he didn’t sound happy about it.

			Whatever.

			Geena stood up, stretched, then beckoned over the agent from Director Hudson’s team who held the bullhorn. She flicked it on, took a deep breath, then said, “Jewel. This is Agent Fox. We know you are in there and we have you surrounded. Let the president leave unharmed. The game is over, Jewel. Give it up.”

			Silence was her only answer.
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			Jewel came into view as she took a couple of steps backward out of the room. She hadn’t yet seen Reed and was speaking to someone on the other side of the door.

			Hoping her knees wouldn’t let her down—Jesus, they ached like fuck—Reed saw her chance and strode across the room, her right arm already extending, her fingers flexing.

			“You’re going nowhere,” Jewel spat as she backed out of the room, “and I’m—”

			Reed grabbed her by the throat and cut her off.

			“Hello, cousin,” she said, and squeezed.

			Jewel struggled in her arms, choking for air, trying to prize Reed’s hand away, but Reed had stretched out her fingers, and they wrapped around Jewel’s throat like rope.

			The president walked into her line of sight from inside the room, her eyebrows shooting up when she saw what Reed was doing.

			“Madam President,” Reed said respectfully, ignoring Jewel’s writhing attempts to turn around. “We have an escape route for you. The compound should be secured by now but in case it isn’t we’d rather hustle you out the back, if that’s okay.”

			The president smiled. “That sounds absolutely fine to me.” She shot Jewel a scathing look as she walked past her. “Which way do I go?”

			“Well, if you’ll give me a second to deal with this one, I’ll escort you.”

			Did she get cocky? Feel the need to show off a little in front of the president? Maybe. But whatever it was, Reed let her attention wander for just a fraction of a second, and the next thing she knew Jewel had kicked back, hard and fast.

			Reed’s left knee made an awful crunching sound, and her leg gave way beneath her. Instinctively, she let go of Jewel’s throat to throw both hands out to brace her fall, and that was all that Jewel needed.

			“Run!” Reed managed to yell around her pain as she hit the floor.

			The president did as she was ordered, dashing across the room to the door behind Reed.

			She moved pretty fast, but Jewel was faster; despite the weight she’d obviously lost and her overall awful condition, she tore after the president, screeching like a banshee. She’d nearly caught the president just outside the door when Reed summoned her power, forced it to break through her pain, and quick as a flash stretched out an arm.

			Her hand clamped around Jewel’s ankle and yanked her backward just as she reached for the president.

			Jewel got a hand around the president’s arm, but she managed to wrench herself free as Jewel slammed into the floor behind her. The president stumbled and thumped into the doorway. She cried out but kept going, a hand clutched to her head.

			Reed watched as the president took off down the hallway toward the steps that led up to the kitchen and tightened her grip on the struggling Jewel. Her cousin glared at her through eyes that were dark slits in deep, sunken hollows.

			Just need to give the president as much of a head start as possible.

			Her knee screamed at her and she couldn’t move her leg, but she kept her vice-like grip on Jewel’s ankle knowing it was the only thing between the president’s life or death at this moment.

			And then she watched in horror as, almost in slow motion, Jewel fumbled in a pocket of her coat and pulled out a gun—and aimed it at Reed’s head.

		

	
		
			Chapter 39

			Dana was cold and scared. The portable medical pack was heavier than she’d anticipated and made her shoulders ache, and she felt more and more foolish by the minute.

			The truck had dropped off its passengers in an area far from where Leigh said she would be stationed. The young soldier who had let Dana ride up with them had pointed her in the direction of where the agency team was staged and then sprinted off to join his fellow troops as they went in the opposite direction to take up their post.

			It was dark in the forest, and all sorts of sounds came from everywhere.

			Gunfire and explosions had erupted minutes after she’d exited the truck and been led into the trees. The sky filled with bright lights as bullets whizzed overhead; her ears rang with the constant noise. The soldier had told her they all had orders to aim for the sky, so although it was all loud and scary, she knew she probably wasn’t in danger of actually being shot.

			The fortress hotel was lit up with big lights atop towers in the corners of the area surrounded by the fence. She supposed she could aim for the light and see who she ran into. She was kinda worried about wild animals—did they have bears and wolves down here?—but she also figured they’d be scared of the gunfire and lying low. She hoped.

			She pulled the jacket tighter around her body—it was two sizes too big—and trudged up the slope. There was a trail, of sorts, but she still had to watch her footing as roots and fallen branches threatened to trip her up every few seconds. It was slow going, but after a while, she actually found it fun. Here she was, stalking through the woods, a gun battle raging in the distance and she, Dana Chapman, was boldly heading straight for it!

			Well, maybe boldly wasn’t exactly the right word—she jumped as something shot across the path in front of her and only just held back a scream.

			Probably just a squirrel. Nothing more than that, right?

			Her heart pounding, she sped up as much as she dared. Five minutes later, she realized the path in front of her was easier to see. She looked up and saw the fortress almost in front of her. Two of its light towers no longer worked, but there was still a fair amount of light being spilled all around the hotel by the remaining two.

			She stopped on the edge of the trees, let her eyes adjust to the new brightness, and took in her surroundings. Off to her left, she could see multiple gun flashes coming from a thick clump of trees and bush, so she knew some of Colonel Watson’s soldiers must be stationed there. To her right she could see, perhaps a hundred yards away, a lone figure, pacing back and forth.

			She squinted. Is that…?

			Realizing that to step out into the light was probably not that smart, she stumbled her way through the trees, walking as parallel as possible to the fence line of the hotel. As she neared the lone figure, she felt infinitely better. It was Miss Sunny, and although she made Dana a little nervous, at least she would be a friendly face.

			Dana had just stepped forward to leave the tree line when the gunfire and explosions stopped. Miss Sunny gave a little whoop and took off, heading for a gap in the fence.

			Oh, shoot! Now what do I do?
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			Reed stared at the gun as it levelled with her head, frozen in fear.

			“Bye, Reed. And good riddance.” Jewel’s finger moved on the trigger.

			Something sprang to life in Reed’s brain. She still had hold of Jewel’s ankle! On instinct, she twisted sharply just as Jewel fired.

			The sound of the shot was deafening in the small room, but the fact Reed could hear its echo told her she wasn’t dead. Not yet, anyway.

			Jewel swore as she was flipped sideways by Reed’s elongated arm.

			Reed braced herself to stretch out for the gun, but then the pain registered, sharp and throbbing, somewhere around her left shoulder. She glanced down and saw the hole in the jacket, the dark crimson of her blood seeping out of it. “Shit,” she breathed, then looked up.

