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Spring

1962

 

 

 

 

 

 

Street lamps sent a little light into the otherwise dark restaurant, casting long shadows on the pillars and tables, which were bare of anything. Rain fell in a thick sheet outside, a chilly spring downpour that occasionally pelted the large glass windows in the front of the restaurant. The thick carpet under Alice’s feet was the dark red of dried blood and the red and gold paper lanterns swayed as one of her darts hit it, missing the man who had jumped over a fallen table to get to her.

Alice leaned back, barely dodging the glinting swipe of a large knife as it arched toward her throat. She let herself fall back onto her hands and kicked up into the man's groin. He grunted, face going red with pain, but he didn't drop the knife. Instead, he lunged forward, scraping the blade against the reinforced leather on the torso of her suit. 

She grabbed his arm and pulled him onto his stomach, then jumped onto his back, wrenching the arm up and back until she heard the pop of the shoulder and a scream of pain from the man.

He yelled something in Chinese to her and Alice made a mental note to learn at least the basics of the language.

Too bad it's not Japanese.

The man began spitting as the words streamed out of his mouth. It took Alice a moment to realize that he wasn't just angry he was-

"Scared," said Marco behind her. "He's...terrified.

"Of what?" Alice asked, taking the ties Marco handed her and binding the man's good hand to a post in the restaurant.

Marco's tendrils reached out and surrounded the now sobbing man. 

He's a hired gun, and a good one too. If he's weeping like a kid then this must be bad.

The shadows spun and retracted back into Marco and he gasped.

"It's a powered person, just like we thought," he said, looking around. "And he's afraid that she's coming here."

"She? Well, that narrows it down some."

In the past three months, Jet City's Chinatown, or The Dregs as some called it, had been rocked by several high profile murders. After some digging, Uncle Logan was able to discover that the victims were involved with the Tan crime family. The murders were also incredibly unusual in that every man had drowned on dry land.

Marco looked around as a sound began to reach their ears. Alice frowned.

"Do you hear that?" she asked.

He nodded. "It sounds like running water. But not rain..."

They looked at each other and took up defensive positions in front of the man, who had quieted down, as if knowing that the assassin was here.

The sound grew, from a trickling of a fountain to a rush as if from a faucet. Alice faced the back of the restaurant, looking for the person or the source of the sound. Marco was looking out at the front. He took a step toward the window and Alice glanced over her shoulder just in time to see a blast of water shatter the front window and hit Marco full on.

The force of it knocked him off his feet and shoved him across the restaurant. Alice stumbled as some hit her, going down on her knees as the water cascaded over her back like a strange wave. 

"Marco!" she said, shaking the water out of her eyes and running toward him.

She turned him onto his back and checked to make sure he was breathing. 

"You scared me," she whispered to his unconscious form and planted a kiss on his forehead.

The sound of crunching glass made Alice look up to see a young woman step through the shattered window. 

She wore loose, dark green pants and a flowing shirt to match, trimmed in light blue. Her hair was a light shade of green fading to white at the ends, and her skin matched the light blue on her clothes. With a preternatural calm that was as beautiful as it was unnerving, she walked through the flooded room. 

Shock lanced through Alice, as she realized that it wasn’t a hardened criminal or some psychopath but someone that barely looked old enough to drive.

She’s practically a kid! I’ve got to change tactics and try to get through to her, see what’s really going on. Maybe someone is using her as a weapon against her will.

Alice began to move through the water and noticed something strange. The water felt almost solid, jelly-like against her boots. It didn't make so much as a ripple as she walked.  Alice filed this information away for later and crouched behind an overturned table, waiting to see what the girl would do.

The girl crouched down so that she was face to face with the man, her wet, green hair hanging over her face and down her back. She showed no fear, no pleasure. Only a serene kind of calm. When she spoke, her voice was soft, strong.

"Riku. Mio. Emiko."

The man yelled something at her.

Those are names...Japanese names not Chinese so not the names of her victims.

"Haru. Asahi."

He was still yelling, sobs punctuating the words, and the girl didn't stop.

"Akito. Hanae."

When she finished the last syllable of the last name, the water around Alice rippled and began moving toward the girl like a pet running to its master.

The man yelled, looking around for Alice and Marco as the water crawled up his body in a rush. 

Alice jumped to her feet. “Stop, I can help you. Just tell me who is making you do this.”

The young woman didn’t even turn her head to see who was talking, her gaze locked onto her prey.

With a sigh, Alice raised her arm to shoot a serpent bite into the powered girl when the water forced its way into the man's nose and mouth. He made an awful choking sound as his face bloated, and his eyes leaked fluid. The shock of it froze Alice to the spot. 

“Oh my god.”

She heard, a little too late, the click of a safety being removed from a gun and turned just in time to see a young man standing there, ready to shoot her.

Alice released the bite at him, and it found a home in his thigh. The gun went off and grazed Alice's arm, leaving a trail of burning pain behind. She shoved it to the side and spun on her heel to take out the girl next. 

Instead of seeing her, a wall of water hit Alice square in the face, invading her nose and mouth. She stumbled back, her hands batting the water away but to no avail, it was wrapped around her head like a bubble filled with liquid. Panic spread in her chest as the air became nonexistent. 

I'm drowning! I'm...!

She couldn't think as the knowledge that she could do nothing about the water forcing itself into her lungs. Vision became spotty and Alice's chest burned with the need for air.  Falling to her knees, Alice was vaguely aware of something dark rushing past her, the distant sound of screaming.

And then the water around her face fell like someone had popped a balloon. She coughed, choking and gasping for air. 

In a moment, Marco was kneeling beside her, his eyes filled with worry behind his domino mask.

"Oh my god, are you alright?" he asked.

Alice coughed again and sat up, nodding. Her throat felt like someone had raked nails over it and her chest had that heaviness that made breathing difficult but not as impossible as it had been.

"Where is she?" she asked, her voice raspy.

"Ran off when I invaded her memories. And, I can't say I blame her."

Marco helped her stand on shaky legs and she looked around for the young man she shot with the bite.

"There was another."

"I know, he took off as I was waking up."

"How? I shot him a dart,” Alice said, looking around for the man with the gun. “Did she succeed in killing the other one?"

Marco nodded, his lips tight.

"We have to see if we can track them. If they're targeting someone else tonight we might be able to stop them."

"No, we need to have Gerald take a look at you," he said, his hand going to the little bit of blood on her arm.

"It was a graze," she said, coughing. "And I'm fine."

Marco opened his mouth to argue when the familiar whine of sirens pierced the rainy night.

"Damn," she said. "I guess you win."

Marco didn't smile as they ran toward the kitchen and out into the back alley where Alice's Vincent Black Lightning motorcycle was safely stowed. They took a few steps toward it when a Hispanic man dressed in dark slacks and a dark jacket stepped out of the shadows and gave them a grim smile.

Marco swore under his breath and Alice sighed.

"Hello, Officer Gonzalez," she said.

"Hello, Serpent. Shadow," he said, nodding at them. "We need to talk."

 

 

Officer Gonzalez was one of the few policemen to reach out to Alice and Marco after the Science Foundation attack, and he was the only one that Uncle Logan trusted. Over the last few months, he'd given Alice and Marco information about powered people and attacks and had begun to convince others in the Jet City PD to support a partnership with the Vigilantes. She hoped it was the beginning of a better relationship with the department, though she wasn't going to hold her breath. There were plenty of officers that would just as soon see Serpent and Shadow in handcuffs.

Alice and Marco pulled up to the small garage that Officer Gonzalez's brother owned and parked around the back where a door was left open. The thick smell of oil and grease hit Alice in the face and she cringed.

"Sorry," Gonzalez said, leading them to a small side office. "My place is being watched."

That brought Alice up short. "Why? What's going on?"

Gonzalez sat on the edge of an old desk and fidgeted with his fingers. 

"You know the connection all the dead men make, right?" he asked after a moment.

"The Tan family," Marco said.

"Well, they didn't get where they did without some police protection. The cops in their back pocket are on to me, probably because I took these."

He reached behind him and handed Alice a file folder with a police stamp and case number on the top.

"You stole a case file?" Marco asked.

"Borrowed and it's closed. But it's about the Tan family, and what's happening. Before you open it-"

He was too late. Alice stared at the photos, bile rising in her throat.

Though black and white, Alice could tell that the room was covered in blood. Legs and arms were scattered around, severed from torsos that looked mutilated.

Alice looked up at Marco, his lips pressed into a thin line.

"Is this what you saw in her memories?" she asked.

"Some, she didn't see all of this just...the edge of it all. It was mostly the screams, the smell of blood."

She squeezed Marco's hand, knowing how hard it was for him to see the suffering of others, to carry it around with him afterwards

"So this is the girl’s family?" Alice asked.

"I think so. Gonzalez, I assume you know for sure," Marco said.

Gonzalez nodded and took a deep breath.

 "It is her family, the Akagawas."

"Why does that sound familiar?" Alice asked.

"Because about six years ago, the Tan family wanted to spread out and take over portions of Little Tokyo in the Dregs. There were several Japanese families that had managed to come back strong after the internment camps and were growing rich through legitimate businesses. They'd formed a kind of coalition that, in a few years time, could've taken over all of the Dregs, including Chinatown."

"And I'm guessing the Tan family didn't care for that."

"No, they didn't. They dug up dirt on the families where they could and manufactured it where they couldn't. Most of the families folded, pledging support to the Tan family. Except one, who tried to rally the families into standing against the Tans."

"The Akagawas."

"Yes. Tan already had a grudge against them since the Akagawa's ran a shipping business that had agreements with some of the wealthiest port towns in Asia."

"So competing drug business? Prostitutes?" Marco asked.

"No, the Akagawa's were legit, they cut off ties to any company dealing in that. Which had a negative impact on the Tan family bottom line. And then, when the Akagawa's tried to create a resistance with the other families in Little Tokyo-"

"The Tan family had finally had enough," Marco said.

Gonzalez nodded. 

"How do you know all of this?" Alice asked.

He chuckled. "My first year in the department I was stuck in records. I got to know that place pretty well and I remembered the reports that I'd read from that time. The Akagawa family was butchered in their home, their shipping warehouses torched. At the time, everyone believed that the children had been killed with the rest of the family. But by the time the coroner realized that the...body parts he was sifting through didn't contain the Akagawa children, it didn't matter. The officers on the Tan payroll had the case hushed up quick, the other families in Little Tokyo folded, and the Tan family found themselves happy owners of a cheaply bought international shipping company. No one cared about two missing Japanese kids."

Alice thumbed past the photos and found two names with the word "Missing" next to them; Katsu age ten and Kiko age seven. 

"She's thirteen," Marco said, reading over Alice's shoulder. "Awful young to be doing this."

"And her brother would be around sixteen," Alice said. "Do you really think it's them?"

"Yes, I do," Gonzalez answered, his voice becoming hard. "And they're in danger. A kill order has gone out from the Tan family, with a fat bonus to the officer who does it."

They aren’t being forced to do this. It’s revenge. And while I can’t say I blame them, it has to stop, before one of them dies.

Looking at Gonzalez, she knew that the chances of anyone from the department capturing these two alive was a long shot at best.

We have to bring them in. We have to help to them, no one else can.

Alice handed him the file back and crossed her arms. 

"I have a feeling I'm not going to like what you're about to say," Gonzalez said.

Marco chuckled. "You're learning."

"I have a feeling you're going to hate it," Alice said, ignoring Marco's comment. "But this is how it has to happen. The powered girl gets turned over to us."

She expected him to fight, to argue and complain about the girl getting away with murder.

Instead, he looked down at the file for several minutes. When he spoke his voice was soft, almost as if he were talking to himself.

"How can I blame her for getting back at those monsters?"

"Her actions need consequences," Marco said. "But from what you're saying, jail would be a death sentence."

He nodded. "I'll see what I can do for the brother if he's not powered-"

"He can come too," Alice said.

Marco turned incredulous eyes on her and she returned the look.

"You think I'd separate siblings? No, after what they went through, they can stay together."

"What if they're too far gone?" Marco asked, his eyes softening.

"We have to try, they deserve a chance at a real life."

"But first you have to catch them," Gonzalez said. "And I think I know where they'll be going next."

 

 

Kiko pulled the too large coat around her clothes and closed her eyes. 

How did he do that? Make me see...hear it all over again?

She felt the bile rising in her throat and barely made it to the toilet before dry heaves overcame her. There hadn't been any food in the dingy apartment this morning and Katsu wouldn't let her take what little money they had to go to the corner market.

"After this, we'll buy ourselves a feast. We will celebrate bringing peace to our family."

Kiko stumbled back to the moth-eaten couch in the living room and fell onto it.  All she wanted to do was lay down and rest her aching body. She'd used too much power tonight, pulled too much out of the air without balancing her own strength. A loud gurgle reached her ears, and Kiko put a hand on her empty stomach. It was getting harder to do this and not get enough to eat. Would that really change once this was over? Would she, at last, go to school? Would Katsu get a proper job that paid enough to eat every day?

Kiko shook her head at such dreams.

I've been too long out of school, that door is closed forever. Besides, the moment my power flares and I change color what then? And Katsu?... What is he fit for anymore? What am I?

The fear that had dogged her for the past month now reared its ugly head and she covered her face with thin hands.

We have no life apart from this. When it's done...When it's done, perhaps I should be too.

It was the first time she'd let herself admit it. And though Kiko feared what lay beyond this world, the thought of living her life as someone's weapon was far worse. Exhaustion began to radiate from her very bones, and not just from lack of sleep. Kiko was tired of this life that had cursed her with the power to take a man's life with a flick of her wrist.

The dim light of the apartment caught the silver of her cuff bracelet, the only thing she had of their mother. She stared at the lapus lazuli dragon at the center and wondered if somehow her mother had known what Kiko was before Kiko did.

"Mizuchi," Kiko whispered, running her fingers over the dragon as she had so many times before.

Whenever she did this, Kiko longed for a sign from her mother’s spirit telling her that she was on the right path. But every time, Kiko only felt the yawning pit of guilt and weariness that her life had become.

"Here," her brother, Katsu, said, tossing her a canteen of water. "You will need your strength."

Kiko knew that what he really meant was that he would need her strength. 

Her brother’s eyes bored into her, as intense and cold as the day he'd sworn to avenge their family. Kiko couldn't stand to look into them; they were too much like a shark's, so she kept her eyes down and drank the water. He fell onto the couch next to her, and Kiko could tell that he was still fighting the lingering effects of the poison from the dart. She'd managed to separate most of it from his blood, a terribly painful process that had left her more depleted. But Kiko could do nothing for the poison that had already started to affect her brother. 

Will he really be able to do this tonight? Will I?

"They will know we're coming," he said, his hand shaking. "You have to strike fast. I don't want to alert anyone until we're in the house. By then, it will be too late."

She nodded.

"Remember, don't kill him quickly. Let him think he's drowning, then pull back. Over and over until he cries like our mother did before the monster beheaded our father."

Kiko didn't even flinch anymore at the words, that's how often her brother had spoken of what he'd seen that night. 

"They will pay," Katsu said, his voice distant. "And then you can rest."

A chill coursed down Kiko's spine because she knew Katsu wasn't talking to her but to the spirits of their parents, grandmother, aunt, uncle and cousins who'd perished that night. The spirits who meant more to him than she did, who were his constant companions, teachers, and torturers.

"And if that Serpent shows up," Katsu said, his eyes once again focused on Kiko. "You know what to do."

In spite of the water she'd drank, Kiko's mouth became dry. 

There was something about the strange woman. Something of power but not brutality that made Kiko hesitant to destroy her.

There's too little good in this world.

Her brother’s cold, bony hand captured her chin and pulled her face up. Kiko had no choice but to look into those dark, dead eyes so close to her own.

"Would you let her keep us from giving our family rest?" he asked, the words coming out in a hiss. "She is nothing! Finishing this is everything. Do you understand?"

"Yes," she whispered.

He released her and stalked away, the gun in his hand.

 

 

Alice and Marco crouched on the rooftop across from the home of the new head of the Tan family, an enormous dark brown and green home that sat on the outskirts of Chinatown.

"Old Man Tan died two months ago," Gonzalez had told them earlier. "His only son took over, a blood thirsty bastard who was the one in charge of the Akagawa family's deaths. Some say he personally beheaded the Akagawa father."

Alice shivered at the memory of the words and tried to put her fear aside. She had to focus if they were going to stop this and get the kids to safety. She surveyed the estate for the third time, trying to find any points of easy ingress.

Twin granite lions, each with a round ball under one front paw, stood at the top of the first flight of concrete stairs that led from the sidewalk to the beginning of a sprawling emerald green lawn sat on either side of the wide stone walkway. Trees lined the house on either side, some flowering, others with early spring leaves, thick and green. 

Alice could see a huge garden in the back of the house with a small pool of water, where stones glistened black just above the surface, leading to a small stone statue in the center. Across the garden to the right of this was a small pagoda with an incense table and cushions. Red and gold curtains had been pulled down on three sides to protect it from the rainy spring weather. Peonies grew in neat beds, along with chrysanthemums, bamboo and a beautiful magnolia tree blossoming between the pool and the pagoda. 

The powered girl is going to have a field day using that pool of water.

Marco looked at her and Alice could see that he was thinking the same thing.

In addition to the simple beauty of the home were half a dozen armed guards stationed around it, breaking the serenity. 

Twice as many as Gonzalez says he usually has. Tan knows someone's coming.

Marco looked up and down the street, keen eyes scanning for Gonzalez, who said that he would meet them here if he could make sure he wasn't being followed. Alice thought that it wouldn't really matter, Serpent and Shadow could take care of this. But now that she saw the home and the guards, Alice was starting to feel outnumbered.

"So," Marco whispered. "Omelet or crepes for breakfast tomorrow?"

Alice laughed.

This had become a habit for them, to plan what they’d have for breakfast the next day when they had a moment of peace in the middle of a mission. It was an unspoken promise that they would both make it out alive. 

"You sure we have the ingredients for those in the kitchen? Last time, you had run out early and go to the store."

Marco shrugged, a playful smile on his lips. "I usually leave the house early anyway so no one knows I’ve slept there. A few extra minutes shouldn’t be a problem."

Alice sighed. "This really is getting ridiculous, isn't it?"

"Me spending the night and then going to great lengths to pretend I didn't? Yeah, a little."

She reached over and held his hand. "I'm sorry, I know it's not ideal. Though I love you for understanding."

Marco looked over at her, his gaze at once serious and playful. "We'll have to talk about a solution soon."

Alice's mouth went dry.

Here? He wants to talk about this here?

As if seeing her immediate discomfort, Marco raised her fingers to his lips and kissed them.

"You're worth early mornings and awkward excuses," he said, then turning back to look at the street he sighed. "I don't think he's coming."

"We can wait a little longer," she whispered back. "Maybe-"

Marco tapped her on the arm and pointed. 

One of the guards had collapsed to the ground, his legs twitching in the dark grass. Near him, in the shadows, Alice could just make out the green hair and blue skin of Kiko Akagawa.

They were out of time.

Shadow and Serpent took off toward the well-maintained fire escape at the rear of the furniture shop. Alice still didn't like the things, her heart hammering in her chest as she descended the metal steps as quietly as possible. But Marco was with her, a steady, safe presence even in the midst of danger.

They ran on silent feet around the back of the store and across the deserted street. 

In the short span of time, it had taken them to do this, two guards now lay on the ground, water pooling around them.

Marco went to the left side of the house and Alice to the right. A guard should've been waiting for each of them. But when Alice reached the side of the house where a gate led to the back yard, a third guard was on his back, clutching his throat. She looked up and saw the powered girl in the shadow of the fence, her hair almost glowing in the dim moonlight.

"Stop," Alice said. "I know you’re angry, you want revenge but-."

A gun went off around the other side of the house. Kiko didn't even flinch.

The guard gurgled and Alice raised her gauntlet to fire a serpent bite.

Kiko flung water at Alice's face and she flinched, panic spreading in her chest. Instead of staying around her face, however, it dissipated in a few seconds. She gasped, wiped the water away and looked around for the girl. 

The gate to the back yard was open and Alice stepped through, bites at the ready until she remembered her batons.

They're charged with electricity, and water is a conductor. I wonder...I don't want to kill her but maybe I could give her a good shock.

Alice turned the intensity down on the batons and held them tight in her hands, hoping that she wouldn't have to use them.

The only sound was the gurgle of water from a fountain that Alice hadn't noticed from her perch across the street. The smell of wet earth and spring blossoms made the air feel fresh and alive. If she hadn't been here to stop a killer, Alice would've been lost in the simple beauty of the back yard.

Someone gave a startled yelp and Alice turned to the sound. A guard came around the corner of the house from the left side, his body covered in Marco's shadows. In a moment he was cowering on the ground making sounds like a child does when they've had a nightmare. Marco followed a few seconds later, his eyes dark, shadowy tendrils curled around his arms and legs.

A gun shot went off, pinging off one of the stone statues in the garden. Marco and Alice turned to see a stunned guard pointing a rifle at them. Without hesitation, Marco sent his shadows at him. At the same time, another man ran off the porch, his face covered in water. Alice ran for the porch and toward Kiko. A large glob of water streamed toward her and Alice somersaulted under it, coming up at the girl’s feet. For the first time, her face registered surprise. Alice jabbed her baton at Kiko, who spun away from the blow. 

The guard fell to the ground, coughing and gasping for air. When Alice looked around for Kiko, a wave of water crashed over her and into the sliding glass door at the back of the house. It shattered as the water forced its way through, the crack of gunfire inside the house accenting the delicate sound of breaking glass.

When Alice looked up, she saw Kiko and now Katsu running toward her. Katsu had a gun pointed right at Alice. She rolled to the side as he fired, the wood of the porch splintering beside her. Two other shots went off, this time at one of the guards running out of the shattered door. The bullets pierced the man's torso and he went down. Another guard shouted and ran toward them, but stopped cold when water wrapped around his face. Alice stared in horror as Kiko forced the water into the man's nose and mouth at an alarming speed. In a moment he was on the ground, thrashing around.  

Alice shot a serpent bite at Kiko; the dart punctured her loose pants but didn’t find flesh.

Kiko didn't even turn toward Alice, just flicked her wrist and flung water at her in quick succession. Alice jumped up and dodged it, feeling foolish as she realized Kiko wasn't trying to drown her. By the time it sunk in, the guard was dead on the floor.

"Kiko, stop this," Alice said.

They both turned as a scream pierced the air behind them.

Shadows twined around Katsu from his legs to his head. Alice knew what was happening, and braced herself for the awful things Marco was forcing Katsu to relive. But, instead of crying or more screaming, Katsu began to yell in frustration. Marco was visibly straining as if he couldn't pull anything out of Katsu's mind.

"He doesn't fear the past. It feeds him," Kiko said. "You can't defeat him that way."

Alice stared at her and then back at Katsu, who'd raised his gun to fire at Marco.

She threw her baton at the boy, connecting with his back hard enough to push him forward, the gun fired but the shot when wide, into the fence. Kiko took the opportunity, ran two steps toward the door and stopped.

Alice turned to see a very tall Chinese man in a green and gold robe step onto the porch. Glass and wood crunched under his green house slippers and the guns he held in his hands gleamed in the gold porch light.

"So, at last, you come knocking at my house," Tan said, his voice raspy and firm. 

"Kiko, do it!" the boy screamed, a vicious gleam in his cold eyes.

"Don't," Alice said, stepping closer to her.

Tan laughed. "The Jet City Vigilantes defending me? What has the world come to?"

"Not by choice, I can tell you that," Alice said.

Katsu stood up, the shadows falling off him like scraps of fabric. He raised the gun just as Marco tackled him to the ground and punched him across the face.

"Do it!" Katsu screamed again. "Make him beg!"

Kiko stared at Tan, who had both guns trained on her. Under the beautiful blue shade of her skin, Alice could see the dark circles under Kiko's eyes, the hesitation in her body.

She doesn't want to do this. But the longer we stand here, the greater chance Tan will shoot. Speaking of, why hasn't he yet?

Alice glanced at Marco, who had disarmed the boy and had him pinned to the thick grass. Alice slid her eyes to Tan and then back to Marco, trying to tell him to use the shadows on the crime lord. Marco frowned and she knew he was afraid that if he used his powers, Tan's guns would go off. Alice did it again and could see Marco relent. 

She'd have to act fast and get the girl out of the line of those guns just in case.

Kiko's hand began to rise and the water standing in a calm pool in the house began to move toward her. At the same time, Marco shot his shadows out and up the stairs, twining them around Tan's legs. The man screamed, and Alice tackled the girl to the porch, a bullet sailing over them as they fell.

Tan fell to his knees as the shadows did their job. A moment later he dropped the guns with a thud. His shoulders shook as he sobbed, covering his face with his hands. Kiko pushed Alice off of her and stared at him and then at Marco.

A loud cackling sound pierced through the sobs of the powerful crime lord. Katsu lay in the grass, his body shaking with glee. Marco must've been distracted by whatever Tan was seeing because the boy landed a punch to Marco's gut and then shoved him off. He sprang up, grabbed the gun and trained it on Marco.

"Don't move Serpent, or this freak gets a bullet to the head. Now Kiko, do it now!"

Kiko reached and pulled the water out of the house. Alice didn't dare raise her baton, not while the brother had his gun so close to Marco. And if she did it while it was on the porch she ran the risk of electrocuting herself with all the water she was kneeling in.

The water wrapped around Tan's face like a small blanket. He clawed at it, his nails leaving tracks on the face of the water that only lasted a moment before disappearing. 

"Stop, please Kiko!" Alice said. “I can tell that this isn’t what you want.”

Tears fell from her eyes and her hand trembled. "He killed my family…Katsu said, this was why I have powers. This is all I am. All I know."

"It doesn't have to be that way."

Kiko opened a window in the water covering Tan's face, just enough to let him breathe for a few seconds before closing it. Alice stared in horror, realizing what she and her brother intended to do.

"I know this has been your world for a long time now," Alice stood to her feet. "But I can offer you something else."

"A cell? I won't do that. It doesn't matter. After tonight, it's over."

She opened another window.

"You...You're going to-"

"Yes," Kiko said, calm even as tears cascaded down her face. "Peace...no more killing."

She closed it again and Tan thrashed around in a panic.

“You don’t have to do that to escape this! Please, Kiko, I can help you, give you a real life."

"Shut up!" her brother said, releasing the safety on the gun. "I'll blow his brains all over this grass if you say one more word!"

"Daddy? Daddy?!" a little voice screamed from inside the house.

Kiko looked past the broken glass door, eyes wide as a small girl in a pink nightgown stood there, staring at what was happening to her father.

"No," Kiko whispered.

The water collapsed from Tan's face and he fell forward, coughing and gasping for air. The little girl ran toward her father and wrapped her arms around him. Tan held her as he took gulping breaths and said something to the little girl in Chinese. 

She shook her head, sobbing. "No Daddy, I won't!"

"Well," Katsu said, a high cackling laugh sending a chill down Alice's spine. "What have we here? Maybe Tan should know what it's like to lose someone he loves. Kiko, the girl."

"No!" Tan said, choking on the word. "Please, I'm begging you."

"So did our father! And our mother! And you cut off their heads!" Katsu said.

Alice noticed at the same time Marco did that the gun Katsu was holding had started to lower, pointing more toward the grass than Marco's head. Marco met Alice's eyes and she gave him a tiny nod, praying that Marco would be able to disarm the boy before he got a shot off.

"Yes, I did," Tan confessed. "But...please she's-she's just-"

"A child? Just like our cousins, like we were. Kiko! Do it!"

Kiko's gaze swung to her brother and back to the little girl, sobbing in Tan’s arms. 

"Kiko!"

"No," she said, her voice breaking on the word. "I won't...No, Katsu."

"You coward! You dishonor our family."

"No, you do."

Everything happened so fast that Alice barely had time to react. Kiko pulled the water, shot it across the porch and onto her brother’s face. Alice held her breath as the sharp report of a gunshot echoed in the yard. Marco leaped out of the way just in time, rolling on the grass and coming up on the balls of his feet. 

Tan, recovering quickly, grabbed one of the guns on the porch and pointed it at Katsu. Alice raised her arm to fire a serpent bite at Tan and was a half a second too late. Her bite stuck in Tan's cheek but not before he got off a perfect shot to Katsu's chest. Tan fired a second time, this time at Kiko, but the shot went wide as the sedative took effect. His arm fell and he slumped to the side. His daughter screamed, rushing to his side.

"He's alright," Alice said, pulling the dart from his cheek.

The little girl narrowed her eyes and hit Alice with her tiny fists. "You meanie!"

Alice captured one of the girl’s little fists in her hand. "He'll wake up in an hour, I swear it. Go get him a blanket."

She breathed a sigh of relief when the child went inside the house, hoping she would be gone long enough to get this resolved. With two leaping steps, Alice was off the porch and running for where Kiko and Marco stood over Katsu.

"He's gone," Kiko said, her voice small and brittle.

Katsu stared up at the night sky with sightless eyes, blood spreading out from the single bullet wound in his chest.

"I'm sorry Kiko," Alice said.

Kiko's brow wrinkled. "I'm not. Does that make me a monster?"

"No," Marco said with a firm certainty.

I wonder what he saw in Katsu's head to make him say that?

Movement around the left side of the house caught Alice's eye and she was relieved to see Gonzalez running into the yard, weapon drawn.

Kiko pulled water up and was ready to throw it when Marco stepped between Gonzalez and the girl.

"Whoa! He's a friend," Marco said.

Kiko hesitated before letting the water fall to the ground.

Gonzalez approached with caution, took in Tan unconscious on the porch and Katsu dead on the ground.

"You all might want to get out of here," Gonzalez said. "Some of Tan's friends from the department are on their way."

As if summoned by the words, Alice could hear the distant sound of sirens pierce the night.

Kiko stepped up to Gonzalez and held out her wrists. "I...I killed-"

"Before you go on," he said. "You should know that Serpent and Shadow have requested custody of you."

Kiko looked down at her brother. "And him?"

"I will see that you get the body for a funeral."

Kiko nodded.

"We need to go," Marco said as the sirens grew louder.

"Kiko," Alice said. "You come with me."

"I'll meet you two blocks south, give you a ride," Gonzalez said to Marco before running out of the yard.

"Sounds good," Marco said, giving Alice a smile before running around the right side of the house and disappearing.

Kiko knelt down and closed her brother’s eyes, saying something soft in Japanese before taking Alice's hand and running with her out of the yard.

 

 

Kiko wasn't sure what she expected, but as she stared at the sprawling brown and cream colored mansion in the middle of nowhere, she had to admit that this wasn't it.

Pine and conifer trees surrounded the sprawling complex around the mansion, which included a four mile trail that looped all the way around the perimeter of the complex, an outdoor swimming pool, a large barn like structure made out of some kind of metal and from which intermittent, odd sounds could be heard. There were also two other structures that were in the middle of construction. Each structure and play area was divided by sparse lawns and what looked like the beginnings of a garden on the far west side at the back of the mansion.

The car door shut and Kiko turned to see the city's most eligible heiress, Alice Seymour, or Serpent, as Kiko had known her, walking up to her.

Yet another thing I could not have been prepared for.

"It's a little intimidating at first," Alice said, smiling down at her. "But you'll get used to it. And when the east wing is finished, there will be less noise and such."

A loud crack sounded from the metal barn and Alice sighed.

"I'll check it out," said the tall, lanky man that Kiko had known as Shadow.

"That's the training facility," Alice said, nodding to the metal barn. "It's where you'll get to practice and explore your powers, learn to control them."

Kiko nodded.

"Why don't we go inside, find your room?"

Kiko nodded again, not sure what to say.

They walked up the slopped stone pathway that started at the back of the mansion and led to an enormous wrap around porch at the front, where comfortable chairs sat in pairs around small tables. Lights hung in intervals from the roof of the porch and Kiko jumped as the electricity in one was pulled out and then flung back into it. She stared as this happened again to three of the lights this time. Someone giggled and Kiko heard voices.

"Simon," Alice said. "Come meet our newest addition."

A young man only a few years older than her stepped around the corner of the porch. His red hair sticking up in places, freckles dusted over his pale skin, followed by a young woman around his age with tan skin and long dark hair that was white at the ends.

"Simon, Gloria, this is Kiko."

Simon grinned and held out his hand. "Nice to meet you."

Kiko hesitated, and slowly extended her hand. A tiny jolt from Simon made her jump back.

"Don't scare the girl!" Gloria said, hitting Simon on the arm. 

"Oh my gosh! I'm so sorry! That's...I haven't...I mean-"

"Huh," Alice said, frowning. "It might not have been you, Simon. Kiko has water powers."

Simon's eyes grew large. "No way! You've got to check out the pool then! We just got the okay from Rose to use it and it's huge!"

Kiko felt her stomach tighten at their enthusiasm for her powers and schooled her features into a blank slate.

Alice looked at her and then back at Simon, whose smile was fading fast.

"Did I say something?" he asked.

"Kiko has been through a lot, she might not want to use her powers at the moment."

That sobered the boy right up.

"We understand," Gloria said. "A lot of us felt that way when we first got here."

Kiko nodded, making sure her face remained devoid of emotion.

"Well," Simon said. "I'll see you at dinner then? Since you're here, Alice, is Marco cooking tonight?"

Kiko noticed the way Gloria's skin flushed and her eyes lowered at the mention of Alice's boyfriend.

Interesting.

"I don't know," Alice said. "But I bet you can talk him into it, as long as someone helps. He's in the practice barn. Remember to knock before you go inside."

"Yes! See you around Kiko!"

Simon ran off the porch and down the slope that led to the metal barn.

Gloria smiled after him and shook her head. "You'll have to forgive Simon, but he's like most boys his age. A bottomless pit for a stomach."

"And he's the only one that loves Marco's apple pie, right?" Alice asked, her voice teasing.

Gloria blushed even darker. "You've got me there. It was nice to meet you Kiko."

And with that, the girl ran around the porch and to the back of the house where more voices began to talk and laugh.

Kiko looked after the two, and she felt tears itch behind her eyes.

They wear their powers, their life with such ease.

"C'mon," Alice said, her voice soft as if she understood what Kiko was thinking. "Let's get you settled."

She followed Alice through the front doors and into a foyer that opened up to what looked like a sitting room and library on the left and a wide hall on the right. Alice walked through the hall and to a wide staircase, which she quickly climbed. At the top, there was a hall in front of them and one to the right with a landing to the left that led to another hall.

"That's the east wing," Alice said pointing to the right. "Don't go down there for another few months. Your room is down the west wing, this way."

She led them to the landing and down that hallway, past multiple doors.  Behind some of the doors there wasn’t a sound, while others were open, letting music or conversation out into the hall way. 

It was all so normal and yet so very foreign to her. Happy children playing with their powers like others play with toys, being encouraged to do so. The rich wood of the walls, thick blue carpet under her feet and the smell of food drifting up from the kitchen brought back memories she'd long ago buried.,of a beautiful house with laughter, peace, and love.

And then blood...so much blood.

Panic began to well up in her chest and spread to her finger tips. She could feel the moisture on the air thicken, her skin began to turn blue.

"Kiko?" Alice asked, her voice wary. "Is everything alright?"

Kiko gulped in air, feeling as if the walls were starting to close in on her. Bubbles of water started to form, hovering around her.

"It's...I...I can't, breath!" 

Alice grabbed her hand, showing no fear of what Kiko might do, and dragged her to a small hallway that led off the main one they'd been walking down. At the end of it were glass and wood framed double doors. Alice flung them open and led Kiko out onto a wide balcony. Wind hit Kiko in the face, whipping her green hair around. She took great gasps of air and closed her eyes, trying to release her hold on the moisture her powers had collected. Soon, the balls of water began to descend and pop, and that tightness in Kiko's chest began to unwind until she felt in control once again.

"You won't believe how often that happens," Alice said. "Especially the first few months."

Laughter and yelling filtered up to Kiko and she saw two boys running for a wide open grass area, kicking a soccer ball between them. One of them winked out of sight and reappeared a few feet ahead of the other and Kiko took another gulp of air to steady herself.

"This...your world doesn't seem possible," Kiko said.

"I know. But it is. Every child here had a difficult past. Maybe not like yours, but they're learning how to live, how to use their powers or not.  Give it time. You've been through...well I can't imagine."

"I want...I don't know if I want these powers."

Alice nodded. "Many of the children here feel the same way, and that's alright."

"You don't have any."

"No. But my best friends do...did. It's complicated."

Kiko nodded. She understood that.

"That's beautiful," Alice said, pointing to the bracelet.

Kiko didn't realize she'd been rubbing the stones on it until Alice said something and she looked down, staring at the dragon.

"Mizuchi," Kiko said.

"Huh, Water Dragon."

"You speak Japanese?"

"I'm learning," Alice said in Japanese, then, switching to English. "It's fitting, where did you get it?"

"My mother."

Alice nodded. "Well, whether you choose to use your gifts later in life or not, you have time to decide that. Time to figure out who you want to be."

Kiko looked out over the enormous area at the back of the house, at the children laughing and talking, one girl reading by herself, a little boy planting something in the garden. She looked at the practice barn and wondered who was in there and why. She felt the huge house behind her and wondered at the kindness of these people she'd tried to kill two days ago.

"I'd like time...to think."

"Good," Alice said. "It's yours."

Kiko's gaze slid over to Alice, who looked back at her with a gentle smile lighting up her eyes. In that moment, something inside Kiko relaxed, just a little, and she knew that it was alright, that somehow, Alice really did understand.

"You ready to see your room?" Alice asked.

Kiko took a deep breath. "Yes."
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Chapter One

 

Colleen's heart was pounding with the effort to contain her fire powers in the narrow alley where she was fighting beside Alice and Marco. The Lizard Girl from Lumis was jumping around with unnatural speed, her reflexes seeming almost preternatural. Colleen was having a devil of a time just singeing and not incinerating her.

A few months back when she’d started working with the Jet City vigilantes, Marco had been clear that one of their only rules was no killing. It had rankled her a little since everyone seemed to be trying to kill them all the time but she’d agreed to it anyway.

Though she'd gotten her powers under better control, in times like this, when all hell was breaking loose, it was still a challenge. Especially when every instinct she possessed was telling her to permanently eliminate the threat before her.

Colleen glanced behind her as the sound of cars driving by became louder. When they’d started this fight, all of them were at the dead end of the alley. Now they were twenty feet from the entrance.

She’s trying to edge us close enough to the street so she can escape.

"Watch out!" Alice aka Serpent shouted, jumping to the right as Lizard Girl lunged at her. Pivoting, Alice shot one of her darts, grazing the girl’s scaly skin. Lizard Girl let out a sharp hiss.

Colleen took a wide stance, nearly losing her footing on the grimy concrete. Sweat trickled down her back and between her breasts. The new suit exposed her arms and neck, but did little to keep her body cool. She glanced at Lizard Girl’s cut-off jean shorts, scanty t-shirt, and bare, claw-festooned feet and felt a pang of envy.

Lizard Girl dove for Marco, who was armed with a special handheld dart stun gun, but the tight space wouldn’t allow him to move fast enough to avoid the mutant’s razor-sharp claws. Seeing the deadly danger, Colleen’s old instincts roared to the surface, and she launched a fire ball. Lizard Girl was hit, unleashing a terrible, unearthly screech that echoed off the brick buildings. Flames leapt from her arm as the scales sizzled.

Marco took a startled step back.

"Fahrenheit!" 

With a flick of her wrist, Colleen recalled the flames. The sickening smell of scorched scales filled her nose. 

Lizard Girl wailed and fell to her knees, looking up at Colleen, her strange yellow eyes filled with terror and hate.

"Mercy is for suckers and the weak. Only the strong have what it takes to eliminate a threat."

Grandfather's words rose up in Colleen’s mind, making her cringe. She turned away as Marco shot a dart into Lizard Girl, who promptly fell on her side, unconscious.

I'm not that person anymore...I'm not...I never was, not really. I was just trying to defend my best friend.

She could hear Alice and Marco whispering behind her and knew they were talking about her. They had to be. It wasn’t the first time Colleen had come frighteningly close to breaking the no killing rule since she began helping Alice and Marco with the Lumis escapees. Alice had been patient at first, but lately, the masked vigilante known as Serpent was becoming more and more frustrated with Colleen when they were out on missions.

It's not like I do it on purpose. And can she honestly say she's never crossed a line either?

"You okay?" Marco asked, coming up behind her.

Colleen shrugged. "Better than the lizard..."

He sighed. "I know you didn't mean to. It was a tight space and—"

"She would have seriously wounded you."

"Yeah, I know."

Alice walked toward them, her back straight, arms at her sides, hands flexing from fist to fingers extended, as if she were working out her emotions.

"I called Uncle Logan, he's on his way," she said. "The girl is alright, all things considered."

"I'm sorry," Colleen said, the words sticking in her throat. 

"I know," Alice said, giving Colleen a tight smile. "It happens."

"You sure that dart will keep her under?" Marco asked.

Alice nodded, using the back of her hand to wipe sweat from her cheeks. "Rose altered it – special. Now, we just have to get her in the box and on the truck. The containment cell should be ready."

"Are you sure about this?" Colleen asked, glancing back at Lizard Girl. "She won't be experimented on or mistreated?"

Alice's gaze softened. "I swear it. That's not what we're doing. Rose and Dr. Marsden have constructed cells in the new facility here to keep these people safe until trial. And after that, if need be."

Colleen wanted to trust Alice, even if she wasn't sure she liked the woman. She couldn't imagine what these people would think and feel when they woke up in another cell. 

Last winter she and Marco broke into Lumis Chemical in the hopes of freeing any powered people still held in the damaged lab. Most of the subjects had been removed, along with the staff. But a few remained, among them Colleen’s brother Andrew who wielded ice powers.

The scar on Colleen’s forearm where one of her brothers ice knives had stabbed her throbbed at the memory and she put her hand on it, trying to push the pain away.

She wasn’t been able to get through to Andrew, his rage had been too strong. The only good they’d been able to do that night was to set the other powered people free from their cells. Some had gone to ground and simply disappeared. Others had turned to crime as a means to survive. And a few had become psychopaths because of what the scientists had done to them.

Colleen glanced at the box where Lizard Girl slept and wondered who she had been before those sadistic men had gotten their hands on her.

Marco knelt by the crate, dark tendrils slipping out of his fingertips and into the crate. Even after all these months, the sight of Marco’s emotional manipulation powers was still frightening.

“Anything?” Alice asked.

The tendrils wound back into his body and Marco shook his head.

“I still can’t read her. Must be something to do with her powers.”

When Marco had revealed that he was one of the Jet City Vigilantes, Colleen had been surprised. She had known him as a poor Metro City private investigator that took cases no one else would touch. His powers were just as frightening as hers with his ability force anyone to relive their darkest memories and feelings, while also seeing those things himself. In someone else’s hands, those powers would be horrifying. But Marco was one of the best men Colleen knew, kind and smart, with a heart for those who were weak and defenseless. 

Her thoughts were interrupted by the low hum of an unmarked delivery truck that backed into the entrance of the narrow alley. The back doors opened, revealing Alice’s Uncle Logan standing by a large crate. A ramp slid from the floor of the vehicle and dropped to the ground. The man shoved the crate, sitting on a wheeled dolly, down the ramp and said, "When I asked if I could help, this isn't exactly what I had in mind."

Alice smiled. "Then you should've been more specific."

"C'mon, we perform a vital role," said a tall woman climbing out of the cab of the truck. 

"That's exactly right, Oona," Alice said.

Uncle Logan stopped and whispered something in Alice's ear. Her smile faded and she shook her head. 

"What's that all about?" Colleen asked Marco. "She never seems very happy for very long when we neutralize these people."

Marco's face tightened, though Colleen could tell he was trying to appear nonchalant.

"There's a lot going on back home," he said.

Colleen nodded, her brows furrowing as she wondered exactly what Alice and Marco were hiding.

It certainly doesn't make it any easier for me to trust them, that's for sure.

Uncle Logan nodded in greeting at Colleen and grumbled about the heat as he passed by with the crate.

"He always this grumpy?" Colleen asked, as Alice walked toward her.

"Uncle Logan?" Alice said, shrugging. "Probably the weather."

"You don't have summer in Jet City?"

"Not this wet and sticky, no."

Colleen longed to peel the suit off her torso and legs where it hugged her like a second skin. She was glad she'd convinced Tina to make her a domino mask like Marco's to replace the cowl, which would've been downright smothering in weather like this. 

"You've been a great help. We couldn't have done it without you," Alice said to Colleen, her cheery voice sounding forced, as if she was trying to show she wasn't angry about the fireball. 

No kidding. You had no idea what families controlled what territories here in Metro City or the street gangs that worked for them. If it weren't for me, you'd have gotten shot your first week here.

Instead of saying that, however, she gave Alice a tight smile and said, "You're welcome."

With great care, Logan and Oona placed Lizard Girl into the crate, which was filled with soft blankets. 

Colleen turned away as they loaded the crate into the back of the truck, her stomach turning.

Marco trusts Alice, and I trust Marco. I just wish there was another way. But what else could they do with these people? Let them roam around and kill? At least this way, she might get a trial and some help.

The truck's engine rattled once, and then came to life. Moments later, Lizard Girl was gone – on her way to a small facility in a sleepy town upstate called Perfection Cove.

Colleen was about to ask if there was anything else on the docket for tonight, when the pungent scent of smoke made her nose itch. In the next moment, fire trucks tore past them. She ran to the street, Marco and Alice on her heels.

"What is it?" Marco asked.

Colleen shook her head and took off toward the end of the block to see if she could figure out the location of the fire. They had tracked Lizard Girl to the very southern border of High Tide and Colleen could tell that the fire trucks weren't leaving the area but rather were going further into it. The thought made her already uneasy stomach tighten.

When she stopped at the corner, she could see billows of smoke rising from several blocks ahead, a terrible dread settling in her mind.

"Fahrenheit?" Marco asked, catching up to her. "Do you think you can help?"

At first, she didn't answer, her mind running through the businesses in that area and who might be affected. Marco put a hand on her arm, bringing her back from her thoughts.

"I don't know," she said. "I've been practicing...so, maybe."

"Let's go then," Alice said, pulling up on her motorcycle. "Get on."

"I'll catch up, go on," Marco said, as he took off running.

Colleen’s butt barely hit the motorcycle’s seat before Alice gunned it and they roared into traffic, swerving between cars and pedestrians at breakneck speed.

In a few minutes, they were close enough for the smoke to hang thick in the air. People were running, faces streaked with soot and tears. 

"Oh no..." The words caught in Colleen’s throat as she realized where the fire was. “Rachel’s salon!”

Alice stopped at the barricade of fire trucks. Colleen jumped off and ran past the makeshift barriers the fire department had placed between the burning building and all the people standing in the street. Tears filled her eyes at the ruin that was once Rachel's Place. 

A man in a fireman’s uniform ran toward her, shouting and waving his arms as others behind him attempted to battle the blaze.

"What the hell do you think you're doing?" he said.

"I can help."

"Oh yeah? Can you put this fire out?"

Without a word, Colleen stepped forward and reached out, feeling the tongues of fire that were consuming the building, along with the apartments on either side. She'd been experimenting with not just calling back flames, but absorbing them as well and hoped she could do enough to keep the fire from spreading. 

The fire arced toward her, flames winding around her arms and torso before Colleen simply sucked them into herself, like fluid through a straw. Only in this case, the straw was the pores in her skin and the sensation was like being stung by bees. She grit her teeth against the pain.

It's working, I have to keep going, as much as I can.

She drew more flames into herself, trying not to bring too much and lose control. Her vision began turning that bright orange and white it did when her powers were at their peak and Colleen could feel an inferno building beneath her skin.

I have to...try a little more.

More flames entered her skin, and she cried out at the pain.

"Fahrenheit, stop!" Marco said.

She looked over at him, his face bright, like an over-exposed photograph.

"It's enough!" he said.

"No...Rachel..."

"Stop!"

 Colleen screamed as the last of the fire she could contain entered her skin and she fell to her knees, panting. Feet ran past her, hoses dragging on the ground. She tried to stand but fell instead, legs shaking and weak.

Marco ran to her and knelt down.  "You alright?"

She nodded. "I...I think so."

He helped her up and they walked beyond the fire trucks toward a bench across the street. People parted in front of them, a buzz of murmurs rising up around her.  

“God bless you!” called out a woman standing a few feet away.

“Thank you young lady, thank you,” said an older man, hugging a child to him.

The people began to clap, their tearful eyes now also full of gratitude and awe. Colleen met a few of those looks, felt the pride in their applause. 

They’re treating me like…like a hero.

Deep discomfort began to spread through her body and she looked away from the people.

If they knew I was Tina Knight’s daughter, would they still see me as a hero?

When they finally sat, Colleen looked up at Rachel's Place and began to cry in earnest. The beautiful shop was destroyed, its windows gone, the roof collapsed and the inside a burned husk. The apartments on either side had fared a little better, at least they were still standing.

It wasn't until she looked at Marco, the way he was staring at her, that Colleen realized how much fire she'd taken in.

"I took..."

"Almost all of it."

She stared at him, her vision still too bright on the edges. "Oh my god."

"I didn't know you could...I mean, that was..." he shook his head as if he just couldn’t find the right words.

"I've been practicing."

Alice ran up to them, her blue eyes shining behind her cowl. 

"That was amazing! Fahrenheit, you're...well, I've never seen anything like it! Are you alright?"

"I'll be fine," Colleen said, looking past Alice at the salon. Tears spilled down her cheeks and she shook her head.

"I'm sorry that this happened. Did you know the people that own it?" Alice asked.

Colleen nodded.

"It's terrible now, but soon they can rebuild. Once all this is cleared away..."

Anger shot through Colleen and she turned to Alice.

“That’s not the point,” Colleen said through gritted teeth. “This salon, what it means to everyone…it’s more than four walls and some plaster!  Look, I know you mean well,  but you don’t understand this place.”

Alice stared at her, lips parted. “Well, no, I didn’t know what this place was but-”

“I’m not just talking about the salon. I’m talking about High Tide. This is my home, my community. I grew up here. And you might want to come in and make everything better but you can’t. I’m sorry, but you can’t because you’ll never understand this place and the people who live in it. Not like I do.”

Colleen turned and walked away, not bothering to wait for a reply, her body thrumming with fire and grief. Who would've done this? Everyone loved Rachel. Her salon was a safe place where family politics and who lived where didn't matter. 

How could this have happened? 

As if in answer to her question, a black car rolled down the street, people parting in front of it without question. It pulled up just behind the fire trucks and parked. A very familiar figure stepped out.

Colleen swore under her breath.

People began crowding around the car, keeping a respectful distance from the new crime madam of High Tide. 

"This is the second fire this week!" someone said.

It is? How did I not know about this?

"What are you going to do about this?" someone else said.

"You're supposed to protect us!" another shouted.

"Everyone!" Tina said, her alto voice raised over the shouts. "I am as saddened by this as you are. Rachel is family, her shop a sacred space."

"Where is she? Is she safe?" The question sailed over the crowd.

"Yes, she is," Tina answered. "And I can assure you that I will find out who did this. I won't rest until we know who is threatening our neighborhood."

"It's the same people that shot Old Gregory last week, I'd bet my last dollar!" a woman near Colleen shouted.

Colleen stared at the woman.

"Did you just say Old Gregory was shot?"

The woman jumped when she saw Colleen, stared for a moment and swallowed.

"Uh…Yeah, that's right. Someone is hitting High Tide hard since Grandfather Malone died. No one would've dared it when he was alive."

"What do the police say?" someone asked Tina.

Tina shook her head. "They say it's just hoodlums. Just the price of being in High Tide."

People shouted, anger building.

Out of the corner of her eye, Colleen saw Marco and Alice back up, getting ready in case the crowd turned into something violent. Colleen knew better. Tina had them eating out of her palm, she wouldn't let them degenerate into a mob. Not yet, anyway.

"They don't care about us!" the woman near Colleen shouted.

"No, they don't," Tina agreed. "But I do. I always have. More than Grandfather did. I've invested my own money into many businesses, including Rachel's and Old Gregory's. I will do whatever it takes to protect our neighborhood. You have my word!"

Tina turned to Rick, who never left her side these days, and said something to him before stepping out into the crowd. Colleen watched with a grudging admiration as her mother shook hands and listened with the false face of a masterful politician.

You missed your calling, mom.

It took her a while to make her way through the crowd, and by the time she reached Colleen, the fire trucks had started packing up. and the people that could, were returning to their homes.

"Hello—" Tina began.

"Fahrenheit."

Tina gave her a wry smile and nodded. "Could I speak to you for a moment?"

Marco stepped up to Colleen, but she waved him off. 

"You and Serpent go on, I've got this."

Marco gave Tina a hard stare, full of warning, before he and Alice walked away.

Colleen led Tina little ways from the remaining crowd and folded her arms across her chest.

"Well?"

"It's quite interesting, your little group," Tina said. "The code names and everything. You've been cleaning up the city, from what I hear."

"And from what I hear you've got a problem here in High Tide, so I'm guessing you want my help."

"Very perceptive. If helping me makes your moral code sour, then do it for these people. They don't deserve what's happening."

"And what is happening?"

"It's complicated – and not something I want to discuss here. Meet me tomorrow at Cherry's, nine o'clock."

"Cherry's went out of business a year ago, and I don't take orders from you."

Tina grinned. "I helped them get their business back. Tomorrow is the grand re-opening. And it's not an order. It's a request from someone who needs the help of a hero."

Colleen snorted. "I'm not one of those."

"Well then, whatever you are. Tomorrow...Cherry's?"

"Alright."

"Thank you...Fahrenheit.” As Tina walked away, she flashed a look over her shoulder and said, “Nice suit, by the way.”

 

Colleen made her way back to the boxing gym that Marco had inherited from his Aunt and the two newly renovated apartments above it in Little Italy. She'd been staying in the smaller of the two apartments since last Christmas, and though the men at the gym had started to accept her presence, Colleen still felt out of place in the neighborhood. 

The only place I felt like I belonged was High Tide.

The thought hit her hard, especially after what happened tonight. She'd tried for years to put that place and all its memories behind her, but no matter how far she ran, Colleen always felt pulled back. Whether she wanted that or not.

Reaching the top of the stairs that led to the apartments, Colleen could hear voices coming from the second residence.  Marco said something Colleen couldn't hear and Alice laughed. There was a part of Colleen that wished Alice would use her penthouse suite at the Carlton more often, even if the place was hard to sneak into after a mission. She was happy for Marco, who seemed to never stop smiling these days. And there were times when Colleen's discomfort around Alice was a distant thing and she was fun to be around, her sense of humor and easy nature hard to resist. 

And then she does things like tonight. Which I should probably find a way to get past, but...

Colleen entered her apartment and shed the now sticky, soot-stained suit. 

"How do I clean this thing?" she asked herself, dropping it onto a chair and hoping it would air out a little.

The shower water was cold, but her skin was still hot and the water sizzled when it hit her body. She stayed there for a long while, trying to sift through the things she'd heard tonight.

Sounds like a hit from another boss. Someone trying to take over territory? But why hit the businesses that are flourishing? You want a territory to be profitable...unless...

"They're important to Tina," she said, turning the water off. "It's not just about territory. It's personal."

When it came to the family business and others like it, that combination would be more than dangerous. It would be down-right destructive. 

And this is just the beginning. There'll be more places destroyed, blood in the streets, before this is done.

The thought made her shoulders tense and the fire under her skin itch. Seeing Rachel's Place in ruin was horrible, for certain. And if that happened to most of High Tide?

Grasping the sink, pressing her damp palm against the cool porcelain, Colleen watched as steam rose up under her hand and she swore. After many deep breaths, she had the power under control, at least as much as it was likely to be, with these worries swirling around in her mind.

She walked into her bedroom, put on a sleeveless tunic dress of thin cotton and lay down on her bed, the fan blowing tepid air over her body. Colleen knew she had about ten minutes before Marco would be knocking on her door, asking if she wanted to come over for dinner.

He's as bad as an Italian mother, always wanting to feed you when you're down.

Colleen had spent some happy nights over at the small apartment across the hall, eating dinner, as Alice and Marco chatted about the future they were trying to build in Jet City. At first, Colleen had managed to ignore the pang that went through her as she listened to their conversations. After a while, though, she couldn't shake the knowledge that her future was a terrifying blank. 

Months ago, when Marco had called to say that he wouldn't be returning to Metro City right way, she'd tried to make the private investigator job work, pretending that Marco was the one solving the cases, when really, Colleen had been the one doing it all.  And it had worked for a gloriously fun three months. 

After that though, word got out that it was actually a tall negro woman solving the cases, instead of a tall Italian man. Business declined so badly that Colleen was glad for the distraction of helping Marco and Alice round up the Lumis escapees terrorizing High Tide and Devil's Own.

"But, now that Lizard Girl is caught, that's all done," she said aloud. "So, what now?"

There were the ever-persistent offers from Tina to come back and be her right hand in the family business. A part of Colleen, the part she was ashamed to admit to in the harsh light of day, was tempted.The business had more than its share of vile parts and was the one thing Colleen had promised herself she'd never return to.

"But that was before Tina took over."

Her mother swore that things would be different and to a point, she had kept that promise. Closing down a portion of the drug market that Grandfather had built, Tina sold the territory to her harshest critic as a gesture of goodwill. Then she further shocked everyone by purchasing an old building and bulldozing it to make way for a new YMCA, right in the heart of High Tide. She also reinstituted the charitable works that Grandfather Malone had stopped doing ten years ago. 

Of course, everyone on the inside knew that this was all just a way to foster goodwill in the community and entice young men and women with no other prospects but jail to join Tina, or Mama, as she was fast becoming known. She would be enshrined in the mythos of High Tide as the woman who cared about the neighborhood, who had tried to turn it around, give the young people a leg up.

"For a price," Colleen whispered. "And only if she can get all this chaos under control."

She wanted to be proud of what Tina was doing, but that was hard, when she knew there was a catch.

And no one in High Tide would see it until it was too late.

But when there are no other heroes to help or look to, people will grab onto the closest thing. In this case, Tina.

The thought that she could be a different kind of option for the people of High Tide was strong, and Colleen did what she'd been doing for months now: shoved it as far back in her mind as it would go.

A knock on the door snapped her out of her thoughts. She opened it to see Marco's grinning face.

"You want to come over? I made chicken parm..."

Colleen hesitated, glancing behind him through the open door, where she could see Alice talking on the phone.

Marco glanced back and sighed. "She didn't mean to be insensitive."

"I know."

"She feels really bad about it."

"And you want me to come over for dinner to make her feel better?"

"No," Marco said. "I want you to come over for dinner to celebrate a job well done. And because..."

"You're going back to Jet City," Colleen said, her voice low.

"In a few days, yes."

Colleen looked down at the new carpet, digging her toes into the soft fibers. She knew this was coming, had told herself that it was okay, that Marco would always be her friend, no matter how far away he was. But knowing that this was it, that he would be gone in a few days, made Colleen's chest ache with loss.

