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1.

 

 

Reed

 

“Hey, can I talk to you for a minute?” Angel Gutierrez hovered at my door. Normally cool and inscrutable, she now had a furtiveness about her that my long experience in law enforcement—and relationships—told me she was nervous.

“Have a seat,” I said, gesturing to the seat in front of my desk. Our new office facilities were not exactly top of the line. It seemed the word had gotten out that anyone who rented to us inevitably ended up needing to rebuild from the ground up. Thus our current offices: a two-story building on the far outskirts of Eden Prairie toward Bloomington, closer to the Cities, and suffering from a multitude of problems. The roof leaked when it rained, the pipes rattled like they were harbingers of Armageddon whenever someone flushed the toilet (not just Guy Friday, either), and the heater worked only about fifty percent of the time. I was still hoping this building would get nuked by our enemies before winter, since we hadn’t really gone through any desperately cold months here yet. I had a feeling the landlord had taken us on as tenants hoping much the same.

Boy, was the joke going to be on him when he found out insurance companies don’t pay out in the event of metahuman fault. But hey, he’d probably end up with a very nice parking lot/crater. One of those.

Angel shuffled into my office, her hands shoved deep in the pockets of her light leather coat. She looked around from behind her thin-frame glasses, still furtive, like she expected somebody to jump out of my credenza and attack her. With an easy motion—all Angel’s motions were easy, she was a reflex meta with the kind of muscle control that made Olympic gymnasts look like klutzes—she swung an arm back and closed my door, then turned back to face me, serious as a clown having a heart attack.

“What?” She looked like she was about to tell me my test results had come back with every fatal prognosis known to man. And I hadn’t even had any tests done. “Come on, Angel, the grim and gritty act is starting to worry me. I feel like I’m in a Frank Miller comic, especially with the rain.” I gestured to the window, where it was really coming down outside. Sideways, fortunately, which meant the roof wasn’t quite leaking—yet.

“You talked to Miranda in the last couple days?” Angel asked, smoky eyes honing in on me.

“No, why?” I looked at my door. In our old office, there’d been glass windows where I could look out over the bullpen and see into Miranda’s office. That office had been luxurious compared to this one. Even the walls were in bad shape, water spots all over them from previous leaks.

“She hasn’t been in for the last two days,” Angel said, and then twitched, looking around my office again. “You had this place swept lately?”

That got my attention. “Jamal does it every day,” I said, sitting up a little straighter in my chair. “You think Miranda’s in trouble?” I pulled out my phone and hit dial when I got to her contact. Angel waited patiently. Less than thirty seconds later I hit Miranda’s voice mail—which was full. “Huh,” I said. Miranda was way too organized to let her voicemail box fill up.

“It’s probably nothing,” Angel said nervously, eyes flitting away from me. “I just wanted to see if you’d heard anything.”

“You been by her place?” I asked, my brow carving its own furrowed line across the top of my head. Angel and Miranda were cousins, but I didn’t know how much they hung out off the clock.

“Not yet,” Angel said, and here she showed the first signs of real discomfort, adjusting herself in her chair. I mean, she took it up a notch. Subtly, though. Stuff only a trained eye would notice. “Called her a few times. No answer.”

“Uhm,” I said, trying not to let my imagination get wildly out of control. We’d just had a legal clash with a family that was hiding evidence of Sienna’s innocence and had framed Augustus and Jamal for a crime they hadn’t committed. Miranda had helped spring them, and the more conspiracy-oriented part of my mind immediately jumped to thinking that this was somehow related. She’d been Jamal and Augustus’s lawyer of record, after all—maybe she had been targeted for revenge?

“It’s probably nothing,” Angel said again, sitting up straighter in her seat.

“Yeah,” I said, trying to put on the brave face. Crazy dangerous stuff did tend to happen to us, but usually to us main-event people. Not the support staff, like Miranda. 

Then again … that did seem to be where we were vulnerable.

“Maybe we should—” I started to say.

“Hey, could you have your sister … call me?” Angel asked, about as subtle as a jackhammer to the crotch.

“Sienna?” I asked, as though I had another sister. Suddenly I understood the reason Angel had asked about my office being swept for bugs.

“Yeah, no hurry or anything, just … mention I want to talk to her about something?” Angel looked as though I’d tossed her onto a hot plate shoeless, then stood, pulling at the bottom of her coat like she was Jean-Luc Picard. “No hurry,” she said again, and went for the door, “but, uh … yeah. Just let her know.”

I frowned. Had this Miranda thing all been some sort of smoke screen to get this request in? Or were they related? I was hopelessly confused now, but before I had a chance to ask a clarifying question or twelve, Angel hit the door. “I’ll, uh, see ya later. Just do that for me, will you?” And she was gone.

For a few minutes after she left, I just sat there, blinking. One of my employees might be missing, though her cousin didn’t seem to be all that worried about it. On the other hand, she’d asked me to contact my fugitive sister for some reason … 

“Well, at least the office isn’t blowing up,” I said under my breath, and then the first drip hit me from above. I sighed. Maybe the office being blown up wouldn’t be so bad after all.


 

 

 

2.

 

 

Sienna

 

“Harry’s been acting like a little bitch all day,” I said, lazing upon the imaginary couch I’d conjured in this dreamwalk of mine. It was super comfy, an amalgam of the comfiest couches I’d been on in my life, all wrapped up together in one neat, super-cool couch package, and it made me wish, not for the first time, that I could construct the magical wonders of my imagination somewhere other than in my dreams. “All week, actually. Moody as hell.”

“That sucks,” Reed said. He’d been in my dreamwalk for all of five minutes and hadn’t relaxed yet. We did this at least once a week, and he’d gotten—I thought—pretty cool with our dreamwalk hang-time in the last few months. This seemed like a real step backward.

“Something up your ass, brother?” I asked, snuggling deeper into my couch. 

“You been doing your sessions with Zollers lately?” he asked, sitting in a chair opposite me. It wasn’t as comfy as the couch, but it was still pretty awesome.

I looked over at him. “Well, yeah. Hence the design of the dream, I guess.” I pointed from my couch to his chair. “It’s like his old office, sorta, but with better furniture. It helps make me more comfortable when he and I talk.”

“That’s good,” Reed said, frowning. “So … Angel came to see me today.”

“The mysterious Angel,” I said, settling in for what I hoped would be a good yarn and better conversation than Reed had put forth thus far.

“Yeah,” Reed said, all afrown. “She mentioned that Miranda hadn’t checked in for a couple days.”

“They’re cousins, right?” I asked. I didn’t know Miranda very well, even though she was the person I’d hired to restart the agency that Reed now ran. I didn’t know Angel at all.

“Uh huh,” Reed said. “She seemed kinda cagey about it during the meeting. Asked me if my office was bugged—”

“Ooh. Intrigue.”

“—then wondered if I’d heard from Miranda. So I called her—straight to voicemail. Which was full.” He announced this last bit as definitively as if he were saying, “It was Colonel Mustard in the drawing room with the pipe.”

“A full voicemail box,” I said. “Such a threat you have never faced.”

“You don’t know Miranda,” Reed said, shaking his head. “She’s not the kind of person who lets her voicemail get full.”

“Maybe she met a nice guy and decided to get away for a couple days,” I said, trying to talk him off the stress ledge. He and his crew worked a dangerous job, no doubt, but office staff didn’t tend to get the pointy end of their trouble, at least not without good cause. “Maybe she’s got the flu. She’s human, right?”

“Far as I know,” he grudgingly allowed.

“They get sick sometimes, these normals,” I said with a smile. “Just another beautiful disadvantage we don’t have to deal with.”

Reed grunted. “Maybe. But that wasn’t the really weird part.”

“Oh, good,” I said, my bare feet pressed against the comfortable leather. “Because when you say something’s ‘weird,’ in your line of work, I know it’s gonna be some seriously oddball shit. And that means entertainment value.”

“She asked me to have you give her a call,” Reed said.

I lay completely still on the couch for a long minute. “Me?” He nodded. “Angel wants me to give her a call?” I looked around, as though there would be a studio audience laughing on cue instead of the endless darkness just beyond our small conversation area. “Me, a fugitive, on the run from the law, give this woman, who is a stranger to me, a call?”

“That’s what she asked for,” Reed said. “I got the feeling, though, that she maybe meant more like—” And he gestured at the darkness around us, suggesting a dreamwalk. “Something untraceable, you know.”

Oh, I knew. Unless the US government had more telepaths on their payroll, in which case I was probably pretty traceable. “And you have no idea why she wants to talk to me?”

Reed shook his head. “I don’t even know if the Miranda thing is part of it. She was playing pretty … strange, I guess? I’ve worked with Angel some. She’s cool as a cucumber. Today in my office, though? Quite the opposite.”

“Weird,” I said. “And now she’s asking you to put her in touch with someone whose mere presence in her life can result in a prison sentence. That’s a pretty big ask.”

“Tell me about it,” Reed said with a thin smile. “It’s why I try and keep as far away from you as possible.”

“Dick,” I said, conjuring an imaginary bowl of popcorn just so I could throw a handful at him.

He ducked away from it good naturedly. “In all seriousness, though … “

“Yeah, yeah,” I said, taking a bit of the popcorn. It was buttery and wonderful, and because we were in my dreams, calorie free. “I guess I’ll give her a call—you know, tomorrow night.” I shrugged. “I hope it’s not urgent.”

“If it was, you’d think she’d ask for my help,” Reed said. “After all, I do run an agency of superpowered metas.”

“True. But we all know that when the shit really hits the fan, there’s only one call you make—and it ain’t to the Ghostbusters,” I said, and he rolled his eyes at my egotistical little jab. “Now … what do you want to do? Talk? Watch a movie—”

“You suck at remembering movies for this. Remember the time we tried to watch Casablanca, and you scrambled the lines so badly that Ingrid Bergman ended up saying that the problems of two people didn’t amount to a molehill in this world, kid?”

“That’s an honest mistake.”

“It’s Humphrey Bogart who was supposed to say it—and your Humphrey Bogart did not look like Humphrey Bogart. He looked like a male Lauren Bacall—”

“Another honest mistake. You know, married couples supposedly start to look like each other after a while—”

“And the line was, ‘The problems of three little people don’t amount to a hill of beans in this crazy world.’ Also, ‘Here’s looking at you, kid.’”

“What did my version say?”

“‘Let’s try for two kids.’”

“Okay, that’s … probably not exactly what he said …”

“I feel like even MST3K-ing your dream movies would be a fail. You know that whenever you start laughing, the movie stops?”

“Okay, I get it,” I said, throwing up my hands in surrender. “You don’t like the Sienna Dreamwalk Moviegoing Experience. Feedback accepted.” I shifted uncomfortably on my couch. “Wanna play laser tag?”

He thought about it for a second. “Yeah. That’s always a good time.”

“Cool.” The couch vanished as I jumped to my feet. “Let’s do this thing.” And I put any thought of Angel out of my mind for the rest of the night.


 

 

 

3.

 

 

Angel popped back into my brain the next day.

I was sitting in a cafe in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, where I’d established my temporary home for the last couple months. It was hardly perfect, but it wasn’t a bad place to spend the summer, as these things went. It was early June, and the temperature hadn’t started to spike into the eighties just yet.

My coffee was starting to get a little stale at the bottom of my cup, but the waitress seemed to be avoiding my table as though some sort of rotting animal carcass were parked in the seat across from me. But there wasn’t one. Just Harry Graves, my boyfriend, though if he turned any more silent and sour, he might be mistaken for one.

“So … are we pretty much done with the conversational portion of our relationship?” I asked, looking at him as he stared into the bottom of his coffee cup. I didn’t know if it was empty or full, but he seemed a hell of a lot more interested in it than in me.

Harry didn’t look up. It had been like this for a week, and I was just about over it. We’d had a good run these last few months, probably getting close in terms of “Longest Sienna Relationship Ever,” but man … it was definitely starting to reach its sell-by date now.

“Okay, then,” I said, and drained the last of my stale mocha, looking around for the waitress, who was across the restaurant, literally as far from us as she could be without hiding in the back alley. Which I suspected she might do soon. “I’ll just finish up here and we can head back to the apartment and sulk at each other for the rest of the d—”

“You know what I miss?” Harry stirred, but still looked at his coffee. “Being so long-lived and all?”

This was the most he’d said in a week. Hell yeah, I was interested. “What?”

“There was a time when, societally, we embraced stoicism,” Harry said, and as he looked up at me, his eyes were tired. “You didn’t confide in anyone but your most intimate friends and your spouse. We had a sense of shame, you know? That’s all gone now, swept away in the tide of social media. Now you’ve got strangers telling you sordid details of their intimate lives, of their emotions, things you wouldn’t want to know even if they paid you to be their shrink. Back in my day, people just didn’t do that. Now it’s like all of society embraces this emotional incontinence, like no one sees any virtue in holding their bladder of feelings. Now it’s cool to just piss it all over everyone, whether they want it or not. ‘Oh, I’m just being real,’ they say, like there’s some virtue is showing the world your butthurt. Well, I miss the sense of pride we used to have, and I really miss its opposite—shame. Where you might have absolutely every damned thing go wrong in your life, but you were going to make it look like everything was still going all right. The men of the World War II generation, they could lose a damned arm, and they’d smile at you and wave with the other one—’How you doing, Maurice?’ ‘I’m doing just fine, Harry. Hanging in there.’ Bleeding all over the place, but smiling at you until you turned away to give him some privacy to show his pain.” He thumped the table lightly. “By God, I miss those times.”

I stared at Harry, who seemed just as tense as before his outburst. “Is there a not-so-subtle message somewhere in there for me, Harry?”

“Huh?” He looked up, frowning. “No. I mean—yeah, probably. I was just thinking … “

I waited as he drifted off for a second. “Yeah?”

He stirred back to life. “I admire you,” he said, not looking at me.

I looked around. There was no one near us, and our waitress had bolted into the back again, probably griping to the other servers about the couple in our seats that had enough tension between us to seem like we’d been fighting, even though really it was just the man in the situation apparently holding in all his feelings, until this moment—at which point he denounced talking about feelings. 

“Huh?” I said, because what the hell else do you say to that?

“You’re old school,” Harry said, finally meeting my eyes. “Look at you. If you haven’t had every damned thing go wrong in your life, I don’t know who has. And even when they were going right, you didn’t put everything out there for the world to see, like Kat does—”

“You should really call her ‘Mom.’”

“—and I admire that. You don’t want fame. You don’t want the cheap popularity that comes from sharing your feelings with total strangers.” He made a cutting motion with one hand. “You just want to live your life, and keep your friends close, and that circle tight—and not let anything out past that point.”

I tried to think through what he was saying. “Well, Harry … there’s a certain need to keep things close to the vest when you’re a wanted fugitive.”

“Loyalty is your thing, though,” Harry said. “It’ll take you to the end of the road, and you’ll let it. You don’t spill your feelings out for strangers, but you’d risk your life for them. Most people wouldn’t put their life on the line for a stranger, but they’d dump their feelings all over them. It’s a strange reversal. You’ve taken hits that’d put most people right out of the park, but you? You get right back on the field.”

“Yes,” I said, “I’m like a sports hero who has never played a sport.” I tried to soften my edge. “What is this all about, Harry?” He didn’t look my way. “I mean, really. Everything was going great after we got back from Japan.” I tried to push my gloved hand across the table toward him, but he moved his away. “And suddenly, after a week of radio silence, now you’re all … “ I searched my brain for an appropriate metaphor. “Effusive as Mick Foley.”

Harry adopted a pained look. “Letting you use my credit card to subscribe to the WWE network is right up there with my worst decisions ever.”

“Hey, man, it keeps me entertained in my fugitive-hood, which is more than I can say for you since you clammed up.” I leaned in. “What happened, Harry?”

He looked away, and I knew, at that moment, it was something big. Harry Graves, the futurist, to whom all the probabilities of what was coming were known … had something on his mind that he wasn’t sharing. 

With me, his putative girlfriend.

“Please don’t freeze me out,” I said, softer. “Look … we’re reaching the end of my usual shelf-life for relationships, okay? So … if it’s me, please let me know. Because usually, I kinda see the end coming a little clearer than this. I mean, other than the time my boyfriend was killed—”

“So, basically, your frame of reference is that one,” Harry said, “and the time you stole your boyfriend’s memories, and—”

“And the time I broke up with a guy just before my fugitive days began, yeah,” I said, feeling suddenly a little uncomfortable at my brief and scorched-earth relationship history. “I’m a walking catastrophe, I admit it. I’m working on getting better.”

“You know why you fail at relationships, Sienna?” Harry asked, once again looking at his coffee.

“Duh, catastrophe. Weren’t you listening?”

“It goes a little beyond that,” Harry said, looking back up at me. “Yeah, Zack was a catastrophe, but you had problems before that. And your nameless boyfriend just before fugitive-hood—”

“He had a name, and it was Jeremy Hampton.”

“—that might have been doomed by circumstance, but you pushed him away,” Harry said. “Just like you pushed Scott away.” He looked a little cool, but beneath I could see hurt. “Just like you’re going to push me away.”

It felt like my jaw hit the table. And it was glass, which resulted in breakage and my head spinning at the nonsense he’d just said. “Did you just … you’ve been dead silent this whole week. If we were communicating by text, this is where you’d have been ghosting me, okay? So to have you say I’m going to push you away seems really frigging rich, Harry.”

“You are going to push me away, Sienna,” Harry said, and that flash of hurt I’d seen was cooling, already, into dull pain. “It’s coming. I’m just the first guy you’ve been with that’s known it was coming.”

“How?” I snapped. “I thought you couldn’t see your own future.”

“I can’t,” he said, and now he looked back at his coffee, long empty; it felt like it was some sort of metaphorical indicator of how he felt. “But I can see yours … and I know,” he said, quietly, mournfully, “that where you’re going to go … where you’re going to choose to go … is somewhere I can’t follow.”


 

 

 

4.

 

 

Angel

 

The silence in the parking garage at Miranda’s condo made it seem like it was just another day, nothing unusual going on. But it wasn’t usual, and Angel knew from the sound beyond the silence—the background noise on the fringes of her awareness—that something was really, really wrong.

It was the subtle things. The garage was always quiet, but here there were the muffled noises in the distance, audible only to meta ears. Angel stood next to her car, a Honda Accord, just listening, staring at the path to the elevator from the visitor spot. Smooth metal doors that stood like silent sentinels in her path forward.

The parking garage was underground, a typical Minneapolis kind that protected the residents against the bitter chill of winter, closing itself against loss of heat except when those permitted access approached. She had Miranda’s code combination, so here she was, taking a look around for the first time, even though the heavy feeling in her gut made her pretty sure of what she’d find.

Angel hurried to the elevator, hands at her sides, trying not to be obvious about looking around. She knew there were people watching, listening, breathing in the dark, huddled in vehicles where their sounds were insulated from obvious identification. A meta could almost always tell when someone was watching, especially in a quiet place. The whispers were subtle, but acted like a quiet background track to her movements.

As she reached the elevator, she pressed the button. She tried to play it easy, play it cool, even though her heart was thundering in her chest. Angel been in fights, sure, but she didn’t go looking for trouble, unlike … others. Her eyes flitted around, searching the garage shadows for motion and seeing none. That didn’t mean there was no one there, though.

Because there definitely was someone out there.

Angel had taken this gig because it was a job, and because Miranda had asked her to, and because … of other reasons. Debts to be paid and all that. Thinking about it just made her stomach twist a little.

And she had a feeling … that it was going to twist more in a moment.

The elevator dinged and opened, and she swept in, hitting the button for the eleventh floor, then popped the close button. It helped cut the tension that was hanging thick in the empty elevator, and in the garage, but only a little bit. Her eyes searched furtively around the small compartment, even though it was empty. As though someone would melt out of the stainless steel wall, her own reflection jumping out to attack her.

She rode in silence, straight up to Miranda’s floor, and when the elevator dinged again to announce her arrival, she thought she might sprain something as the tension in her muscles spiked at the unexpected sound. “Shit,” Angel muttered under her breath as the doors opened on an empty hallway.

Sticking her head out, she looked around, poking through the elevator doors before stepping out. Charging into trouble was not high on her list, not now. That was a spice she didn’t need, not in the realm of people who thought they were invincible.

Angel Gutierrez was under no illusions about her fallibility. 

She tottered down the hall stiffly, feet pressing into the luxurious carpet that lined the calming beige hallway, which was punctuated every twenty feet or so by a soothing landscape print. Her head moved as though it were swivel mounted, spinning about every few seconds to make sure someone hadn’t crept up behind her in the interval between scans. It was a desperately uncomfortable feeling, being watched, and it churned the acid in her stomach like she’d overdone it on ghost peppers. Again.

When she reached Miranda’s door, she paused. It was ajar; unsurprisingly, and yet a little tickle of nervousness presented itself nonetheless. She let out a little curse, under her breath, in Spanish. Old habit. “Should have known.” She pushed the door open. Perfectly greased, the hinges didn’t even squeak, and when it swung wide—

The condo had been tossed, so obviously even Ray Charles would have known immediately. Every piece of furniture was turned over, the couch cushions were slashed, even the refrigerator had been pulled away from the wall and was lying on its side in the middle of the kitchen.