			Jewel righted herself and lifted her arm to shoot again. Her cadaverous face twisted into an expression of pure hatred.

			Faster than she thought she could, Reed released her hold on Jewel’s leg, swept her long right arm up, and smashed the gun out of Jewel’s hand. Then, on the downswing, she backhanded Jewel across the face, sending her spinning back to the floor once more.

			Reed barely had a moment of respite, though—Jewel’s powers of recovery seemed to be unaffected by whatever drugs or overuse of power had caused her to look like the walking dead. She hauled herself upright, cackling with laughter.

			“Not bad,” Jewel spat. “But not good enough to beat me!” She jabbed at her own chest. “You always thought you were better than me, didn’t you? Huh?” Her eyes narrowed, and her pale skin looked almost grey in the harsh lights of the basement. “Well, time’s up, cousin. It’s time you realized just who’s the best around here and—”

			She choked off, doubled up with a coughing fit. Specks of blood littered the floor beneath her.

			Then, outside, everything went quiet as the guns ceased.

			Jewel snapped her head up, blood smearing her chin. When Agent Fox’s voice came from somewhere outside, loud and clear—“The game is over, Jewel. Give it up”—Jewel snarled, spun on her heel, and stumbled her way out of the room.

			Reed slumped back to the floor, pressing her now normal-length right hand against the wound in her shoulder. It hurt like hell, and she couldn’t really move her left arm. After a minute or so of deep breathing, she summoned enough willpower to take stock of her position. Her left knee was useless, and there was no way she wanted to put any weight on that leg. She supposed if she could get upright, she could use her right arm and leg to drag herself out of the building.

			She looked over her shoulder into the panic room behind her, wondering if there was something she could use as a crutch of some sort, or even a walking stick.

			Nothing.

			She huffed out a breath and then raised her head to look into the room beyond, where the president had run to some minutes before. Was that a long brush, tucked in the corner?

			Her right arm, thankfully, still responded to her power. It was odd maneuvering it from a prone position on the floor, but she managed it, and yes, it was indeed a brush, with a long wooden handle.

			Fucking perfect.

			Gripping it as tightly as she could, she hauled it back into the room and propped it against the wall next to her right shoulder. Then, keeping her arm extended, she grabbed hold of the door handle and carefully pulled herself up to standing. She needed a few breaths before she could carry on; her head spun from the pain and exertion. When it cleared, she worked the brush under her right armpit and let it take her weight.

			“All right, let’s see how far we can get,” she muttered.

			She shuffled out of the room, trying to ignore the shooting pains in her left leg and shoulder.

			It seemed to take an age, but she finally got herself up the one short flight of steps that led to the kitchen. She paused in the doorway, breathing hard. There was no sign of the president, and she hoped to God that was a good thing. There was also no sign of Jewel, or any of the soldiers she’d had under her command. Did that mean she was hiding somewhere in the house? Found an escape route?

			Reed didn’t know and realized all of that would have to wait for now, for her. Right now, she needed medical treatment. She stumbled across the kitchen and sat in a chair before fumbling in her jacket pocket for the radio she’d switched off some time ago.
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			Dana wrung her hands, hopping from foot to foot at the edge of the trees.

			Should she follow Miss Sunny, or would that put her in danger?

			Should she backtrack and try to find Leigh?

			Or just head back the way she came until she hit that dirt road they’d followed to get here, and walk until she found someone who could take her back to the agency office?

			But what if I run into someone who works for Jewel?

			She found herself swearing to almighty God that if she ever got out of this in one piece she’d be as good as gold for the rest of her life. Never again would she stick her nose into things that really weren’t her business.

			A quiet, simple life; that’s what I need. I’ll leave Leigh to do all the exciting things, and I’ll just be waiting for her when she comes home every night.

			The thought made her stomach flip-flop with delightful butterflies.

			A noise snagged her attention. A door slowly opened at the rear of the hotel, on the other side of an alcove in the stone back wall.

			Dana was about to run, to duck behind a tree and hope whoever it was didn’t spot her, when her heart leaped into her mouth.

			The woman who cautiously emerged from the doorway was the President of the United States of America.

		

	
		
			Chapter 40

			Mary gazed around the cleared compound. She’d just returned from sprinting to Colonel Watson’s staging area to retrieve some bottles of water for the dazed troops and her cousins. As there had still been no sign of Jewel, they’d deemed it worth doing, especially as she could be there and back in a matter of seconds.

			She stood next to Fyre and Val as they drank heartily.

			“Hot work.” Fyre smacked her lips and grinned.

			Val grunted. “I am so in need of a shower right now. Better yet, a bath.”

			Mary laughed, then nearly choked on her water. “What on Earth is she doing up here?”

			Sunny walked into the compound from the rear of the hotel, a wide smile on her face which rapidly dropped off when she saw Mary staring at her.

			“What?” Sunny folded her arms across her chest.

			“Why are you here? You’re supposed to be at the back, waiting for the president to come out.”

			“I know,” Sunny said bitingly, “but as the fight’s stopped, that means she can come out the front, doesn’t it?” She looked around. “So where’s Jewel? Already in handcuffs?” She grinned.

			“We don’t know where she is.” Fyre’s tone was cold. “Just because the shooting’s stopped doesn’t mean this is over.” She stepped into Sunny’s face. “And it doesn’t mean you should have left your post.”

			Sunny’s eyes went wide. “I… Shit, I thought that meant…” She swallowed hard. “Sorry,” she said sheepishly.

			Mary gave her a weak smile. “Well, it’s done now. Look, why don’t you head back to your post and—”

			“Well, well, well, isn’t this the lovely family reunion?”

			Jewel’s voice was like ice, and in spite of all she and her cousins had achieved together in the last few weeks, it still made Mary’s blood run cold with fear.

			They all spun around to face the woman who stood braced in the doorway of the hotel’s front door.

			“Jesus,” Sunny breathed as the others gasped.

			Val took one step forward. “Jewel! Oh my God, you look…” She held her hands to her face and shook her head.

			Jewel looked like something out of a B-grade horror movie. Her skin was waxen, bloodless, and sunk into deep hollows over her cheeks and neck. Her hair was straggly, balding in places, and pure white. Unlike her appearance in the video, her eyes were merely dark slits, and there were blood stains on her chin and fingers.

			“Too bad,” Jewel continued snidely, her voice gravelly, “that Reed can’t be with us all, too. You can collect her body later—assuming I let you all live.”

			A loud sob escaped Val.