"Come with us," Marco said, his voice soft. "You're good at this and there are lots of opportunities there."

"For what? A washed-up crime boss’s daughter and failed PI?"

"You know that Alice and I are putting together a school for powered kids. You could teach."

Colleen had to admit that the offer had appeal. Yet when she thought about it, the image of Rachel's Place burning, the stricken looks on people’s faces all came rushing back.

If I stay, what am I going to do about it?

Fear took hold of her gut and twisted it. She didn't want to have to answer that question and she didn't want to leave either.

"Look," Marco said. "You don't have to decide anything now, or even a month from now. The offer is open, whenever you want to do it."

"Thanks," she said, giving him a little smile.

"Now, are you coming for dinner?"

The smell of chicken parmesan drifted across the hall, making Colleen's mouth water.

He knows it's my favorite. Bastard.

Her smile widened, despite of the feelings rocketing through her, and she nodded. 

"Sure."

"Then c'mon, before Alice eats all the bread."

"I heard that!" Alice’s voice called loudly.

Marco laughed and turned back. "It's true!"

Colleen followed him into the larger of the two apartments, the one that had been their hideout when she'd burned down Marco's apartment last winter.

The walls had been repainted a beautiful robin's egg blue, the floors refinished, and fresh carpet laid in the bedroom. A gleaming stove and fridge, plus new cabinets, spruced up the kitchen. A new blue and yellow-patterned couch and arm chair replaced the old furniture and lamps with yellow shades lent a warm feeling to the room.

Colleen could feel the barest touch of a breeze from the wide-open windows and sighed in relief. Fans hummed all over the apartment, circulating the humid air.

Alice hung up the phone and swore under her breath.

"Bad news?" Marco asked.

"That's the sixth defense attorney who refuses to represent the powered people from Lumis. I don't know if we're going to find anyone willing to do this."

Marco planted a kiss on Alice's forehead. "We will, it just might take some time."

"I know, I just don't want them kept in cells longer than necessary." She looked up and spotted Colleen hanging back a little. 

Colleen held her breath, waiting to see if Alice was going to apologize or pretend like nothing happened, when Alice walked toward her, forehead wrinkled in a deep frown.

"I was horribly insensitive," Alice said. "I'm sorry."

Something small relaxed inside of Colleen and she nodded. 

"Thanks."

"Is there anything I can do to help?"

"No, I don't think that would be a good idea."

Alice nodded and bit her lip, a distant look in her eyes as if she was thinking. When she spoke, her words were slow, measured. 

"I stepped in it quite a lot while I was here, didn't I?"

The question took Colleen by surprise, and at first, she just stared at Alice.

"Yes," Colleen said. "You really did."

"Thanks for being patient with me."

If you only knew.

"You're welcome," Colleen said.

Marco walked out of the kitchen and placed a platter of food on the table, his calls to come and eat ending the conversation, for which Colleen was grateful. She appreciated Alice's apology, but that didn't make the exchange any less fraught with difficulties.

They had just sat down at the table when the phone rang and Alice jumped up to answer it.  

"Sorry, expecting a call. Won't be a minute!"

Marco and Colleen ate in silence for a few minutes while Alice paced back and forth with the phone. Colleen was about to compliment Marco's cooking, when she saw the tender look on his face as he watched Alice, and she snorted.

"What?" Marco asked.

"How did you hide it for so long? You practically glow when you look at her."

Marco flushed from the collar of his shirt to the roots of his dark hair.  "I never let it out, I couldn't. And I guess now that I can, I've got a whole lot of it saved up."

Colleen nodded, wishing she could tell Marco that she knew exactly how he felt. An image of a woman with long red hair and bright blue eyes flashed in her mind. Her heart ached and Colleen forced it away. She'd been thinking of Karen a lot lately and Colleen wished that she could just forget her.

It was six years ago and yet it still hurts like I left her yesterday. I really need to get over this and move on…but to who?

Alice put the receiver back in its cradle and returned to the table, her face tight.

"Everything alright?" Marco asked.

"If by alright, you mean chaos."

"The school or the mayor’s office?"

"Both. The City Council decided to move up the date of the vote on the Vigilante Protection Law. Now I've got less time to get the votes we need. Then, there's the school. How did I ever let you and Uncle Logan talk me into that?"

"You didn't need much convincing, in the end."

Alice sighed. "Maybe so, but no one told me that proofing the mansion, in the middle of nowhere, that Mrs. Frost never got around to finishing, against powered children would be such a pain."

"What is it this time?" Marco asked.

"Kiko let her water powers get out of control and flooded the practice barn. But not before Jacob had the bright idea to test out his aquatic shape-shifting abilities and got stuck as part dolphin."

Colleen looked at Marco and the two of them burst out laughing.

"Which part is dolphin?" Marco asked.

"It's not funny!" Alice said, barely holding back a smile. "We'll have to do extensive repairs, and Jacob—"

"Will learn," Marco said, taking Alice's hand. "Isn't that the point of this? A safe environment to learn to control their powers."

"And destroy property in the process. Rose is going to try and power-proof the practice barn a bit more, but she's overwhelmed with the containment cells and deciphering the little information we have about what Lumis was doing. Not to mention that I have no idea how to find teachers for this place! How do we keep it secret, let them learn their powers, and educate them at the same time?"

She took a huge bite of warm bread after all this and sighed.

"You'll figure it out," Marco said.

Alice chewed and swallowed. "I hope you're right. These kids deserve the best and I sometimes wonder if I can give it to them."

"You love them, that's more than most of them have had for a long while."

That seemed to make Alice more worried, not less, and she squirmed in her chair.

"That doesn't feel like enough."

"It is," Colleen said, unable to hold the words back. 

Alice and Marco looked at her, surprise in their wide eyes. 

Now it was Colleen's turn to squirm. "I mean...take it from someone who had money, schooling, all of it. Letting them know they're loved...accepted? That's everything."

Alice smiled at her. "Thanks. I'll try, but being...well, whatever I am to these kids wasn't something I ever thought I'd have to tackle."

"I think the word you're looking for is—" Marco began.

"Let's eat, shall we?" Alice said, shooting Marco a warning glance.

Colleen didn't want to know what that was all about, so she took a long swallow of red wine, hoping the conversation stayed away from her and any future plans she might not have. The idea of using her powers to fight criminals and do something good for a community was appealing, but she couldn't quite picture herself as the third wheel of the crime fighting duo, Shadow and Serpent.

Marco and Alice began talking about the laws they were trying to get passed in Jet City to protect Vigilantes, and the politicians they had to convince.

Colleen only half-listened, with Marco's offer bouncing around in her head like a crazy ping-pong ball.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

The next morning, the sticky heat of summer settled over Metro City like a wet wool blanket. Colleen took a cab to High Tide and decided to walk the rest of the way to Cherry's. She regretted her decision before she'd gone a block. The pink and green sleeveless shift dress she wore was already sticking to her back in wet patches. She could feel the hair laying against the back of her neck turning back in the wet heat and sighed in aggravation. 

Maybe I should just go natural.

The thought brought a grin sparked by the thrill of rebellion to her full lips as she pushed her large white sunglasses back up on her nose. Her steps in the thick-heeled sandals were heavy and slow, which was fine, since she had to maneuver around the continuous block party of kids that symbolized summer in High Tide. 

Girls sang old rhymes as they spun jump ropes into whirlwinds of double-dutch. Boys tossed baseballs and tried to not get hit by cars lumbering down the street. Three kids raced past her on bikes that were more rust than metal, somehow dodging the other children with expert grace. 

If this had been Sunday, the smell of bacon and pancakes would still be hanging in the air, but this was a weekday morning, so smells were replaced by sounds, and Colleen heard chaotic scraps of half a dozen different kinds of music drifting out of open windows.  She grinned again as memories of her and Andrew rose up so clear in her mind that she could practically see them replay in front of her like an old film.

We would race up and down the block, keeping an eye out for the ice cream truck. I'd pout, because Andrew would always find it first...I wonder if that has anything to do with his powers?

Her eyes itched with tears and she found herself longing to see him again in spite of everything that had happened. 

It wasn’t his fault, not completely. Grandfather hurt us both in different ways, tried to harden us, make us like him. Andrew was always more sensitive than me and what Grandfather did…it warped that gentle heart.

Heat pulsed in her palms at the thought. More than once she’d been grateful that Grandfather was gone and the opportunity to light the old man up was forever taken from her. 

I have enough blood on my hands as it is.

Colleen shoved the thoughts away. She had to focus and be on her guard if she was going to find out what was happening in High Tide. Tina wouldn't give that information away for nothing. God only knew why she had asked Colleen to breakfast in the first place.

"Hot, isn't it?" said a tall man lounging against the doorway of a local grocer.

Colleen sighed. "Hello, Rick. Tina send you to make sure I arrived?"

"Something like that," he said, peeling himself off the doorway and walking up to her. "With all the trouble lately, she just wants to make sure you're safe."

"What kind of trouble?"

Rick feigned a casual glance around, his eyes behind the dark sunglasses eagle sharp.  "You know, the jealous kind."

Colleen swallowed. 

Ever since Tina had taken Grandfather’s seat at the table, the other bosses hadn't been too welcoming. Some of them had threatened to take her out and replace her with Andrew. Though those threats didn't go very far, once no one could find Andrew.

Thank god.

Andrew hadn't been seen since he tried to kill Colleen at Lumis Chemical. And though Colleen wanted to know he was alright, she was relieved by the fact that he wouldn’t get drawn into the family conflict.

"Anyone making a move?" Colleen asked after a few minutes.

"Mr. Von," Rick admitted, voice low. 

Colleen sucked in a breath. Von was the biggest player besides Tina, but he'd been quiet for years when Grandfather was alive. If he was trying to move against Tina...

"Why would he want to start a war? It gains him nothing."

"Except to finally consolidate what he never got when Grandfather was alive...this place," Rick said, waving his hand around High Tide.

Colleen could feel her powers stir, warm and rushing like hot syrup under the skin. She clamped down, letting it come alive but not getting control of her. It wasn't too surprising to hear that someone was moving on High Tide. When someone new came to power, it was usual for a boss to test the new arrival. What wasn't usual was for a boss as powerful as Von to do so.

This place, with all its harsh lessons is beautiful. It's home. And if Von got hold of it...

"Drugs, prostitution, you name it," Rick said, as if reading her thoughts. "Grandfather might've been a right bastard, but he kept High Tide from becoming like Devil's Own. Von won't give a shit."

"The territory sale didn't smooth anything over?"

Rick snorted. "I don't know what the hell she was thinking with that. The bosses took it as a sign of weakness."

"She's shaking things up. It'll settle soon enough."

"Let's hope so."

It wasn't long before they came to Rachel's Place. Colleen felt her stomach drop to her toes, and her body simply stopped.

"There's nothing left," she said, her voice breaking.

Last night it had been hard to tell exactly how bad the damage was. Now, in the harsh morning sunlight, the blackened crumbling rubble was terrible to see. Barely anything was left to show that a shop had been there, much less what kind. 

Off to one side, three men were attempting to find salvage among it all. The only thing they'd found was the metal sign that had hung with such pride inside the salon. Colleen walked over and stared down at it.

"Miss Knight?" said a voice to her left.

She looked over and there stood Mrs. Strong, tears in her eyes. They hugged one another, sharing their grief over losing a place that meant so much. 

"I can't believe it," Mrs. Strong said, pulling away and wiping her eyes.  "Why would anyone do this?"

"Do we know that someone did it or was it an accident?"

"Rachel was always worried about a fire with all those chemicals in the shop. She was the most careful person I knew, too careful, I used to joke. No, Miss Knight, someone did this. I can feel it in my bones. I hope your Mama catches whoever it was and teaches them a lesson."

Colleen was a little shocked at the breach of protocol that forbade anyone from talking about what Tina actually did for a living, and then realized that if any time called for such a breach, it was now. 

"Mama is very concerned about this," was all Colleen said.

Mrs. Strong patted her arm. "You're a good girl, always were. You take care. High Tide isn't as safe these days as it used to be."

"Did you see the vigilante last night?" said a voice a few feet away.

"Oh yeah, she put out the fire," said a man with a wheelbarrow of burned wood. "Saved that apartment building that's for sure."

Colleen felt like someone had shone a spotlight on her, even though there was no way anyone could know she was Fahrenheit.

"God bless her, whoever she is," said Mrs. Strong. "We could use more people like that here."

Colleen forced a smiled at Mrs. Strong, and walked back to Rick.

"We should go," Rick said. "Tina's already talking about helping Rachel rebuild the salon."

Colleen snorted. "I'll bet."

Rick stopped and turned to her. "Usually, you'd be right, but Tina doesn't want anything from Rachel for it. The salon is important to the neighborhood."

"And a stable neighborhood is more profitable. That's what she gets out of it."

"Yeah, so what?"

She opened her mouth to retort when Rick barreled on.

"You sit here and pass judgment on Tina while you run around and lock up people like you. Yeah, I know all about your suit and everything. How does being some white woman's lap dog help High Tide?"

Colleen grabbed Rick’s arm and stepped in front of him.

"I'm no one's lap dog."

He snorted. "Keep telling yourself that."

"And what are you?"

"Yeah, you got me on that. But I don't mind, because Tina is actually doing something for this place."

"Good deeds disguised as crimes are still crimes."

"Tell that to the people who have homes, jobs, lives because of her. You can make up any excuse you want about why you're not helping the people and the place that raised you. Just don't delude yourself into making it a big moral decision. You're scared, plain and simple. If you could get past that you'd find a way to help High Tide, regardless of what Tina was doing."

Colleen looked away.

"C'mon," he said, walking around her. "We'll be late."

They walked the remaining blocks in silence, Colleen trying to push aside Rick's words. The trouble was they had hit on the thing Colleen had been trying so hard to ignore all this time. 

He was right, and she knew it.

It doesn't matter. I'm not coming back. I can’t...I can't.

She had just gotten her feelings under control when they finally got to the corner across from Cherry's. Colleen's mouth hung open at the sight of the restaurant.

Cherry's had been a small square box of a restaurant with a sagging roof and a door that stuck in the winter. In summer, when it was too hot to sit inside, tables were placed outside in the crumbling parking lot, faded umbrellas sheltering people from the heat. 

What Colleen was looking at now, however, was a large rectangle where the old building had sat. The outside walls were a rich red color with white trim on the windows and roof. The door was a creamy yellow color, and large windows covered three sides of the restaurant, showing red and yellow booths and brand-new tables waiting for customers. In curling, large letters on the roof was a sign proudly declaring, "Cherry's".

"Tina tore down the original and built a new one," Rick said, grinning. 

Bright red and yellow balloons bobbed in the air, tied to the posts that held up an overhanging roof, where people were waiting in a line that wrapped around the new restaurant. 

As they stood across the street, a black Cadillac rounded the corner and pulled up in front of the restaurant, followed by another. The doors of the first one opened and four men got out, guns nestled in shoulder holsters. Their dark eyes scanned the area, one of them giving Colleen and Rick a nod. 

Rick returned it, his own eyes taking in the streets around Cherry's.

"That's new," Colleen said.

"Standard now."

One of the men leaned down and the driver’s side window of the second car rolled down. After a few minutes, two more armed men got out of the second car and walked around to open the right passenger-side door.

 Everyone began applauding before Tina even stepped out, dressed in a red sleeveless dress that fell just below her knees. Her yellow heels clacking as she stepped onto the sidewalk.

Colleen couldn't help chuckling. "She sure knows how to make an entrance."

"Yeah, she does."

She looked at Rick, a relaxed smile on his face as he stared at Tina.

"When are you going to tell her?" Colleen asked.

"What?" he asked, his body stiffening.

"That you're in love with her."

Rick clenched his jaw and didn't answer. Colleen assumed he wasn't going to, and then she heard him, his voice strained, sad.

"She's above me, always has been."

"That's bullshit."

"Doesn't matter. I can keep her safe as I am. If she sent me away..."

Colleen nodded. "Okay. I get it. But sooner or later, you might want to take a chance."

"C'mon," Rick said as Tina waved to them. "You can analyze my love life later."

They crossed the street, Colleen careful to make sure she was smiling. It wouldn't do for everyone to see Tina Knight's daughter unappreciative of her mother's generosity.

"Hello," Tina said, giving Colleen a peck on the cheek.

Rick stood to Tina's side, scanning the crowd with a forbidding scowl on his face. Two other men, who weren't even trying to hide their side arms, stood behind Tina and another glowered on the other side of the car. 

"We going inside?" Colleen asked, her smile not entirely disingenuous.

"Not quite," Tina said. "We need to wait for Mr. Randal to officially open the doors."

Colleen glanced at the crowd. "And you get the chance to glad hand. You running for office?"

Tina laughed, though it was strained. "Just because I'm trying to be better than Grandfather, you think I'm false?"

"Not at all," Colleen said, her voice tinged with sarcasm.

Tina managed to give Colleen a glare even with a smile plastered on her face.

Colleen opened her mouth to say something else when the sound of screeching tires made her heart stop. 

The car came barreling around the corner, two men leaning out of the open windows with rifles at the ready. 

Everything slowed and Colleen felt herself frozen to the spot as the men began firing. Rick launched himself in front of Tina, but not before a warm splash of red landed on Colleen's midsection. Colleen looked down and Tina's stomach was soaked in blood, her mouth gaping like a fish out of water. 

People were running, screaming in terror. Some didn't make it two steps before they were shot, falling to ground, while others tripped over them trying to escape. Glass shattered as bullets tore through the new windows on the restaurant, punctuated by the ping of bullets hitting Tina's car.

The sight of her mother laying in an ever-expanding puddle of her own blood and the screams of innocent people as they ran, snapped Colleen out of her shock. In an instant, everything sped up and the world turned bright in Colleen's vision. 

Before she could stop herself, fire formed in the palms of her hands and she ran to where the car that held the thugs was trying to speed away. One man was still hanging out of the window when she threw the ball of fire. It hit the man in the chest, flames covering him in seconds. Colleen didn't hear his screams as she threw two more at the car, hitting the tires. The car swerved and screeched as it sped around the corner, disappearing from sight.

The thought that she likely killed one of the men responsible for shooting her mother was far more satisfying than she would've liked it to be. She thought she could hear Grandfather cackling in the back of her mind and shook her head to dislodge the sound.

"Colleen!" Rick shouted. 

She turned and ran back to where her mother was laying on the sidewalk. Both of the men who were supposed to be guarding Tina lay dead against the wall of the new restaurant, their blood splattered on the yellow door and red wall.

Rick was favoring his arm, blood flowing down it and dripping off his fingertips.

"Call an ambulance," Colleen said to Randal, who had peeked his head out of the door.

"Yes, yes!" he said.

"Mom," Colleen said, holding her mother’s hand. "Mom, can you hear me?"

Tina's eyes kept closing and opening, looking around as if she couldn't quite focus.

"Hold on, Tina," Rick said. "Help is coming."

"Go get some towels," Colleen said. "I can stop the bleeding."

Rick stood up and wavered, as if he was about to fall. Colleen looked at the one man who hadn't been hit and was standing over them, gun drawn. She was about to tell him to go when Rick stumbled to the door and ran inside.

"Mom, stay with me, okay? Listen to my voice."

Tina's eyes focused on Colleen and her grip on Colleen's hand tightened. 

"I'm not...going anywhere," she said, a fierce light in her eyes.

Colleen laughed as tears ran down her cheeks. "I believe you."

Tina gave her a tiny nod.

"Here," Rick said, dropping towels next to Colleen and falling to his knees onto the sidewalk.

Tina's eyes went to Rick and she reached out to his bleeding arm. 

"Rick," she said, her lips slow to form the name. 

He took her hand and smiled. "Nothing. I'm fine. You just hold on."

She winced as Colleen pressed the towels on her abdomen

Colleen looked up at Rick, whose gaze was glued to Tina. She knew that if he wasn't overcome with worry and blood loss, Rick would be as furious as she was.

Though she may have let some of the fire out, Colleen could feel the molten flow of power in her veins screaming to be let loose. She wanted to vent it, to incinerate Von in his bed and do nothing as he died screaming.

No! That's Grandfather, not you! Keep it together!

 Colleen clenched her jaw and clamped down on those thoughts. She hadn't given in to those impulses since winter and she wouldn't now. 

 

Colleen paced the waiting room with its cracked floor tiles and mostly broken chairs. The television was half static, half a children's program no one was watching. Babies cried, people coughed and moaned around her. Colleen wished she could help them. She would've been angry at the hospital for making them wait, but she knew that this hospital, the only one guaranteed to take negro patients, was under staffed and under-funded. Half the time, the doctors here were as haggard as their patients.

Maybe Tina will make a donation after this.

There was no way Colleen would consider her mother dying, even if she had bled a terrible amount while lying on the sidewalk and had lost consciousness in the ambulance. 

She saw a little girl staring at her, a look of confusion and sadness in her eyes. Colleen smiled at her, wanting to focus on anything other than her mother.

"Are you hurt?" the girl asked, her little voice hushed.

"No, someone else is."

The girl pointed at Colleen's dress. "Is that theirs?"

Colleen looked down and saw the rust-colored stain of her mother's blood on the pink and green dress she'd picked out that morning. A knot clogged her throat and she couldn't answer the girl at first.

"Yes," she said finally, her voice a croak.

"I'm sorry. My daddy was hurt today...he's..."

Colleen patted the little girl’s shoulder. "I'm sorry."

"Mama went to get me a candy, you want one too?"

"No thanks, honey."

The little girl nodded and sat there for a minute, her legs kicking back and forth, not touching the floor. 

Eventually she looked up and smiled at a woman that walked from around the corner of the waiting room, face drawn and dark circles under her eyes. 

"There's Mama – bye, lady!" 

The little girl walked to her mother, a forced smile on her little face. The woman gave her daughter a tired smile and handed her a candy bar.

"Is Daddy better?"

The woman's smile crumbled and she hugged her daughter tight, her sobs lost in the sounds of the hospital waiting room.

Tears burned Colleen's eyes and she ran out the squeaking doors to the front of the hospital. Scraggly plants struggled to survive in granite planters, the stink of car engine oil from the parking lot and tar from repaired asphalt mixed in the growing heat.

"She'll live," she whispered to herself, scrubbing the tears from her cheeks. "She's too stubborn to die."

A taxi pulled up and Marco jumped out before it had fully stopped. He ran to her and Colleen hugged him tight. She felt foolish for crying on his shoulder, even though she knew he'd say it was what friends do.

"How is she?" he asked.

"I don't know," Colleen said, pulling back. "She's still in surgery. And Rick hasn't come out either."

Marco sighed. "I'm so sorry. I'm glad you're alright though."

She nodded. 

"Why don't we go back inside," Marco said, sweating in his shirt sleeves. 

"It's not much cooler in there," Colleen said, leading the way. 

Marco followed her and she could feel his shock when he saw the condition of the hospital. When she turned to look at him, he was hiding it well, and walked to an ancient vending machine to get a lukewarm soda.

They sat on the chairs sipping their sodas, and Colleen suspected that Marco wasn’t sure what to say.

“So,” she said, as much to distract herself as to give Marco something to do. “How are things with you and Alice?”

Marco shrugged. “Good.”

“Just ‘good’?”

“Well…I mean as good as they can be. We’ve been through a lot, losing Lionel and Alice having to navigate all the social push back just for dating me.”

Colleen stared at him incredulously. “What? Social…? Why does anyone care who she dates?”

“Because she’s Alice Seymour, CEO of Frost Consolidated and one of the richest women in the country. And I’m…”

“You’re what? Chopped liver?”

He chuckled. “Not to her, but to everyone else? Less than.”

“You’re not poor, you have your aunt’s money and whatever you got from selling her house.”

“Yeah, and I’ve been slowly investing that in affordable housing projects where Alice and I grew up. Not exactly the stuff to impress the society dames and their husbands.”

She took a sip of her soda and shook her head. The thought that anyone would judge a man like Marco simply because of how empty his bank account was made Colleen’s hackles rise.

“What does Alice say to all of this? Is she bothered by what the biddies think?” Colleen asked.

“She says she doesn’t care, tells me she loves me. But sometimes…I don’t know,” he took a drink of soda and shook his head. “We walk into a room or go to a fancy dress event and the way they look at her because of me…I hate it. They tolerate her because of her money but the truth is that she’s already an outcast because of her limp and where she grew up. Throw me into the mix and it makes it harder.”

“That limp is a nice cover though, I have to admit.”

“She hates it. One thing Alice has to be able to do is move, at all times.”

Colleen laughed. “Yeah she is in constant motion, isn’t she?”

He nodded, a look of admiration in his eyes. “She’s the strongest person I know. The things she’s had to overcome…I just hate to be one more thing making life harder for her instead of better.”

“I think if you were making things harder on her, she wouldn’t love you the way she does. And if she says it doesn’t matter, don’t you think you ought to trust that?”

Marco looked up at her and grinned. “When did you get so wise?”

“I’ve always been like this, hadn’t you noticed?”

He laughed and nodded. “Well, oh wise one, have you thought about what I said? About coming to Jet City with me and helping at the school? It would be good to have another person with powers there.”

Colleen bit her lip and looked down at her hands.

“You’ve got a lot to offer,” he continued. “You were just saying how wise you are.”

Now it was her turn to laugh.

“Yeah, yeah.”

“Give it a shot. If it doesn’t work out then, you can do something else. What’ve you got to lose?”

Good question.

She looked up at him and saw the complete trust Marco had for her shining in his eyes.

“Okay,” she heard herself say.

Marco’s mouth dropped open and he seemed just as surprised as Colleen was to hear herself say it.

“Really? I mean…You’re coming?”

“If you were serious about the invitation.”

“I was, I am! I just thought you’d take more convincing.”

“Well, it’s like you said. What have Igot to lose?”

She might have been grinning at him, and there may have been a glimmer of happiness at how pleased Marco was at Colleen’s decision. But in the back of her mind, a specter of doubt drifted in and out of view.

None of that mattered, however, because at that moment a doctor in scrubs came around the corner by the front desk and Colleen held her breath.

"Miss Knight?"

"Yes," she said, running to him.

Marco was right beside her, a comforting presence in the silence that seemed to drag on forever before the doctor began to speak.

"The bullet was off to the side and high enough to miss the intestines," he said. "It was a through and through, and there were no bullet fragments in her body, which is good. Your mother will need time to heal, and she will need to be careful about infection."

"But, she'll be alright?"

"Yes," he said, giving Colleen a weary smile.

Colleen let out a sigh followed by a sob. Marco squeezed her arm.

"Can I see her?"

"She's still pretty groggy from surgery. Her body guard is there now."

"Rick?"

The doctor nodded. "He insisted on it. We would like to keep your mother for at least three nights, make sure we didn't miss anything, and then she can go home."

"I want to see her," Colleen said, an insane bolt of jealousy burning in her.

I should be there, not Rick.

"Of course, but she needs rest."

Colleen nodded. 

"I'll stay here and wait for you," Marco said, giving her a smile. "We can share a taxi back to the apartment or maybe your mom would like some fresh clothes? Some of her things?"

"Thanks," Colleen said, smiling back at him. 

She followed the doctor through two double doors that didn't close all the way and down a hall crowded with equipment and people waiting on stretchers outside rooms that were equally crowded.

They walked all the way to the end of the hallway, where the doctor opened the last door on the left and led her into a tiny recovery room with space for only one bed. It had no windows and the lights felt too bright in the white and blue room. Her mother lay on a bed, a faded hospital gown replacing the blood-stained red dress. Her face was devoid of makeup and Colleen couldn't help noticing the lines around Tina's mouth and eyes, the way her hair line was a touch too high, the wrinkles on her perfectly manicured hands. Thin IV tubes trailed from her arm and right hand to bags hanging beside the bed. One was blood and the other was a clear liquid.

She looks so...mortal.

Rick was sitting in the only chair, which was wedged between the far wall and the bed. He stood up, the sleeve of his shirt cut away and a thick bandage covering his bicep. 

"You should use the sling," the doctor said, unclipping the chart from her mother's bed.

"It's cumbersome," Rick said, using his other hand to adjust the gun in his hip holster.

The doctor eyed the gun for a moment and clenched his jaw. Colleen thought he was going to say something, but to her relief, he let it go.

"Just be sure not to pull those stitches," was all the doctor said. 

Rick nodded, his eyes hard.

The doctor read the chart and checked the IVs and heart monitor; all while Rick and Colleen kept their eyes on Tina's chest, rising and falling at even intervals.

"She's strong," the doctor said. "And everything looks good. I'll give you some time. But please, don't stay too long. Your mother needs rest."

Colleen nodded as the doctor left.

She took her mother's hand and let the tears flow down her face.

"Thank you," Rick said, voice rough.

"For what?" she asked, frowning.

"For trying to take those bastards out. I...I didn't want to leave her."

Colleen nodded. "I'm not sure I actually got them."

"Don't worry, they don't have long on this earth."

Colleen knew she should be horrified, or at least object to Rick's promise of cold-blooded murder. But she couldn't find it in herself.

Maybe I'm not cut out to be a Vigilante, after all.

"I'll leave you, I gotta make a phone call," Rick said, giving Tina one last lingering gaze.

"Are you going to get a security detail over here?" she asked.

"Already on the way," he said, before walking out the door.

Colleen sat in the chair Rick had vacated and stared at Tina. Their life together rolled through her mind in vivid detail. The times Tina had been gentle, fair, even fun to be around, but also the times she could make you ashamed to have compassion for anyone. The day she'd hit and yelled at Colleen for not winning a fist fight in the third grade. The fact that Tina knew what Grandfather was doing to Colleen, and yet did nothing to stop it or make it easier. And then, the day many years later, when she'd given Colleen a small fortune to make a new life for herself at Cambridge.

Maybe she had no choice but to be that way. She was just trying to protect us when we had to live in Grandfather's world.

The back of Colleen's mind didn't buy that reasoning. In that moment, however, it was easier to ignore the truth and bask in the fiction.

Tina stirred on the bed, moaning as she tried to open her eyes.

"Mom?" Colleen asked, jumping up from the chair.

Tina looked around, brow furrowing as if she were confused. She tried to sit up and winced at the pain.

"Don't move, you're in recovery."

Tina's gaze swung over to Colleen.

"Rick! Is he-?"

"He's fine," Colleen said. "Some stitches, but he's his usual, dour self."

Tina sighed, her face relaxing and Colleen wondered if Rick was wrong about Tina, what if she returned his feelings?

"You? Were you hit?" she asked, her voice raspy.

Colleen reached for the small pitcher of water and the plastic up and straw. "I'm fine, not a scratch."

Another sigh of relief from Tina, her eyes closing.

Colleen raised up the bed a little and helped Tina take a few sips of water. She placed the cup on the small table next to the bed and smiled at her mother.

"How long have I been here?" she asked, wincing as she tried sit up a little more.

Colleen folded one of the pillows behind Tina as a prop. "A while. It's past noon now."

Tina frowned, her eyes far away.

"You don't have to worry about anything. Whatever you're thinking about can wait a few days so you can recover."

"No, it can't," she said, her gaze focusing on Colleen.

"What is it?" Colleen asked, her heart suddenly hammering in her chest. 

She wasn't at all sure she wanted to know what Tina was thinking about, because then she'd want to help, after what had happened. Colleen knew that her boundaries had been weakened by that bullet and she bet Tina knew it, too. Would she take advantage?

"It's...damn it, Colleen, do you really want to know?"

Colleen took a deep breath, nodded.

"You remember that man, Mr. Price? The one that—"

"Helped you kill Grandfather."

"Right. He called in one of his favors recently, a fairly easy job on the surface. He asked for one of my best men to accompany a piece of precious cargo on a riverboat."

"They're sending cargo on riverboats?"

"It's a floating casino, Mr. Price's employer owns it, and they're sending this cargo on the boat to hide it from anyone who might want to steal it. When I dug a little further, I found out that it's not cargo, not really."

"What is it?"

Tina paused. "A person with powers. I don't know what they're going to do with this person or why they’re transporting them like cargo but I'm not alright with it."

Colleen's eyebrows shot up. "You're not?"

"Of course not! I have my limits!" Tina said. 

"Alright, I believe you," Colleen said, holding up her hands.

"Anyway, Rick was supposed to go and find out who was in the cargo and get them out."

Colleen stared at her mother. "You were going to rescue them?"

"Yes."

"And then what?"

"I hide them for a while, and then help them get to safety, if they so choose."

And here's where the shoe drops.

"But while you're hiding them, you offer them a job?" Colleen asked, crossing her arms.

Tina didn't flinch from her gaze, in fact she raised her head a little, managing to look regal even while lying in a hospital bed.

"Yes. Von is gunning for High Tide," she glanced at her bandaged abdomen. "Literally."

"And having a powered person on the payroll would tip the balance in your favor. With everyone."

"It's not like with Grandfather."

"Sure, it's not," Colleen said, turning away, the familiar stab of betrayal making her heart ache.

"I'm not the only one they'll come after," Tina said. "You'll be next, and so will Rick. Anyone close to me, anyone that would have a right to my seat. They will obliterate our family. And I can't have that."

Colleen shook her head, not wanting her mother's fierce words to penetrate the wall she was desperately trying to rebuild around her heart.

"Colleen, look at me," Tina said, her voice soft, pleading.

It took Colleen by surprise, so she did.

"What is better, giving that person a choice or treating them like an animal and imprisoning them?"

"It's not the choice that has me worried," Colleen said. "It's you with a powered person at your beck and call."

"I've tried to rebuild High Tide, not destroy it. I've dismantled most of Grandfathers more odious enterprises. Haven't I proved to you yet that I'm not him?"

There was an openness, a pleading in Tina's voice that hadn't been there in a very long time. It melted the warning bell in Colleen's mind, and her shoulders relaxed.

"You're not him," she finally said. "But I don't know how much I can trust you yet."

"That's fair. Give me a chance to earn it, then. Let me start with this."

Colleen paused, wondering if she was walking into a trap and unable to stop herself.

"What do you need from me?"

Tina let out a long breath and closed her eyes. "Thank you, Colleen. I can't send Rick, not with him being wounded. I need you to go."

"On a riverboat? As what, a maid?"

"Good god girl, no!" Tina said, her face hard with disgust. "A friend was going to get Rick on board and I know he can do the same for you. The catch..."

"Here it is."

"Is that you'll have to pose as his mistress."

Colleen stared at her mother, mouth open. "What?!"

"I said pose. I'll make it clear that if he lays a finger on you there will be hell to pay."

"Who is it?"

Tina paused, a smile playing at the corners of her lips in spite of the seriousness of the situation.

"Trevor Martin," she finally said.

Colleen gaped at her mother. "How the hell do you know a playboy like that?"

"Let's just say that I knew him before his reputation for – certain skills – became public knowledge. And he's still rather fond of me. When he's in town, we—"

Colleen held up her hand and shook her head, cutting her mother off.

"So, let me get this straight. I'll be posing as one of your lover’s mistresses?"

"That's it, yes."

Colleen swore under breath. "What was Rick going to pose as?"

"Doesn't matter," Tina said. "You'll need to fly down to Red Rock to meet him—"

"The deep south? That should be fun."

"And then, you'll drive down to where the boat docks and takes on passengers. It's a large boat, but it won't be full. The owner is hosting a private party for his nephew and nephew's fiancé. There will be twenty guests. Go into my office at the theater, there's a safe in the closet. All the papers are in there."

"What's the combination?"

Tina paused. "Your birthday, backwards."

Colleen swallowed. For some reason this hit her in the gut. 

Tina reached for Colleen and she put her hand in Tina's.

"I know you don't want to come back to the family," Tina said. "I know why. But I'm hoping that I can show you that it will be different than before. That we can do something good with the power we've been given in High Tide."

Colleen looked down at their hands.

That power comes from fear, from greed and so much blood. She can't hold it and give that up. At least not entirely. And if she gets a powered person on her payroll...

“Marco offered me a job,” she said.

“Oh?” Tina asked, a hard edge coming into her voice.

“And I said yes.”

“I see…well. Then I appreciate you delaying whatever it is to do this for me.”

"They'll have a choice," Colleen said, looking up. "You promise me? You swear it?"

Tina met her gaze. "I do. Now, go on," Tina said. "Call Trevor, tell him what happened and what the new plan is. He'll give you instructions."

Colleen nodded and let go of her mother’s hand.

"Thank you, Colleen," Tina said as her daughter opened the door.

"You're welcome," Colleen said, walking out.

Rick was waiting, his arm now in the sling, hand on his gun, secured in the hip holster.

"She awake?" he asked.

"Yeah, she asked about you."

Rick's jaw clenched. "Von is going to pay. I'm going to see to it, personally."

Colleen looked at him, the anger that still burned in her emblazoned on Rick's face. 

"See that you do," she said, walking down the hallway.

She could feel his gaze on her, questioning, wondering what that simple statement meant for the future.

I do, too.

 

 

When Colleen walked into the waiting room, she could see Marco sitting with two little girls, who stared up at him, rapt with attention. Colleen stopped for a moment and watched as Marco opened his hand, the girls' mouths falling open when they saw that it was empty.

"Where did it go?" one little girl asked, grabbing his hand and turning it over.

"Well, let's see," he said, snapping his fingers, and then brushing his hand across the other girls' ear.

When he produced a shiny quarter they clapped, laughing with delight. 

"Now," he said, pressing the quarter in one of the girls' hands. "You share this, alright?"

They nodded and ran to the old soda machine.

"I didn't know you did magic tricks," Colleen said, smiling in spite of herself.

"Just the one," Marco said. "One of the students, Mateo, taught it to me last time I was there. Though I think he cheats and uses his powers. How's your mother?"

"She's stable, should go home in a couple days. Listen, I have to go to her office."

Marco nodded. "Let's go, I've got some—"

“No," Colleen said. "I need to go alone."

Marco's dark eyes took her in and Colleen knew that he didn't need his powers to see what was going on.

"You sure?" he asked.

Colleen looked around the crowded waiting room and sighed. Taking his arm, they walked out the front doors and stepped to the side of the hospital entrance. It wasn't private, but no one was around at the moment and it would have to be good enough.

"Look," she said. "I know there are things you haven't been perfectly honest with me about. Like whatever is really bothering Alice every time we capture someone."

Marco opened his mouth to respond and Colleen held up her hand to stop him.

"I know there are some things you can't tell me. And there are some things I can't tell you. You're just going to have to trust me," she said. "I have to do something for Tina."

Marco held her gaze. Colleen wanted to look away, but she didn't. That was one good thing she learned from Grandfather: how to stand her ground.

"I'm guessing you don't want to tell me because I won't be too happy about it," he said. 

"It's not about you being happy. Frankly, that doesn't matter at the moment. It's about you not understanding."

Marco nodded, not appearing offended by what she'd said. Though he didn't look pleased either.

"I understand that you want to trust her, especially after what just happened," he said. "But you have to remember why you left. Don't let her suck you back in."

Anger sparked inside her, and it had nothing to do with the attack.

"I do remember, thank you. And me leaving had little to do with her. It was that son of a bitch, and he's dead now. Tina has been trying to help people, far more than Grandfather did."

"And you don't think there's an ulterior motive behind that?"

"Of course, there is! She's not a saint! But..." Colleen sighed. How could she explain something to Marco that she herself didn't quite understand? This need to trust Tina, to believe that there was a way forward for them in spite of the ugly pieces of the family business.

And I can't tell him that this is about a powered person. He'll come no matter what and who knows what would happen then?

"Look," Marco said. "I don't blame you for wanting to help her, just don't do anything you'll regret, anything that will trap you."

"I need to give her a chance," Colleen said, her voice low and firm. "I have to Marco. You understand that?"

He nodded. "Yeah, I do."

"Good. Then, give me some space, don't interfere."

 "I won't, but if you get in over your head," Marco said, jotting something down on a piece of paper. "Promise me that you'll reach out? Here's the number of the mansion and the school. You need anything you call. Got it?"

Colleen rolled her eyes. "I'm perfectly capable."

"I never said you weren't. Just...you're my friend, and if you won't let me be there for you during the whole thing, I want you to know that I'm here if you need me, okay?"

Colleen felt tears itch her eyes, shock making her throat tighten. He wasn't just her friend, Marco was her best friend, maybe the best one she'd ever had. 

"Okay..." she whispered.

She stuffed the piece of paper into the handbag she'd somehow managed to hold onto and forced a chuckle to lighten the mood.

"I can't believe you live in a mansion now," she said.

Marco grinned and shook his head. "Yeah, me either. Although, we have to hide that fact. Alice's social standing would be damaged if they knew I was living there."

"Why don't you just marry her?"

A nervous laugh burst out of Marco. "I'm working on it."

Colleen nodded. "You're really lucky."

He smiled. "Yeah, I am. And Colleen, about what's been bothering Alice these months—"

"You don't have to tell me."

"I know it's just...it's not anything bad, I need you to know that."

"I do, mainly because I know you."

"Be careful," he said, giving her a hug.

"I will. You, too."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

Morning sunlight fell through thin blinds on the thick hotel carpet, its red hues bright and garish. The air conditioning hummed in the background as it cooled the room from the scorching summer heat.

Karen lay on her stomach under cool linen sheets, staring at the clock on her bedside table and waiting for it to click over to the right time. The smell of David's cologne hung in the air, even though he'd left her bed late last night for the comfort of his own the next room over.

"Have to keep up appearances and all that," he'd said, grinning down at her.

Karen knew that with all the whiskey and gin he'd consumed last night, David would be late getting started and she was grateful for it. The work she had to do this morning could not be witnessed by him. 

She picked up one of the trashy paperbacks that David made fun of her for reading and thumbed through the marked pages. The code someone from The Bulwark had marked throughout the book was solid, ordering her to report to a local jeweler’s shop that morning.  

Still, Karen was confused as to why she was being asked to do this, after two years of deep-cover work.

I'm careful, but one small misstep and all my work will be blown to bits. What could possibly be worth that risk?

Finally, the hour hand clicked over and she tossed back the covers. Throwing open the closet door, she selected and pulled on a powder blue dress with round neckline, no sleeves, and large white buttons running down the length of it. Twisting her red hair into a simple knot on her head, Karen perched a round white and blue hat on her head and topped her look off with diamond earrings. She had to dress for the part, after all. The last thing she did was slip the four carat, square cut diamond engagement ring on her finger.

I'd almost like the thing if it didn't come from him.

 She sat on the bed to slip her heels on and a whiff of cologne from the sheets stung her nostrils. Her body stiffened as memories of David's hands and lips on her barged through her mind.  The hope that perhaps they were finally pulling her out of this charade came up in the midst of all this.

Stop it, Gray. The mission is what matters.

Instead of indulging one more second in those hopes, Karen double checked the spring-loaded stiletto concealed in her lipstick case, as well as the one that ejected from the side of her handbag. 

Someone might know all the right codes, but Karen's gut told her that this could just as easily be a trap, and she wasn't about to walk in blind. 

Two years of a cushy undercover job shouldn't make me soft.

She left the room as silently as someone with her training should and made her way down to the lobby and out into the humid morning air, the smile of a delightfully numbed socialite on her lips. Hailing a taxi, she climbed inside and appeared to stare lazily out the window. In truth, Karen's eyes and ears took in everything.

The woman walking down the street had heavier makeup on one side of her face and her left knee was stiff, though she tried to hide it.

Someone worked her over.

Two men stood talking outside a diner, their bodies angled close to one another and the expression on one was too tender for it to simply be two friends meeting for a cup of coffee.

Lovers.

Another man with fresh stubble along his jaw and bags under his eyes walked with just a little more speed than most, the subtle outline of a strap under the shoulder of his sloppily tailored suit jacket just barely noticeable.

Detective, a hired gun would dress better.

On and on her mind went, noticing and analyzing with ease. She'd been this way her whole life, and had put it to good use when she joined a small group of code breakers after dropping out of Cambridge. Though that job was easy enough to get, it was her job as a field agent that had taken all of her ingenuity to secure. 

If it weren't for the fact that Kanigher was desperate for agents, I'd probably have been passed over again. I guess I should be grateful everyone thought he was a paranoid loony.

The taxi stopped outside the small jeweler’s shop, which was nestled between a men's shoe store and a place that specialized in women's lingerie. Gold lettering on the display window read "Tessa and Main, Jewelers" and blinds were still drawn between the window and what it would display that day. The door had similar lettering and a blind drawn over the glass, with a sign that said 'closed' and another that told her to ring for special appointments. She pressed the button once for five seconds, twice for one second each, and a third time for five seconds.

A young man peeked at her from behind the blind on the door. Karen smiled when she saw the bright green eyes of her favorite gadget man at The Bulwark. He opened the door, a broad grin on his freckled face.

The interior of the small shop was crowded with display cases, minus the glittering jewels that would normally rest inside them. The floors were a polished dark wood, as were the display cases and the walls. A sparkling crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling, with smaller lights running along the edge of the ceiling. The chandelier was switched off, so the only light in the darkly decorated room were the smaller lights.

"Hello, George, how are you?" she asked, using sign language.

"Pretty good, you?" he signed back.

"Well...you know how it is."

George's gaze softened and he nodded.

"Are you my contact?" she asked.

"Him? Seriously?" said a voice behind her.

Karen did nothing to hide her disgust for the man who'd spoken and turned to look at him.

Standing in the doorway between the small main shop and a back room was a tall man with broad shoulders and beady dark eyes in a head too small for his frame. His thick dark hair was slicked to one side, accenting his oddly-shaped ears. 

"Agent Liefeld," Karen said.

"Gray Ghost," he said, a cold smile on his face. "Just want to say up front, that this was not my idea. Top brass made this call."

"Meaning Kanigher told you that he didn't need a blunt instrument, but a fine tool."

Liefeld's jaw tightened and Karen turned back to George. 

"I assume you're here because I need some new equipment?"

He nodded. 

"But first," Liefeld said, stepping forward. "Let the basement dweller clean your ring while we talk."

Karen slipped the ring off and handed it to George. "I loosened a prong on the left as a reason to come here this morning."

George nodded and walked to the back of the shop, leaving Liefeld and Karen alone in the dimly lit store.

Liefeld knelt behind one of the smaller cases and unlocked a small safe. He threw a file folder down on the counter and gave Karen a small spray bottle of purple solution. Karen opened the file and took out the topmost paper, which appeared to be blank. Spraying the purple solution on it, the words appeared in seconds.

"Mission #5264-TS  Top Priority message for Agent Gray aka

Gray Ghost

Purpose: Extraction of PP-Lvl 1

Intel that PP-Lvl 1 will be transported via steamboat 'The Fancy Lady' in two days’ time to unknown location. PP is one of the possible weaponized PP's for which Bulwark has been searching. PP is Lvl 1 lethal and will be unconscious during transport. Disregard usual protocol, do not eliminate. PP believed to be carrying valuable information regarding Pandora. Use further drugs to keep PP unconscious during travel to extraction point. Extraction is top priority, use all means necessary including lethal force to obtain PP. Extraction to take place by second day of boarding."

 

Karen dropped the paper into a metal trash bin that Liefeld provided just moments before it started disintegrating. The Fancy Lady was the name of the steamboat David's uncle, Mr. Jason James, was loaning them for a four-day trip down the Red Rock River. There would gambling, drinking and live entertainment for them, and twenty of their most snobbish friends. It was meant as a late engagement present, and David had been looking forward to it for months. 

Karen had not. 

Until now.

"We just discovered this intel last week," Liefeld said, handing her pictures of a silver tube, the kind powered people were transported in. 

"It's solid?"

"Solid or not, Kanigher has been salivating over these weapons for the last year. If there's a snowballs chance in hell that this PP is one of them, he's going to take it."

Karen nodded. They'd all been briefed about these 'weapons' when one of their agents had come back from a mission half crazy and ranting about them. According to him, there were several, but one in particular was especially terrifying. A powered person stronger than any they'd ever encountered, capable of wiping out hundreds of people, controlling other powered people, and all without a shred of humanity. The agent kept calling the weapon Pandora.

A few days later, there were other reports from the field that a handful of powered people were indeed being weaponized, though none to the extent the disturbed agent had reported. The intel had dried up within weeks, with no solid evidence of anything. 

Then the Lumis Chemical facility had gone up in smoke and one of their deep cover agents reported experiments on powered people that matched those first, strange, reports. Not to mention the reports of the powered vigilante, Shadow, being at the Lumis facility, and then back in Jet City soon after. Kanigher had been about to send agents to Jet City to investigate, when the attack at the Science Foundation happened, and he no longer believed Shadow was a threat. Though Karen knew he still kept a close eye on the Jet City Vigilante and his non-powered partner, Serpent. 

For the last two years, it had chafed that she'd been stuck in garden parties and trips to the opera while other field agents were out there tracking these weapons down. Now, Karen was finally getting back into the action.

Though this must be one of the lower level weapons, not the super weapon. Still, it will be nice to get back into actual work.

She grinned and felt butterflies in her stomach, the sensation spreading throughout her body. It was the adrenaline rush she'd often had before a mission, and by god, she'd missed it!

"This is the extraction point." Liefeld interrupted her thoughts and handed her another piece of paper. "Because of how important this is, if you don't report in within five days, Kanigher will send a secondary extraction team to finish the job."

Karen met his eyes, which had the cold gleam of a shark smelling blood in the water. 

"Meaning you."

"Kanigher thinks you'll be fine. But I really hope you're not."

"I bet you do."

She looked at the map and shook her head. "It won't take five days to get here. Three at the most."

"A buffer, in case something goes wrong."

George walked through the curtain partition that separated the back room from the front show room. He carried a small ring box and two bags with the names of fancy boutiques. Inside were boxes of clothes that concealed her equipment for the job.

She opened the ring box and slipped her repaired engagement ring back on her finger. It shone brighter than before and felt a little heavier.

"I replaced two of the prongs, crappy work," George signed. 

"Thanks," Karen said, taking the shopping bags from him. 

"There are microfiche copies of what you need to know in the boxes, make sure you secure them in the false bottom of your make up kit."

She nodded. "Anything else?"

"Be careful," George gave her a hug.

"Of course."

Liefeld gave her a cold grin and said nothing, for which Karen was grateful.

When she stepped out into the morning sunlight, Karen felt lighter, more alive than she'd felt in years. With a genuine spring in her step, she hailed a cab and returned to the hotel, eager to unpack her equipment.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

The smell of diesel from the riverboat wasn't nearly as nauseating as the looks of disgust and whispered insults from the women standing at a distance from Colleen. She fanned herself with a brochure from the waiting room and would have preferred to wait in there, where the fans kept the room cool, but it had been suggested that she leave in favor of the fresh air outside.

I just want to board the damn boat already.

A tall man with silver hair at his temples, tan skin and bone structure that would make the Greek gods jealous, sauntered toward her.  

"You look gorgeous," Trevor said, putting his hand on the small of her back. 

"I've been mistaken for the help three times," Colleen said, her voice a low growl.

"I'm sorry I wasn't here to tell them off," he placed a kiss on her forehead.

Colleen forced a smile at the gesture of affection. His breath smelled of cigarettes and he was the wrong sex to entice her, but Trevor had treated her with respect and intelligence thus far, putting Colleen at ease that he would obey the rules Tina had sent along. 

"The wardrobe fits I see," he said, running his gaze over Colleen.

The wardrobe was, honestly, the only part of all this that she didn't mind. Five suitcases full of the latest fashions, made from expensive fabrics, with handbags and shoes to match. It was hard to decide which outfit to wear this morning and Colleen had to admit that it felt good to have so much to choose from. Not since she'd lived with Tina had Colleen had so many outfits at her fingertips. 

I had forgotten how much I liked clothes.

She touched the soft fabric of the pink shift dress she wore and this time her smile was genuine. Her hair had been set that morning, a pink-and-white polka dot headband setting off the perfectly straight pixie cut. She hoped the humidity would abate a little or else she'd have a terrible time keeping the whole thing from turning back.

Yes, that's what you should be worried about. Not the fact that Von is trying to take over High Tide or that Tina might not keep her end of the deal and let this powered person go.

Colleen scanned the crowd from behind her over sized, white-rimmed sunglasses. It wasn't hard since she wasn't part of the group of finely dressed men and women that crowded the gang plank, waiting to get out of the heat. She could've gone over, stood with them, having every right with her first class ticket. But Colleen was in no mood to deal with their harsh words and looks. 

Don't want to burn the dock down.

The past months had been good practice in controlling her powers, not letting her emotions rule the fire that Colleen could summon at any moment. She'd worked hard to manipulate the flames and only let them out when she wanted. There were still moments though that surprised her, and Colleen didn't want the hot bigoted afternoon at the docks to become one of those times. So, she took a deep breath, which she instantly regretted as the diesel fumes stung her nose. Instead, she concentrated on the soft, cool fabric against her skin.

The gang plank was at last lowered and a man stood at the ready to take their tickets. A collective sigh of relief went up from the crowd. 

"C'mon," Trevor said, offering his arm. "Let's get in line."

Colleen took it, continuing to look the people over as they moved toward it.

"You could look a little happier," he said, after they got in line.

"Maybe you like me sullen."

Trevor laughed. "Maybe I do."

The line progressed slowly, as someone checked tickets and another directed the men and women to where their cabins could be found.

The river boat was a large, white and gold gilt monster, sitting in the green and brown water of the Red Rock River. The giant wheel at the back of the boat was red and looked as if it had been freshly painted. As she got closer, Colleen could see the deck gleaming in the late morning sunshine, the reflection off the gilded doors and tops of pillars nearly blinding. Negro men in white servant suits stood at solemn attention at the doors. Some held silver trays of chilled drinks, ready for the steady trickle of men and women boarding, who took the drinks without so much as a look at the men holding them.

Colleen clenched her jaw at the sight of them, standing in such servitude to rich men and women that saw them as disposable, invisible. She might be loathing parts of her role in all this, but at least she didn't have to put up with being treated like she existed only to serve.

They finally got to the front of the line and Trevor handed over their tickets to the sweating man standing at the gang plank. His gaze slid over Colleen, his expression souring as if he smelled something rotten.

"I'm sorry, but—"

"I think I know what you're going to say," Trevor said, his clipped accent more pronounced than usual. "But don't. I made special arrangements with Mr. James himself, and so, if you intend to keep your job..."

"We have certain standards," the man at the gang plank said, his disgusted gaze sliding toward Colleen. "I'm sure you understand."

"Let them through," said a voice behind them.

Colleen turned to see a tall handsome man moving through the crowd as if he were God Himself parting the water. His grin was playful, as if he had just told a great joke. But his eyes...Colleen could see a cold hardness in them that sent a shiver down her spine.

"Mr. James," said the man taking tickets. "Our other passengers expect certain standards to be upheld."

"Yes," Mr. James said. "And Mr. Martin is one of my oldest friends. If he wants his friend to come aboard, he can have that. The other guests can avoid her, if they wish."

Mr. James turned his boyish smile and cold eyes on Colleen and held out his hand. 

"Miss?"

Colleen gave him a seductive grin and put her hand in his. 

"Knight."

"Jason James," he said, planting a kiss on her knuckles. "Nice to meet you."

Colleen heard a gasp of disgust from the man at the gang plank and ignored him, turning up the flirtation of her smile.

"So, I have you to thank for this little trip?" she asked.

"In a way. It is my boat and my pleasure in helping Trevor have a nice time."

"Oh, I think he'll have a nice time," Colleen said.  

"I hope you do as well," Jason said, his gaze warming to Colleen. 

Colleen had to push her discomfort far away and stepped closer to Jason until there were only inches between them.

"I always manage to have a good time," she said, holding his gaze.

Jason looked like he was about to say something else when the slam of car doors broke the moment, much to Colleen's relief.

Jason turned around and chuckled. "Late as usual."

Colleen looked over his shoulder and felt her stomach drop to her toes as the world stilled and tilted around her.

Running from the black car, red hair piled up on her head and long body clad in a blue and white shift dress, was the first woman she’d ever loved, the one Colleen had left without a word of farewell six years ago at Cambridge.

Karen Gray.

I can't...she...this...

Colleen wanted to turn around and board the boat. She wanted to jump into the filthy water or simply burst into flames. But all she could do was stand there, staring in shock.

"I thought I was going to have to hold the boat for you," Jason James said. 

"Sorry, Uncle," said a tall man running past Karen.

He was the man from the photo Grandfather had shown Colleen seven months ago, when he'd threatened to kill Karen. 

"It's my fault," Karen said, giving Jason a dazzling smile. "I couldn't decide between two dresses, then I couldn't find the right shoes."

Jason planted a kiss on Karen's cheek. "Well, I'm glad you made it.  I arranged this as an engagement present, just for you two, after all."

"Yes, thank you, Uncle Jason, it was very generous of you," the man said.

Trevor touched Colleen's elbow. "I think we should board now."

She turned to him and nodded. The relief of escaping Karen seeing her was short lived though.

"Oh, wait, where are my manners," Jason said.

No, no, no!

Before Colleen could step onto the gang plank, Jason had begun introductions.  Trevor shook hands with David, Karen's fiancé, and then it was Colleen's turn.

She heard Jason say her name, and turned slowly, gritting her jaw. 

"Nice to meet you," David said, the cheer in his voice sounding forced.

"Yes, nice to meet you," Karen said, her smile not faltering, her voice smooth.

Does she not recognize me? Remember me?

"We should board," Trevor said, his hand on Colleen's back.

"Yes, of course, have a wonderful trip," Jason said.

Colleen walked down the gang plank and onto the boat, her legs wooden, a hollow ache in her chest.

What did I expect? She's moved on and I was a temporary distraction, nothing serious. I should be happy, it will make things easier.

She smiled at the waiter when she took a glass of something chilled off his tray, though he never looked her in the eye. Colleen downed the syrupy alcohol in one go, reaching for another.

"Slow down, dear," Trevor said. "At least until we get to the room."

"Can we do that now?" she asked.

Trevor gave her a questioning smile and Colleen shook her head.

"Get your head out of the gutter! I just need to get someplace cool to rest for a few minutes."

"Of course, darling. Here's the key. If you get lost just ask one of the staff."

Colleen plucked the key from his hand and tried not to run through the gilt doors and down the red-carpeted hallway.

She had to go through the bar, where men were already playing cards. One of them shouted for her to get him a drink, another asked her how much for an hour. Colleen ignored them and picked up her pace, bursting through a set of double glass doors and down a long winding hall to find the room. 

It was a large, two-room suite, with a window that was at the water level. She drew the thick drapes, the room becoming dark save for two small lamps on either side of the bed. 

At first, Colleen paced, but it only agitated her further. So, she sat on the huge soft bed. Her body trembled and she could feel the heat building in her veins by the second.

Colleen closed her eyes and concentrated on her breathing, just like Alice had taught her a few months before. It had always worked, but every time she started to calm down, she would see Karen's face, the way her smile never faltered. She wondered if Karen had felt anything behind that benign expression she had worn. Did she remember Colleen, what they had meant to one another? Was she still angry at the way Colleen had left, or was it so much water under a far away bridge?

A lot could happen in six years. It wasn’t unexpected that Karen had moved on, just as Grandfather had told Colleen last winter when he’d threatened to kill Karen if Colleen didn’t do what he wanted. 