Stepping inside, it only took a minute to give the place a once-over. The results seemed obvious to her now-practiced eye—whatever these searchers had been looking for, they hadn’t found it. Miranda’s cell phone was sitting on the counter, smashed to pieces, and a thought occurred: She did that herself. Probably after the place had been tossed. The SIM card was missing, too. Another thing Miranda had probably done, though Angel couldn’t be sure. Whoever had given the place the hard once-over could have smashed her cell phone and stolen the SIM card to keep it from pinging to their location when they kidnapped her.

“Shit,” she breathed. The bedroom was clear, so was the bathroom. Even the toilet tank was tossed. Angel was out the door two seconds later; nothing to see here.

She punched the elevator call button nervously about twelve times before it showed up. Plans ran through her mind—ditch the car and walk out the front door? Being on foot made no sense. Stealing a ride made even less; talk about drawing attention to herself for no reason. It might come to that soon, but the longer she could evade trouble, the better off she knew she was going to be.

Keep it cool. Keep it calm.

Get home. Wait for tonight.

When the elevator arrived, it was empty again. Angel stepped inside and pushed the button for the garage level, B2. The ride stretched into forever as she tapped on her own leg, fingertips against the denim. The Muzak in the background didn’t help, the bland melody at odds with her racing mind. 

The elevator dinged again, and the doors slid open. She’d let herself relax too much on the ride; she expected the elevator doors to open onto the empty concrete garage, cement flooring spilling into endless darkness and rows of parked cars … 

But the garage wasn’t empty.

An even dozen guys with guns were waiting, barrels pointed … right at Angel.

Long breath. Eyes wide. Scanning. 

Surprise registered. Fingers started to move on triggers … 

Angel launched herself low.

Saving grace: they were too slow to be metas.

Angel skidded underneath their barrels with perfect muscle control. She struck the first two members of her half-moon firing squad in the gut, sending them flying up. There was enough separation between their ranks that they didn’t hit the second row yet, just launched into the air at a forty-five degree angle toward the concrete-beamed roof of the parking structure.

Staying low, she swept her feet around in a precise kick. It broke the ankles of the next two guys on contact. The clean snap of bone and joint parting ways was drowned out by their screams, which in turn were lost beneath a chorus of surprised shouts. Nobody was saying anything coherent. She’d moved like a blur, and they had yet to bring a weapon to bear.

She rose to her feet as one of them tried to snap a barrel around at her, but she snapped first and caught it along the side, yanking him forward. He was just a little too nervous, a little finger-on-the-trigger-happy, and he loosed a burst that Angel controlled, pulling it along the axis that lined his shots up with the members of his team opposite him. Blood spattered, bullets found exposed flesh and tac vests and all sorts of points in between.

Angel didn’t care. Their quick trigger fingers told her everything she needed to know about them. Deadly ambush, not a tickle fest. Message received.

This was a death squad.

Three of them went down before the guy whose gun she grabbed realized what he was doing and quit shooting his own teammates. By that time, the two who she’d struck on her charge collided, leg-first, with three guys in the second rank, crashing down in a failed pyramid of the sort that championship cheerleaders have nightmares about. The two guys whose ankles she’d broken hit the ground, screaming and cursing.

She did the math in her head quickly, like counting tickets in a kitchen. Three down, probably for good, four seriously injured, three more hurt to varying degrees. Out of twelve. Angel whipped out a hand and heard a crunching from the throat of the guy whose gun she’d commandeered. The choking noise he made put another guy in the “disabled” column.

Eleven-ish down. There was only one guy who had come through this unscathed so far, and he was to her right.

It was time to scathe him.

She unleashed a backhand that sent the cartilage in his nose up into his brain. She didn’t stop to confirm the kill. She didn’t care if he was dead, she just needed him to be down for a bit. Before he’d hit the ground, Angel was off like a runner, sprinting for the nearest cover, which was a midsize SUV at the start of the row opposite the elevator.

The crack and spang of metal and glass echoed as bullets peppered the ground around her. She dashed, zig-zagging as they sprayed, bullets dislodging shards of concrete and asphalt wherever they hit. She dodged just behind the bumper as the guys unleashed another round and the SUV soaked up a dozen or so bullets right to the hood. The engine block absorbed them, but she was already moving on, darting between rows of cars, listening to the gunshots echo and the bullets clang against metal and concrete.

Her Honda waited, but she went the opposite direction. Predictable was a bad move in the middle of an ambush. She’d learned that a long time ago, when she’d left the restaurant business behind and first started down this road of action and adventure. Breaking to the right, Angel hooked into the next row of parked cars, scanning for a good target.

Experience had taught her that modern cars were a pain in the ass to hotwire if you didn’t have the right tools. Plus you had to deal with the alarm. None of these were insurmountable challenges if you were equipped. 

She checked her pockets; all she had was a small screwdriver, and that was only because old habits die hard.

This was a high-end apartment building, though, and if there was one thing that was predictable about a high-end apartment building … it was that rich people loved their toys. She looked around … searching for … 

There. Perfect.

A vintage 1968 Corvette waited in the middle of the next row, a beautiful cherry red convertible. Driving it in Minneapolis in winter would be a sin, but this was summer, and Angel would have driven it through the damned Arctic because this was life or death. 

She sprinted across the aisle between rows, getting to the door as another flurry of bullets found the wall behind her. Running her fingers over the handle as she passed, dodging beneath the shooting, she accidentally yanked it before she could even pull the screwdriver out to start working on the lock. 

It opened. 

She rolled her eyes. Silly rich people in their supposedly secure garages. Tomorrow whoever owned this baby would wake to find out a full-on gunfight had taken place in basically the basement of his home, and his sense of security would be shattered. All the more so because he’d had his car stolen in the process. She didn’t spare a lot of thought for how thick of an idiot you had to be to think that anything, anywhere was safe, ever. But maybe one—because she’d learned a long time ago that safe was an illusion that ended abruptly the first time someone tried to kill you. 

Safe was an illusion.

But some people persisted in the illusion. That kind of moron would probably even leave the keys in the car … she ran a hand up and flipped down the visor on a hunch … 

Sure enough, keys came raining down on her. She caught them before they pegged her in the head.

“Experience is a hell of a teacher,” Angel muttered. Maybe this lesson would get through, because not only did insurance companies not pay for meta incidents, but they also didn’t tend to fork out cash when you left the keys in your car. “Stupid,” she whispered as she started it up.

The engine roared to life and she shifted the sports car into gear, ignoring the thump as the transmission power dropped, flailing against the motor mounts. The driver had backed the car into this space, giving her a fast and convenient exit. Bullets pinged against the back of the vehicle as she slalomed around the corner in fine, drifting style, hitting the exit ramp and accelerating. She clicked the button to open the garage entry to the street.

Shooting out into downtown Minneapolis, she skidded and turned toward Interstate 394. West, she needed to head west, get out of town a little before she even thought about slowing down. Checking her rearview, she saw no one behind her. Whew. Good. Still, she blasted through a couple red lights, narrowly missing a tractor trailer that honked loudly as she squealed tires onto the freeway and lit out for the west.

Her apartment was out for laying low. If this kind of trouble had descended on Miranda, Angel damned well knew she was next. It wasn’t like she hadn’t known this day would come.

And now it had.

She pushed the accelerator harder to the floor, thinking over what she needed to do now. But she’d already done the big one, the one that was vital to her survival and hopefully to finding Miranda.

Now all that was left was to find a quiet place where she could go to sleep tonight, and hope that Reed’s message to Sienna would get through … before it was too late.
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Sienna

 

It took a little effort to try and picture Angel, when it came time to dreamwalk to her. After all, I hadn’t met her before she came riding in with the cavalry to save my ass in Scotland, so it wasn’t as though I had a ton of material to work with. I’d known her name, sure, because I’d been kept up on the developments with the building of the new agency thanks to Miranda, but as for personal dealings?

Nah. I recalled her face as she’d watched me with a lot of the others who were there, but she’d kept her distance after the battle and during the flight back to America. I assumed she was intimidated by my famous awesomeness (kidding. Ish) and I was surrounded by people who knew me a lot better than she did, so breaking through just to talk to me was probably not even worth it. I hadn’t been in much of a talking mood then, anyway.

Trying to focus on that sliver of a memory I did have of her, from her personnel file, from seeing her both on the streets of Rose’s village and in the plane after, I recalled brown hair with traces of lighter highlights that could have been natural or fake. Brown eyes occasionally obscured by glasses she wore for style. She wasn’t much taller than me, if she was even taller at all.

Keeping her in mind as best as I could, I settled back on a pillow and closed my eyes, ignoring the faint noise from the other room. Harry had the TV on, turned down low so as not to disturb me, presumably. We hadn’t had much to say since we’d gotten back to our apartment. It had probably all been said already.

I slipped into the darkness of sleep, and what felt like seconds later I was on my fainting couch in the conjured entertainment area I used for my dreamwalks. “Ahhh,” I said, enjoying the softness of my furniture.

“Huh,” a female voice said, and I turned to see Angel, as summoned, sitting in the armchair where Reed or Zollers usually parked themselves. “So this is what a dreamwalk looks like?”

“Either that, or you’re having a hell of a delusion,” I said, getting up. “Reed said you wanted to talk, so … “ I tried to find a tactful way to say what was on my mind, but my argument with Harry earlier had left me somewhat bereft of patience. “So talk.”

“Well, okay,” Angel said, pretty cool considering she’d asked for this meeting and I’d probably just blown the polite protocol by cutting straight to the chase. “Miranda’s gone.”

I frowned. “Gone … how?”

“I think the Tamaulipas Cartel got to her,” she said. “I went to check out her place and got ambushed by hired guns. Barely made it out without taking a bullet.”

I was still frowning. “Okay, good that you made it out. Bad that guys with guns were involved. Why come to me?”

“I’ll tell you whatever you want to know,” Angel said, sighing, “but we gotta get moving on this Miranda thing. She’s been gone for at least two days. I think she broke and ran on her own, based on what I saw, but … I can’t be sure. She might have been kidnapped at her condo. Or they might have gotten her later.”

“Shit,” I muttered. “Why is this Cartel after her?”

“Long-ish story,” Angel said. “But Cliff’s Notes … she was their lawyer. And stuff.”

“Wow,” I said, “that’s kinda sketchy.”

Angel cocked an eyebrow at me. “You think it’s sketchy that bad guys are after her? How many bad guys have come after you over the years?”

“Exactly my point,” I said with great humor, even though she’d plainly busted me on that one. “I’m a wanted fugitive, so clearly I’m a sketchy person.”

Angel let out a little snort of laughter. “Look … if the Cartel is after her again, Miranda’s in real danger. And she may look tough, especially in a courtroom, but that’s not where these people play. I could use some help. Someone who can take the trouble that’s coming along with this.”

It was my turn to arch an eyebrow. “Ooh, danger. Never been in that before.” It only took me a second to make my decision, of course. “Where do I meet you? And where are we going?”

“Meet me in Minneapolis,” she said. “Can you get there?”

“Yeah, I’ll work it out today,” I said. “I’m in Sioux Falls, South Dakota right now, so … if worst comes to worst, I’ll hop a bus and be there in less than a day.”

She nodded. “That’ll work. If you need a ride, let me know.”

I thought of Harry, of what he’d said about not being able to follow me. I hoped that was some kind of bluster, because if I was going to square off against some cartel, he’d surely stick with me on that.

Right?

“I’ll give you a call,” I said, tapping my head. “Once I know what the plan entails.”

“Another thing,” Angel said, looking me over. “You’re gonna need a better disguise.”

“I don’t look exactly like this right now,” I said, gesturing to myself. I’d gone with a fluorescent wig over my hair at this point, wore glasses in public that changed the shape of my face, but was probably going to have to up my disguise game some if I was going back to Minneapolis, the frigging bear den when it came to Sienna Nealon hunting. In the dreamwalk, I looked like my old self, with brown hair and pale skin and no glasses.

Myself as I remembered me, before all this running had me try and be someone different. And infinitely tired. I felt drained all the time.

“That’s good, because I could pick you out of a crowd at a mile,” Angel said. “So … “ And she went a little tentative. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”

“By hook or by crook,” I said, nodding once. Yeah, my decision was made. I mean, it was a case, and I’m Sienna Nealon, so … 

“By hook or by crook,” Angel repeatedly, softly, as the dreamwalk faded around us. “Sounds about right.”

And then she was gone.
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“Please don’t do this,” Harry said mournfully as I packed my bag. It never took long, packing, at least not these days. My wardrobe was a rotating thing, with a few favorite items that I could change up to work with different disguises, and a wig or two for quick hair color changes, but I still traveled light enough to fit it all into a gym bag, which was now lying, nearly full, upon the bed. “Sienna … please.”

I had my back to him, shoveling my toothbrush, soaps and hair straightener into the smaller bag I kept for toiletries. “Harry … you’ve known me long enough now that I think you realize—”

“That you’re not going to listen,” Harry finished for me. His voice was strained, and when I turned, he was ghostly pale. “I know that. But still … I have to ask … beg, really … please, Sienna. Don’t do this.”

I zipped up my toiletry bag and held it in front of me like a shield. Harry was blocking the door out of our tiny bathroom, but not in a threatening way. “Harry … what are you not telling me?”

He didn’t look away, but his eyes were dull. “I see every possible future, Sienna. There’s a metric ton I’m not telling you at any given moment, because it’s not healthy for anyone to know too much about their future.”

“Explain yourself, then,” I said, and pushed past him without resorting to shoulder checking him or anything of the sort. He moved at the last second, of course.

“I don’t see my own future,” Harry said, following me back into the bedroom.

“Yeah, well, you’re Peeping-Tomming into mine,” I said, tossing the toiletries into my shoulder bag. I came around, heading for the closet to make sure I hadn’t forgotten anything. “Which has been great up until now, since you’ve helped me avoid law enforcement, helped me feel … safe. Now, though, you’ve suddenly gotten really cryptic. And I don’t love a mystery if it’s not of the punch-me-in-the-face variety.”

“I don’t want to … “ Harry looked like he was straining at the very bounds of himself, trying to figure what to say and how to say it. After a minute, he seemed to give up. “This … path you’re on … these choices you’re making … “ He looked up at me, met my eyes. “They’re going to lead you to a very dangerous place, one I’m not sure you’re coming out of. We all have certain … crisis points in our life, things that we flow toward, major events that will come regardless of the thousand small choices we make every day. The choices you’re making now are going to feed you right into a place, into a fate … “ His face showed actual pain, longing given life, and his hand reached for me, like he was fighting against some invisible force holding him back. “Don’t go, Sienna. Don’t do this. Please.”

I looked him right in the eye. “This place I’m going … this inevitable—”

“It’s not inevitable,” he said, “if you stay here with me.” His eyes were alight with hope for just a second.

Then it faded.

“It’s Revelen, isn’t it?” I asked. “This … is going to lead me to Revelen somehow.”

He closed his eyes. “Yes.”

“And you can’t tell me—”

“Nothing I can say is going to make one damned bit of difference,” Harry said, opening his eyes again. Now he wore a look that matched his age; he seemed tired and jaded, all the fight gone out of him. “I could tell you everything I know, and you know what it’d do? Get you killed. A little knowledge is a dangerous thing.”

I stared him down. “So am I.”

He blinked. “You’re a little knowledge? Or you’re—”

“Dangerous, yes, jeez, Harry, do you even know me?”

“Well, you could have meant that you were a little knowledge. You know a lot of weird things, which is why we don’t play trivia games as anything other than a team.”

“The reason we don’t play trivia games against each other,” I said, “is because you know the answers before the question is asked, you dink.”

This prompted a ghost of a smile that faded just as quickly as it had appeared. “Seriously.”

I finished checking the closet. I was done. “Seriously … “ I turned around on him. “You know the probabilities, Harry. Is there anything you can say that’s going to sway me here?”

He looked like he wanted to say something, but bit it back. “Only one thing.”

“And what’s that?”

He seemed to undergo a long struggle, and then, once it ended, regret bloomed, faintly, on Harry’s face. “It doesn’t matter.”

I looked at him, he looked at me. He wasn’t the only one feeling the regret, but … 

“You know how you got mad at me when I told you I saw Scotland coming and didn’t warn you?” Harry asked, as I started to move toward the bathroom. “This is what would have happened if I’d warned you.”

My entire body was tense, ears perked up, and I just stood there. “Yeah,” I finally said.

“You may think of it as inescapable fate that these things keep happening to you, Sienna,” he said, “but it’s not. There’s no fate; there’s only choices and consequences. And you keep making the choices that lead you into the belly of God knows how many beasts. Then you complain that you end up partially digested—”

“This is just such a lovely metaphor.”

“—but that’s the consequences of your choice. You charge into the fire and get mad when you get burned.”

“Well, I used to be able to handle fire a lot better than I can presently—”

“But you’re the one who chooses to go in. Nobody else chooses it for you. You do it. Even when you know you’re going to get burned.”

“Yep,” I said, feeling a burning in my heart and in my throat. “I do.” I did not look back at him. “And like you said … this time, again … my choice is already made, so … “

“I’ll leave you to it,” Harry said, and I heard him squat down next to the bed and drag something out. I turned enough to see him holding a canvas duffel in his arms. He tossed it on the bed next to mine. “I got these for you because … this is all I have left to give you. I … “ He started to say something else, but shook his head. “I’m going out for a while, and when I get back, I know you’ll be gone.” He seemed to jerk into motion toward me, then stopped himself and altered his course toward the door. When he reached it, he only lingered a minute before pulling it open. “Goodbye, Sienna,” he said, and left, shutting it behind him.

I stood there, like a statue, until his footsteps had faded away from the apartment door. Then I let out a long breath and closed my eyes. “Another catastrophe,” I said, just trying to keep it together. “Big surprise.” And I walked into the bathroom to make my last sweep before I left, still trying to hold it together.


 

 

 

7.

 

 

I walked to the nearest bus station, which, I hadn’t realized, was only a couple blocks away from the apartment that Harry had rented for us when we got to town. I’d always left him to make those arrangements because as a well-known fugitive, limiting my contact with people seemed wise. And so Harry had chosen a place with convenient access to a bus station, as though he’d known, inevitably, I’d need to walk there some day.

Now that day had come.

It was summer, but not too hot yet. The sun beat down on me as I bought my ticket, the clerk giving me a wary look as we transacted our business. Harry’s gift had been a good one; temporary tattoos for my face and arms, wigs that matched them, some clothes that better fit my new disguise, and some other … stuff.

I stepped onto the bus to Minneapolis a little before nine in the morning, my newly repacked duffel bag slung on my shoulder, a little heavier because it was the one Harry had given me with my smaller bag stuck inside. He’d picked it out perfectly; it had just enough room for my own bag along with his own contributions to my well-being and safety, and I felt another trace of regret as I put it above my seat, which was in the middle of the bus, the entire row unoccupied.

The air pressure hiss of the door closing was like a signal that this chapter of my life—this calm, Harry-filled, pleasant chapter—had concluded, and the bus rolled out of Sioux Falls and into the day, heading east on Interstate 90 toward Albert Lea, Minnesota.

The landscape east of Sioux Falls was green prairie; not quite the rolling fields of home, but it slowly gave way to green farms, until we were safely beyond the Minnesota state line and ensconced in endless, verdant fields of corn and soybeans. 

We rumbled back onto the interstate after a brief stop in Worthington, Minnesota, flat ground stretching forever in front of us, and I took a little nap somewhere around Blue Earth, drifting off for a few minutes with Angel in mind. It didn’t last long, just long enough to catch her, luckily, and tell her I’d be in Minneapolis in the next few hours.

“I’ll be waiting,” she said with a curt nod.

I woke up when the bus’s air brakes hissed to a stop. The seats had filled over the last few stops. Now there was a couple sitting across from me. Turning my head as the driver opened the door, I realized that there were not all that many unoccupied seats left. Apparently people had been avoiding the girl with the hot pink hair, at least up until now, but as I watched about fifteen people getting onto the bus, I had a feeling my number was just about up.

That theory was born out a minute later when an indecisive lady in her late thirties made her way down the aisle. She had long blond hair that was pulled back in a mom bun, and a flannel shirt with long sleeves rolled up. She had on jeans, and you could tell they were probably a size small, a little ragged, and her tank top was exposed beneath the partially buttoned shirt. Dark bags hung under her eyes, and she shifted her gaze left and right as she scanned the rows, finally settling on me as she stopped just next to the empty seat on the aisle beside me.

“Is this seat taken?” she asked. She sounded as weary as she looked.

What the hell was I supposed to say to that? “No, it’s totally free, but fuck off anyway”? Which I didn’t say, even though I wished she’d picked any other seat.

Instead, I said just shook my head no, and she took the small shoulder bag off her back and slung it up into the bin space above our seat and slipped in next to me, smiling tightly as she sat down and settled in. A half dozen more people passed us by, and I realized that if she hadn’t taken this seat, someone else surely would have. The bus was getting pretty full.

We pulled out a few minutes later, without a word exchanged between us. There was a decent hum of conversation over the thrum of the air conditioner, which gave the interior of the bus a pleasant chill to offset the summer heat of Southern Minnesota. Back on I-90 a few minutes later, my seatmate finally broke her silence.

“This is such a long drive,” she said, almost whispering it to herself.

“Tell me about it,” I said, before I’d given it much thought. Because if I had given it any thought, I’d have realized a) Why the hell are you starting a conversation with a stranger? and b) She’d been speaking to herself so low that no normal human should have been able to hear her, especially given the noise of the bus.