			“I’ll kill you, you piece of shit!” Sunny stepped forward but was restrained by a tearful Val.

			“No!” Mary pressed a hand to her mouth and turned to look at Fyre.

			Fyre’s eyes went wide with shock, then narrowed. Her hands came up, and sheets of intense flame shot out from both of them in Jewel’s direction.

			“Shit!” Jewel stumbled backward into the hotel to get away.

			The wooden door frame, and the wooden pillars that lined the entryway, burst into flames. They burned themselves out in seconds, charcoaled wood crumbling to the ground and covering the front step.

			As the rest of the entryway was made of stone, the fire didn’t spread, but neither did Jewel reappear. Fyre switched off the flames and made to stalk toward the house.

			Mary clutched at her arm and held her back. “No, we need her out in the open. We can’t go chasing her around in there. We’ll get separated and then who knows what she’ll do.”

			“But…Reed.” Anguish wrenched Fyre’s voice from her throat.

			“We will avenge her,” Val said fiercely. “But Mary is right—not in that maze of a building.”

			“Hey, big sister!” Jewel’s voice came from inside the hotel somewhere. “Want me to get inside your head again?”

			“Ignore her,” Mary said, as Val tensed.

			“Or you, Fyre; I could do that to you if you like! It was such a kick doing it last time.”

			“I’m gonna fucking kill her,” Fyre snarled.

			“No, you’re not. Remember the plan?” Mary forced Fyre around to look at her. “Remember what Reed said? What she thought we could do to finally bring Jewel down?”

			Fyre blinked and exhaled slowly. “Yes, I remember. But…Reed’s not here now, and…”

			“I know.” Mary’s throat tightened at the pain on Fyre’s face. “And I know that makes it extra hard to do what Reed said. But it’s what she would want us to do, so…”

			Val and Sunny nodded. They stood either side of Fyre, forming a united front.

			“We can do this,” Sunny asserted.

			“Besides,” Val added, a slow smile forming on her face, “if Jewel could control me, or any one of us, don’t you think she’d have actually done it by now?”

			Mary’s eyes widened. “Exactly!” She snapped her fingers. “She can’t! That’s why she’s taunting us. She’s all out of options and she’s just trying to make us doubt ourselves and each other.”

			“Well.” Fyre’s eyes narrowed. “She’s not going to succeed, is she?”

			“Hell no.” Sunny rolled up her sleeves. “Come on, let’s have some fun.”
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			“Can you see what’s going on?” Colonel Watson barked in Geena’s ear and she winced.

			Asshole.

			“No, Colonel. I spotted Jewel a moment ago but once Fyre let loose with the flames, she disappeared again.”

			The colonel’s tut came through loud and clear. “Those women are now having some kind of conference,” he replied, sounding exasperated. “Can’t we just get in there and blast this Jewel out of the house?”

			“Colonel.” Geena fought to keep her voice neutral. “We haven’t had confirmation yet that the president is safe. I’m quite sure Agent Ingram would prefer that we wait for that before we move.”

			Ingram keyed her mic from her post a few yards away from Geena’s. “That is correct, Agent Fox.”

			There was no response from Watson, so Geena flipped off her mic and leaned back against the tree. “What do you think’s going on up there?” she asked Walker, wondering if the younger woman could see a bit more clearly than she could.

			She laughed when Walker shrugged. “Sorry, Agent Fox, I can’t see anything more than you. Do you maybe want me to get closer?”

			“No, that’s fine. I trust Reed and the others to keep a lid on things until they need us.”

			“It’s frustrating, isn’t it, all this waiting?”

			Geena smiled. “It is, but when you’ve done a few more of these, you’ll get used to it.” She grinned. “This one, however, would be a hell of a lot easier if it wasn’t for Colonel Watson tagging along.”

			Walker chuckled. “I hear you, Agent Fox.”

			“Fox,” rasped a voice on her private channel. “Fox, can you hear me?”

			“Reed?”

			Walker looked up, her eyes wide, but Geena held up a hand to keep her quiet.

			“Yup.” There was the sound of labored breathing. “President’s escaped. Don’t know where Jewel is.”

			“Where are you?”

			“Main kitchen. Been shot. Need medical help.” Reed’s voice was getting weaker by the second. “Lost a bit of blood.”

			“Okay, stay there! I’ll get someone in as soon as I can.”

			“Roger.”

			Geena clicked off the private channel and looked across at Walker. “Get Fyre up on your private channel. Reed’s inside, she’s been shot. We need to get in there and get her help, but we’ll need them to run cover for us in case Jewel appears.”

			Walker nodded, her eyes still as wide as plates.

			“You okay to do this with me?” Geena asked. “I don’t trust any of those assholes”—she thumbed over her shoulder in the direction of Colonel Watson—“but if you don’t think you can—”

			“I can,” Walker said firmly. “Let me go grab our medical kit. I’ll talk to Fyre as I do.”

			“Good. And thanks.”

			Walker smiled, then crept out of her hiding place just as she tapped her radio. “Fyre, this is Walker. Do you read me?”
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			The president, her steps shaky, emerged into the dim light of the compound and glanced around.

			Dana could see the president clutching at her head. Was she injured? That thought was more than enough to spur Dana’s nursing instincts into action.

			She shot out of the trees, running in a low crouch, which seemed the sensible thing to do.

			The president whirled around as she approached, but Dana held up a hand.

			“Madam President, it’s okay!” Dana’s voice shook. I’m addressing the president! “I’m a nurse.” She held up her medical bag as if that were proof enough of her credentials.

			She reached the gap in the fence, vaguely realized it was as if a door had been cut into it, and beckoned the president over. “This way, Madam President. There’s cover in the trees.”

			The president stepped closer and looked her up and down. Dana felt about only six inches tall under that scrutiny but held her ground. She could see blood seeping from a head wound the president had sustained and itched to get it cleaned and dressed.

			Finally, the president nodded and stepped through the gap in the fence. “What’s your name?”

			“I’m Dana, ma’am. Dana Chapman.”

			“Well, thank you, Dana. It seems my rescue squad has disappeared. Unless you’re it,” she said wryly.

			Dana blushed. “Er, no, ma’am. No, I’m not. I just happened to be in the area.”

			The president laughed, then winced and patted at her wound.

			“Don’t worry, ma’am,” Dana said quickly. “As soon as we get under the cover of those trees, I’ll get that all cleaned up for you. I know a lot of people are looking for you. And the First Lady has been awful worried.”

			“She’s safe?”

			“She is, ma’am. She’s with the Secret Service.” Another juicy bit of intel Dana had picked up while nosing around the agency building the last couple days.