“I just never thought she would’ve moved on with a man.”

It hurt, more than Colleen liked that Karen was with a man after all they’d shared. She had though Karen was like her, a lover of other women.

“But I guess I was just a…what? Exotic flirtation?”

The smell of burning fabric stung Colleen's nose and she swore. On the beautiful shift dress was a perfect hand print, burnt into the fabric.

She ran into the bathroom and turned on the cold water, shoving her hands under the faucet. Steam rose up for a few seconds, and then stopped. She kept her hands there, just to be sure. Instead of her breath, Colleen focused on the way the water felt on her skin, the sound of it. 

When she felt the heat cool in her veins, Colleen turned the water off and gave a sigh of relief.

"Well, this should make things interesting," she muttered as she dried her hands.

 

 

David wasted no time in getting to the poker table as soon as the river boat lurched from the dock. Karen was more than grateful that his one vice would be taking up David's attention for the next four days. Not only would she have a break from his attentions, but she'd be able to do her job without getting caught.

As long as Colleen stays away.

Karen had seen the way Colleen had gone stiff the moment she saw her, and knew that Colleen remembered her. Though it seemed a lifetime ago, and she tried not to think about it, Karen remembered it, too. Sometimes it invaded her dreams and suddenly she was back there, in a country field that smelled of spring, kissing the beautiful woman that had shattered her heart.

"What the hell is she doing here?" Karen said aloud, as she dried off from her bath. "And what is she doing with Trevor Martin?"

She caught the glint of light off her engagement ring and sighed.

"Who am I to judge?" 

Karen had become very good at compartmentalizing her feelings over the years, especially when it came to the less appealing aspects of her job.  It was easy to tell herself that it was for a greater purpose, that sometimes you had to shirk morality to protect the innocent. And besides, it kept her true desires concealed, giving her a reason why she might not want to settle down.

I have a job to do, and after that, this charade engagement will be over. Four more days. I've been in much worse situations for longer than that. I can do this.

She tried to ignore the sparkle of the ring as she brushed her hair, irritation building with every glimpse. Taking the brush through the underside of her long hair, the ring caught on the strands and pulled.

"Damn it!" she threw the brush down on the counter.

Her face was flushed from her neck up, hands clenched on the counter as Karen tried to calm down. 

I'm almost free of this assignment, and if I screw it up because of her...Damn it Gray, get hold of yourself. It was a lifetime ago!

Karen looked in the mirror and gave a mirthless laugh, knowing that no matter how many years had passed, the scar Colleen had left still ached and there was nothing she could do about it.

"Of all the gin joints..."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

Colleen spent the first several hours of their sailing in the room, trying her best to calm down. She'd taken a long, lukewarm bath, lathered herself in the expensive lotion Tina had purchased, and then threw on a white terrycloth robe that felt so soft Colleen wasn't sure she'd ever want to take it off. 

After a fruitless attempt at taking a nap, Colleen decided to look through everything Tina had packed for her.

Among the beautiful clothes was a small case of syringes filled with a solution Colleen remembered from last winter. The thick green liquid would strip a powered person of their powers temporarily and make them too weak to fight back any other way. How Tina had acquired four syringes of the stuff was a mystery to Colleen, though she was grateful for them.

If this person is anything like Lizard Girl, these will come in handy.

She glanced at the map Trevor had given her to make sure she'd accurately memorized the layout of the boat. The top three decks were laid out in an over-the-top homage to the Southern mystique that was the river boat, with a casino and bar at the ground floor, a dining area above that, and another bar at the top level. The outside first floor deck had lounge chairs and pull chords to summon waiters to cater to every whim.

The first deck under the casino was filled with luxurious suites. Below that was the kitchen, laundry and servants’ rooms. And at the very bottom was the engine room, which was clearly marked as off limits for all guests.

"That's where it will be," she said to herself, tapping the area with a manicured finger.

Next, she picked up a piece of paper that felt heavy in her hand. In rolling script was laid out the entertainment options for the next four days. Singing, dancing under the stars, opulent meals, and a grand poker tournament. Colleen wanted to get all this over with as soon as possible, but the risk of anyone finding her down below was high. She needed a distraction.

She grinned when she saw tomorrow night’s entertainment.

A famous singer was scheduled for a special performance, and even though her skin color would leave something to be desired by most of the patrons, Colleen knew no one would miss this entertainer’s performance.

"That would be the night to do it. Even the staff might try to sneak a peek at her."

The door opened and Colleen sat up just as Trevor walked in.

"Feel like getting dressed for dinner?" he asked.

She glanced at the clock. "It's a little early isn’t it?"

"Cocktails first."

Colleen raised an eyebrow. "You really want to anger every person on this boat, don't you?"

Trevor grinned. "You don't?"

Colleen couldn't help smiling back. She liked Trevor's guts, that's for sure. And the thought of sticking it to every person who looked their nose down at her was too much to resist.

"Alright," she said. "Let's go make some enemies."

Trevor laughed; a deep, rolling sound. "Just like your mother."

"Though I'm not, you know."

"Of course, of course. Tina informed me that you're not in the family business and all that."

"Glad we got that straight," Colleen said, standing up. 

"Wear the red one," Trevor said, unbuttoning his shirt and walking into the bathroom.

"You know my wardrobe?"

"Of course, who do you think went shopping for it?"

Colleen opened her mouth to tell Trevor that she'd be the one to decide what to wear, and then she remembered the red cocktail dress, the way it hugged her body, falling just above the knee.

"Red it is, then," she said, shedding her robe.

 

 

Light piano music floated on the humid night air when Colleen stepped into the main floor bar and casino. Though the sun had barely reached the horizon, the room was lit by hundreds of sconces and ceiling fan lamps, all in an old plantation style. The sharp slap of shuffling cards and the clink of poker chips accented the laughter and conversation, which Colleen swore halted when she stepped through the door.

A wicked grin lit up her face and she made sure to put on a good swing of her hips as she sauntered up to a bar on the far side of the room. She leaned her back against the cool gold and red surface, taking in the room, the people doing their best to pretend she hadn't just walked across the room like she owned it. 

"What'll it be?" asked the bartender.

Colleen turned, her grin becoming genuine as she took in the young black man in his stuffy black-and-white bartending uniform.

"Whiskey sour, please," she said.

He gave her a grin and fixed the drink, presenting it with a flourish.

"Enjoy."

She nodded at him and walked toward the wide-open doors that led to the outside deck. On the way, Colleen passed a table where David James sat, looking movie star handsome in a dinner jacket, a pile of chips in front of him. 

We used to make fun of trust fund wimps like that. I guess times change.

The air outside was cool, at least compared to inside. The wheel at the back of the boat churned the water, creating a splashing rhythm that accented the swish of the water against the bow as they made slow progress down a darkening ribbon of water. The sun had begun a slow descent to Colleen's left, trees dripping moss stood like twisted sentinels on either side of the boat and the lush smell of the swampy waters rose above the diesel fuel. Lamps illuminated the deck in golden light and Colleen knew it would be peaceful, beautiful, once the sun set all the way.

She made her way around the starboard side toward the bow. As she passed women and men, their hateful glances pierced Colleen's confidence like knives.

"Uppity cow," a woman in a silver dress said before walking the other way.

"Trevor's gone too far," a man with a waxed mustache said.

"Some people just don't know their place," said another woman in a black cocktail dress.

 She did her best to keep the smug smile on her face, her head high.  Behind the hurt and anger at being treated this way was a small sense of power, because she didn't need to bow and scrape under such treatment.

Unlike every other person like me on this boat.

The thought took some of the pleasure out of it for her, to be sure. By the time she reached the bow, she had a space of several feet all to herself. She sighed in relief and let her shoulders relax. Better to be left alone than harassed all night long.

She sipped the drink and relished the occasional caress of cool air against her bare arms and legs. As she stood there, appearing to simply stare out at the water, Colleen was keenly aware of the people that had stayed on this deck. She heard pieces of their conversations, some of it about her, some of it inane prattling that was easily ignored. She even heard two people discussing an illicit affair they planned on conducting that night. 

Eventually, people decided to go inside or to a different part of the deck and Colleen was left completely alone. She wandered to the right, staring at the trees that were now cast in twilight, wondering if anyone was staring back. If Mr. Price had eyes and ears on this boat, or on the shore, to make sure Colleen protected the cargo.

Her thoughts wandered to High Tide and the war that was imminent. She wondered if there would been any more attacks and if Rick had taken care of the men who'd shot Tina yet. And, above all, if she could really trust her mother.

Tina loves High Tide, more than Grandfather ever did. She sees the people, not just dollar signs. And she's done so much already to get Grandfathers seat, I'm not sure there's anything she wouldn't do to hold onto it. Even lie to me.

Colleen flinched at the thought and took a deep pull from her glass. 

If she was being truthful with herself, she'd do just about anything to protect High Tide from Von. Was her mother doing any different?

I still have some lines I won't cross. Not many, but some. I'm not sure about her. Except...Andrew and me. She wouldn't sacrifice us. Maybe I can use that to make sure this powered person really goes free.

The scar on her forearm from Andrew's ice knife ached. She rubbed the spot, grateful that her brother hadn't seen fit to stay with Tina, but also, missing him terribly.

Andrew's powers are a formidable weapon. I just hope he doesn't make a power play while Tina's occupied with Von. I hope he's alright, wherever he is. 

The clack of heels on the polished wood of the deck brought Colleen out of her thoughts. She turned to see Karen stepping into the golden light at the bow of the ship where Colleen had stood before.

Colleen was in a bit of shadow and Karen hadn't noticed her yet, so she took the opportunity to stare. Karen hadn't changed all that much since they were at Cambridge together, if anything she'd become more beautiful, in a sharp, hard way.

Like a diamond someone cut and polished.

Karen looked down at the drink in her hand, a loose strand of red hair curving around her long neck. Colleen swallowed, remembering how Karen had shivered when she had kissed the place where Karen's neck met her shoulders.  

She was wearing a long green dress that fell just above silver stiletto heels, her shoulders bare to the night air.  Diamonds sparkled on her neck, ears and wrist, along with the large engagement ring that Colleen couldn't stop looking at.

"You going to say something or just keep staring?" Karen asked, not looking up from her drink.

Colleen snorted a nervous laugh and walked slowly toward Karen. 

"You sure you want everyone to see you talking to me? David might not like it."

Karen took a long pull from her drink. "David won't notice."

"Trouble in paradise?"

Karen looked like she was biting down on her words and shook her head.

"David isn't like most of the people on this boat," Karen finally said.

"Rich?"

"A bigot."

"What a relief."

Karen laughed. "You haven’t changed. Still hard and sarcastic."

"If it ain't broke..." Colleen said. "What about you, bookworm? Have you changed?"

Using her old nickname for Karen was meant to twist the knife, though Colleen hadn't expected to feel that pain in her own chest.

"Yes," Karen said after a moment. "I should think that would be obvious."

It was a dig, a deep one and Colleen grit her teeth against the pain. She wanted to tell Karen why she'd left so abruptly, why she never called or wrote. But she doubted Karen would believe her.

And what would be the point?

"Well, that's good. I would hate to think you meant anything you'd said to me at Cambridge," Colleen said, the hurt coming through more than she would've liked.

"What about Trevor?" Karen asked, turning to look at Colleen at last. 

It took Colleen a moment to remember who she was talking about.

Oh, right. My Sugar Daddy.

"What about him?" she asked.

"I just thought you had more self-respect than to be a kept woman."

Colleen felt heat rise in her veins and clamped down on it. She leaned on the railing, focusing on the dark water instead of the pain of Karen's words.

"Maybe you just don't know me," Colleen finally said.

"Well that's true," Karen said, her voice hard. "I never did."

"Nope."

"Glad we got that settled."

"Anything else or are we done?" Colleen asked.

She could feel Karen's eyes on her and looked up. Deep under the indifferent mask Karen wore was pain and something else Colleen couldn’t bring herself to acknowledge.

Colleen opened her mouth to speak, but Karen turned and began walking away.

"We've been done," Karen said, over her shoulder. "You saw to that."

 

 

Karen couldn't keep her eyes off Colleen at dinner. No matter how much she tried, her gaze would always find its way back to her. It didn't help that Colleen looked devastating in the cherry red cocktail dress that hugged every curve.

Why is she angry about what happened? She's the one who left without a word. So what if she still looks at me like...that. What does it matter? 

Karen drained her third glass of champagne. It was starting to make her head swim and she knew that while getting truly drunk sounded like a good idea, it would be detrimental to the mission. 

"You alright?" David asked, his fingertips running over Karen's bare arms.

"Fine. How's the game?"

David shrugged and took a bite of his steak. "Too early to tell."

"Will you be playing tonight?"

"Probably, but not too late."

She nodded. "It's alright, you know. Take your time."

David smiled and placed his hand a little too high on her thigh. 

"You won't get too lonely?"

"Nope," she said, forcing a shy smile and trying to move her leg away.

He wasn't taking the hint and made little circles on her thigh with his thumb. "I'll say good night when I come in."

Practice kept the feeling of dread out of Karen's expression and she turned back to her dinner, forcing herself to eat the fish and rice, tasting none of it. 

Not too much longer. I can handle another few days.

Karen managed to contribute a few shallow sentences to the conversation and eat enough of her dinner to help with the champagne. When a few of the women tried to get her to come to the upper bar and have a few more drinks, she came up with a passable excuse.

At least for the women.

"Why aren't you going with them?" David said, his smile at odds with the tension in his voice. "Their husbands are important contacts in the State Department. It would help my career if you greased the wheels just a little with their wives."

"The boat is making me a little nauseous," she said, running a hand up his arm. "But I'm sure I'll be better tomorrow."

"I hope so. This marriage is about being a team. If you're not willing to play your part, it's going to be hard to convince my Uncle to hand the company over to me when the time comes."

Karen smiled and nodded. Outside she was the perfect picture of the docile, empty-headed wife. Inside she was seething. With a peck on the lips that she ended before David had wanted, Karen turned away.

As she walked out of the dining room and down the hallway, Karen felt her blood boil and reminded herself, once again, that this engagement's days were numbered.

"Tomorrow night," she said to herself once she was in the room. "Get the PP and get the hell off this boat and out of this engagement. David can grease his own damn wheels."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

After breakfast the next morning, Colleen decided it was time to explore the ship so she could plot an escape route for herself and the powered person. She also wanted to know how many people might be below decks, where the servants’ quarters were, and such.

The opulence of the passenger rooms gave way to the dull white walls and scuffed floors of the below deck area. Colleen could hear the familiar clank of the kitchen for several feet before she passed the wide door way. Steam rose from the large sinks where women washed dishes, their hair curling from the moisture in the air. 

The hum of the engine was louder down here, a constant sound that Colleen knew would pound in her head if she had to be near it all day.

How do they stand it down here? The heat and steam and noise?

"Can I help you?" said an accented voice behind her.

Colleen jumped and turned to see a short negro woman, eyes narrowed as she took Colleen in.

"Uh...yes, I wanted to check on something that I put in the safe."

The woman continued to frown at Colleen as if she didn't know how to answer.

"I'm a guest," Colleen said.

"Uh-huh. Well, only the porter has a key for the safe. His office is at the end of this hall."

"Thank you."

The woman nodded and walked into the kitchen, calling out to a couple of men who were spooning what looked like oatmeal into bowls.

Colleen walked passed the kitchen and followed the hallway as it curved to the left. This section had doors on either side, evenly spaced. She counted twelve in total before the hall curved to the right. The air became thick and humid the closer she got to the laundry. When she passed, the women inside the sweltering room stared at her with curiosity and just a touch of hostility.

Finally, she came to the end of the hall and the porter’s room. The door was ajar and Colleen glimpsed him inside, poring over letters on his desk. There was another door to the right that Colleen knew led to the very bottom deck of the boat. 

She tried the handle and found it locked.

I can melt it but not without raising concern before tonight. Damn! I really wanted to see what downstairs was like.

"Hey, what the hell are you doing here?"

Colleen spun around, a playful smile on her lips. 

"Trevor wanted me to check on something."

The scowl on the porter’s face deepened. "I don't care what the man wants, he shouldn't be sending you down here. Unless, of course, you want to take your place with the kitchen staff."

Instant hot anger shot through Colleen, but she clenched her jaw to keep it in check.

"No, thanks," she said, sauntering past him. "I prefer the place I have."

She could feel his eyes on her as she walked with a purposeful sway of her hips back up the hall. Colleen only put on real speed when she'd rounded the corner.

"Ma'am? Can I help you?" said a drawling voice.

Colleen skidded to a halt, thinking someone else had seen her when she realized no one was talking to her. The voices were ahead of her and around the corner.

"Oh, I'm so sorry," said a voice Colleen knew all too well.

Shit! What is she doing down here?!

Colleen looked around at the doors to the servants’ quarters and tried one of them. It was locked.

"I was looking for the baggage area," Karen said. 

"It's on the lower deck."

"Thank you!"

"But you're not supposed to go down there," said the drawling voice. "Lemme get someone to help you."

"Oh no, that’s—"

Colleen tried another door, which flew from her hands as the occupant opened it.

A young man stood there, shirt unbuttoned, eyes wide.

"Uh...I'm so sorry," Colleen said. "Wrong room."

He stared for a little longer until they both heard someone walking down the hall toward them. 

"Who are—" he began to ask.

"Never mind," Colleen said, walking forward.

No way out of it, best just to meet this head on.

She practically ran into Karen, who stumbled back at the contact.

"Oh I'm...sorry," Karen said, staring at Colleen.

Colleen's face became a mask of indifference and she shrugged. 

"Sure," she said, walking past Karen as if nothing strange had happened.

She could feel Karen's eyes on her as she walked away but didn't dare turn around.

Once Colleen was up the stairs and back up on the main deck, she breathed in the warm air and spotted Trevor sitting by the bar, a half-drunk Bloody Mary in front of him.

The strange coincidence of Karen being below decks, at the same time she was, burned in the back of Colleen's mind, but she forced herself not to let it take over her thoughts. She didn't have time or the inclination to allow Karen to distract her.

"Hello, darling," Trevor said, planting a kiss on Colleen's lips.

A genuine smirk lit up her face as several people nearby expressed disgust.

"Did you have a good excursion?" he asked.

Colleen shrugged. "It was alright. What have you been doing this morning?"

"First things, my dear. Would you like a drink?"

She nodded and Trevor ordered her a Bloody Mary with extra Tabasco.

Trevor scooted his chair closer to her and put his arm around her. Within minutes, the tables around them were deserted, even the people at the bar had vacated, taking their drinks elsewhere. Some of the men playing poker at a table across the room glared at them and Colleen did her best to ignore them. Trevor's fingertips drew little circles on Colleen's neck and bare shoulder, sending shivers of discomfort down her body, though a seductive smile was plastered on her face.

The bartender placed a glass in front of Colleen, who nodded thanks and took a long pull from it.

"Everyone will be there tonight," Trevor said in her ear. "Just like you thought."

"And the staff?"

"They're invited to listen here, while everyone else is in the upper deck."

Colleen's smile was a little less forced at hearing that and she turned to Trevor. "Well, that's good."

He nodded, running his fingers down her arm. "You sure you won't put this off? Maybe we could explore the comforts of—"

"No, thank you."

He kissed her check, then her ear and whispered, "That's too bad. You're the most interesting woman I've met in a very long time."

"Thank you."

"I was able to get something else for you," Trevor said, plunking a small rectangular box with a white ribbon on the table.

Colleen's grin widened, as would any woman's at the sight of a box that could only contain jewelry. She untied the ribbon and opened the box to reveal a gold chain bracelet with a diamond heart dangling from it.

"It's beautiful," she said.

Trevor leaned over on the pretext of kissing her neck and ear and said, "When you get back to the room, check under the cushion in the box."

Colleen turned to him and planted a light kiss on his lips. 

"Key?"

"Of course."

"You're a lifesaver."

"Among other things."

She laughed and closed the box. "Are you gambling today?"

"Actually, yes, but if you need me—"

"I know where to find you."

Trevor gave her a seductive smile and stood up. "See you for lunch?"

Colleen nodded, the picture of calm as she sipped her drink, when in reality her stomach was clenching at the anticipation of tonight. She took her time finishing the Bloody Mary, not relishing the thought of navigating a boat full of bigots all day. When she finished, the bartender was quick to ask if she wanted anything else and looked a little disappointed when she said no.

Colleen prepared herself for the stares and comments as she stood up and headed for the deck. 

Now to check on my escape route.

The large, ornate clock on the far wall chimed ten o'clock and Colleen’s shoulders drooped a little as she realized how far away the concert was. 

This is going to be a long day.

 

 

It took longer than it should have for Karen to get over her shock at seeing Colleen in the lower decks. Her mind tried to unravel why Colleen would be down there, and what she thought about Karen being by the kitchen.

It doesn't matter, not really. I have a job and Colleen doesn't figure in it.

Karen put on the bored expression she'd become so accustomed to when her mind was actually taking in everything around her. She stood in the middle of the lowest deck, a huge space that was cordoned off into several storage spaces and an office. In front of her, the large space veered to the left, then continued on toward a heavy-looking door, beyond which Karen was sure the silver tube was being stored. The engines were much louder here, for which Karen was glad. If she got into a fight, the sound of the engines could mask some of it from anyone in the servants quarters.

"Miss Gray," said the young man in front of her, half-buried in suitcases. "I'm not sure it's here, ma'am."

"Oh, it has to be. Could you keep looking, please?" she asked. 

The young man gave her a forced smile and bent back down, sifting through luggage for a case that Karen knew wasn't there.

Karen felt bad about that, as she knew he probably had his fill of women like her treating him like a lowly servant. There was very little choice, however, since no one would let her in this part of the boat without an escort.

As the man searched for the bag, Karen was able to take in the storage room, estimating space from the door to the curve of the room. 

She glanced at the closed office door.

I need to know what and who is behind that, if they keep security on all day and night. 

"Could it be in that room?" she asked, her voice sweet and simple as she pointed to the closed office door.

"No, ma'am," said the young man, wiping sweat from his forehead. "That's the security office."

"Oh, who works in there?" 

Karen started walking toward the office when a large man in a dark suit opened the door and blocked her path.

"You can't go in here," he said. 

"I just want to see if something might've gotten misplaced in there, that's all."

"It didn't. Now, I'm going to have to ask you to go back to the upper decks."

Karen's lips pursed into a pout. "But I have to find that case! It's got my shoes for tonight in it and if I don't have them the outfit will be ruined. Can't you check?"

The man stared at her for a moment more before turning on his heel and walking into the office.

A key on his belt, likely opens the door to here and the room where the tube is...two others inside...schedule...never more than three on duty at once...no guns, but they have batons...one has a knife...they carry themselves like soldiers...

It took minutes for the security guard to check, and by the time he closed the office door, Karen had all she needed.

"It's not here."

"What about that room?" Karen asked, walking fast from the security office toward the heavy, locked door.

The man sprinted around her and stood in front of Karen when she was just a few feet from the heavy door.

"That's restricted," he said, his gaze hardening. 

"But why? If it's the safe room, then I have a right to inspect it, I should think – after all, my mother’s necklace is in there and if it's not secured properly..."

"It's not."

"Not secured or not the safe room?'

The man glared at her and Karen stared back, grateful that it was convincing for a society woman to be obsessed with her possessions to the point of being rude and stubborn.

"Not…the…safe…room," he said after a moment.

"Hmph, fine," she said, turning on her the ball of her foot and walking to where the young man was standing. "That awful humming sound is making my head pound, anyway. I'll just have to check my room again, since no one here is being helpful."

She flounced out of the room, the young man on her heels, and counted the steps from the middle of the room to the door, the stairs, and the feet between each bend in the hall that led her back to the stairs that lead to the guest rooms.

It wasn't everything she'd wanted, but it would be enough.

Now to really look over the deck and the life boats. I need several exit strategies, just in case.

She stopped by her room to grab a hat and sunglasses, then stepped up onto the main deck. The clink of chips and men’s voices accented the chatter outside. A group of women laughed at the bow of the ship and another talked at the port side. It didn't take Karen long to see that most of the women were on one side of the boat, and she could guess why.

Damn small boat!

She knew from walking around the boat yesterday that most of the lifeboats were stored on the starboard side, with life preservers on the port side.  

And if most of the women are on the port side...Colleen is on the starboard.

Anger brought a flush to her cheeks, along with a completely irrational thought that Colleen was purposefully trying to sabotage her.

Karen tried her best to keep the anger out of her posture as she walked outside and wandered from the bow to the starboard side of the boat. Behind her blue sunglasses, she took in the way the life boats were stored, the knots that tied them to the ship, and the signs that indicated how to release them.  

Easy enough, thank god.

She stared out at the coast line as the steamboat lumbered down the river. Last night, she had determined that even when the river bent, they were close enough to the shore that she could swim with the target, as long as the person wasn't too large.

Now, in the light of day, Karen tried to calculate if there was any variance to the distance between the boat and the shore. She was so intense in her thoughts she didn’t notice who was standing a few feet away from her until it was too late.

"I'm surprised you deign to be on this side of the boat," Colleen said, her eyes also fixed on the starboard shore.

"A little peace and quiet was appealing," Karen said.

Colleen nodded. 

They stood like that, an awkward tension pulsing between them, as minutes passed with excruciating slowness.

"You looking forward to the entertainment tonight?" Karen asked.

Colleen stiffened a little at the mention of it, and an alarm went off in Karen's mind, though she wasn't sure why.

"Sure," Colleen said. 

"Is Trevor?"

"I suppose. Why, is David?"

Karen felt her shoulders tense at the way Colleen spat out David's name. 

"Yes, I should think so."

"Really? He didn't strike me as the type."

"To like music?"

"To do anything but gamble and put you in your place."

Breath hitched in Karen's chest. 

"What's the supposed to mean?" she whispered.

"I saw him talk to you last night, heard a little of it. Never thought you'd put up with being treated that way."

"Well, at least he's there in the morning."

Colleen actually flinched at that. 

"Yeah, I'll bet that's nice," she said, voice dripping with sarcasm.

"It is," Karen said with much more confidence than she felt.

"Great."

"Good."

Colleen turned away and walked inside the main room, whispers and dirty looks following her. Karen didn't want to watch, but she couldn't help herself. The straight, proud way Colleen carried herself through a sea of judgment and hate was a beautiful thing to behold, and Karen wished, for just a second, that she could be right there beside her.

Cut it out. Focus on the mission.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath as she ran over the mission dossier for the hundredth time.

After a few minutes, Karen found her body calm and her mind focused.

Get the PP off the boat by life raft. Use sedatives to keep PP under. Use raft to drag PP to supply shack three hours from shore. Load PP onto vehicle. Two days to the extraction point. Call it in. Car will take us to another place where the PP will be placed into custody. Plane ride to The Bulwark. Report. Get a new assignment.

A group of women nearby laughed, the sound reminding Karen of chickens on a farm.

And I'll never have to deal with these shallow debutantes again.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

Colleen flopped down on the bed with a grunt.

"What's the matter, darling?" Trevor asked, changing his shirt

"This has been the longest day of my damned life."

"No one to play with?"

Colleen snorted. "As if I'd want to."

"If you'd only wait until tomorrow night, to do...whatever it is Tina has you doing, you could enjoy one of the greatest singers of our time."

"Sorry, it has to be tonight, when no one is looking."

Trevor shrugged and walked into the bathroom. 

The effort of trying to figure out escape routes and contingency plans while also trying to avoid Karen had made the day more frustrating than Colleen would've thought possible. Every time she turned around, Karen was there, staring off into space or laughing with the other women on board. There were times when Colleen swore she caught Karen staring at her, but she shrugged it off and tried to focus on the job. 

And when she wasn't running into Karen by accident, Colleen had found her gaze uncontrollably drawn to the woman.

"Just put her out of your mind," Colleen told herself as she curled up on the bed for a late afternoon nap and tried, with every ounce of strength, to forget about Karen. Just when she was about to drift off, when her mind was soft and relaxed, an image of Karen with the sun glinting off her red hair would pop up, perfect and clear. Colleen found herself wondering if Karen still used the same shampoo that had made her hair smell like spring flowers, if she still played with strands while reading.

Before she knew it, Colleen had allowed the woman to completely take over her thoughts. No matter how much she tried, Karen would not be dislodged and sleep was further away than ever.

Seriously Colleen! How long has it been? You're acting like a lovesick teen!

By the time Trevor finally left the bathroom, Colleen had tossed and turned the neat bedspread into a tangled mess.

"You are missing the point of an afternoon nap," Trevor said.

Colleen glared up at him. "I can't sleep."

"Sorry kitten, my tried and true antidote to that is off the table."

"They fall asleep after, huh?"

"Dunno," he said, buttoning up his dinner shirt. "But I sure do."

Colleen laughed in spite of herself and threw a pillow at him.

"Cheer up," he said. "You've got a lovely dinner to look forward to with yours truly. And a secret mission that, once completed, means you won't have to suffer these fools any longer."

"True. So, what should I wear?"

"For your last night aboard this floating monument to bigotry? Whatever makes you feel like the most beautiful woman in the room. Because, you are."

Colleen sighed and walked to the wardrobe. After surveying the beautiful assortment, most of which she'd probably never get the chance to wear, Colleen chose a cobalt blue cocktail dress with blue and silver beads hanging just under where it hugged her breasts.

"No matter what happens tonight, at least I’ll go out in style.”

 

 

Dinner had been fantastic, mostly because Trevor made sure no one could ignore Colleen and she couldn't help a perverse delight in their discomfort.

"I need to freshen up before the performance," she said after dinner.

"Of course, dear, don't be too long," he said, giving her the barest wink.

On the way back to her room to change, Colleen realized that Karen had disappeared a little before dessert and wondered if she was alright.

No time for that. I have to get this person out of here.

She slipped off the beautiful dress and was standing there in her undergarments when someone seized her from behind, their hands going around her neck.

Whoever it was, their fingers pressed at the spot where her pulse was beating and Colleen started to see dark spots appear at the edges of her vision. She let heat into her palms and pressed them against the hands. A man yelled and let her go.

Colleen coughed and spun around, coming face to face with Trevor.

"What the—" she croaked.

"I'm sorry, kitten, I have no choice. I can't let you take that cargo."

Colleen walked around to the other side of the bed, hoping she could contain her powers to this fight and not have them spread throughout the boat.

At least not until I can get the powered person out of here.

"Why would you betray my mother?" she asked.

Trevor stared at his burned hands and shook his head. "Tina always said you were extraordinary. I wonder, if Jason knew about you, would he have asked me to kill you?"

Colleen's stomach dropped and her veins began to burn with power. She formed fire in her palms and delighted in the fearful shock on Trevor's face.

"You have two choices," Colleen said. "You can fight me and get burned. Or you can say you fought me and let me do what I came here to."

Trevor shook his head. "You don’t get it. Jason is powerful, your mother is playing a game that's going to get her killed."

"And how long do you anticipate living when she finds out what you did to me?"

"I don't want to, but Jason...he'll take everything away from me."

"The person you should be afraid of..." Colleen lobbed the fireball, letting it singe Trevor's jacket before calling it back. "...is me."

Trevor stumbled back, patting the embers on his clothes. Colleen grabbed a heavy ash tray off the bedside table and tackled him to the ground, straddling him high on his chest the way Alice had showed her in the boxing gym last week. Forming a small fire ball in one hand, Colleen concealed the ash tray in the other and brought the fireball close enough to Trevor's face for him to feel the heat. He squirmed, begging her to stop.

"I don't want to do this either," Colleen said. "So why don't you let me go do what I need to do. You can tell Jason you tried to stop me."

"That won't matter. I'm dead if I don't stop you."

"And you'll be dead if you do, Tina will see to that."

Trevor's usually confident demeanor melted and he began to cry. "Please, I...I can't betray him."

Colleen sighed. "I was afraid you'd say that."

"No!" he yelled.

Instead of burning him, Colleen took the ash tray and clocked him across the face with it. Trevor's forehead began to bleed and his eyes closed. Colleen checked his pulse and was relieved that he was still breathing, just unconscious.

Wasting no time, she yanked her orange and white Fahrenheit suit out of her bag and pulled it on. It wouldn't be stealthy but it would conceal her identity if anyone saw her.

She tried her best to control the swirl of emotions and thoughts in her mind realizing that Jason James, the multi-millionaire, and one of the most powerful men in the country, was behind the experimentation on powered people.

And now, Tina's enemy. Shit! I'll think of that later. First, I've gotta get this person out of that tube.

Stepping from her room into the hall, the lights were flickering as if they were actually flames, instead of expensive light bulbs in hundred-dollar fixtures. The plush carpet felt strange under her thick boots and she wished the color of her suit was a little less ostentatious. 

Too late now. Just get to the engine room.

She walked with quick, light steps down the hall to the gold and white double doors that led to another hall and went through. If she went left, she'd go up the stairs to the upper decks. Instead, she went right, down the hall, and then down a set of stairs that led to the lower levels.

She stopped at the foot of the stairs, listening for any of the chaos she'd heard that morning, but the only sound was the loud hum of the engines. She hoped that no one had chosen this night to take a little alone time in their rooms or raid the kitchen for off-limit sweets.

Her feet were as quiet as could be as she sprinted down the hall to the porter’s quarters. Colleen listened at his door, her heart pounding in her chest. No sound came from his room, and so Colleen proceeded to the door that would lead her to the lowest level. 

The key Trevor had hidden under the diamond bracelet felt heavy in her hand. She had liked him and his betrayal stung. 

No time, get moving before he wakes up!

The door opened with a series of loud squeaks and groans and Colleen hoped no one was around to hear it.

Once she was down the stairs, Colleen crept to the doorway that led to the large storage area. Peeking around the corner, she saw cordoned off spaces filled with crates, luggage, and odds and ends. After several agonizing minutes of listening, Colleen was fairly certain no one was there and stepped into the room. From her studies of the blueprints, she knew that there would be a smaller room, designated extra storage on the schematics.

That's where they have to be.

She walked past the engines, groaning softly in their night-time setting, and saw a table with a sandwich and a cup of coffee, steam rising from the cup. A few steps closer and Colleen saw the security guard slumped over on the floor.

In everything that Colleen had attempted to anticipate, someone else being interested in the powered person wasn't one. 

She let some heat into her palms, mentally getting a firm grip on her powers before walking toward the heavy security door. It was closed, but not locked. Colleen opened it just enough to squeeze through. 

The room was larger than what the blueprints showed, and at first the only things she saw were steamer trunks, crates full of extra alcohol, and a huge safe that likely contained money for the gambling tables.  

She made her way past the crates and trunks to where the room curved to the left, like a reverse 'L' shape. She heard the sound of metal scraping metal and paused just before turning the corner.

Colleen recognized the click of a lock giving way and her heart pounded in her chest as she wondered what kind of adversary she was going to find. She focused her breathing, determined to control her powers in this enclosed space.

And not kill whoever it is.

"Unless you have to."

She grit her teeth against the intrusion of Grandfather, wishing the old man's memory would take the hint and go to hell with the rest of him.

Taking two deep, steadying breaths, Colleen refocused on the task at hand and took out the vial and syringe from a pouch on her belt, then filled it with the green solution. Whoever was there, they might be trying to wake the person up and use their powers. Colleen had no idea what the person's powers were, but she knew that letting them run loose on this boat was a very bad idea.

She darted around the corner, vial ready in her hand. Someone was standing at a large silver tube, tall body clad in black from head to toe. Their back was to Colleen and they were leaning over, working on a second lock.

Three quick steps and she was within range. She raised her fist and was about to punch person when they spun around, blocking the swing of her arm. The move was smooth, practiced. 

Colleen stared down at the bright blue eyes that looked up at her through the eye holes of a balaclava mask. For a moment they were both frozen, eyes boring into each other.

Is that-?

The person in black pivoted, punching Colleen square in the stomach while still holding her wrist. The impact drove Colleen back a step, gasping for breath. Another punch landed across Colleen's face. She let some heat out into her free hand and captured the assailant’s foot as they tried to kick her. 

The person in black yelped and Colleen now knew who it was.

She stepped back and stowed the syringe, not wanting to chance injecting Karen with the fluid.

"Stop," she said, holding her hands up.

Karen advanced on her and Colleen blocked the punch to her face, delivering one of her own into Karen's mid section.

"It's Colleen!" 

"I know!" Karen said, delivering a kick to Colleen's side.

"Then why are you-"

"I won't let you get this!"

Crap! She thinks I'm-!

Colleen caught Karen's leg when she attempted a roundhouse kick and let some more heat out through her hands.

Karen grunted, still balancing on one foot as she threw a knife at Colleen, who let go of Karen's foot and just managed to dodge the blade.

"I'm not your enemy!" Colleen said.

"Yeah? You just come down here in that outfit for the ambience?"

"Why the hell are you down here?" Colleen asked, ducking below a punch and delivering her own into Karen's stomach. 

Karen drew another knife from her boot and slashed it toward Colleen's thigh, missing by inches.

"And why do you have knives?"

"Why do you," Karen feinted with the knife toward Colleen's abdomen and swept her legs out from under her. "Have heat in your hands?"

Before Colleen could get up, Karen had jumped on top of her, straddling her and holding the knife to Colleen's throat.

They stared at each other, fury mixed with something else. Something both thought was long gone.

"I'm not a threat," Colleen said after a moment. "I swear."

"How am I supposed to believe you?" Karen asked, her voice full of unspoken things.

Colleen opened her mouth to speak when a gun shot rang out, pinging against the wall behind them. A man was peeking around the corner, the blue sleeve of workman's coveralls visible as he pointed a gun at them.

Karen rolled to the side, as did Colleen. They jumped up onto the balls of their feet and Karen drew another knife, throwing it in one smooth motion. It hit the man's hand and he yelped, dropping the gun. 

Colleen ran around the tube while the man was still distracted from the shock of the knife grazing him. She tossed a fireball at him, letting it singe his coveralls before calling it back. He screamed in terror at the flames and stumbled back. Wasting no time, Colleen ran up to him and hit him twice across the face, the man slumping onto his back, unconscious.

She ran back to the tube in time to see Karen fiddling with a secondary lock.

"What are you doing?" Colleen asked.

Karen didn't answer, keeping her focus on the lock.

Colleen went to her and pulled on Karen's shoulder. "Answer me!"

"I don't have to," she said, jerking away. 

"Yes, you do. I'm here to protect this person and if you're going to hurt them—"

The lock popped and fell off with a clank. Karen reached down to the key pad toward the bottom of the tube and began entering numbers.

"Karen!"

"What?"

Colleen could feel the heat in her veins, could feel it start to boil. 

"What is going on?"

Karen sighed and turned to Colleen.

"There isn't time right now," Karen said. "But once this is done...I'll answer anything I can."

Colleen clenched her jaw. Trusting still wasn't her strong suit, but she'd have to get over that if she wanted some answers. 

"First you tell me what you mean by 'done'. Because if you think I'm going to let you hurt this person, you've got another think coming."

Karen went back to the key pad, which beeped at her. She keyed in different numbers with the same result. 

"Damn it!" Karen said after the third time.

"It's unlocked right?"

"I think so, but this key pad indicates a back-up system of some kind."

Colleen pushed a little heat into her palms. "I could melt the hinges."

Karen stared at her. "Y-you could?"

"If you swear to me that you aren't going to hurt whoever is in here."

"I swear, I'm not here to hurt them."

Colleen walked around to the other side and put her hands on the silver hinges. She concentrated on pushing heat from her veins out into her hands, paying attention to the degrees. In a few moments, she could feel the liquid of the metal and kept the temperature steady until the metal fell in a puddle at her feet.

When she opened her eyes, Karen was staring at her, mouth hanging open. Her hand crept to one of the knives on her belt and Colleen stared at it, heart pounding. She'd assumed Karen wouldn't attack her, but what if she was wrong?

After a moment, Karen's hand dropped from the knife hilt, though her eyes never strayed from Colleen.

"How long?" she asked.

"Since I was twelve."

What little Colleen could see of Karen's face, tensed, her blue eyes hardening.

"I guess," Colleen said. "After this, we both have a lot of explaining to do."

Colleen gripped the lip of the lid and heaved it up, expecting it to be heavier than it was. She lost her grip and the lid slid from her fingers and onto the floor on the other side of the tube.

A beeping sound, like a heart monitor but louder began to echo through the room.

Colleen stared into the tube, expecting a full-grown adult. What she saw, instead, was a little negro girl, about eight or nine. She was in a gray hospital gown, her arms and chest connected to half a dozen tubes. A silver collar was at her throat, her lips were criss-crossed with pink scars and her head was completely shaved.

Colleen looked up and met Karen's eyes.

"Did you...?" Colleen asked.

"No," Karen said, her voice soft.

A door slammed and voices began filtering to them in the back room.

"Shit!" Karen said, reaching down and touching the tubes connected to the girl.

One had the same greenish liquid Colleen had in the syringe, two others had a clear solution, and another was monitoring her heart.

Karen and Colleen started pulling them off the child as carefully as they could.

The voices were getting louder, and as soon as the last IV was removed, Karen picked the girl up and laid her down near some crates. 

Colleen knew that there was no way out of this room other than the way they'd come. And, at the moment, it was the same way the men were coming.

"Let's get this straight," Karen said. "We both may have been after this PP-"

"This what?"

"-but now we need to work together to get out of this. So, we figure it out after we escape, agreed?"

Colleen glanced at the crate the child was hidden behind and nodded.

Karen retrieved her knives offering one to Colleen.

Colleen shook her head and produced a small fire ball. "I'm good."

Karen stared at it a moment, then stood against the wall where the men would come around the corner, a knife in each hand. Colleen crouched beside the tube where she'd be hidden from view until it was too late.

The moment the first man stepped beyond the corner, Karen attacked with all the ferocious beauty of a wild cat. She made a fist with a knife still in her hand and punched the man across the face, taking him completely by surprise. The other two men ran up behind him and Colleen stood and threw a fireball at one, grazing his chest just enough to scorch the fabric. She pulled it back like a yo-yo and held it in her hand.

The man yelped, swatting at the embers on his chest. The other one fired at Colleen, the bullet pinging off the tube the girl had been in.

"No guns!" one of them shouted. "Boss wants her alive!"

Colleen didn't know which 'her' he was referring to, or what 'Boss', but she sure as hell didn't want to find out.

The first man tried to punch Karen and she blocked him, delivering a brutal kick to his stomach. It sent him falling back and Karen jumped on top of him, delivering two punches in quick succession at his face.

The man who'd been shooting the gun ran up to Karen, and Colleen lobbed another fireball at him. This time, she unraveled it and wound the fire around the man's gun, melting the metal. The man screamed as the hot metal burnt his hand and fingers.

Colleen called the fire back and ran around the tube to help Karen when the man with the scorched shirt tackled her to the floor, knocking the wind out of her.  She fell hard on her hip, the man awkwardly straddling her, his fingers circling her neck and squeezing.

She drove heat into her palm and pressed it to the man's face. Steam rose and he yelled in pain, falling off her.

Colleen kicked him across the face for good measure and looked around. The men were unconscious on the floor, but there was no sign of the third man with melted metal on his hand.

"Shit," Colleen said, realizing that any minute now he'd raise an alarm.

Karen must've realized it too because she ran around to get the child.

"Let's get up top," Karen said. 

Colleen nodded. "I'll cover you."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

Karen was surprised to only hear the faint sound of the concert still going on upstairs when they got out of the lower decks and into the hallway where the guest quarters were. No one was yelling or shouting for help. The hallway was silent except for the distant hum of the engine. They ran up to the main deck and looked into the casino, which was quiet for the first time since they set sail, though it wasn't empty. 

Inside were almost a dozen men with knives and various blunt objects. Some were waiters, some wore coveralls, one had an apron around his waist. All of them were focused on the windows that faced the deck and starboard side of the ship. Karen grit her teeth and took a deep breath.

They're keeping an eye on where most of the lifeboats are. Great, just great.

"We need to cause a panic," Karen whispered to Colleen. "Can you set a small fire?"

"What? Why?" she asked

"Because it will make it harder for anyone to get to us." 

Colleen swallowed and Karen realized that for all her bravado a few minutes before, she was scared to use her powers.

"I can, but you're risking the lives of every person on this boat. And making it harder for us to get to a lifeboat."

"I know. We might not be able to, can you swim?"

"Of course."

Still, Colleen hesitated.

"You afraid of hurting Trevor?" Karen asked with more venom than she'd intended.

Colleen stiffened. "Maybe. I'm surprised you're not worried about your own meal ticket."

Karen wanted to tell her where to go and how to get there, but she clamped down on the impulse and forced herself to focus on the mission.

"Do it at the bow of the ship," Karen said. "I'll hold here."

Colleen slipped away, and within minutes, the smell of smoke hung on the air. The music on the top deck was cut off and the sounds of frightened people could be heard. The men inside the casino began talking, their movements nervous and no longer so focused. 

Karen shifted her weight, wondering what could be taking Colleen so long when she saw her running back.

"Your fiancé saw me," Colleen said. "We gotta go – now."

Karen moved the little girl onto her shoulder and made for the lifeboats.

The smoke was getting thicker and the people from the upper deck were forcing their way down the stairs. As a stream of finely dressed people bolted through the casino, Karen and Colleen ran to the stern side, only to be cut off by four men.

"You're stealing something that doesn't belong to you," David said as he walked up to them from the right.

"It's a child," Colleen said. "Not a thing."

"That's a matter of opinion," David said, motioning for the men to advance.

Karen drew one of her knives and threw it, the end sticking in the shoulder of one of their attackers. One arm holding the child on her shoulder, Karen delivered a front kick to the next man, connecting with his jaw and sending him back into the man behind him.

Colleen's fighting style was like watching a boxer and Karen hated the fact that, somewhere behind the battle adrenaline, she felt aroused by the sight. When one of the men got too close to her, Colleen singed him, his screams melting into those of the rich guests on deck.

One goon managed to get past both of them and punched Karen in the back, causing a spasm to erupt. She pitched forward, the child slipping from her shoulder and onto the deck. Karen pivoted, driving her elbow into the man's face and breaking his nose. A jab to his gut with her other fist and he was on his knees, holding his bloody face.

People began pushing one another out of the way to get to an open lifeboat, screaming and crying. The crackle of the fire punctuated the panic going on around them.

"Karen!" Colleen shouted. "I can contain the fire to keep it from spreading, but-"

"Look out!"

A man came up with lead pipe and swung it toward Colleen. She ducked down, but the pipe still managed to connect with her shoulder. She cried out and yo-yo'd a fireball at the man, who recoiled, but didn't relent. 

Karen drew back her arm to throw a knife at him when she noticed that the little girl was missing. Looking around, she soon saw that David had grabbed the girl in the chaos and was making his way through the crowd.

“David! Stop!” she shouted at him and scrambled to her feet.

He met her eyes and shouted back, "Did you really think you could steal from us?"

Karen sprinted across the deck toward him, dodging and pushing people out of her way.

David ran as best he could with the child in his arms and the panic going on around him. Karen's fingers snatched at his shirt and he burst away, zipping around the deck.

She caught up with him on the starboard side. Smoke burned her eyes and she could hear him coughing. Lunging forward, she tripped him and he tumbled to the deck, the girl sliding from his arms. Karen bent down to the child as David rolled, grabbed her foot and yanked. She hit the deck hard and gasped.

David scrambled on hands and knees to her, grabbing for her balaclava. With one pull, it slipped from her head and David stared at her, hurt and disbelief in his eyes.

"No...No! You...No! This isn't...!" he screamed. 

Karen felt the heat from the fire and glanced down. The little girl was too close to the flames, which were spreading faster every minute. 

"David," Karen said, getting to her feet. "We have to get off this boat."

"Thanks to you and your freak friend! Was it always about stealing from me, from my family? Did you love me at all?"

"Of course I did."

David glared at her. "No. You didn't."

He lunged at her and Karen spun out of the way, her hip hitting the railing as she twisted free of his grasp, but David caught hold of her leg. She swung her foot into his face and he let go with a scream, clutching his now broken nose. 

Karen coughed and her eyes burned, the smoke so thick she was having a hard time seeing the railing. She picked up the child and ran far enough out of the smoke to be able to breathe again. 

Yanking a life vest off the wall, Karen was trying to slip it onto the child when Colleen appeared, running toward her at full speed, three men behind her. 

Picking up the girl, Karen made it two steps before someone trapped her from behind and lifted her up.

"You bitch!" David hissed in her ear. "I gave you everything and you-!"

Karen struggled against him and they fell against the railing. She could feel herself leaning too far forward from the added weight of the little girl in front of her. David kept her from falling over, but she couldn't let him keep holding on. In a few moments, the men pursuing Colleen would be on them and it would be over. 

So, she did the only thing she could.

Karen gave a little push and pitched forward over the railing, hoping the life vest would help the girl float. David had no choice but to let her go, though too late to avoid half falling over himself. 

Just before she hit the water, Karen saw him pulling himself back over the railing and heard someone scream her name.

Men shouted on the boat behind her and Karen knew that David would be attempting to rally his men even with the fire raging around them. 

A splash to her right caused Karen to turn with the knife in her hand, ready to plunge it into the neck of whoever had come after them.

But she stopped dead when she saw Colleen’s eyes behind her white domino mask.

Without a word Colleen helped Karen swim with the unconscious child, the boat blazing in the night. The distant sound of splashes was muted the further they came to shore and Karen began to hope that they could out run David.

For a moment she let herself be glad that Colleen was by her side, and then she pushed it away. 

This isn’t a date. It’s a mission. One I’ve got to complete.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

By the time they got to the shore, Colleen's arms and legs were sore and heavy from the weight of her soaked suit. She wondered if it was meant to be in the water, but one thing was for sure, it was damn uncomfortable wet.

"We have to get into the forest," Karen said, strands of hair plastered to her face like red veins.

They stood there for a moment, staring into the twisted trees, the song of the bullfrogs and crickets loud around them. The humid day had turned into a cool night that felt heavenly against Colleen’s hot skin.

Looking at Karen, Colleen saw a hint of worry in her eyes. It seemed neither of them knew quite what to do now, and it was a sobering thought.

Congratulations Colleen, you leapt before you looked. Again.

She picked up the little girl and they began to trudge through the damp forest, pushing aside the moss that fell like an earthy curtain from some of the trees. The moon was half, casting just enough light to see a foot or two in front of them before they stumbled over a half-hidden branch or piece of wood. Colleen would've thought the trees were short from the view on the steamboat deck, but among them, she realized that they were quite tall.

"We should be well hidden," Colleen said, mostly to herself.

Karen stopped and looked Colleen up and down. 

"I would be, but you?"

Colleen snorted. "Yeah, I guess you have a point."

The girl in her arms began to tremble. Colleen realized that the thin, wet hospital gown and the cool night air was chilling her. Pushing just the tiniest bit of heat from her body, Colleen brought the girl in tighter and tried to warm her. After a few minutes, her trembling ceased and the child actually curled in toward Colleen.

"There's a supply shed three hours that way. Let's go before they catch up with us," Karen said, casting a tender look at the child.

As they trudged through the trees, each of them traded off carrying the powered child. By the time they came upon an old, half falling down shack, Colleen’s arms felt like rubber.

Karen opened the door that was hanging by one hinge and went inside. Colleen wondered if the shack would fall down at the smallest touch as she stood outside. The roof of the shack was covered in moss and leaves, the outside had a creeping stain of green from the ground half way up the walls and the few windows were covered in old pieces of fabric. An old motorcycle with a palette where a side car would be sat to the right side. 

"It's clean," Karen said, coming back outside. "There's two old sleeping bags and a pack with clothes and rations."

Colleen frowned. "That's...odd. How did you know this place was here?"

Karen hesitated. "It was part of my mission, to come here and get supplies."

Alarm bells started going off in Colleen's mind and her body stiffened. She tried to think if she could manage to do anything tonight to get the child away from Karen and knew that it would impossible. She was tired and the child was cold.

I could use the bike, but chances are only Karen knows where the safe places are around here.

"Well," Colleen finally said. "I'm glad for the shelter." 

She stepped inside the shack and laid the sleeping girl in one of the unrolled sleeping bags. The girl gave a soft moan and flinched, as if she were having a bad dream. Colleen reached out and brushed her fingers against the child’s cheek, trying to comfort her.

"I wonder what's so dangerous about her. She's so small."

"Whatever it is," Karen said, digging around in the pack. "It was bad enough to be valuable."

Colleen spun around, eyes wide. "Valuable? As in sell?"

"No! I...it's complicated. I have to check in with my superiors or they'll send someone else. Especially when they hear that I disappeared from the boat. Speaking of, we should sleep in shifts. There's no way David's letting this go."

Karen rummaged in the pack and found extra clothes. She tossed Colleen a pair of dark pants and a short-sleeved shirt. For a brief moment, Colleen mourned the loss of all those beautiful dresses on the boat and then peeled the suit off. The clothes smelled a little musty, but they were clean and dry.

She looked up and saw Karen watching her.

"You going to explain that," she nodded at the dripping suit. "And why you were after the girl?"

"Are you?"

Karen's mouth snapped shut.

Colleen walked outside, her face warm with anger. She took her time wringing out the suit and hanging it up on a small wire the owner had strung up between the shack and a nearby tree.

She stayed outside, enjoying the cool night air and the space away from Karen.  

That was a complication I didn't see coming. I wonder who she's working for. It's not Jason James, that's for sure, could it be another player? Someone else who wants the kid as a weapon? Either way, now we're both out here with the girl and only one of us can have our way.

She glanced back as the door opened and out walked Karen, her red hair in a braid down her back. She had changed out of the tight black pants she had been wearing and into a pair of baggy ones, her long sleeves rolled up.

"Change of wardrobe?" Colleen said.

"I thought my pants might fit the kid better than these. When she wakes up, that is. Look, we have to talk."

"I should say so."

They stood there, quiet, Karen fidgeting with her engagement ring. At last, she gave a sigh full of aggravation.

"Well?"

"Well what?" Colleen asked, turning to face her. "Why do I need to start? Why not you?"

"Because I can't."

"Then neither can I."

"Damn it, this isn't a game!"

"Oh, really? Thanks for clearing that up, I had no idea."

Karen stomped a few feet away, swearing under her breath.

In spite of everything, the reaction brought a smile to Colleen's lips, and after a few minutes, Colleen walked toward her.

"Look, we have to lay everything on the table.You and me. Deal?"

Karen turned around, her lips set in a thin line."Fine."

"I'll go first," Colleen said, taking a deep breath."I'm the granddaughter of a mob boss, named Grandfather Malone. He ran-"

"One of the most powerful crime families in High Tide, I know."

Colleen's mouth hung open, partly from shock and partly from frustration. "You want to tell my story then?" she asked.

Karen sighed and motioned for Colleen to continue.

"My mother, Tina Knight, took over seven months ago when Grandfather died. She made a deal to get that done."

"What kind of deal?"

"I’m not sure about the specifics. I do know that it was with a Mr. Price, who works for the person behind some shady things that happened at Lumis Chemical. The place was a front for—" 

Karen held up her hand. "I actually know about them. They did experiments on powered children for decades, under a different name, though."

"I thought only a few people knew that. Well, anyway, Mr. Price asked my mother to guard the little girl, get her where they needed her to go. But Tina apparently has a little bit of a soul left and asked me to get the person to safety instead."

Karen's brows furrowed. "Safety, huh?"

Colleen knew what she was driving at and wasn't about to let a hint of doubt about her mother’s motivation sneak in. If she did, Karen would take the kid, she could feel it. 

Without a missing a beat, Colleen said, "Yes."

"I see."

"Your turn."

Karen licked her lips and looked down at her feet. "I'm not sure what to say honestly, I have no idea what I can tell you without putting you in danger."

Colleen gestured around them. "In case you haven't noticed, I already am."

"More danger. The people I work for...secrecy is essential and I can't break that without risking your safety."

"I'm guessing government agency then," Colleen said, causing Karen to grunt in frustration. "Maybe one that specializes in powered people?"

"How did you get that from what I said?"

"I'm smarter than most people give me credit for."

"I always thought you were smart. Honestly though, that's another story."

"What? When was I ever—"

"Oh, please!" Karen said, her pale face flushing. "You told me your family had disowned you."

"They had!"

"And that you had no plans to go back home."

"I didn't."

"Yes, you did! You're working for your mother."

"I'm not working for her. I'm doing this one thing to make sure it's done right. And that's it."

"Oh, okay, sure."

"What is your problem?"

Karen opened her mouth and shut it with a snap of her teeth. 

"I just don't know if I can trust you," she said after a moment.

"Alright," Colleen said, not letting herself wonder what Karen was going to say. "I can understand that. But you can at least believe that I don't want to die here?"

"Sure."

"Then trust me as much as you can so we can work together and get out of this mess."

Karen took a deep breath and nodded. "Fine."

"Alright then. Let's—"

The sound of a motor roaring to life behind Colleen startled her. She turned around to see the girl riding the motorcycle, tires skidding over the uneven terrain. 

"Hey!" Karen said. "No, wait!"

They both sprinted after the little girl. The motorcycle sprang forward one moment and nearly stalled the next, the treads kicking up earth as the girl swerved all over. 

Colleen’s heart jumped into her throat as she saw the ground slope in front of the girl. 

"Stop! You're going to kill yourself!"

The terrain on the left side of the bike was rough and Colleen almost ran into a tree with her gaze so focused on the child. Karen, however, didn’t seem to be having any trouble navigating the uneven ground on the right side of the motorcycle. She reached out for the girl, who got spooked and veered away. The motion was uncontrolled though and the motorcycle crashed to the ground, throwing the girl.

Colleen’s stomach dropped when she saw how hard the girl landed.

“Please be alright!”

 In a minute, the girl sat up and Colleen breathed a sigh of relief. The child looked around, dirt and leaves sticking to her skin, and scrape ran down one cheek but she otherwise appeared unharmed. The motorcycle, however, wasn’t so lucky.

The way the ground sloped caused the motorcycle to keep going for several feet and careen into a tree, the sound of crunching metal and splintered wood piercing the night. 

"Get her, I'll check the motorcycle," Karen yelled, running down the slope.

The girl scrambled to her feet as Colleen ran near. She took a feeble swing at Colleen, and then tried to bite her.

"Hey! Stop! I'm not going to hurt you."

The girl struggled, jerking her arm so hard that Colleen was afraid she'd dislocate it, if she wasn't stopped. She pulled the girl to her, circling the child around the ribs with her arms and held her tight.

"Seriously, we are trying to save you."

The girl gave one more quick jerk, and then went limp in Colleen's arms, her shoulders shaking with what Colleen thought must be sobs, no sound coming from the girl.

No sound...why isn't she screaming?

"What's your name?" Colleen asked, holding the girl more gently.

She didn't say anything and a suspicion was starting to take form in Colleen's mind.

Karen ran toward them and stopped, a grim set to her lips. "Are you alright?"

"Yeah. The motorcycle?"

Karen shook her head. "It's wrecked."

"What now?"

"We walk, but first," Karen met the girl’s teary eyes and said, "Let's get you back to the shack. Get some clothes on you and some food?"