She whipped her head around at me in surprise, probably because she hadn’t meant to be overheard. Blinking that surprise away, instead her manners compelled her to respond. “Yeah, it’s, uh … forever.”

“I agree,” I said, now realizing my errors, but kinda trapped. “That’s how Minneapolis is, though, y’know? Six hours from Chicago, five from Milwaukee, four from Des Moines … it’s like an island by itself in the middle of the north.”

“Yeah,” she said with a nod. She seemed to struggle with whether or not she should say more, but whatever emotions were warring behind her distant gaze apparently found their outlet and broke free. “I’m heading up for a funeral. You?”

My mind whirred along. “Kinda the same,” I lied. But not really, because whenever I got involved in a case, people did tend to die.

“Oh,” she said. “My uncle … “ She looked at the seat back in front of her. “He was one of the few people in our family to leave our little town. He became a college professor up in the Cities.” She smacked her lips together. “He was that guy when I was a kid—you know, favorite uncle, basically. The one who understood me when no one else did.” There were tears lurking behind those eyes. “You ever have someone like that?”

“Uh … “ I searched my memory. When I was a kid, it was me and mom, and that was all. “Sure,” I lied, because why not add another one. “Everybody’s got that one relative that understands them when no one else does.” Another lie, sorta. My mom might have understood me, but she didn’t make much effort to be empathetic about it. Coldly manipulative in order to keep me in bounds, that was more her strategy. It worked; I was still alive. Thus far.

“I can’t believe he’s gone,” she said, and sniffled. She turned to look at me, wearing a faint smile. “I’m so sorry,” she said, dabbing her eye with the sleeve of her flannel shirt. “I’m about to cry at a stranger on a bus.”

“That’s honestly one of the least uncomfortable things you could do to me,” I said. “I mean, you haven’t put the armrest up and invaded my personal space yet, you haven’t fallen asleep drooling on my shoulder. Having a little catharsis in my presence? That’s not too bad as these things go.”

She let out a hiccupy little laugh then sobbed and stuck out her hand at me. “I’m Anna Benson.”

“I’m … Sarah,” I said, shaking hers for just a second before breaking off.

“I love your hair,” she said, looking at the dyed mass on my head. It definitely wasn’t my natural shade. “And your ink … is really cool.”

“Thank you,” I said, remembering I actually had a facial tattoo now. “It … seemed like a good idea at the time.”

“It’s good,” she said, and her eyes flicked away. “I want a new tattoo.” She slid her right sleeve up, and sure enough, there was a pretty decent rendering of a bear there. Then she slid her left sleeve up, and there was a kind of tribal marking. “I’ve got a few others scattered around. Kinda cliché, but—you know, tramp stamp, ankle—I’d have more, but … kids.” She shrugged. “They’re expensive.”

“The tattoos or the kids?” I asked with a half-smile.

“Both,” she said, almost laughing. “But … mostly the kids. I’ve got three.”

“I’d heard kids were expensive,” I said dryly. “One of the main reasons I haven’t had any yet. Also, I’ve never found a guy I’ve spent enough time with to consider it.”

She looked at me, like she was thinking something over. “Did you, uh … leave someone behind here recently?”

I nodded slowly and did a little sniffle of my own. “I did.”

“You’ve kinda got the look. Of a breakup, you know.” Anna shifted to an immediate concern-face, her own sadness drying up as she had mine to contemplate. “Is it for good or …?”

“For good, yeah, I think,” I said, trying not to sniffle. “We just … hit a point of no return, I guess. I’m who I am, and he … said he couldn’t … “ I didn’t really know how to finish that, so I just shrugged and looked at my hands in my lap.

“That sucks,” she said. “I’ve been with my husband for … fifteen years now? God,” her eyes rolled up as she thought about it. “Has it been that long? Wow.” She rubbed her nose and sniffled, her flannel sleeves now hanging down so I could see her tattoos. They really were impressive work. “It went so fast.”

“Yeah, time years flies like that,” I said. “I mean, ten years ago, I was … “ Locked in mother’s house. Still a kid. Ignorant of the world.

“It’s kinda sad,” Anna said, lowering her voice conspiratorially, “but going to this funeral? It feels like a vacation after all these years of raising kids and being mom and—I don’t think I’ve gone anywhere without them. And I’m always sleeping in one of their beds, or getting woken up in the middle of the night to come fill up someone’s water cup or clean up someone’s vomit or pee—”

“You’re not exactly selling me on motherhood, here.”

She brushed my arm, eyes going wide. “No, it’s good! Really! There’s so much to love about parenting. It’s just … “ She collapsed into giggles. “I haven’t had a full night’s sleep in a decade. I’m going to a funeral for my favorite uncle, and I might actually catch up on sleep.”

I couldn’t help but smile. And casually remove my arm from beneath her fingers, before my powers could go to work on stealing her soul. I scratched myself nonchalantly in an effort to make it look like I wasn’t trying to escape her grasp. “Difficult but worth it, that’s what you’re saying?”

“Yeah,” Anna said, letting out a little breath. “That’s what I’m saying. It’s just … you know, three kids, little sleep … it gets tiring after a while.”

“What does?” I asked.

“Life,” Anna said soberly. “You know what I mean? Life wears you down. That’s the problem with the daily grind—you get ground up.”

Anna grew quiet, and I tried to put that in the context of my life. I didn’t really have a daily grind, and hadn’t for a while. Every day was waking up, trying to find things to do to fill my days while I waited for Harry to say we needed to move on again, or to ask him if we could go to the grocery store—a lot of times we couldn’t, because we risked my being seen.

When I’d started out on the run with him as my partner in crime in January, we’d gone out and done things. He’d had to curb me from more than a few activities because he could always see when I was going to get recognized, but … 

Things had gotten worse in the last few months. More gentle shakes of his head letting me know that if I went out, I’d get caught.

That had worn on me, like what Anna was talking about. It wasn’t a daily routine; it was a soul-killing experience, trying to figure out things you could do to escape the apartment without getting reported to the cops and bringing down the heat.

I’d lived my whole life up to almost age eighteen in solitary seclusion in my mother’s house. Now I was on the run from the law, and hell if I hadn’t gotten myself into a similar situation. Just about every day I now had to remain inside, staring out, only my boyfriend and a parade of dreamwalk guests for company as I hid from the law.

“It really does grind you down,” I said absently, and Anna nodded. She, too, had been lost in her own thoughts for a while, and we both went quiet for another spell.

I thought about Harry. He really had been my salvation. How many times had he saved me from getting caught in the last few months? If I’d followed my instincts and let my stir-craziness drive me? I’d have had to move around a dozen times just to feel … safe.

Harry had made me feel safe. Confined, but safe.

Now … it was all uncertainty, all the time. My throat felt like it was closing up on me, and I gripped the hand rest on the window side, trying not to tip Anna to the fact that I was suddenly feeling the regret for the choice I’d made.

We passed through Owatonna and made the turn north. Anna stayed silent, staring straight ahead, lost in thought. Part of me wanted to say something, but I kept thinking of Harry, and she must have had her own thoughts to keep her occupied, because she just sat there and stared off into space, a hand brushing right below her collarbone, like she was stroking an imaginary necklace.

We were a little outside of the cities, passing through Apple Valley, when she sniffled and leaned over close to me. “I’m not sure how to say this,” she was whispering, “but you don’t look like a Sarah.”

I frowned. That was a funny thing to say. “Oh?”

“I know why you’re tired … Sienna.” 

I pulled away from her, panic crashing through my veins as my brain instantly formed a plan: crash through the window of the bus, roll out onto the highway, start running—

Anna touched my hand, just for a second, and it was pure reassurance. She was looking me right in the eye, and I returned the favor. She held up her hands, then leaned in closer to whisper again. “I’m not … going to turn you in or anything.”

“Thanks,” I said, not really sure what else to say.

“Coming back to Minneapolis is a really bad idea, though,” she said, and looked up at me. “People are going to recognize you here. I did, and I mean … I’m halfway out of it thinking about my uncle.”

Shit. “I know, but … I had to come,” I said, swallowing heavily. She cocked her head in curiosity. “A friend of mine … they’re in trouble.”

She nodded slowly. “That’s … noble, helping a friend. Seems like you help a lot of people.”

I almost laughed. “You have no idea.” How long had I been on the run? A year and a half? And how many times had I had to pony up and get involved in saving other people or the world, even while a fugitive?

A frigging ton. 

“You’ve done a lot of good for a lot of people, it seems like to me,” Anna said. “I’m not going to tell anyone on you, but …” She looked at my face. “I don’t think that disguise is going to work long.”

“None of them do,” I said, letting out a slow breath.

“You should go back to hiding,” she said.

“I can’t,” I said. “I mean, I will once this is over with but … I can’t right now. Someone needs my help.” Miranda and Angel needed me. And I needed … 

If I was being honest … I needed to help them, because doing this thing? This thing I did, helping people, fighting evil?

It was the only thing that kept me from feeling like I really was back in solitary confinement in my mother’s house.

“There’s Minneapolis,” Anna said, and I squirmed to look between the seats and forward, through the front windshield.

Sure enough, there it was, towers gleaming in the summer sun. I hadn’t seen it for four or five months, since I’d driven downtown on a winter day and tried to kick the Terminator’s meta ass all over 6th Avenue and Nicollet Mall. It looked the same as ever, but that feeling I usually got, that warm … kind of pleasant one … the one that told me I was … 

Home?

That was strangely missing, replaced by a drawn tension. Every muscle in my body was taut, sitting there next to Anna, who’d gone quiet again, contemplating … death, life, her uncle … sleep, maybe? It could have been any one of a million things, but I didn’t want to bother her.

My fear, though, was that it was not any of those things that was commanding her thoughts.

My fear was … after months of having Harry to watch my back … 

Was that now I was exposed. Now I had no certainty about when another Anna would recognize me, would realize that Sienna Nealon was HEY, RIGHT THERE! And that the next person might not share her compunction. That they’d call the cops, and I’d been up to my neck in shit again, having to run.

This was the new normal, I realized, a cold, clammy feeling taking hold of my stomach. The new old normal, the post-Scotland, post-Harry new normal, without my powers or my clairvoyant boyfriend to help keep me out of trouble.

And sitting on that bus, rolling toward Minneapolis, I didn’t feel the warmth of heading home. 

I only felt sick at what my life had become.
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I kept my head down when I got off the bus, saying only a quick goodbye to Anna, who met an older lady and walked off from the bus depot, the cloud that had fallen over her face telling me she’d returned to reality, mental vacation—if she ever actually took one—left behind on the bus. I doubted she’d be squealing on me, but the possibility was ever-present, and so I was on my guard as I walked past endless buses and out into the parking lot, half expecting to hear a siren at any time.

It didn’t come.

Angel was waiting next to an old Corvette, leaning against it as I walked up to her with my big bag of disguises and stuff on my shoulder. Wordlessly, she popped the trunk, and I tossed my stuff in, and we got in the car without exchanging a syllable.

As I sank into the seat, she fired it up and backed out with precision. I watched her do it; she was pretty expert. I remembered vaguely from the dossier on her that Miranda had originally forwarded me after Angel’s hiring, that her powers were of the Reflex-type. Perfect muscle control, which meant she could fight like a fiend, shoot like a master, throw blades perfectly on target, and also drive like an expert.

I was seeing that now as the Corvette came smoothly out of the parking space and then she shifted into drive and blew out of the bus depot parking lot like other people and cars were a mere inconvenience not to be worried about. 

I did find cause to worry, though, especially when she missed clipping an incoming bus by about ten inches, prompting the driver to lay on the horn.

“You’re not going to save Miranda by getting us killed,” I said, tensing in my seat.

She blew air between her lips dismissively. “If we die, it’s not going to be in a car wreck. Trust me on that.”

“Good,” I said, “because I’ve seen Thelma and Louise, and it was never among my life goals.”

She didn’t quite laugh at that, but it did produce a smirk. 

“Where do we start?” I asked.

“Good question,” she said, one hand on the wheel. She looked over at me. “Any ideas?”

“I have lots of ideas. Most of them revolve around starting a short-order burger joint that serves mayo on their fries, because honestly—ketchup is ass.”

Angel’s face allowed the trace of a smile to curl the corner of her mouth as she downshifted, the light ahead of us going red. “I meant about—”

But before she could start with anything, the Corvette thumped as someone hit us from behind. Not very hard, thankfully, but it was a nice little fender bender, and a shudder ran through the car as we bumped forward.

“Damn,” Angel said, still gripping the wheel. “Talk about bad timing.” She threw open the car door.

“Just be glad we weren’t driving something more modern,” I said, hands planted on the dashboard. “That would have set off the airbags for sure.” I glanced back. It was a mid-sized SUV that had clipped us, and in the shadow of the headlights I could see a guy getting out on the driver’s side. I peered at his shadow, and it hit me with a sense of foreboding. “Maybe … we should just go.”

“The last thing we need right now,” she said, meta-low to where only I could hear it, “is to get the cops called on us for a drive-off. I’m already in a stolen vehicle and haven’t had a chance to swap out yet, so let’s just keep things mellow while I exchange insurance with this guy, and we’ll be off.” She stood just outside the door, looking at the back of the car. “Besides, this doesn’t look too b—”

She didn’t even finish before a blast of red energy shredded through the car between us, sending sparks and heat past me as it cleaved the vehicle in half. I had my door open and was bailing in a hot second, and when I rolled to my feet, I noticed a second figure—this one feminine and slender and with long hair—had stepped out of the SUV behind us. 

The Corvette hung in place for a second, then made a skidding noise as the engine died and it fell apart, weight pressing the tires out as it collapsed into two halves from the energy beam that had neatly sliced through it.

My eyes were drawn to the lady on the passenger side—the source of the energy beam. She was lit by the street lamps above, and her lips were fixed in a cold smile. She wore a heavy brown overcoat even in the summer heat.

“No, no, no,” she said, grinning, her English heavily accented. Between that and her darker complexion, I had a feeling she came from south of the border. There was no joy in her grin; she looked more as if she were baring her teeth.. “Your insurance has been … declined. I am afraid I am going to have to ask you … to pay up.” She stepped forward, into the light of the SUV’s headlamps, and shit, she had some malice behind that smile. “You are going to have to pay … right now.”
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Angel

Four Years Ago

Houston, Texas

 

“Being a lawyer isn’t anything like I expected it was going to be,” Miranda said over the low laughter of the people around the small table. “I mean, I thought I was going to be in court every day, but really, you barely ever go. It’s all paperwork.” Her eyes were lively as she stared across the table at Angel, like she was letting her cousin in some great secret. “Paperwork, paperwork, paperwork. And meetings! God, the meetings. I thought I’d be arguing great cases in front of the Supreme Court, and instead it’s … “ She covered her mouth and yawned. “But, hey, a lot of my graduating class is either unemployed or chasing ambulances, so … “ She shrugged, and looked at the man sitting next to her. “And … every once in a while, you pick up a … fringe benefit.”

“Oh, am I a fringe benefit?” Jorge Sanchez was tall and dark-haired, and if Miranda’s eyes were dancing, Jorge’s were doing the conga. His laughter had been silvery at the last joke, and Angel had had to admit … 

Her cousin didn’t do too bad this time. Jorge was a big improvement over the last few boyfriends she’d stumbled into.

“Now that you’re not a client anymore and I can date you, yes,” Miranda said, leaning in and exchanging a quick kiss with him. Angel averted her eyes, not because it necessarily bothered her, the public display of affection, but it seemed … improper somehow to gawk. Once done, Miranda turned her attention back to Angel. “What about you, mi prima? How goes the restaurant business?”

Angel shrugged, looking around the empty restaurant. It was a quiet little cucina in a strip mall in Pinehurst. “We’ve only been open for a few weeks, but … “ Angel tried to keep her smile under control. The financials were a mess, but the work itself? Pure bliss. “I’m hoping it all works out. People are starting to show up. A couple of regulars, even.”

“I can see why,” Jorge said, snatching a tortilla chip out of the bowl at the center of the table and scooping it into the seven-layer dip Angel had made just for them. The restaurant was empty; it had closed hours ago, giving her a little time to prepare something just for Jorge and Miranda. “This is absolutely fabulous.”

“So, Jorge,” Angel said, trying to remember to do the things a careful host would before she nipped back into the kitchen to work on the dessert course. Which would be easy, actually, because she bought the tres leches cake she served from a local shop and could deep fry ice cream quickly if that was more the direction Miranda and Jorge decided to go. “What business are you in again?”

“Ewww, boring business talk,” Jorge said, eyes still animated. “Sorry, I’m in a very unexciting field—sewage engineering. My company buys and helps install modern sewage and drainage systems all through Latin America.” He shrugged expansively. “It’s terribly uninteresting, I assure you, but—it pays the bills.” And here he smiled again. “And it lets me travel, so I can’t complain too much about that.”

“So business is good, then?” Angel asked.

“As good as these chimichangas you’ve made here,” Jorge said, cutting off another little bite of his meal and chewing it slowly. “Which is to say—business is excellent.” And he grinned.

Miranda had that glow about her, and not just from the couple margaritas, either. “He had me draw up his LLC paperwork for a couple of expansion businesses.”

“Hey, attorney-client privilege,” Jorge said, faux-offended, then broke back into a grin. They kissed again, and Angel felt a little uncomfortable. They really were in the honeymoon phase, weren’t they?

“That’s good,” Angel said. “I bet the margins there are better than in the restaurant business—”

“Whoa,” Jorge said, getting to his feet, smile wiped off his face in an instant, “Angel!” And he pointed toward the pass to the kitchen.

Angel stood and turned to look back to the kitchen.

And froze.

A fire was rising up, the stove still running where—damn!—she must have left it going without realizing it. Angel wanted to move forward, her brain shouted ten solutions to the problem she was watching—Go! Run! Get the extinguisher under the sink! Put it out!

None of them translated into action, though. She was transfixed, her body frozen as she stood there, watching the flames pulsate through the window of the pass.

“Where’s the extinguisher?” Miranda’s hand found her shoulder, shaking her. “Where?”

“Under the—sink!” Angel shouted, as Miranda ran past her, Jorge in her wake. They made it into the kitchen while Angel stood, stuck in place as though she’d been glued. 

“Got it!” Miranda pulled the extinguisher. The sound of it hissing as she sprayed it and doused the rising flames made its way through the pass and back to Angel, still stuck in place.

“Let me get the gas.” Jorge pushed in front of her, and the click of the cooktop knob clicking off was loud, like a hammer driving a nail of guilt into her skull.

How could I have been so stupid as to forget to shut off the cooktop? Angel wondered.

“It’s okay,” Miranda said, coming out of the swinging doors to the kitchen, Jorge trailing behind her. “I left the extinguisher on the counter. Might want to get it recharged.”

“Thanks,” Angel said, and her legs wobbled. She sat down on her chair heavily.

“You didn’t even … walk toward the kitchen,” Jorge said as he made his way back with Miranda, threading their way through the carved chairs that surrounded the tables. His tone was quiet awe. “You just … stood there.” She couldn’t tell whether he was evincing pity or just surprise.

“I … I get … “ Angel started.

“She gets nervous,” Miranda said, running a hand down Jorge’s arm, smoothing the ruffles in his suit jacket. That was probably the politest way Miranda could have put it, but it still caused Angel’s face to burn. “It’s normal.” That didn’t help.

“Oh. Sorry,” Jorge said, as though he had to apologize for noticing that she’d just failed to do a damned thing.

Angel’s face burned even harder. “I’m … sorry. I … “

“You don’t have to explain, Angel,” Miranda said, softly, waving her off. “I’m just glad we were here to help.”

Angel just lowered her head and caught sight of the plates in front of them. “I’ll clear this and get ready for dessert.” She reached out and swiped her plate and Miranda’s, putting each into the crook of her arms. “Jorge, you ready for some tres leches cake?”

Jorge just stared at her. Behind his quiet façade, she could see the judgment, but he said nothing save for a neutral, “Absolutely,” and she grabbed his plate up and retreated for the kitchen without a further word.

Once she made it inside the swinging doors she dropped the plates by the sink and stopped at the cook top. Thick, black carbon scoring was all over the metal blades that covered the eye, and a hint of soot dusted the vent fan hood above it. 

If Miranda and Jorge hadn’t seen the fire … Angel’s dream might have burned right here, tonight, while she stood there, frozen, unable to do a damned thing about it.

Angel just stood there, again, frozen; it was a persistent thing, being stuck in place, unable to react at all, let alone quickly. She hit herself with a quiet cavalcade of mental curses. 

At least it was all over now, Angel thought as she felt her legs unfreeze once more. Which was good because … she had dessert to get ready. Pasting a smile on her face that she did not remotely feel, she moved toward the commercial refrigerator in the back of the restaurant, not even trying to restrain the angrier part of her mind from flaying the rest of her for yet another failure.
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Sienna

Now

 

Exploding Corvettes, ruby red eyebeams slicing across the sky, a peaceful summer night rent asunder by all hell ringing out in the once-calm eve.

Welcome home, Sienna Nealon. Nobody loves me like you do, MSP.

I was at an intersection in Minneapolis, one of the older sections of the city. There was a squat gas station with a bright yellow awning over the gas pumps just behind me. A small, old strip mall with an insurance agency and some other frontage stood across the street from that. Beside me, the Corvette had sprung into flames, smoke already obscuring my vision. No cover nearby save for burning car fragments.

“Well, shit,” I said, expressing what I’m sure was becoming a common sentiment in my life. I swear I’m always getting attacked by people for no apparent reason.