			The president exhaled loudly. “Thank God.”

			“Madam President, I really should take a look at that cut now.” Dana didn’t feel right at all in telling the President of the United States what to do, but her nursing priorities had to come first.

			“Then lead on, Nurse Chapman,” the president said, and Dana’s heart swelled at being called that by this woman.

			“Yes, ma’am!”
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			“Hey, Jewel!” Fyre yelled into the open doorway. “If you’re so powerful, how come we’ve got every single soldier back here doing what we tell them, not you?”

			“Yeah!” Sunny hooted. “And how come the president was giving you the stink eye on that dumb video you sent us, huh? You ain’t got nothing, Jewel.”

			“Give it up, sister of mine,” Val shouted, her hands on her hips. “You always were a stubborn fool. Now you’re just a stubborn, old, useless, worn-out, fucked-up fool!”

			“And you look worse now than the day you tried that home hair-dye job and turned your scalp blue for a week!” Mary called.

			Everyone gasped and turned to face her.

			Sunny broke into laughter. “Mary, I didn’t know you had it in you.” She clapped Mary on the shoulder.

			Mary’s face burned. She didn’t like to be petty and remind people of their embarrassing moments, but oh boy, that one felt good!

			A screeching wail came from somewhere deep inside the building, followed by the sounds of things being thrown and smashed to pieces.

			“I think it’s working,” Mary said, her heart racing.

			Fyre made to open her mouth once more, then held up a hand and pressed her radio earpiece. A moment later she gasped and closed her eyes for a moment. “Are you sure?” she said into her mic. Then, a moment later, “Thanks. That’s… Thanks. Okay, got it. See you there.”

			She flipped off her radio and wiped across her eyes.

			Mary stared at her. Were those tears she brushed away?

			Then Fyre inhaled a deep breath and looked quickly at each of them before saying, “Okay, keep it casual.”

			She took a step backward and looked up and around, as if surveying the house.

			“What are we doing?” Sunny hissed. “We’re supposed to be riling her up until she comes out to face us.”

			“Change of plan.” Fyre made a show of looking at the upper windows. “We’re gonna head around the back to the kitchen.”

			“Why?” Val asked.

			“Don’t react,” Fyre warned, “but Reed’s alive.”

			Mary wanted to jump for joy, but Fyre’s serious look just about kept her in check. She, Val, and Sunny did, however, all gently punch Fyre’s arm in solidarity.

			“I know.” Fyre grinned. “That was Walker. Reed’s radioed into them. Jewel’s shot her and she’s bleeding bad. We need to get around to that kitchen door so we can let Walker and Geena in to take a look at her and keep Jewel out of their way.”

			They all nodded and then oh-so casually walked off to the side of the hotel. They checked in windows as they did so, making it appear they were now conducting an external search for their quarry.

			Once they were in the dimmer, more shadowed area away from the tower’s lights, they picked up speed until they were almost jogging around the side of the building.

			When they reached the kitchen door, they found it wide open.

			Mary glanced around, wondering if Jewel lay in wait for them nearby, but saw nothing.

			“Hopefully that’s where the president came out.” Val looked at the door.

			Sunny had the grace to look embarrassed.

			“Yeah, hopefully,” Fyre said. “Okay, I don’t like the idea of splitting up, but I think two of us should go in to check on Reed and make sure Jewel isn’t nearby, and the other two should wait for Geena and Walker.”

			“Agreed,” Mary said. “I’ll wait here. My power isn’t much use indoors but if Jewel appears out here, I can chase her down.”

			“Do you want to stay outside?” Sunny asked Val. “Or are you okay heading in there, even if Jewel is inside?”

			Val’s face was set firm. “I’m going in. Something tells me my sister and I have something to finish off.”

			“Be careful,” Mary murmured.

			“Always.” Val briefly pressed a hand to Mary’s forearm.

			“Okay, let’s go,” Fyre said, and stepped into the building.
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			Reed was woozy from the blood loss, and it was getting harder and harder to keep her head up and her eyes open. So when her sister appeared before her, she thought for one moment she was hallucinating. “Frankie?”

			“That’s Fyre to you.” Fyre’s face swam into view, and she smiled even as she shook her head. “Well, you’re in a right mess, aren’t you?”

			Reed chuckled, then stopped; it hurt to laugh. “Just what I need,” she rasped. “A wiseass for a rescuer.”

			“How you doing?” Fyre asked softly.

			“Knee smashed.” Reed pointed to the spot. “Shot here.” She pointed again. “Lost blood.”

			“Okay, then that’s enough talking. We’ve got Geena and Walker on their way in with medical supplies.”

			“Where’s…Jewel?”

			“We don’t know, but she’s not on this level of the house. Look, don’t think about that. You just need to hang on a couple more minutes, okay?”

			“’Kay.”

			“Hey, Reed.” Val stepped in and patted her on her good arm. “You hang on in there.”
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			Reed didn’t know how long she’d been out, but a firm hand gripping her left forearm and a needle pressing into her skin jerked her awake.

			“Wha—?” she mumbled, forcing her eyes open and into focus.

			Fox smiled at her. “Well, hello.”

			Reed tried to speak but her mouth was too dry.

			“Don’t; it’s okay.” Fox placed a gentle hand on her undamaged shoulder. “I just gave you a shot of painkiller, and now I’m going to strap that shoulder. I can’t do anything with the knee, I’m afraid. I’m worried if I even touch it, I’ll damage it more. I really wish I had Dana here; she’d do all of this so much better than me. But hey, I’ve done the best I can. And Val’s busy busting up furniture to make a splint and a stretcher so we can get you out of here.”

			The noises reached her then, as if from a long way away.

			She looked around. Val had hefted a large wooden table into the center of the room, turned it upside down, and was busy pulling the legs off.

			“Perfect,” Val said in satisfaction as the last one came free, before gathering up two of the legs and carrying them over.

			Fox slowly and carefully strapped them to either side of Reed’s left leg.

			“Here, drink some of this,” another voice said, pressing a bottle to her lips.

			It was Walker, smiling reassuringly.

			Reed did as she was told, and the cool water slipped easily over her tongue and down her throat. “Feels good,” she managed to whisper.

			“Good. Here, have a little more.”

			She sipped a few more times, then nodded her thanks.

			Walker stepped back, and Reed glanced over at Fox, who was busy winding a dressing over a thick wedge of gauze that was pressed into the bullet hole in her shoulder.

			Man, those painkillers are good. I can’t feel a thing.