The girl said nothing and Karen looked up at Colleen, frowning.

They escorted the child back, moonlight glinting off the collar around her neck. It didn't take long, but by the time they walked into the shack, the girl was shivering and hugging herself.

"Here," Karen said, handing her some clothes. "They'll be big on you, but warm."

The girl’s large brown eyes stared at Karen as she took the clothes, as if expecting Karen to lash out at her any moment. She looked over at Colleen next and backed into a corner.

"We'll turn around," Colleen said, forcing a smile. "Just don't run off, okay?"

The girl nodded once.

They could hear her moving around and waited for her to tell them it was alright. When she didn't say anything, Colleen sneaked a glance over her shoulder. The girl was squatting on the floor, staring up at them with large eyes that didn’t seem to miss a thing.

I know that look. The need to see every nuance, think of every possible outcome for your actions. It's the look of someone who's been through hell and has had no one to trust.

"Hey," Colleen said, kneeling in front of the girl. "It's okay. We aren't going to hurt you."

The girl still didn't say anything, though her hands were curled into small fists, her scarred lips pursing as if readying for a fight.

"What's your name?" Colleen asked. "I'm Colleen and this is Karen. We found you in the tube and got you out."

Colleen looked over at Karen, who let out a deep sigh.

"You can't speak, can you?" Karen asked.

Tears leapt to the little girl’s eyes and she shook her head.

"Is it that collar? We could take it-"

The little girl jumped to her feet, shaking her head, fists up.

"Okay," Colleen said, holding out her hands in front of her. "We won't do anything you don't want, alright? If you want us to leave the collar on, we will."

Karen held her hands up and made signs as she spoke. "Do you know sign language?"

The girl paused, and then shook her head.

"I could teach you, if you want. But first, you need to tell us your name. Can you write? There's some dust over here on the glass..."

She didn't move at first, then she marched over to a window and slowly wrote. When she was done, Colleen and Karen stepped over and looked at the one word: Judy.

"Your name is Judy," Colleen smiled at her. "That's pretty."

"Are you hungry?" Karen asked, holding out a package of crackers. "There's some food here, if you want-"

Judy snatched the package from Karen and shoved two crackers in her mouth. In a few minutes, Karen and Colleen watched her eat an entire package of crackers and guzzle a full canteen of water.

"There's more, if..." Karen said.

Judy looked at them, a flush rising to her light brown skin. 

Colleen chuckled. "It's alright. You want more?"

She shook her head.

"No," Karen said, making a sign with her hand. "And this is 'yes'."

Judy made the signs, slow and stiff. 

"That's good. Tomorrow, I can teach you how sign your name."

Judy shrugged and crawled back into her sleeping bag.

"We're just going to go and...talk," Karen said, giving Judy a weak smile before darting outside.

"Get some sleep,” Colleen said.

Judy just stared at her over the edge of the sleeping bag. Colleen tried to inject a little warmth into her smile, but Judy didn’t react at all. The girl’s haunted look stayed with her like a clingy specter as Colleen stepped out of the shack.

The moon had shifted just enough that it’s light was having a hard time getting through the foliage overhead. Colleen scanned the dark and found Karen standing a few feet from the shack, fidgeting. She walked over to her former lover and said nothing, her mind overflowing with sudden memories of everything she’d seen at Lumis. The cells with their hard, cold floors and dirty cots. The bruises on her brother’s flesh, the looks of fear and pain in the eyes of every one of those prisoners. The lab with it’s tables and surgical instruments.

It made her stomach churn in a sick way when she thought of Judy in that environment, subjected to that kind of treatment.

"She's so young," Karen said, her shocked voice pulling Colleen out of those memories. 

"Why did you want her?"

Karen looked at Colleen with wide eyes, as if the question took her by surprise. Colleen thought she was going to tell her, when Karen turned away, her shoulders straightening.

"That's classified."

Colleen let out a barking laugh that was anything but amused. 

"You're kidding, right?"

"If I tell you, it could get you killed."

"Then you don't get her."

Karen whirled around. "What makes you think you get to make that decision?"

"Do you think I'm letting you take her when you can't tell me anything about who you work for or what they want with her? For all I know they're as bad as Lumis."

"I would never work for someone like that."

"And how would I know that? How do I know what kind of person you've turned into? We haven't seen each other in years."

Karen advanced on Colleen, her face full of pain. "Well, whose fault is that?"

The words were like a slap across the face and Colleen took half a step back. She must've looked as shocked as she felt because Karen backed off.

"I'm...That's the past. It's not important,” Karen said.

"Karen—"

"No," she said, walking back to the shack. "You take first watch, I'm going to get some sleep."

Colleen stared after her. All the years of regret over how she'd left Karen, the longing to one day make it right – it all stretched between them like a gaping chasm that Colleen couldn't see a way around.

There's no way to heal this and...it doesn't matter. Judy is what matters now. And I'll be damned if I'm going to let Karen take her someplace where she'll be studied and put in another cage.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

Karen would've given anything for a cup of coffee as she sat on a stump a few feet away from the shack and watched the horizon begin to lighten with the impending sunrise. Her hands and feet were cold from the evening's chill. She knew that in a few hours they'd all be wishing for the cool air that now ruffled her hair, but at the moment, she wanted a spare sweater.

Her mind ran over what happened on the boat for the hundredth time. Colleen and her powers, the fact that she was working for the mob, who also just happened to be her family. And the little girl, the one that was enough of a threat for Kanigher to send a wet team in five days.

Unless I turn up at the rendezvous and give them Judy. Though I'm guessing none of their intelligence told them she couldn't speak. What are they going to do when they find that out? She's a level one, and...

She glanced back at the hunting shack and felt her stomach twist. Level one PP's were never captured alive, it was just too dangerous. She'd eliminated a few level ones over the years. There had never been a hesitation when she did it, no question that she was doing the right thing. They were numbers on a dossier, a mission to complete.

But none of them had been children.

Usually her instinct was to trust Kanigher, completely. He'd believed in her when no one else would take her desire to be a field agent seriously. In turn, she trusted that they were keeping the world safe with the missions he sent her on. If that meant treading a line that in the harsh light of day no one would want to see, then Karen accepted that and pushed any doubts into a box in the back of her mind.

Until now.

Karen picked up the small, black pouch that held the sedatives she was supposed to use on Judy. If it had been a full-grown PP she'd found in that tube, Karen would have injected them the moment they began to wake up. She had a hard time believing that Judy was dangerous enough to pump full of drugs that could kill her, as small as she was.

Then there was Colleen, with her terrifying powers. Instinct told Karen to keep the sedatives and use them on her ex, after all, how many PPs with that kind of power were at all friendly or in control of it? What did Karen really know about Colleen anyway? 

But then Karen thought about the boat and how Colleen had worked with her, how she’d risked her own life to protect Karen. If her former lover had wanted her dead, Colleen could’ve done many times in the course of that fight.

She shook her head

"Forget it," she said, tossing them into the trees. "I'm not chancing it with Judy and I’m not going to need them with Colleen. She may be powered but she’s not a threat."

Next, she dug a small map out of her pants pocket and made sure she was still alone before unfolding it. The last thing Karen needed was for Colleen to discover the map and take off with Judy.

Studying the map, Karen began to calculate how long it would take them to get to the extraction point without the motorcycle. She went over everything several times before having to admit to herself that the reality they faced wasn't encouraging.

Judy looks like she hasn't had much physical activity in the last several months, not to mention possible malnutrition. I can't push her too hard, and we can't carry her and make decent time. We might be able to make it by the night of the fourth day if we press harder than I'd like.

The thought of Liefeld and his men descending on Judy and Colleen brought a sour taste to Karen's mouth.

"We don't have a choice," she said to herself, determination coursing through her like liquid steel.

A soft breeze brought goosebumps on her arms and chest. Karen blew on her fingertips, satisfied that she'd made the right choice. Her mind, sated by the problem solving, immediately went to its new favorite subject: Colleen.

God, she's kind of magnificent and terrifying all at once. Which, to be honest, isn't much of a change.

A ghost of a smile appeared on Karen's lips as memories floated to the surface, like soap bubbles filled with things so beautiful it hurt. Normally, Karen would push them away, destroy the memories by reminding herself of the mission, the task at hand. But now, the task at hand included the woman she'd loved all those years ago and she couldn't just push it all away.

By the time she was nineteen, Karen had known for a long while that she was attracted to other women. She’d explored it with a few before coming to Cambridge, nothing but casual, fun dalliances that had taught her to accept this part of herself others would call profane.  When she met Colleen, however, everything changed. 

For the first time Karen found someone she wanted to know better, someone she craved in the way plants craved sunshine. Her other relationships had burned hot and fast, leaving little but pleasant memories in their wake. With Colleen, Karen found herself contemplating what it might be like to build a life together.

And then it all came crashing down.

The memory of that morning when Karen had awakened to find Colleen, and all her belongings gone was still like a searing wound on her heart. There had been no note, nothing to let Karen know what had happened, what she’d done to cause Colleen to leave. Karen had searched the campus, asked all their friends and no one knew what had become of her. 

"And now she’s back, just as suddenly as she left. She'll fight me if she thinks I'll hurt Judy. I have to convince her that this is best, or we'll have Liefeld and his men after us. And with Colleen’s powers…God I bet she’s a level one. What a mess!"

Movement from the shack made Karen turn to see Colleen standing in the doorway. Her sleeked pixie cut from the night before was curly, rising from around her head like a halo. She patted it self-consciously and walked toward Karen.

"Morning," Colleen said, handing Karen a battered cup of steaming liquid. "I found some instant coffee. It's pretty bad but it's warm. The kid is up and devouring some jerky. I don't have the heart to ration it, as skinny as she is."

Karen took the cup and tried not to grimace at the bitter taste.  

"It's okay, we can get to the extraction point in four days, and I don't need to eat all that much."

"So, that's it? I'm just supposed to let you have her?"

Karen's eyes narrowed at the hard edge in Colleen's words.

"I'm not a threat to her. In fact, I'm probably the safest option for her. Unless, of course, you can guarantee your mother won't use the girl."

Colleen crossed her arms.  "I can."

"You sure?"

When Colleen didn't say anything, Karen knew she had the upper hand.

"You still can't stand to lose, can you, bookworm?" Colleen finally said.

Karen bristled at the mention of the nickname and tilted her chin up.

"This isn't about winning or losing."

"Really?"

"Yes. It's about her safety and...yours."

"I can take care of myself, in case you haven't noticed."

"Oh, I did. And so will the team coming for Judy, if I don't at least check in."

Colleen's frown deepened. "What do you mean?"

"If I don't check in, my superior will assume I've been killed by the powered person and send a team to-"

"Kill her."

"And anyone helping her."

"Yet you're the safer option?"

"Yes," Karen stood up and faced Colleen. "I won't let anything happen to her. My superior listens to me, more than most. I can keep her safe from whoever has done this to her."

Colleen looked away, her brow furrowing. 

"At least let me check in," Karen said.

“Where is your check in? What town?”

Karen hesitated, not sure that revealing that was a good idea.

But she won’t know where to go if I keep the map a secret as long as possible, so what’s the harm?

“Pansy Springs, why?”

Colleen crossed her arms and gave a little laugh. “Well, that’s interesting.”

“Why?”

“That’s where I’m supposed to meet an old friend of my mother’s so I can get back home.”

“Well, then, that works out well, doesn’t it?”

"It sure does.”

The two women held each others’ gaze, unflinching.

"I guess we should get moving," Colleen said.

Karen nodded, the relief she'd expected with Colleen's momentary surrender was muted.

If she has friends there who will help her take Judy, then this whole thing just got more complicated.

 

 

Colleen took her suit off the line before going back into the shack and wished she could slip into its familiar, sleek material. She looked down at the clothes she was wearing and grimaced at how ugly they were.

Not that it's the most important thing right now.

Judy was rolling up the sleeping bag when Colleen walked back inside, her eyes darting up to study Colleen.

Karen came through the rickety door a few seconds later and Judy stared at her.

"Hi," Karen signed.

Judy hesitated, and then copied the sign.

"That's good," Karen said, her hands slowly forming the signs as she spoke. "I can teach you quite a bit on the way."

Judy's eyes hardened and she shook her head.

"We're taking you someplace safe," Karen said, signing some of the words. 

"You're not going back to wherever you were," Colleen said at the same time.

Judy looked back and forth between them, her shoulders relaxing just a little.

"Here," Colleen said, walking toward her. "Why don't you go out to the pump and fill up our canteens?"

The girl took the canteens and frowned, as if she wasn't sure if Colleen was actually going to let her go someplace without anyone around.

"Go on. We'll pack up the rest, and then we will get going."

Judy nodded and glanced over her shoulder right before leaving the shack. Colleen knelt down by the largest back pack and started shoving things inside. 

"You sure that was wise?" Karen asked, spinning her engagement ring on her finger.

"She has to trust us or this isn't going to work. And she can trust us, right?"

"Of course. When are you going to trust me? Because it's going to be a long three days if you're constantly acting this way."

Colleen looked down and continued shoving things into one of the back packs. "I don't know anything about who you work for. And you won’t tell me much, so how am I supposed to trust you?"

"By remembering why you trusted me before."

"You've changed."

"So have you."

Images lanced through Colleen’s mind.

Cells that resembled cages.

Bruised bodies and haunted eyes.

Colleen shook her head. "Yes, but that's not the point. You weren't there at Lumis. You haven't seen what I have."

Karen handed Colleen a package of dried fruit. "Don't be too sure."

Before she could ask Karen what she meant, Judy came back into the shack with full canteens. She limped to Karen and handed them over, then flopped onto the floor to examine her feet.

Colleen knelt in front of Judy and slowly grasped on of her feet. The girl froze, her breath picking up.

“It’s OK,” Colleen said. “I get it, why you’re afraid of me. But I’m not going to hurt you. Take some deep breaths and let me look at your feet, alright?”

Judy nodded, a jerky, unsure motion.

Colleen lifted her foot up and saw that there were two splinters in the sole of her foot. Judy sucked in a breath when Colleen pulled them out and then yanked her foot back. After a moment, Judy nodded as if to say “Thank you.”

"You’re welcome," Colleen said, biting her bottom lip and studying Judy. “You’re going to need some shoes though.”

"Already thought of that," Karen said, tossing a pair of strange looking shoes down on the ground.

Colleen and Judy stared up at her. 

"I couldn't sleep when you were on watch," Karen said, not bothering to sign this time. "There was a knife and a pair of wrecked boots in the cupboard over there. I improvised."

Colleen picked up the home made shoe, which was a carved up leather sole with scraps of other leather attached to it. 

"It's like a sandal," Karen explained, taking Judy's foot.

She wrapped the leather straps around the girl’s foot and up her thin calf, tying it securely. A thick piece of leather covered the girl’s toes.

"It's not beautiful, but it should protect your feet somewhat."

Judy shrugged.

"Thank you," Karen said and signed.

Judy copied her.

"You're welcome," Karen said and signed again.

Colleen looked up at Karen, who was smiling at the little girl as they worked on the simpler signs Karen had used that morning. Sunlight began to filter into the shack and some fell on Karen's hair, making it glow like red fire. For a moment, she looked like the woman Colleen had known so long ago.

Karen's gaze slid to Colleen and the openness she'd displayed with Judy became veiled.

Colleen's smile slipped and she looked away at Judy instead, the sunlight glinting off the collar that hugged the girl’s slim throat. It was solid, but not all that thick, a dull gray color with a small red button in the center on top of what looked like a small dial. 

As much as I might want to trust Karen, I can't trust whoever she's working for, not when they could be just as bad as whoever put that collar on Judy. 

"I'll take the pack first," Colleen said.

Karen gave her a small smile. "Alright, thanks."

They stepped outside and the change in temperature was startling. Gone was the cool morning air. In its place was the beginnings of a humid day that had Colleen wondering how far they'd get with only three canteens of water.

"We will need to find more water at some point today," Colleen said. 

Karen nodded. "I'm not sure there's much besides the river, and that's risky. We're going further inland, but maybe we will get lucky and find a stream."

Colleen took a deep breath, she and Karen exchanged looks of uncertainty and doubt behind their tense smiles.

None of them spoke for the first few hours of trekking through the woods. Colleen let herself get lost in trying to figure out a way to get Judy away from Karen without causing too much of a fight. Judy’s large brown eyes seemed to take in everything at all times, like someone that's been stalked for too long and now sees predators around every tree.

Colleen tried to simply focus on what was need for all of them to survive the day, which was going to be hard enough without adding anything else to it, like she was doing now. Her mind was spinning with thoughts on what do with the little girl in front of her. Was Tina the right choice? Was there an alternative?

Although Colleen had agreed to go to Jet City and see what Marco and Alice’s school was like, she couldn’t get the memories of the two heroes placing dangerous powered people in boxes and shipping them off to other holding cells out of her mind. Sunlight glinted off Judy’s collar, and Colleen’s frown deepened.

I’d bet even money that’s there because her powers are dangerous. It would be nice to take her with me, but how do I know Alice and Marco won’t lock her up?

Bugs began to zoom around them as the morning grew warm and sticky, their footsteps punctuated by the swatting of flies and mosquitoes from their flesh. Judy stayed between Karen and Colleen, looking even smaller wearing such baggy clothes. Her shaved head gleamed in the growing heat and she wiped drops of sweat from her brow every so often.  

"Hold on," Colleen said, kneeling down by Judy.

She ripped the bottom of Judy's shirt and tore off a strip of cloth, then covered Judy's bare head with it, wrapping the ends in a way that reminded Colleen of the head coverings her mother used to wear when it was time to get her hair done.

"There," Colleen said when she was done, smiling at the little girl. "That should help keep the sun off your head a little."

Judy touched the cloth, the barest hint of a smile at the corners of her scarred lips and nodded.

"I bet we could find something prettier when we get where we're going," Colleen said, Judy falling in step beside her. "Or maybe a hat?"

Judy shrugged. 

They trudged on, the heat beating down on them with oppressive force. Colleen’s mouth went dry far faster than she would have anticipated, and she wondered if her powers were going to be more of a liability in the heat than an asset.

When Karen finally called for lunch and they sat in the shade of a nearby tree, Colleen's borrowed shirt and pants were damp with sweat and in some places, downright soaked. Her stomach grumbled with hunger and it was a herculean effort not to drain the entire canteen that Karen handed her. 

Colleen dumped the pack to the base of the tree, her shoulders and back burning from carrying it all morning. The head covering she'd made for Judy was patched with sweat and she fell onto the ground at the foot of the tree, her little body limp. 

"She's probably not used to so much activity. Combined with the heat, she might not make it too much longer today," Karen said, grabbing one of the canteens and putting it to Judy's lips.

The little girl gulped as much water as Karen would let her and then leaned back against the rough tree trunk, closing her eyes.

"We have to be careful not to overtax her," Karen said, taking a gulp of water. 

Colleen nodded, finding the effort of speech too much at the moment. She closed her eyes and began to drift away toward a midday nap when Karen’s voice brought her out of it.

"So, I've been thinking that maybe I should go on ahead. I'll move faster on my own and you can stay with Judy."

Colleen's heart sped up. Being left out here would give her a chance to escape with Judy, but to where? If they happened upon a home owned by a white man this far south, they'd likely end up dead quicker than they could ask for help. Or worse. 

Karen's skin color afforded them some protection in that department and Colleen needed to get to a phone to call Tina if she was going to get Judy out of here.

"No," Colleen finally said. "We split up and something happens to you, what then?"

Karen sighed. "I can take care of myself."

"We've established that, but splitting up feels like a bad idea. I can't explain it."

"I'm sorry, but your feeling isn't a good reason to keep us out here and exposed for a day or more longer than we have to be. And I'm not sure Judy can take going at the pace we need to."

Colleen looked at the girl, who appeared to be asleep against the tree.

"Are you sure your plan is the best one?" Colleen asked, her voice low.

"No," Karen admitted. "But it's the only one we have. What? You look like you want to say something."

Colleen shook her head. "You're right about Judy, she's not going to make two days of this. I think we should get more distance today and camp for the night. Then you can go ahead."

Karen nodded, though she still frowned at Colleen, who couldn't meet Karen's gaze.

"I'm going to rest a little before we get moving again."

"Yeah," Karen said, grabbing the canteens. "I think I'll scout ahead, see if I can find water."

Colleen watched her go, all long limbs and bright red hair in a sea of green. 

Judy shifted, giving a little whimper in her sleep.

Colleen wanted to reach out but stopped herself, knowing it would only scare the girl to be touched and wake her up in the process. She studied the scars on the girl’s lips and wondered if the labs did that to her and why. Her hands were long, with graceful fingers suited for playing an instrument or painting, and there was just barely the hint of chubbiness in her round cheeks that made her appear like a girl on the cusp of starting that awkward transition to a young woman. Colleen wondered about her age and how old she'd been when taken. If she remembered her previous life, and if it had been a good one. A fierce need to protect Judy took hold of Colleen as she watched her sleep and Colleen knew in that moment that she'd do whatever it took to get the girl to safety.

I’m not sure there’s any perfect choice here. Tina or Alice and Marco? Both places have risk. But at least with Tina, Judy might have the chance at some kind of life.

No one had to tell her that it was still a big risk. Colleen knew that her mother could be lying to her outright and at least with Marco and Alice there was a semblance of honesty.

Connected to a possible cage.

Colleen shook her head as she continued to look at Judy.

I won’t take that chance. Pansy Springs and then Metro City it is then.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

Karen returned to camp to find Judy leaning against Colleen, her scarred lips opened in a soft snore. She hung back a little, taking in the scene. She wasn't one to pine for a white picket fence and children, but seeing Colleen and Judy sleeping next to one another, so relaxed and sweet. Well, at the very least, it made Karen wish for something simpler. 

Something that I can never have.

She shoved those feelings into the place she always did and walked further into camp. 

"Good news," she said, smiling down at Colleen. "It's more heavily wooded, so more shade. I didn't see a stream but I'm guessing there's one up ahead somewhere."

Colleen nodded and roused Judy with a gentle touch. The girl still jumped, mouth open in a silent cry.

"It's alright," Colleen said. "It's just me."

Judy's eyes darted around, as if she'd forgotten where she was. After a moment, she closed her eyes and took a gulping breath.

"Okay?" Karen asked, making the sign for this word.

The little girl nodded and stood up.

"If you need a break, you get our attention, understand?" Karen asked.

Again, she nodded.

"This is the sign for help. Do it with me a few times."

Judy's hand formed the sign with Karen half a dozen times. Then Karen taught her the sign for water as well. Judy's wary expression softened as she practiced and Karen wondered how long it had been since she could communicate with anyone.

"Good job," Karen said with a smile. "I'll teach you more tonight, how does that sound?"

For the first time, Judy gave them a small, shy smile, then signed, "Thank you."

"You're welcome."

Karen felt something she hadn't in a very long time: The joy of helping someone. 

All the missions she went on, she knew that she was safeguarding her country, but she never got to see the faces of people she protected, only those that she captured or neutralized. And those faces were never smiling at her or thankful. They were frightened, angry. Taking in Judy's joy at being able to communicate, her simple gratitude, made Karen's heart swell with emotion and she found herself forcing back a lump in her throat.

"C'mon," she said, turning her back on Colleen and Judy. "We should get moving."

After another hour walking through the trees, Karen’s head was starting to ache and she knew that dehydration was starting. She took a small sip of water, though it did nothing for the thirst in the back of her throat. A small sigh behind made Karen turn around and see Colleen panting, sweat falling in large drops down her chin.

“Drink a little water,” Karen said, looking to Judy. “You too. I can’t have you both fainting.”

Colleen unscrewed the top of her canteen and took a drink then handed it to Judy, who gulped a large swallow.

“We’ll rest again soon,” Karen said, giving them both a little smile. 

She took another small drink of her canteen and pushed on, trying her best not to show the effects of the heat on her body. 

If I hadn’t been in deep cover all these years I’d be in better shape to handle this!

They trekked for hours before finding a stream that was clear enough to fill their canteens.  It wasn't all that cool, but it quenched their thirst.

Colleen and Judy drained a canteen each, though Karen cautioned them to drink slower.

“You’ll make yourselves sick,” she said, longing to guzzle her own newly filled canteen.

They slowed, though Judy had to be reminded several times. At last, the three of them sat at the banks of the stream, their thirst sated for the moment and Karen’s headache starting to ease just enough.

"Let's camp here," Karen said.

If we can't cover more ground than this, I won't make it in five days. Damn it! I need to scout ahead, there's no other way. 

There wasn't much to do in the way of making camp other than to get their meager supply of dried food out and spread the two sleeping bags on the ground.  After they'd eaten, Judy and Colleen sat down to rest.

Karen walked back down to the stream and sat on a large rock, listening to the birds chirp and the stream cheerfully gurgle past. Flies and mosquitoes pestered her, red bumps starting to appear on her fair skin. She fidgeted with her engagement ring and tried to remind herself once again of the details in the mission dossier.

Maybe there's an alternate route that I didn't see before.

She dug the small map out of her pocket and examined it over and over. After the sixth time, Karen stuffed it back and closed her eyes. The route they were on was the only one that didn't have them skirting the river or venturing into swamps and at the rate they were going...

Colleen's voice drifted to her, punctuated by a chuckle that made Karen's skin tingle, a welcome distraction from the problem she couldn't solve.

I remember that laugh. How I could coax it out of her when no one else could.

Karen closed her eyes against the pain that reminiscing brought and refocused on the mission. She began to think of the information Liefeld had on Judy and shook her head.

PP level 1...not Judy. Good god, have I ever known the name, the real name of any PP that I brought in?

A sick feeling began to settle in her gut and Karen jumped to her feet. She paced in front of the stream, trying to move these thoughts out of her mind. 

"Everything alright?" Colleen asked.

Karen jumped. "Yeah...yeah, I'm just antsy."

Colleen frowned, her eyes studying Karen. "Do you...?"

"What?"

"I don't know. Need to talk?"

Karen had to clamp her jaw tight to keep the words flying from her mouth.

"No," was all she trusted herself to say.

"Well...if you do..." 

Karen watched her walk away and wished she could tell Colleen all the doubts that had burst like poisonous blisters in her mind. 

Why am I so panicked? I have done nothing wrong. I help the PPs. The ones I captured were rehabilitated and given the chance at a real life. Although...I never saw them again. No, why would Kanigher lie about that? And the ones I couldn't bring in...

Karen squeezed her eyes shut. She'd never paid attention to how many powered targets she'd eliminated through her years with The Bulwark. To her, that seemed like a good way to be redacted or retired early and she had no desire to walk down that path. It was best to remember why you were a part of The Bulwark, remember why you believed in Kanigher's mission and just do your damn job. That mindset had earned her promotions, the respect of her male colleagues, and a slew of commendations she could never publicly own. But in this moment, her usual defenses were too thin to provide any protection.

She shook her head, trying to dislodge all the thoughts.

Stop it, Gray! You trust Kanigher, you believe in what The Bulwark stands for. You're not a monster, and if you don't focus on the mission, Liefeld will come in and you know what will happen then. Not just to Judy, but Colleen, too.

Colleen laughed again and Karen looked over to see Judy doing her best not to smile, the scars on her lips pulling the skin in an odd shape.  Even as she forced her mind into its usual discipline, Karen knew that something had changed inside her, something that wouldn't so easily be shoved to the side next time. 

 

 

When the sun went down far enough, the air became soft and cool. Judy gave a wide, silent yawn and slowly signed "Good night" before climbing into a sleeping bag.

Karen watched her for a few minutes, her head resting on the back pack. In minutes Judy was asleep, her lips making a bow shape that made her look years younger.

"What is it about a sleeping child that's so innocent and beautiful?" she said mostly to herself as she spun her engagement ring on her finger and looked to the west, where streaks of orange and red rent the sky like deep gouges.

"You planning on going back to him?" Colleen asked, nodding at the ring.

Karen looked down at it and frowned. "No, but...I don't know. I've worn it for so long now it's kind of familiar."

Colleen sat next to her and held her hand out. Karen dropped the ring into her palm and watched as Colleen looked at the massive diamond in the fading light of the sun.

"It's beautiful," she said at last.

"I never liked it. Too ostentatious."

Colleen chuckled. "I bet you didn't like the clothes either, did you?"

"Nope, not enough pants, can't stand dresses all the time."

"You always did."

Karen nodded. "Some things don't change."

"No."

Their bodies were inches apart, the air between them charged with nervous energy. Karen wracked her brain for something to say and ended up laughing.

"What?" Colleen asked.

"I haven't had this hard of a time talking to someone since...well, that afternoon in the library when I was trying to figure out an excuse to go sit next to you."

Karen didn't look at Colleen for fear that there would be something irresistible in her gaze.

And that's all I need right now.

"As I recall," Colleen said, her words slow, deliberate. "I was the one who made first contact."

"Yes, the next day."

"In line for breakfast."

"You asked me if I could help you carry your tray to the table," Karen said. "And I did. Then you asked if I wanted to sit with you."

"And you did. Every morning after that."

"Until...you left."

Colleen turned toward her and Karen could feel her gaze like heat from a candle. She had always thought that given the chance she'd let loose all the pain and anger from when Colleen had disappeared. Sitting here now, however, Karen couldn't seem to find the words.

"Karen, let me-" Colleen said.

"No," Karen jumped up. "It's so long ago now-"

"And you're still mad, don't deny it."

Karen kept her eyes on the ground where the toe of her shoe dug into the dirt.

"I left," Colleen said, standing up, "because my Grandfather threatened you if I didn't. I-I couldn't stand the thought of what I knew he could do to you. And I didn't want to tell you about my family, who they really were. So, I ran. It wasn't right, I should've said goodbye."

"Yes, you should've," Karen said, her voice thick with emotion. "And you could've told me about your family, the threat. I would've..."

"What?"

"I don't know."

Colleen walked toward her, hands twitching at her sides as if she wasn't sure what to do with them. 

"I'm sorry," she said. "I...I've thought about what happened between us so many times. It was...It was the best time of my life and you're a large reason why."

"Colleen-"

"No, please, let me say this?"

Each word Colleen uttered was like a missile striking Karen’s carefully constructed defenses, weakening them bit my bit. She didn’t want to hear anymore, not just because it hurt to remember all that had happened between them. Karen knew it was only a matter of time before the longing for connection with someone who really knew her would be too hard to resist. Yet there was a desperate light in Colleen’s eyes, as if she was burning up with the need to say all of this.

So Karen nodded and clenched her jaw, doing her damnedest to shore up the holes in her defenses.

“Thank you, just…Give me a second to think about how to say this.”

Colleen paced a little, sparks falling from her fingers, which startled Karen.

"Sorry," Colleen said, when she noticed how Karen jumped. “When I get emotional it kind of just comes out.”

At last Colleen stood still, her fingers fidgeting with the hem of her shirt, though there weren't any more sparks.

"I had never let myself hope for love before you," Colleen said, her voice low and hesitant. "And being with you? It was like...like someone had given me a gift, in spite of all the things I'd done for my family, in spite of who I was. It was easier to leave, and never have to see the look in your eyes when you found out who I was, than to stay and see you turn away from me."

Karen shook her head.

"You aren't your family. You weren’t then, and you keep telling me that you aren’t now, so what could you have possibly done to make you so afraid to tell me the truth?"

Colleen laughed, but there wasn't any joy in it. 

"I was being molded to take over, and Grandfather couldn't tolerate an ounce of compassion. His way of taking care of it was to...well, let's just say it's a good thing he never found out about my powers, or there would've been a lot more dead bodies that were burned beyond recognition."

Karen closed her eyes. "God, Colleen that’s...I'm sorry."

"Thanks. I didn't tell you that so you'd feel sorry for me. I just wanted you to understand why. You deserved an explanation."

Karen forced herself to look at the woman who’d broken her heart. Colleen's face was washed in the last rays of the sun, which caught the red in her wildly curling hair and brown eyes. Her gaze was so open and earnest that Karen was tempted to throw all caution to the wind and let her guard down. 

But we aren’t those two girls anymore, and I can’t afford to let her in. Not now…maybe not ever.

Instead, she reigned in that longing with an iron will and cold logic.

"Thank you," Karen said, trying to sound sincere but not weak. “It was a long time ago and holding onto anger about it…well, it’s not going to help us now, is it? I hope we can get past it. I'm willing to move on, if you are."

Colleen’s smile was relaxed.

“I’d like that.”

“Good.”

They stood there, the seconds dragging by as they tried not to look at each other and not appear awkward. 

"Well," Colleen said. "You should sleep, I'll take the first watch."

"Thanks."

Karen could feel Colleen's eyes on her as she walked away.

Good, that’s out of the way now and we can focus on the mission.

Though the feeling that this was far from over nagged in the back of her mind as she laid down and fell asleep.

 

 

It felt like she'd just drifted off when the telltale crack of a gun going off jolted Karen from sleep.

She jumped up, her mind instantly alert, and took in her surroundings. Moonlight shone clear and bright, illuminating men lined up on the other side of the stream.

"I'm warning you!" Colleen said, a fireball at the ready in her hand.

The men answered by shooting at Colleen, who gave a shout and flung herself to the right, throwing a fireball across the stream as she did. Karen looked down at the sleeping bag where Judy's wide eyes peeked over the edge, fear bright in them.

Karen held a finger over her lips, then realized how stupid that was. Judy must've too because her eyes narrowed and her head cocked to the side as if to say, "Really?"

Pulling a knife from each of her belt sheaths, she moved to the left.

"You're not understanding," said a voice horribly familiar to Karen.

David stood closest to the stream, a gun in his hand pointed right at Colleen.

"I understand fine," Colleen said, another fireball growing in her hand. "I was at Lumis, I saw what you do to powered children. It's inhuman, cruel."

"Those children's powers are dangerous," David said. "We give them a way to control them, to not-"

"Stuff it, David," Karen said, staying near Judy in case they tried to flank them. "I know what you're really doing with these kids."

Even in shadow, Karen could see David's face harden. 

"I didn't want it to go this way," he said. "I wanted to give you a chance to explain, to prove my uncle wrong."

Suspicion ran in a chill down Karen's spine.

"What do you mean?" she asked.

"He always said you were only there to spy on us for our competitors. I never believed him, until now."

Does Jason James know why I was really there? I need to report to Kanigher as soon as possible, we could have a leak.

"Hand her over and I might let one of you walk out of here."

Colleen snorted. "You really don't think we believe that, do you?"

"So, that's it then," David said, without a hint of question in his voice.

Karen heard the footsteps a half-second before men ran out of the woods behind them. She turned and threw her knife in one smooth motion, hitting one man square in the chest.

She heard a scream behind her and knew that Colleen was throwing fire. Karen refused to think about the smell that followed close behind those screams.

Bending down, she jerked the knife free from the man's chest and rushed toward another assailant. Ducking under his fist, she drove one knife into his thigh and the other up and into his diaphragm.  Karen didn't stick around to see the light fade from the man's eyes or the blood bubble up on his lips. She pulled her knives free and rolled to the side as a bullet lodged into the earth, shooting up dirt and debris.

She came up on the balls of her feet and threw her knife at the man who'd fired the gun. He lunged to the side and fired again, the bullet spewing bark from the log it hit, just a few inches from Karen's body.

Someone slammed into her from behind, tackling her to the ground, her face hitting the dirt. 

The man tried to force the last knife out of her hand. Karen drove her elbow into his face as she twisted her body, hearing the crack of his nose and the screech of pain. She flipped him onto his back and straddled him. In the light of the moon and Colleen's fire, his lips and chin were dark with blood that ran from his broken nose. Karen raised her knife and he caught her hands in his, preventing her from slicing his neck. 

She let go of the knife with her right hand and punched him, blood hot on her knuckles. He loosened his grip on the knife and Karen sliced across his throat. She was off his chest before the blood could stain her filthy clothes.

Fire lit the ground at the edge of the stream, forcing the remaining assailants to go around in order to cross.

I hope she has control of those flames or this is going to get a lot more complicated.

 In the garish light the fire cast, Karen saw Colleen fighting off two men. Blood ran down the side of her face but she didn't appear to be too affected by it.

Karen looked at the sleeping bag where Judy had been hiding and found it ripped open. She lunged forward and heard a scrambling sound to her right.

David was trying to flee while also attempting to contain Judy, who bit and scratched like a feral cat.

Karen ran after him and raised up her hand to throw her last knife.

"Don't," David said, at last getting enough purchase to pull Judy up against him. 

In his hand was a pistol, gleaming silver in the fading firelight. He pointed it at Karen and cocked it.

Karen could hear someone yelling at Colleen. She could smell the fire and wondered if Colleen was close enough to help.

But even if she were, I doubt she's accurate enough with those fire balls not to hit Judy.

"I don't want to, but I will kill you," David said.

Karen had seen plenty of men and women with guns pointed at her and she could tell by now who was serious and who wasn't. 

David was very serious.

"Then don't," she said. "It wasn't personal, David."

He snorted. "No, you just used me to infiltrate my uncle’s business and spy on us. You told me you loved me, you agreed to marry me. You screwed me and told me you liked it. But no, none of that is personal."

"I know," Karen said, seeing movement out of the corner of her eye.  

Colleen! I've got to stall and see if maybe she can give me an opening to take David out.

"I'm sorry," she continued. "I truly am. You're a good man, better than I deserve. Better than your uncle deserves."

"You shut up about him! He's the best man I've ever known."

Karen couldn't help a little laugh. "Then you haven't known many."

Colleen was working her way around behind David, who was looking angrier than ever, his grip on the pistol tightening.

"What the hell do you know about good men?" David asked. "You're a whore, just a lying whore!"

A fire ball came sailing out from behind David and landed on the ground, mere inches from his feet. He looked down and Karen threw her knife.

It lodged in the shoulder of the arm he was holding the gun with and it went off.

There was a moment, just a mere second, before the white-hot pain lanced through Karen's shoulder, when she wondered if anyone had been hurt by the stray bullet. And then she fell to her knees. 

Her vision swam with agony. She could hear David screeching, a pungent smell burning her nostrils, and Colleen's angry shout echoing through her ears.

Then all she saw was red, all she could hear was the blood roaring in her ears. Distantly, her logical brain took in the damage. She'd been shot where the collarbone met the shoulder, there was a high chance that her collarbone was broken from the impact. Karen touched the wound and felt the blood, warm and sticky on her fingertips. She fell on her side and cried out.

"Karen!" Colleen said, falling to her knees in front of her.

Karen looked up, Colleen's terrified face so close. She reached out and touched her cheek, leaving a smear of blood and dirt.

"Judy?" Karen asked.

Something tapped her leg and Karen looked over to see the little girl staring at her with wide eyes.

"Good," Karen said, offering a weak smile. "Good."

She looked behind Judy and wished she hadn't. David's charred body lay several feet away, smoldering. Karen felt like throwing up and closed her eyes.

"I'm sorry," Colleen whispered, her voice cracking. "He...I'm sorry."

"Don't," Karen said, straightening with hiss of pain.

"Let me see," Colleen said.

Karen nodded, clenching her jaw against the pain of Colleens gentle prodding.

"There's no exit wound," Colleen said. "I can't cauterize it without sealing the bullet in and I'm not sure that's a good idea."

"You could cauterize...Oh, yeah, I guess you could."

"You're bleeding a lot. Judy, go to the pack and get the first aid kit in there and then shove everything into the back pack. We're leaving."

Judy scrambled over and ran back with the small green first aid kit. She gave Karen a wide-eyed stare, and then went to pack up like Colleen had told her.

Karen looked around, realizing that only the moon shone for light.

"Where's the fire?"

"I called it back."

Karen felt her head swim and wondered if she was imagining all this.

"It's in you," she breathed.

Colleen nodded. "Hold still. This is gonna hurt."

She poured something clear over the wound and Karen whimpered from the hissing sting of it.

Colleen dressed the wound as best she could, and Karen tried to clear her head and think. What was next? How were they going to be able to get Judy to safety with her wounded like this?

She'd been hurt before on a mission, had almost bled to death from taking a knife in her upper thigh. So she knew when a wound was an inconvenience and when it would compromise a mission.

"You have to leave me," she said when Colleen had finished.

"Hell no."

Karen took Colleen's warm hand and looked into those gorgeous brown eyes.

"Listen to me. There's no way to get Judy to safety if I'm slowing you down. You know I'm right."

"Karen..." Colleen looked away, her voice rough. "I can't do that."

"Yes, you can."

A little hand slapped Karen's leg and she looked over to see Judy, who must've come back sometime while Colleen was dressing Karen's wound. Her lips were puckered, her eyes narrowed as if she were furious. Judy shook her head and pointed at Karen, Colleen and then at herself. Then she pointed in the direction they were going.

"Kid-"

Judy shook her head again and signed, "No!"

"That's two against one," Colleen said as she put the back pack on. "You're outnumbered."

"Goddamn it, this isn't a democracy!"

"Language!"

Judy shot Colleen an annoyed look.

“C'mon," Colleen said, hoisting Karen to her feet. "We gotta get some distance between us and whoever else is out there."

Karen cried out in pain as Colleen helped her walk.

"This is stupid," she said.

"Yep."

"We'll still get caught going this slow."

"Probably," Colleen said.

Karen was usually a good judge of the passage of time, but the hours they stumbled through the dark forest, her shoulder radiating burning pain through her chest, was a blur.

When they finally stopped, Karen thought she could see just a little light on the horizon, though she couldn't be sure.

"It's...Is it...?" she asked, her mind swathed in a thick fog.

"Rest for a few hours, then we'll get moving again," Colleen said.

Judy propped a rolled-up sleeping bag behind Karen and Colleen helped her lean back. The smallest movement was excruciating and Karen knew that a few hours rest wasn't going to help, not really. She would just keep slowing them down.

Maybe I should try to leave when they aren't looking.

The thought twirled around her brain like water going down a drain as she drifted off into a restless sleep.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

Colleen plopped down on the ground, her head aching and her nose still carrying the smell of charred flesh. She hadn't wanted to kill anyone and had, in fact, tried to stick to intimidating them. But those men had been playing for keeps.

It was kill or be killed, right?

She wanted to believe it, needed to believe it, but guilt and fear raged through her.

The memory of the only time Grandfather had taken her to an art museum rose up in her mind, sharp and clear.

We were looking at beautiful landscapes and he knelt down and told me that he wanted me to paint with death the way some people do watercolors, to create the best world possible in High Tide. I thought I had protected enough of me from him that I wouldn't become the killer he wanted, but...what if I didn't?

The fight replayed in her mind, every moment when she'd had a split second to decide what to do. The times she chose to wound, the times she chose to kill. 

David. Dear god what I did....

She closed her eyes and felt bile rise up in the back of her throat and tears sting her eyes.

"I'm not a killer...I'm not what you made me, you son of a bitch. I won't be."

A small hand on her shoulder made Colleen turn and wipe tears from her eyes.

Judy's mouth twisted like she was about to cry.

"Hey," Colleen said. "It's gonna be okay. You should try and sleep.”

She shook her head and pointed next to Colleen.

"Sure, sit down."

At first, she sat down with several inches space between them, and they listened to the distant croak of frogs and the high hum of crickets.

After a few minutes, Judy scooted closer and reached out for Colleen's hand. Her long fingers wrapped around Colleen's wrist and her other hand hovered over Colleen’s palm, as if checking for something.

Judy's forehead wrinkled with a frown and she pressed her palm to Colleen's. The frown deepened and Colleen thought she might know what the child was trying to do.

"Here," Colleen said, moving her hand away from the girl. "It's inside of me, and when I want to-" Colleen made a fireball the size of a large marble. Judy jumped just a little but she didn't move away. Colleen tossed the small ball between her hands, and then called the heat back into her veins, the ball dissolving into her palm.

Judy grabbed Colleen's hand and turned it over, not a hint of fear.

In fact, the little girl looked up at Colleen with a wide grin, excited and happier than Colleen had seen her.

A feeling, like they understood each other on a deeper level, settled around them. Colleen showed Judy large fire balls, she cast the fire carefully to the ground and called it back. She even tried something she'd been practicing for a while: creating shapes out of the fire.

Colleen concentrated on the image of a box and after a moment, it appeared in the air. She maintained it with a small tether of fire at her palm. Judy laughed silently and Colleen couldn't help showing off a little more.

She created a little ball that bounced in the air, a beautiful swirl of fire that moved in a continuous cycle, and a smiling face.

Judy looked like she'd have giggled if she could have and Colleen felt a strange kinship with her as she took in the simple delight in the girl’s eyes. She put an arm around the small girl and drew her in for a hug.

Judy stiffened and Colleen was about to release her when small arms encircled Colleen's waist. 

Colleen's heart squeezed and tears burned her eyes. "Did they hurt you, the men who attacked us?"

Judy shook her head.

"I won't let anyone take you or hurt you, understand? I'm...I'm going to do everything I can to protect you. I promise."

Judy pulled away and held up her hand, just her pinky finger extended.

Colleen giggled. "I haven't done a pinky swear in a long time, but this situation calls for something special."

She hooked her pinky finger around Judy's and they squeezed. 

Judy smiled and gave a firm single, nod.

"You should try and sleep a little more, I'll watch Karen."

The little girl looked back at the mention of Karen's name, the space above her nose wrinkling as she frowned.

"Go on. You're not going to help her by being exhausted tomorrow."

Judy walked to the other sleeping bag and dragged it over to Karen. After checking on her, she curled up next to Karen and closed her eyes.

Colleen watched them for a long time, feeling more and more helpless with every hour. She had no idea how to get Karen the help she needed while also keeping Judy safe.

We have to get to a town, it's the only way. But how do I avoid anyone trying to take Judy, how do I get Karen help when no one is going to pay attention to a negro woman, except the wrong kind of attention?

Over and over Colleen ran through plans and tossed them away. As the dim light of morning spread over the horizon, Colleen could see only one solution: Keep going to Karen's extraction point and hope she could get Karen help while also keeping Judy out of the hands of Karen's boss.

"That should be easy, right?" she said to herself with an exhausted sigh.

 

 

 

Colleen started awake, heart pounding in panic as she looked around.

“Damn, I hadn’t meant to fall asleep,” she said, standing to her feet.

A quick search around where they’d stopped revealed that no one had come upon them or was waiting for them, much to Colleen’s relief.  

She glanced up at the sky to see how far the sun had risen. As far as Colleen could tell, it was still morning, though likely late as the heat was starting to drive away any cool air. She checked their canteens and grimaced, realizing that they hadn’t filled both before settling down for the night.

“Only one full one and the other is half.”

She glanced around for any signs of another water source but saw nothing.

A sudden cold fear began to grip her insides and Colleen took a deep breath. 

“Panicking won’t help Judy and Karen, or me,” she said to herself.  “I can’t…I can’t give in to all this. I’ve got to stay focused and right now, getting Karen help, getting Judy someplace safe, that’s what I’ve got to do. And I can do this.”

Colleen roused Judy first, the little girl waking with a start. The fear she'd seen just yesterday morning was far less today, and the girl even smiled at Colleen. 

"Go have a little something to eat," she said. 

When Colleen went to wake up Karen next, her heart stopped. The bandage was completely soaked through and Karen looked pale as death in the early morning light. 

"No," Colleen whispered, flinging herself down next to Karen. "You better still be alive!"

She found Karen's pulse, weak but there and felt tears come to her eyes in relief.

"Judy, get me more gauze."

The little girl brought it, her lips parted as she stared at the bloody bandages Colleen took off Karen's shoulder.  Karen let out a moan, her eyes opening just a little.

"I'm changing the dressing," Colleen said, keeping her voice steady.

Karen hissed as Colleen looked at the wound.

It was still leaking blood, but not as fast as before. She cleaned it again and packed more gauze on the wound this time, hoping it would help staunch the bleeding. 

"Here," Colleen said, taking a scrap of cloth from Judy. "We made a little sling to help support your shoulder."

She slipped it on, trying to work fast as Karen whimpered and huffed in pain with each movement of her arm. Colleen threw the back pack on and turned to help Karen stand. She felt terrible as she flung Karen's arm over her shoulder and forced her to get up.

A ragged cry escaped Karen's lips and she took some deep breaths. After a minute or so, Karen grit her teeth and stood up straighter. Dark circles were already forming under her eyes, standing out like bruises against her pale skin. She turned a pain-filled gaze on Colleen and opened her mouth to say something.

"Don't even think about it," Colleen said. 

Karen gave her a weak smile. "You a mind reader as well as a fire thrower?"

"No, I just know you."

"You always did."

Colleen's heart squeezed with the unguarded confession. She didn't want this to be what finally broke through Karen's guard, and yet she also wanted to keep Karen talking so that she didn’t pass out.

Karen took a few more deep breaths and removed her arm from around Colleen's shoulder. "I can walk...for a little while anyway. Let's go."

Colleen wanted to argue but knew this fight would end up being pointless. They trudged through the forest, which became sweltering much faster than Collen would've liked. 

At first, Karen kept up with the slow pace Colleen was setting though she could hear gasps from the red head, who trailed behind. Every so often, Karen would whisper an adjustment to their direction, though Colleen worried it wouldn't be enough. 

What if I end up leading us in a giant circle? Or worse, straight into a more dire situation. Which would be quite an accomplishment now that I think of it.

Colleen might be able to memorize blueprints and maps within minutes, but finding her way in the wild was something she had never developed, and if she were honest, never wanted to. When other kids might've wanted to escape the city for a country experience every once in a while, Colleen had hated nature. The bugs, the weird plants that could give you a rash if touched them, the possibility of getting lost in a place where there were no streets to give you the proper direction. It was all about as appealing as a root canal. Yet here she was, leading them through the wilderness with life or death stakes.

Maybe I should've done that one summer at camp, after all.

The sun was almost directly above them when a throbbing ache began to take root behind Colleen’s eyes. Her mouth was as dry as her body was wet with sweat and she would’ve given anything for an ice cold pitcher of tea. But she hid all of that as best she could, and glanced over at Judy.

The little girl was lagging between Colleen and Karen, her little arms hanging down as if they were too heavy to carry. When Colleen caught Judy’s eye, however, the child put on a brave smile which Colleen couldn’t help returning. 

A gasp, followed by a stumbling foot fall behind Colleen made her spin around, catching Karen just before the woman fell to the ground.

“I’m…sorry,” she said, her eyes glassy.

“It’s ok. There’s a clearing up ahead, why don’t we take a break?”

 The few feet it took to get to the clearing felt like walking through cotton, only adding to the growing sensation of heaviness in Colleen’s limbs. Once they finally arrived, all three of them fell onto the ground in the shade of huge, leaning trees. Colleen took a few drinks from one of the canteens, stopping far too soon to have really quenched her thirst. She handed it to Judy, who gulped a swallow and then handed it back. Insects swirled around them, landing on their faces and neck leaving itchy spots in their wake.  

Colleen's brow furrowed as she looked over to where Karen was leaning against a tree, her face even paler, a dark stain of blood on the gauze. Karen guzzled water, as if she hadn't drunk in days and closed her eyes.

"We have to adjust," Karen said after a moment. "We're...we're off trajectory and...I don't know where we’ll end up."

Karen pointed ahead and to the left. "That way."

Colleen nodded. "Rest, we'll leave in a little while."

"No," Karen shook her head. "We can't stay too long. We have to get to the extraction."

A groan of pain escaped through Karen's clenched teeth. She took several quick breaths and shook her head.

"I can't...Sometimes I think the bullet..."

Karen groaned again and Colleen knew that they just had to keep moving even though her body ached and her head was starting to feel like someone was splitting it with an axe. It was the only option.

"C'mon," Colleen said, helping Karen up, ignoring her cry of pain. "I'll help you. Judy, you think you can handle the pack for a few hours?"

Judy nodded and took the pack from Colleen. It covered the girl from the base of her skull to just above her knees and looked incredibly awkward. Judy took a few steps, almost falling before finding her balance. She took a few more steps and nodded in a firm way. Colleen didn't quite believe that she was going to last long carrying the pack, but what choice did she have?

Looping Karen's good arm around her neck, Colleen pulled Karen up, seeing the tears making tracks in Karen's pale, dirty face.  

"C'mon, bookworm," Colleen whispered. "You're stronger than some bullet, aren't you? How did you get a job like this without being able to handle a little pain, huh?"

Karen gave a sound that was half chuckle, half sob. "You...have no idea."

"I bet. Tell me about it."

"I...was a code breaker."

"Oh really?" Colleen said, already feeling the strain of Karen's weight. "Then what? You charm the hiring manager?"

"Something like that. I...I wouldn't take no for an answer."

Colleen felt something pierce her heart at the words. This was the woman she'd fallen in love with, the one who never met a barrier she wouldn't tear down with her bare hands, but couldn't make the first move when it came to love. 

"You're so fierce," Colleen said, more feeling than she might've wanted leaking into the words.

Karen huffed out something that sounded like a laugh. "Look who's talking."

They went on for a little while, their breaths becoming more and more labored as Karen became weaker and Colleen took more of her weight.

"Hey," Colleen said when Karen's head lolled to the side. "How did you change their minds? C'mon, tell me."

"I...I fought the biggest guy."

"I'll bet you did. And you won?"

"No," Karen said, her words low and a little slurred. "He...beat me. And I..."

"Hey! Stay with me, you did what?"

"Kept fighting...him."

"How many times?"

Karen's lips spread in a weak smile. "Four."

Colleen couldn't help laughing.

"I was the first woman...Kanigher ever hired."

"And the best."

"You know," Karen said, her feet barely moving. "I always thought I'd find you...one day."

Colleen laughed. "And boy did you."

"Yeah...It just wasn't how I pictured it."

"And how did you picture it?"

"I'll tell you someday, when the kid isn't around."

Heat flooded Colleen's face that nothing to do with her powers. 

"I'm going to hold you to that."

Karen looked up at her with a weak grin. "You better."

 

 

They went on like that for a while, Colleen pushing past the pain in her head and the way her vision had started blurring off and on, forcing Karen to talk and move. Judy stumbling with the pack on her back. Soon, the heat became like a sticky web all around them, slowing them even more. Karen's steps dragged more, as were Colleen’s and she almost stumbled to the ground with Karen. 

Colleen looked around the tall, close growing trees, no longer knowing if she'd seen these before.

I need…to sit…Oh god my head!

"Let's stop," Colleen said, barely able to help Karen down to the cool forest floor without falling.

Colleen plopped down and leaned against a tree while Judy gave Karen some water, but she barely drank from the canteen. After a moment Karen fell back, the dark circles that had begun earlier that morning around her eyes now deeper, looking like twin black eyes. Sweat shone on her pale skin, and she kept murmuring something between chapped lips.

Colleen closed her eyes against the sight of Karen so ill and the pain radiating behind her eyes.

"We'll take a long break,” Colleen said.  “We're far enough away-"

Karen shook her head. "No."

"Rest. Just rest for a while."

Colleen ran a hand over her face, the wild curls of her once perfect hair cut tickling her ears. There was little water left in their canteens, and the food they had might not be the best, considering it would just make them thirstier.

"What do I do?" she whispered to herself. 

Judy touched her arm, forcing her eyes to open, and pointed to the other sleeping bag.

Colleen managed a smile. "No, thanks. You go ahead."

Colleen closed her eyes again, listening to Judy and Karen sleep and trying to think of what to do but her thoughts just seemed to chase one another in a circle. After a little while, there was a sound, like a song on the thick air. Colleen felt confused, wondering if she was hearing a strange bird. It was like the sound of wind chimes in a cave, light and ethereal.

A calm settled on her mind, though in the back was the knowledge that she should be afraid, that this wasn't normal. Those doubts were soon silenced as the calm spread, like novocaine through her entire body. Her muscles became relaxed and her eyes grew heavy.

Just before she closed them completely, Colleen swore she saw people walk into their camp and wondered if she should be worried.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

Pain filled the expanse of sleep for Karen, it was everywhere she looked, barely ebbing and flowing anymore. Distant thoughts kept trying to invade between the spaces of the misery, thoughts of Colleen and Judy, thoughts of how she couldn't fail the mission. And when she tried to grab hold of them, life rafts in the midst of a sea of agony, they floated away.

In a moment, the pain changed. An inferno coursed through Karen's body and she wondered in the midst of her cries, if this was the end. Then, it receded, like flood waters, and in its place was peace. She drifted back into sleep, the bullet wound a distant awareness.

Coming out of the rest was like floating in a warm sea, soft and so good that she didn't want to open her eyes and have to face whatever was waiting. But she would open her eyes. She was a professional, after all. She had a mission to accomplish.

What was the mission?

For a moment her mind was so clouded that Karen couldn't quite remember what she was supposed to be doing. Then, like a crack of lightning in a black sky, it came to her. Her eyes flew open and she sat up in one motion, gasping at the pain it produced. 

Expecting the wet, leafy smell of the forest and the trees towering above her, it was a shock to find herself in a small room with walls painted a soft yellow, and homemade rugs scattered on the hardwood floors. An honest to god oil lamp burned on a nearby dresser, where a small stack of clothes sat.

She looked at her shoulder, expecting a gaping hole seeping blood. Instead, there was a clean bandage, which smelled of herbs. Touching it lightly, Karen realized that it was tender, but no longer excruciating. Pulling the bandages away from her skin, the wound was scabbed over, seeping a little blood. Specks of herbs clung to her skin from the poultice inside the bandage. Karen taped it back to her skin and winced. Her body ached, like it did after a long, hard training exercise, and her mouth was dry. She reached up to smooth hair from her face and realized that she was stark naked under the crisp sheet and blanket.

It's not the first time I woke up naked in a strange place, though that time things didn't go well for any of us. How is it going to go this time? And where are Judy and Colleen?

She was alone in the room, the distant sounds of people talking drifted through the walls. Karen forced herself not to panic, that would help no one. Instead, clothes seemed like a good idea, so she got up and examined the ones that had been left for her.

Loose cotton pants that would probably be too short, a loose cotton shirt, and under things. A sling sat beside all this, the fabric thick and soft. All of it looked homemade. She slipped the clothes on, finding a clip for her hair at the bottom of the pile and put it up in a sloppy twist.  

It still hurt to raise her arm, though it was a far cry from the agony it had been. She slipped the sling over her head and rested her arm inside. Karen knew that she should be in much more pain, that there should be stitches instead of the scabbed over wound that looked weeks healed.

It's not natural to heal that quickly. This has to be a powered person. But who and why?

A quick scan of the room produced no answers. There were small paintings on the walls, one that shimmered a little if Karen looked at it too long. There was the scent of rosemary and flowers, as if whoever normally resided here spent time in a garden. It was clean, spotless actually, and cool.

Karen decided that a closer examination of the room might produce some answers. 

The first place she went to was the window.

Careful to not be seen, she peeked around the edge of a curtain with bluebells embroidered on them. The window looked down onto a town square where more gas lamps hung, illuminating a group of people sitting around a platform made from boxes. 

It's dark outside! So that means I've been wherever this is for hours.

She couldn't hear what the group was saying, but she could tell by the hand motions that some weren't happy at all. The thing that struck Karen the most was the mix of white and negro adults, all of whom seemed perfectly comfortable with one another, as if there were no riots and lynchings happening in the towns a few hours away.