Angel rolled, lightning fast, over the wreck of the Corvette, so quickly that the flames dancing up out of the middle of the vehicle, where the engine had caught, barely touched her. “Let’s move,” she said, and damn, she was moving like the frigging wind, my upper arm clutched in a clawlike hand. It was all I could do to keep up with her as she sprinted for the gas station and, presumably, actual cover.

That ruby red eyebeam came screaming after us, and Angel hurled me bodily forward. I hit the ground in an aikido roll, leaping up in a metahuman hop that sent me up to the immense awning that covered the gas pumps. Angel gawked at me as I landed on top of it and spun, looking down at her.

“What are you doing up there?” she asked, like I’d made a jumbo mistake.

I didn’t want to spell it out for her, but looking for cover from an energy beam among gas pumps was like seeking death by fiery explosion. “Get off the ground!” I shouted, trying to convey my meaning without giving our enemy a great idea about how to swiftly turn us into extra crispy corpses.

With a glance back over her shoulder, she leapt up to join me. Her form was crisp and perfect, her reflex-type power of great aid in making her leap a lot prettier than my rolling springboard maneuver. But hey, we both got up here, and since there were no Olympic judges to mark me a five and her a ten, I just called it good.

“Let’s move,” she said, and we both sprinted toward the other end of the awning. She’d had the same idea I had, apparently—go for the roof of the gas station and then put as many buildings as possible between us and our two pursuers.

Unfortunately, it appeared that the lady with the laser eyes had different plans.

The blaze of red energy cut through the awning supports below us with a sound like a chainsaw ripping through metal. I didn’t even have to see anything more than the red flashes against the gas station’s glowing orange lights to know what she’d done. 

“Ohhh, f—” I started to say as the awning tipped backward. I had a feeling Laser Eyes had taken a knee in order to slice those supports just the way she wanted us to fall. Namely, back toward her and her silent amigo.

Angel grabbed me again by the upper arm and sprinted up the tilting awning. She reached the edge just as it went fully vertical, hauling me along for the ride. I hung, suspended as she leapt, using the foot or so of what had been horizontal surface where the gas station logo and sign had been hanging a few sweet moments earlier. She propelled us into a mighty leap just as the awning crashed to the ground with an almighty thunder, and then, blessedly, we were under its cover.

For about a second.

We came to a crash landing that we both rolled out of, Angel letting go of me just before impact. I caught most of it on my shoulder, rolling across my back and then thumping to a halt because there was a damned curb that surrounded the gas station, and it halted my momentum cold. Didn’t feel too great, either, my right butt cheek and kidney taking the brunt of the impact on a six-inch rise of concrete. I sprawled, my legs and backside thumping over the curb while my back and shoulders and head all remained on the asphalt below. It left me laid out with the curb jutting into the small of my back, grunting in pain because it was a nice, sharpish edge across the middle plane of my body.

And then the laser flashed overhead like a ruby spear of light, slicing its way into the gas station, and I was suddenly glad I hadn’t leapt back to my feet, fresh as a daisy. Cuz that sucker would have caught me in the head.

“Move move move!” Angel said, yanking me by the arm again. Apparently she’d had a softer landing, because she was hunched over, dragging me toward the side of the building.

“I’m not stopping to take a nap,” I said, a little crotchety from my painful landing. I threw off her arm and rolled backward, getting to a squat and then hurrying around the side of the squarish gas station with her. The smell of petrol was pretty heavy in the air, and all I could think after seeing the Corvette’s engine in flames was, Man, I hope Laser Eyes doesn’t target a gas pump. Cuz that’d really turn this homecoming into a bad night.

The sound of straining metal being hit by something loud and strong and kind of whining echoed behind me, prompting me to give a look. The other guy, Non-Laser Eyes, had done something that blasted that awning, which had been acting as a shield between the gas station and the road, in half. Laser Eyes had probably cut it pretty neatly, but her compadre was standing there, hands extended like he’d thrown some sort of double punch, and the awning was thrown aside, making a nice little path for the two of them to come after us.

There they were, the both of them, and they had us, flush against the wall of the gas station. I could almost feel the heat as Laser Eyes warmed up her power, sweet smile visible as she looked at us through the now-parted awning. We were easy targets, sitting ducks, without an inch of cover in sight—just waiting to be blasted into oblivion.
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“Trouble on our six,” I said to Angel, surprisingly calm considering we were about to be vaporized into free-floating atoms by the lady with the wicked smile and wicked-er laser eyes. We were square in the middle of a no man’s land, walls of brick and wide windows outlining us against the side of the gas station, while our foes—one of whom had fantastic distance vision and laser eyeballs with which to shoot us dead—were warming up to dust us off.

Angel, apparently, had a plan, though. And my hand. I had no plan, and so I didn’t exactly fight it when she dragged me by the arm, again, leaping both our asses through the six-foot plate glass window into the gas station.

It hurt. A lot.

“Why is it always glass?” I asked, coming to after a moment of hard landing followed by pleasant blackout, my skin shredded in a half dozen places with shards of window stuck in me like porcupine quills.

“It was that or being exposed as a target for la jefa,” Angel said, brushing shards of glass out of her own skin, eyes barely twitching as she did so. There was no way to bend your body that would have prevented us from taking some pain during that leap, but Angel was one tough lady to just brush it off like that.

I mimicked her action, because standing still was only going to get us dead in a hurry. I was back on my feet a moment later, but bleeding rather heavily—just like she was. “Okay,” I said, feeling just a touch lightheaded from blood loss. “What now?” I might have had a plan of my own, but since she was leading and I’d just suffered an itty-bitty blackout, I figured I’d hear what she had to say while I caught my breath.

“Come on,” she said, and dragged me again without any regard for the ouchie I had on my upper arm, which was clearly her favorite grabbing place.

“I can walk by myself, you know!” Actually, that was questionable. I was feeling a little lightheaded. But, still, I’m Sienna freaking Nealon, and I’ve got my pride.

She dodged around the counter, where a dumbstruck employee was huddling next to a display of candies. She grabbed him, too, a dark-skinned, thin, rakish fellow with a tiny bit of mustache on his upper lip and dragged him along for the ride as she pulled us through the aisle.

Something hit the wall behind the counter where we’d been huddling a moment earlier, another screeching noise, and then came a rumbling as bricks fell and shelves and shit overturned. I tossed a glance back and saw the overhead cigarette pack holders that hung above the counter come crashing down along with half the wall.

Mr. Non-Laser Eyes had just busted into the station. Legitimately busted the place down.

“Do they not have doors where you come from?” I muttered, knowing that there was no way they could hear me over the sound of the wall coming down. Angel was dragging me and the clerk through the small aisle of automotive goods, and I reached out and grabbed a bottle of motor oil, just because.

“He probably comes from Tamaulipas, so … some doors, yes,” Angel answered, who was taking me literally for some reason. Maybe because her mind was elsewhere, focused on escape.

I looked at the guy she had in her death grip, his eyes wide as a bowl of soup. “What’s your name?” I asked.

“Abdi,” he said, nearly breathless, as Angel yanked us into a back hallway in the small station, past the bathrooms and through a door that was marked EMPLOYEES ONLY. She ripped right through now, pulling us both along for the ride insanely fast. 

I sniffed; Abdi had a scent about him, stale cigarette smoke. “Can I have your lighter?” I asked. I’d come to the basics of a plan a little bit ago, but it had been very gut-level and I’d only gotten to the essentials after I grabbed the motor oil. A lighter, too, was an essential.

“Okay,” Abdi said as Angel came to a halt, looking around. There was an exit to the side, and before Abdi or I could get our feet beneath us, she plunged through, practically busting out the back exit and into a concrete pull-around that ended in a fence that backed onto someone’s yard beyond. I could see a maple tree hanging over the pine boards, stretching up into the sky above. A very old car was parked here, partially blocking the lane around the gas station.

Abdi handed me his lighter with a shaking hand after fumbling in a couple pockets for it first. Angel had paused, watching our exchange with a suspicious look. “Seriously?” she asked me, sounding like … well, me. Or maybe Kat. She’d lost her glasses somewhere in the diving and jumping and broken glass, but I’d been too distracted by the drizzles of blood that ran down her face to notice until now.

I took a shredded section of my once pristine shirt and pulled it off in my hand. “If you have any other ideas, I’m open to suggestions. This is the plan I’ve got.”

Angel just thought about it for a second and shrugged. “No, do it. Maybe this will give us cover to get out of here.”

“Okay,” I said, stuffing the makeshift rag in the top of the oil bottle as I discarded the cap. Then I lit the tip of the shredded, slightly bloodstained part of my shirt. “Fire in the hole.”

And I chucked it over the building.

“You know oil doesn’t really blow up like a bomb, right?” Angel asked as my makeshift molotov went sailing over the squat, small gas station building. “It’s not super combustible like—”

A thump issued from beyond the station, the sound of the plastic bottle hitting the ground, then … 

Silence.

“I don’t need the oil to ‘blow up,’ okay?” I said. “Laser Eyes and Non-Laser Eyes—”

“Those are not their names.”

“Well, they weren’t wearing nametags and I’m not psychic, and it doesn’t matter. See, when Non-Laser-Eyes pushed that awning, he busted open the pumps—”

“His name is Miguel Cerreros, and his power is sonic blasts from his hands.”

“Good to know, but kinda irrelevant at the moment. So, the pumps are busted open, which means gas—”

A WHUMP! ten times as loud as a gunshot rang out, the building between us and the explosion the only thing saving us from taking the brunt of the blast. Angel grabbed me and Abdi by the arms and hauled us to the ground as all the leaking gas that had been puddling out front went up in an explosion that lit the night. A mushroom cloud of fiery orange blossomed into the sky above us, and a wave of heat washed over me like I was sitting next to a bonfire up at the cabin, roasting marshmallows. Which would have totally been a better thing to do on a Minnesota summer night than what I was actually doing.

“Abdi,” I said as I got to my feet, “get the hell out of here.” I didn’t have to tell him twice; he bolted for the car parked only a few feet away, scrambling for keys in his pocket and unlocking it, starting it and throwing it into gear a moment later, damned near running us both over on the way out. A piece of flaming debris was sitting on his roof; it fell off as he peeled out and laid down five feet of rubber on the concrete.

“We need to move,” Angel said, watching Abdi floor it toward the end of the parking lot. 

“I need to get my stuff out of the Corvette first,” I said, heading for the side of the building, circling toward the flames that were now flickering in the night, casting the sky in a potent orange.

Angel followed behind me as we ducked for cover along the side wall. I heard something moving from inside the station, and we both hurried to the side, hiding behind the edge of the station.

Loud voices speaking Spanish hit open air just as Abdi was sliding onto the road in an unannounced right-hand turn that had some serious drift to it. If I’d been in the car, I’d have cautioned him to get his tires changed soon, because based on the amount of rubber he was burning, he was heading for a serious blowout. 

Abdi, though, with other things on his mind—like escaping the scene of his workplace exploding thanks to a bunch of crazy ladies with superpowers—zoomed down the street, and a second later, both our pursuers went bolting past, smelling of smoke and shouting furiously into the night.

Angel held up a finger as they ran on, then motioned that we should circle back around the other side of the building. Silently, we did so, as our two banditos ran after Abdi on foot, pretty damned fast. They might actually catch him at some point, too, if not for the fact Abdi was terrified and probably driving sixty miles an hour on surface roads with a speed limit of thirty. I could hear them screaming at him in Spanish.

We eased back along the shadowy rear of the station, past the door where we’d escaped, and then around the corner. We had a clear pass here, the fire ahead, but blocked by the awning, which acted as a shield, and beyond it, the street, where the ruin of the Corvette waited.

I went at a sprint and lifted the half of the car nearest me to find my bag, still whole and undamaged, thought marred by charring along one side. I slung it over my shoulder and listened; sirens were ringing in the distance, of course. The soundtrack of my life.

“We need to get out of here,” Angel said, echoing my exact thoughts.

“Yeah,” I said, motioning her forward. Now that I was looking, I kinda recognized where we were. “Got any ideas about that?”

Angel shook her head. “This isn’t my territory. My only safe house in the city is about twenty miles west of here, way out in the sticks.”

I gave that a thought as I ran, along the street, toward a nearby fence and hopped it with ease. She followed along behind, and now we were under the temporary cover provided by the back yards in this area. Lots of old, mature trees, and shadows. If we could keep it quiet, we could probably traverse backyards without arousing suspicion. “I might know a place we can lay low for a little bit. It’s about … six blocks away? Something like that.”

Her eyes flashed in someone’s back porch light as we cross a pinecone strewn backyard that was way overgrown. “Lead on,” she said, and, bag on my shoulder, I did just that.
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Crawling through overgrown backyards in South Minneapolis in the waning hours of night was not my idea of a grand time. Here I was nonetheless, duffel bag on my back, hopping fences and crossing lawns that varied in neatness from “perfect ten” to “needs a team of gardeners to work from sunup to sundown, plus a tank of weedkiller and maybe a little scourging fire.” At every fence we’d have to look at least two yards ahead for dogs, which was easy when the fences were chain link and much, much harder when they were wood.

I paused at a chain link fence, a full yard over from one of wood planks that extended six feet or so in height, listening. For dogs, for someone sleeping in a hammock—for anything that had the potential to ruin my night.

“Hear anything?” Angel asked, meta-low.

A dog lit off into a series of furious barks ahead. “Yep,” I returned, just as quietly. This was the advantage of being a meta; we probably would have heard the dog breathing before crossing the fence. This, though not quite as desirable an outcome, also worked. We turned to our left, jumping the chain-link fence and passing a dilapidated garage into an alley that demarcated the block.

“Where are we going?” Angel asked, as we jumped into a yard across the alley from the dog, who was going nuts, barking in our direction through the two fences between us.

“About three more blocks this way,” I said, “I think.”

“You think?” The skepticism was obvious in Angel’s voice, though I didn’t bother to turn to see her face, being a little too busy watching the darkened, curtained windows of the house whose yard we were crossing. Any sign of light and we’d need to freeze. Picking our way through the grass was relatively quiet work, but motion tended to draw the eye, and we needed eyes on us like we needed more kicks to the ass.

And given that our current enemy fought with her laser eyes … eyes were definitely bad, especially at the moment.

“It’s not like I usually take shortcuts through the gardens,” I said, keeping my voice in that sweet spot where I couldn’t really be heard. “This isn’t an Edgar Wright movie; I mostly use roads, like a normal person, so this is kinda new to me.”

“Great,” Angel muttered, but she didn’t offer any helpful suggestions for other courses of action, so on we went.

“Who is Laser Eyes and her sidekick? Miguel, I think you called him?” Might as well take advantage of this dog-free yard to get some info, I figured, listening to see if a pup went off in the next yard from our meta-low chatter. They were damned sure the only ones who’d be able to hear us talking like this.

“I’ve read about them,” Angel said tautly. “Miguel is Adoncia’s bodyguard.” She paused. “The meta powers are a new-ish thing for both of them, from what I read—which are intel reports from DEA.” I could almost hear her blush without looking at her. “I, uh … kinda have J.J. pass me a few things under the table to keep apprised. Adoncia is the boss. The big boss of the entire Tamaulipas Cartel.”

I frowned, pausing next to another wooden fence, this one decaying with age and lack of upkeep. “What? Why is a cartel kingpin—queenpin, if that’s a thing—in Minneapolis, chasing after us?”

“I think she’s mostly after Miranda,” Angel said, “but killing us would probably be a nice fringe benefit. And I don’t know why she’s here herself. But in fairness, the Tamaulipas Cartel is relatively small compared to the Gulf or Sinaloa Cartels. Not exactly a huge operation. Or at least it wasn’t.” She shrugged. “Maybe things have changed.”

“With their boss in the field chasing down their targets?” I asked, and leapt over the fence, satisfied there was no dog waiting on the other side. Angel followed a second later, landing quietly in the grass. “Doesn’t seem likely.”

“Adoncia is a hands-on kind of gal,” Angel said as we made our way under trees through another backyard. I was avoiding fallen leaves like mad, trying to avoid producing so much as a crunch in the night. “I’m sure she’s killed people before, but I think it’s usually been in a—you know, torture chamber kind of environment. She had thugs to handle the chase downs and whatever else.”

“If her powers are new,” I said, “then maybe the reason she’s out in the field is because she has the ability to, now.”

“Maybe,” Angel said. “But the thing I wonder—how’d she get the powers?”

I didn’t look back. “Given everything we’ve seen the last few years … that question kind of answers itself, y’know?”

Angel stiffened as we reached the next fence, pausing next to me before we each hopped the chain-link, waist-high barrier. “The Revelen serum,” she said as we came down.

“Exactamundo,” I said, stealing a glance toward the back of the house whose yard we were crossing. This was the end of the block, and ahead was a row of trees where hedges had grown into the fence, blocking our passage forward and our view of much beyond.

“How do you think she got her hands on it, though?” Angel asked as we paused next to the trunk of a large elm. I was scanning ahead, trying to figure out where to go next. I saw a gate to our left, just on the side of the house, and it seemed the most logical egress point to get us out of the yard. Downside? It was facing the street, but since this was the corner, we were heading into a street either way. I couldn’t hear cars coming in either direction, so at least things were relatively calm tonight. 

“I met a guy last year named Caden Sims who’d gotten his hands on a vial,” I said. “My guess is that there’s enough floating around out there at this point that anyone well-connected could get some if they were of a mind to. You guys must have seized tons of it when you busted up the ring last year, after all.” Another thought occurred. “Hell, for all we know, Vlad and his cronies used this Cartel to help set up their distribution network in the US. Why not go to people with experience moving contraband? It’s not like they were operating legally anyhow.”

“You have a point,” Angel said as we paused next to the gate. She listened, as did I, and when we heard nothing from the street on the other side, she nodded that she was going first, and I let her, shading myself next to a tree as she jumped the fence.

A light popped on from the side of the house, and I looked up. I could see it from where I was hunkered in the tree’s shadow; it was a double floodlight with a motion sensor, and Angel had tripped it when she’d landed on the other side.

“Calmly walk toward the sidewalk,” I said, meta-low, “like you didn’t do anything wrong. I’ll meet you over there in a minute.”

I didn’t hear her reply, but I did hear her walk off calmly, feet crunching on the grass, and I moved over to the overgrown fence row. The sound of someone moving in the house made its way faintly to my ears, and I picked up the pace, seeking a small space between two trees where I could hurdle over the fence.

The door at the front of the house opened, loudly in a squeal of hinges and click of locks, and a rough, deep, male voice shouted, “Who’s out there?” He did not sound pleased.

Taking advantage of the fact I was out of sight of the front of that house, I found my exit from the yard, leaping between two trees, and came down a little roughly on a broken patch of sidewalk. 

“Who is that?” The guy shouted from around the corner. “What are you doing?”

“Just out for a walk, man,” Angel said, looking over her shoulder. She was about twenty, thirty feet down the sidewalk from me, in clear view of him. She was looking back, holding up her hands to show she didn’t have anything.

“You liar,” the guy said, “I’m calling the cops.” And he shut his front door.

“Better move,” I said, noting a few faces at windows peering out from the houses across the street. “But calmly until we’re out of sight, cuz there are an awful lot of people watching, and probably wondering what the hell’s going on.”

“I’m wondering what the hell’s going on,” Angel said, joining me as I crossed the street, trying to keep the tree-girded backyard between us and the house of Mr. “I’m Calling the Cops on You For Nothing!”

“It’s pretty simple, really,” I said, shouldering my bag, which was probably not helping us in the realm of staying inconspicuous, given that it was taller than I was. “You’re fleeing from the scene of a crime with an international fugitive. Let the good times roll.”

“Two crime scenes, actually,” Angel said. “I stole that Corvette, after all.”

“Probably pretty tame compared to getting it destroyed by a lady with laser eyes, though. I really was all set to call her ‘Lady Laser Eyes.’ ‘Adoncia’ seems very much a come-down after that.”

“You could call her ‘Adoncia Laser-Eyes,’” Angel said.

“Cool. Let’s do that.” And I hurried down the street until I could no longer see people staring out their windows at us, then crossed into the darkness of another backyard as the wail of sirens grew closer behind us.
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“So … Adoncia Laser-Eyes,” I said. “Why’s she after Miranda?”

We were crossing a hedge onto a familiar street. I could see the sign up ahead for Hamilton Avenue. Five or so backyards before we reached the target, which I knew from experience, would be plenty secluded and a decent spot to lay low for a short while.

“I’m not sure I can explain it to you … “ Angel said, staring at me, eyes slightly wide. “There was an incident … a few years back where she—we—crossed the Tamaulipas Cartel. I’ve assumed they might have carried a grudge because of, uh … stuff … that happened back then.”

“How delightfully vague,” I said, pausing to listen. The moon was high overhead, sweat dripping its way down my body from the June heat of evening. It had been a warm day already. “You going to keep me in the dark or do some ‘splainin’, Lucy?”

Angel snickered, though she didn’t look much relieved. More tense, which was probably understandable given that we were being chased across the city by a lady with laser eyes. “I … I will explain everything. I’m not trying to keep you in the dark, it’s just … “ She shook her head. “It’s a long story. Lots of moving parts to it.” A little reserve cropped up on her face, highlighted by moonlight shining down from above. “Gimme a little time to figure out how to … tell it, because … uh … it’s complicated.”