			Dimly, her brain recognized that that could also be due to shock setting in, but either way, she didn’t care. She was in safe hands, and she hopefully therefore wouldn’t die.

			“Okay,” Fox said a couple of minutes later. “That’s as good as it’s going to get.” She looked up at the others. “Let’s get her out of here.”

			Val stepped forward. “Okay, I’m gonna lift you up and onto the stretcher. Don’t worry, I’ll treat you as if you were something precious.”

			Reed snorted.

			Carefully, Val eased her arms underneath Reed’s ribs and legs and then lifted. It obviously took no effort at all. Reed felt completely safe in her arms. She was carried over to the counter, where the remains of the tabletop had been laid and what looked like stair rails had been strapped to it with duct tape.

			Val gently laid her down on the old tabletop. “Okay?” she asked, looking over Reed’s body.

			“Fine.”

			Her knee throbbed like fuck, but that wasn’t the fault of either Fox or Val, so there was no need to mention it.

			Fyre walked up alongside her. “Not long now,” she said, then reached for one of the handholds at the side of Reed’s head, Fox taking the other. Val grabbed both the ones at the end, and on the count of three, they lifted the whole thing off the counter.

			Walker scouted ahead of them, guiding them through the open kitchen doorway. They’d just made it out into the cool night air when a voice shrieked from behind them.

			“Oh no you fucking don’t!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 41

			Mary whipped around when she heard the awful voice.

			Jewel!

			She sprinted back to the door from her watch point.

			Fyre, Val, and Agent Fox carried Reed on a makeshift stretcher, but they’d paused to looked behind them, back into the building.

			Jewel must be inside! “I’ll stall her!” Mary cried. “You get Reed out of the way.”

			Without waiting for an answer, she sprinted around them and into the hotel.

			Jewel stood in the middle of a kitchen that looked like a tornado had ripped through it.

			Not stopping to wonder about that, Mary zoomed up to her and slapped her hard on the face before whizzing immediately out of range again.

			“You!” Jewel’s eyes were wild, and she made to grab for Mary.

			She was too quick, dodging out of Jewel’s way like a boxer, hopping from foot to foot, and then sprinting back in to slap Jewel once again.

			If I can keep her distracted enough, the others will get Reed clear.

			“Come here and fight fair!” Jewel screamed after another cheeky slap from her tormentor.

			“Hah!” Mary snorted. “Like you’d know about fairness.”

			“You’re all the same,” Jewel spat. “So fucking high and mighty, like butter wouldn’t melt.” She spun around as Mary appeared behind her and poked her in the back of the head. “Argh!” she screamed, and then, to Mary’s horror, she made a run for the exit.

			Mary shot past her and braced her arms across the open doorway. “Not so fast, cousin.”

			Her voice was strong, but inside, she quaked. Facing Jewel down on her own was a first. She wasn’t a fighter, not really—she’d always relied on her speed to get her out of trouble. But now, squaring up to Jewel in order to protect her family, she couldn’t help the fear that rose up inside.

			Jewel stared at her contemptuously, then shoved her. Hard.

			Mary sprawled backward. She stumbled, throwing out her arms to keep herself from falling. She’d almost managed it when her foot caught on a stone outside the door and turned her ankle, and down she went.

			Jewel laughed manically and ran—straight over the top of Mary. Her boots stamped down on Mary’s thighs and ribs.

			At the last moment, Mary raised her hands to protect her face and accidentally caught one of Jewel’s feet as she did so.

			There was a loud bump and a groan.

			Clutching her damaged ribs, Mary turned over and looked behind her.

			Jewel lay face down on the ground. She placed her hands flat on the dirt in an attempt to get up, but it looked like her body had just about given up on her.

			“Well, well, well,” said Fyre’s voice, “what have we here?”
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			“Stay down!” Agent Fox hissed, and Leigh didn’t need telling twice.

			They hunkered down against a piece of wall that ran at right angles to the back of the building, perhaps ten yards from where Mary, and now Jewel, lay sprawled on the ground.

			Reed, on her stretcher, was beside them, her head turned toward the action that now unfolded.

			Fyre stood over Jewel, a sneer on her face. “Finally face down in the dirt where you belong.”

			“Fuck you!” Jewel tried to lever herself up. Her arms trembled, and she fell back to the ground, growling, seemingly frustrated at her body’s lack of response.

			“Don’t bother. It’s obvious you’ve got nothing left, you sad sack of shit.”

			“Fuck you! You fucking bitch!”

			Fyre laughed.

			Sunny stepped up and toe-poked Jewel. “You’re pathetic. But then, you always were.”

			Jewel managed to roll over and laid her palms on the ground. Leigh could see the effort it took her to try to push up; her skinny arms were taut with the tension, but she barely moved half an inch. She howled and slammed her palms repeatedly on the ground. Then, after a moment’s pause, she glared up at the two women stood over her, before looking beyond them and grinning maliciously. “Hello, sister,” she crooned, and the sound sent shivers down Leigh’s spine.

			Val stared at Jewel but said nothing and made no move toward her.

			“What’s the matter, cat got your tongue?” Jewel laughed, then coughed viciously, her body curling up as her chest heaved.

			“What did you do?” Val asked quietly, once Jewel’s paroxysms had calmed. “Look at yourself. You’re a wreck. What did you do? And why?”

			There was almost sympathy in her tone, and Leigh wondered how hard it was for her to see her sister like this. Her evil, completely twisted sister, but her sister nonetheless.

			Jewel shook her head, tutting. “Oh, of course, perfect Miss Valerie stands there acting all sanctimonious. ‘What did you do?’” Her mimicking tone was sharp enough to cut glass. “What did I do? What I wanted to,” she said. “And goddamn, it felt good. Don’t tell me none of you ever wondered.” She raked them all with a scathing look. “Didn’t ever wonder just how far you could go if you used all your power, and how much further you could go if you found some way to enhance it even further?” Jewel shuddered, and a strange look filled her eyes. It made Leigh’s skin crawl. “There is nothing like that in the whole world. Controlling everyone and everything around you. Absolutely nothing to stop you. It’s perfect.”

			“Until the side effects bite you on the ass, I guess,” Sunny said.

			Jewel clenched her fists. “You’re worthless, all of you. What a waste of what meager talents you have. Rescuing stupid women who let their boyfriends beat on them, stopping dealers giving the people what they wanted. Stopping me from changing the entire face of this pathetic nation, returning it to the superpower it once was, with me at the helm.”

			Val snorted, and Jewel fixed her with a mean stare. “You? As president? Don’t make me laugh. Mamma always did say you had delusions of grandeur.”