Having taken in everything she could from that vantage point, Karen turned her attention to the room.

She walked along the walls first, looking for loose boards, the signs of a secret room, careful to tread lightly on the floor so she didn't alert anyone. As she walked, Karen was having a hard time ignoring the paintings. Her eye kept being drawn to one, in particular, of a cloud-filled sky at sunset that seemed to shift and churn.

That's impossible...though if The Bulwark has taught me anything, it's to expect the impossible. That's not going to get me out of here though. Focus, Karen!

So, she moved on, until she was at the window again. She looked a second time and saw people making their way from the meeting.

"Where the hell am I? Did Colleen get us here?"

"I'm afraid not," said a voice behind her.

Karen whirled around, legs wide, knees bent and fists up. She might not have her knives and she might be wounded, but she could still do plenty of damage with her bare hands.

The person that stood before her was short, barely five feet tall, with dark hair in a braid over one slight shoulder and warm brown eyes. She wore similar clothes to Karen, except they fit much better. Her hands were folded in front of her and she wore a relaxed grin on her narrow mouth.

"Where am I?" Karen asked.

"Someplace safe."

"And how do I know that?"

"A valid question. I promise, you will have answers soon."

"Where are my friends, the woman and the little girl?"

"Safe. I know you have no reason to trust me, but please try."

The girl's gaze became distant, as if she were hearing something that Karen didn't. After a few seconds her grin widened.

"Your friend is quite the handful, perhaps you could ask her to put her fire balls away. We mean no harm."

Colleen! She's alright! But what about Judy?

"Where is she?" Karen asked.

"In my room," the woman said. "I will take you to her. Come on."

The woman turned without any fear that Karen might attack, which was unnerving to Karen, who followed her out the door and into a dimly lit hallway. The walls on either side were covered in wallpaper with Forget-Me-Nots and roses. A painting of a pond with weeping willows dipping their long branches just above the water caught Karen's eye. It was exceptionally life-like and Karen swore she saw the leaves on the trees stir, a ripple shuddering in the pond. 

She stopped, for a second and stared at it.

"Come," the woman said. "You can look at Stacey's art tomorrow."

With one last look at the painting, Karen followed her. The hairs of her neck stood up and her body tensed, ready to strike at the slightest sign of danger. She didn't like not knowing where they were, and who these people were. They'd healed her, that was certain. But that didn't mean they were friendly.

As they neared the end of the curving hallway, Karen heard a familiar voice and couldn't help a smile.

"You tell me right now where my friends are or I'm lighting up this whole house!"

"Quite the hot-head, isn't she?" The woman giggled at her own joke, then turned the door’s handle and motioned for Karen to go inside. 

Karen didn't like going first in a situation like this, but she also didn't want Colleen burning down the whole house.

So, she stepped inside. 

If the room she'd been in was peace personified, this was a Technicolor chaos.

The walls were a bright rainbow of colors splashed in seemingly random patterns, a mismatched patchwork quilt was thrown over a wide bed. Books spilled from three book shelves and off two bedside tables. Karen even saw a few thick volumes peeking out from under the bed. A pile of stuffed animals sat in one corner, all with homemade clothing, also in various bright colors.  

"Oh my god!" Colleen said, snapping Karen back to the matter at hand.

Collen bolted toward her, throwing her arms around Karen and drawing her in for a tight embrace. Karen winced at the pressure on her shoulder but didn't pull away.

"I thought you were gone or...I don't know," Colleen said, stepping back enough to look Karen in the face. "And you're up, walking around. Is your shoulder-?"

"It's better. A lot better."

They stared at each other and Karen had a crazy impulse to kiss Colleen. She stepped back instead, though Colleen's hands lingered on Karen's forearms.

"Where's Judy?" Karen asked Colleen.

"I don't know, although this woman,” she gestured at the one who’d led Karen through the house. “Keeps telling me she's fine. How are you up walking around?"

"We healed your wound as best we could," the strange woman said. "I'm afraid you will need several more treatments before you are travel ready." 

Colleen's eyes became wide and her head whipped around to the other woman in the room, who was identical to the one Karen had met.

The two reached out for one another and Karen thought they were simply twins, until both women melted into one another. After a few seconds, only one woman stood there, a sympathetic look on her face.

"You must have questions."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

After working with Marco, seeing what Andrew could do, and knowing full well that there were people with far more exotic powers in the world than hers, Colleen knew she shouldn't have stood there with her mouth hanging open. It was just that never in her wildest dreams did she think someone could have a power like what she'd just seen.

The woman got a distant look in her eyes and smiled at Karen and Colleen.

"The mayor is back from the town meeting and asks for you both downstairs. Follow me, please."

They followed, keeping a few feet of distance from the woman in front of them.

Colleen knew Judy would be terrified and tried to keep that worry out of her mind. She had to have a clear head if she was going to be any use in getting them all out of this mess.

Whatever this mess is.

The stairs ended at the front door of the house. To their right was a large sitting room with an upright piano against the far wall, a large picture window with the curtains drawn, two large chairs and a couch with crocheted afghans thrown over the backs and arms. A grandfather clock ticked next to the piano and a low coffee table sat in the middle of the room. The floorboards were well worn and shone in the lamp light, with more homemade rugs scattered about.

To left, where the woman led them, was a spacious dining area with a long wooden table and eight simple wooden chairs around it.  A cuckoo clock ticked on the wall, intricate markings etched into the wood. A sideboard with gleaming blue and white dishes was against one wall and across from it was another sideboard that Colleen imagined was used to place food during a meal. Behind the table was another wide window, with curtains also drawn. 

In the center of the table was a large lamp, and salt and pepper shakers. A woman with a long gray braid and bright blue eyes sat at the table, her weathered hands around a blue mug of steaming tea.

"Madam Mayor," the woman said. "I've brought the visitors."

The woman lifted her eyes to Colleen and Karen, a tense smile on her face. 

"Please, sit. I'm sure you're hungry. Margaret, would you get them some sandwiches, please?"

The woman nodded and disappeared into the kitchen.  

Colleen and Karen stood, staring around them. 

"Would you like tea or coffee?" the mayor asked, as if this situation wasn't at all strange.

"I want to know where Judy is," Colleen said.

"Ah yes, the girl with the collar," the mayor said, an edge to her voice. "She's sleeping upstairs."

Colleen and Karen looked at each other.

"She's here and you didn't tell us?" Karen said.

The mayor held out her hands to calm them. "Please, just sit and let us have a chat. There's a lot to discuss."

They each took a seat across from the mayor, who opened her mouth to speak when the door behind Karen and Colleen opened and out came Margaret with two plates, which she put before them. Then, she stood with an expectant smile on her face, as if waiting for them to try the food.

"Thank you, Margaret, dear," the mayor said. "Will you let Isaac know that I'm speaking to our guests, and then you can turn in for the night."

Margaret nodded and walked back to the kitchen.

After a moment, she and a broad-shouldered man, with brown skin and salt and pepper hair, came out of the kitchen. He smelled of pipe tobacco, sweet and rich.

Margaret left the room, her light steps barely registering on the stairs.

Isaac sat next to the mayor, a deep frown on his square face.

"Please, eat," the mayor said.

Colleen looked at Karen, who gave her a frown as if to ask if she thought the food was poisoned.

"If we had wanted to kill you, we would've done it already," Isaac said, his voice deep and gravely.

Colleen picked up the sandwich, which was made with thick sliced homemade bread and a cold meat that looked like beef. She tasted sharp cheese as well and a tangy mustard. After days of dried meat and fruit, the simple meal was heaven.

The mayor let them eat most of their sandwiches before speaking, and Colleen hated to admit that she was so focused on her food that she had almost forgotten the mayor and Isaac were there.

"I'm sure you're confused and wondering how you came to be here, and where here is," the mayor said, her hands folded in front of her on the table. 

"That's putting it mildly," Karen said.

The older woman grinned. "The simple answer to your questions is this: We are a village of people like you." She motioned to Colleen. "And the little girl, Judy. For the last twenty years or so, we have remained hidden from most of the outside world, a haven for those of us who need one. We don’t take in many visitors, and those that we do generally find us through people we know. But, one of our citizens saw you in a vision and told us that we needed to help you. Another of our citizens put you all into a deep sleep so we could bring you here without revealing the location of our town. We couldn't risk you knowing the way here, just in case..."

"Just in case we were dangerous," Karen said.

The mayor nodded

"We aren't," Colleen said. "We were just trying to get to safety."

"And what then?" Isaac asked. "What is safety to you? And why are you running?"

Colleen eyed Karen, whose mouth was pressed into a tight line. Colleen knew that the red haired spy wouldn't want to reveal anything about who she was or who she worked for. And usually Colleen would be similarly inclined, the instinct to keep her secrets close to the vest was deeply ingrained. 

"Well?" Isaac asked.

"It's complicated," Colleen finally said.

"In what way?"

For the first time since the man entered the room, Colleen really looked at Isaac, the way his eyes narrowed, the tension in his body, as if he were studying them. He didn't question her answer. If he were simply paranoid, he would've. 

Instead, he asked a follow up, digging deeper. Also, I have a hunch that the Mayor doesn't need him here just to tell us this information. She already made her decision. So, what's he here for? I wonder...

"You can tell if we're lying, can't you?" Colleen asked.

Isaac's face tensed. "How did you know that?"

"A guess," she answered. "More or less."

"Well, now that you know," the older woman said. "What are you running from? Does it have anything to do with the people that put that collar on Judy?"

"Yes," Colleen said.

The mayor and Isaac waited and when neither Colleen or Karen said anything else, the mayor gave them a cold grin.

"I understand what it's like not to trust easily," she said. "But I am tasked with keeping every person in this town safe. I won't allow you to put them in danger, no matter what someone said about the two of you. You can either tell us what we need to know or you can be dropped off where we found you and take your chances with that shoulder and whatever is happening to you."

Karen tensed beside Colleen, who felt a sudden comfort in spite of the mayor’s rough words.

"You remind me of someone," Colleen said.

"Really?"

"She doesn't mince words either."

"I'm glad we understand each other."

"Someone is after Judy," Colleen said.

"Colleen," Karen said.

"They deserve to know."

Karen scowled at her and nodded.

"Who is this someone?" the mayor asked.

"They experiment on people like us," Colleen said. 

The older woman’s jaw tightened and Isaac swore under his breath.

"I am...familiar with such individuals," the mayor said. "Do they have any way of tracking you?"

"Not that we are aware of," Karen said. 

The mayor sat back, her gaze thoughtful.

Colleen ate what was left on her plate, though her stomach was roiling with nerves. 

If they dump us back out there, how long before the wrong people find us and take Judy?

"Alright," the mayor said. "You may stay the night and we will continue this discussion in the morning."

"Thank you," Colleen said. "We appreciate your help. I’m Colleen, this is Karen.”

"I’m Amanda. And you can thank Ezelle, when you meet her tomorrow. She insisted that we save you. I'm afraid that you'll have to share a room. It's the first door to the left of the top of the stairs. The washroom is at the end of your hall, and there's fresh towels in there. Breakfast is at seven sharp."

"Thank you," Karen said. 

“And make no mistake,” Amanda said, rising to her feet. “I take my responsibility to protect these people very seriously, as does Isaac. If we believe you are a threat, you will be forced to leave.”

“We understand,” Colleen said. 

Amanda nodded. “Good night.”

With one last suspicious glare, Isaac followed Amanda up the stairs.

 

 

Colleen walked into the room Amanda had told them about and plopped down on the wrought iron framed bed. The mattress barely dipped under her weight, and she glanced around at the long shadows the oil lamp was casting on the robins-egg blue walls. Her eye fell on their dirty back pack, which sat next to a dresser. Colleen wondered if anyone had looked inside and what they thought if they saw her Fahrenheit suit.

I wonder what's happening in High Tide? Is Tina holding her own or has Von done some more damage?

 A small closet was to her right where four sets of clothes hung neatly and ready to be worn. She hoped they fit better than the ones she was wearing.

I should see if they have a phone, I could call Tina tomorrow.

The door flung open and there was Judy, tears rolling in fat drops down her cheeks and off her little chin. She ran in and flung her arms around Colleen, sobs shaking her shoulders. Colleen pulled the little girl into her lap and held Judy against her. She smelled of lavender, as if someone had tucked satchels of it around her as she slept.

Karen walked in behind her. "I went to check on her and she was wanting to see you."

"Hey now," Colleen said, her voice soothing as she ran her hand up and down Judy's back. "It's okay, we're safe now."

Judy's arms tightened around Colleen's neck and she shook her head.

"I promise. This is a good place. Everyone here is like us and they're not prisoners. I swear that you're safe."

After a second or two, Judy let go and looked at Colleen, sniffling. Colleen wiped her tears away and Karen handed the little girl a hankie from the dresser. She blew her nose and took a few deep breaths.

"Are you hungry?" Karen asked.

Judy shook her head.

"You wanna go back to your room?"

She hesitated and pointed to the large bed in the room. 

Colleen looked up into Karen's eyes, who shrugged, the motion producing a wince. 

"Alright, you can sleep in here with us, but just for tonight. Deal?"

Judy nodded, a smile brightening the child's face. 

"Go to the washroom at the end of the hall. Wash up, see if they have a spare toothbrush and get ready for bed."

Judy turned to go, hesitating just a little at the door, as if looking to make sure no one was coming down either end of the hall. Her steps were light as she half ran to the washroom.

"You alright?" Colleen asked, motioning to Karen's shoulder.

"It's sore," Karen said. "And I know I've slept a lot, but I'm exhausted."

"You're healing."

Karen opened a couple of the dresser drawers and found a pair of sleeveless summer nightgowns and three sets of men’s pajamas. 

"Which?" Karen asked.

Colleen plucked one of the nightgowns, a cream and pink one with flowers along the collar. Karen took a pair of the pajamas. They looked at the night clothes in their hands, glanced up at each other, and then down again.

"I guess...we should turn our backs or...?" Karen asked.

A laugh burst from Colleen's throat. "Everything happening, what we heard tonight, and this is what we're nervous about?"

Karen's mouth tightened, as if she were fighting a laugh. After a moment she lost the battle and giggled. 

"I've seen you naked," Colleen said before she thought better of it.

A bright red hue overtook Karen's face, and Colleen thought she'd never seen anything so adorable.

"Unless you've gotten hideous with age," Colleen continued. "You have nothing to be embarrassed about."

"Age?" Karen said, feigning offense. "I'll have you know that I look better now than I did the last time you saw me."

"Really?"

"Really."

"Prove it."

Karen threw the pajamas on top of the dresser and reached up for the top button of her tunic shirt. 

Colleen jumped up and stopped her. "I was kidding."

She had expected Karen to pull her hand away, or step back. But her former lover simply let Colleen hold her hand.Their eyes locked on one another, and Colleen could feel Karen's breath on her face, see the tiny flecks of gold in her blue eyes.

"I'm not comfortable thinking I browbeat you into stripping," Colleen said.

"You didn't. Besides, I’m not as shy as I used to be.”

Colleen grinned at her as a memory floated to the surface of her brain. 

“So you would go skinny dipping now?”

Karen’s skin turned pink, and she stepped back from Colleen. 

“I remember that, you said no one was around.”

“I didn’t think there were.”

“And the moment I take off my shirt-”

“Which you only did because I had gotten it wet.”

“-a group of men from my literature class come around the bend and saw me.”

“For which I yelled at them and blocked you from view.”

“But they wouldn’t stop, things got physical and you punched one of them,” Karen giggled.

“Then they all came after us and we had to run.”

Karen pulled back the edge of her left sleeve, exposing a crescent shaped scar on her wrist bone.

“And I fell and got this.”

“And after that,” Colleen reached out and ran her finger over the scar. “If we couldn’t hold each other or touch because we were in public-”

“We’d tap each others’ wrist instead,” Karen said, her voice low.

The door opened and the two of them looked away from one another. Colleen could feel fire building in her veins, her breathing rapid. Judy walked in and shut the door, a smile still lighting up her face. She jumped onto the bed, oblivious to the tension between the two women and snuggled down into the covers, taking up a small space in the middle of the bed.

Karen began to change and Colleen did the same, concentrating on her breath and calming the flames inside her.

We aren’t those girls anymore and I’ve got to stop thinking we are or even could be.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

Karen's shoulder woke her in the morning, sharp and stiff. She felt something wet on the pajamas and realized that she'd pulled at the scab in the night, opening it up. It wasn't bleeding a lot, just enough to dot the pajamas with red spots. A small jab into her back reminded Karen that she wasn't in bed alone.

She turned with great care so as not to wake the little girl who had somehow managed to end up with her head pointing toward the foot of the bed. A small foot made little kicking motions and Karen realized that it must've been what she felt in her back. Her eyes drifted across the bed to where Colleen lay on her side, hands curled under her chin and tiny snores escaping her lips. She wanted to reach out and caress the fire starter’s cheek, kiss her forehead.

Instead, she got up and padded down the hall to the washroom. The cold floor made her suck in a breath in surprise and she was grateful for the thick rug in front of the sink. The person staring back at her from the plain oval mirror was haggard, dark circles still present under large eyes, fading bruises on her face, probably from hitting the ground so hard the other night.

Wetting a washcloth in the sink, she dabbed the wound on her shoulder, hissing with pain when she hit a particularly tender spot. In spite of the fact that it still hurt, Karen was amazed at the healing that had taken place in a matter of hours. Her collar bone ached, but she could touch it, and there was no sign of the bullet.

Karen looked over at the clawfoot bath tub. 

Maybe if it's early enough I can have a bath without taking the bathroom from too many people.

She turned the knobs on the faucet, letting the water heat up then pulled the ends of her pajama shirt up, intending to take it off.

"Don't do that!" said a voice nearby.

Karen jumped, spinning around with her fists up in spite of the pain in her shoulder. Her heart stopped when the only thing she saw was the pink and blue wallpaper.

"Where are you?" she asked.

To her right, the air shimmered and there appeared a young man, barely old enough to shave.

"What the hell?" she said, just barely stopping her fist from flying.

"I know, I'm so sorry!" he held out his hands, large blue eyes full of fear. "Please, don't tell Amanda."

"Tell Amanda? You're lucky I didn't hit you! What were you doing in here? Why didn't you say anything?"

"It-It's a habit, I-I have a hard time staying visible and I was distracted and I looked up and there you were. Oh my god, I'm so sorry!"

He flickered in front of her, visible one moment and gone the next.

"I'm sorry," he said, coming back. "I come in here to think it's...there's...I'm sorry. I was curious about the visitors."

"If you're curious about women, kid, you ask a grown up. You don't go sneaking around in bathrooms!"

"I wasn't! I mean that's not what I meant, I wasn't in here to peek or...ok, I'm just going to be quiet now."

Karen took in the fear in his eyes, the way he hugged himself, his breathing and realized he was far more afraid of her than she was of him.

"Okay," she said. "I won't tell Amanda. Is she your mom or...?"

He laughed. "Amanda? No. She's in charge of this place, of everyone. Not in a bad way, not in a 'grrrr – you're my property' kind of way, but... she's...well, she can be kind of scary but not in the way it might sound. It's just-"

"I get it," Karen said, holding up her hand.

He nodded and stared at her, then the floor, the ceiling, back at her. Steam was starting to build in the bathroom as the hot water ran in the tub.

"Can you?" Karen pointed at the door.

"Oh! Yeah, sorry, I was just...bye."

He blinked out of visibility, and Karen jumped. The only sign that he left was the opening and closing of the door.

She took a deep breath and closed her eyes.

"Anyone else hiding in here?"

Sinking into the hot bath felt so good that Karen moaned. She leaned against the edge of the tub and closed her eyes. The hot water brought the ache in her shoulder to a peak for a moment and then it faded.

As the muscles in her body unwound, so did her mind, unleashing all the worries and questions Karen didn't have an answer for. And, at the moment, the thing at the top of her list was the town she now found herself in.

A town full of powered people. Kanigher would have a fit.

She sighed.

Every ounce of training said that this place was dangerous to the safety of the country, that these people needed containment, rehabilitation, so that they were no longer a threat and could become valued members of society. Yet when she thought about telling Kanigher about it all, Karen felt her stomach twist and her mind became unsettled. Never in all the time she'd worked at The Bulwark, had she ever doubted a mission or held something back from her superiors. And now, here she was doubting, trying to figure out how to lie, and yet still tell enough of the truth to the one man she'd trusted.

She could practically hear Kanigher: "You would report an entire town of Russians with atomic bombs, wouldn't you? So, how was this different?"

"Because they're innocent people," she whispered in response to the imaginary Kanigher.

"And how do you know that? Any one of them could be a threat. Hell, probably is."

"They're scared people, wanting nothing more than to live in peace."

"Scared people are the most dangerous, Gray, you should know that by now."

She did and had the scars to prove it in fact.

"Maybe he's right. If someone were to have the power to blow things up or...set things on fire."

Karen ran a hand over her face, hating to admit that her once black and white world had turned gray in a matter of days. She would never see Colleen as a threat, yet she could obliterate a town in hours if she wanted to. Where was the line?

"This town isn't the mission," she finally said to herself. "Judy is. And saving her, getting her to The Bulwark before Kanigher lets Liefeld off his leash, that's what's important. There's still three days left, plenty of time. I do that and the rest..."

She sighed and closed her eyes, knowing there was no clear answer at the moment.

"So, I might as well enjoy my bath."

 

 

Karen found bandages after her bath and covered the wound, which was still seeping a little blood. It ached even after the warm water, but nothing so bad that Karen couldn't handle it for the rest of the trip to the extraction point. She hadn't thought to bring a robe with her, so she slipped the pajamas back on and walked toward the bedroom. Downstairs she could hear the clang of pots and the opening and closing of cabinets, a loud feminine laugh punctuating the noise.

Nervous energy zipped through her veins with the renewed determination she felt, hoping Colleen wouldn't put up too much of a fight about leaving as soon as possible. Karen walked back into the bedroom and saw Judy sitting on the edge of the bed in a pair of cut-off jeans with the ends rolled up and a flannel shirt, both of which fit her quite well. She ran long fingers along the silver collar around her neck, a distant look in her eyes.  Karen wished she'd let them take it off, and wondered again why she wanted to keep such a horrible memory of her captivity. 

Colleen was already dressed in the loose pants and tunic-like shirt of the previous night. Wrinkles appeared over her nose as Colleen studied herself in the mirror. After a second, she used a pick to fluff the tight, shiny curls all around her head and then examined the result.

"I've never seen it like that," Karen said.

"That's because I usually straighten it. I'm not used to it like this. The oil helps, at least it won’t break,” she nodded at her reflected and smiled. “I think I’m getting used to it, might just keep it. How is the shoulder?" 

Karen looked down at the dried blood on the pajamas. "It opened a little last night and it's sore, but I think it's healing fine. Whatever they did accelerated it by weeks, if not months. 

"I'm glad."

They smiled at each other, and Judy stepped between them. 

"Hungry," she signed.

Karen smiled. "It's 'I'm hungry'...try it."

"I'm hungry."

"Well then," Colleen said. "We should go downstairs."

"I'll be right there," Karen said.

Once the door was closed, Karen threw on the same clothes as yesterday, hating the way they hung on her tall body. Her black pants and shirt were what she yearned for, the tight fabric clinging to her body like armor, making her feel powerful and like nothing could hurt her.

She winced as she twisted up her wet hair, and with a frustrated sigh, slipped the sling on.

"I guess I'm not quite that invincible."

The smell of bacon met her the minute she stepped out of the room and her stomach gave an embarrassingly loud rumble.

"Hungry, huh?" said a voice to her left.

Karen jumped and looked around. She huffed in frustration when she couldn't see anyone.

"Sorry," said the boy from the bathroom, materializing next to her. "I forget sometimes. I wanted to introduce myself. I'm Jake."

He held out his hand, a broad smile lighting up his eyes.

Karen grasped it. "I'm Karen."

"Nice to meet ya." Jake bounded down the stairs ahead of her, all legs and arms. "We better get to the table quick. Isaac loves bacon and if you don't hurry, you won't get any."

They turned to the left and walked into the dining room where Colleen and Karen had met Amanda last night. The room was bright with early sunlight streaming in through the large window. In the middle of the long table was a Lazy Susan with a jar of homemade jam, salt and pepper and a container of what looked like homemade hot sauce. Cloth napkins with mismatched forks and spoons sat at each place at the table. 

One sideboard had a large coffee pot, creamer and sugar, along with a basket covered with a dishtowel.

"Biscuits!" Jake said. 

He winked out of sight and Karen jumped, her hand flying out of instinct to the knife belt that wasn't there. 

I've got to stop doing that. These people aren't a threat.

The next thing Karen saw was the towel lifting in the air and a biscuit being liberated from the basket.

"You want one?" Jake asked, still invisible.

Karen shook her head. "I think some coffee first."

"Eck! Disgusting stuff! Oh well, suit yourself."

The biscuit floated past her and to the stairs. She shook her head to try and dislodge the instinct to subdue the young man. 

He's not a threat...he's not a threat...Dear god am I going to have to say that to myself the whole time I'm here?

Karen plucked a thick blue mug with tiny white flowers around the rim from the sideboard and poured some of the gloriously dark coffee into her cup. She dropped one sugar cube into it and a plop of cream, her mouth actually watering in anticipation of it. Closing her eyes, she sighed the liquid glided over her tongue and down her throat.

The kitchen door opened and out came Colleen, carrying carafe of milk, while Judy carried a small bowl of cream.

The little girl walked past her with a grin and out to the front door.

Karen glanced at Colleen, forehead wrinkling in question.

"They have a cat," Colleen said, placing the carafe on the table. "And apparently Judy loves cats."

Karen nodded. "Coffee?"

"Oh my god, yes!" Colleen said, giving Karen a wide grin.

They stood in the dining room side by side, the sounds of cooking and laughter in the kitchen drifting out to them.

There was an ease between them that Karen had thought was gone a long time ago and she found herself wishing they could go somewhere, just the two of them, and sit in companionable silence as they had so long ago.

I'd read a book and she would sketch me, and the world didn't exist past wherever we were. God, I thought that was the very definition of heaven.

"Do you still draw?" Karen asked.

"Sometimes," Colleen said, looking at her mug. "Not much lately. Too much going on."

They sipped their coffee, something more hanging between them in the comfortable silence now. Karen knew that Colleen was thinking of the same thing she had been, when she asked, "You still read stuffy Greek philosophers, bookworm?" 

Karen laughed, and shook her head. 

"No, now it's trashy dime store novels."

"I'm not sure that's any better."

"They're shorter. And it's what David's fiancé would've read, so..."

Their smiles faded fast. Colleen looked at her mug and Karen at the engagement ring still on her finger.

"I'm sorry about David. I really am," Colleen began.

"Don't be. I'm serious. It was him or us and...I would've done the same in your place."

"Immolated him?"

Karen cringed, the smell of burnt flesh still too recent in her memory.

"Sometimes," Colleen continued, her voice soft. "I still let my emotions get the better of my powers and an instinct takes over...I try to fight it, but it's hard."

"I've been in positions like we were at the stream a lot,” Karen said. “And it's never easy to make that decision, to know that you have no choice if you're going to survive. I don’t do it lightly, and I don't believe you did either."

Colleen gave her a little grin. "Thanks, that...it helps."

Karen hesitated, wondering if the question she wanted to ask was alright. Finally, curiosity got the better of her.

"How do you control your powers?"

"I visualize the power flowing through my veins, not as something separate, but as a part of me."

"Was it hard when...I mean I never saw you use it when I knew you in college."

"I hid it, I was ashamed of it."

"What changed?"

Colleen grinned, her gaze softening. "I met someone, a man with powers. He showed me that I could use them for good, or at least that I shouldn't be hiding them."

Karen was caught off guard by the hot bolt of jealousy that shot through her and looked down at her coffee cup.

Why am I surprised? After all she had Trevor on the boat.

"Oh...that's great," she said, her voice a little too airy with forced cheer. "I always thought that you deserved, you know, someone who would...I'm happy for you."

Colleen didn't say anything for a moment, and then burst out laughing.

"No, it's not like that! He's practically engaged to an heiress from Jet City. We're friends, best friends, but...he's not my type."

"Oh."

Karen looked sideways at Colleen, and then quickly back at her cup. 

"Trevor was a cover, you know," Colleen said. "I never...we never did anything except sleep in that bed. And the last time I saw him, I had to knock him out."

"Why?"

"He was a plant from Jason James."

"So, he knew something could happen," Karen said, her mouth becoming dry. 

"I guess so. Either that or he's just paranoid."

Karen opened her mouth to respond when the door to the kitchen opened, laughter and food pouring out.

"I hope you're hungry!" Margaret said, smiling at them.

Karen forced a smile and nodded. Her worries about Jason James would have to wait.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

After stuffing themselves with eggs, bacon, biscuits and many refills of coffee, Amanda asked to see the three of them in the large sitting room.

"We need to continue our discussion from last night."

Isaac came into the room and stood against the wall by the piano, his thick arms crossed and a scowl etched into his face.

Colleen held Isaac's hard stare, feeling like he was trying to see right through her.

"Alright," Karen answered. "What do you want to know?"

The calm way in which Karen asked it surprised Colleen.

All this time putting me off and refusing to give me more than the barest information. Of course, she could just be putting on a good face.

"Who are you?" Amanda asked.

"My name is Karen Gray-"

"No, I mean who are you, really? Why were you out there with a powered child and a woman who can throw fire?"

Karen tensed.

"That is very difficult to explain," she finally said.

"Try," Amanda said.

"Why don't we start with me?" Colleen said, worried with how fixated Amanda was on Karen.

"No, it's alright," Karen said. "Colleen and I were tasked with saving Judy from the people who were experimenting on her. It went wrong and we're being pursued by them."

Amanda looked back at Isaac, whose eyes narrowed.

"It's half true," he finally said.

Colleen glared at him.

"We've had problems in the past with newcomers," Amanda said. "And we've learned our lesson, that's why Isaac is here. I'm not about to let you, Miss Gray, put everyone else in danger."

"We aren't staying," Karen said. 

"And where are you going?"

Karen and Colleen looked at each other.

"Not here," Colleen finally answered.

Amanda's gaze swung to Judy, who'd been sitting next to Karen with a look of confusion on her face. Under the mayor’s scrutiny, the little girl began to sink as far back as she could on the couch, running a hand self consciously over her shaved head.

"And you child? Do you trust them? Have they been good to you? This is a safe place and you can tell us the truth. We will protect you."

Judy pointed to Karen and Colleen and gave a thumbs up sign.

Amanda frowned and after a moment her face softened. "Oh, I see, you can’t speak. Is it the collar? We've had some experience taking them off, if-."

Judy shook her head, and signed "No". 

"Are you sure?"

The girl nodded. 

"Very well," Amanda said, standing up. "You three may stay until Karen is healed enough for travel."

"And when will that be?" Karen asked. 

"A few days at least."

"Do you have a phone?" Colleen asked. "I would like to check in at home."

"No, we don't," Isaac said, his voice flat.

"I can, however, do another healing session on Karen's shoulder right now," Amanda said.  "It won't wipe you out nearly as much as the first time, there was a lot of damage."

"You were the healer?" Colleen said. 

"Yes, why?"

"I don't know you just seem...not exactly inclined to want to help us."

"I choose to do no harm with my gift, I will help where and whom I can. Even if I'm not entirely sure as to their real intentions."

"You let other people do the dirty work?" Colleen asked, glancing at Isaac.

Amanda ignored the question and knelt in front of Karen. With slow, careful movements, Amanda took the bandages off the bullet wound. Colleen hadn't seen it since the healing and was shocked at how far along it looked. Though the large scabs were cracking just a little and seeping some blood, it was nothing compared to the brutal hole it had been.

Amanda pressed her palm against the wound and Karen sucked in a sharp breath, eyes rolling back in her head. After a few minutes, Amanda sat back breathing heavily, sweat dotting her forehead. 

When Colleen saw the wound, she gasped. 

The scab was gone. And in it’s place was bright pink, healing flesh.

"You...that's amazing," Colleen said. 

Amanda gave her a weak smile. "Thank you."

"Are you alright?"

"It takes something out of me but a little sleep and some food and I'll be fine."

Isaac helped her to her feet and walked her to the doorway where she waved him off and slowly climbed the stairs.

Karen's eyes fluttered open and she glanced around. 

"Did I fall asleep?"

Colleen laughed. "Look at your shoulder."

She did and swore under her breath. "How? That's..."

"I think we'll be ready to leave sooner than a few days."

Karen nodded, not taking her eyes from her shoulder. "That would be good.”

Colleen glanced up to see Isaac standing there, arms crossed as he scowled at them.

"Well?" Colleen asked.

"Amanda means what she says. She won't put you in danger or hurt you while you're here," Isaac said. "Me, on the other hand? I won't hesitate to do what's necessary to keep our town safe. Be sure you remember that."

Colleen stood up. "Are you threatening us?"

"I'm warning you."

“Why are you so angry with us? It’s not as if we stumbled in here. Your people came looking for us.”

Isaac looked out the window, his jaw set. He stood there long enough for Colleen to assume that he wasn’t going to answer her so she turned away, ready to leave when his harsh voice stopped her.

“Amanda understated it when she said we’ve had trouble with outsiders. We lost nearly half our people seven years ago because we took in the wrong people. This place, these people are my family. The only family I have or will ever have,” his hard gaze pinned Colleen to where she stood. “I will fight, I will do anything to make sure they are safe. Do you understand?”

Isaacs words were like darts striking Colleen’s soul. Her mind traveled back to High Tide, to the people there, the way it felt to see Rachel’s salon in ruins, the joy rising inside her when she saw the people outside the new Cherry’s restaurant. All the little, insignificant things that tugged at her every time she stepped foot in that neighborhood and how she knew, deep in her bones, that she would fight with her last breath to keep it all safe.

“Yes,” Colleen said. “I understand.”

“Good.”

And with that, Isaac stomped from the room. 

Colleen stared at the space where he’d been, trying to bring her mind back to the present and the task at hand: keeping Judy safe. But in that moment, everything they’d been through the last few days, everything Isaac had said, that the powered people all around her had been through came crashing down on her and she leaned against the door way.

How do I keep anything safe in a world like this? Judy? High Tide? Karen? I’m just…me.

"Well, that went well," Karen said, standing up. 

Judy glared after Isaac, her scarred lips puckered in anger.

"You're mad, aren’t you?" Karen asked, very deliberately making the sign for 'mad'.

Judy nodded, copying the sign that Karen had just done. Colleen couldn’t help smiling at the little girl’s enthusiasm for sign language and the fast pace at which she was learning it.

"Oh! Sign language!" said a bright voice from the doorway.

Colleen looked over to see Margaret beaming at them, a bright yellow flower in her hair.

"You know it?" Karen asked.

"Oh yes! Ezelle taught me quite a bit," she replied, her hands flying through the signs. 

"That's the name of the woman who wanted us here, right?" Colleen asked.

"That's what I've heard."

"Who is she?"

"Oh well, she's Amanda’s daughter, but they don’t talk much these days.”

“Why not?” Karen asked.

“Ezelle feels like we should help more people, but Amanda says it’s too dangerous, that the people they escaped from could still be looking for them, even after all this time.”

"Escaped? From where?"

Margaret bit her bottom lip. "You know, I'm not sure I'm supposed to tell you. They don't really like us to talk about it, though I'm not sure why. We still get refugees from those places sometimes."

Judy's mouth dropped open and she stepped toward Margaret. 

"Other...people like me?" she half-mouthed, half-signed.

"Yes, sort of. We used to get people from everywhere but…there was, well something happened. Now it’s just a few here or there, and only after Isaac has made sure they’re safe. We haven’t had anyone with a collar in a while though."

"How have you been able to keep this place a secret?" Colleen asked.

Margaret smiled. "Just lucky, I guess. It wasn't always in one place from what I've heard. It used to be a kind of moving town. But about five years back Amanda and Isaac said it was time to stay still and here we are. Would you all like a tour?" 

Karen smiled. "Sure, that'd be great."

"Just let me check in with Stacey, I'm supposed to be helping in the garden this morning, but I bet she'd be alright with me missing just this once."

Margaret bounded out the door.

"Why don't you go with her?" Karen said to Judy. "We'll be right out."

Judy glanced at the two of them and followed Margaret out.

"We should see if we can leave today," Karen said, her voice a whisper.

"What are you talking about?" Colleen asked. “As much as I don’t want to stay here we can’t risk your shoulder-”

"That team I told you about, remember? They'll be dispatched in a few days. And...there's something else."

"What aren't you telling me?"

"If they get a look at your powers…You’d be considered a level one, the most dangerous kind. They’d eliminate you, no questions asked, no chance at reprieve."

Colleen’s mouth went dry and it felt like someone had kicked her in the gut. The longer she stared at Karen, the harder it seemed to be for the red haired agent to look her in the eye.

“Is that what you think of me?” Colleen asked after a minute. “That I should-?”

“No,” Karen said, taking a step toward Colleen. “No. But they won’t ask me what I think or know. They’ll just act.”

"And these are the people you wanted to take Judy to?"

"I still believe she'd be safe there. Kanigher’s orders were to capture her, not kill her."

“Why the change?”

“Because he believed Judy has information about something.”

“And how is she going to tell him anything?” Colleen asked, her voice rising.

“I don’t know!”

"If the only reason they wanted her was information and now she can't give them that, why would they keep her alive?"

"Because she's a child, an innocent. We aren't monsters!"

"I want to believe that," Colleen said, the words like razors in her mouth. "I really do. But after hearing this? You're not taking her."

Colleen turned away and Karen clutched her arm. "If I don't-"

"I know, the wet team. But, so what? Judy goes with me and the team can't find her, so what else is it, Karen? You lose your job?"

Karen paused, her mouth opening and closing.

"Maybe you should, if for no other reason than to save what's left of your soul."

Colleen jerked her arm out of Karen's grasp and walked to the door.

"Big words for someone who burns people alive," Karen said, her voice thick with emotion.

If Karen had stabbed her in the heart, it wouldn’t have felt half as bad as those words did.

Colleen stopped on the threshold of the door. All of Grandfather's poisonous words that she'd worked a lifetime to silence came bubbling up in her mind. 

"You're good at it, you're meant for the dark and bloody, it's in your blood. You like it, deep down, don't you?"

Colleen balled her hands into fists. No, you son of a bitch, no! Go to hell and stay there you lying sack of...

Tears blurred Colleen's vision and she heard footsteps behind her. When Karen spoke, her voice was right behind Colleen.

"Colleen, I'm sorry, I-"

"Save it." And Colleen walked out the door.

 

 

By the time Colleen had walked down the steps of the front porch and onto the gravel walkway, she felt like someone had tied her insides in a knot. She took a few deep breaths and tried to focus on Judy, who was smiling at the pretty garden that ran on either side of the walkway. The smell of earth, lavender and rosemary surrounded her like a perfume, but did nothing to lighten her mood.

She studied her surroundings as Margaret and the woman Colleen assumed was Stacey talked, getting her bearings just in case they needed to get out of here quick. 

The front of the house faced the end of a wide dirt road, with a smaller home sitting across the road with a huge scarecrow in the yard guarding a large grouping of tomato plants. 

Colleen caught sight of  Karen walking down the gravel path, and turned away.

"This is Stacey," Margaret said, motioning to the young woman who gave them a shy smile. "She's a painter and amazing gardener. Stacey, this is Colleen and Karen, and over there by the willow is Judy. They're staying for a few days."

"Hi,” Stacey said in a soft voice.

"Hello," Colleen said.

Karen just smiled.

"Let's go!" Margaret said, bounding toward the street with Judy right beside her.

At first, Karen kept several feet of distance between herself and Colleen, which was just fine with her. The red head gave off the appearance of someone who was just tired, maybe a little distracted but nothing more. 

By the time they made it past six houses, however, Karen had started to fidget with her hair, braiding and unbraiding it numerous times. Colleen felt a grin start at the corners of her mouth and looked away. The nervous action reminded her of something Karen used to do in college, something Colleen had always found endearing. The tension in Colleen’s chest began to relax, just a little, even though she didn’t really want it to.

Soon they had stopped outside a plain clapboard house with a handmade sign that read "Bakery" on it. The heady smell of bread, cinnamon and sugar hung in the air like a siren's call.

"That's CeCe's house. It wasn't always a bakery," Margaret said, gesturing to the sign. "She's only been here a year and had a really hard time adjusting. It took months for her come out of her house or talk to anyone. Then last Christmas, she baked some gingerbread. Oh, my goodness! It was the most amazing thing any of us had ever tasted! Amanda suggested she open a bakery and ever since she's been getting better. C'mon, let's see if she has any cinnamon rolls left."

Judy ran in with Margaret, Colleen and Karen lagging behind. When they stepped inside, a wide sitting area met them, filled with old, patched chairs against the front wall. An old table stood dividing this part of the room from the rest, which was obviously part of the private residence with a fireplace, homemade blankets and books scattered around. Behind this room was a hallway that led to the kitchen where Colleen could hear the sounds of an oven door opening and closing.

Margaret rang the little hand bell on the table. “Hello CeCe?”

"I'll b-b-be right th-th-there," said a voice from the kitchen.

Karen smiled at Judy and pointed to the bread, making the sign for it. Judy practiced a few more signs while they waited, beaming up Karen and Colleen with each success.

A tall woman with close cropped blond hair and a flour-dusted apron walked from the back room. At first, she was grinning, but then her eyes fell on Judy's collar and she stopped dead in her tracks. She stared at it, color draining from her face.

Judy's smile vanished and she took two steps back, reaching for Colleen’s hand.

"CeCe?" Margaret asked, her voice gentle. "Remember, everything is alright, you're safe."

CeCe didn’t speak, her eyes didn't move from the collar.

"It's alright," Margaret continued, walking with slow, deliberate steps around the long table. When she was beside CeCe, Colleen saw a shadow step away from Margaret and become an exact copy of her. The copy stood behind CeCe, her face sad.

"H-H-How long has she b-b-been here?" CeCe asked, her voice just barely above a whisper.

"Since last night."

CeCe nodded. "Good, th-then you still have time."

"Time for what?"

"To get her back to th-them."

Judy's eyes were huge and she looked up at Colleen and Karen.

Margaret glanced over at them and shook her head. "CeCe, you know we can't do that."

"You have t-t-to! We are all in d-d-danger! Th-They will come and take us all!"

CeCe began to whimper, her body folding in on itself and she fell to the floor. 

"I w-w-won't go b-b-back...no...no..."

Margaret's copy held her, soothing her with a crooning song. The original Margaret came over to them, tears shining in her eyes. 

"You three go on, I have to get Amanda."

Judy moved her hand from Karen's and signed, "I'm sorry."

"No, sweet girl. You don't need to be. CeCe...she had a very hard life. We don't know all of it but...well, obviously she's familiar with whoever put that collar on you. That's something we didn't know before."

"Can we help?" Karen asked, staring at the sobbing woman.

"No, thank you. Feel free to walk down the main street, meet people. There's a small playground by the schoolhouse, it's just beside Ezelle's. I'll try to join you later."

Colleen nodded, looking away from CeCe and walking out into the bright, hot morning.

Judy's step had definitely lost its spring and she looked like a wilted flower clinging to Colleen's hand.

"Hey," Colleen said, kneeling down. "That wasn't your fault, you understand? She wasn't afraid of you."

Judy shook her head, slowly making the signs and mouthing the words. "Yes...she scared."

"Of the people who did that to you," Karen said, kneeling down as well. "Not you."

"I bring..."

Karen frowned and looked over at Colleen. 

"How will you bring them?" she asked.

Judy shrugged. "She thinks it."

"Yes, she does think it," Karen said. "But her fear doesn't make it true."

They took Judy's hand and walked on, doing their best to act as if things were alright. Colleen couldn't shake the cloud that had fallen over their morning and wondered if the traumatized woman knew something they didn't.

I hope not. 

 

 

The sounds of children playing reached their ears before they saw the large area between a small green and white house and a squat rectangular building. The grass in the large square plot was green and lush, tiny wildflowers growing around the edge. Two swing sets were filled with kids pumping their legs or pushing one another. A large slide and jungle gym were off to the side, and in the center was a small sandbox.

The three of them stopped and looked with awe. The children weren’t just playing, they were using their powers while they played. One little girl with pink hair twirled her fingers over a group of wildflowers and they grew to half her height. Another made little lights shoot like tiny fireworks from his hands. Another was covered in birds who flew off her and came back as if she were speaking to them. 

It was a riot of joy and play that Colleen had never seen before. They were fearless, exulting in their powers, when Colleen and Judy had been forced to hide their entire lives. Judy took a small half-step in their direction and stopped, her little fists clenched.

"Do you want to play?" Karen asked, using signs as well as speaking to Judy.

She looked up at Karen, and then back to the kids.

Colleen understood in a way that Karen couldn't, that it wasn't just a question of people accepting Judy as a powered child. Even if there were a few other negro children playing, it was never safe to assume anything and Judy knew it.

"Go on," Colleen said at last, giving her an encouraging smile. "Doesn’t hurt to try."

Still Judy hesitated, her fingers touching the scars on her lips as if to remind herself of something.

One of the kids, a little girl around Judy's age, bounded over, holding a clay horse in her hand that was galloping in place.

"You're new," she said, freckled face scrunching against the bright morning sunlight. "Wanna play?"

Judy nodded.

"Well, come on then!"

The girl ran off toward the swings where a group of kids stood. Judy waited one more moment, and then walked after her.

The group was two girls and two boys. Freckles smiled as Judy approached and Colleen held her breath, hoping she'd find a moment of acceptance, of normal childhood.

After a round of introductions, and one little boy using sign language to communicate, Judy was running with the small group toward the back of the playground where a large playhouse sat, its outside painted in bright colors, flowers growing in unusual sizes all around it.

"Thank god!" Colleen smiled, tears unexpectedly stinging her eyes. 

"You thought she'd be rejected, didn't you?"

"Yes," Colleen answered. "It's a constant state of expectation."

"But no one knows you have powers when they first meet you."

"It's not that."

Karen didn't say anything for a minute or two.

"There's more than a few negro children here," she finally said.

Colleen nodded. "Even so. You just learn to never assume. It's safer that way."

They stood for a while, watching the children play with a carefree joy Colleen could never remember possessing, even before Grandfather had tried to warp her to his own ends.

Everyone was afraid of me and I didn't understand it until I saw Grandfather kill my cousin. No remorse, just a shrug. Then he turned his back and went to lunch.

Her muscles tightened with the memory and she closed her eyes, wondering why these thoughts haunted her today when there was nothing threatening or terrible in the town.

Karen touched Colleen's arm, her fingers cool in spite of the growing heat of the day.

"Are you alright?" she asked.

"Yeah just...things I haven't thought of in a while."

"You know...I didn't mean what I said back at the house. I'm so sorry."

"Why did you say it then?"

Karen looked down. "Because you were right. I could lose the reputation, the respect I've built over all these years. And it made me feel ashamed for valuing that so much."

"It's not wrong to want to hold onto something you've worked hard for. I just...You hunt people like me. You and the rest of the agency you work for and you're constantly trying to justify it."

“I know,” Karen whispered.

"I want to believe you," Colleen said. "You were always fair minded and I want to believe that's still a part of you. It's just hard. Can you understand that?"

"What do I need to do to prove to you that I'm not the enemy?"

Colleen looked at her, silently demanding that Karen look her in the eyes. When Karen glanced up, Colleen tried to infuse her gaze with as much steel and determination as possible.

"Let me take Judy with me."

Karen sighed and opened her mouth to speak when a voice behind them made Colleen jump.

"It's a pretty picture, isn't it? The children playing?"

Colleen felt heat surge into her fingertips as she whirled around, old instincts hard to abandon.

A young man, thin as a rail with dark blue eyes and short blond hair stood there, his smile tight. 

"Ezelle sent me, I'm Adam," he said. "She's been waiting for you two for a very long time."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

Karen's hand rested on her hip, as if there was a dagger still there, it was only after taking a deep breath and telling herself that the person in front of her wasn’t a threat, that she lowered her hand. She could feel heat radiating from Colleen and wondered how close she’d been to throwing fire at the man.  

"Ezelle has been very excited to meet you," Adam said. "She's been waiting a long time."

“Has she?” Karen asked.

“Would you come with me?” he asked.

Karen and Colleen looked back at Judy, who was dressed in cardboard armor and doing battle with the light creatures one of the older children was projecting from the outskirts of the playground. 

If she could, Karen was sure Judy would be laughing and screaming with the other kids. But, the only thing that showed her joy was her crooked smile, pulled askew by the scars that crisscrossed her lips.

"She'll be safe," Adam said. "No one is going to harm her or make fun of her."

"Alright," Karen said, her curiosity over this mysterious person over riding her concern, though just barely.

"For just a little while," Colleen added, hugging herself.

They called and waved to Judy, pointing to Adam and the small house by the playground, then Karen signed that they would be there. Judy nodded, then continued her imaginary battle. Karen couldn't help but smile at the fact that she was finally able to just be a little kid, and nothing more.

Adam led them the few feet to Ezelle's house, where bright red geraniums in window boxes and pots greeted them. A tiny vegetable garden sprouted under the left window, while a riot of wildflowers grew on the right. Karen saw a dozen or so bird houses of various sizes and colors hanging on posts, bird seed on offer in their snug interiors.

The front door creaked on its hinges as they stepped into the brightly lit home. Mismatched rugs covered most of the entryway and the sitting room off to the right, where tall book cases stood crammed with books. Four clocks with vastly different designs hung in the entryway. Their ticking was out of sync, though melodic in an odd way, and each clock displayed a different time. A quick look made Karen realize that the clocks were set to different time zones. 

 Adam led them into the sitting room where two plump, lime green couches sat. A small orange cat batted a ball of yarn around. An overstuffed chair, covered in patches, sat in front of a big window, with a side table next to it, laden with more books. A floor lamp stood behind the chair, lighting the perfect reading nook. 

A young woman entered from the hallway, long black hair in a single braid down her back and crystalline blue eyes staring at them from a round, pale face. She moved with a preternatural grace that gave Karen a chill down her spine as the woman moved toward her. She peered at Karen’s face, as if reading something in her eyes before smiling. 

The woman, who had to be Ezelle, turned to Adam and signed, "Would they like refreshments?"

"No, thank you, miss," Karen said.

Ezelle whipped around, obviously startled by Karen’s response, and then her smile broadened.

"You speak sign language?" she asked, her hands flying through the signs.

"I do. Although, not half as well as you," Karen signed.

Ezelle laughed, a silvery sound that accented the ticking of her clocks.

"But I don't," Colleen said.

"It's alright," Ezelle signed, as Adam spoke. "Adam will translate for me."

Ezelle motioned for them to sit. She plucked up the cat, who reached for her face with its small paws, and then sat on the couch, the feline in her lap. 

Colleen sat on the couch opposite Ezelle, and Karen joined her. The furniture smelt of peppermint and lemon oil furniture polish.

"Amanda said that you told her to find us," Colleen said. "Why?"

Ezelle nodded, her cheery gaze becoming serious.

"I will come right to it. I am a seer," Ezelle said. "I have known for a long time that you both had to come here. There is a battle on the horizon, which will change everything."

"Do you mean here?" Karen asked.

"Everywhere. As a wise man once said, 'What is past is Prologue', the real story is about to begin. And you both have a part to play. You will both fight in your own ways."

"Fight who?" Colleen asked, her leaning forward. "Who is going to start this battle?"

Ezelle paused, her long fingers stroking the cat's fur as if it soothed her. When she signed, her hands and fingers moved slowly, her face thoughtful. 

"For the past year, I've been having dreams and visions of a woman my mother used to know very well. Though I never met her, I heard stories about her. And I know from those stories that she has changed, transformed really." 

Ezelle's gaze became distant. "But not by choice. She's been hurt so much...she was made in a terrible place and it scarred her soul. Her humanity is almost gone...almost, but not entirely."

Karen felt gooseflesh rise on her arms.

"Even so, she's the most beautiful, most powerful thing I've ever seen," Ezelle continued. "She calls to us to follow her, to be free, but it's not without a price. An awful price."

"I can't handle riddles," Karen said.

"No, let her," Colleen said.

"You've heard of her?" Ezelle asked.

"Sort of," Colleen answered. "My friend Marco, he knew someone who talked about a woman who wanted to set powered people free. He and I didn’t know what that meant, or who the woman was so we let it go. The man Marco knew, he wasn’t exactly sane so we thought he imaged the woman but…well, maybe not."

"He did not imagine her. She wants freedom for us, our own place in the world. But something else, too. She wants revenge and blood." Ezelle's long hands began to shake as she signed. "The blood of everyone who hurt us, who would use us. And she'll have it...I've seen it."

Karen felt her stomach drop to her toes.

Good god, is she talking about the weapon The Bulwark has been looking for?

"Where is this going to happen? When?" Karen asked.

"It changes...which means there's still time to stop her, but time is running out!" Her hands flew through the signs now. "Please, I've seen you both in Haven so many times. And every time, the war starts soon after. I know you're both strong, you mean something in all this and I can't see what it is! I try, but the images...it's like nothing I've ever seen before."

Ezelle's hands fell limp to her lap. Tears streamed down her face that she didn't bother to wipe away.

Adam took her hands in his and looked at Colleen and Karen. 

"She has been unable to sleep or hardly eat this past month," Adam said. "And it's because of these visions. She usually shares her burden of this gift with me, by showing me the visions, but this time? She refuses, says they're not for me."

Ezelle took her hands out of Adam's grasp and said, "They're for you."

She pointed at Karen, who felt her heart stop at the fathomless depths in Ezelle’s bright eyes.

"Why her?" Colleen asked. "I thought we were both there, both had a part to play."

"Yes," Ezelle said. "But you will follow the through line of your soul without question or wavering. She must see, and in seeing, you will know the path to take when the moment is right."

Karen swallowed, not exactly knowing what she was agreeing to, but believing deep in her bones that she must see what Ezelle wanted to show her.

"What do I have to do?"

Ezelle motioned for her to come and kneel before her.

Karen did and Ezelle put her hands on either side of Karen's face, cool fingers digging into her cheeks and temples. The look she gave Karen was full of sorrow, as if she were apologizing for what was about to happen. 

Icy fingers of terror raked down Karen's spine and she opened her mouth to stop Ezelle. 

But it was too late.

One moment she was kneeling in the cluttered sitting room — the next — she was surrounded by screaming, her nose stinging with the smell of blood and smoke. Skyscrapers surrounded her, the sound of metal groaning and glass shattering was deafening as something collided with one of the buildings. The sounds of panic and fear were piercing in the debris-filled air.

Rubble lay on the sidewalks and streets, a bloody hand peeked between gray slabs. People ran past her, fleeing in terror. The sharp report of gun fire accented the screams of the dying. Someone ordered a cease fire, another screamed into a bullhorn for more. Then an explosion, and more screams.  

Karen forced herself to look in the direction of the threat and felt her body go numb.

A woman with long black hair and alabaster skin was in the midst of the chaos. She floated in the air, a lethal elegance in every movement she made. Karen wanted to hide and cower, but she couldn't look away from the beautiful hatred on the woman’s long face. 

Someone ran past Karen as if she weren't there and she was snapped out of her terror.

"Colleen!"

She was in a variation of the orange and white suit she'd been in on the steam boat, flames shooting from her hands at someone that came lunging for her, and then disappeared and reappeared behind her. He was about to stab her in the back when a young man in a black and blue suit shot a bolt of lightning from his hand, stunning the teleporter.  

Colleen looked back, nodded at the young man and they charged toward the blue-gray-skinned woman, whose body had started glowing. Light flowed from her pores, the ends of her fingers and hair. She curled in on herself as if in pain, and then, in a blinding flash, released the power.

Karen cringed. The light was searing, hotter than the sun or any flame. No one had time to scream or shout a warning. 

When she could see again, the buildings where gone, the people had become clouds of grainy ash floating in an eerily quiet moment. She knew, with terrible certainty, that one of those clouds was Colleen.

Then she was snapped back into the sitting room, the smell of books and the warmth of afternoon sunshine replacing the cold stench of death. 

Karen bolted from the room on shaking legs, threw open the front door and emptied the contents of her stomach on the stoop, barely managing to hold herself up with her good arm. Her whole body began to tremble, cold sweat breaking out on her skin. Karen heard herself sobbing and clamped a hand over her mouth trying to stifle the sound.

"What the hell?" Colleen said, from inside the house.

In a moment, Colleen's arms, real and solid, wound around Karen. She latched onto Colleen's wrist in a grip that caused her to gasp. She heaved twice more, as if her body were trying to expel what Ezelle had thrust into her brain.

Someone handed Karen a wet washcloth to wipe her face. When she was done, Adam stepped out of the house, as calm as if this were just another day, and began to get the hose to spray the vomit off the stoop. 

Colleen helped Karen stand and got her back into the house, where Karen flopped onto the couch, staring at the patterns in the wooden floor boards. In the back of her mind she could feel her shoulder ache and throb.

"What was that?" Colleen glared at Ezelle and demanded, "What did you do to her?"

Karen wanted to tell her, to share what she'd seen. When she opened her mouth, the words stuck in her throat and she felt like she might be sick again, so she clamped her mouth shut.

At last Adam stepped back into the house.

Ezelle's signing was slow, tired. "That is only one possibility. You are key in stopping her."

Karen swallowed a few times, working enough moisture into her mouth so that she could speak.

"How?" she asked, her voice rough.

“You will have to turn outcast daughters into soldiers. You will have to earn the trust of a serpent.”

"What the hell does that mean?" Karen asked, anger building in her churning stomach. "You give me riddles instead of telling me what I will need to do? Do you have any idea what you just showed me?"

Ezelle's pale face flushed and tears formed in her eyes. "I see it when I close my eyes. When I pray. When I see the children laughing. It colors everything around me. I wish..."

In the middle of signing something, Ezelle's hands fell into her lap and her eyes became white as milk. 

"Ezelle?" 

Adam held up a hand to Karen. "She's having a vision."

The young woman's body jerked, as if in shock. When she turned back to Karen, Ezelle’s hands flew through the signs so fast it took a minute to understand.

Karen jumped up, though her head swam when she did. "Isaac took Judy."

"What?!" Colleen said, turning to Ezelle. "Did you see where they were? Where they're going?"

Ezelle nodded and signed, "Yes, but you don't have much time. We have to leave now."

"We?" Colleen asked.

"We are coming with you," Adam said, his thin face firm. "She can guide you better that way if she's seen where they are."

"Let's go then," Karen said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

Colleen paced in the small entryway of Amanda’s house as she and Ezelle argued. Heat pulsed in her veins and her mind was filled visions of Judy’s frightened little face.

While they're fighting, Judy could already be beyond hope!

Amanda threw up her hands and Ezelle stomped her foot, signing something else to her mother. Amanda signed something right back that made Ezelle’s eyes bug out in her face.

"Enough!" Colleen said, sparks falling from her fingertips. "I'll take a damn truck if you won't give us one, but we are going to get Judy!"