“I hope you find a way to tell it soon,” I said. “I do like to know the reason why I’m being hunted by random murderous metas. Something to do with being able to explain the cause I’m dying for, you understand.”

Ehh, who was I kidding? I was always throwing myself into danger for strangers, regardless of whether I fully understood why or not. Still, it was nice to be aware of the nutcase reason I was getting myself in trouble up to the neck.

“We caused the cartel a headache or twelve last time we crossed paths,” Angel said, a little reluctantly and not really answering what she and Miranda had done to piss them off. Still, it seemed the best I could expect as we crouched and ran over a nice little patio deck complete with a bricked-in barbecue chimney. This one had a floodlight shining off the back of the house, the beams of which we dodged by hiding behind the chimney for cover for a minute as I kept watch on the windows for curtain movement. When there was none after a short interval, we moved on. Three or so yards to go.

“Way to go, guys,” I said, and when Angel frowned at me: “I cause headaches for assholes everywhere I go, so I always appreciate the efforts of others in that regard. Still … I’m very curious about the specifics of what you did.”

“Yeah, well … “ Angel said. She was clearly struggling with whatever was in her head about this. “I guess it’s hard to understand if you weren’t there.” Her voice sounded a little husky, like she had something stuck in her throat. I tried to chalk it up to—well, the extreme circumstances we were under. Most people didn’t live like a fugitive every day, after all.

Angel was getting a little out of breath, huffing as she paused. Then she executed another perfect leap into the next yard, but hit a fallen leaf when she landed. It made a hearty crunch, and I waited a second before jumping after her. I hit one, too, and sat there cringing, frozen in the darkness as I listened for signs that we’d been heard.

Thirty seconds later, nothing, so we moved on. Two yards to go.

“Like a cat, I’m waiting on that yarn,” I said, leaping a wooden fence. We found ourselves in another secluded back yard, this one backing to a white, single story house that was nicely kept, though the paneling in the back was looking like it needed replacement.

“And like a dog, I’m waiting to see where we end up after this long jaunt,” Angel replied a couple seconds later, still trying to catch her breath.

“Come on, one more leap,” I said, and we hurried across the yard to a high fence that looked a little ratty closer toward the house, the planks shriveled up from fire damage.

I jumped without looking, knowing about where I’d land, and when I hit the ground I was not disappointed. The yard was indeed clear all the way to the back patio, which led up to a burnt, collapsed ruin of a house, wooden timbers sticking up like bones from the earth. The backyard was well-shrouded with overgrown lawn and vegetation, completely encircling the high fence. It was a nice, secluded hiding spot, shielded from the world by the burnt wreck, and the tattered remains of the fence that had hemmed in the backyard from the front, though much of the facings to the street had been removed by the fire department to keep it from going up with the house.

“Oh, wow,” Angel said. “Welcome home, I guess.”

“I’m not expecting much of a party,” I said grimly, looking at the burnt remainder of my childhood home. I let my gaze wander, searching for a triad of trees in the corner of the yard, all of which sprang out in different directions. The tall, old trees sheltered the yard from the stars and sky, and also provided a nice place to hide in case a cop car came rolling by with a spotlight, shining it into the yard now that the fence along the front and sides of the house was mostly gone. “Come over here.” And I led her over to the little triangle of trees, slinging off my bag quietly as I sat, back against one of the pines.

“Surprised you brought us here,” she said, looking around like cops were going to come charging in any second. “Won’t this be the first place they look for you?”

“I don’t think they’re going to be looking for me,” I said, settling back against the trunk and unzipping my bag slowly. There were a couple bottles of water in there. I kept one for myself and tossed the other to Angel, who nodded appreciatively. “Minneapolis experiences the sort of mayhem we just caused all the time, and without Sienna Nealon to blame for it. Given the distinct lack of me-ness to it, no signature, y’know other than wanton destruction and explosions—I’m hoping it takes them a while before they chalk it up to me.”

“Mayhem is kinda your signature,” Angel said, staring at the water bottle in her hand. “And a meta with eye beams cutting up cars and blowing up a gas station? Sounds like even more ‘you’ to me.”

I sighed. “I am so misunderstood. Or maybe just … completely understood, actually.” Taking a long sip of my water, I stared at Angel as she leaned her back against the tree nearest mine. The rustle of branches, of leaves above, provided a nice cover for the distant city noises. We were blocks from 35W, but with my meta hearing I could pick up the noise of the cars passing on the freeway even at this distance.

Angel was quiet for a few minutes. “So … we just going to lay low here for a while? Until the heat’s off?”

I restrained a snarky laugh, but I was pretty sure she picked up the mood from the look on my face. “The heat’s never off for me anymore. It’s 24/7 heat. I’m baking to death.”

She got one of those uncomfortable looks that people put on when you say something to them that they’re not quite prepared to address. If I had to guess, it’s the one that your acquaintances would get if you came up with something in the vein of, “I’ve got cancer.” She clearly didn’t know what to say, finally settling on, “Yeah. I’m sorry about what Harmon did to you.”

“Even Harmon was sorry about what he did to me by the end,” I said, rubbing my head against the rough bark and feeling it against the strands of my hair. “But that’s probably a discussion for … well, never. And only tangentially applicable to what we’re dealing with here.” I let my eyes wander over the burnt ruin of my childhood home. It had been put to the torch the same night I ended up on the run. That had been a rough week.

“You, uh … “ Angel searched for the thing to say, presumably something that’d make me feel better. I wished her luck with that. “I guess it probably gets old after a while, being on the run.”

“Yeah, it got old after about five minutes,” I said. “Now? Almost two years later?” I let out a slow breath, and with it seemed to go all my energy for the fight. “I am so over it. I am sick of running, always running. Probably as sick of it as the FBI is of chasing me.” That thought elicited a smile. “I hear they have a tip center going, and that they get calls every hour of the day. It goes up after a sighting, you know—when I’ve just been seen on the news, like in January when I showed in Minneapolis to fight that Predator guy? They get inundated for a week or so after that and end up chasing down all the leads. Which are mostly shit, or cold, because I’m always frigging gone by the time they show up.”

“Sounds like a thankless job.”

I almost laughed again. “Yeah. I hear they gave it to a guy I hate.” She looked at me, curious. “There was this FBI agent named Li up here who hated me since before we even met. He arrested me back during the war, when I was coming back from London. We had to work together for a while, and, uh … I guess he never dropped the grudge and learned to love me for the adorable minx I am.”

“Oh?” Angel asked. “What’d you do to him?”

“Nothing, really,” I said, “unless Rose took the memory from me. He was college roommates with my first boyfriend, the one Old Man Winter made me—” And I held out my hands, pressing them against an imaginary person and making some kind of agonized zombie face to express my power in creative mime. “He blamed me for Zack’s death. More than Zack did, in fact.”

“It was interesting to me the first time you started talking about dead people that were in your head as though they were still alive.”

“They were alive,” I said. “To me. Up until Rose … “ I went quiet for a minute. It still stung, though not as much as it had before Japan. A measure of peace had come in the wake of watching what happened when you let the pain of the past eat you alive, or maybe just wear your skin like a cloak.

“You’ve led an interesting life,” Angel said.

“More than I remember now,” I said. “So … your tangled tale of past Cartel woe?”

Angel just sort of stared at me. “Oh. Right.” A look of vague discomfort came over her, and she stared at the water bottle again.

“Yeah. That.”

She nodded after a little pause. “Okay. Yes. But … quick question. What do we do after that?”

I looked around my old back yard. We were talking meta-low, and there was no real noise from the neighborhood, other than the occasional, random sound of someone walking by or taking out the trash. It was quiet, strangely peaceful … 

And still tense. Because I was hiding in my old backyard, on the run from the law, and figuring out my next move to both dodge the cops and get back on the case.

“I think we go car shopping next,” I said, “but first … tell me how you clashed with the Cartel … because I think, based on the fact we have two supervillains drawn into this mess now … that whatever happened, it must be kinda important.”
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Reed

 

I was in the middle of watching the movie Brawl on Cell Block 99 with Isabella when the call came in. I recognized the number and groaned internally before answering. Isabella paused the movie, and I stood, pacing away from our comfortable couch so I could take my uncomfortable call. “This is Treston,” I said, my shoes clicking against the tile as I walked into the kitchen. Not so much to keep my conversation private from my girlfriend as to not bombard her with it if it got heated.

And sometimes, with this clown … it got heated.

“Minneapolis police are reporting a metahuman incident in South Minneapolis,” came the restrained voice of Agent Li of the FBI. He always seemed like he was about two seconds from losing it on me, and part of me wondered if that was a function of the fact he didn’t really like me and was stuck working with me on his bosses’ orders, or if he was just like that with everyone.

“Okay,” I said, taking his lead and skipping over pleasantries like, “Hey, how are you doing? Having a good night?” and going right to business. “Do you want me to deploy a team?”

“Not yet,” Li said. “I’ve got a description of the suspects here. Two females, age 20-30, one Latina with brown hair and highlights, one pale with blue hair and facial tattoos. The pale one is apparently around 5’ 4”, 5’ 5”, and spoke to our witness in an incredibly sarcastic manner even as she was fleeing for her life from two people with superpowers chasing her.”

My pulse fluttered a little as I listened to that description. Angel and Sienna, I had a feeling. “Huh,” I said. “New players?”

Li took a second longer to answer, which told me he was probably composing himself. “Sounds more like an old player to me. And the description of the Latina makes me think of your gal Angel.”

“Pretty sure she’d take umbrage to you callin’ her ‘my gal,’” I said, “as would my girlfriend.”

“Uh huh,” Li said, smug as ever. “So you don’t know the blue-haired girl with the tattoos and the attitude problem who acts like a smartass under pressure?”

“No, but she sounds like my kind of person.”

“She tossed an improvised bomb and blew up a gas station. That your kind of person?”

“If she was on the run from superior powered people and thought to do that to save her life and the lives of others? Yeah,” I said. “Sounds like my kind of person.”

“Yeah. Sounds like it to me, too,” and boy did he manage to make that sound like a terrible thing. “If this is her … you know I’m going to get her.”

He was laying his cards out on the table, so I turned over a few myself. “I’m sure that’s what you tell yourself, but I gotta ask—after like two years of having her at number one on the most wanted list and having her juke you at every turn … how do you maintain such blind faith in your own awesomeness? Because—damn, Li, that is some top-notch arrogance you are toting around, and your results just don’t justify it—”

“For a lot of that time she was being hunted by your boy Scott,” Li was starting to lose his restraint now, a steely edge present in his tone, “who I think we both know wasn’t giving us his best effort.”

“Okay, well, assuming you’re right, that’s about six months of it. What have you been doing for the last year since they put you in charge, big man?” Now I was just having fun.

“Watching her trot the globe, just outside my reach. Scotland, the Gulf Coast, Minneapolis, Japan—we’re only a few steps behind her and catching up fast.”

“Yeah, you’re really running,” I said dryly. “I mean, if you’re right, she showed up less than half an hour from your office tonight, and you still didn’t apprehend her. You are so totally on target with this one. Did you know she has a lifespan of like, five thousand years?”

Li’s voice tightened. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“Only a little. You want to hear my theory?” Dead silence. I assumed assent. “See, I think it’s going to go like this—she’s going to evade you for the rest of your life. Not hers, yours. And when you’re dead, and everyone else who’s chasing her is dead, she’s probably just going to stop running at that point and live her life like a normal person. Because why wouldn’t she?”

Li’s teeth sounded like they were grinding across the open line between us. “I’m going to get her.”

“Only if she lets you,” I said. “And from where I’m sitting? Looks like she’ll outrun you forever. Let me know if you need me to send a team for any of these … meta problems … you’re having. I gotta go finish watching my movie.” And I hung up, because politeness was out the window with this tool.

“Was that the FBI?” Isabella asked me as I returned to the living room and lowered myself slowly beside her. My pulse was hammering, and I didn’t trust myself not to accidentally sling my body onto the couch and bust it with my meta-strength-propelled ass.

“Yeah,” I said tautly. “Got a meta incident in Minneapolis we might need to help with.” 

Except I wasn’t going to help. If this dickweed sent me a request, I’d file it right next to the ad circulars that kept being deposited in my mailbox—in the garbage. Hell if I’d have any part in helping the FBI to catch my own sister.

“It sounded a lot more heated than some normal meta capture,” Isabella said, watching me.

I forced a smile. “It’s nothing. Really. Just Li being Li.”

“You sure?” She was still watching me, and I didn’t think she bought it, but she was apparently not in the mood to call me out about it.

“Let’s just watch the movie,” I said, and she started it again, settling back against my side. It was a good flick, but I missed most of the rest of it, caught up in my own thoughts of what kind of trouble must have come her way to possess Angel to link up with my fugitive sister—and then proceed to get into all manner of crap right here in Minneapolis.

Where the FBI was watching for her.
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“Well … that’s interesting,” I said as Angel wrapped up her tale of intrigue. “A couple nice twists that kept me guessing.” I looked around the darkened backyard, our only light creeping over the fence in thin shafts from my former neighbors’ porch lights.

“And the ending?” Angel asked.

That question caused a little bile to rise in the back of my throat, and not just because I hadn’t eaten in hours. “Sounds like a refrain in a song I’ve heard about a million times.”

Angel chose, wisely, not to comment on that. “So … now you know. What next?”

I rose slowly, weariness closing in on me, telling me to sleep, while residual adrenaline from our recent sneak pushed back and kept me wanting to go on. “We need a car, so … that’s probably next priority. Then …” I shrugged, then slung the big bag over my shoulder. I’d changed wigs and clothes while Angel had talked, so now I was neon-green-haired, still sporting the facial tattoos, though I suspected they were aging to the point where I was going to have to wipe them off soon. I’d need to clean my face before they started to smudge too bad, or they’d be less a disguise and more a giant flag arousing suspicion everywhere I went. “I don’t know what then.”

“We need to find Miranda,” Angel said, getting to her feet and dusting off her jeans. Her look was serious and bespoke her concern for her cousin. “Whether she’s laying low on her own or in the hands of those cartel jokers—”

“I agree,” I said, holding up my hands in a posture of submission to her point. “But we’re not going to find her without a car unless she’s lurking very nearby, because I dunno about you, but I’m kinda tired of running. Literally, in this case. That backyard sneak sucked. I want air conditioning and some tunes.”

Angel nodded. “Okay. Where do we get a car?”

I thought that one over. “Probably steal one from the neighborhood, right? I mean, it’s either that or find a car lot, and I’m all about the simplicity in this case.” I shuffled uncomfortably. “I mean, it sucks for whichever of my neighbors it happens to, but …”

Angel broke into a grin. “Remember that guy a few streets back that was going to call the cops?”

I was picking up what she was laying down. “Oh, yeah. The guy who freaked out when you set off his light.”

Angel’s grin did not fade. “He had a nice Mazda parked out on the driveway. Looked well taken care of, not a new model. Easy to jack.”

“I like this plan because it includes nominal revenge on someone who was kinda being a dick,” I said.

“I knew you would,” she said. “You remember how to get back there?”

“Oh, yeah. It’s not far.” I matched her grin. “Let’s go.”
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The Mazda drove pretty smooth. We’d lifted it without any trouble, the only issue being the driveway light that clicked on Angel as she did her work of unlocking the car with a little flat tool she carried. I didn’t ask her why she had a carjacker’s tool and she didn’t offer to tell me, mainly because I was watching from across the street. She picked me up a couple minutes later, after she got the ignition going, and off we went, not a sign of Mr. I’m Calling the Cops as we drove off.

“Where to?” she asked as we approached the 35W interchange. North would take us to Minneapolis. South would bring us down to Bloomington, the largest suburb in the metro. South would also take us to MN Highway 62, a nice east/west cutover that could bring us to St. Paul or Eden Prairie, respectively, and if we kept going south eventually we’d hit the road that ringed the entire south side of the Twin Cities, Interstate 494. Technically, it ringed the entire Twin Cities, but the north half of the loop was designated 694, presumably to avoid confusion. Which I don’t think was successful, because I just had to explain that, obvs.

I pondered my reply. “I dunno. Where would Miranda go if she were in trouble?”

Angel kept her eyes nailed to the road, street lights shining down, the Mazda’s headlights cutting through the darkness in the places where the street lamps didn’t quite do the trick. “I don’t know. When we were still in Houston, we had a plan in case the Cartel came calling. But … you know, time and distance from the threat makes it start to seem … “

“Unreal,” I said. “And preparation fades.”

“We were on new ground here,” Angel said, shaking her head even as she watched the road. “It just … seemed like it was in the past.”

“If only,” I said. “That’s the problem with the past. It keeps coming back to haunt, you know?”

“Starting to see that, yeah,” she said, and looked at the dashboard. “Looks like Mr. Call the Cops didn’t believe in keeping a half tank for emergencies. We’re on empty.” She pointed at the gas gauge.

“Figures,” I said. “Histrionic about some lady crossing his yard, unconcerned when it comes to being sure he’s prepared for an emergency. There’s a station up ahead, on the other side of the interchange. We can pull in and fuel up. I’ve got cash.”

Angel nodded and did just that, signaling her turn and pulling up to one of the pumps. “Let’s hope this doesn’t turn out like the last gas station we visited,” she said, and waved me off when I offered her money. “I’ve got my wallet, we’re good.”

“I’ll wait in the car and try not to spark anything up,” I said as she got out.

“Hah,” she said without any actual mirth, slamming the door shut. I couldn’t blame her for being a little touchy; that had been a pretty big boom I’d made. Not top five, probably, but maybe top ten. Definitely top twenty.

Damn, I made a lot of explosions. Less than when I could throw fire out of my fingertips, but … still. Lots of booms.

Angel was pumping gas when someone came popping up next to us in a Honda that had been lowered to the point where I was pretty sure a centimeter of snow would cause the front bumper to act as a plow. I had no idea how this guy was driving without sparking everywhere he went, but somehow he was managing. He got out next to me, dressed all in a grey suit with a dress shirt beneath it that was pink as bubblegum. It shouldn’t have worked, but it kinda did, and I might have mentioned that to him if I’d had my door open and wanted to draw attention to myself. He got about the business of fueling up his car, and I watched him out of the corner of my eye while I waited for Angel to finish up.

I heard our pump stop, and Angel started to put the nozzle back where it belonged. I was listening while I was thinking, and simultaneously watching the guy next to us, just in case he decided to go nuts or reveal himself as an agent of the enemy somehow. Crazier things had happened, though I rated that risk pretty low after watching him for a minute.

An alert dinged on his phone, and he reached into his coat to pull it out while his pump continued to run. I paid a little closer attention, even though this was a pretty normal state of affairs. I’d been to places where they didn’t let you set your pump to run, they made you sit there and pump it yourself the whole time. Barbaric. Also a waste of time. Not quite as bad as Oregon, with their whole, “You’re an idiot and clearly not capable of pumping your own gas, morons!” ethos, but still … barbaric.

“What the …?” the guy muttered under his breath. I heard him, of course, because meta hearing. His phone dinged again, and he said, a little louder, “What the f—who the hell is Cassidy?”

That perked my ears up.

The phone dinged again. “What the—what the actual—what—”

I decided it was time to intervene, and popped my door open gently. “You almost done back there?” I asked Angel, purely as cover for what I was about to do.

“Yeah,” Angel said, voice thick with suspicion that probably ran along the lines of, I thought you were going to stay in the car and keep a low profile, why are you bopping out to ask me about something so stupidly trivial as whether I’m done pumping gas? Or something like that. I assumed.

The guy’s phone dinged three times in rapid succession and he was furiously tapping out a text in reply. “You’ve got...the wrong … number,” he muttered. 

“Trying to ditch a weird girl who’s stalking you?” I asked, putting a little humor in my voice.

The guy glanced up at me, forced a strained smile, then looked back at his phone, instantly dismissing me but answering anyway out of distracted politeness. “Some chick has got the wrong number. I don’t even know a Cassidy.”

“Maybe she’s looking for a friend for the night?” I tried to be a little suggestive, but really I was just attempting to open him up to tell me what the damned message said, since I was pretty sure it was for me.

He paused, taking in this new, possibly pertinent to him information. He looked like a clear-cut dude-bro douchebag, manscaped to the nines and always looking for female company. He considered my suggestion, and I saw it all play out across his face in real time. “Maybe,” he said, “she does say to come by. Over and over, same message …” He started tapping away again at his next reply. 

I had a feeling it wasn’t going to get him anywhere.

“Well, good luck,” I said, getting back in the car and shutting my door quickly, before he could offer any more interesting information. 

Angel was only a few seconds behind me in getting into the car, heading right back after paying the attendant at the window. As soon as she got the door closed, she asked, “What the hell was that all about?”

“I know where we’re going next,” I said as she started the engine. “Richfield. Head south.”

She only stared at me with a weird look for a minute. “Okay,” she finally seemed to decide, putting the car in gear and easing us out of the parking lot and toward the southbound entrance to the freeway. “Care to tell me why?”

“In days of yore,” I started, figuring I’d have a little fun with my explanation, “people who were worried about the future or their course of action would consult an oracle. So that’s what we’re going to do.”

Angel’s face showed her confusion, but she still steered us onto 35W South and accelerated up to speed. “We’re … going to consult an oracle?”

“The modern-day equivalent, yeah.”

“And this oracle lives in Richfield, Minnesota?”

“Presently, yes,” I said. For reasons that escaped obvious classification. “I’ll tell you how to get there. For now, just … drive south, then take 62 west.” I found myself smiling, pleased that we’d gotten a little break in our case. 