			“Mamma was a dumb bitch.”

			“Mamma raised you,” Val threw back. She walked slowly forward, her hands on her hips. “She fed you, put clothes on your back, got you an education. Even got you a damn pony when you begged and pleaded for one.” Val shouldered Fyre and Sunny out of the way and stepped in close to get right in Jewel’s face. Her eyes darkened with rage, and her hands curled into tight fists. “And then you turned your back on her. And me, and all of us.” Val swept her hand around to encompass all the Powers. “You could have been part of it. You could have been one of us. We could have been a proper family.” Her voice broke. “But look what you did—”

			It happened so fast, none of them could have done anything to stop it.

			Val had got too close, perhaps lulled into thinking Jewel was completely incapacitated.

			She wasn’t.

			A hand lunged upward, the knife held in it glinting in the light of the moon that had arisen in the last hour.

			She was fast, but Reed was quicker.

			Just as the blade flashed up to Val’s throat, Reed’s extended fingers clamped around Jewel’s hand and twisted it away.

			Jewel howled and fought Reed’s grasp.

			Leigh could see what it took out of Reed, stretching that far when she was so badly injured, but she clung on.

			Fyre and Sunny lunged forward, but Val beat them all. She grabbed Jewel’s hand in both of hers and turned back to look at Reed.

			“You can let go now,” she said quietly, determination in her eyes.

			“What are you going to do?”

			“What needs to be done,” Val said, as Reed’s fingers slipped away from Jewel’s hand.

			Val pushed Jewel’s hand back toward the prone woman’s own chest, the knife pointing downward.

			Leigh gasped.

			“No!” Mary cried from near the doorway where she still lay after her fall.

			“No!” Agent Fox said, getting to her feet.

			“No.” Fyre placed her hand on top of one of Val’s. “No, you won’t. She’s beaten, Val. She’s out of power, and out of time. You don’t need to do this. She’s finished.”

			Val looked around at them all. Her hands still gripped Jewel’s, the knife still aimed at Jewel’s chest.

			“She’s done,” Fyre said quietly.

			Val’s shoulders slumped, and her breath escaped her in one long shudder. She let go of Jewel’s hands; the knife clattered to the floor.

			“Fuck you!” Jewel hissed.

			She grabbed for the knife as she suddenly sat up and swept it upward, aiming for Fyre’s chest.

			Three gunshots rent the air in rapid succession. All three bullets slammed into Jewel’s body, dropping her instantly.

			Leigh looked to her left.

			Agent Fox stepped forward, her gun still pointed at Jewel’s prostrate body, and exhaled. She knelt and placed two fingers on Jewel’s neck. “She’s dead,” she said after a moment.

			Val slumped into Fyre’s arms.

			Sunny let out an explosive breath. “Thank fuck for that.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 42

			“I repeat,” Agent Ingram’s voice said in Geena’s ear, sounding frantic, “has anyone seen the president?”

			Geena raised her weary head from its resting place on Fyre’s shoulder. “I’d forgotten about that bit,” she said ruefully.

			Fyre chuckled.

			They were back at the agency staging area away from the compound.

			Reed was on her way to the army hospital, with Mary to keep her company.

			Val sat quietly off to one side, her head in her hands, with Sunny, surprisingly, sitting beside her. She had one arm wrapped tenderly around her cousin’s shoulders.

			Walker busied herself rustling up some food from the meager rations they’d brought with them.

			“I suppose we ought to join the search parties.” Fyre stretched before taking a sip from her water. “But she can’t have gone far. They searched the house and she’s definitely not in there so someone must know where she is.”

			“Or she’s lost in these woods,” Geena replied. “Reed was adamant she’d escaped out that back door.”

			“True.” Fyre rubbed the back of her neck. “God, I’m tired.”

			Geena smiled. “Yep. As soon as our illustrious president turns up, I plan on sleeping for about a week.”

			“Want some company for that?” Fyre whispered close to her ear, and Geena swooned like a teenager.

			“Perhaps,” she murmured, then laughed when Fyre sat back looking affronted. “Of course I do,” she said affectionately.

			Fyre leaned over and kissed her.

			They startled at the sound of clumping footsteps rapidly approaching from the woods. They were both on their feet quickly, but Walker was way ahead of them, gun drawn, placing herself between them and whatever came at them from the trees.

			What appeared, and left Agent Geena Fox utterly speechless, was Dana Chapman escorting the president out of the darkness.
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			Leigh’s phone buzzed with a text message. She read it and turned the phone so that Dana could see it. The message was from Agent Fox.

			 

			Tara discharged from hospital, none the worse. No memory of what happened. Probably a good thing

			 

			“Oh, I’m so pleased!” Dana said. “I was so worried about her after you told me Jewel used her to fly the president up there.”

			“Yeah, but it was obvious Tara was doing it under duress. Hopefully she’ll be able to get on with her life again without any more drama.”

			Leigh stretched, then reached for the remote. “Shall we watch some TV?”

			“Sure.”

			Leigh flipped through the TV channels but, not surprisingly, every single one of them still only carried the same story—the rescue of the president—even though it was now two days since it had happened.

			Dana snuggled up beside Leigh on the small couch in the large room they shared. The president had immediately had them all transferred to a swanky five-star place where they could rest and recuperate before they went their separate ways back to their own lives. Dana didn’t want to think about that, however. Oh sure, she’d be happy to go back to Hazy Days and keep looking after the Powers and all the other residents. But when that happened, she and Leigh would have to part, and the thought of even doing so temporarily gave Dana a really nasty tightness in her chest.

			“Information is still patchy,” a reporter was saying from his position outside the White House, “but what we do know so far is that President Robinson was kidnapped by a domestic terrorist organization, previously unknown to the FBI and other agencies. The leader of the organization was killed in the ensuing gun battle. In that same battle the president was rescued by a special army group from a building at the top of Fir Peak, in the Blue Ridge Mountains, and…”

			Dana turned to Leigh. “Does it upset you that you, and Agent Fox and the Powers, won’t get any recognition for what you did up there?”

			Leigh smiled down at her and dropped a soft kiss on her nose. “No, it doesn’t. We know what we did, and we don’t need to be all over the front pages of a newspaper to know it.”

			“Still, I think it’s awful sad that the president just goes home, and Miss Mary and everyone fades into the background again.”

			This time, Leigh chuckled. “Oh, I doubt that’s what they’ll do.”

			“Really?”

			“I don’t know anything for sure, but I do know one thing.” Her expression turned serious.