Amanda put her hands on her hips. "Oh, really?"

"Yes, really," Karen said, appearing from the kitchen with her knife belt on.

“Where did you get that?” Amanda asked, staring the belt.

“I gave it back to her,” Adam said, chin raised. “Ezelle said she’d need it.”

“Ezelle said. And is she the mayor here?”

Ezelle signed something short that turned Amanda’s face red.

"Fine,” Amanda said through clenched teeth. “Take the first set of keys in the kitchen. And be careful!”

They all took off for the kitchen, but Colleen was there first, ripping the keys from their hook on the wall. After a few seconds, she could feel an unusual heat in her palm. She looked down and saw the tell tale sign of the metal beginning to heat up.

“Here,” she said, tossing the keys to Karen, who caught and instantly dropped them with a shocked yelp. “I’m too volatile, you need to drive.”

“I’ll say,” Karen said, plucking the keys from the dirt. 

The open space where they kept vehicles was close to Amanda's house. Ezelle pointed to the truck they needed and they all piled into the cab.

Gravel and dirt spewed from under the tires as Karen gunned it out of the driveway. The first turn out of the village, Karen took it too fast and the back of the car fishtailed.

Colleen’s heart jumped into her throat and she began to wonder if a melting the steering wheel might have been the better choice. 

“If you don’t calm down a little,” Colleen said as the car drove over a hole in the road too fast and nearly bottomed out. “You’ll get us all killed.”

Karen let out a breath that was mostly a low growl and nodded. 

On either side of the bumpy road the tall grasses and moss-covered trees became so thick that they formed a canopy above them, blocking out most of the sky, and Colleen had the distinct sensation of traveling to a different world. 

Then, they burst out of trees and into blinding sunlight. The trees were gone, as if an invisible barrier kept them from growing in the open spaces of grass and cat tails that had suddenly appeared along the road.

Once they were beyond the boundary of the village, the road became less bumpy and Karen once again put on a dangerous amount of speed. In spite of that, every minute stretched, feeling like an hour, and Colleen began to feel like she would combust before they reached Isaac and Judy.

"This is taking too long," Colleen said, her hands balled into fists.

"Patience," Adam said. "We're getting there."

"Will we be in time?" Karen asked.

Ezelle frowned, as if she were trying to force something and then exhaled with a shrug.

"She can't see," Adam said. 

Colleen clenched her jaw.

If they hurt Judy...

Adam told Karen to turn down a narrow road, which wound at sharp angles, slowing them down. Eventually it straightened and Karen put on speed once more.

"Turn left up here," Adam said.

"Where?" Karen asked, squinting against the sunlight.

"Here!"

Karen yanked on the wheel, the tires screeching in protest as she barreled down what was little more than a path through the tall grasses. They bumped along, Karen barely avoiding large holes in the road, and eventually the tall grasses gave way to a broad, open space with large shade trees. A truck much like the one they were in sat behind one of the trees.

"Stop!" Adam said.

Karen slammed on the brakes, the rest of them barely avoiding hitting their heads on the dash.

Colleen leaned forward, trying to see out the dusty windshield when a burst of bullets hit the truck.

They ducked down, Adam grunting when he hit his head on the steering wheel.  Finally, there was a lull and Karen dove out the driver’s side door and crouched down by the front wheel of the truck. 

"Stay here," Colleen said to the others, following Karen out and kneeling next to her. More bullets pinged off the truck.

"He's firing from behind the tree where his truck is," Karen said.

"I can try to use my powers, but I might light the whole place up," Colleen said.

Karen swore under her breath and looked around.

"I have an idea," she said.

"Why do I think I'm not going to like it?"

"Can you light up the tree and call the flame back, like I've seen you do?"

Colleen took a deep breath, considering. She'd gotten better at controlling it in a fight, that was true. What made her nervous were the emotions raging through her, the way she almost melted the keys.

"Hey," Karen said, putting her hands on either side of Colleen's face. "I believe in you. You can do this, and Judy needs you right now."

Colleen swallowed. "Alright. I’ll do it. Then what?"

"He'll run out and I'll get him." Karen drew a long knife from a sheath on her belt. "Ready?"

Colleen took another deep breath and nodded.

Bullets pinged once again and Colleen flinched.

"When he stops to reload, you go. I'll be right behind you."

The bullets stopped a few minutes later and Colleen sprang from her hiding spot, running full bore for the tree. She didn't look back to check on Karen, trusting her to be there. Instead, she focused on the flames in her hands, letting her mind sink down into her connection with them. 

Everything slowed and quieted. For the first time since she’d found out Judy had been taken, Colleen felt an odd, beautiful peace as her mind rested in the inferno that lived inside of her.

These powers, these frightening, terrible powers that had always seemed alien and yet somehow a part of her, were suddenly the most familiar part of her body. Colleen knew them, their ebb and flow, each spark, each tongue of fire.

Her awareness snapped back to the world around her in an instant, yet Colleen could still feel that connection, strong and calm.

She flung the fireballs at the tall tree, a reflex taking over and anchoring her mind to them. With a little coaxing Colleen encouraged them to climb the tree and its branches, and then held them there, sweat flowing down her body.

Screams ripped through the humid afternoon air and Isaac ran out, holding a bound and gagged Judy in front of him. The sight of the little girl being used as a human shield was almost too much for Colleen, but she channeled her anger into controlling the flames. 

She could hear the sounds of fighting, though they didn’t last very long. Colleen didn’t want to look away and take a chance on the flames getting out of control, so she waited for Karen.

“I have her!” Karen shouted.

Breathing a sigh of relief, Colleen began to pull the flames back, inch by painful inch. The world went bright, like an over-exposed photo that was painted in orange and yellow and white. Everything roared around her as the flames flew back to her body. She could hear Karen yell her name, but all Colleen was aware of was the torrent of fire filling her body.

Moments later, when the flames were no longer flowing in through her pores, Colleen's vision returned to normal. She went down on one knee, then jumped right back up when she saw smoke rising from the dry grass.

"Colleen?" Karen asked, looking back at her as she stood over Isaac.

"I'm...I'm alright," Colleen said, taking huge gulps of air.

Judy ran to her and stopped a few inches away, as if understanding that Colleen hadn't yet put the heat back where it belonged.

She took a few deep steadying breaths and smiled at the little girl. Ezelle and Adam ran from the truck to Judy. The young woman glaring at Isaac as Adam took the bindings off Judy.

As soon as her hands were free and the gag out of her mouth, Judy ran to Isaac and tried to kick him in the stomach. Ezelle snagged her and shook her head.

"He's down, you don't need to do that," Karen signed to Judy, who shot daggers at Isaac with her eyes and walked away.

"Get up!" Colleen moved to stand over Isaac, who struggled to his feet, blood on his mouth. 

He spat blood on the ground and then bared his teeth and said, "You have no idea what you've done."

Colleen wished that Judy wasn't looking, so she could freely pummel the bastard.

"Look who's talking," Karen said, one of her knives still clutched in her hand. "Where do you get off taking her?"

Isaac narrowed his eyes. "I'm protecting my people from the animals looking for you and her. CeCe told me that when they collar a person it's because they have plans for that person and they'd do anything to get that person back. If they found Haven, what do you think would happen to every child there, huh? To every person? One person in exchange for everyone? There was no contest."

"How did you even know how to contact them?" Karen asked.

He looked away.

Colleen knelt down, letting flames dance in her palm. "Answer the question."

"How do you think I keep Haven a secret?" he asked, his voice harsh. 

"You've got to be kidding me," Colleen said. "You hypocritical bastard!"

"If you think I like it, any of it, you're wrong. But you're a child if you believe anything in this world, especially in regard to people like us, is ever easy, or black and white. They want a few runaways. I give the dangerous ones to them and sleep soundly knowing that every person in Haven will be safe."

"Does Amanda know?" Karen asked.

Isaac was about answer when the sound of cars approaching reached Colleen’s ears.

Isaac swore. "They're early."

Fury melted into dread in Colleen's gut and she looked behind them to see the telltale sign of churned dirt and the barest metallic glint of sunshine on a truck hood.

Memories of the cells she'd seen at Lumis, the ones that still lived in her nightmares, flashed in her mind and Colleen met Judy's wild eyed gaze. The little girl's lower lip trembled, and she backed away a few steps.

"Hey," Colleen said. "We won't let them take you. Understand?"

Judy nodded, though her terror didn't diminish.

Colleen looked over at Karen, who squared her shoulders and nodded.

"Is there another way out of here?" Karen asked Isaac.

He shook his head.

"How many are coming, do you know?"

"No," he said. 

"We can move our truck nose to tail with Isaac's to create a barrier to hide behind," Colleen said. "I can't do a fire barrier in this dry grass, it'll be too hard to control, but I should be able to control individual fire balls."

Karen nodded and turned to Isaac. "How much ammo do you have?"

"Six rounds for the gun and twelve for the rifle. I was going to do some hunting on the way back."

"I'll move the truck," Adam said, his face having gone paler.

Ezelle’s lips thinned when she signed something to Isaac.

"You shouldn't be here, you know,” he said.

Ezelle slapped him across the face and signed something else.

"I know, but if your mother finds out-"

Her hands flying through words made Isaac’s face become pale.

"You take the rifle. And don't come out from behind those trucks, you understand?" Isaac said.

Without another word, Ezelle took Judy's arm and they made for Isaac's truck.

Isaac held his hand out to Karen. "Let me help, or at least defend myself."

"No," Karen said, sheathing her knife. 

He opened his mouth to argue, but Karen simply pushed him toward the truck. Adam sped by them, the sound of the other vehicles getting closer.

Colleen ran around Isaac's truck and saw Ezelle loading the rifle like she'd been doing it her whole life. She took a position behind the bed of Isaac's truck and looked through the sight of the rifle.

Adam backed the truck into position and jumped out just as the first enemy car came into view. One other followed it. 

Colleen felt her heart pound so hard she thought it would burst.

"Chances are they won't be expecting resistance," Karen said, loading the revolver. "But they will be armed. We need to get them to retreat, so try not to shoot out their tires."

Ezelle nodded.

Colleen climbed into the bed of one of the trucks and crouched down.

"Here we go," she whispered.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

Karen let out a long breath as the trucks pulled up, stopping at the end of the dirt trail about a hundred feet or so from where all of them were hiding.  The nerves from the vision still roiled in her gut, but they were a distant thing as Karen slid into the comfort of her training, her mind focusing on the variables around her, the fight that would soon erupt in front of her. 

A man in jeans and a button-up shirt, sleeves rolled up, climbed out of the cab of the lead truck. Two men from the next truck came out, similarly dressed, holding rifles of their own. 

"Isaac Mendez!" the first man yelled. "Where are you?"

Isaac looked over at Karen. "Let me answer, let me try and talk to them."

"He'll take you in," Karen said.

"Let me try," he said. "If we fight, they'll tear the area apart looking for me."

Karen nodded.

"Hit me again," he said. "Hard."

He didn't have to tell Karen twice. She clocked him across the face, knocking him to the ground.

Isaac took a moment and got up, not bothering to dust himself off. He walked around the trucks, affecting a limp and making his head loll to the side, clutching it where Karen had hit him.

The moment he was in view of them, the men with rifles lowered them, their bodies tense and ready.

"Hold on," the first man said, not moving. "Isaac? What the hell happened to you?"

Isaac stumbled. 

"That's far enough," one of the men with a rifle said, his voice gravelly.

"Where's the girl?" the first man asked.

"She...she got away," Isaac said, gasping. "Someone came and took her."

"Who?" the first man asked.

Isaac shook his head. 

"Was it this woman?" he asked, holding out a picture of Karen. "She's a fugitive we're looking for in connection with our stolen property and the murder of one of our top men."

Isaac nodded. "Yeah, that's her."

Karen froze, heart in her throat. Colleen looked back at her over the edge of the truck bed, brow furrowed and Karen shook her head.

Jason James must know by now. What is going on at The Bulwark, now that I'm accused of murder?

"And you have no idea where they went?" the lead man asked.

"No," Isaac said. "She...she..."

"That's too bad," he said, motioning to one of the men with a rifle, who stepped up to Isaac, swaying on his feet. As the man reached for Isaac's shoulder, he seized the man’s rifle, causing him to lose his balance and fell forward. Isaac head-butted him, as the brute struggled to raise the rifle and fire.

Karen opened her mouth to signal Ezelle, but the young woman was already firing. The man who was going to shoot Isaac fell back, red exploding from his shoulder.

The sound of the rifle and the man splayed on the ground visibly shocked the other attackers, and they stopped, looking around as if trying to see where the shot had originated from. This gave Isaac the chance to get the gun from his assailant and fire at the leader. The shot went wide and hit the windshield of the first truck.

Four more men poured from a second enemy truck, not hesitating to fire their rifles. Isaac shot one in the chest and started to back toward the trucks.

"Give him cover!" Karen yelled.

She and Ezelle rose up and fired, as Colleen sprang up from the bed of the truck. Fire balls landed at the feet of the men who yelped in shock. 

"Powered!" the man in charge yelled, pulling a radio out of the cab of the truck.

"He's calling back up!" Karen said, firing at the man, who was shielding himself behind the truck’s door.

More shots from the men and Isaac yelled. Karen saw him fall to the ground, a few feet from the cover of the trucks. He was clutching his thigh, which was spurting blood.

Artery, shit!

"Colleen! Cauterize it!" she yelled.

Colleen jumped out of the truck and ran to him. Just before she was there, bullets erupted into the ground in front of her. She skidded to a stop, losing her balance and falling to her side. 

Ezelle fired again, hitting one of the men in the arm, but he didn't go down.

"What the hell?" Karen said, staring as the man kept coming, as if he hadn't felt a thing.

Colleen dove for Isaac, in spite of the bullets hitting the ground near her. Isaac screamed and Karen knew that Colleen must've been cauterizing the artery. 

Ezelle fired again and so did Karen, trying to cover Colleen as she dragged a moaning Isaac behind the trucks. They hit the strange man coming at them once more in the arm and now in the shoulder. Still, he didn't stop.

Another man was advancing now a few feet behind this strange one, and they were close enough for Karen to see that there was a vacant, dead look in their eyes.

The strange men fired their rifles, and Adam squealed next to Ezelle, who clenched her jaw and fired twice in quick succession. One of her shots hit him in the chest and the man finally went down; though his legs twitched for a few seconds, as if he were still trying to walk toward them.

The second man was closer now, firing as he advanced. 

Ezelle crouched down, furiously reloading the rifle. Karen steadied herself, took a moment to aim and fired her last two shots into the chest of the man. He jerked back, and then pitched forward onto this knees. Karen stared open mouthed as the man tried to crawl toward them, collapsing as his bloody hand scraped against the side of the truck. 

"Everyone in the truck," Colleen said, throwing Isaacs arm around her neck. "Before back up gets here."

"Too late," Adam said, pointing.

They turned and saw clouds of dirt appearing in the distance.

A shotgun blast pierced one of the tires of the truck Karen and Colleen were about to climb into. Karen saw the man with the radio still behind the door and firing at them. Then, he sprinted between the beds of the trucks and fired again.

“I have an idea,” Colleen said. “But it’s risky.”

“I don’t give a damn, what is it?” Karen asked, as more bullets pinged against the truck.

Colleen gave her a hard stare, and Karen swore that the fire thrower wanted to kiss her.  Instead, Colleen reached over and touched Karen’s wrist, their eyes locking for a long second. Then Colleen broke the contact and looked away.

“Wait…what are you-?” Karen said.

Before she could finish, Colleen jumped up and ran around their trucks.

“Give her cover!” Isaac shouted.

Karen and Ezelle jumped up and emptied their guns as Colleen raced toward the men hiding behind their cars.

As Karen looked on, fire erupted from Colleen’s hands in blinding streams that engulfed the cars of the attackers. While most of the men panicked and ran screaming, one turned turned his gun on Colleen. 

Karen held her breath, waiting for the report of the gun. But the man didn’t get a chance. Colleen threw a fire ball with enough precision to land on the gun itself. In moments, the man gave an unearthly scream as hot metal began to coat his hands. He ran, screaming like a wild animal, through the tall grasses. 

Even though there was no one left to fight, Colleen stood there, fire in her hands as if daring someone to appear.

“Oh my god,” Adam said.

“C’mon,” Karen said, pulling Judy after her. “Everyone into the truck. We have to get out of here while we still can.”

No one moved, their eyes locked on the now smoldering cars. The air was, thankfully, not blowing any of the smoke or smell in their direction at the moment.

“What is she doing now?” Isaac asked.

Karen looked over and saw the fire traveling backwards into Colleen’s outstretched hands. She wanted to stand and stare with everyone else, but training took over and she hit Isaac hard on the shoulder.

“Everyone snap out of it and get your butts in the truck!”

For whatever reason, that finally did it and everyone scrambled into the one working truck. It was more than a tight squeeze, with Ezelle sitting on Adam’s lap and Judy forced to sit on Isaac’s while Karen drove. By the time they were all in, Colleen had recalled all the fire to herself. Karen stopped the truck beside where her former lover was kneeling in the dirt, gasping for air as if she’d been running.

Karen expected Colleen to be upset, or shaken. But when the powered woman stood to her feet there was a grim acceptance in the firm set to her jaw that surprised Karen as much as it also relieved her. 

I hope we live long enough for me to find out what’s going on in the gorgeous head of hers.

"Drive toward the cars coming down the road," Colleen said, climbing into the bed of the truck. "I'll get them out of our way."

Karen stamped her foot on the gas pedal. The truck bounced on the uneven ground, head on toward the two black cars coming at them. Fire sailed over the cab of the truck, striking the first of the cars, which swerved violently to the right and flipped over into the grass beside the path.

The next car’s brakes screeched as it turned, blocking the path.

"Shit!" Karen said.

Men piled out of the car, guns at the ready. They shot at the truck, bullets pinging off the hood.

"Get down!" Karen yelled.

The passengers in the crouched down as best they could, a bullet piercing the windshield a moment later. Adam cried out and clutched his forehead. 

Colleen threw fireballs at the men, hitting two of them in quick succession. They tore off into the grass, which began to smoke. Karen worried that they'd just started a brush fire, when the flames leapt out of the grass and hit the car still blocking them. 

"Colleen!" Karen yelled, knowing there was only one thing to do.

If they stopped, they'd be shot. If she rammed the car, she could seriously injure all of them.

"Do it!" Colleen shouted, lobbing more fire.

Karen looked over at everyone as another bullet cracked the windshield.

"Buckle your seat belts as best you can."

They scrambled to do as she said. Karen buckled her own belt and pressed the gas a little more. The fireballs stopped and Karen hoped Colleen was bracing for the impact. The last two men standing at the car saw what she was about to do and managed to get two more shots off before diving into the grass.

The truck slammed into the side of the car, the seatbelt jerking Karen back and wrenching her shoulder with excruciating pain. She blinked, her vision in and out of focus. Looking beside her, Adam still held his head, and Ezelle and Judy had cuts on their faces from the shattered glass of the windshield. 

“Are you…Adam, your head?”

“A graze,” he said. 

Karen knew she should get everyone out of the car before the two men came out of the grass for them, but she couldn't get her body to move or her mind to clear enough.

"Don't move!" said a man pointing a gun at her through the passenger window.  "Let me see your hands. Now!"

Karen began to raise her arms and gasped in pain. The shoulder that hadn't been shot was burning and the one that was still healing wasn't feeling too great either.

"Hands, now!" he said again, trying to open the door.

The hinge must've been damaged in the crash because it wouldn't budge. 

Someone screeched in pain and the man looked behind him, fear lighting up his eyes. He pointed his gun to the side and flames flew at him through the air.  He screamed when the flames hit his legs and fell to the ground, rolling around in the dirt to extinguish the flames. 

Karen smiled as Colleen came around to the passenger side and recalled the flames. He was crying in pain when Colleen knelt down and said something to him. He said something to her that Karen couldn't hear and whimpered. Then he stumbled to his feet and fell, crawling into the tall grasses.

Colleen looked into the cab through the passenger door, her face and hair filthy with dirt and grass. 

"You all okay?" 

"Yeah," Karen said, unbuckling herself. "But I think the door is jammed."

Colleen pressed her hand to the crushed hinges and in moments Karen heard the groan of melting metal. Ezelle pushed on the door as Colleen pulled and it came away from the truck, hanging by one band of half-melted metal.

Karen watched everyone stumble out of the truck and forced her body to move. Her own door wasn’t all that easy to open, but it did with a push that further wrenched her shoulder. The moment her door was open, Colleen was there and Karen half fell out of the truck and into Colleen’s arms. She indulged, just for a moment, in closing her eyes and leaning against Colleen, relishing the other woman’s strength. When she pulled back, Karen didn’t dare look into Colleen’s eyes, she didn’t trust herself not to kiss the woman right on the spot. So, instead, she stumbled out of the way as Judy came running around the truck and threw her arms around Colleen.

Karen looked at everyone, taking stock of injuries. Everyone had cuts on their faces, and a few bruises were starting to show on Isaac and Colleen. But the person who seemed the worse off was Adam, whose head wound was starting to bleed in earnest now.

“Let me see that,” Isaac said.

His thick fingers probed the long gash on Adam’s forehead that went an inch into the young man’s hairline. Adam cried out and fell against the truck as if he were going to pass out. Ezelle held him up, blood running in thin lines from several cuts on her cheeks and chin.

“How does it look?” Karen asked.

“It’s not deep,” Isaac said. “But it’s going to bleed, we need to stop it.”

Ezelle produced a long hankerchief from a pocket, as did Isaac and the two of them began dressing Adam’s head as best they could.

Karen turned her attention toward Colleen, trying to discern if there were any injuries that the firestarter was hiding. 

"Are you alright? You don’t act like someone who jumped from a speeding truck," Karen stammered.

Colleen swallowed. "Something...different, happened with my powers. I think I…I think I flew for a moment. Like the fire propelled me up, just long enough to land without breaking something.”

Karen’s lips parted and she stared at Colleen.

“I know how it sounds but…It felt like I hovered.”

“That’s…I don’t know…” Karen said, her mind refusing to form words.

“How are you?” Colleen asked, as if she wanted to divert attention away from what she’d just revealed.

“I’m alright.”

“No you’re not,” Isaac said, walking toward her with a deep frown on his face. “I saw you with that shoulder, give it here.”

“I didn’t know you cared.”

Isaac snorted. “I’m not leaving anyone wounded if I can help it.”

“I thought Amanda took the oath to do no harm,” Colleen said.

He ignored her and looked at Karen’s shoulder.

“It’s dislocated I think,” she said.

“Yep, hold still.”

With one hand Isaac braced her and with the other he snapped it back in place. Karen let out a cry through gritted teeth and saw a few black spots in her vision. 

I’m not going to faint from a dislocated shoulder! Breathe Gray!

She did, deep, slow in takes of air that steadied her.

“Thanks,” she said.

Isaac just turned way, limping back to Adam.

"We've got to get back to Haven," Colleen said. "Before he ran off that man told me that this was just one team. There's another in the nearest town and they'll come looking when this team doesn't check in."

“Isaac, can you lead us back?” Karen asked.

He looked at Adam and Ezelle, then back at Karen and Colleen. The spy could almost see the wheels turning in his head, the chances of being able to protect Amanda’s daughter and Adam while maybe leaving Karen, Colleen and Judy at the mercy of Jason’s men.

Isaac opened his mouth to speak when Ezelle got that dead eyed look she had in the village only a few hours ago. 

She stared off into the distance and then folded in half, hands over her mouth.

“What was it?” Adam asked, his voice thin.

It took Ezelle a minute to tell him, her hands shaking so bad that even Adam couldn’t quite understand what she was saying. It was only after she signed something three times that Karen and Adam both understood.

“What is it?” Isaac said. “I only got half of that, what’s going to happen to Haven.”

“It’s…It’s going to burn,” Adam said.

Karen saw everyone’s eyes pin Colleen to where she stood.

“Well I’m not going to do it,” she said. 

“Maybe not, but someone sure as hell is. And I’d bet every dime I have that you two have something to do with it. No, that settles it. I’m not taking you anywhere, you can fend for yourselves.”

He pulled on Ezelle’s sleeve as if to get her to follow him but she didn’t move.

“C’mon girl! I’m not leaving you here.”

“Either we all go, or none of us,” Ezelle said through Adam translating.

“You know I can’t do that!”

Ezelle raised her chin and stood there.

“Damn it girl!”

Still she didn’t speak or move.

If it hadn’t been a life or death moment, Karen would’ve been quite entertained by the sight of the small young woman winning a silent battle with the much larger man. As it was, however, Karen knew that any minute they could be attacked and none of them were in a position to put up a good defense.

“I think Ezelle’s decision is plain,” Karen said, moving to the back of the truck to grab Isaac’s supply pack. “So I suggest you lead us back to Haven before you put us all in more danger.”

Isaac swore, his fists clenched tight at his sides.

Without a word, he set off into the grass to the left of the wrecked truck and everyone followed.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty

 

They trudged through the grasses, which itched their skin almost as much as the mosquitoes buzzing around. Karen was relieved when they walked into a tall grove of trees, thinking it was the one that bordered Haven. Her heart sank when they came to the edge of it an hour later and found more open fields of dry grass and wildflowers.

Isaac led them to a small stream at the edge of the trees and told them all to drink as much as they could and then fill the canteens.

"We won't make it back before dark," Isaac said, hissing in pain as he sat down. 

"We have to keep going," Karen said, looking at Adam who was swaying on his feet. "He needs help."

Isaac nodded, and then shook his head. "Why the hell did you let him and Ezelle come? Why put them in danger?"

"Ezelle knew where you were," Karen said. "And she wanted to come along."

"She could've told you instead of coming here."

Karen’s jaw clenched and she turned away before she laid into the man. She couldn't believe he was still trying to blame them for all this.

"Let's move," Karen said. 

They trudged through the sticky, late afternoon heat, sweat drenching their clothes. At one point, Ezelle and Colleen were practically dragging Adam, forcing him to talk and say awake. 

“I’ll take a shift, you should rest,” Karen said, sliding Adam’s arm over her neck.

“You sure your shoulder is up for it?”

"I’ll be fine. Tell me about you," Karen said to Adam. "What are your powers, you never said."

"I...I can...I'm a cipher...I can channel someone's power."

He reached out and an anemic flame shot from his fingers, nearly singeing Isaac.

"That's an amazing power," Karen said.

Adam gave her a week smile. "So...tired...can't I just...?"

"Nope. Tell me about your family, got any sisters? Brothers?"

"No," he said. "Not anymore. Dead...I...didn't mean to."

"I'm sorry.”

"My sister...was a firestarter, too," he said. "She...she would lose control...so, I siphoned off her power. But I couldn't...control it. Everyone blamed…me."

His eyes closed.

"Hey," Karen said, shaking him. "Wake up!"

Adam's head lolled to the side and Karen knelt down, cradling Adam on her lap. She tapped his cheeks and pinched his arms, but he didn't stir. Ezelle ran to them and knelt down to check his pulse. After a minute, she nodded and everyone let out a collective breath of relief.

"How much further?" Colleen asked.

Isaac stared down at the young man. "Why do I feel like this is only the first of many if I let you two back into Haven?”

Karen glared at him. "How much further?"

He looked away, his hands clenching and unclenching. "We're leading them right to Haven, I can feel it. That’s what you saw Ezelle, though you’re too stubborn to admit it."

"Then stay," Karen said, setting Adam on a soft patch of ground and standing up. "We'll go back and warn Amanda. We'll help Haven."

"I'm helping Haven by not letting you do this," Isaac said.

Alright, I’ve had just about enough of this!

"You aren't going to do anything," Karen said, holding Isaac's gaze. "You're going to sit here and hide, like the coward you are."

Isaac reached back to punch Karen, but she blocked the blow and punched him instead. A warm sense of satisfaction washed through her and Karen grinned.

He stumbled back, wiping blood from his nose. "Or maybe this is what you want. You and your boss at The Bulwark. To come take us away."

The pleasure she’d felt a moment before fled, leaving shock in it’s wake.

Karen stepped back. "How do you know-"

"Those idiots were talking about it in the background when I called in the meeting. Something about a spy from The Bulwark stealing their weapon. It could only be you."

"We have no interest in Haven," Karen said. 

"No, only in her," Isaac pointed to Judy.

The young girl stopped itching the bug bites on her shaved scalp and stared at everyone with a deep frown etched into her young face. 

"Judy-" Karen said, reaching out for her.

Judy stepped away and mouthed, “What does he mean?”

“It’s hard to explain,” Colleen said, glancing at Karen.

"I know how this must look, but-" Karen said.

"That's right," Isaac said to Judy a cruel grin on his face. "She was sent to take you from one prison to another, did you know that?"

"Shut up Isaac," Karen said.

"The only reason she didn't was because she," Isaac pointed to Colleen, "stopped her. What do you think Karen is going to do after you leave Haven? Where is she taking you?  It's not a home with a white picket fence, I can tell you that."

"You don't know what you're talking about!" Karen said through clenched teeth.

"We've gotten a few people in Haven who've escaped your little agency. They were almost as unstable as the ones that run away from the labs. Their powers stripped or so unstable that they...The last one hung herself by a curtain rod. Whatever you do to them there, you're no better than the labs."

His words landed like a physical blow to Karen’s gut. 

No he’s…he’s lying…

“Have you ever seen anyone come out of your little organization?” he asked, taking a step toward her. “Do you know where they’re sent? What’s done to them?”

Karen shook her head. "No...you're lying."

Isaac laughed, a hard, empty sound. "You mean you really don't know? You drag people to The Bulwark and you have no idea what they really do? And you accuse me of being awful."

"That's enough," Colleen said.

"No," Karen said. "Kanigher would never...No."

They all turned at the sound of twigs breaking and saw Judy taking off through the woods.

"Judy!" Colleen called, running after her.

The little girl was stumbling, tears streaming down her face when Colleen and Karen caught up with her. She opened her mouth as if she wanted to say something, and then snapped it shut, shaking her head.

"Judy," Karen said, going to her.

Judy backed away, pointed at the two of them and shook her head violently as if to say "Stay away from me!"

"Karen wouldn't hurt you," Colleen said, walking toward her.

Judy held up her hands, her face so hard that Karen almost didn't recognize her. 

"Why?" Judy asked. "Who are you really?"

Karen took a deep breath. "It's complicated."

Judy shook her head, fast and hard.

There was no denying that Judy wasn’t going to let this go without getting some answers. But the words dried up in Karen’s mouth when she tried to speak. She looked at Colleen for help but she just stared back her, sympathy shining in her brown eyes.

Karen took a deep breath, swallowed and forced the words to come out. 

"I was sent to take you back to my superiors because you know something about a powered person called Pandora. But more than that, The Bulwark wants to help rehabilitate you, find you a home."

All the times Karen had said that last part to others like Judy, she’d never felt the slightest bit of doubt, no matter what was running in the back of her mind. The sound of hesitation in her voice now shocked Karen.

Judy's face crumpled and she cried harder. Colleen went to her and tried to put her arms around the girl, but she shrugged out of her grasp.

"I'm sorry," Karen said, her voice breaking. "I...The Bulwark isn't bad, I swear I've never heard anything like what Isaac is saying."

"Really?" Isaac asked, coming up behind them. "That's not what you do?"

"No.”

"You've done enough, " Colleen said, turning to him. "Go back and watch over Adam and Ezelle."

"Please," Karen knelt down, tears shining in her own eyes. "Believe me, I would never let anyone hurt you. We can protect you from the men who did these things to you. Help you get back into the world if you want to. I swear, that's all. I won't let them do anything to you against your will."

Judy crossed her arms as if protecting herself from Karen's words and looked away.

"Come back with us to Haven. We can figure it out there," Karen said.

The little girl didn't budge.

"Judy," Colleen said, her words slow and careful. "If you don't want to go with her, you don't have to. But right now, we have to get back to Haven. We stay out here, we will be captured."

Judy tried to sign something and gave up, mouthing a question to Colleen instead.

"Promise don't make me go with her."

"I promise," Colleen said. 

Karen’s gaze swung around to Colleen, who didn’t look at her.

Was this just to get Judy to safety, or does Colleen mean it?

Judy nodded, walking past both women toward where the rest waited.

Colleen reached out and took Karen's hand as they stood.

"I'm sorry," Colleen said.

“At least you got through to her.”

Karen left the unspoken question and accusation hanging in the air between them as she searched Colleen’s gaze for any hint that there was something to more to what Colleen had just done.

The moments passed about as comfortably as a root canal until Colleen swallowed and let go of Karen’s hand.

“We should get going.”

 

 

 

Haven was mostly asleep by the time they returned, their sweaty bodies streaked with dirt and blood. Amanda stood on the front porch, then ran down the stairs to Isaac, who flinched when she hugged him.

"We have wounded," Karen said, gesturing to Colleen, who stepped forward, cradling Adam.

"Bring him in the house," Amanda said, taking a moment to look Ezelle over. "Are you alright? Some of those cuts-"

Ezelle brushed her mothers hand away from her face and followed Adam and Colleen inside. 

They tramped in, Colleen going straight for the sitting room, where she lay Adam on the couch. Judy ran upstairs without a backward glance and Karen felt her heart squeeze. 

I’ll figure that out later. Right now, there’s something more serious.

"We have something to tell you," Karen said to Amanda. 

Amanda didn’t stop examining Adam. "It'll have to wait."

"No," Isaac said. "This can't."

She looked up at him, her forehead wrinkling. After a moment she said, "Alright, but let me stabilize him."

Karen and Colleen looked on as Amanda used her powers to stabilize Adam, who began to breathe a little more easily.

“Alright, what is it?" Amanda asked.

“I had a vision,” Ezelle said to her mother.

With a detachment that surprised Karen, Ezelle relayed her vision of Haven burning.  Amanda’s spine was ramrod straight by the time her daughter was done, a look of steel in the mayor’s eyes.

“We need to initiate the evacuation protocols. Tonight. And,” Amanda looked at Karen and Colleen, “The two of you can't come with us."

"We understand and we weren't going to ask," Karen said.

"Someone can drop you somewhere tomorrow. Be ready to go by noon."

“Won’t people notice an entire village moving?” Karen asked.

“We move in stages,” Amanda said. “Those with few possessions and no family will leave tonight. Then another group will leave tomorrow, with a third leaving a day later.”

“That’s impressive.”

“We’ve had far too much practice.”

“What about what Isaac did?” Ezelle asked.

“Yes,” Amanda said, looking at him. “That’s a good question.”

Isaac crossed his arms. “What about it, Amanda? You told me when we founded this place that I was in charge of making the decisions around its safety.”

“We also said we’d protect people like us!”

She looked over at where Adam slept on the couch, bloody rags still tied around his head. 

“That could’ve been Ezelle,” she said. “Or worse, none of you could’ve come back at all.”

“What I’ve done has kept Haven safe all these years.”

“If I had known-”

“You didn’t want to know!” Isaac said. “You wanted to run this village and do all the neat, clean things while leaving the dirty deeds to me. And now that you’ve got to look at it, now you’re angry?”

“You betrayed what we have stood for since we founded Haven!”

“No, I did what was necessary to preserve it for everyone else. I sold my soul so everyone else could have a real life.”

“I never asked you to do that.”

Isaac shook his head, tenderness smoothing the lines on his face. “Amanda, you never had to, you know that. You know that I…”

He stopped, as if suddenly becoming aware of the audience they had. The moment he saw Karen and Colleen, that hardness returned to his face.

“I do know,” Amanda said, putting her hand on Isaac’s cheek. “But this…Isaac, you have to know that it’s not what I wanted. Not for you. Not for us.”

He looked down, the firm resolve Karen had witnessed all afternoon weakened by the woman who stood in front of him.

“I should start the evacuation…get the guards increased,” he finally said, stepping out of her reach and walking out the door.

Amanda watched the space where he’d been for just a moment before turning away, her demeanor all business once again.

Karen felt very much like an intruder at this point and wanted to leave but wasn’t sure if there was anything else that needed doing.

Ezelle tapped her mother on the shoulder and said, “I need to talk to you, in private.”

Amanda’s face softened. “Of course, dear.”

“It was good meeting you,” Ezelle said, giving Karen and Colleen a grim smile.

“Yes,” Karen said, forcing a smile on her face.

I could’ve done without the terrifying vision, and the harrowing kidnapping attempt. But yeah, other that it was great.

Ezelle and Amanda walked toward the dining room, leaving Karen and Colleen in the sitting room.

It was clear enough to Karen that they were being dismissed, yet she had a hard time leaving.

I need to make her see that Isaac is wrong…Isaac has to be wrong or…

Karen grimaced and ran a hand through her hair. The grit of dirt in her scalp, the strands greasy from sweat was an oddly welcome distraction from having to really think about what Isaac had revealed on their trek back to Haven and Karen seized upon it.

"I'm going to take a bath," Karen said, not waiting for a reply as she walked up the stairs.

Once in the bathroom, she double checked that Jake wasn't lurking somewhere and ran the hot water. Her clothes were a stiff, filthy mess as she stripped them off and threw them in a pile on the floor. Steam curled up and clouded the room, making the air thick. Karen hissed as she stepped into the hot water, as tiny and not so tiny cuts stung all over her body. She endured it, knowing her body would adjust. Hot water leeched the pain from her muscles, soothing her shoulders and back. 

The one place it couldn't help though, was her mind, which twisted and turned without heeding her attempts to calm it. 

Memories of her first few months at The Bulwark rose up, stark and clear. The times she’d started to question the tactics they were being trained to use on powered people, the reasons given for why it was necessary. And behind all those things, the small slivers of doubt that Karen had never been able to fully banish, only silence for a time.

They always came back up, and I always pushed them away because it was easier…and now…

She closed her eyes tight, her body tensing as those doubts became louder and louder.  Karen reached for her usual defenses, only to find them broken and weak. The things she’d believed, the mantra that she and other agents recited like a shield, the memory of fallen agents and friends used to justify killing and imprisonment was nothing more than breath, there was no substance to any of it anymore.

Nausea rose up in her and she sat up quick, sloshing water over the side of the tub. It took a few minutes, but Karen managed to not get sick.

The one thing she couldn’t do, however was return to the blissfully blind peace she’d once had about The Bulwark. No matter how much her mind groped around for something to counteract the truth, nothing worked.

“I’m not the bad guy, I’m not the bad guy,” she said over and over.

In the midst of all this was the knowledge that wherever Judy went, Kanigher would hunt for her. He’d been desperate for any lead about Pandora, and if their only chance at learning something about this super weapon slipped away, Kanighter wouldn’t hesitate to pull out all the stops and find the little girl.

“So which one then? Let her go wherever and be hunted? Or force her to come back with me and…what then? What will Kanigher really do…would he even listen to me?”

A memory of fighting a much bigger recruit just to get a chance at becoming an agent broke through the fog of worry and guilt. She hadn’t given up then, not even when the bastard had broken her ankle and given her concussion. It had been one of the things Kanigher said had he’d admired most about her.

Karen clenched her jaw and nodded.

“I’ll find a third option because I’ll be damned if this is going to end with Judy locked up somewhere or constantly on the run.”

Having made some kind of a decision, however unformed the plan truly was, Karen found a measure of release and massaged shampoo through her hair. When she’d rinsed it out, some of her hair had become caught on the prongs of her engagement ring and she grunted as she untangled it.

"Why the hell am I still wearing this thing?" 

She tore the diamond off and was ready to throw it into the waste basket when sense took over. 

Amanda or someone could sell the diamond for quite a lot. I'll just leave it in the room and be done with it.

Karen placed the ring on the bath rug and sank back into the water, closing her eyes. She stayed so long that the water turned cool and uncomfortable. By the time she'd toweled off, the doubts she’d wrestled with weren’t silent, but they were at the very least quieter in the face of her plan.

When she opened the door of the bedroom, Karen found a half-naked Colleen sitting on the bed.

"Oh, I'm sorry," Karen said, feeling her face flush.

Colleen grabbed a shirt and threw it on, her skin still wet from her own bath. 

"It's okay," Colleen said, giving Karen a reassuring smile. "Not like you haven't seen it before."

Karen felt her face flush even more at the memories of their past and dropped the engagement ring into a small glass dish on the dresser. 

"Adam is going to be alright," Colleen said, fluffing out her curly hair with a pick. "And Judy has eaten and is in bed. Amanda wants to see us downstairs, says it's something to do with what Ezelle just told her."

Karen nodded.

“You okay?” Colleen asked, a frown wrinkling her forehead.

“I’m just tired, it was…a strange day,” Karen said, walking past Colleen to the dresser.

“Yeah, that’s putting it mildly. See you downstairs?”

“In a minute.”

Colleen still didn’t move and Karen wondered if she was waiting for something.

“You know I…I didn’t say that to Judy because I wanted to win,” Colleen said.

Karen let out a long breath, grateful to at least have that question answered.

“Thanks for that,” she said. 

Colleen gave her a little smile and nodded. “I’ll give you some privacy.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-one

 

The homey smell of coffee made Colleen's stomach growl as she walked into the dining room and saw cold chicken, sliced peaches, collard greens and warm bread laid out like a feast.

She didn't wait on ceremony, loading her plate with the food and taking a seat. Karen walked in a few minutes later and Colleen gave her a tense smile.

Neither of them knew exactly what Ezelle had told her mother or why it should have anything to do with them. But, after the last time Ezelle has something special to say, Colleen’s nerves were on high alert.

Amanda walked in with a pot of fresh coffee, poured herself a cup and sat, her face haggard. She didn’t speak right away, her eyes focused on the cooling coffee as if it held the answer to something.

“Amanda?” Colleen asked. “Are you alright?”

"You mean besides the fact I have to tell everyone to evacuate their home?” she sighed, her shoulders sagging. “Sorry, that was…I’m sorry. Ezelle told me something and I just wish…Damn, this isn’t easy. She says there’s something the two of you need to know.”

Colleen forced the chicken past the lump in her throat and took a gulp of water. 

"What is it?” Karen asked, her voice weak.

Amanda took a deep breath. “She said…she said that you two need to know where we came from.”

When she didn't continue, Colleen tried to eat, but her appetite had vanished. The three of them sat around the table, staring at their plates or hands. Voices began to filter through the night, punctuated occasionally by the engine of a truck. Colleen hadn't realized how much she'd enjoyed the dense quiet of the small village until it was shattered by the frenzy of evacuation.

Amanda picked up her coffee mug and set it down. "I need something stronger. Anyone else?"

"Hell, yes," Colleen said.

Amanda plucked a small bottle of whiskey from the dining room sideboard and Karen got three glasses. The women sat around the table, glasses of amber liquid in their hands.

Once they'd all taken a drink or two, Amanda took a deep breath and started, her words slow and carefully chosen. 

"It's a long story but...Derek Fry is the man who is responsible for people like us. He started his career researching vaccines that could make soldiers immune to gas warfare, make them less susceptible to disease, infection, that sort of thing. It was a long shot. Fry never got very far though, because one night he made a different discovery. He made one man able to fly, for an hour. After that, Fry was obsessed with finding out how and why. He convinced the government to fund him, promising super soldiers capable of wiping out any army in hours. But the serum was volatile, and most of the men and women who volunteered as test subjects died. He discovered too late that the serum was best when administered to the young. Those that were older...” She paused and grimaced. “I can still hear their screams in my sleep as they died."

The food Colleen had eaten was threatening to come back up, so she took a swig of whiskey and clenched her jaw. Beside her, Karen looked as pale as milk and downed all her whiskey in one gulp.

"Before he disappeared," Amanda continued, "Fry manufactured thousands of vials of the serum and disguised them as vaccines. His last order before disappearing was to make sure the serums were distributed to specific neighborhoods, as a way to blindly test them. They would monitor the children who received the tainted vaccines to see if they developed powers or died, and so on."

"Did the vaccines...?" Colleen asked, her voice soft. 

She already knew the answer before Amanda's sad nod.

"The powers took a few years to develop," she said. "The serum was activated in some at the onset of puberty. In others, it lay dormant, waiting to be passed on to their children. And in others, it might never manifest. Fry himself never had any children, but his sister did. He left everything to his nephew."

"Who? Do you know his name?" Karen whispered.

Amanda nodded, holding her gaze. "Jason James."

Colleen stared at her and swore. 

Karen, however, didn't seem too surprised.

"On the surface," Amanda said. "The family business is traditional weapons manufacturing and defense technology. In secret...well, I'm sure you know that part."

Amanda looked up at the ceiling and Colleen wondered if she was thinking of Judy, asleep upstairs, a metal collar around her neck.

"So, where in the timeline do you and Isaac fit?" Karen asked. 

Amanda drained her glass and poured more. "The experiments didn't stop after Fry disappeared. His business partner kept it going at secret facilities while they waited for the results of blind vaccine testing. Why stop something that was only killing three-fourths of your test subject pool, yet yielding some frighteningly powerful results? A handful of us escaped. Most, I've never seen again. "

Amanda stood up and went to the sideboard where the linens were kept. Opening the bottom doors and taking out bundles of linens, Colleen was surprised to see a small safe nestled in the back. Amanda worked the lock and took out a small stack of papers.

"This is everything we stole," Amanda said, plopping it in front of them. "Ezelle was clear that you should be told and shown."

Colleen hesitated, her mouth dry. She wanted these answers, but wasn't at all sure she was ready for whatever was in these files.

“Go on,” Karen said, as if knowing that Colleen should be the one to open the files.

Her hand trembled as she reached out and plucked the topmost folder off the pile. Karen took the second one and they opened them at the same time.

The first folder, as well as the all the others, were individual case files for eight adults, pictures attached to the first page. Colleen recognized a much younger Isaac and Amanda among faces she'd never seen before. Notes spelled out shots, electric shock treatments, deprivation experiments, starvation, and numerous other kinds of torture, all designed to create or expose powers, and then to test them.

Colleen glanced at Amanda, who was sitting with a faraway look on her face as she sipped her second glass of whiskey.

"I'm sorry," Colleen said, the words feeling so pointless.

 Amanda's jaw tightened, and her eyes became bright with tears. 

"Thank you."

“Was Ezelle…I mean was she born in the lab or…?” Colleen asked.

“I was pregnant when we fled,” Amanda said. “But…she wasn’t…I’d had another child…a son. They took him. And I… I never saw him again, never knew if he lived or…I couldn’t let them take another child from me.”

As she watched Amanda struggle keep from dissolving into sobs, Colleen realized why this woman was so hard, why she put up all these barriers.

She’s lost and been through more than most of us ever will in a lifetime. I’m surprised she’s sane.

Colleen was about to ask what happened to the others when Karen gasped, jumping to her feet and staring at the file as if it had turned into a viper.

"What?" Colleen asked.

Karen looked like she was about to be sick and pointed at the picture at the bottom of the stack.

"She...she's the one...the one Ezelle showed me," Karen said, her voice a croak.

Amanda reached for the last file and froze.

"What? Who is it?" Colleen asked.

"What did Ezelle show you about her?" Amanda asked.

Karen swallowed and told them about the vision Ezelle had shared with her. Colleen swore Karen's pale skin turned green by the time she got to the end, and she didn't blame her.

"She told me that I would know how to stop her," Karen said, staring at the file Amanda held. "But...how do you stop someone who can do that?"

Amanda drained her whiskey.

"Who was she?" Colleen asked.

"Someone I thought was dead," Amanda said. "Her name is Lei. She was a lab assistant that was involved in an accident. It gave Lei incredible powers of telepathy and telekinesis. Those of us that escaped, we didn't want them keeping our files, so we stole them. Not all of us made it, and I thought Lei was one of the ones that died. God, I'd hoped she was. What they were doing to her...it made what I went through look like a holiday half the time."

"So, how do we stop her?" Karen asked.

"That...thing Ezelle showed you is too far gone for me to know how to answer that. Lei was gentle, kind. She loved flowers and corny jokes. She would never willingly have become what they made her."

Amanda's voice broke at the end and she stood up.

"I'm sorry. I can't...not anymore tonight."

"It's alright," Colleen said. 

Colleen watched Amanda walk up the stairs, shoulders slumped forward and hoped Amanda and the people of Haven would one day find a truly safe place.

"Judy has to go with me," Karen said, her eyes fixed on the files. "We're the only ones who can protect her from these people."

Colleen whipped her head around, jaw dropping. 

“You can’t be serious. After what Isaac said you still think that she’d be safe at The Bulwark?"

"So, you think Isaac was telling the truth then? That we're no better than these people?"

"You said yourself that they kill those they deem too dangerous. Do you have any idea how many people have been helped? Have you ever seen them?"

Karen straightened her shoulders. "That's not my job."

"And you could never ask?" 

"No," Karen's face hardened, her skin flushing. "I am an agent, I don't ask those questions because they aren't part of my mission. And anyway, who are you to look down on me? You were going to take her to your mother, the crime boss!"

"Lower your voice."

"Why? Afraid Judy will hear the truth and not trust you anymore? You aren't going to give her a life, she'll be your mother’s weapon."

Colleen's finger tips began to tingle and she clenched her hands into fists. "That's a lie, I would never allow that!"

"And I would never allow The Bulwark to hurt Judy. Never!"

They glared at each other, eyes bright with anger and hurt. Colleen didn't know what to say or do, so she walked outside, desperate for a place to cool off. 

Literally.

She stepped out onto the porch and opened her hand, flames dancing in her palms. The voices from before had grown quiet, and now there was only the occasional yell or sound of someone walking around.

I can protect Judy, give her a life!

Images blossomed in her mind of her and Judy living in High Tide, maybe in one of the brownstones her mother owned. They'd shop at the local boutiques, go to the movies in High Tide, where no one would make them sit in the back of the theater. They'd eat barbecue chicken at DJ's, the sauce coating their fingers and lips, making them tingle.  And when Judy's hair grew back, Colleen would have Rachel come to their house and style it. 

But…no. I’m not going back to High Tide, I’m going to Jet City at the end of all this. Maybe Judy would fit in at the school, if Marco and Alice don’t see her as a threat…Besides, with Von attacking High Tide…

Bile rose up in Colleen’s throat and she had to force it back down. Von and Tina fighting over High Tide would benefit no one, not even them.

“And what the hell am I supposed to do about that, become a one woman army? I’m damn sure not turning Judy over to Tina and I’m not leaving the child to fend for herself so…Marco’s offer, that’s still the plan.”

She should have felt at peace, satisfied that she would be out of Tina’s world and Judy would be safe, able to grow up like a normal kid. But she wasn’t, not even close. Her stomach churned and her powers along with it. Something nagged at her, something that been there for a very long time and had been growing louder as the days past. Something that Colleen refused to look at because if she did that would be it. So she closed her eyes, and instead looked at the ebb and flow of fire inside her body. It was like staring at the waves, and Colleen found calm in the repetitive flow.

Taking a deep, slow breath, Colleen opened her eyes. Her thoughts were back in their proper places.

For now anyway.

Colleen was about to go back inside and try to convince Karen of how much better Judy would be with her, when a heavy, crunching sound reached Colleen's ears. She looked around the corner of the porch toward the back of the house and saw a small shadowy figure that kept to the shadows and ran toward the nearest house. 

Colleen sighed, jumped off the porch and ran after the little girl who was bolting down the street.

It was too easy for Colleen's long-legged stride to catch up with Judy, who kicked and punched as Colleen's arms came around her.

"Stop it!" Colleen said, trying to pin the girl’s arms to her sides. 

"Halt!" said a man, rushing toward them with a rifle. "Who are you and what are you doing out here?"

Great, armed guards who are on high alert.

"We're staying with Amanda," Colleen said, still trying to contain Judy.

"Why are you holding that child?" he asked.

"To keep her from running away."

"Let her go."

"No." 

The man raised his rifle so that it was even with Colleen's head. "Let her go."

"What is going on?" Karen asked, running up to them. 

"Do you know this woman?" the man asked.

"Yes, I do and why the hell do you have a rifle pointed at her head? We're guests of the mayor!"

He hesitated a moment more before lowering his rifle.

You've got to be kidding me!

"We can’t be too careful," he said. "Get the kid inside, and then stay there. The village is on lock-down until the morning."

The man walked back into the shadows cast by two homes to the left of where Colleen was standing. She just barely surpressed an urge to lob a fireball at him. She turned her attention to Judy, who squirmed out of Colleen's grasp. 

"Kid, what are you doing?" Colleen asked.

Judy mouthed something too fast to be understood and Colleen frowned at her.

"What?" Karen asked.

"Here!" Judy signed and mouthed. "I'm staying here! I'm not going with you!"

Colleen felt like someone had punched her in the gut. A sudden desperation over took Colleen and she held Judy's arm tighter. 

"You can't, don't be ridiculous,” Karen said. 

Judy yanked her arm away from Colleen, her eyes full of fury. 

"You don't even know if Amanda and Isaac will let you," Karen said.

Judy made a flurry of hand motions and mouthed something.

"Slow down," Karen said.

Then she gave them a sign that was universally known, no matter if you spoke sign language or not.

"That was uncalled for!" Colleen said. 

"Language!" Karen said at the same time.

"I'm staying," Judy said again. "I don't want you. Go away!"

Colleen opened her mouth to refuse and tell Judy to get her ass to bed when a memory exploded in her mind.

I wanted so badly to leave High Tide so many times. And every time Tina refused to help me or hear me out. That last time, when she finally helped me escape, it hurt her but she did it because she knew it was the right thing to do. If this is what she wants, then we have to give her up.

Colleen closed her eyes. "Fine."

"What?" Karen asked.

"We'll talk to Amanda about it in morning. Right now, you get back in bed and go to sleep."

"Wait, Colleen-"

Judy stomped past Colleen and Karen and into Amanda's house. Karen gaped at Colleen before following the little girl. Colleen was left alone in the middle of the street, doing her best to ignore the faces of people peeking out behind their curtains. Never had she felt so bereft and empty.

Except once. When I left Karen.

When she finally felt able to move one foot in front of the other and walk back to the house, she found Karen pacing the sitting room.

“We can’t let her stay here,” Karen said, her pacing ramping up with the speed of her words. “You know we can’t.”

Colleen frowned. “Well-”

“Not with Isaac here. And you know that your mother would never let her have a normal life. I’m her best option, you know that.”

There was a frenzied light in Karen’s eyes that Colleen had never seen before. It made her take a step back as her mind raced, trying to figure out what happened and how to handle this side of Karen.

“She’ll be safe with me. I’ll make sure of it,” Karen continued.

“Karen, look, I think we need to listen to what Judy wants. What would be best for her.”

Karen whipped around and looked at Colleen. “How can you say that? Isaac will sell her to those monsters the first chance he gets!”

“I don’t think-”

“No, Colleen, you have to let me take her.”

“Calm down,” Colleen said, reaching for Karen, who moved out of her reach. 

“Don’t tell me to calm down! Everything is going to shit right in front of me. Judy is putting herself in danger and you’re standing there calm as can be about it.”

“That’s not true. Why are you pushing so hard for this?”

“Because it’s what’s best for Judy.”

Colleen’s frown deepened as she studied Karen.

“No, it isn’t that.What’s really going on Karen?”

“Nothing,” Karen said, her voice becoming hard. “I just want what’s best for her.”

“If that were true you’d listen to her about this. And, I know you may not want to hear this, but you’d at least consider that what Isaac said about The Bulwark could be true.”

“It’s not! It can’t be.”

“But what if you’re wrong? You’ve said so yourself that you’ve never seen anyone rehabilitated. And you’ve killed-”

“I know what I’ve done!” Karen said, her face crumpling. “I-I know…I know but it can’t be true. He can’t be right.”

“Why not?” Colleen asked, her voice soft.

“Because! What does that say about me? If he’s right then I’ve been murdering innocent people and locking up the rest to be tortured! Who am I if that’s right?”

Karen put her face in her hands, mournful sobs shaking her body. Colleen wrapped her arms around the beautiful red head and held her tight. 

“I don’t want to be that,” Karen sobbed. “I don’t…want to…”

Colleen’s heart constricted and she felt Karen’s desperation as if it were coming from her own soul. 

“I know,” Colleen said, her voice thick with emotion. “I know.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Two

 

The porch light spilled golden light through the open window and into the sitting room. The melody of frogs and crickets filtered in on the cool summer night air, the barest hint of honeysuckle perfuming the room.

Colleen held Karen until the sobs had quieted and then guided her over to the couch. Without a care for whether or not Amanda would approve, she got the bottle of whiskey and poured two generous amounts into each glass.

Karen took hers without a word, tears falling in slow drips from her red rimmed eyes. They didn't speak for a while, just sipped their drinks and listened to the night insects.

“I’m sorry,” Karen said, her voice scratchy.

“For what?”

“Crying all over you like that.”

Colleen chuckled. “It’s alright, really. I’m glad I was here for you.”

“I don’t…I feel like everything is sideways now.”

“I know how that feels.”

Karen nodded, her gaze far away. “Judy…She should make her own decision.”

“Yeah,” that one word cutting Colleen to the bone.

Colleen looked down at her drink, tipping the liquid this way and that so it caught the light. She wanted Judy to have a good life, though it hurt to know that the little girl didn’t want that with her.

"You were never going to let me take Judy without a fight, were you?" Karen asked.

Colleen sighed and shook her head.

"Why not just tell me? Why lie to me?"

The betrayal in Karen's voice made Colleen flinch. She turned to Karen, their knees touching on the small couch.  

"I know how stubborn you can be when you think you're right," Colleen said. "And I thought there was no point. But I was wrong. I should've talked with you."

"You really think it's the best thing to just let her decide on a whim to stay?"

"As much as I hate to admit it, this place is probably the best chance she has to grow up with some normalcy. She won't have to be afraid here."

Karen sighed. "I guess you're right. It's just...

“You don’t like losing?” Colleen asked, desperate to diffuse the tension.

"What does that mean?"

Colleen grinned. "The first snow at Cambridge, ping pong."

Karen's jaw dropped. "You cheated! You admitted it."

"Because you wouldn't stop nagging me about it."

"What? No, that's...really?"

Colleen nodded at Karen, who batted Colleen's arm. "You didn't have to."

"It was the only way to get you to stop sulking."

Karen's smile turned sheepish and she took a drink of whiskey.

"That feels like so long ago," she said.

Colleen nodded. "Yeah. Like looking at two different people."

"Are we?" Karen asked, not looking at Colleen. "Are we really? I mean besides you being a vigilante now-"

"I'm not a vigilante."

"And me being a..."

"Government spy?"

Karen snorted. "Yeah."

They leaned back, resting their heads on the back of the couch, faces inches from one another. Colleen could see the outline of Karen's light freckles, the gold flecks in her blue eyes.

"We're not too different, are we?" Karen whispered.

Colleen let her fingers play with Karen's hair, unable to look away from those blue eyes staring at her with unusual openness.

"Not where it matters, no," Colleen said, heart hammering in her chest. 

Karen licked her lips and lifted her hand, pressing the palm to Colleen's chest where her heart would be.

"You mean here?" she asked.

Colleen felt the breath catch in her throat and she nodded.

Karen's hand moved up, cupping Colleen's cheek. They stared at each other, both barely breathing, inches from each other. 