Because it was me, of course, and breaks … didn’t seem to come my way all that often, unless they were the type that happened to my bones.
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Angel

Four Years Ago

 

“Jorge,” Angel said in surprise as Jorge came in through the glass door of her restaurant, a few men trailing behind him wearing suits and dark sunglasses. She was running front of house as well as cooking until her hostess showed up at 11:30. She didn’t have the budget to pay another staff member when hardly anyone showed up earlier. 

“Hello, Angel,” Jorge said, leaning in and giving her a peck on the cheek like they were old friends, instead of two people who’d only met a couple days earlier. He still wore that charming smile, which was a dramatic contrast to the two men with him. They were both Caucasian, suited up, and looked thoroughly humorless. “These are some business associates of mine. Would you mind giving us the best table in the house?”

“The ‘table d’hote’?” Angel managed a smile though her nerves spiked. It was one thing to serve her cousin’s boyfriend in a pleasant, familial setting—and nearly burn her restaurant down in the process. Now he was bringing his colleagues in. A strange pressure pushed in on her, almost stealing Angel’s breath for a moment. 

Don’t screw this up. Don’t screw this up.

But to the men in front of her, she only squeezed out a smile, ignored the pressure as best she could, and murmured, “If you’ll follow me …?”

The restaurant was a simple square; this was the tricky part of front of house. Some people—attention seekers, Angel considered them—preferred to be in the center of the room, where all the action was. Others would prefer a quiet table in the back. This was a split decision; Jorge felt like an attention seeker, but his friends? Quiet table in the back, all the way.

She split the difference and put them along one side of the room in the middle of a row of booths. That way they’d have plenty of room to spread out, but also be a little off the beaten path.

“Perfect,” Jorge said, oozing charm. 

Angel let out a breath of relief. “I can take your drink order if you’d like, to start.”

Angel had a fleeting vision of them requesting drinks that would baffle a mixologist, let alone the substandard bartender she’d hired (who wouldn’t be arriving until 11:30, if she was lucky), but they ordered waters all around, which made it easy She dodged off to fill their water cups, sticking a lemon slice carefully on each rim and delivering them back just in time for the bell above the door to ring again.

“I’ll be with you in just a moment!” she called across the restaurant to the dark-haired woman standing by the hostess stand. To Jorge and his two dining companions, she asked, “Can I take your order?”

Two lunch specials and a round of chimichangas for Jorge. “They were so good,” Jorge said, handing her back the menu as he finished, “I couldn’t resist.”

“I’ll go get those started and bring you out some chips and salsa,” Angel said, already turning away. Fifteen minutes and her employees should start showing up, which would let her concentrate on the business of cooking instead of running around handling everything. Starting this business on a shoestring certainly did make things tough.

She was halfway to the kitchen when she remembered the other guest who was waiting at the entry. Turning around, she hurried back through the rows of tables to the hostess stand and found the woman waiting quietly for her there. Brownish hair, shoulder length, coiffed in a slight bob that went nicely with the very slight wrinkles that hinted she was middle-aged; the woman’s eyes burned with a quiet, watchful intensity as she stared at Angel.

“Table for …?” Angel asked. There was probably a more formal way of asking, but Angel had never really spent much time front of house. She preferred the kitchen and was only hostessing because paying an employee to just stand around between 11 and 11:30 seemed like a waste of money.

“Just me,” the dark-haired woman said smoothly.

“Perfect,” Angel said, quite content to deal with one person rather than a party of eight or something that’d be trickling in over the next ten minutes while she was trying to cook and cover all else. “If you’ll follow me …?”

She led the dark-haired woman to a table in the corner. Her quiet nature, the conservative cut of her grey suit … she cried out for a table off the beaten path. Once she was seated, Angel offered to get her a drink.

“House margarita on the rocks will be fine,” the woman said, never once smiling. Then she went back to looking at the menu.

“I’ll get that mixed up immediately,” Angel said, checking her watch. At least ten minutes until Gabe the bartender/relief waiter showed up. If he was on time … which Gabe seldom was. With a sigh, Angel headed for the bar, making a quick stop in the kitchen to dump a load of tortilla chips into the fryer for Jorge and his friends. It was already hot, fortunately.

Angel crossed the restaurant as she hurried to the bar. Lunch for Jorge and his associates would have to wait until she finished making this margarita, but fortunately, once this was done, she could get started on their meal, and Luisa, the hostess/waitress, would be along right on time in ten minutes, reliable as a watch. Then Angel could get Jorge and co.’s meals fired and—

Making a margarita, was, fortunately, not as complicated as many other drinks. This, Angel could do in her sleep, almost. Tequila, Triple Sec, lime juice. Add some ice, salt the rim, done. She stirred it slightly, then hurried across the restaurant to deliver it to her patron. Patroness? Angel shrugged. It didn’t matter.

Angel had barely started away from the woman when a quiet, pointed, “Miss …?” stopped her in her tracks. Angel turned, and the woman favored her with a half-smile. It didn’t quite reach her eyes. “It’s very good,” the dark-haired woman said.

A sigh of relief threatened to escape audibly. “Thank you,” Angel said, and hurried for the kitchen. She had cooking to do.

Prep was done, fortunately, enough ingredients sliced to feed twice the lunchtime diners she expected. It was a shame to waste food, but it’d be a bigger shame if she didn’t have enough and customers complained about a terrible dining experience in the form of a Yelp! review. 

She pressed on, ignoring the building worry in the back of her head. Fortunately, the front bell didn’t ding over the door, and she was able to concentrate fully on the cooking. 

This was the fun part. This was the part she enjoyed—putting in the time, taking the meat and vegetables and spices and combining them in wondrous portions to create something magical out the other side—sustenance, nutrition, sure, but also … wonder. To see someone’s face light up in surprise, savoring what she’d done … 

The money was just a fringe benefit. The idea of making a living doing what she truly enjoyed? 

That was a heady magic all its own.

She finished quickly, plating the chimichangas and the specials, and set them at the pass, not daring to try and go through the swinging door with them, though she was usually capable. The mere thought of accidentally dropping them and having to re-fire now, when she was so close to taking the next customer’s order— 

Well … it didn’t bear thinking about.

She stopped at the pass and picked everything up, hurrying over to Jorge’s table carrying three plates carefully. It wasn’t that Angel was klutzy, but—well, yes, okay, she was a little klutzy. It didn’t happen all that often, but it didn’t take it happening often for her to work herself into a nervous frenzy anytime she did the waitressing bit and delivered plates.

Taking her time, Angel slid between the tables cautiously, making her way up to Jorge’s table as he and his colleagues were deep in conversation. Minding her footing, Angel barely heard the conversation tail off as she approached.

“—distribution over the border,” one of the men sitting across from Jorge said as she came up alongside the table.

“Lunch is served,” Angel said with a flush of triumph. She’d made it, and Luisa would be here in minutes, sparing her from delivering any more piping hot plates. “Two specials and the—”

“What did you hear just now?” Jorge asked, staring at her as Angel set his plate in front of him.

Angel puckered her brow. Steam rising off the chimichanga. Her hair was frizzing. “Huh?”

There were looks exchanged, strange ones, baffling ones. Angel tried to ignore the bizarre undercurrent as she placed the specials in front of Jorge’s dining companions. “Were you listening to us just now?” Jorge asked, his mien darkening a few degrees as he stared at her.

Angel stood back up, all her plates delivered. “I didn’t hear anything, sorry,” Angel said. “I’m not usually a waitress, and if I have two left feet when I dance, you can kind of imagine how I do trying to carry a bunch of hot plates in my hands and in the crook of my elbow—”

Jorge lashed out and hit the plate of chimichangas, sending them flying past Angel and shattering against the side of the table behind her.

Angel screamed and took a step back, her mouth falling open but shock rooting her to the spot.

Jorge rose out of the booth, putting his face right up into hers. He whispered, “What did you hear just now?”

Angel’s mouth froze open and her legs felt like jelly, barely holding her up, causing her to wobble in place, threatening to tip over like a tower. “I … I didn’t hear anything … I was … just delivering your … lunch …” Her gaze slid to the wreckage of the plate, the chimichangas a splattered mess all over the tile floor, like someone had vomited up brown and orange and white.

Jorge put a finger in her face, poking it into her nose, his eyes on fire and his lips a thin line. “You better not be lying to me, puta.” And he shoved the finger into her nose, causing Angel to gasp, not from pain, but from the shock. With a wave of the hand to his colleagues, Jorge gestured to the door, opened his wallet, threw out a few bills, and the three of them stalked out quietly.

Leaving Angel just standing there, unmoving, next to the destroyed plate of chimichangas.

Her breath came in ragged gasps, though she was having to force the air into her lungs. She still wobbled on her legs, moving back and forth, until finally she collapsed into the booth where Jorge’s dining companions had been sitting.

“What … did I do wrong?” Angel asked herself, gaze coming to rest on the destroyed chimichangas.

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” the brown-haired woman said. Angel hadn’t even heard her approach, but there she stood in her grey suit, margarita half full clutched in her hand. “Men like him … you don’t have to do anything wrong for them to lose their temper.”

Angel could barely catch her breath, and she hadn’t done anything to exert herself. Only frozen—again.

“I think you need this more than I do,” the woman said, sauntering past her, turning her body away for a second. She seemed to reach into her suit for a second, though when she turned back, her hands weren’t in a position to have done any such thing. It was almost as though she moved too fast for the naked eye to see, but Angel dismissed it. One stunning thing was enough for this morning, after all. The woman set the margarita in front of her. “Have a drink. Settle your nerves.”

Angel stared at the margarita. Her hand was shaking, held in place only by the table, which was leaning against. “I—I shouldn’t. I have a whole shift—”

“How well do you think you’re going to be able to do your job if you’re focused on this all day?” the woman asked.

That logic was irrefutable, and there was a strange sense of pressure as the woman looked down at her. Angel took up the margarita glass carefully and tipped it back, taking a solid drink. It was pretty good—properly sour. She closed her eyes and let it slide down, hoping the chill would soothe her rattled nerves. There was a slightly chemical aftertaste that burned along with the tequila, something a little off. Maybe the Cointreau had gone bad. Still, it was good overall.

She opened her eyes again. The woman was now sitting in the booth next to her, where Jorge had been moments before. Before—

“What’s your name?” Angel asked, the last sour vestiges of the margarita lingering on her taste buds.

The woman seemed to think about it for a minute. “I go by Sophie.”

“Whatever you want for lunch is on the house,” Angel said, “and I’ll get you another margarita here in a minute—”

“Don’t be ridiculous, of course I’ll pay,” Sophie said, not even moving her eyes off Angel. “This is a start-up restaurant, and I’m just a visitor to town. You can’t build your reputation on me, and I won’t say anything about this.” She nodded at the broken plate and wasted chimichanga. “Take my money. And his,” Sophie said, nodding at the crisp hundreds on the table that Jorge had thrown out.

Angel closed her eyes for a moment. “Thank you.” She did feel the distant pang of gratitude for what Sophie had said, what she was doing. But there was a distant concern, a different one … 

“What’s on your mind?” Sophie asked, and when Angel opened her eyes, the older woman was still sitting there, just watching her, calm as … death, almost. Especially given what she’d just witnessed. She’s probably seen some shit in her time, Angel thought.

“That was my cousin’s new boyfriend,” Angel said, having another sip of the margarita. There was that chemical aftertaste again. A little funky. Definitely needed to check the Cointreau. And maybe the tequila, too. It wasn’t terrible, but it was distracting. Angel put her face in her hand. “How am I supposed to tell her that …?” She didn’t know how to finish that sentence.

“That her new beau is in the drug trade?” Sophie wasn’t smiling. She was as steady as she’d been thus far, watching Angel, unblinking.

Angel snapped her head up, blinking furiously in contrast to Sophia’s calm expression. “Drug trade …?”

“And carrying a few personal demons along for the ride, it looked like to me,” Sophie said, still watching her. “Probably not a fun thing to have to break to your cousin.”

“I don’t know that he’s in the drug trade,” Angel said, putting her head back in her hand. “He could just be …”

“Intemperate?” Sophie asked. “I heard his conversation across the restaurant …” Angel turned her head; the restaurant was not that small, and Jorge hadn’t been talking that loud … had he? “… they were discussing cross-border distribution.” Sophie’s eyes shone, a dark blue.

“He’s in the sewage business,” Angel said, feeling the dim creep of even greater worry. Had that really been what they were talking about? Drug running? “In Latin America.” God, that sounded lame even to her ears, now.

Was that why Jorge had lost his temper when he thought she’d overheard? Because they’d been discussing something illicit?

Angel looked up at Sophie. “Are you with the DEA?”

This prompted a smile. “No,” Sophie said coolly, as always, it seemed, “but I’ve known enough dangerous men in my life to recognize when one is into something more hazardous to the health than sewage disposal.”

“Good God,” Angel said, resting her head in her hand. “How do I tell Miranda …?”

“Family will understand,” Sophie said, rising to her feet. She was wearing tasteful flats, Angel realized, but was not terribly tall. Still, standing over her, Sophie gave off an impression of great presence, as though she were six feet or more even though she was probably only five and a half. Those steely eyes … 

Sophie produced a billfold from within her suit jacket, so quickly Angel didn’t even see it coming, and left another suite of bills just to the left of Jorge’s small pile. “You don’t have to do that,” Angel said weakly.

“This has been a bad day for you,” Sophie said, catching her with that relentless gaze. “Tomorrow will be better.” And she smiled, and though it held a mountain of reserve … there was something reassuring about it. “Make sure you finish your drink,” she said, nodding at the margarita, and started toward the door.

Angel didn’t need to be told twice. She finished the margarita in one slug, catching that chemical aftertaste for the last time. Ugh. Definitely needed to check the ingredients. The bell rang as Sophie left, and Angel looked over the ruined plate of chimichangas, and slowly scooped up the discarded bills scattered over the face of the tabletop in two distinct piles—Jorge’s careless scatter and Sophie’s careful stack. She counted them—three hundred from Jorge and nearing a thousand from Sophie—and for a margarita Angel had ended up drinking, that was all!

This had been her best money day yet in the restaurant.

And yet … the worst … in so many other ways.

She felt the distinct stirring of something like heartburn in her chest as she pushed herself up, checking her watch. Luisa would be here in minutes. Gabe shortly thereafter, if she was lucky. That’d be a relief. And hopefully … soon … other customers would come. Maybe redeem this horrible, horrible day, and give her some cooking to do … 

So Angel could distract herself from having to think about how she was going to tell Miranda … about any of this.
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Sienna

Now

 

We pulled up to the house in Richfield, conveniently located right next to one that looked like it had been bulldozed, and Angel looked fully skeptical after a glance at the wrecked one. “Here?” She was watching for my reply.

“Yep,” I said, already unfastening my seatbelt. Safety first. 

“What is it with you and destroyed houses?” she asked as she put the Mazda into park and we got out.

“I totally did not have anything to do with that,” I said. “That was all your boss.”

“Reed did that?” Angel asked, casting a look at it as we strolled up to the front door, her face illuminated by an expression of respect as she nodded at the ruin. “I’ve seen him do some crazy stuff, but leveling a house in the ‘burbs? It’s like you’re rubbing off on him.”

“Well, he kinda did it for me, so …” 

I started to press the doorbell, but a voice squeaked out of a speaker, a little tinny: “It’s open.”

Pulling the knob, I swung it open and strolled in like I owned the place. Hell, I’d probably helped pay for it, this little one-story 1940’s era burb house. It was all redone, nice new beige carpeting extending across the entire living room where we entered, rolling straight into the open-concept, excessively plain kitchen that was visible ahead. It was all carpeted, all of it, from wall to wall, front of house to back, and my shoes felt like they were sinking into its plushness.

“Where are you?” I called as Angel came in behind me and shut the door. 

“Basement,” Cassidy said, and it was hushed enough that I had to use my meta hearing to pick it up. Still, I got it, and looked around for a staircase. It wasn’t obvious, so I assumed it was in the hallway past the living room, ahead and to our left, and started moving accordingly.

When I got there, there was a hallway, and a good four or five doors, all closed. “Marco,” I said.

“Polo,” came a quiet voice from beyond the first one on my left.

I opened it to find a carpeted stairway and started down. Angel put a hand on my shoulder, and, speaking meta-low, said, “I don’t like this.”

“I know, the carpet is too much, right? It’s everywhere. But Cassidy’s really particular about her sensory stuff—”

“Not that,” Angel said, and I winked her, which assuaged her worry not at all. But she took her hand off my shoulder nonetheless. Looking about as relaxed as a dog on a firing range, she followed me into the basement.

When I came down the stairs, I found it just as fully carpeted and finished as I expected, pleasantly furnished with a nice sitting area complete with TV, a massage chair placed in front of a massive, multi-screen display. It was the height of luxury, and I plopped my ass down in the chair as Angel gave me a frown. “Okay, I’m done looking for you now, Cassidy,” I called. “I think you should come to me.”

“No need,” Cassidy’s voice came from across the room. I blinked; there was a wall there—but as I watched, the wood paneling folded away, revealing Cassidy behind a thick membrane of distorted glass or plastic.

I stared at her; she was at a computer display akin to the multi-screen dealie in front of me, tapping away at her keyboard and not giving me so much as a look through the barrier that separated us. I sighed and sank lower into the massage chair, picking up the corded remote and activating the shiatsu setting immediately, because I didn’t figure I had long.

“Thanks for coming,” Cassidy said, and with a hint of distaste. “Normally I wouldn’t be quite so pleased to have you just strew yourself all over my furniture, but obviously these are somewhat special circumstances.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I said, dismissing her with a wave of the hand. “How long do we have?” The massage was going to town on my neck, discovering some knots which I’d long suspected but that had gotten much worse in the last few seconds.

Cassidy turned to look at me, chair squeaking under her petite frame. “Two minutes, give or take.”

Angel got it, too, I could tell by the look on her face. “She sold us out?”

“Yep,” I said, leaning back. “Who is it? FBI or those cartel banditos?”

Cassidy snorted. “You think the FBI could pay me enough to voluntarily wreck my own home? Please.”

“Hey, I’ve got a big reward on my head,” I said. “It’s gotta be in the millions by now.”

“A paltry five hundred thousand. Big for the FBI, peanuts compared to what Adoncia and her Tamaulipas Cartel offers.” Cassidy resumed her typing.

“Who is this Adoncia?” I asked. Angel was watching for the answer, too, because while we had the general idea from her intel briefings, the specifics of why she was aiming to hunt us down? As elusive as I was to the FBI.

“Normally, I wouldn’t give a brief on my current employers to someone I’m setting up for them, but, sure, why not?” Cassidy asked, trailing enough sarcasm that I wondered if she was going to cough up the info or not. “Adoncia Flores, age 28, head of the Tamaulipas Cartel for the last three years, since ascending in the wake of her lover—one Jorge Sanchez.” She spun in her chair to look pointedly at Angel. “Perhaps you’ve heard of him?”

Angel gulped visibly. “Yeah.”

“I think you can figure out the rest from there,” Cassidy said, spinning back and continuing to tap keys. “And if not … I don’t really care.”

“Spoken like a true double-crosser,” I said, the massage feature kneading my calves, which were strangely tense given all the walking I hadn’t been doing lately. I would have thought they’d have become more tender since I hadn’t been working out due to confinement in the apartment.

“What are you doing?” Angel asked her, making her way up to the barrier and giving it a slap that reverberated through the sitting room area. Her stiff punches confirmed my suspicions; it was composed of the momentum-killing gel that we’d used in the Cube to subdue metas before suppressant became a thing.

“Backing up to the cloud and logging out,” Cassidy said, and then spun around in her chair to face me. “You owe me for this one, too.”

“Fuck you,” I said, as the shiatsu worked the muscles of my lower back on either side of my spine. “I don’t owe you shit for setting up an ambush for me. Other than maybe a punch in the face next time there’s not a gel barrier between us.”

Cassidy took a second to process her reply. “I estimate a 99.9978 percent chance you walk out of this fine or with injuries healable in hours. That’s an eminently reasonable set of odds.”

“Setting up an ambush for me with cartel weasels and weaselettes does not count as a favor,” I said, turning my head to look at her as the massage chair worked on the back of my scalp. I kept an eye on one of the monitors behind her. A car pulled up outside and I could see Adoncia and Miguel get out. Such a sweet couple. Except probably not a couple.

“This is your friend?” Angel asked, seeing the same thing I was. “Some oracle.”

“‘There are no compacts between lions and men, and wolves and lambs have no concord,’” I said, the old Homer (the Greek poet, not the Simpsons’ dad) quote springing to mind.

Cassidy turned around in her chair, her computer screens clicking off but the security monitors remaining on. “We do have a concord, though. Revelen. Call me when it goes down.”

“I’m kinda lacking my old powers here,” I said as Cassidy grabbed a bag and started to head into an exit door built into the basement wall. “What makes you so sure I’m going to triumph?”

Cassidy looked over her shoulder and shrugged. “You beat me.”

“That was when I had powers,” I called after her. “And also, you’re really dumb for a smart person.”

Cassidy stopped, turned around and looked back at me. “Oh, I almost forgot. This Adoncia? She doesn’t have Miranda.”

I blinked. “Then who does?”

Cassidy smiled sweetly. “I would have told you—if you hadn’t called me dumb.”