			“What?” Dana stared up at her.

			“Well, remember last time, when they thought they’d killed Jewel and their powers left them?”

			Dana nodded.

			“This time they’ve definitely killed Jewel. Agent Fox and I were present when they did the autopsy yesterday.” Leigh shuddered. “And she is definitely, truly dead. But,” Leigh said, pulling Dana a little closer. “The Powers still have as much strength as they did that night up on Fir Peak. Not one of them seems to be fading.”
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			Reed pulled at the collar of her shirt and grimaced.

			“Leave it alone,” Mary chided gently, easing Reed’s fingers away.

			“It’s too tight,” Reed said grumpily.

			“You look lovely.” Mary smiled. “Very smart.”

			“I still can’t believe we have to dress up for this. She knows who we are.”

			Mary shook her head. “This is as big an honor as we’re ever likely to get. The least we can do is all look our best.”

			“Just accept it.” Val frowned at Reed. “You know Mary’s right so stop fighting her.”

			“Whatever,” Reed muttered.

			“How’s my hair?” Sunny asked for the tenth time.

			“Beautiful, Miss Sunny.” Dana beamed at her.

			Mary shook her head, and Reed knew exactly what she was thinking.

			When Sunny had appeared in the lobby of their Washington hotel that morning, Mary had gasped aloud at the turquoise blue pants and definitely-not-matching blouse that Sunny had paired with them. Red, with black and silver stripes running diagonally through it; in combination with the pants, it made Sunny look like an oversized piece of candy. Mary had made as if to speak, then probably realized she’d be wasting her time and had instead wandered away, a hand against her forehead, muttering under her breath.

			Reed smiled as she looked around the room. It’d been two weeks since the battle up on Fir Peak. Although her left shoulder was still heavily bandaged, it was good to be up and about. Even if her first time out of hospital was to be here at the White House for a private meeting with President Robinson.

			They were all here—Fyre, and their cousins, as well as Geena, Agent Walker, and Dana. They’d been greeted at the entrance to the White House by Agent Ingram, who’d kept her professional mask in place even as she’d dropped them all a quick wink.

			“Ladies,” an usher said. “This way, please.”

			They followed the uniformed staff member out of the waiting room and down an ornate hallway. Two or three turns later, and they were shown into an elegant room laid out with antique-looking sofas and armchairs with a low, burnished-wood coffee table set between them.

			“Take a seat,” the usher said. “The president will be with you shortly.” He left, closing the door behind him.

			They all sat. Reed chuckled as Geena and Fyre automatically shared one small couch, Walker and Dana another. She took an armchair at the end of the low table.

			“This is beautiful!” Mary gazed around her in wide-eyed wonder.

			Sunny shifted in her seat. “This couch is uncomfortable as hell, though.”

			The door to the room opened once more, and President Robinson swept into the room, closely followed by the First Lady and Agent Ingram, who took up station just inside the door.

			Everyone scrambled to get to their feet, but the president waved them back down.

			“Please,” she said, smiling, “don’t worry about all that.” She sat in one of the armchairs, the First Lady taking a seat next to Mary, whose eyes went so wide Reed feared they’d pop out of her skull.

			It was the First Lady who spoke first. “It is so lovely to finally meet you all,” she said warmly. She was even more beautiful in real life, Reed thought. Her brown skin was a shade or two lighter than the president’s and her hair a little longer, but she had the same tall, lithe build and the same sparkle in her eyes. “And to be able to thank you in person for bringing Alison back to me.”

			The president smiled. “It is good to be back,” she said. “Now, unfortunately, as usual, my schedule is full and I have to reluctantly keep this brief. As you know, security dictates that we keep knowledge of your involvement in my rescue out of the news. Which means that you will not get the public recognition you deserve for stopping that vile woman from inflicting more hideous crimes against the citizens of this country.” She leaned forward. “However, in my capacity I do have certain privileges, and I’ve decided to exercise one that rarely sees the light of day.” She smiled again. “You are all to be awarded the Presidential Special Services Award. It’s something I can award without needing Congress’s approval or even their knowledge, and it’s one of the highest executive awards this country offers. You have all deserved it, and you have my heartfelt gratitude for your service to this country.”

			Reed looked around. Everyone had sat up ramrod straight in their seats, and everyone looked as stunned as she felt.

			Dana’s mouth was wide open; Leigh looked as if she were about to burst with pride.

			Even Fox had wide eyes and a hint of pink on her cheeks.

			“Thank you, Madam President,” Fox said, standing. “We were only doing our duty, but we very much appreciate the honor.”

			The president smiled, then stood. “It’s my pleasure. My staff will work out with you when we can have a proper little ceremony, and I’ll pin shiny medals on each of you.” She grinned. “Now, I’m sorry, but I have to go. I’ll leave you in the capable hands of the First Lady, who I believe has ordered coffee and a tray of the sinful brownies the kitchen here regularly serves up to drive me to distraction.”

			Nervous chuckles emanated around the room, as did calls of “Thank you, Madam President” as a smiling Agent Ingram escorted the president out of the room.

			The First Lady turned back to them all, and her gaze fell on Dana. “Now, Nurse Chapman, I also have something extra for you. It is entirely up to you if you want it, and I will not be offended if you say no.”

			Dana looked like a deer caught in the headlights. “Ma’am?”

			“You’ve amply demonstrated your skills and caring, and I know you are more than qualified for this.” She smiled. “How would you like to join the medical team here at the White House?”

			“Holy moly!” Dana cried, then clapped a hand over her mouth as her face flushed a deep magenta.

			[image: ]

			Two months later

			 

			“Where the hell are we going?” Geena asked testily.

			Fyre laughed, which only riled Geena up more. “You’ll see,” was all she said.

			Geena gazed out of the truck’s windows.

			They’d been driving for a little over three hours now, and all she knew was they were somewhere in South Carolina. They’d flown into Charlotte earlier that morning and picked up the rental truck. Fyre had driven them straight out of the airport with no word on where they were heading.

			As Geena ran a map of this part of the U.S. through her mind, a suspicion began to form.

			“Are we going to Myrtle Beach?”

			“Very good.” Fyre smirked at her.

			“Wait a minute, did you keep that house?”

			“I did.” Fyre sighed wistfully. “I loved that house. Even after your agent got too close for comfort a couple years back, and I knew I had to leave town, I left it in the hands of a caretaker. I always wanted to go back.”

			Geena’s heart sank. So, this was it. Fyre was going home and that left Geena…where, exactly? She didn’t want to ask, didn’t want to hear what it meant.