"I've never forgotten you," Karen breathed. "As much as I tried, you were always there."

Karen closed the inches left between them and stopped Colleen from being able to speak or think of anything but the soft lips moving on hers.

A sob welled up in Colleen’s throat as Karen deepened the kiss, her hand cupping the back of Colleen's head, holding her right where Colleen wanted to be.

How long had it been since she’d let herself feel desire and be desired back? How long since a single touch had brought so much unbearable ecstasy?

When the kiss ended, Colleen kept her forehead pressed against Karen’s. She couldn’t bear to let the contact be done between them. Karen’s hand slid down Colleen’s shoulder to her arm and then her hand where Karen entwined their fingers. 

"I'm sorry about all those years ago," Colleen whispered, tears falling down her face. "I should never have left like that."

"I understand why you did," Karen said, brushing her tears away. "I'm not angry about that anymore."

Colleen kissed her this time, and there was no hesitancy at the beginning. Their lips pressed harder and Colleen longed to run her hands over Karen’s skin.

Karen stood up, pulling Colleen with her. All of the reasons why they shouldn’t be together, why this one night would complicate things in the end, none of it mattered to Colleen. 

There were no worries in this moment. Only the smell of honeysuckle on the hair of the woman she was kissing, the feel of Karen’s body pressed against her. Colleen ached to drown out everything else in the embrace of the woman she’d once loved. So, without a word, she followed Karen without up the stairs and into the room. 

 

After, they lay entangled under the thin quilt on the bed. Their hands caressed one another with a luxurious slowness that spoke of satisfaction for the moment. Karen's head lay on Colleen's shoulder, her hair tickling Colleen's nose.

Colleen wanted to lay there, savor the feel of Karen's body against hers. But everything that had happened that night began to invade her mind.

“You were amazing today,” Karen said. “Saving us the way you did. I know it’s hard for you to accept when something like that is necessary but-”

“I didn’t though,” Colleen said, surprised at how the memory of it didn’t fill her loathing and guilt.

“I’m glad but…what made this so different?”

Colleen frowned, replaying the whole fight in her mind. One thing stood out: peace. She knew, with a certainty she’d never had before, that this power was completely within her control and that she didn’t have to fear it or herself wielding it.

“I’m not sure,” she finally said. “I don’t know what changed. Something just…clicked. For the first time in…well, that I can remember, I wasn’t afraid of becoming who Grandfather wanted me to be. I control the fire, I controlled me.”

“I think,” Karen said, her fingers reaching up to caress Colleen’s face. “That you are better than you think you are. Most people being raised the way you were would’ve turned out very differently. You have fought to keep your humanity, your compassion.”

“Still, I wasn’t very compassionate to those men today.”

“It would’ve been easy for you to do what you did immediately. You didn’t. You waited until you didn’t have a choice. In my experience, most people with your powers wouldn’t struggle the way you do about how to use them.”

“You don’t know that, maybe they did and felt like they had no choice. I mean…you corner someone, make them feel like there’s no way out…people, any people, would do anything to survive. Don’t you think?”

Karen nodded, not meeting Colleen’s eyes. After a moment she sat up.

Well done! Great pillow talk Colleen!

“I’m sorry,” she said, sitting up beside Karen.

“No…don’t…”

Karen sighed. 

“You’re not wrong. I’ve killed PPs-I mean, powered people, like you. And I…I used to think it was because I really believed that what I was doing was right, maybe it was to some extent. But really, I just didn’t want to question it all. It was easier that way, to be honest.”

“And now?”

“Now I’m realizing that I wasn’t told everything, that Kanigher or whoever was giving the orders wasn’t right. We didn’t give those people a chance. We just saw a threat and went in like a bulldozer to eliminate them. I used to think it was alright, that we were protecting the world and at least we rehabilitated more than we killed. But after these last few days, seeing you again, being with Judy?”

She shook her head.

“I just can’t believe that anymore.”

“Where does that leave you then? Are you going to go back?”

Karen took a deep, slow breath.

“I…Yes, I am.”

Colleen frowned.

“But you just said-”

“I know, but there are good people there and someone has to change what we’re doing. I can’t do that if I’m not in The Bulwark.”

For some reason this made Colleen feel both betrayed and somehow free. She hadn’t been at all sure what she wanted from this, other than to feel Karen’s arms around her, to have this love back. The knowledge that their lives were so very different now, was never too far in the back of Colleen’s mind.

“What are you going to tell him though? I doubt your boss will be forgiving of you just letting someone go.”

Karen  cringed. “God! I’ve been so distracted by everything that I haven’t given that much thought.”

“Karen, maybe you shouldn’t. What if-?”

“I’ll be fine, trust me. I’m no sacrificial lamb. I’ll figure it out, I just…should’ve been thinking about all this the last few days. I’m off my usual game.”

“You’ve changed,” Colleen said, winding her fingers through Karen’s. “It’s bound to make some things more difficult.”

“Like a future together?” Karen asked, her voice a whisper.

Colleen gave her a sad smile. “It’s funny you should say that. I was just thinking…I’m not sure where this was all going to go anyway.”

Karen looked down and nodded. “Yeah. Our lives, what we want…You don’t seem as upset about that as I thought you would.”

“I know, I’m sorry.”

Karen kissed her. “Don’t be. We aren’t children, we have to be practical.”

Colleen nodded. She agreed with Karen, was glad that they were on the same page about their lives. It still left her with a hollow ache in her chest.

It would’ve been nice to dream…just for a few hours. To even have the possibility of a future together.

“What do you want, anyway? What are you going to do when we leave Haven?" Karen asked. 

“Jet City. That friend I told you about offered me a job.”

“Oh…that’s…ok.”

“What?” Colleen asked.

“Nothing I just…I’m surprised that you’re not going back to High Tide.”

“Why?”

“Because that place is your home and from what you’ve told me, it’s not doing so good right now.”

“Yeah but…”

That same feeling Colleen had fought against on the porch earlier tonight reared it’s head, only this time, she couldn’t ignore it like before.

She’s right, High Tide is my home and it’s in trouble but I can’t get pulled back into all that. And besides, what would I do about it? I’m one person.

Colleen looked down at her hands, and her arms. She felt the fire, though subdued at the moment, in her veins. 

The knowledge of exactly what she could do, and who she could do it as, was inescapable.

“Colleen?”

She blinked and then smiled at Karen. 

“You alright?” Karen asked.

“Yes, absolutely. I was just thinking,” Colleen pulled Karen into her lap. “That right now, I’m very much wanting to explore a few things we never got to try at Cambridge.”

 A delightful flush rose up under Karen’s pale skin. “Oh really?”

Their kisses were soft, slow, as if they had all the time in the world. Though in back of Colleen's mind she knew that wasn't true. Sooner than either of them wanted, the world would come barging in and they’d have to part ways.

But not now. Just for this night, it’s just us. And this is all that matters.

As their hands explored one another, at a much lazier pace this time, Colleen pushed all her doubts, and fears away.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-three

 

"Are you sure?" Amanda asked Judy the next morning.

They were standing where the dining table had been, breakfast having been a hurried affair while furniture was carried out. Margaret's usually sunny demeanor was noticeably less this morning as she hurried through the scant breakfast dishes. 

When Karen had asked if she could help, Margaret had given her a curt, "No, thank you, our house doesn’t leave until tomorrow."

After that, Karen noticed the chilly reception everyone was giving her, even Jake, who would brush against her every so often without saying a word. One look at Colleen, and Karen knew that she felt it, too. They were being blamed for this and Karen couldn't really be angry at them for it.

Judy stood by the empty sideboard, the morning sunlight glinting off the collar around her neck. Her dark eyes were hard as she looked at Amanda, and very pointedly not at Karen or Colleen.

She nodded to Amanda, who looked at Karen and Colleen with a question in her dark eyes.

"We don't want to force Judy to do anything she doesn't want," Colleen said, the words halting.

Karen could hear the pain in them and wished she could somehow get through to Judy, convince her that they weren’t a threat, that the girl would be safe with them. But, the only thing she could was give her a sympathetic smile.

"I agree with that," Amanda said. "But I also don't want Judy making a decision based on anger at the two of you."

Amanda took one of Judy's little hands and looked her hard in the eye. "You understand that this is for a long while, right? You can't call them to come get you, our secrecy depends on this."

Judy swallowed, the dial at the center of her collar bobbing with the motion. She nodded again.

Amanda sighed. "Well, if you are sure, then I would happy to have you with us. We can figure out housing once we find a new location, but for the time being you can remain with my household."

Judy nodded, her expression more stoic than enthusiastic. 

"Can we have a moment?" Karen asked.

"Of course," Amanda said, as she went into the kitchen. 

Karen knelt down in front of Judy, who had crossed her arms as if to protect herself from whatever Karen was about to say.

"I know you're angry at me," Karen said, the words choking her. "And I'm sorry for hurting you like I did, lying to you. I hope one day you can believe how much I really do want you to be happy."

Judy looked down and shrugged.

Colleen was next, taking Karen's place in front of Judy. At first, she didn't speak, just took Judy's hand and looked at it.

"You're very special," Colleen said, her voice rough,"you...you mean so much to me. I want you to be happy, too, and if this is what will do that, then...how can I say no? Just please, no matter what Amanda says, if you need us, you find a way. I'll leave a number in your room, you call it and they'll find a way to get in touch with me, okay? Promise?"

Judy nodded, a tear escaping her eyes which the girl scrubbed away before it could get far. She hesitated a moment, and Karen swore Judy was about to give Colleen a hug when she ran into the kitchen.

"Are you sure this is right?" Karen asked. "She's angry with us, what if she changes her mind next week or tomorrow?"

Colleen stood up and sighed. "What if she doesn’t? What if this is what’s best for her? We can’t force her into something."

Karen thought of how happy Judy had been playing with those kids, how free the children seemed here, and knew that in many ways Colleen was right.

So, why doesn't it feel that way? And what am I going to tell Kanigher that will make him back off from finding her?

"Hey," Colleen said, stepping closer to Karen. "You keep biting that lip and there won't be any left to kiss."

Karen smiled, releasing her bottom lip from between her teeth. "Sorry, just...thinking."

"Hmmm...about?"

"Nothing – well, not nothing, but nothing you can help me with."

The kitchen door opened and Amanda walked in with a man around Karen's age, his barrel chest and massive limbs taking up the space between Amanda and the doorway into the dining room.

"This is your escort to the next town," Amanda said. "He'll drive you to the outskirts and drop you off. Here's a little money for bus fare and the like."

"We actually need to get to Pansy Springs," Colleen said. "Is that near?"

"You're in luck, that is the next town over."

“How long to get there?” Karen asked.

“About three or four hours.”

"I'll be outside in thirty minutes," said the driver, turning his back and starting to walk out. "Be ready when I get here."

"There's a diamond ring in our room," Karen said to Amanda. "Take the diamond out and sell it separate from the band. People might be looking for it."

"Thank you, I have someone who's discreet about such things. I'll contact him,” she handed Colleen a large, manila envelope. "I think, maybe it's time for our story to be told. We've heard stories about the Jet City Vigilantes. If you can, get these to them. I think...I think they might be people we can trust. Maybe they can find a way to help you defeat Lei or...save her, if that's possible."

"I'll see that they get to the vigilantes," Colleen said. 

"Thank you, and," she stood up, "don't tell Isaac. He won't understand."

"Speaking of," Karen said, crossing her arms. "What are the consequences for what he did?"

"Excuse me?"

"He kidnapped Judy and nearly got us all killed. There has to be consequences for that."

Anger flashed in Amanda's eyes and she stepped toward Karen.  

"It’s handled and frankly, none of your business. Now, if you'll excuse me, I have an evacuation to oversee."

Karen opened her mouth to tell Amanda off, but Colleen put a warm hand on her arm and led her toward the stairs. Karen pulled her arm away and ran up the stairs to their room, Colleen hot on her heels.

"Hey," Colleen said, once the door was closed.

"We can't just leave Judy with Isaac still running around," Karen said, her cheeks flushed. "What's to stop him from just taking her when we leave and turning her over?"

"Because she'll be one of them. Besides, I would think Isaac has burned his bridge with the labs, they won't trust him again."

"So, that's it then, we just take the money and-"

"And leave," Colleen said, rubbing Karen's arm. "It's what she wants."

Karen shook her head, feeling tears itch behind her eyes. 

"How many days do you have before the wet team is called?" Colleen asked.

Shock coursed through Karen as she realized just how badly she'd lost track of time.

Damn it! The one time I let myself have something of my own and I muck up the mission.

"Today is the last day," Karen said, trying to bring her thoughts to heel. "I can check in with my superior, tell them to call it off."

“And I need to call Tina, let her know what happened."

They stood there, an uncomfortable silence between them.

"Have you changed your mind?" Colleen asked. “About going back?”

Karen’s stomach clenched and she shook her head.

“Why are you asking?”

Colleen shrugged and looked down. “I don’t know, I just…wanted to make sure that this is the right thing to do. Walk away from one another again.”

A panicked impulse over took Karen and she closed the distance between them in a second, her hands cupping Colleen’s face. She kissed her, slow and deep, Colleen’s arms encircling her in their warmth.

“We might not be able to be together right now,” Karen said when they’d parted. “But I’ll be damned if I don’t find you after all this is over.”

Colleen’s breathing was ragged and she kissed Karen again.

“Or maybe I’ll find you first bookworm,” Colleen said with a smile.

Karen grinned back at her.

"Maybe we should pick a place to meet once Lei is defeated. Paris?"

Colleen laughed. "Sure, hopefully it will be better weather than last time. Do you remember?"

“It rained the whole time.”

“We got caught in a downpour-”

Karen’s smile became tender. “And we danced, soaked to the bone in the spring rain, all the way back to our dingy little room.”

“Then made love with the sound of the rain on the roof.”

“It wasn’t such a bad trip.”

Colleen shook her head. “It was the best of my life.”

They indulged in a long, slow kiss full of hope and memories.

"Maybe I could help you,” Colleen said. “I have friends in Jet City who are very resourceful, they probably know something about Lei already."

"How?"

Colleen shrugged. "Alice seems to have eyes everywhere. It's a little unnerving."

Karen frowned, the name tickling in the back of her mind.

It's also disconcerting that a civilian would have spies working in the country on their own behalf.

She filed it away for later.

"We should pack," Colleen said, walking toward the closet and laughing. "Though we really don't have anything to take with us."

Their back pack was in the closet, and a fresh set of clothes for each of them was on the bed. 

Colleen pulled her suit out of the back pack and stared at it.

"Everything okay?" Karen asked when Colleen hadn't moved for a few minutes.

She jumped and stuffed the suit into the backpack. "Yeah, just...thinking."

They stowed the last few things into the pack and Colleen hefted it onto her shoulders and left the room.

"Right behind you," Karen said.

 She picked up her engagement ring from the small ceramic dish she'd thrown it into and held it to the light. A genuine regret lanced through her. It hadn't been David's fault really, she'd sealed his fate the moment she accepted his proposal.

David was the enemy. I would've killed him one way or another, at some point.

She dropped the ring back into the dish with a sigh, hoping Amanda could really put it to good use.

 

 

The driver was sullen and silent, his hulking frame taking up a good portion of the cab, so Colleen and Karen were pressed together and against the door.  Karen didn't mind much except that the door armrest was pressing into her hip, and after an hour it was painful. When the driver pulled to the side of the road, her internal alarms were faint compared to the relief of being able to move around.

"Gotta take a leak," he said, without waiting for a reply.

Colleen frowned at Karen. "Does he seem...odd to you?"

"You mean odder than the angry people we just left in Haven?" 

Karen opened the door with a grunt and jumped out.

"Yeah, I guess you're right."

Karen took Colleen's hand and led her to the field next to the truck. Summer wildflowers grew in bright patches among dry grass that rustled in a humid afternoon breeze. Karen’s thin linen shirt was damp with sweat and stuck to her lower back. 

They stood in the field, quietly holding hands, like any normal couple, while Karen's thoughts zig-zagged between everything going on. She had to return to The Bulwark, had to at least call off the wet team, but how? 

I'm usually very good at this part. But then again, I have never had Colleen in my life while trying to make these decisions. 

"C’mon bookworm, what’s going on in that head of yours?" Colleen asked, her voice soft.

Karen turned to look at Colleen, sunlight bounced off something metal, something that wasn’t the car.

She saw the gun moments before it was fired, and threw herself into Colleen. Both women fell into the dry grass just before the bullet from the driver’s gun could slam into Colleen's head.

Karen's hand went to her hip, but she hadn't bothered to strap a knife on. The driver lowered his gun to where they were now and aimed. Before he could get another shot off, Colleen flung fire at him, hitting his legs. He screamed and stumbled back.

The two women jumped to their feet, Colleen recalling the flames as Karen rushed the driver. He tried to raise his gun again, but Karen was there to grab his arm, then punch him hard across the face. She landed two quick blows to his stomach, then gave a piercing squeeze to the pressure point in his wrist, forcing him to drop the gun. Karen caught it before it hit the ground and leveled the barrel at the driver’s head.

"What the hell was that?" Colleen said, flames still dancing in her hands.

"It's your fault," the driver spat, eyes full of hate. "We were happy in Haven before you two got there! We were safe. And now my family has to run. Isaac told us who you work for and what will happen because of you."

"We're leaving, why attack us?" Karen asked.

"Because you could lead them back to us."

Karen stared at him. 

"Isaac put a hit out on us," Colleen said, a snarl in her voice.

"We aren't a threat to you," Karen said, lowering the gun. "Go back, find your family and live your life."

The driver hesitated, glowering at them before standing up. He went to get into the truck and Karen stopped him. 

"The keys, drop them and turn around and walk."

When he didn't move Karen raised the gun again.

"I don't want to, but I will shoot you..."

He dropped the keys on the pavement, spitting a name at Karen that she almost shot him for and began to walk back to Haven.

They waited, Karen gripping the gun tight, Colleen balancing a fireball in her palm and watched him walk away. When he was far enough down the road to be almost invisible, they both let out a long breath.

"Damn Isaac," Colleen said. "Maybe you were right about Judy, maybe she is in danger."

"No, this strikes me as a desperate attempt on his part," Karen said. "Besides, she's under Amanda's protection now, and I doubt Isaac wants to make Amanda any angrier than he already has."

"I hope you're right.” Colleen extinguished the fire ball, then added, “If we want to get to the next town we better get moving."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-four

 

It wasn’t until after noon that they arrived at Pansy Springs. 

Colleen wondered if Tina was worried that she was long overdue for the scheduled check in.  The location of the small boutique where Tina's old friend Ruby Mae worked was firm in Colleen's mind. She just hoped Tina wouldn't lash out because of the failure of the mission.

As they parked near a diner on the small town's main street, the white passersby gave them looks of anger and confusion. Colleen's heart began to beat fast and her eyes took in every nuance. She felt her power simmering under the surface, ready if she needed it. 

Karen, not thinking about the implication of being with a negro woman, had parked in what was clearly the whites only side of town.

Two young men said a little too loudly exactly what they thought of a black woman sitting in a truck with a white woman. Colleen looked down at her hands, anger building alongside embarrassment. 

"Oh hell," Karen said, glancing over at Colleen. "I'm sorry. I didn't think."

Colleen nodded, wanting to get to the safe place in the town, but also feeling nervous about stepping out of the truck.

"C'mon," Karen said. "I'll walk you to the boutique."

"Are you sure? That might not be the safest thing."

"I think we can handle ourselves."

Colleen nodded, not sure that fighting back would be the best thing if they were accosted. 

When they got out of the truck, Colleen grabbed the backpack and clutched the straps tight, as if it would help the way her skin crawled from the looks that were sent her way. She turned to see Karen with a deep frown creasing her forehead, lips set into a thin line as her gaze swept.

"Karen?"

She jumped. "Yeah, sorry."

"Everything alright?"

She hesitated, and then turned to Colleen, a smile on her face. 

"Yeah, it's fine. Let's get you to where you need to go."

Colleen could tell that Karen wasn't telling her the truth, but her need to be away from this part of town far outweighed her worry over what Karen was keeping from her.

They walked down the street together, their long strides quick. Colleen kept her eyes on the sidewalk, doing her best to ignore the comments and sneers in their direction. 

The fact that no one tried to stop them or do more than say terrible things was a miracle. Colleen breathed a visible sigh of relief when they crossed the invisible barrier into the negro part of town.

"This is so ridiculous," Karen said, her voice seething with anger. "What the hell is wrong with people?"

The shops were older here, though no less clean and well kept. Children ran along the street and women wore brightly colored summer dresses, fans flapping in front of them as they sat in front of a small restaurant and sipped tea with a friend or leisurely walked down the street. 

"You should go," Colleen said as she noticed the guarded expressions on people’s faces.

"I'll meet you back at the truck, just so we each know what's happening and so we can say goodbye."

The last word caught in Karen's throat and Colleen wanted to hold her. The only thing she could do was try to convey with a look how much she cared for her lover and leave it at that.

"It’s not forever," Colleen said, as much for herself as Karen. "Remember that."

Karen's smile became tight. "One hour.”

Colleen nodded and they went their separate ways.

Once Karen left, the faces of the people were more open and welcome. 

"You lookin' for somethin'?" an older man with missing lower teeth asked.

"Ruby Mae’s?"

He nodded. "Down that way a block. Can't miss it."

"Thank you."

Colleen walked down the street, feeling her shoulders relax in a way they hadn't since leaving High Tide. This was familiar, and safe – even if the white population was a bare mile away and would raze this place to the ground for any little reason. It didn't make sense to dwell on that fact though, what could be done? So, she let herself push it away and enjoyed being able to walk down the street without fear.

Ruby Mae's was a small boutique at the end of the block, a blue and yellow awning out front flapping in the light summer breeze. In the window were hats and dresses on dress forms and a sign that advertised a sale on handbags. A bell tinkled when Colleen opened the door, the whir of fans punctuating the laughing chatter of two ladies inside; one behind the counter, the other leaning on it.

Racks of dresses stood at intervals in the store, a wide shelf of shoes was against one wall to Colleen's left, another shelf of hats sat at the back. The handbags that were on sale sat at the front of the store, their clasps gleaming in the bright lights of the shop.

"What can I do for you?" the woman behind the counter asked, her gaze taking in Colleen's pants and sleeveless shirt.

Colleen was grateful that Amanda had provided some decent normal clothes for them before they left. 

Those pants and tunics looked like something out of a cult.

"I am looking for something special," she said. "Something for my mother's birthday."

"I see," she said. "And when is her birthday?"

"August twenty-fourth. She'll be fifty."

The woman nodded. "Come to the back, I've got some special things that just came in."

Colleen breathed a silent thanks that this woman knew the coded message, and then followed her through a curtained doorway and into a room that looked like it doubled as a storeroom and breakroom. Shelves lined three walls, floor to ceiling, with boxes and bags. A card table sat in the middle with four chairs, and a stack of newspapers where Colleen dropped the back pack. A smaller table sat against the fourth wall by a door that led to what Colleen assumed was a restroom. On this table was a small coffee pot, sugar bowl and an old phone.

"You're Tina's daughter?" the woman asked.

"Yes."

"I'm Ruby Mae, and you're late."

"I know."

"Tina called yesterday, ready to tear this county apart to find you."

Colleen swallowed. 

Ruby Mae smiled at her. "I'm glad you're alright."

"How...how do you know my mother?"

"She and I were friends at school. I married a man whose family lived out here, but she and I never lost touch. Take your time using the phone."

"Thank you."

"And afterward, you should let me fit you for some proper clothes," Ruby said, cocking one eyebrow as she looked over Colleen one more time, her gaze settling on Colleen's head. "Can't let Tina's daughter walk around looking like that."

Colleen's hand went to her hair, which was in dire need of proper care.

"I can fix that for you if you want."

"I don’t think I’ll be straightening it just now," Colleen said.

Ruby nodded. "My daughter got it in her head to go natural, I'll have her come over and help you with it. Don't want it breaking."

"Thank you."

Ruby nodded again and walked out.

Colleen dialed the number to her mother’s office and wiped sweat from her forehead while it rang.

"Hello?" her mother’s alto voice came over the connection.

"Tina?"

Her mother swore on the other end, a whooshing breathy kind of sound that made Colleen cringe as the connection crackled a little.

"Where the hell have you been? Are you alright?"

"It's a long story, but I'm fine."

"Do you have it?"

Colleen felt her body tense at the use of that word to describe a human being and took a deep breath. Perhaps her mother couldn't speak freely right now.

"No, it didn't quite work out."

There was a pause on the other end and Colleen held her breath, waiting for Tina's reaction.

"I see," she finally said. "Well, I'm sure you did your best."

"I did. How are things there? Has business calmed down any?"

Tina knew exactly what she was asking and didn't miss a beat.

"Some. My new employees are helping, though not as much as I'd hoped."

Colleen's grip on the receiver tightened. 

"I'll let the airfield know to expect you," Tina continued. "You remember where it is?"

"Yes. I'll be there tomorrow," Colleen said, thinking of Karen. "I have one more thing to do here."

"What? You lost the package, what else is there?"

"I can't explain right now."

Tina sighed, the sound infused with frustration. "Fine, tomorrow. Just don't be too much longer."

Colleen frowned, hearing something else in her mother’s tone, besides the need to control everything.

She's scared. Things must be worse than she's letting on.

"I won't," Colleen said and hung up.

She walked over to the card table and plopped down in a chair. Her eye caught the front page picture of the newspaper at the top of the stack and she snatched it from the pile.

VIOLENCE CONTINUES IN HIGH TIDE

Police say gang violence is to blame

 

The picture was of several bodies under sheets, police standing around looking intimidating. 

Colleen read the article, which was dated two days ago. In it, Tina was named, but not as the source of the problems. Instead, her mother was being hailed as a voice of reason in the chaos that was consuming High Tide. She called for peaceful means of solving what was going on, encouraging those in charge to talk and come to an agreement that would save lives and business. Some were calling on her to run for office. Others said she had no right speak up on such things. 

She picked up another paper, and another. There were at least half a dozen of them on the table, each with pictures of vandalism and death. As she scanned one of the articles, Colleen’s breath caught in her throat.

“If that woman with the fire had been here, this wouldn’t have happened,” Colleen read out loud.

The picture with the article showed the front of a brownstone, three bodies laying under sheets, broken flower pots and a bag of dropped groceries scattered on the stoop. A woman sat among the devastation, eyes vacant.

Her heart hammered in her chest as she read, and re-read the words that woman spoke. The looks of awe and admiration on the faces of the people when she’d put out the fire at Rachel’s salon played over and over in her mind, like a movie on a loop.  Colleen thought of Marco and Alice in Jet City, of the stories they’d tell about shutting down drug rings and protecting the most vulnerable people.

Colleen looked at the pictures again. The truth that she’d been shoving away, the thoughts she’d been denying, fleeing from for a long time welled up and threated to choke her. 

“But I’m not…” she said to herself, the lie no longer convincing to her.

The newspapers sat on the table, spread out before her, their gruesome story on garish display.

Innocent people were dying and suffering. The community she loved was being killed, piece by piece. And no one, not even Tina, was able to stop it.

Anger flared in her belly, consuming the excuses Colleen had been using all this time, along with the fear.

“High Tide needs…it needs a hero.”

She looked up and her eyes fell on the back pack where her suit was hidden inside.  

“That old bastard gave me a lot of things. But my love for High Tide isn’t one of them. That’s mine, and I can’t turn my back on it. “

"You alright?" Ruby Mae asked, walking back into the store room

Colleen jumped, wondering how much the woman had seen and heard.

"Yeah, it's just hard to see this," Colleen said gesturing to the newspapers. "Why do you have newspapers from Metro City?" 

"I miss it there, and I like to keep up to date on what's going on."

Ruby Mae shook her head at the picture of the bodies. 

"It's a damn shame what's happening there right now. Your mama is a good woman to try and stop all of it.”

Colleen gave the pictures one last, hard look and nodded.

"Still, no use moping when we can’t do nothing about it right now. I promised your mama that I’d take care of you . And right now that means taking care of that hair of yours and giving you some proper clothes. C'mon, a little shopping on the house to take your mind right off all this for a little while."

Colleen forced a smile and followed Ruby Mae, taking one, last look at the table. Though she still wasn’t sure she wanted to admit it, Colleen knew that something had shifted and that one way or another, she was going home.

 

 

Karen drew more than a few looks filled with judgment as she walked back toward the main part of town. People had seen her walking with Colleen, and if that wasn't enough, her appearance was scraggly and travel worn. She ignored the few who whispered loudly about the kind of company she kept and went to the pay phone outside the diner. 

These small-minded people didn't upset her, they were mere blips on the radar compared to the men she'd noticed the moment she got out of the truck.

Liefeld's men. I'm too late. But maybe I can still have Kanigher call it off.

Her mind spun as Karen tried to refine the story she'd hurriedly concocted on the drive to town. Forcing her body to calm as she dialed the number, Karen could see two of Liefeld's men move further down the street. A series of familiar clicks sounded on the other end and an operator asked how to direct her call. Karen gave her the four digit code that had become like a second name and waited, listening to more clicks until a gruff voice picked up.

"Gray, what the hell happened?" Kanigher asked. 

She could hear his teeth clench and knew that he was likely holding a cigar between them as he spoke, something he only did when truly stressed.

God, if you're real, please help me convince him.

"There was a problem with the transport tube sir and the PP died soon after being disconnected," she said.

"Oh, really? Then why the hell did you feel the need to torch the boat? Or kill David James?"

One other man moved across the street and Karen felt his gaze like a greasy finger down her spine.

"It's a long story sir," she said, not missing a beat. "One I will be happy to relate in my debriefing."

Kanigher grunted. "Well, get ready for one hell of a long one. You have a lot to answer for. You have no idea the shit storm the death of your fiancé has caused. Calls for inquiries from the departments whose balls Jason James has in a vice, a not so subtle implication that we assassinated David to somehow further our mission, and people now calling for details about what the hell we do here."

"That would not be good."

"No kidding! We were given a certain amount of freedom because enough people thought we were just paranoid. But if they think we're conducting assassinations of high-level citizens-"

"They'll take a close look at everything."

"And that, Agent Gray, would not be good. Not good at all."

There was something about the way Kanigher said that, as if there was so much more going on that Karen didn't know about, that no one could know about. It brought to mind the questions that Colleen had raised before and made Karen feel the first true stirrings of doubt.

"How can I help, sir?"

"By getting your ass back here."

While Kanigher gave her instructions to an extraction point, Karen looked up and noticed another man was crossing the street, but this time, instead of getting behind her, this one was in front of her.

They're trying to hedge me in.

"Did you hear me, Gray?" Kanigher asked.

"Yes, sir."

"Good, then-"

"Why is there a team here, sir?"

"We got a tip that there's a village of PPs living near there."

Her stomach plummeted to her feet.

"Sir, you can't."

"Excuse me?"

Karen cursed herself for the emotional slip and seized onto the one thing Kanigher would care about in a situation like this.

"With all the focus on us at the moment what would they say if they knew we took out an entire village?"

"Gray, this isn't your call. And, in fact, you are on probation until we can figure out how to get out of the mess you put us in. Now, stop worrying about Liefeld and get your ass back here!"

Kanigher hung up the phone.

Karen swore as she slammed the receiver back in its cradle. Someone knocked on the door of the phone booth. When she turned around, Karen stared into the cold eyes of Agent Liefeld.

She opened the door and stepped out, not allowing the fear that raced through her body show on her face.

He leaned toward her, the smell of cigarettes and ham on his breath. "After today, there'll be less of those freaks around, thanks to you."

Karen's smile was completely devoid of warmth. "If you can find them."

Liefeld's smile widened and he picked up Karen's left hand in his clammy one. 

"You didn't keep the ring after killing good ole David?"

And it hit her, like a blow to the diaphragm.

Why Kanigher had insisted on her going to jewelry shop. Why Liefeld told George to take the ring to 'clean'. And why it looked just a little bit different when she got it back.

Karen tensed her body, forcing her face to remain neutral so Liefeld couldn't see how this tore through her.

"You were tracking me. What's the matter, couldn't find them on your own?"

Liefeld shrugged. "I use what I have to, when it comes to doing my job. Kanigher was easy to convince that it was for your own safety, after being out of the field for so long, mother hen that he is when it comes to you. You're getting sloppy, not noticing. I thought you left it at the village on purpose. I can tell Kanigher you did, we've been looking for that place for years now."

"You're a sadistic son of a bitch and I won't let you do this," she said after a moment.

Liefeld chuckled. "Really?"

Karen stepped closer, her face inches from his. "Yeah."

"Don't get in my way, Agent Gray."

"What a big man you are. Killing defenseless women and children."

"They're not so defenseless, are they?"

"Don't go near that village."

"Or what?"

"It'll be the last stupid thing you do."

"I'm terrified."

Karen heard the man move behind her and pivoted to punch him in the face, but she was too close to Liefeld and he was able to seize her arm and twist it behind, as the other agent plunged a syringe into her neck. 

"My sister," Liefeld said to a passerby. "She's not well."

She blinked, her vision starting to blur.

No! Stay awake!

"You bastard..." she said her legs so weak that Liefeld put his arm around her waist to hold her up.

"C'mon sweetheart, let's get you to the car," Liefeld said.

Karen tried to form words to scream for help, but her lips wouldn't work.

Everything was distorted and her mind felt like it was somehow detached from her body. Inside, she was fighting with everything she had, but on the outside, her arms and legs moved like swollen, clumsy things. She didn't fight when Liefeld laid her down in the back of a car. She heard the engine turn over, felt the car move, and then the black that threatened on the edges of her vision swallowed her whole.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-five

 

Colleen sighed with relief at the clean, well-fitted clothes she left Ruby Mae's wearing. She got plenty of stares and whispers with the freshly combed and moisturized hair she now wore, and found herself caring very little.

"You sure you want to go back to that part of town?" Ruby Mae asked, walking beside her.

"I'm meeting my friend, she's my ride."

Ruby Mae nodded, worry wrinkling her forehead.

"Be careful. They've gotten plenty aggressive lately for the slightest things."

"I will."

Ruby Mae patted her arm and turned around.

Colleen took a deep breath and stepped over the invisible barrier between the safe part of town and the white part of town.

She walked with quick, long strides, keeping her eyes down and her hands on the white handbag Ruby Mae had given her. High Tide had its share of difficulties, but it felt different to Colleen. There, she could walk with pride down the street, and not just because her mother was Tina Knight. There was a sense of safety that prevailed in spite of everything going on in the rest of the country, of being among those who understood you without words needing to be exchanged. It wasn't just because of skin color, either. Colleen felt that kind of ease with Marco and Karen. There were moments when she’d started to feel it with Alice.

But here, it was tangibly different. Even in the little slice of town that Ruby Mae's shop was nestled in, there was a thick, constant fear on the air, as if at any moment someone from the main town was going to come and destroy it all.

Which they have done and could do again.

At first no one paid her any mind, she was invisible, a non-person, floating down the sidewalk. When someone was going to come too close to her, Colleen made sure to move away, sometimes stepping off the sidewalk and waiting for them to pass. 

She neared where Karen had parked the truck and stopped. It was gone.

Colleen turned, looking up and down the street, sweat beginning to drip down the side of her face and body. She was so focused on searching for Karen that she wasn't paying attention to the group of men walking toward her. Though there was plenty of room to go around Colleen, the men assumed she would simply move out of the way. When she didn't, one of the men slammed into her with one side of his body, shoving her so hard that she lost her footing and fell onto the hood of a parked car.

Unfortunately, it belonged to one of the group and they surrounded her as she jumped to her feet.

"What's your problem, girl?" one of them asked.

She forced herself to look down at the man's shoes, a spark of heat building in her body. 

"I'm sorry, sir," she said.

"Well," another man said. "We've got ourselves a northern girl."

"No wonder she's so uppity, never learned her place."

Colleen could feel fire rising in her blood, tingling in her fingertips. She let a little heat out in the hand that wasn't holding her handbag, not enough to produce a flame but enough so that if she needed it, the power would be ready.

The man who'd slammed into her stepped forward, his face almost touching hers. 

"You need to be taught where your place is? Huh?"

Colleen shook her head. "No, sir."

By now a little crowd was forming. Women standing and watching in hushed whispers, men with their arms crossed, hate in their eyes.

The group closed in on her, pressing her back so that her thighs touched the grill of the car. She tensed, trying not to touch it, knowing that they'd use that against her, too.

"You sure?" another asked, a leering grin on his face. "Might be nice to break in an uppity city girl."

"Yeah, might be at that."

Colleen remembered another time a few months back in Metro City when a police officer had assaulted her. The fear of not just the assault but of revealing her powers had made it all terrifying.

Now, though there was plenty of fear, there was more anger than anything. 

These men with their leers, their ignorant bigotry, the way they treated her as sub-human when she was more powerful than an entire town of these assholes.

I could light them up in a moment and leave their charred remains smoldering as I walked away.

She felt, more than heard, Grandfather's voice in her head, encouraging her to do just that.

As they talked of how she needed a lesson, how she should know her place. As they spat slurs in her face, Colleen felt her veins go molten, and her vision began to turn bright orange and yellow.

She was about to let the inferno loose when Ruby Mae's face came into her mind, along with every face she'd passed in that tiny, run down part of town.

I could kill these bigots. I could get away from here after. But everyone I leave behind would pay the price.

So, with excruciating slowness, Colleen reigned it in just enough for her vision to go back to normal, for her hand not to melt the first thing she touched.

"I-I'm sorry, sir," Colleen said, the stutter more from the rage still pouring through her than fear.

She kept her gaze low, head bowed so that they couldn't see what she really felt.

"What was that, girl?"

"I'm very sorry, sir. I should've moved out of your way."

"Or just stayed in your own part of town," said the first man, his face still near hers. "You hear me!"

Colleen jumped from the volume of his voice.

"Yes, sir," she said, hoping he couldn't hear how her teeth clenched.

"Don't come back 'round here 'til you've learned some manners," said another, spitting on her new shoes.

The others followed, some choosing to spit on her new dress instead of her shoes. They walked away afterwards and the crowd began to disperse.

Colleen waited until the people had moved on, until there weren't so many for her to accidentally touch. Then she practically ran back toward the safe part of town, the spit on her shoes slipping between her toes and the spit on her dress dripping down. She wanted to rip it off and run half naked and barefoot rather than bear the spittle of those men on her body. It took every ounce of self-control to keep her face neutral, to not let her power flow from her fingers and into the rotten town. 

By the time she crossed that invisible line again, the fury and injustice she'd been forced to swallow was like a hot coal lodged in her throat, burning all her walls down. Tears blurred her vision as it fluxed between bright with power and normal. She could feel the flames in her palms, ready to explode like the rest of her.

She marched past Ruby Mae's shop, past the edge of the town and down a little dirt path toward a grove of scraggly trees. She took her shoes off along the way, running barefoot, dirt smearing on the trails of spit on her dress and the tears down her face.

It wasn't like this was the first time she'd been treated this way, or even the second or third. This was, in some ways, just part of life for her. It was like being force-fed something over a long period of time, telling herself that she could take one more bite, just one more. Until today, when Colleen just couldn't.

When she was sure that there was enough distance between her and the town, Colleen tossed fire balls into the dirt, imagining those men standing there. Then, when those men were charred in her mind, she imagined the police officer from last year, then the man who'd refused to serve her a cup of coffee a few months before that. 

On and on she imagined these people, throwing fire at them and calling it back to lob at the next target. Everything built inside of her, until she saw them all, collected before her and fireballs just weren't enough. She screamed, the flames streaming from her hands like water from a fire hose. 

She had no idea how long she did this, sweat drenched her body and dripped off her chin, mixing with the tears that seemed to have no end. After she recalled the torrent of flames, Colleen fell into the dirt and sobbed.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-six

 

The first things Karen felt when she came to was the bump of the road as it jostled her, the stickiness of the leather seat and the sour taste in her dry mouth.

She opened her eyes just a little, enough to see the two men in the front seat and wondered where they were taking her.

Best to make them think I'm still unconscious.

"It's right up here," one of them said.

The car turned down what sounded like a gravel road and slowed down.

"Liefeld dumped the truck right up there," said the driver. 

"Why not just keep her alive and take her in?" asked the passenger.

"Kanigher is never going to do a damn thing to Gray. She's a favorite."

"Yeah, that's true. Have you heard why? Apparently, she's great on her knees."

They both laughed and Karen felt her face flush with anger.

"Too bad she's still asleep, we could find out if it's true."

As if you could take me.

"C'mon," the passenger said. "If we dump her now, we can get to the village in time for the fun."

It was hard to remain limp and unresponsive as they dragged her out of the car. They hadn't bothered to bind her arms or legs, counting on the sedative to do the work for them. And, though her limbs felt a bit sluggish from the drug, Karen had been trained to fight in spite of obstacles like this.

When they got to the truck, the one holding her legs let go to open the driver’s door. Karen opened her eyes enough to see a terrible racial slur spray painted on the side of the truck.

So that's how they'll cover this up.

When the man bent down to pick her legs up once again, Karen slammed her heel into the man's nose. She felt the crunch of cartilage and the man screamed.

The one holding her arms was surprised and dropped one limb. He tried to punch her square in the face and she dodged, simultaneously driving the fist of her free hand into the man's crotch. He dropped her to the ground, grabbing himself and stumbling back.

Karen scrambled up and kicked the man with the now broken nose in the stomach, taking his gun from the shoulder holster.

"Get over there with your friend," she said.

The man glared up at her and spit blood into the dirt before lunging at her legs and tackling her to the ground. He slapped her across the face, her eye exploding with pain and momentary sparks in her vision. She tried to bring the gun up but he'd pinned that hand down. He was drawing back for a solid blow to her face when Karen punched him in the nose again. He screeched and let go, giving Karen the chance to press the barrel of the gun into his chest and fire. Blood splattered on Karen's chest and stomach. She pushed him off and sat up, only to be thrown back by a blow to her face from the other man.

"You little bitch!" he said.

She raised the gun and the man kicked it away. As he stomped his foot down toward her head, Karen rolled away and jumped up to her feet, fully expecting him to draw his gun.

Instead he lunged for her, eyes wild with anger. She dodged and spun into a round house kick to his face, quickly followed by a jab.

He recovered fast and punched Karen in the face, sending her stumbling back into the truck. She tasted blood, and spat it at him. The man tried to drive his foot into her stomach, and Karen moved at the last minute. He kicked the truck instead and Karen could hear a pop emanate from his knee. Screaming, he hopped back. 

Karen wasted no time, delivering a kick to his stomach and a roundhouse to his face, and the man fell to the ground. She walked over and kicked him across the face twice until he was unconscious.

As she looked at the two men, the adrenaline that helped her overcome the effects of the sedative disappeared, and she fell on her butt in the dirt.  Her arms and legs felt heavy and all she wanted to do was fall back asleep. Instead she crawled to the truck and pulled herself up by the open door and climbed in.

I have to get to Colleen and get to the village, I can't do this alone.

The blood on her linen shirt had cooled and seeped through the fabric, sticky and wet on her abdomen. Karen tried her best to ignore it as she started the truck and sped away, spewing dirt all over the two men on the ground.

 

 

Ruby Mae found Colleen an hour later, still sitting in the dirt.  She sat down next to her and sighed.

"Someday, it'll be different," she said.

"You really believe that?"

"I have to child, I have to."

They sat in silence for a few more minutes until Ruby Mae patted Colleen's arm.

"You have to come back, there's someone just came into town looking for you."

"Who?"

"Says her name is Karen."

Colleen let out a sigh of relief and  jumped to her feet.

“Slow down!” Ruby Mae said. “Some of us aren’t as young and fit as we used to be.”

Colleen did her best to keep a fast pace that Ruby Mae was comfortable with, but by the time they made it back to the shop, the older woman was gasping for breath.

"She's…inside the shop… in the back," Ruby Mae said. "She was a mess…"

"What? Why?"

Ruby Mae shook her head. "You'll see."

Colleen jogged ahead of Ruby Mae the minute her shop was in sight and flew through the back door. Karen sat on a folding chair, sipping water. Her red hair was standing up all over her head, her lip was split and there was the start of a nasty bruise on her right cheek. But what really terrified Colleen was the blood all over the front of her.

"Karen," she said, rushing to her. "What happened?"

Karen shot to her feet. "We have to go, now!"

"Go where?"

"Haven. The...my boss, he sent a wet team to the town."

"But they don't know where-"

"They put a tracker in my engagement ring. I left the ring at the village, I thought...I thought they could sell it after things cooled down, and I sure as hell didn't want it anymore."

She took a deep breath, her voice becoming tense and broken.

"I was wrong, Colleen. I thought I was working for the good guys but..."

Colleen put her hands on Karen's shoulders and squeezed. 

"Stop beating yourself up, you didn't know. And now we have to focus on warning Haven."

She nodded. "If we leave now, we might be able to beat Liefeld there."

"Wait," Colleen said. "You're covered in blood."

"We don't have time for new clothes."

"At least let me give you both some pants," Ruby Mae said from the doorway. "Sounds like wherever you're going, dresses just won't be functional."

"Okay," Karen said. "Thank you."

Ruby Mae was back in moments with two pairs of light weight pants and two sleeveless tops, all of it in various shades of red and orange. 

Colleen couldn't stop a rueful smile when she saw the colors.

Once they were changed, Ruby Mae gave them each a pair of black boots and handed Colleen a canvas bag.

"What...?" Colleen opened it to find two hand guns and several clips of ammunition.

"We aren't as helpless as we let those idiots in the main town think," Ruby Mae said. 

"Thank you," Colleen said, giving her a quick hug.

Karen gave a quick once over to the guns and ammunition, placing them in the backpack before tossing it over her shoulder.

"You take care and make sure you get back safe to your mama," Ruby Mae said. "She needs you."

Colleen nodded and followed Karen out the door to where the truck was parked in the back. She saw the ugly words painted on the passenger door and felt fire rise quick and fierce in her blood.

"I hope you gave those bastards the beating of a lifetime," Colleen said as she slammed the passenger door shut.

"You could say that," Karen said, peeling out of the parking spot.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-seven

 

They drove at breakneck speed down the paved and unpaved roads that would take them back to Haven. Neither of them spoke and Karen was glad for that. Guilt gnawed at her gut and infused her mind with an anger so bright and potent she wished she had some of Colleen's powers so she could vent it.

“I hope they’ve gone,” Colleen said. “I hope Amanda didn’t wait with the last group of people and just left.”

“I hope so, too. But I think the best we can hope for is that most of them have gone by now.”

"What does a wet team do exactly? What should I expect?" Colleen asked.

Karen swallowed, her throat dry. 

"Usually, they are only used in extreme circumstances, when very strong powered people pose a large threat. They go in and neutralize the threat."

"Kill it."

"Yes."

"So..."

"So," Karen took a deep breath. "They will level the town. And, depending on their orders, kill or capture anyone that’s still there."

Colleen swore under her breath but she didn't say what Karen feared might be coming. She didn't spew recriminations or anger, she didn't rage that it was all Karen’s fault. And Karen was at once glad and disappointed.

I deserve a good tongue lashing for just trusting and not...

Karen swore under her breath as she saw the dark smudge of smoke on the horizon, rising just above where the sky was turning bright orange and apricot from the sunset.

"No," Colleen said, leaning forward.

Karen stepped on it, her stomach turning with the knowledge that they were too late.

"What's the plan?" Colleen asked.

"They won't be expecting either of us," Karen said over the roar of the engine. "And by this time they will probably have rounded up anyone left, so I doubt Liefeld would have more than a guard or two at the entrance of the village. We park just outside the boundary, take them out and find out where the people are being held."

"I can control some of the fire, but if it's most of the village that might be too much."

Karen nodded. "Do what you can. And Colleen? No mercy, they'll sure as hell show you none."

"And Judy?"

"I told Kanigher she'd died and Liefeld doesn't know anything about her. She'll either be captured or killed."

Colleen grew very still and Karen could feel the heat radiating off of her in waves.

"Amanda’s smart," Karen said. "She'll have hidden the children. And Isaac strikes me as the type that would have escape routes set up throughout the village. We have to believe that whoever was left in the village when Liefeld got there might've gotten out."

"Unless they just rounded up everyone and-"

"Stop. We have to focus, use that emotion – don't let it use you, understand?"

Colleen clenched her jaw and nodded. "You take the guns."

Karen frowned at her and understood when Colleen produced a fireball in her palm.

In another fifteen minutes, they came to the edge of the village. Karen pulled off the main road, hitting the brakes hard. The distant sounds of fire and intermittent screams reached them as they jumped out of the truck. Karen took the guns out of the bag and tucked clips into pockets and the top of her boot. Colleen already had flames dancing in her hands, a hard gleam in her eyes. 

They ran without a word to the village, the sounds of destruction and terror getting louder as they got closer.

Karen took point, a gun in each hand. Though she was better with knives, she was good enough with a gun that when she came face to face with one of the guards stepping out of the darkening shadows, he went down with a single shot to the chest. 

The sound of the gun brought the other guard, who opened fire at them. Colleen threw a fireball at his legs. He went down, shrieking and patting at the flames. Colleen recalled them, leaving the man wounded on the ground and turned to stop another man coming at them.

Out of the corner of her eye, Karen saw the man Colleen had burned reaching for his gun. She shot him before he could grasp it.

Karen moved to the left of Colleen, taking out anyone who came at them from that angle. Colleen must’ve realized that wounding the men wouldn’t make a difference, because she started doing more damage, her fire consuming the men before they had a chance to react. 

This many guards on the entrance, means Liefeld hasn't killed everyone, he's trying to contain them.

Karen grinned now, turning to fire at a man Colleen hadn't seen yet, who was raising his gun at her.

"Down!" Colleen shouted.

Karen dropped to one knee and felt the hot breath of one of Colleen's fireballs shoot over her head. A bullet hit the ground next to her, spitting dirt up. Instinctively, Karen rolled to the right and sprang up, firing. 

Colleen threw more fire as she stepped to take Karen's place at the left and they finished off the last of Liefeld’s guards.

They were now close enough to see and feel the flames from the village burning. It wasn't the entire place and Karen felt a measure of relief, mainly some houses on the perimeter, as if it was meant to keep people contained. Karen motioned for Colleen to follow her and they headed down the main street of the village, eyes scanning for any threats. 

Movement to Karen's right made her raise her gun, ready to fire, then she saw who it was.

"Karen?" Margaret said, her face smudged with soot and dirt.

Colleen and Karen ducked between the two houses where Margaret and one other girl were hiding, hugging her tight.

"You did this, you led them to us," Margaret sobbed.

Karen felt that guilt again and shoved it aside. There would be plenty of time for that later, now she had to keep a clear head and save as many as possible.

"Did Judy escape?" Colleen asked.

"I don't know," Margaret said, giving the girl with her a sidelong glance. "We were checking that these houses were empty when the attack came and we hid. I wasn't at Amanda's house."

"The guards at the edge of the village are dead. Is there someplace you can get to and hide?"

"Why did you come back?" Margaret asked.

"To try and save you all, to make this right."

Margaret wiped her nose. "See that you do."

Then she and her friend took off into the lengthening twilight.

"How are we going to find Judy? Amanda's house is on the other side of this hell," Colleen said.

Karen opened her mouth to speak, when screams pierced the night followed by gun fire. They ran around to the front of the house and saw that the rest of Liefeld’s men had gathered the remaining citizens into groups in the center of the street with guns pointed at them. Just beyond that group, Karen could see a half dozen people laying in the dirt, blood wet on the ground.

"Now that we’ve taken care of the idiots who tried to fight us," Liefeld's oily voice said, rising above the chaos. "Where are the rest of your kind? This can't be all."

The people looked down, anger and fear on their faces. 

Liefeld motioned for his men and they brought six women from the group.

Chaos erupted as one of the women used her powers and created a monster made of dust. She directed it at two of the men holding them at gun point. One of the men screamed in agony as the razor sharp fangs of the dust creature cut him to ribbons. But the woman didn’t have time to do much to the second man before someone put a bullet in her chest and the dust creature disintegrated.  

Liefeld raised his gun and shot the woman standing next to the one who’d created the monster.

“Anyone else want to fight back?” he asked.

“He could give Grandfather a run for his money in the sick bastard department,” Colleen said.

“We’ve got to do something before he hurts anyone else.”

“I’ve got an idea.”

Colleen ran out into the street, pulling fire down from the nearest house and throwing fireballs one after another at the men on the edge of all the chaos. Two more men turned in a panic, guns at the ready as three of their comrades became engulfed in fire.

Before they could get a shot off, Karen had fired, hitting one man in the head and another in the hip. 

The men who were pointing guns at women’s heads only a moment before, had turned, aiming at Karen and Colleen, but not firing. Colleen pulled more fire from the houses and threw it at the closest two guards while Karen fired both guns at the guards getting ready to shoot Colleen.

People scattered, seeing their chance in the chaos to escape. Some were hit across the face with the butt of a rifle and subdued, but a few managed to scramble between previously burning buildings.

Karen ducked down to reload when she saw a strange puff of dirt rise up from the ground, as if someone had skidded to a stop behind one of the guards. She was about to jump up and start firing when blood splattered from one man's throat. As he fell to the ground, clutching his neck, the Achilles tendon of another man split and he screeched.

She grinned, knowing exactly who this was.

"Where's Judy?" she asked the whirling dervish of blood and dirt.

"Don't know," Jake said, red blood blossoming in the back of the next guard.

"Get down," she said, jumping up and firing at the men running to help their fallen companions.

The two groups of separated men and women were now one tightly-packed group with a ring of guards around them. Other guards had set up a line of defense between Colleen and Karen and the group of powered people.

Colleen began advancing on the guards in a line. One of the guards raised his weapon, positioning for a clean shot. She knelt and rolled to the side in one smooth motion, flinging a fireball back-handed at the guard who was trying to shoot her. A guard came up behind Colleen as she did this and Karen shot him in the shoulder, and then the chest. 

The guard with the sliced Achilles, turned and aimed his gun at Karen. She saw it out of the corner of her eye and turned to shoot, but was half a second too late. The man got his shot off first and Karen felt her whole body brace for the impact.

It never came.

She felt something fall at her feet, saw the thick blood spreading on the dirt road.

"No," she said, kneeling down, her hands searching for Jake’s body. 

She found and tried to pick him up, not knowing if she was clutching his shoulders or legs.

"Why did you do that?"

There was a gurgling sound, as if the young man was trying to speak, and then she felt the body go lax. The moment his heart stopped beating, Jake reappeared, fear in his bright eyes, mouth opened wide as if in shock.

A yell of fury pierced the confusion of the night, knocking Karen back on her heels. 

It was Colleen, screeching like a wild animal as guards dragged her toward Liefeld.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-eight

 

A few seconds of distraction, that was all it took for Colleen to be captured.

She swore that she’d seen Judy’s face peeking out between buildings. In a rush of desperation, Colleen ran toward the spot, ignoring the world around her in the hopes of finding the little girl. 

That was when it happened.  

Someone tackled her from behind, slamming her face into the packed dirt of the street. Heat spread into her hands, ready to be released when a piercing cold encircled her wrists. All her fire disappeared in a moment, replaced by a chill that reminded Colleen of the solution Andrew had injected into her at Lumis.

No...No!

Panic seized her by the throat and she screamed as the men dragged her Liefeld

"That's quite enough!" he said.

He reloaded his gun and pointed it right at Colleen's head. She could see Karen's face tense, a mask to hide the panic shining in her eyes. The cuffs around her wrists glowed and she wondered if she could melt them. When she tried to access her powers freezing cold pain shot up her arms. It was more shocking than anything, though Colleen would've bet that if she'd tried to use more of her powers then the pain would be blinding.

"I'm surprised by you, Agent Gray," Liefeld said. "Going native? And for what? These things you're defending are a threat to the very fabric of our nation."

He released the safety, cocking the gun and Colleen's heart stopped.

"Where are the rest of the powered from this town?" he asked Colleen.

She spat on his clothes. "Go to hell."

Liefeld laughed. "Save me a seat."

Karen screamed for him to stop and Colleen tensed, ready for the bullet. Instead of the sharp report of a gun, however, a torrent of sound reverberated through everything, skin, muscle, bones until Colleen felt her very marrow shake.

Colleen tried to cover her ears, but could only reach one with the cuffs on. The air rippled with sound waves and through that she could see grown men tossed back by the power of the shrieking roar. Some rolled on the ground, mouths open in cries that couldn't be heard, others were desperately crawling away. 

The torrent of sound stopped and Colleen looked up, her head aching and her ears ringing. Liefeld crouched several feet away by a building, eyes wide with terror. 

Across the bodies of men and women, both victims and attackers laying on the ground, crying from the ear-splitting sound, a single person stood. Colleen blinked a few times, certain she must be imagining it. 

"Oh my god," she whispered.

Standing there, face contorted with rage and sorrow, was Judy.

Colleen struggled to get the cuffs off, as Liefeld was getting to his feet, the gun still in his hand. Judy turned the ring around the glowing red center on her collar, and then pressed it.

Liefeld pushed away from the side of the building, face contorted in a furious sneer. 

"Run!" she shouted at Judy, trying harder to get the cuffs off. "He'll kill you!"

Instead, Judy marched toward Liefeld, little hands clenched into fists. Just as he raised his gun, Judy opened her mouth and screamed.

No, not scream. That was far too tame a description for the sound that came out of Judy's little body.

It was the roaring shriek of a demon or lost soul, only this wasn't just one demon. It was as if the host of hell had given Judy their voices.

The force of Judy's powers slammed Liefeld into the side of the building and held him there. Judy didn't stop with that, but kept advancing toward him as she let loose her powers.

Colleen stared, mouth open as the sound waves kept pouring out of Judy. Liefeld’s clothes began to tear, hanging on him in tatters. Then the skin on his face and exposed chest began to peel away by the sheer force of it.

Judy was only six or seven feet away from Liefeld now, her fury fully directed at him.

She's going to kill him.

Colleen turned inward, grasping as much power as she could and forced it into the cuffs. The pain built as Colleen attempted to draw on more and more power until her entire body felt like it was burning with cold fire. When Colleen didn't know if she could stand it much longer, the cuffs fell away and she sprang forward.  

"Judy, stop!" she shouted, grabbing the little girl’s arm.

Judy shrugged her off, turning the dial on the collar, the blast of sound narrowing into a more intensely focused stream straight at Liefeld.

Colleen looped one arm around Judy's waist and picked her up, pressing the button in the center of the dial with her other hand. The sound cut off, like someone pulled the plug from a stereo.

Judy thrashed, arms and legs wild as she hit Colleen, who dragged her several feet back.

"It's not worth it," Colleen whispered, her throat tightening. "You're better than they are. Don't become them tonight."

"Bitch!" said a voice from behind Colleen.

She turned back and stared down the barrel of Liefeld’s gun, clutched in his bloody grasp. 

There was no time to think, only respond.

Colleen shoved Judy behind her with one hand and unleashed a rush of orange and white flames at Liefeld. His strangled scream was swallowed up in the stream of fire that consumed him. By the time Colleen stopped, there was nothing left but a few bits of charred skin and blackened bones.