“Well, I wouldn’t have called you dumb if you hadn’t betrayed me into an ambush!” I called after her as she disappeared into the shadows beyond the door. “Damn.” The shiatsu was not helping to ease my stress given the coming confrontation.

Because now our enemies were outside the house, on their way in to destroy us—and we’d have to confront them one way or another if we wanted to get out of here alive.
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“She’s gone,” Angel said once Cassidy had vanished into the darkness of the basement tunnel. “What do we do?”

I gestured to the stairwell where we’d entered. The sound of a door opening made its way down, footsteps thumping overhead as we sat in the basement, waiting. “Seems our friends have arrived.”

Angel’s voice betrayed her tension. “Yeah. And you’re … what? Waiting for the massage to finish?”

“I wish,” I said with a sigh, studying the ceiling. It betrayed a latticed look to it, with wide gaps between the lines that—so interestingly—coincided with the ones on the wall that had produced Cassidy’s barrier. “I know I just kinda came out of a vacay, but honestly, being on the run never tends to be very relaxing for me.”

“Can’t imagine why,” Angel muttered. “Do we have a plan?”

“I think so,” I said, and looked around me. Sure enough, right next to my chair was a remote that didn’t quite look like a standard universal one. I picked it up and confirmed that it did not go with any sort of electronic I’d ever used. It had buttons that said things like “Basement Stairs” and “Basement Hideaway.” “Jackpot,” I muttered as the sound of footsteps rang out on the stairs.

I punched the buttons for “Basement Stairs” and “Basement Hideaway,” and watched a barrier drop just in front of Angel and I, cutting us off from the stairs. The one that had divided us from Cassidy slid up, giving us a clear exit.

“Huh,” Angel said. “Guess maybe she is a fr—”

“I’ve totally turned the tables on your dastardly ambush,” I said to Adoncia as she swept down the stairs. Her eyes weren’t quite glowing yet, but I was sure it was coming. Miguel was a step behind her. “Seems I’ve—”

Adoncia blasted at the barrier between us, lighting it up with a ruby glow as her eye beams splashed against the gel pack. I’d seen this kind of contest before with other types of energy projection, and I knew how it would have gone with the extra-strength barriers at the Cube.

These, though … looked smaller. They were meant to fold up into the ceiling of a residential building, after all. I made a mental note to ask Cassidy about her contractor in the event that I ever got clear of this mess and ended up building a house.

The eye beam struck the gel-encasement and split through, red diffusing through the entire thing and making the whole damned wall glow as it bled off the force of her blast. It faded, and we were left with a view of Adoncia with her eyes still aglow, her lips split in a snarl of pure anger, and Miguel standing off to her side like the proper backup dancer/thug for hire that he surely was.

“So,” I said, chilling in my massage chair, hands resting on my belly, “now that we’ve established that there’s a barrier between us preventing us from whooping each other’s asses … you guys wanna play a game of charades?”

Adoncia’s fury faded, her eyes returning to their normal brown, and her lips tilted into a smile. “You really are a smartass.”

“Well, my brain keeps healing itself every time I take a traumatic injury, so it’s not like I’m getting dumber, in spite of what certain people might say.” I tossed her a grin, keeping my right hand loose where it lay on my abdomen next to the other. I had a plan already in place, and now I was just killing time and hoping everything would line up properly.

“We could leave, you know,” Angel whispered, meta-low. “The path to the door is open.”

“But it comes out somewhere and I don’t think this barrier is going to hold up against one more eye blast,” I replied under my breath, hoping that the barrier would filter out our sotto voce asides. “And since they could just head right back up the stairs and out the door, they’d be on us before we got to the car. Just sit tight.”

Angel probably didn’t like that, but she accepted it and fell back into silence.

“You’re going to pay for what you did, you know,” Adoncia said. “To—”

“Yeah, yeah,” I said under my breath, looking at the remote in my left hand again. “Do you accept major credit cards, or is it all cash and checks with you? For money laundering purposes, I mean. Because of your drug trade, obvs.”

“You’re such a bitter little pill, aren’t you?” Adoncia just smiled.

“I don’t think I’m the bitter one here,” I said. “Did I come chasing after you? No. Because I don’t have any unresolved issues as pertains to you, Adonkey-ass. My conscience is clear, and as far as I’m concerned, until you showed up and started blasting away with those laser eyes, I’d have been pretty content never to run across your sorry ass ever.”

“Awww, but I don’t feel the same,” Adoncia said, still stuck in that smile. “There is unfinished business here.” She looked at Angel. “Do you know what we do to your kind? People who interfere with us?”

“There’s so many options I’ve heard about,” I said, pretending to get pensive while I really considered a couple more options and waited for things to line up, “there’s the classic Tijuana tire fire, I know you guys go in for a good flaying—I mean, torture, brutality, you cartel folks get super barbaric—”

“Someone who crushed a man in her jaws maybe shouldn’t lecture the rest of us about barbarity,” Miguel tossed in.

I smiled at him. “You just had to bring that up, didn’t you? For that, I’m killing you first, Mikey.”

He got pretty surly at that, making a frown. I guess he didn’t like me anglicizing his name.

“There’s enough barbarism in this room to go around, isn’t there?” Adoncia asked, so sweetly. “You do terrible things to us, we have to return them or else we lose face. It’s inescapable fate, you see?”

“A whole lot of people have tried to ‘get me back’ for some perceived wrong I’ve done them,” I said. “And a whole lot of folks have thought they could get away with going after someone under my protection. Not a lot of them are still drawing breath. You sure you don’t want to just let this one pass? In the name of self-preservation?”

“I would have maybe let it pass before,” Adoncia said. “But … I watch the news.” And here her grin grew wider. “You’re more of a criminal than I am. And now you’re powerless.” Her shoulders shook with silent laughter. “How could I pass that up?”

“I don’t know, but if you were smart, you’d find a way,” I said, sitting up slowly. I studied them through the blurred gel wall between us. It was held in a heavy plastic polymer that kept it in on both sides, the gel contained in the middle doing the heavy lifting of diffusing force or energy pumped into it. Adoncia, however, had weakened it immensely when she’d had her little laser eye temper tantrum, and I could see the spot where she’d busted through her on her side. The gel was still in place within, but I knew it could only take so much force, so much energy. I’d seen the results from the trials of the stuff, and it had a compounding effect the more you added in terms of volume. 

A one-foot thick gel wall could maybe stop a car driving at forty miles an hour, or a laser blast for five seconds. But if you brought the thickness up to two feet, it increased exponentially—you could stop a train going fifty with twice the mass, or a laser blast for twenty seconds. The converse applied; reduce it to half a foot, your results dropped precipitously.

Staring at the distortion where Adoncia had hit with her blast, I saw an indentation on their side where she’d carved about halfway through the gel. The power of her beam had diffused off through the whole wall, and she’d presumably gone through her energy reserves, which was why she was now chatting and buying time; she needed to recharge before she punched through a massive hole that she could shove her face into and then pick Angel and I off with a look.

Now that I was sitting up, though, I stared through that weakness in the wall, lining things up. Miguel was directly opposite me, looking through it at me, suspiciously. I smiled and waved jauntily, and watched his eyebrow twitch, because, hell, I was trying to infuriate him. Well done, Sienna. When my wave was done, I let my hand come back to rest just to the side of my lap, on the arm of the chair.

About six inches from the gun I was carrying inside my waistband just over my right kidney.

It was the Walther PPK that Manannán Mac Lir had given me back in Scotland, the weapon I’d used to turn Rose’s head into a big hollowed-out pumpkin. I’d loaded it with some fine American hollow points, and Harry had been kind enough to pack it in my bag, unasked, probably seeing this moment in my future.

Would a single .380 bullet be able to punch through the recessed gel and through? I doubted it.

Which is why when I drew and fired, I held my hand precisely, and executed a double tap.

With metahuman muscle control and years of practice, I could hold on target in the face of recoil better than anyone on the planet save for perhaps a Reflex-type such as Angel. The gunshots rang out, startling everybody in the room as they echoed like explosions in the close-quartered space. Even Adoncia and Miguel jumped, the noise muffled through the gel.

I couldn’t see what happened, exactly, but the second it was over, the results spoke for themselves.

There was a single .380 bullet lodged in the gel pack, lead almost comically distorted. It looked like a flattened bean from where it had punched into something hard and given it a good shove … 

The thing it had hit was the bullet I’d fired first. That one had also gotten lodged in the gel. My second bullet came along and gave it a little shove, sending it flying forward … 

Right into Miguel’s face.

He only stayed upright for a few seconds, the bullet hole already gushing red out of his cheek just below his eye. It had made a nice exit out the back of his head, a spray of scarlet all over the ceiling, some pink mist now settling to the carpeting.

Man. If Cassidy came back, she’d surely regret giving me free rein in her new house. Brains were probably a real bitch to get out of carpet.

I didn’t care. If I could have added Adoncia’s to the mess right then, I would have, but she howled in fury as she saw Miguel go down and blasted at the hole.

A trickle of red vaporized the bullet and burst through, the nice little gel dam dissolving as she muscled in,

“Move!” I shouted, grabbing Angel and hauling ass for the exit Cassidy had taken.

Angel shrugged out of my grasp as we passed a support pillar, and she let a punch fly that crashed through the concrete. A resounding gonging noise rang out just over the whine of Adoncia’s eye beams searing through the last of the gel. I picked up on what Angel was doing and turned to my left, where another pillar waited. I slammed a kick into it, taking a hint from her own attack that there was probably a heavy steel beam buried inside the drywall.

I was rewarded with a resonant gonging of my own as my kick dislodged the heavy steel bolts holding the pillar in place. It tore out the other side of the drywall from the sheer momentum of my hit, and I grimaced as I set my foot back down. “Let’s motor,” I said, catching Angel giving a cringe of her own; her hand was bleeding, but the pillar she’d hit also had a steel support blasted out the other side of it.

We made it into Cassidy’s exit just as the gel wall failed behind us. Unfortunately, I’d failed to grab the remote on the way out, being a little more concerned about holding onto my gun and getting Angel moving, otherwise I’d have dropped the second barrier between us. 

“Putas!” Adoncia screamed at us, and I could almost feel the power of a beam lancing through space toward us. Angel shoved me before I could do the same to her, and we both hit the ground just inside Cassidy’s exit tunnel. The beam plowed into the lintels on either side of the tunnel, bringing down the wall … 

And the entire ceiling on that side of the basement.

Oops.

“Guess Adoncia missed the structural engineering 101 coursework in her cartel kingpin classes,” I said, dust flooding over me from the collapse. There was a ton of soil and drywall behind us, and it looked like part of the yard had collapsed in on the tunnel. Which made sense, since we were now probably traversing toward another house. The destroyed one, if I had to guess.

“I doubt that’s part of the curriculum,” Angel said, her hair powder white. “And wouldn’t she be a queenpin?”

“That’s a good question,” I said. “Let’s debate it when we’re the hell out of here, preferably before she gets back to the street—and our car.”

“Yeah,” Angel said, gripping my arm and dragging me to my feet. She broke into a sprint down the tunnel, and it was all I could do to keep up with her.

We burst out into the ruin of the other house, the one Reed had reduced to its component pieces when he’d coerced Cassidy into helping extract me from my Scotland troubles. There was a nice little space to crawl out, though, which I presumed was the path Cassidy had taken. Angel wordlessly squeezed through, showing me the path, and as she popped out onto the front lawn, I followed a couple seconds behind.

The night had a brisk feeling to it, summer in Minnesota not exactly well-known for its ridiculous heat index. Whatever warmth had been present earlier in the day had given way to this. I wasn’t exactly shivering when my feet brushed the long blades of grass on the lawn, but I did kinda wish I’d brought a sweatshirt. “Home sweet home,” I muttered as I got to my feet.

“You Minnesotans are crazy,” Angel said, already grabbing me by the arm again and zooming us toward the car at a dead sprint. My feet left the ground and didn’t touch down again until we hit the street, such was the strength of her pull. I just sort of flapped behind her like a flag in the breeze.

“We look pretty sane this time of year, when you Texans are dealing with 115 degrees in the shade,” I fired back as she let me go and my feet touched street. I started toward the passenger door of our car. “And we’re hanging out at a cabin by the lake, sipping a Summer Shandy and—” 

Adoncia’s eye beams hit the side of our stolen Mazda like a garbage truck t-boning a VW Beetle. The car split neatly in half, both sides collapsing without the other to hold them up, and I managed to dodge out of the way at the last second only because I saw the flash of orange light coming from the house.

Catching lawn—again—I rolled back to my feet and saw Adoncia striding toward me, leaving Cassidy’s front door wide open as she stepped out into the night. All her sweetness was gone, and her eyes were aglow—again—and focused directly on me.
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Angel

Four Years Ago

 

A buzzing awoke Angel, the sound of her alarm clock infringing on the pleasant, blissful sleep that it’d taken her half the damned night to find. It was like a gnat around her ears, just outside the peripheral bubble of her body, and she reached out to swat at it.

Something shattered, and Angel’s eyes popped open in surprise. She was tangled in sweaty, twisted sheets, lying on her side, and in front of her, on the nightstand … 

Her alarm clock was in tiny fragments, pieces of plastic scattered on the battered oakwood surface and onto the carpet below.

The buzzing came again, longer, louder, and she sat upright. It hadn’t been the alarm … 

The door. 

Angel sprang out of bed and almost vaulted to her feet. It was a surprisingly energetic maneuver for someone who’d been utterly drowsy a second earlier, a drowsiness which seemed to persist. Nonetheless, she’d managed it, bare feet on the ragged carpet in her aging one-bedroom apartment.

The doorbell buzzed again, an irritating sound that she’d never liked. Who could it even be? The only person who ever seemed to stop by was Miranda, after all. No solicitors could make it past the building’s locked front door, though it wouldn’t take much, probably. Just buzz apartment 4F and they’d let almost anyone in, as she’d figured out when she left her keys inside one time.

“Yes, who is it?” she asked as she reached the little speaker next to the door, pressing the button.

No sound came out. No answer.

“Hello?” Angel waited a few seconds. Still nothing. 

She stared at the speaker, and after five seconds when nothing came out she said, “For this you wake me up?” Casting a long look back into the bedroom, she saw the fragments of the alarm clock all over the floor and night stand and sighed. “For this I lose an alarm clock?” Shaking her head, she started toward the hall closet where she kept the broom and dustpan. How the hell had she shattered the clock? It must have been a defect in the manufacturing because there was no way, half-asleep, she could have smashed a solid plastic thing like that.

Passing the kitchen, her eye caught the butcher block—and the clock on the oven next to it. Swearing silently, she realized she was going to have to hurry if she wanted some breakfast. On the other hand, maybe making something at the restaurant would be a better option. The knives she had here weren’t her good ones; the Wüsthof knife she loved so much was there now, and she’d bought a cheap set from Walmart as a replacement. There was no replacing a Wüsthof with a simple paring or butcher knife. Still, with money being tight from starting the restaurant, she had to make do.

The alarm clock swept up easily into the dustpan, and she unplugged the remains from the night stand and tossed it in as well. Dropping the whole mess into the kitchen trash can, she sighed again as she looked at the butcher block next to the stove, and a little pang of worry struck her—almost nine. Yes, she was going to have to eat breakfast on the run, at the restaurant or not at all. She lifted her shirt and gave herself a sniff. The strong odors of yesterday’s cooking permeated her shirt, but she could maybe go one more day before being compelled to wash up. It wasn’t her preference, but she was in a rush, and—well, her hair didn’t smell too onion-y, did it?

And who cared, anyway? It wasn’t as though anyone was likely to get close enough to tell. She’d re-up the deodorant and put up her hair, and that’d save twenty minutes and almost put her back on schedule. Good enough, she’d decided, starting back toward the bathroom to hit that deodorant stick before she dressed, when the actual doorbell rang. Not the buzzer that signaled someone trying to gain entry to the building, but the one right outside her door, the familiar ding-dong even more annoying than the broken alarm clock given the circumstances

“What now?” Angel asked herself, keeping herself from swearing at the sky, or asking God, “Why me?” She tried not to do either of those things, though her Catholic upbringing had lapsed.

It was probably just Janelle Radliffe from next door, wanting to borrow eggs again. That was Janelle, always assuming that just because Angel had a restaurant, her personal kitchen must be fully stocked. It wasn’t. It was almost as if she put her whole heart into cooking at the restaurant and had none left for when she got home. 

And no eggs. Because all her money went into supplying the restaurant, too. Some day, though … 

Angel had almost made it to the front door when someone kicked it down, the wood splintering under a heavy boot.

Angel screamed.

Two men came through the broken door seconds later, both wearing ski masks and black clothing. Their eyes alighted on her and they started toward her—

And she froze.

The first was only inches away now, reaching out for her, teeth bared through the hole in his black ski mask, hands outstretched. He landed one on her arm. She felt powerless to twist away, and suddenly she’d gone mute. His grip was clawlike upon her arm, and the scream that wanted to break from her lips was struck there, swallowed inside her as though she’d taken a gulp of noxious, poisonous air that clawed to get out. 

“She’s just as pathetic as he said,” the first man said, dragging at her, trying to pull her forward. “Didn’t even run—”

Angel couldn’t scream, and his fist was around her arm now, trying to tear at her, yanking her forward. She was frozen, though, couldn’t react, couldn’t move, couldn’t—

She just stopped, planted herself, and somehow—

Tore her arm free from the man’s grip.

“What the—?” the first man asked, brow furrowing beneath the mask. She could see him concentrate, anger lancing over his partially hidden features. “Little bitch—”

He threw a punch at her—

It was … so strange. Adrenaline spiked in her veins, her heartbeat raging in Angel’s ears. But then suddenly it seemed to slow… and his fist seemed to slow… and her breathing slowed …

It was like everything was unfolding at half speed.

Her muscles were like coiled wire, ropes pulled to maximum tautness. But as she saw the punch coming—so slowly—it wasn’t like other crises she’d encountered. She’d always hit a wall during stressful situations and simply stopped.

But now, it was as though everything around her were slowing down, giving her a chance to breathe, giving her mind a chance to free itself from the prison of overthinking—

There was a fist coming toward her, a hard punch from an angry man in a black mask.

And Angel just … stepped to the side, and watched it sail slowly by.

She could barely believe what she was seeing; time snapped into fast motion again as the first of the thugs breezed by her with his overthrown punch. Angel let out a little squeal of shock. She’d never had a fist thrown at her before, and seeing it go lurching by, slow-motion … 

This morning, this whole morning, from the alarm clock to the men busting in … 

It was more than she could properly handle.

The second man came at her now, swinging his fist, just as slowly as the first. He was close, too close for her comfort, pushing her back toward a wall as he threw a fist right at her face. She didn’t think; she reacted. Grabbing his arm she guided it just slightly away from landing on her nose.

Instead he struck the wall behind her and smashed through, grunting his surprise at the impact against the stud in the wall. Bones crunched sickeningly, reminding Angel of the sound a chicken’s bones made when you had to break through them with a knife while taking the bird apart.

“Ahhh!” the man screamed, his arm buried in the wall up to his wrist. Angel started to back away, but he reached out for her, swiping with his remaining hand. 

She was nearly backed into a corner, and, surprised, she lashed out and slapped his hand away. His wrist cracked—that same snapping, chicken-bone sound, and he screamed, falling to his knee, hand still partially buried in the wall. It slid out as he fell, blood dripping off it.

“You little—” the other man said, from halfway across the room. She looked up at him, surprised at the sheer violence and anger in his voice. It was not something Angel was used to dealing with. In all her life, she hadn’t heard that kind of viciousness, that hatred.

He’d pulled a gun and was lifting it up to aim at her, in slow motion again. Angel dove as he snapped off a shot. Instinctively she went for the only cover she saw, head between her hands, diving like she was playing baseball. She slid past the fallen man with the bloody hand just as the first shot rang out.

BOOM.

The bloody man jerked just above her, his body spasming as the bullet hit him. Angel screamed. The bloody man jerked again, another shot ringing out as Angel huddled, trying to bury herself in the carpet.

Someone was shooting at her.

Someone was trying to kill her.

“You little bitch, you just killed Blake!” The shout rang out as the bloody man thumped against the wall, the man with the gun screaming at her.

How had she killed Blake, she had a spare moment to wonder. He’d been the one firing a gun—at her—and hit his friend in the process.

Angel had her hands covering her head, quivering, looking between them at the man with the gun. He was bearing down on her, his mask slid up to reveal a face with all the blood drained out of it, pale as milk, his blue eyes wide. The shock was plain, even in Angel’s addled state. He could barely believe what he’d done.

The surprise faded fast. Rage replaced it. The man swung the gun up on a line with her face.

There was no dodging this bullet. Blake’s black-clad body was already slumped over her midsection, blocking her legs. There was nothing between her and the man with the gun save for a few feet of air, and Angel’s hands were anchored onto the carpet. Nothing to throw, nowhere to hide.

Angel squeezed her eyes shut, watching the man’s finger tighten on the trigger. It’d be over quickly now—

The shot rang out, followed by another and another, and Angel jerked, anticipating the pain. It had surely already come, he’d been so close, after all, he couldn’t possibly have missed at this distance. The shot had just passed through, maybe. Adrenaline was pumping madly, and she was frozen in place. 

Four shots. Five shots.

Angel didn’t feel a thing.

She opened one eye, slowly.

The man with the gun thumped to his knees, arm limp.