			“Don’t worry.” Fyre rubbed a hand up and down her thigh. “It’s not what you think.”

			“Okay,” Geena said shakily, but she kept quiet after that.

			At two in the afternoon, they pulled into the driveway of a modest little house whose back side overlooked the sea and the beach below. It was a small but beautiful house, with white clapboard walls, a grey-tiled roof, and a sage-green front door. A hand-carved sign on the front said Lighthouse Cottage.

			The street was quiet, a few cars dotted here and there and, further down the road, a big-ass RV that looked slightly out of place but then probably wasn’t, considering this was a coastal town. Attached to the back of the RV, as if the vehicle itself wasn’t long enough, was a trailer carrying a large motorbike.

			“Come on in.” Fyre pushed open the door.

			Geena stepped into a cool, calm interior, with dark wood floors polished to a pleasing shine. To her left, a living area contained two rust-colored couches, a large TV in the corner, and one wall covered in overflowing bookshelves. Fyre led her through to the back of the house—which was really the front, as this was the part you’d probably spend all your time in, Geena realized, with that amazing view out to sea. They passed a kitchen with a small table and chairs in its center and walked on to a large set of glass doors that led out to a deck.

			When they stepped out, Geena clutched at her heart as six voices called out in unison, “Surprise!”

			Sitting on various mismatched chairs on the deck, wide smiles on all their faces, were the four other Powers, plus Leigh and Dana.

			“What?” Geena managed, staring at Fyre.

			Leigh pressed a bottle of beer into Geena’s hand, and she took it gratefully.

			“Cheers!” Reed said, and they all raised their drinks.

			Geena drank, her mind whirling. What in the hell is going on?

			“Here, have a seat—you look like you need one.” Reed smirked and kicked a chair out from under the table.

			Geena sank into it and smiled her gratitude. “How’s the knee and shoulder?”

			“Totally healed.” Reed grinned. “Doctors can’t quite believe it and keep wanting to run more tests and prod me around. But I think on my last visit I convinced them to stop that.”

			Sunny snorted. “That’s one way of putting it.” She looked over at Geena. “Got herself thrown out by hospital security for being abusive.”

			Geena shook her head. “Oh, Reed.”

			Reed looked unabashed.

			“And how are you?” Geena directed this to Val. She knew Val had been seeing a therapist since the end of the events at the hotel. Even superheroes needed a little extra help sometimes.

			“I’m good. Don’t worry. Therapy has been good, and I’ve come to terms with some issues.”

			“I’m so pleased.” Geena wondered at the tightness in her throat.

			Val leaned forward. “And I want you to know I hold no grudge for you killing Jewel. You absolutely had to, and I’m proud of you for acting so quickly to save Fyre.”

			Relief washed over Geena, and she had to clear her throat twice before she could speak. “Thank you. That…that means a lot.”

			Val gave her a warm smile and sat back.

			Geena looked across at Dana, who tried to make herself as small as possible in the big chair she shared with Leigh.

			“It’s okay.” Geena chuckled. “I’ve forgiven you for going all rogue on us that night.”

			She shook her head—the memory of seeing Dana up that mountain, caring for the president, was one she’d not forget in a hurry. She’d been furious with Dana at the time for bluffing her way up to the scene of the action. But hearing the president talk so glowingly about the care she had received from Dana had tempered that anger somewhat. Never mind what the First Lady had subsequently done.

			Dana looked relieved and smiled cautiously. “Thank you, Agent Fox.”

			“How’s the new job working out?” Geena asked.

			Dana flushed. “It’s amazing,” she whispered.

			“And probably better now that Leigh’s transferred to our Washington office, huh?”

			Now it was Leigh’s turn to blush. She reached for Dana’s hand and squeezed it. “We really want to thank you for that, Agent Fox,” she said.

			Geena waved a vague hand in the air. “Well, like I said, your new role didn’t have to be based in New York just because that’s where I was. This lot can be monitored from anywhere.” She flicked a thumb in the direction of Reed and the other Powers. “Just remember you’re in charge. Don’t let them run all over you.” She laughed as voices of protest came from the Powers.

			“So,” Fyre said into the silence that followed, and her voice croaked. “There’s a reason I set this all up.”

			Geena’s stomach flipped. It can’t be that bad if she’s talking about whatever it is in front of all them, can it?

			Everyone leaned forward in their seats, smiles on all their faces.

			“Okay, so the thing is…” Fyre swallowed and started again. “Well, we’ve all been talking.” She gestured to all the Powers. “Talking about what to do now. We’ve been pretty honest with each other—”

			“I’ll say,” Sunny said snippily, and the others chuckled.

			“And,” Fyre said, glaring at Sunny, “we’ve all made our decisions.”

			“Okay…” Geena was confused but knew she’d have to hear this out.

			“Well, the thing is, they want to hit the road again, a bit like the old days. That stupid-ass RV you saw out there?”

			Geena nodded.

			“Yep, that’s theirs.” Fyre held her hands up as the other Powers all began to protest. “Yeah, yeah, I know, you need one that you can live out of and there’s four of you and yada yada yada.”

			“We do!” Val said loudly. “If nothing else we need distance from Sunny’s snoring.”

			Sunny flipped her the bird.

			“But we’ll be back to visit,” Mary said firmly. “Because we’ve got more reasons than ever to get together and reminisce and swap stories. That anniversary dinner we had each year after moving into Hazy Days is going to be improved upon.” She smiled at Leigh, then Dana and Geena in turn. “You will all be included now, and we’ll make it an annual celebration of all that we did and all that we might yet do.”

			Fyre smiled. “And who knows what that could involve.” She laughed when Mary frowned at her. “Just call me if you get yourselves into trouble.”

			Reed sat back. “I’m pretty sure we can handle ourselves.”

			Val gave her a high five.

			Fyre nodded, but it seemed she really hadn’t heard what Reed said. “But the thing is…” She shifted in her chair, took hold of one of Geena’s hands, and held it tightly. “I’ve always wanted to come back here, like I said. I love it here, and I want to grow old here. And I’d like you to do the same,” she said in a rush. “You’re retiring now that Leigh is taking over your old job. So move down here with me, and let’s while away our days together.”

			Geena’s nerves and fears melted away as she looked into Fyre’s eyes. “Yes,” she said, smiling. “Yes!”

			Cheers erupted all around them, but Geena paid no heed. Instead, she leaned forward, pressed her nose to Fyre’s, and looked deep into her eyes. “Yes,” she whispered, and closed her eyes as Fyre’s lips met hers.
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