She stared down at what had once been a man and waited for Grandfather’s voice to cheer, waited for the guilt to crash over her. But neither came.

I had no choice…it was him or us and I sure as hell wasn’t going to let him hurt Judy.

As if beckoned by her thought, Colleen felt a small tug on her hand and looked down. Judy looked down at Liefeld and up at her, a look of awe on her face.

Karen stumbled toward them and stopped beside Liefeld. She swallowed and paused. Colleen wondered if she was going to be sick or angry. Instead, Karen simply nodded and walked away. 

Some of the guards began to stir and moan. One reached for a gun and Colleen threw fire at the weapon. He yelped and jerked his hand back.

"Those of you who can walk," Karen said, her voice hoarse. "Kneel in front of that house, hands on your heads and await further orders. Liefeld was not acting with The Bulwark's permission. I repeat, this was a rogue operation. Line up on your knees and await my orders. If I see you reach for a weapon, I will terminate you."

The men stirred, helping one another to stand, their thick clothing torn and dirty. Some of them had blood running from their ears and a dazed look on their faces. When they lined up as Karen had instructed, there were only four that had survived. 

Colleen wondered what the hell Karen was going to do with them as she clutched Judy close against her. Karen kept her eyes on the men, a gun ready in each hand.

The people of the village who were still alive began to talk and cry. A few just sat in the dirt, staring at nothing, others started looking for wounded to tend to.

It didn’t take long before Judy’s body began to shake with soundless sobs. Instead of trying to contain Judy, Colleen loosened her hold and held the child as tears fell down the firestarter’s cheeks. 

Judy didn’t need to speak for Colleen to understand what was likely going on in the girls’ mind. She understood what it was like to know that you should regret something and not.

Grandfather was right, in a way. This is a part of me. But it doesn't control me the way he wanted it to. I control it. 

"Are you alright?" Karen asked, kneeling down beside them.

Judy kept her head down, tears and snot running down her chin. Karen took a torn corner of her shirt and wiped the child's face, planting a little kiss on her forehead. Then Karen looked at Colleen, concern in her eyes.

"I'm alright," Colleen said, brushing a few strands of hair from Karen's face. "What happened with the men?"

"They’re being held in one of the empty houses for the moment. I told them that this village wasn't the group Liefeld told them it was and that Kanigher wanted them left alone."

The sharp report of a gun pierced the night four times and they jumped up, turning toward the sound. A sick feeling sank into Colleen's gut and she turned to see Amanda approaching them.

"What did you do?" Colleen asked.

"What had to be done," Amanda said, her voice cold. "They've seen us, and chances are they won't all fall in line with what Karen said. And why are you looking at me like that? You’ve killed plenty of these men tonight.”

“When they were shooting at me and innocent people! Not when they were unarmed prisoners. I kill to protect, to defend myself and those I love.”

“And I don’t?” Amanda said.

Colleen opened her mouth to retort something and couldn’t help thinking of her mother, who would do anything to protect High Tide.

And wouldn’t I as well? Would I do this if it meant High Tide were safe?

“Nothing is black and white,” Colleen said to herself.

“Unfortunately not,” Amanda said.

Isaac and two others walked back from behind a house several feet away and Colleen saw the hard set to their faces.

"We will stack the bodies in the houses," Amanda continued. "And burn them. Judy come with-”

Judy stepped away from Colleen’s arms just enough to sign, “No.”

“Child you can’t stay.”

“I want to go with them,” Judy half signed-half mouthed.

Amanda stared at her. “You’re sure this time?”

Judy looked at Colleen and then Karen before signing, “Yes.”

“Alright…”

And with that, Amanda walked away without a backwards glance.

"Why did you change your mind?" Colleen asked, kneeling down in front of Judy.

“You came back. You saved me.”

“Yes, of course we did,” Karen said. “We…we love you, very much.”

Judy ducked her head.“I’m sorry, for being angry.”

Colleen closed her eyes and sighed. 

“No we shouldn’t have lied to you,” she said. “I’m sorry we weren’t more honest.”

The three of them embraced and Colleen wished she could melt into this moment and stay there.

Except there’s dead people on the ground and half the village is a charred disaster.

“We should go,” Colleen said, pulling away from Karen and Judy.

“Where?” Judy asked.

Colleen opened her mouth to answer and looked to Karen for the answer. When the red head was staring at her with the same question in her eyes, Colleen gave a short laugh.

“I…don’t know yet,” Colleen admitted. “But we will figure something out.”

Judy nodded and slipped her hand into Colleen’s as they navigated their way through the remnants of Haven.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-nine

 

They got in the truck and Judy curled up in Colleen's lap. Karen got behind the wheel and gunned it as if she couldn’t wait to get away from Haven.

Not that I blame her. To have men she probably did missions with murdered like that…it has to be hard for her.

Colleen put her arm along the back of the seat, her hand resting on Karen’s shoulder. The only sounds were the hum of engine and the occasional call of a wild animal.  

Something is missing…why do I feel like I’ve forgotten something?

After running through everything she could think of and coming up short Colleen did her best to let it go. Soon, she gave herself up to the repetitive nature of the sounds of the engine and the night insects, letting her mind relax as she stared out at the dark landscape. 

In the midst of the strange peace that had descended on her, Colleen finally understood what was missing.

Grandfather’s voice! I just killed a whole lot of men. I should be wracked with guilt, trying to avoid that old bastard’s voice. I’m not glad they’re dead but…I’m not afraid of myself either.

Her lips crept up in a smile, tears itching her eyes. Colleen thought of the bigots in the town and how she’d resisted killing them for the sake of strangers and people she barely knew. She thought about how she tried to wound the soldiers in the village, even though it had been pointless.

Your hold on me is done, old man. You lost. I know who I am, who I’m supposed to be. And you can’t take it away.

Judy shifted on Colleen’s lap, curling her hand under her cheek as if she were preparing to go to sleep. The fire starter put a little heat into her body to warm her and realized that she had to figure out where in the world Judy was going to end up.

She sighed and began quickly turning over options, none of them good.

Except one…

Her rapid train of thought was cut off with Karen’s voice, asking the very question Colleen had been trying to figure out.

“So, where am I taking us?”

Colleen knew there was only place they could go that would get Judy to safety.

"There's an airfield," she said. "About four hours west of that town we were at."

“And what happens when we get there?”

“I’m not sure yet. Still figuring that out.”

“Alright,” Karen said after a moment. “Just…you’re not going to take her to Tina, are you?”

“God no! It’s…There’s someone else, someone I trust but…”

“Will they protect Judy?”

“Yes, but it’s all in the how.“

Karen sighed. “We don’t have a lot of choices, do we?”

“No, we don’t.”

"Who are we meeting?" Karen asked.

Colleen didn't answer right off, and then, when she did speak, she chose her words carefully and slowly. 

"If I can make this work, Judy will go to Jet City before Tina gets to the airfield to meet me."

“Wait,” Karen said, frowning. “I thought you were going to Jet City, too.”

Colleen swallowed. “It just doesn’t feel right anymore.”

"Why don't you take her somewhere? If you don’t want to go to Jet City anymore, fine but what's keeping you from just taking her and never looking back?"

The answer stuck in Colleen's throat, tight and burning. Now that Grandfather’s voice was no longer haunting her, she was free to not only look at the destiny that had pulled at her from the start but to also-

“Accept it,” she murmured.

Karen frowned at her. “What?”

“I can’t go to Jet city, and I can’t take her and go,” Colleen said, heart pounding in her chest as the gravity of this decision hit her. “Because there’s something I have to do. Somewhere I need to be, that needs me.”

Karen glanced at her.“Does it have anything to do with-?”

“High Tide.”

The moment the words were out of her mouth, tears sprang to her eyes.

She had a destiny, a purpose. And she was no longer running from it.

A smile spread across her lips, even as the tears fell down her cheeks.

“Are you-?” Karen asked.

“Yeah,” Colleen answered. “Yeah I’m great.”

 

After many hours driving on a nearly deserted road, they arrived at a small airfield in the middle of an open expanse of dry scrub and weeds. As they approached along a long, gravel road, the lights of the runway were blinding after the near dark of the highway. The narrow gravel path ended at a wide expanse of cracked concrete behind the three massive hangars. They parked near the first one, where a small, square, ramshackle office stood. 

Colleen could see the end of the runway between the office and hangers. Beyond that were some single and dual-prop airplanes, many nothing more than glorified piles of rust. She swallowed, her hands tingling with power and nerves. 

On the way to this place, she had rehearsed over and over what she could say to convince Marco that Judy wasn't a threat. She had gone through everything she thought he might say and had come up with answers them all. 

Once she was done with that, she needed to tackle what to say to Tina.

She sighed, running a hand over her hair.

Tina has to see that fighting with me will cost her High Tide, and I know she doesn't want that. But could I stand alone very long against her and Von?

Karen turned the engine off and smiled at Colleen.

"I'll stay with Judy. No need waking her up."

Colleen paused, knowing that it would all start the moment she opened the door. There was something appealing about sitting in the truck, Judy curled up between her and Karen, their clasped hands resting on her back.

But she couldn't stay. There was work to be done, lives to save and people to defeat.

I guess this does make me a hero.

She cringed at the thought, not quite comfortable yet with that title and opened the door.  

As she got closer to the office, she could see that the siding was either the color of rust or rust itself. Cheap looking blinds were drawn over the windows in the front and a glass door. Next to the door was a buzzer. Colleen was wondering whether she should press the damn thing when a man peeked out through the slats of the blinds.

"You Miss Knight?" he asked.

"Yes."

The blinds snapped back together and a moment later the door was unlocked and jerked open.

The man was short, with close cut hair on his round head and bulging eyes that shifted left to right, and back again. He reminded Colleen of a rat scared of being out of its cage.

He motioned Colleen inside with erratic hand movements, oil residue under his nails and the faint scent of something sour on his clothes. She stepped inside the office and saw that it was sadder and cheaper looking inside than out.

On either side of her were mismatched chairs that must've come from a dump and been repaired, a small table stood against a far wall with an old coffee maker, cups and sugar. A box of what would've been very stale donuts sat next to it. The desk was to the left of this and covered in stacks of paper, old message pads scattered about and a calendar with a bikini-clad woman was tacked to the wall. A grimy phone was barely visible under the clutter of the desk.

"Your mom is a formidable woman," he said, not at all making it sound like a compliment. "Tell her we're even, and I mean it this time."

Colleen stared at him and could only nod. Who in the world was this man that he talked like this about Tina and didn't fear for his life?

"A little privacy?" Colleen asked, infusing her voice with as much steel as she could muster.

The man flushed and motioned to a dark bathroom at the back of the room. When he closed the door, Colleen dialed the number, hands shaking.

It rang for four times and Colleen swore just as someone picked up.

"Seymour residence," said a woman with a low voice.

"Marco Mayer please?"

The woman on the other end paused.

"He doesn't live here."

"I'm a friend from Metro City. Colleen Knight? He said if I ever needed anything to call this number."

"Ah, yes," said the woman, some of the stiff formality leaving her voice. "Let me see if he's still here."

She set the phone down and Colleen could hear voices in the background. It felt like it took forever for anyone to pick the phone up again, and when they did, it wasn't Marco's voice she heard.

"Miss Knight?" asked a familiar male voice. "It's Logan. Marco and Alice are out on a mission. Can I help you with something?"

Colleen let out a jagged breath. "I...I need help."

He must've heard the emotion she was trying so hard to keep a leash on because his voice became much softer. 

"What do you need?"

"I don't have time to explain everything, but I have a young girl with a very powerful ability and she needs a safe place to live and learn, but not a cage. She's not a risk like...like some of the others, not that they're bad, but she's different. She's scared and needs a home."

"Okay, slow down. Why do you think we'd put her in a cage, what's her powers?"

"She has this voice, an ability to destroy things and people with one good yell."

The phone went silent and Colleen worried that she had genuinely scared Logan.

"Is her name Judy?"

"Yes, how did you know that?"

"We've been looking for her for a while now. I can have a private jet pick you up, where are you?"

"What do you mean looking for her? She's not dangerous."

"No, no, not like that. She was...look it's a long story, but just know that Alice won't let one person lock Judy away, you have my word."

"Okay, but there's more."

She told him as quickly as possible about The Bulwark and Tina, and how little time they had.

Logan swore under his breath and called out for a "Miss Jones".

She couldn't hear everything they said but it was fast and at the end he asked for her exact location.

"You're at an airfield already?"

"Yeah, my mother’s. She's on her way."

He swore again. "Okay, look, Miss Jones can get a plane there in a few hours if you can just hold tight. You said that Tina would be there in the morning – do you know what time?"

"I don't know. Early, knowing her."

"We will try to beat her there but do you have an escape plan if we don’t?"

"I'll come up with something."

"Alright, good enough. See you soon."

He hung up before Colleen had the chance to tell him that she wouldn't be going with Judy.

She quickly dialed the number her mother had given her and cringed when Rick answered.

"Finally," he said. "Where the hell have you been?"

"Long story, just let whoever you need to know that I'm here and waiting."

She hung up and left the room. The strange man came out of the bathroom a moment later and Colleen had the awful feeling that he'd been able to hear everything.  

"You have a place we can lay down for a few hours?" she asked

He nodded. "The first hangar has a plane with some nice seats, couple of blankets too. It's where I sleep off my good nights."

Colleen eyed the man and walked out, hoping he remembered they were in that plane if tonight was a "good night". 

The night air had shed the humidity that plagued it a few hours earlier, now a velvety breeze caressing her skin. The stars were less visible here with the bright lights. She paused a few feet from the dingy office and closed her eyes as the smell of oil and fuel stung her nose. Taking a few deep breaths, she would have to tell Judy what was happening and try to make her see that it was for the best.  

After everything the girl had been through, Colleen had no idea how to do this.

The sound of the truck doors slamming shut made Colleen open her eyes. Judy was running full tilt toward her. She caught the little girl mid-stride and picked her up. 

"What? You thought I'd left?"

Judy nodded.

"See, told you she was still around," Karen said, walking up to them.

They walked to the plane in the first hangar, which was open and did indeed have a few blankets inside, along with half-empty bottles of cheap bourbon and a few unopened bags of pretzels.  

Judy tore into the junk food with gusto and Karen scrubbed the lip of one bottle with her shirt before sampling it. Her immediate wince was enough to tell Colleen that it wasn't good. The second swig told her that Karen needed a drink as bad as she did.

They sat on the plush seats, Judy perched on Colleen's lap devouring the food. Colleen met Karen's eyes after a while and she knew that the time had come to tell Judy what was going to happen.

"Judy?" Karen said, "We have to tell you where you're going."

She stopped eating, her shoulders sagging and eyes downcast. 

"I can't go with you?" she half-mouthed, half-signed.

Karen shook her head, tears starting to glisten in her eyes.  

"No, sweetie, you can't go with us because where we're going wouldn't be safe for you."

Judy shook her head, tears starting to fall down her cheeks. 

"Where?"

"I'm going back The Bulwark so I can…well, I don’t know yet, but I’m going to make sure no one comes after people like you anymore," Karen said, her voice firm, though rough.

"And I'm going to High Tide," Colleen said, barely able to get the words past the lump in her throat.

Judy pointed at herself, and then at Colleen, mouth open in a silent plea.

"The people there, the people that are coming in the morning, they want to use your powers to hurt others. I won't be able to stop them if you come with me, I can't protect you there."

"Yes, you can!"

"We found a place for you," Colleen said. "It's safe and when I can, I'll come."

"Me, too. We promise."

Judy shook her head, her hands balled into fists as she opened her mouth. She looked like a child having a wild tantrum, but no sound came out of her mouth as she sobbed.

Colleen threw both arms around her and Judy fell against her chest, her little body shaking.

"They know you, the people coming to get you tomorrow," Colleen said.

Karen gave her a worried frown.

"Marco Mayer and Alice Seymour," Colleen said, letting her own tears fall free. "They've been looking for you for a while. They have a school, a safe place for you to learn about your powers. You can have a chance at a real life with them."

Judy continued to cry and they did, too. Colleen held Judy as Karen held them both. It felt like a cocoon of love, warm and safe. 

At last Judy stopped, wiping her nose on the edge of the blanket they'd found. 

"Do they have Simon and the twins?” Judy asked, mouthing and signing the words slowly. “We were orphans together. Simon took care of us.”

"They didn't say," Colleen said. "But, if not, I'm sure they can find them."

Judy nodded, her gaze down and distant.

"They're going to try and get here tonight, before someone else does," Colleen said. "But if they don't, you hide in here, you understand? You hide and you don't come out until you see someone from Jet City, you understand?"

Judy nodded again and laid her head on Colleen's shoulder. 

Karen held Colleen’s hand, the pressure of it soothing. They sat like that for a while and Judy fell asleep again, followed by Karen. 

Colleen forced herself to stay awake, even though her eyelids were impossibly heavy. She wanted to savor this last moment with them all together, even if it was in a broken-down plane under a blanket that smelled of old cologne. She memorized the way Karen's nose went up a bit at the end, the shape of her mouth and the way it parted just a little as she slept. Colleen's arms tightened around Judy's little body, which fit perfectly in her arms. She rested her head on top of Judy's and could feel the tickle of the tiny hairs that had started to grow on her shaved head. And she smiled at the way Judy snored every now and then.

She had always thought that Andrew was the one person she'd take a bullet for, no questions asked. And that was still true, in spite of everything. But sitting there, Colleen realized that these two were just as much her family as Andrew, they were just as much home as the people of High Tide. It made her feel both complete and bereft.

"I love you," she whispered.

After a few more minutes, Colleen finally succumbed to the fatigue that had been pulling at her for at least an hour, and fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty

 

Karen wasn't sure what it was that woke her up, but her heart was racing and her blood pumping the moment her eyes opened. She jumped up from the seat, snatched the gun she'd tucked away and rushed to the door of the plane.  

Everything was as it should be. Crickets and bullfrogs singing their nightly concert, Judy's tiny snores, the hum of the few lights in the massive hangar. 

So, what was it?

She walked down the stairs of the plane to the concrete floor of the hangar, gun ready and every instinct telling her something wasn't right. A meticulous sweep of the hangar revealed nothing except what one would expect from such a place. The door was the last place she went to, peeking out through the sliver that remained open. It was still dark and Karen knew that she hadn't been asleep longer than a few hours. She couldn't see any cars, yet voices were just starting to filter to her, the words indistinguishable.

Movement behind her made Karen swing around, seeing Colleen walking toward her, fireball in one hand.

"What is it?" Colleen whispered.

"Voices, but I don't see anyone and I doubt your friend got here this quick."

Colleen met her eye and nodded.

Karen opened the door further, cringing at the loud creak it made. They slipped out, Karen going to the left and Colleen to the right. Mentally counting the rounds she had left, and hoping that it wasn't more of Liefeld’s men, Karen crept slowly around the corner of the hangar. 

The front of a car peeked out from behind the office, the voices becoming clearer, but she still couldn't make out what they were saying.

She took a chance and walked closer, grateful that the area was paved and not gravel. It wasn't long before she had to stop or risk being seen. Making a split-second decision, she ducked low and ran toward the front of the office.

 Her back pressed against the siding and palms sweating, Karen paused, waiting to see if anyone saw her. When no one came, she went to the corner and knelt down, keeping to the shadows cast from the outside lights. The voices were clearer and just a few feet away now.

"You sure?" said a male voice.

"'Course I am! She dialed a different number before she called you. Something about a girl with powers," said another man. "Tina didn't say anything about one of them freaks. My business could be at risk, I deserve double."

"Anything else?"

"No."

"Good."

Someone made a gurgling sound that Karen recognized a little too well, and moments later came the sound of a body hitting the ground.

"Weaselly piece of shit," the man said, spitting on the ground.

A car door opened and closed with a quiet care, revealing that whoever they were, they didn't want anyone knowing they were here.

"It seems that Colleen has her own plans," he said.

"Yes," said a woman's voice. "Good thing we got here early."

Karen had to clench her jaw to keep from swearing. She had no idea how they were going to get Judy away but she had to get back to the hangar and try nonetheless.

"You want me to take care of her?" the man asked, a gentleness in his voice that made Karen think he didn't want to.

The sound of flesh hitting flesh snapped through the night air.

"What the hell is wrong with you? No, I don't want that!" said the woman. "But I also can't have her taking off with that weapon, it's too valuable a chess piece. Get that serum, the one that Mr. Price gave us a while back. Dose them both and get the weapon on the plane. Colleen will understand one day, I hope."

Karen sprang to her feet, every muscle ready to take out the man with the serum the moment he walked around the corner. She was so focused on him that she didn't hear the man behind her until it was too late. The gun pressed against the back of her head.

"I wouldn't," another male voice said. "Get walking or I'll put a hole in your pretty red head."

He took her gun and pushed her forward.

They walked the short distance around to the back of the office. A man lay on the ground in a puddle of his own blood, his throat cut deep. Three cars were parked with half a dozen armed men standing around and one woman with the most commanding presence Karen had ever seen.

I'd bet that's Tina.

"Well, well," the woman said, her shrewd gaze going twice over Karen. "The famous Karen Gray."

"Excuse me?" Karen asked, a flush rising to her face at the open appraisal. 

"My daughter talked a lot about you. And when David's fiancé was among the missing from the steamboat accident and the air strip manager said Colleen had a tall red-headed friend with her...I put it together. What I don't understand, exactly, is why? What is your stake in all this?"

Karen pressed her lips together.

Tina chuckled. "Stubborn, that's good. Where is Colleen? She still in the hangar? Doesn't matter really, the target will be unable to use their powers so-"

"Hurt Judy and I'll put a bullet in your head," Karen said.

Tina held her gaze, jaw clenching. 

"You know? I think I could believe you."

The man behind Karen cocked the gun. 

"If you didn't have a gun to your head, that is."

Karen refused to look away from Tina, whose gaze hardened. She could feel the man behind her tense, ready to pull the trigger. She hoped Colleen would be able to get Judy to safety.

"Let her go," Colleen said.

Flames lit the edge of Karen's vision and she let out a tiny breath of relief.

"Colleen," Tina said, smiling at her daughter. "Your friend was snooping. Very rude."

In answer, Colleen lobbed her fireball at the furthest car. She must've caused it to spread, because it consumed the car far faster than it should have. Men sprinted away from it, some yelping in panic.

"That was unnecessary," Tina said. 

"Rick, tell your man to get that gun away from Karen's head," Colleen said, recalling the fire from the car into her hand.

The man who killed the airfield manager stayed still, looking to Tina for direction.

"Tell him to stand down!" Colleen said.

Tina nodded and the man behind Karen lowered his weapon. She backed up toward Colleen, her eyes taking in the men and waiting for the order to blow them away.

"We need to talk," Tina said.

"Unfortunately, you’re right," Colleen said. 

"C'mon," Tina said. "I assume there's some alcohol in that trash bin of an office."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-one

 

Inside the office, Tina used a handkerchief to wipe down some glasses and set a bottle of cheap bourbon on the cluttered desk. Her movements were guarded, stiff, and Colleen saw her wince just a little if Tina moved too quickly.

She’s still wounded and yet she came all this way personally. That means she’s desperate, and that’s dangerous.

"You killed him," Colleen said.

"He was dangerous. I assume Ruby showed you the newspapers?" Tina asked.

Colleen snorted. "So that's why she really had them in her shop."

"She told you the truth. I just asked her to make sure certain newspapers were on top."

Tina handed each of them a generous glass of bourbon and they all took a large drink. 

Then they all immediately coughed and cringed in disgust.

"Good lord!" Tina said, setting the glass on the desk. "Does he make this in his bathtub?"

Colleen still needed a drink in the worst way and took another pull, instantly regretting it.

"You can't have her," Karen said, voice scratchy. 

Tina chuckled. "Honey, I don't think you get a say here."

"Yes, she does," Colleen said, her gaze shooting daggers at her mother. "And so do I, and so does Judy."

"Judy, huh?"

"Yes, she has a name. She's not a weapon for you to use and abuse."

"I'm not your grandfather," Tina said, her voice turning deadly cold. "She would live a palatial life compared to others in her situation."

"In exchange for being your powered thug."

Tina's gaze narrowed and she stared at Colleen for a minute. 

"You're attached to her. Why?"

Colleen brought the glass up to her lips again, thought better of it and plunked the glass down on the desk. Finally, she took a deep breath and spoke. 

"She's a child, Tina. A child who's gone through hell and back."

Tina's shoulders sagged just a little and she looked away. "I see."

"If you do, then you know that you'll have to kill me before I let you take her back to High Tide."

"It would be different for her than it was for you."

Colleen laughed, a hoarse sound full of bitterness. "How? It's the same business, the same environment."

"But I'm different than that old bastard!" Tina said. "I wouldn't treat a child the way he treated you! Hell, I wouldn't treat a dog!"

"It doesn't matter, can't you see that? What you do, who you are—"

Tina opened her mouth and snapped it shut on whatever she had wanted to say. Instead she took a deep breath and said, "It's not about the family business, that’s not why I needed this powered person.”

“What is it then?”

“It's about High Tide. Von has been bragging that he has an ace in the hole, something that will force me to give up High Tide. I’ve heard it’s not so much a ‘something’ as a ‘someone’. I can only assume that means-”

“A powered person.”

Tina nodded. “If he’s telling the truth, he will overwhelm me within the year, and what then? Rachel's salon was just the beginning, and you know it."

Colleen looked away and sighed. 

"I need help, Colleen." 

Rick jerked the door open and poked his head in.

"One of the look outs spotted cars approaching on the highway. They’ll be here in about fifteen minutes."

“Is it-?” Tina asked.

“It looks like, yeah.”

"Who are you talking about?" Colleen asked.

“How the hell did they know we were here?”

“I don’t know. I swear we took care of them but they’re like roaches," Rick said.

Tina swore under her breath.

“Who followed you?” Karen asked.

“Mr. Price and his goons,” Tina said. “Go see if you can set up a barrier so it makes it harder to get through.”

He nodded and walked out. Colleen felt dread settle in her gut.

“Damn it, Tina!” Colleen said, heat rushing through her body. “You didn’t think that maybe they’d want the kid back? I thought you said you had this handled!”

“I did, or I thought I did. My sources say they've got bigger things going on, I doubt they'll care what I do in High Tide after a month or so."

“But unfortunately it’s right now we have to worry about,” Karen said, looking out the window.

Colleen took stock of everything, all the variables, the odds stacked against them and decided there was only one way out of this.

And at the end I don’t want to have to fight Tina and her men over Judy. So we’re settling that now.

“Alright,” she said. “This is what we’re going to do.”

Tina’s eye brows raised but she didn’t say anything.

“We’re going to defeat these men. Then you’re going to let Judy go to the place I’ve arranged for her.”

Tina opened her mouth, but Colleen cut her off.

“Then I’m going back to High Tide with you and we’re going to kick Von, and any other bastards who think they can push us around, out of our neighborhood.”

Tina’s mouth hung open, and Karen swore behind her.

“You…You’re coming home?” Tina asked, her voice devoid of the hard strength it usually held.

“Yes, I am.”

Her mother just stared for a long moment and then shook her head.

“I…I never thought…Why?”

Colleen took a deep breath.

“Because it’s time I stop running from who I am and what I’m meant to do. Because it’s time for High Tide to have a hero of it’s own.”

The barest ghost of a smile lit up Tina’s face and then was gone.

“Alright then,” she said. “But for now, we have to survive this.”

Colleen nodded. 

“Karen, can you help Rick and his men with a defense strategy?”

“Sure.”

“I assume you’ll be fighting as well?” Tina asked.

“Yes,” Colleen answered.

“Well then, you better suit up.”

And with that her mother walked out of the dingy office, leaving Karen and Colleen alone.

She looked down, wondering what Karen thought of her decision and her reasons.

“Are you sure?” Karen asked.

“Yes. Besides you, I’ve never been more sure of anything.”

Karen smiled.  "You're one damn amazing woman, Colleen Knight."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-two

 

“We want to make sure we control the battlefield,” Karen said to Rick. “Make them come to us the way that will benefit us.”

“Okay red, what way is that?” he asked, crossing his arms.

Karen studied the open field that sat to the west of the airfield and then back at the narrow gravel road she and Colleen had arrived by a few hours before. From where she stood facing the gravel road, the hangars were about fifty or sixty feet to her left, the office a bit more than that to the right. The road ended at the cracked cement block that was the parking lot, a small air strip for taking off and landing ran from the end of the parking lot and out just beyond the last hangar. 

“That way is too open,” she said, pointing at the field. “They can hide, spread out and flank us. We want to try and bottle neck them, force them to come down the narrow path.”

“And how do we do that?”

As if in answer to the question, Colleen sauntered out of the hangar, the orange and white suit clinging to her torso and legs. The men stared, some whispering or stepping away from her. The white domino mask was a little dirty, as were the white boots, yet despite that, Colleen exuded power and command.

“We lay down a thin trail of gas on the cement, let it run a few feet onto the air strip,” Karen said. “And then light it on fire so that it acts as a barrier between the field and us.”

Rick glanced at Colleen and then back at one of his men, relaying the order to get the gasoline.

“You sure that won’t light the whole area on fire?” he asked.

“No, but Colleen can absorb it once the fight gets started. All we need is to make sure they arrive the way we want.”

Rick raised an eyebrow in silent question to Colleen who nodded.

“Next we need cover,” Karen said. “You’ve got how many cars?”

“After the one Colleen torched? Two.”

“Move them and my truck in a line, tail to nose right at the end of the gravel road.”

“Sure thing red, you want me to get you a sandwich too?” Rick said, walking away to do as Karen had ordered.

“I don’t think he likes me very much,” Karen said, turning to Colleen.

“Nah, that’s just Rick.”

“How’s Judy?”

"She knows not to come out no matter what," Colleen said. "And not to use her powers at all. Tina is with her."

Karen nodded, hiding her nerves behind a firm, non-plussed look. Tina had brought eight men with her, including Rick, which was a good enough number as long as Mr. Price didn’t bring a truck load of soldiers. Though the weapons Rick and his men carried were top of the line, they didn't have many clips for a drawn-out confrontation. Karen ran over her meager plan again, hoping that they could get the upper hand early and keep it by eliminating the enemy in large enough numbers before they found their footing.

It would be good if whoever Colleen called gets here soon, and with some muscle, just in case. I don’t like working with so few men I don’t know.

They stood there, looking at the men scurrying around to do what Karen had ordered. She yelled directions for the cars to move closer together and for every man to check his ammo. They obviously didn’t like being ordered around by a woman, but it didn’t affect Karen in the least.

If I had a nickel for every dirty look by a subordinate male…

 In spite of the chaos and the imminent danger, it was a strangely calm moment for Karen. She glanced at Colleen, who was standing close to her, hands on hips as she surveyed the area.

“Gasoline is down,” Rick said.

Colleen nodded and walked over to the thin line of liquid on the cement.

“I hope this works,” Karen said under her breath.

Colleen walked along the gas line as the flame spread as if making sure it stayed where it belonged and didn’t venture out into the grassy field. 

When she was finished, Colleen ran back to Karen.

“That will hold for a little while, but I’ll have to keep an eye on it.”

“Well that should be easy in the middle of a fight,” Rick said, jogging back to the barricade of cars.

"This really does look good on you," Karen said, her voice low enough that only Colleen could hear.

Colleen grinned. "It's weird, but...I think I missed it. Where do you want me?”

Karen pointed at the end of the car barricade closest to the hangars. “Right there. You can throw fire balls at the incoming cars. Will that be close enough for you to call the fire behind us back if needed?”

“I think so,” Colleen frowned, looked between the fire and the spot where Karen had indicated. “If not, I’ll run toward it.”

“Don’t take any stupid chances. Bullets can hurt you same as anyone.”

“I heal a little faster actually, but yeah, I understand.”

"Hey," Rick said. "You two plan on fighting or just standing there looking at the pretty fire?"

"We'll be right there," Karen said.

"Don’t forget," Colleen said before they separated. "Call me Fahrenheit."

Rick frowned and started yelling orders to his men.

"Be careful," Karen said. 

"I will, a cell in a lab isn't my idea of fun."

"No, I meant...If I don’t have the chance to say good-bye. Be careful."

Colleen stepped close to Karen, glancing down at her lips. Karen thought, just for a moment, that her lover was actually going to kiss her right there in front of everyone. But instead, Colleen gave Karen’s hand a squeeze and said, "You, too."

They held one another’s gaze, Karen trying to convey everything she wanted to say in those few seconds. 

“I…” she whispered.

“I know,” Colleen whispered back. “I do, too.”

Karen nodded and then walked away from Colleen, forcing her thoughts to concentrate on staying alive instead of how she felt for this amazing woman.

"Red," Rick said, handing her a gun. "Make sure you remember who to aim it at."

Karen grinned. "You, too. And call me Gray, got it?"

The sounds of car engines reached them from the gravel road in front of them. Karen counted at least four cars as they bounced over the uneven terrain. 

Four cars…four to five men in each…We better take half out right away because if we don’t…

“Wait until you have a clean shot,” she said. “We don’t have enough ammo for random shooting. Aim for windshields and engines, tires if you’re good enough.”

“They know at least that much, Gray,” Rick said.

The first car was within range. Karen took a deep, focusing breath, raised her gun and fired at the windshield of the first car. She hit the glass, as did some of the men around her, but the car kept coming. Men leaned out of the windows, as if they were unaffected by the risk of getting shot, and fired at the barrier of cars.

Bright light erupted to Karen’s left and she looked over to see Colleen standing tall and proud, fire balls shooting one after another from her hands. The flames hit the car full on, engulfing it in seconds. The driver must’ve panicked, because the vehicle swerved right then left, then right again, crashing into the shabby little office with a deafening sound. The office caught fire and Karen hoped it stayed contained to that space.

She glanced behind her to make sure the fire hadn’t spread beyond what they wanted as the men around her started shooting at the next car.

Bullets pinged against the cars they knelt behind and Karen peeked over the edge of one to see the driver of cars two and three shooting at them while the passengers ran out of the vehicles.

“Fahrenheit!” she yelled, pointing at those men.

Colleen nodded and exposed herself just enough to unleash her powers on the men. 

Before they were able to get into position, the men screamed and ran behind their cars. 

“See if you can take out the drivers,” she said to Rick, then turned to Colleen. “Get the drivers out of the cars.”

Colleen focused her fire on the cars themselves, starting at the tires. Before she’d worked her way too far up, Karen could see the drivers fleeing. It took seconds for her and Rick to take them out.

As the fire spread on the cars, some of the men who’d been hiding from Colleen’s powers, ran out. At first Karen thought this was a product of fear. Then she saw where they were aiming.

Colleen had been standing up, more exposed than any of them. Karen’s stomach dropped as the men fired at her lover.

“Get down!”

Colleen heard her and ducked down, clutching her arm. 

“Are you hit?” Rick asked.

“A graze,” she said. “I’ll live.”

That’s when they heard the screech of tires and Karen realized that she hadn’t seen the fourth car in all this. She spun around and saw it launch through the fire on the cement and spin to a halt on the runway.

Colleen must’ve seen them at the same time because she reached out toward the fire on the runway. Karen watched the flames arc toward the car just as five very large men climbed out. One of them had a shot gun and fired it toward them. A man two feet from Karen screamed in agony as his leg crumpled in a bloody mess under him.

The flames Colleen controlled jumped from the car to the man with shotgun, running up his body in seconds. 

But the man didn’t stop firing.

Karen remembered the unnaturally resilient men who fought them when Judy had been kidnapped and swore. Taking in the four who weren’t on fire, she saw the same detached, almost dead expression in their eyes.

Behind her, the men who’d come in on the gravel road began shooting, pinning them all down.

Karen quickly took stock of the situation, the likelihood they could make it to the hangars for cover, or even to a working airplane and escape. The odds weren’t good.

The man who’d been on fire, attempted to raise his shotgun and fell down, his charred limbs still moving as if he wanted to keep going.

Rick swore and shot at the other four who were advancing on them with long, fierce strides.

"What the hell is it with these guys!" Rick yelled.

"We've seen this before," Karen said, wincing as bullets pinged into the sides of the car she was hiding behind. "You have to shoot them in the head."

"Or fry them to a crisp," Colleen said. “Rick, you and your men focus on the guys on the other side of the barricade, let me and Karen handle these guys.”

Rick nodded and yelled the orders at the men around him.

Karen loaded another clip in her gun and stood up with Colleen by her side.

Then the two women ran toward the strangely powerful men.

 

 

Colleen could feel fear welling up in the back of her throat and pushed it down as she unleashed a stream of fire at one of the enhanced goons. 

It barely slowed him down.

He walked toward her as if she had merely breathed on him.

Colleen increased the intensity, channeling her desperation to keep Judy safe into that warm stream of fire that coursed through her veins. 

Her vision turned bright, and the flames became white and yellow. It was as if the person melted in front of her and when she was done, all that remained was a charred skeleton. She stared down at what had once been a man, not a shred of guilt in her mind.

The sharp report of a gun followed by a piercing hot pain in her calf snapped her back to the fight and she went down on one knee. Colleen looked back to see where the shot had come from and swore as she saw the men from the gravel road begin to overtake Rick and what was left of his men.

Karen shouted and Colleen’s gaze swung toward the sound. Karen’s nose was bleeding and there was the beginning of a bruise on her cheek. Colleen watched as the red head rolled under a punch from one of the goons and raised her gun. Her shot missed his head, hitting the man’s shoulder instead. He didn’t even acknowledge it.

Still kneeling on the ground, Colleen managed to throw a large fire ball at the man, forcing the flames to run up his legs. The fire was about to reach the goon’s torso when movement to her right caught Colleen’s eye. Too late she realized that she hadn’t been paying attention to the fourth goon.

He delivered a swift, brutal kick to her stomach that caused Colleen to fall on her side.

As she pushed herself up, Colleen could hear yelling behind her and looked up in just enough time to get punched in the face by the goon who’d kicked her. The impact sent her onto her back. She tasted blood in her mouth, her eye consumed with pain. Looking up she saw him coming for her.  

Colleen raised her hand to expel some of her power when the goon raised his foot, about to stomp down on her torso. Colleen rolled, her stomach and calf screaming in pain.  He kept coming, each step an attempted stomp as she rolled away.

After a third time rolling away from him, Colleen jumped to her feet and limped away. The bullet wound on her leg was excruciating, her boot wet with blood. Though Colleen knew she was a quick healer, she also knew that if she bled too much, it wouldn’t matter.

I’ve got to get rid of this guy, now.

 She turned with a clumsy spin and flung fire balls at him. They landed on his shoulders, his legs and spread over his clothes. The goon didn’t even acknowledge them. Colleen reached out to the flames and forced them to spread fast and hot. It was harder than it had been in a very long time and Colleen wondered if the lack of sleep and food from the last few days, as well as the two gunshot wounds, were to blame.

Bad time to discover a weakness!

He reached for her, even as the flames scorched his face and hair. The smell was atrocious as he got within arms reach. His hand clamped onto her forearm, his other hand reaching back to punch her.

Colleen dug deep into that store of fire inside of her, pulling on as much of it as she could find. It poured from her hands, her vision once again turning bright. Just before she pulled back, dark spots flashed in her vision and she fell on the concrete like someone had knocked her legs out from under her.

She could feel heat from the man burning on the ground next to her, could smell smoke and other gross things. In the distance, an engine hummed and Colleen thought she could see a plane fly overhead. 

I need…to move…

Her body would not obey her command to sit up, so Colleen tried to roll. It felt like moving through Jello, her muscles weak and sore.

A face appeared above her, beautiful and bruised.

“Colleen?”

And everything went dark.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter thirty-three

 

Panic.

That was the first and only thing Colleen felt when she woke up in a small, dimly lit room.

Bolting upright, a hand pressed on her arm to keep her from getting up.

“Easy. You’re safe.”

She looked over and saw Tina, her face lined with worry. Colleen felt something pinching the crook of her elbow and looked down to see an IV pumping something into her.

“It’s fluids, you were dehydrated.”

“Where…what happened? Where am I? Is Judy-?”

“She’s safe,” said a familiar voice.

Colleen looked in the direction of the door and saw Logan Miller standing there.

“You’re on my plane,” he said. 

“Your plane carries IVs and a hospital bed?”

His grin was a bit sheepish. 

“When can I get up?” Colleen asked.

“How do you feel?” Tina asked.

“Hungry, thirsty and a little sore but other than that, fine.”

Both Tina and Logan frowned at her and Colleen huffed.

“I’m good enough to get up, okay?”

Uncle Logan came over and took her pulse and then detached the IV.

“Miss Jones took the bullet out of your calf while you were out,” Logan said. “Stitched you up but you want to go easy on it.”

“Miss Jones?”

“A friend of our mutual acquaintance,” Logan said, glancing at Tina.

He doesn’t trust her enough to talk about Alice. Smart man.

“Tell her thank you,” Colleen said, stepping down from the hospital bed.

Her leg burned and she sucked in a breath. Tina put a hand on her elbow to steady her and Colleen frowned up at her mother, surprised at the concern etched in the older woman’s face.

“I’m alright mom.”

Tina nodded and let go.

“Try taking better care of yourself in the future. Just because you have powers doesn’t mean you can go days without food or rest, maybe even more so than those of us who don’t have powers,” Logan said.

Colleen nodded.“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Well…C’mon then. There’s a few people who’ve been very worried about you.”

She followed him out of the private room, through a very fancy fuselage with light wood paneling and brown leather seats. They walked down the stairs of the plane and to the runway.

Colleen stopped at the top and gasped as she took in the damage the battle had done.

The office was a smoldering shack, the remains of a car lodged in the center of it. Bodies were scattered from the gravel drive to where she’d been fighting the enhanced men. She stared at that the longest, the charred corpses a terrible reminder of what she could do.

A heavy smell of smoke and something else Colleen was very familiar with hung in the air. What was left of Rick and his men had handkerchiefs over their noses as they kept watch on the gravel road. In front of the first hangar were the two people Colleen most needed to see and she hobbled as quick as she could down the stairs toward them. She got half way when Karen and Judy caught sight of her and bolted straight for Colleen.

Karen flung her arms around Colleen, who did the same, holding her as tight as she could. Without a care for who saw, Colleen kissed the side of Karen’s head.

“You passed out and I didn’t know what happened,” Karen said, her voice thick with tears.

Judy’s thin arms squeezed Colleen’s waist and she reached down, patting the little girl’s back.

“We were so scared it was something serious.”

Colleen looked down at Judy, who was crying and nodding.

“I’m sorry I scared you,” Colleen said. “I didn’t realize I had pushed myself that hard.”

A young man in a midnight blue pair of military style pants and a long sleeve shirt with a blue cowl attached to it walked up to them. He smiled down at Judy who ran to him, pulling the young man closer.

“This is my brother,” she said.

Colleen frowned, sure she’d misunderstood the girl’s mix of sign language and mouthed words.

“What she means,” he said. “Is that we were orphans together. I’m Shockwave.”

Colleen shook his hand. “Fahrenheit.”

“I know. I mean, between Judy and Shadow Master, I’ve heard a lot of stories about you.”

“Oh really? Shadow has been talking about me.”

“All the time. Or…I don’t mean all the time but, yeah, he says you’re pretty amazing.”

“Yeah well…Tell him I said ‘hi.’”

Shockwave frowned. “You’re not coming with us?”

She looked down at Judy, whose smile had fled.

“No, I’m need somewhere else, but tell Shadow…Tell him thank you.”

“Can Fahrenheit and I have a moment with Judy?” Karen asked, her voice breaking.

“Sure,” Shockwave said. “We’re leaving in about ten minutes. I’ll see you on the plane Judy.”

The little girl gave him a half smile and waved.

Grief welled up in the back of Colleen’s throat. She swallowed, trying to push it away as tears itched her eyes.

“Don’t go,” Judy said.

Colleen gathered the girl up in her arms and let the tears fall.

“When everything in High Tide is better,” Colleen said, her voice rough. “If you still want to come with me, you can. I swear it.  But until then you have to promise to learn everything you can, be strong and learn about your powers. You promise?”

Judy nodded against Colleen’s shoulder.

“I love you,” Colleen continued. “You are…You are so precious to me, you understand? Whenever you feel lonely, you think of me and know that I love you. If you can, call me. Marco will have the number. Alright?”

Judy nodded again and raised her head off Colleen’s shoulders. The little girl looked at Karen, who was crying silently, her pale face flushed with tears.

She hugged Judy tight, kissing the top of her head.

“I love you too,” Karen said. “You…You changed my life for the better. Thank you Judy…thank you.”

Logan walked up to them and gave Colleen a sad smile.

“We’re ready,” he said.

She nodded. 

Judy threw her arms around Colleen and squeezed tight one last time. Colleen held her, planting kisses on the little girl’s shaved head and cheeks. She wanted to remember what it felt like to hold this child who had come to mean the world to her.

Abruptly, the hug ended as the little girl stepped back and ran toward the plane without a backwards glance.

“I’ll make sure she calls you when she gets settled,” Logan said.

“Thank you,” Colleen said, her voice breaking.

“And Ms. Gray? Can we drop you anywhere?”

“No, thank you,” Karen said.

“Alright. Thank you ladies, for helping Judy.”

The two women simply nodded and Logan seemed to understand as he said good-bye and got on the plane.

Colleen wound her fingers around Karen’s and held tight as they backed away from the plane and watched it take off.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-four

 

Karen waited outside Kanigher’s office, her bruises purpled and her body aching from the fight at the airfield three days ago. She'd made it back to the apartment The Bulwark kept for her with no trouble. Usually, she would have been happy to be back, but she found the spartan surroundings of her home cold and empty. 

She took a lot of walks out in the hot summer sunshine and thought about everything that had happened and what she could do to change The Bulwark. There were few options, and of those, none were exactly what she wanted.

This morning, her mind was a whirl of thoughts as she waited. Most of them about Colleen and Judy.

I’ve got to focus, got to push them as far away as I can so Kanigher has no reason to distrust me. I need a distraction.

Karen decided to let her mind run over what she’d written in code in the real journal she kept, not the two sets of dummy ones she hid in obvious places in her apartment.

Lei is the super powerful person we’ve been looking for, though I doubt she is Pandora…from the fact that Jason James’ labs have been experimenting on powered people for decades I’m guessing Pandora is actually a project that includes more than one subject. Lei is likely the most successful one of the lot…but what makes her explode in that vision? Is she unstable?

To defeat her I have to earn the trust of a serpent and train outcast daughters…

Karen closed her eyes and sighed.

Whatever the hell that means.

Derek Fry is responsible for powers…damn bastard! Experimenting on little kids…and his nephew Jason James has kept up the family tradition…Judy…I hope she’s okay.

Haven has moved and isn’t a threat. I think Amanda would rather eat rat poison than be out in the world…although, some of them could be instrumental in fighting Lei when the day comes.

Now to go over my cover story for Kanigher.

By the time Kanigher had called her this morning to tell her he was ready to see her, Karen had come up with a solid case for why she shouldn't be redacted, as well as what she thought Kanigher should do going forward.

As the hours dragged on and Kanigher kept her waiting, Karen's confidence began to wane. She was sure this was exactly what Kanigher was banking on and tried her best not to give it to him.

Four hours after her scheduled appointment, Kanigher's secretary looked up and said, "He's ready for you."

Karen nodded and walked down the short hall to the door of his office, her heels ringing out a hollow rhythm on the white linoleum. She concentrated on steadying her heart and schooling her features into a semblance of calm. 

"Sit down," he said, when she opened the door.

She did, waiting for him to stop reading the thick file in front of him. 

The office was as sterile and uninteresting as a monk’s quarters, not even a plant to distract the man from his work. His desk had three files, a phone, a perfectly positioned pad of paper and precisely six pencils in a plain brown cup.

"You really stepped in it this time, didn't you?" he said, taking a small round device out of his desk drawer and setting it on the desk.

"Sir, I can explain—"

Kanigher held up his hand and pressed the button on the flat surface of the device. After a few seconds he nodded.

“We should be clear, you can talk freely,” he said.

Karen’s eyebrows raised. “Sir, as I said, the PP died soon after I found her. I warned Liefeld that his team was walking into a situation they were ill prepared for, but he went on ahead anyway. By the time I got there, they were all dead and the PPs had fled.”

“Stupid hot head,” he said. “Anything else?”

“I would like to apologize for the way the mission ended up, sir. It was my own fault. I should’ve been more prepared for the unexpected. David’s death…that was…avoidable.”

“How did he die?”

Karen swallowed. “A PP I met on the boat had the power to start and control fire. She started the fire and when I jumped ship she followed me. I intended to turn her over to you sir, but when she slaughtered David…well, I tried to subdue the PP and she escaped.”

“I see.”

Kanigher frowned, holding Karen’s gaze. She didn’t dare look away.

"I finally figured out how to get you out of deep shit over David's murder,” he said, lighting a cigar and puffing on it before continuing. “But your carelessness didn't just affect you. Months of undercover work has gone up in smoke as Jason James has become paranoid that he's next. If it weren’t for present circumstances, I’d bench you."

He handed her a thin file. Inside were surveillance photos of a small mansion in a rural area. Delivery trucks were shown carrying out crates, others showed electrical equipment and a young, dark haired woman with a cane talking with people that looked like they worked at the mansion.

“That’s Alice Seymour, heiress of Frost Consolidated and powered person advocate. Word is that place is a holding facility for powered people.”

Karen’s gaze snapped up to his.

Judy…we sent Judy to her school!

“Do you mean prison or lab?”

“No, Seymour is sympathetic to them, thinks they should be getting protections under the law and fair trials.”

“Sounds-”

“Crazy, I know. We know she has a school north of Jet City but we haven’t been able to find the damn place yet.”

Karen wanted to let out a sigh of relief but forced herself to reveal nothing as Kanigher continued.

“This place,” he tapped on the photo. “Is just outside of Metro City in the cozy town of Perfection Cove. And it’s a holding facility for PPs accused of crimes.”

“What is she doing with them there?”

“I don’t know. But I’m sending you to find out.”

Karen frowned and handed the file back.

“Sir…Please don’t misunderstand me, I’m grateful for another mission, but why are you sending me out again when I botched this last one so badly?”

Kanigher sighed, his hard gaze pining Karen in place.

“I’ll be straight with you Gray, we’ve got a leak, maybe more than one. And my list of who I know I can trust is small.”

“Sir, let me stay and help you find it.”

He shook his head. “No, I need you to find out what’s going on there, and keep your eye on this woman. We’ve already got one rich person with an obsession with powered people, the last thing we need is Seymour doing something stupid like putting together her own powered army.”

“You mean Jason James, don’t you sir?”

“Yes, he’s behind Pandora, whoever the hell that is.”

Should I tell him what I know about that? But how do I explain it to him without revealing Haven…?

Another file was placed in front of her. This one was old and thick. 

Inside were copies and photographs of pages from many different files. Some looked like medical records that Karen recognized as lab notes. Others were memos and telegrams that looked innocuous enough, unless one had the right context and suspicion to illuminate them.

"That's thanks to Agent Scaro and Agent Marks, God rest them. Jason James cost us two very good female agents before he figured out we were on to him. He's been trying to sell the DOD on buying PPs as weapons for the past two years, but his prototype hasn't been ready. The last thing we heard is that he's trying to get the crusty bastards in charge at the DOD to agree to attend a demonstration.”

He took two deep puffs of his cigar, blue smoke rising above him and started to pace before finishing his thoughts.

“Then, David ends up dead and I think Jason James got spooked because he moved his operation underground. Thanks for that by the way, when I say you really screwed up, I mean it in the worst way possible."

Karen wanted to spend hours deciphering what was here and comparing it to what little Amanda had told them, but Kanigher yanked the file from her gaze, snapping it shut.

"I can help," she said. “Let me try and find one of these labs, see what’s going on.”

“No, I need you on this other assignment.”

“But sir-”

“Gray, it’s covered.”

She let out a long breath through her nose and nodded.

He took an envelope out of his desk drawer and handed it to Karen. Inside was a plane ticket, an address to an apartment in the sleepy town of Perfection Cove, as well as an employee badge.

"I run the library?" she asked.

“It’s innocuous and you’ll be able to move around the place, delivering books and the like. You’ll leave tomorrow. You won’t have back up or a Bulwark contact here, you understand? I can’t take the chance that I accidentally assign a traitor to this. And, I’m sorry about this but-”

He pressed the button on the round device and slammed his hand on his desk.

“Don’t argue with me Gray! You’re done and that’s final. Pack up your shit and don’t let me see you near this place again! You hear me?”

Karen felt a grin start at the corners of her mouth and forced it away so she could play her part.

“Yes sir, I understand.”

“Good now get the hell out of here!”

He grabbed her wrist and silently said, “Be careful.”

“I will,” she silently replied.

Making sure she looked like someone who just got screamed at by their boss, Karen walked out of the office. The envelope felt heavy in her sweaty hand, and her mind was full of even more questions now. 

She walked past the desks of agents who'd been her friends a mere week ago. Some avoided eye contact, while others shot her suspicious looks. No one approached to say good-bye or check in.

I guess I'm persona non grata.

Karen took it all in stride, reminding herself that this was necessary until Kanigher could find the leak.

I've got all my own files and intel. Kanigher might've had my apartment searched while I was here, but they'll find the dummy files, not the real stuff. And even if they do, they won't be able to decipher it. I have what I need to do this while also finding out what Alice Seymour is doing to the powered people at her facility.

By the time she was out of the squat, ugly office building, Karen felt her spine stiffen with resolve. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-five

 

Colleen stared out the window of her bedroom in Tina’s brownstone. Below were girls playing hopscotch, boys ran after one another, a few with old baseball bats over their shoulders. Across the street were more brownstones in various stages of either decline or renovation. To the right and a block over was Colleen’s favorite ice cream shop, its windows boarded over from Von’s thugs breaking all of them.

Next to that was a shoe shop covered in terrible graffiti and then a record store that had its stock thrown out into the street this morning. Colleen could see the shop owner and his son trying to sift through what was left.

Heat pulsed in her hands as she took it all in.

If I hadn’t been on the other side of High Tide stopping those other bastards I could’ve stopped that. But I can’t be everywhere at all times…I’ve got to figure out how to best defend this place.

“It’s strange to see you here again,” said her mother from the doorway behind her.

“It’s strange to be back.”

“You settled in alright?”

Colleen turned from the window and glanced around.

The walls were still the bright blue she’d once painted them, with sunny flowers stenciled in a rainbow of colors rising up from the baseboards. Her four poster bed sat against the wall to her left and her dresser on the opposite wall to her right. Posters of art exhibits and museums still hung on the walls and Colleen felt at once sad and happy to see them.

I had wanted that to be my life once.

An empty suitcase lay on her blue and yellow bedspread, left out after she’d unpacked her belongings from the Little Italy apartment. 

“Yes,” Colleen said, finally answering Tina’s question.

Her mother glanced at the open closet door and raised an eyebrow.

“Where are all your clothes?”

“That’s it.”

“Well that won’t do.We’ll go shopping this afternoon.”

Colleen opened her mouth to argue and closed it.

“That would be nice.”

“Before that though, I need to talk to you.”

Colleen gestured to the bed and they sat down on opposite sides.

“I want to thank you, for coming back,” Tina began.

“I didn’t do it for you.”

“Maybe not, but you coming back has made my task that much easier.”

“What task exactly?”

Tina paused, her index finger tracing the stitching on the bedspread.

“You remember all those stories about your great grandfather Pete, right?”

“Yeah. He and his family came here with nothing, burned out of their farm and…and his father had been lynched.”

Tina nodded. 

“He tried to be a legitimate businessmen, selling shoes. But it became very clear, very fast, that just because this wasn’t the south and no one wore sheets over their heads, it didn’t mean he could provide a good life for his family.”

“I know,” Colleen said. “I’ve heard all this since I was a baby. What does that have to do with-”

“Didn’t you ever wonder why your grandfather never wanted to turn the business over to me?”

“Sure but I just thought it was because he was a mean old bastard.”

Tina gave mirthless chuckle and shook her head.

“Even mean old bastards have an origin story. He had tried, when he was a very young man, to turn our family business legitimate. But when it got tough, he decided that there was only one way for a negro man to make a living in this country, and going legit wasn’t it.”

Tina squared her shoulders and raised her chin.“I disagree.”

Colleen stared at her mother as the words sunk in. 

“Are you saying that-”

“I’m done with this life. It may be hard, it may mean sacrifice, but I’m done being a criminal. It’s time to show that we don’t have to be criminals to provide food and clothes for our family. And when we do that, we will help others here in High Tide do the same, we will invest in this place, we will lift each other up.”

Colleen wanted to speak, but her mind was blank. All she could do was sit with her mouth open.

“Well?” Tina said. “Say something.”

“I-I don’t know what to…How are you going to do this?”

“Oh, I have a plan. But first we have to get Von off our back. And, we have to save Andrew.”

“Mama, we don’t know where he is.”

“Yes we do.”

Colleen jumped to her feet. “What? You knew where he was and you waited until now to tell me?”

“I only had it confirmed after we got back.”

“It’s been three days!”

“And I didn’t want you charging out there to get him.”

“Where is he?”

Tina took a deep breath.“Von has him.”

Colleen’s heart stopped and she felt sparks fall from her fingers. 

Tina eyed the sparks and shook her head.

“This is why I waited to tell you.”

“Where does Von have him?”

“We don’t know yet, Rick is trying to find out. You need to calm down before you start another fire in this room.”

Colleen steadied her breathing and got a hold of the heat in her veins. 

“We have to get him away from Von.”

“Yes, of course we do. But we also need to make sure Andrew won’t try to kill us all once we do.”

“I hadn’t…I mean I just…”

“I know,” Tina said, her voice soft. “I want him home too.”

They didn’t say anything for several minutes, each woman lost in her own worries.

“We need to be smart about this,” Tina said. “We can’t go in hot and reckless.”

Colleen sighed. 

“Agreed.”

“You keep doing what you’re doing, find a way to beat back Von, get him off our backs and we will find Andrew. I swear. Now,” Tina stood, a hard look in her eyes. “I have a meeting to attend and you have…well I don’t know what a vigilante does during the day but I’m sure you need to to do it.”

That brought a smile to Colleen’s lips. “I’m going to see if I can do anything for the businesses hit last night.”

“Good. See you after lunch for shopping.”

Tina walked out of the bedroom, her heels echoing in the hallway. 

Colleen looked back out the window, her heart swelling with love for the place that had raised her. When a brother and sister passed bay under her window, laughing as they went, Colleen felt tears burn her eyes.

I’ll find you Andrew. And this time, I’m going to save you too.

 

Thank you for reading Fahrenheit’s Ghost, the first book in the Vigilantes: The Pandora Project!

 

If you would want to be my hero, please remember to leave a review of the book wherever you made your ebook purchase.

 

And, if you want more fabulous Vigilantes content, a sneak peek at my crazy writer mom life and the occasional cat picture, please click here to sign up for the Heroes! You will receive a free prequel novella as a thank you.

 

Thanks again for reading, and have a fantastic day!
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