Janelle Radliffe, Angel’s egg-borrowing neighbor, stood behind him, a pistol in her hands, her own face as pale and waxy as the man with the gun slumped over, blood rushing out onto Angel’s carpet. “I heard screaming,” Janelle said simply. “I called the cops. And then I heard shots, so …” She lifted her pistol, as if to shrug, looking at the lump of silvery metal in her hand. 

Angel just nodded at her, unable to think of anything else to say. Over the ringing in her ears from the gun blasts, she could hear—just faintly—sirens, sweetly, in the distance.
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Sienna

Now

 

“Move!” Angel shouted and dragged me, hard, off the lawn, back behind the wreckage of the Mazda as she went in the opposite direction. It was a good move; I went sprawling onto the pavement and rolled out of it, faster than I could have sprung for it myself, and Angel went in the opposite direction into a roll of her own. Girl had moves. And we both survived Adoncia’s next attack.

The Mazda, unfortunately … 

The eye beams blazed through, shredding the engine compartment of our already-destroyed getaway car. I ran along the side and came out the back next to the trunk, punching into the lock as I went past, but not stopping to retrieve my bag yet. There was a dangerous lunatic with laser eyes attempting to kill me and picking up my luggage didn’t seem like the best use of my time just now.

As I came around the car, the trunk springing open, Adoncia swung around, ripping the top off the already sagging Mazda, turning it into a convertible without the ability to actually convert.

I drew my Walther and fired, sending another couple of .380 rounds at her face and body.

The eyebeams caught the damned things mid-flight, and I went sideways yet again, back behind the remnants of the Mazda, seeking cover desperately. My bullets were presumably dissolved before they hit her, but I didn’t keep my head up to check. Laser blasts followed me, telling me that the bullets had not hit their target. Bummer.

When the eye beams hit the flaming car wreckage, the tires squealed and shoved it into me, giving me a nice little bump for my trouble. Better than getting hit by them dead on, though. They weren’t heat based; there was some serious force behind them, and I had a feeling based on what I’d seen of her and others with similar powers that if I got hit, I could potentially lose a limb, or get my rib cage crushed and dissolved, my head exploded—in short, they seemed like a very bad deal.

The car was sliding toward me, bumping me over again, the first strains of light popping out from where her blazing beams were cutting through the top of the car. I rolled sideways, toward the front of the vehicle, for a little less wrecked coverage, and just as I did, her laser blast bisected the damned car in half horizontally, beams of illumination and force springing their way through the cracks between door and frame and body.

The Mazda burst again, sideways this time, as I rolled to avoid the blast. I looked to my left; Angel, wisely, was cowering in the shadow of Adoncia’s car. There wasn’t a lot for her to do there, especially if she didn’t want to draw fire to our only remaining escape vehicle.

All this while, I was humming The Flamingos, “I Only Have Eyes for You,” under my breath for some reason. Totally have no clue why.

I pointed at Adoncia’s car, and Angel nodded, slipping the long bar out of her coat and going to work on jimmying the lock. The Mazda was shredded about six different ways by now, squealing as it collapsed in on itself. 

It took Angel a second, and then she had it. I cowered in the shadow of the Mazda’s front wheel well, still humming, waiting for a break in the laser beams to strike back.

It didn’t seem to be coming.

“Oh, for crying out loud.” I stopped humming long enough to mutter under my breath as I hunkered down. The Mazda’s engine was there next to me, mostly intact, but the entire front of the car had taken some pretty brutal damage. Even a really skilled mechanic would struggle to get this puppy working again. And a body shop with a lot of free time. Yeah, it was probably more of a total loss, what with half the engine missing—

Hm.

If half the engine was missing … and the car was cut in half already … 

I was strong. Strong enough to lift a full-sized car if I had to, but … 

Subtract the back end and a goodly portion of the engine, and … 

Why by golly, what we had here was what I would call an easy lift, folks.

Testing my assumption, I thrust my hands up under the frame and got a secure grip beneath the wheel well. I wasn’t in the safest lifting position, what with the majority of the mass I was lifting extending some several feet in front of me, but hell, I was 5’ 4” and had super strength. I was forever lifting big things awkwardly.

Gritting my teeth, I lifted the wreckage of the Mazda, which came up easily, perfectly bifurcated up the middle. Adoncia’s eye beams adjusted to follow me, and some swinging piece of engine hanging out of the vehicle caught part of her blast and dinged me in the shins.

I screamed in outrage and a little pain and hurled the entire remainder of the front end at her.

The eye beams caught it midair, warring with the weight and the momentum I’d put behind it. The entire thing screamed, metal against energy, and I didn’t wait around in one place to see how it ended.

I sprinted for the trunk and grabbed my bag out, slinging it over my shoulder as the ruins of the Mazda collapsed on the pavement. I watched the front of the car lose its war with the eye beams and get batted down, hitting the ground some ten feet or so in front of Adoncia. She paused, her eye beams off for a moment, shoulders slumped, clearly a lot of juice wrung out in the process of saving herself from a good squishing.

And since she’d plainly had so much fun with half the car, I couldn’t bring myself not to chuck another section at her. So I did, lifting the back end and hurling it at her. Without any part of the engine it was a much lighter lift, and it flew, ever so gracefully, at her face.

I couldn’t see her reaction, but I heard her scream, followed by the high-pitched whine of the laser eyes trying to keep the car from wrecking her skull. If I’d had a clear shot at that point, I’d have put my remaining .380 rounds in her skull. Unfortunately—or fortunately, really—there was a half a car in the air between us.

Tires squealed next to me as Angel brought Adoncia’s black Miata alongside me in reverse and flung the door open. I didn’t ponder her invitation for more than a quarter second before jumping in, slamming the door behind me, squeezed into the passenger seat with my long duffel beside me. I unzipped it, pulling out one of Harry’s more useful, more “Sienna” gifts—

An AR-15 with a shit ton of fully loaded mags. Easily the sweetest gift he’d gotten me during our entire romance. Diamonds might be most girls’ best friends, but for me it was brass and lead all the way, baby. What do you get for the succubus who’d lost her ancillary powers?

The great equalizer, that’s what.

I thrust the AR-15 out the window and started laying down covering fire as Angel drove us, backward, down the street. I was peppering the falling remains of the Mazda’s back end, which was being held up, awkwardly, by Adoncia, to keep it from landing on her. I had to be careful of my backstop so one of my bullets didn’t go screaming past and into some poor soul’s house and skull, which meant I was firing very slowly and carefully.

Too slowly, too carefully. We were out of sight a second or two later, only a few rounds expended, and no shot on Adoncia’s head, unfortunately. Angel jerked her hand around on the steering wheel, and it went from being at the nine o’clock position to being at the three o’clock in about a second, and we spun in a perfect one-eighty to match it. Then she floored it and off we went, down the residential streets and the hell out of Richfield.

“Well, that went swimmingly, I think,” I said, stuffing the AR-15 back in the bag after making sure I’d put the safety back on. 

Angel looked at me sideways, with plenty o’ daggers. “These are the days I wish I’d never left the kitchen.”

“Ah, yes, the eternal prison of the patriarchy,” I breezed. “And you put on shoes, too. Look at you, breaker of chains.”

“No, I meant I was a chef,” Angel snapped. “Before all this started.” She kept her eyes front and skidded us down another side road. “Before …” What she meant by that trail-off was anyone’s guess, and I didn’t ask.

“I’m hungry,” I said. “Since you mention cooking.”

“Well, I don’t have a kitchen or any food or I’d fix you something.” She was white-knuckling the steering wheel.

“So …” I said, looking in the rearview for laser beams that weren’t appearing, thankfully, “… about Miranda?”

Angel just sat there. “What about her?”

I took a little breath. “You said that her condo was a dry hole, but …” I looked at her sideways. “… How extensively did you check out her office?”

Angel closed her eyes. “I didn’t.”

I checked my watch. “Well, it’s the middle of the night. Likelihood is that the office is empty, so …” I shrugged. “We should check it. Before one of Adoncia’s goons does. If they haven’t already.”

Angel nodded slowly. “Seems like that’s our only lead at this point. Maybe if Miranda had some other safe houses here in the Cities, she might have left us some trail there. After all, it’s generally more secure than her condo, what with metas wandering through on a regular basis.”

“Exactly,” I said, and she took us down another road. The freeway was ahead—MN-62, I thought. That’d give us a straight shot to Eden Prairie, and the new office. I cradled my big duffel, sharing the seat with me a little tightly. “Plus … when you checked out her condo you ran across a whole slew of mercenaries with guns, right?”

“Yeah.” Angel nodded tightly, then gave me a wary look. “Why?” 

She must not have liked my tone, which probably bordered on … excitement. “Oh, I dunno,” I breezed, cuddling with my bag and feeling the rough touch of the AR-15 within, ready to deploy and a little warm through the fabric from firing. “It’s just been so long since I’ve dropped any mercs …”
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We pulled up to the office long after midnight, and I had to admit … 

… Man, this was a hell of a step down for Reed & Co.

The building looked like a holdover from the 1940’s that had never been refurbished, and maybe even been imported brick by brick from Britain in the wake of World War II, like the original London Bridge. The place looked like it even came complete with possible bomb damage for the sake of authenticity. It was a dull beige, colored yellow by the single, flickering parking lot light. 

There were a few isolated cars out here, and Angel circled once, just to be sure there weren’t a crap ton of mercs hiding in a panel van or something.

There were no signs of imminent destruction after our first orbit, so she parked up front and we got out, me with shoulder bag slung over, zipper down, hand on the AR and ready to deploy it. I already had the safety off, but I was keeping my finger off the trigger. I could have it out and firing in less than a second, and that seemed like it’d have to do for response time, at least until we got inside, because anyone seeing a lady walking around with a big black rifle deployed in a suburban shithole office park in Minnesota was bound to get a little attention of the “911, What’s your emergency?” variety. Not like Eden Prairie hadn’t suffered enough Sienna Nealon-related calamity to have cause for excessive caution.

“This place is a real dump,” I said, following Angel up to the glass doors at the front entry. The paint was flaking, the plaster was missing in quite a few places, and the rebar that held the facade on was peeking through next to the door.

“Yeah, Reed thinks that the landlord only leased to us because he’s hoping it’ll get destroyed in a meta battle,” Angel said, anxiously fidgeting with the door, key in her hand. It clicked, and she threw it open, holding it for me as she swept a gaze around the parking lot.

“Doesn’t he realize that meta battles aren’t covered by insurance?” I asked, doing a little sweep of my own and then popping inside. Within was a very small lobby area, leading down a hallway or up a staircase. Those were the only two directional choices. No elevator.

“I assume not, based on Reed’s theory,” Angel said, “though I heard the Minnesota legislature wrote a bill trying to get insurance companies to drop the ‘Acts of Gods’ proviso.”

“Probably because Minnesota’s been ground zero for meta ass-whooping activity,” I said, declining to mention whose fault that was. Mine. Squarely. “I had a feeling that omission’s days were numbered.”

“Maybe the landlord’s running out the clock, counting on that,” Angel said with a shrug, and we started up the stairs. She led the way, but I was only a step behind, tempted to deploy the AR. If anyone ran across me this close, they were likely to recognize me just due to the setting. I tended to find that the closer I was to the sort of places you might expect to see Sienna Nealon—like inside her brother’s metahuman detective agency—the more likely people were to see through my disguise.

Lying drunk on a beach in Florida? That’s totally not Sienna Nealon with the scotch in her hand and the hair that looks almost exactly like hers.

The girl with the facial tattoos and the funky colored hair holding the scary black gun outside the metahuman bounty hunting group office? OMG, THAT’S SIENNA NEALON! Call the cops!

I kept the AR at low rest once it was out, safety off, finger just off the trigger as Angel led me down the hall. The office complex was quiet, overall, but I couldn’t hear very well over the ticking of the ancient air conditioner. It overrode everything; the basic city noise outside, even the hum of electricity running through the building. 

My feet squished on wet carpet, and I looked down, then up at Angel. “That’s normal,” she said, barely concealing her disgust.

“Normal for the building, or did Scott have a bad bladder day?” I asked.

“That’s probably not Scott, no.”

“Gross,” I said. Oh, how the mighty had fallen. Not that we’d ever had a beautiful glass downtown office or marble entryways or anything, but this was pretty skeezy. And that was before I passed the insurance agency with the combo mortgage brokerage next door, so you could get all your financial screwings in one convenient stop.

“Here,” Angel said, stopping before a heavy, unmarked door. All it had in the way of signage was a brass sign outside on the wall that read “Suite 212”; the panel below was blank. Angel tried the handle first, and, finding it unlocked, stiffened.

“Uh oh,” I said, and nodded at it, stepping up. “You open, I breach and clear.”

“Okay …” Angel said, looking a little skeptical. 

I pulled the Walther, which now had a fresh mag. “You follow behind with this?”

She took the gun but did not look super pleased about it. “Okay.” At least she was more definite this time.

Positioning herself to the side of the door, she got in a stance like she was readying for a raid. My heartbeat picked up; I’d never really loved this kind of thing, but it did tend to give you a bit of a rush.

“On three,” I whispered, meta-low. 

She nodded, and then pulled the handle down, yanking the door open.

I flung myself in through the open door, looking down the AR’s barrel instead of wasting time with the sight. At this range, all I needed to do was fire and someone was catching a round in the chest.

And as I burst in … there was definitely someone waiting.
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“Holy shit!” someone screamed as I came in, AR-15 clutched tightly in hand. I tracked the moving figure as he dodged sideways, leaping behind the front desk. I was expecting full-black tactical gear, of the like that Angel had described to me from her experience at Miranda’s condo, with the mercenaries.

I saw black, all right.

The black of a suit … covering the upper body of Scott Byerly … I’d seen him without the suit on enough times to know his frame anywhere.

“Oops,” I said, snapping the safety on and dropping the weapon to my side as he landed heavily behind the front desk, which was abandoned. “Sorry, Scott.”

He popped up a second later, the air wavering in front of his hands like a shield of water was preparing to form before him. He had an intense look on his face, a scowl, but when he saw me … 

Well, his eyes just about popped out of his head.

“Sienna?” He stood, the traces of the water shield dissolved, and he was left with a boggled look, like he’d run across something he could in no way explain. “Is … it really you?” He leaned forward, as though a few inches would somehow enable him to see me more clearly.

“Yeah,” I said, putting my palms up, far from the AR slung at my side. “Or … at least some recent iteration of me.”

“You look …” His voice trailed off and he just stared at me, blushing after a few seconds, the dusky color of his skin a contrast to his sandy blond hair. “Uhmm … tattooed.”

“Yeah,” I said, feeling my face, like there was some tactile evidence of what I’d done to hide my appearance. “How are those holding up, by the way?” I looked back at Angel.

“Fading,” she said, coming inside and shutting the door. “It’s almost like you’ve been exerting yourself.”

I sighed. “I’ve got some more pre-mades in the bag. Maybe I can wash this off and—”

“What the hell is going on out here?” someone asked, popping around the corner. “Is that who I think it is?”

I saw pale skin, a tall blur of motion, and Guy Friday hit me in a hug, lifting me off my feet. “It’s my favorite niece!” he bellowed, swinging me around in a circle. 

“I’m your only niece!” I said, and he brought me back to the earth before my powers could start working. He had on his mask and was wearing a black muscle shirt that revealed his shoulders, which were only about half to a quarter as big as I knew they could get. “Hey, Friday,” I said as he set me down, giving me a last squeeze before we parted.

“Wow,” someone said from behind him, and I looked past his bulk just in time for Augustus Coleman to sweep in and catch me in another pulled-from-my-feet hug. All these tall guys I palled around with. I mean, I could have gotten free if I wanted to, but … c’mon. These were my guys. “It really is you,” Augustus said, settling me back down, warm sincerity in his brown eyes.

“It really is me,” I said, looking up at him. “And … you guys will really be in trouble if you get caught talking to me. Aiding and abetting is—”

“Not an issue.” Jamal stepped out from behind his brother, phone in hand. “I’ve got a handle on every phone, every computer, every camera in the place. No data is going in or out right now without passing through me.” He adjusted his glasses on the bridge of his nose. “For the moment, at least, this building is safe. And I’ve got no read on cops of any stripe, federal, state, local—within two miles of the place. We’re all clear.”

“Thanks, Jamal,” I said, and he popped in close for a hug of his own. “What are you guys even doing here this late?”

“We were on a West Coast assignment,” Scott said, coming over for a hug of his own. It was surprisingly delicate, as all of theirs were, save Friday’s. Surprising because … I’m Sienna freaking Nealon. “Delicate” is never one of the words used to describe me, but every one of these guys, without fail, did their best not to knock me over or worse. Maybe it was the gun slung over my shoulder.

Nah. They’re all just sweethearts for me.

“Just got back a little bit ago,” Augustus said, holding up a form between his thumb and forefinger like it was a dirty diaper. “Paperwork. You know how Reed gets about that kind of stuff.” Everybody groaned but me.

“He’s never been my boss, so … nope. No idea how Reed is about paperwork,” I said. “Anyone else here?”

“Tracy and Olivia,” Jamal said, nodding toward the hallway behind the receptionist desk where Scott had dived. “They ain’t going to say nothing to anybody, though. Shame we didn’t know you were coming. We left Veronika and Kat behind in Cali. I’m sure they both would have loved to see you.”

“I hung with Kat a couple months ago,” I said, and that drove Scott’s eyebrow skyward. “She gave me a ride to Japan for a … thing.” His eyebrow crept higher. “I finally met Akiyama for the first time. Also …” I tried to figure out how best to say it and just plunged in. “Kat kinda had a baby back in the fifties, and it turned out to be Harry Graves.”

“Your … boyfriend, Harry Graves?” Scott asked. He was keeping a pretty good handle on his shock, but I could tell from knowing him as intimately as I did that he was blown away by that one.

“We’re … kinda on a break now,” I said. “Rigors of the job, y’know.”

The corner of Scott’s mouth quirked up a little as he tried to conceal a smile. “I might know a little something about that.”

Now it was my turn to blush. I looked away from him toward the hallway to what I assumed was the new bullpen. “Is Miranda’s office through there?” I asked.

“Yeah, why?” Augustus asked.

“Miranda’s missing,” I said, moving past the whole cluster of them and into the bullpen, where Tracy and Olivia were both waiting a little stiffly, eyes cast in my direction like they expected an attack to come through there at any time. I’d met them both before, in Scotland, but they never struck me as super comfortable people. At least not when it came to dealing with me, federal fugitive. 

Also, Tracy was a weird goonish sort who had sworn some sort of bizarre fealty to Reed that I didn’t want to delve into too deeply. “As you were,” I said to the two of them. “Just pretend I’m not even here.”

“Uh … okay,” Olivia said, her mouth left agape when she was done speaking. “That’s … I don’t know how likely I am to be able to forget that Sienna Nealon just … crossed in front of me here.”

“Legally speaking, it would better for you if you do,” I said, threading my way through the open desks in the bullpen toward the far wall. Apparently they’d done away with cubicles in favor of those faux wood folding tables. Cheaper, I assumed, for when the inevitable destruction of this office came. Most of the furniture looked secondhand. Smart move, budgetarily. I mean, who wanted to invest all this cash in desks and tables that were likely to be annihilated? It was like burning money, really.

Everybody seemed to be following me like a caravan, from Angel to Friday to the Colemans and Scott, fanning out in the bullpen as I headed for the two offices on the far side of the room. Reed’s was easy to pick out, because it had a videogame poster for Skyrim on the wall. Miranda’s, though … 

Miranda’s office was just squared away, very organized. I tried the door to find it unlocked. It was a good mark for how much she must have trusted the crew around here that she didn’t feel compelled to lock it every night when she left. I thought maybe, for a moment, that someone might have given it a once over, but … there was no sign of it being tossed. It was way too clean and put together for that.

“Her condo was trashed when they went through it, right?” I asked as I stood at the door. Angel was right behind me.

“Yep,” Angel said, and we both came in at once. “Not like this.”

“I think there’s been someone here pretty much all day,” Scott said helpfully, lurking with the rest of the crew at the door, peering in at me like I was going to do something really cool and noteworthy. I mean, I was always doing really cool and noteworthy things, but it probably wasn’t going to happen here in this windowless office, without any sign of trouble about. “J.J. and Abby were heading out when we were coming in, and they said Casey, Chase and Reed were here all day, on call, y’know.”

That was interesting. I wondered if there’d been any gap in coverage, or if Adoncia and her flunkies were just holding off on hitting the place for some reason. It didn’t make a lot of sense that they would have tossed Miranda’s home but not her office, since she spent a decent portion of her time here. Unless you took into account that she worked in an office filled with metahumans who could fight back.

Or … unless they’d found what they were looking for in her condo?

I didn’t share any of this aloud, not because I didn’t want Angel to know—I did, actually, and made a mental note to tell her next time we were alone—but rather because I didn’t want any of the rest of the crew, waiting like eager puppies at the door—to get involved in this mess. And they looked like they would have been happy to.

“Can we do anything to help?” Augustus asked, proving my thesis.

“It’s probably better if you guys stay out of this,” I said, slipping in behind Miranda’s desk. “Plausible deniability, y’know?”

“I don’t know if you’ve heard this,” Jamal said, brushing past his brother to get into the room, “but it’s a well-known fact that a succubus can take a person’s memories.” He was looking super serious as he said this. “Personally, I have no memory of seeing Sienna Nealon tonight. In fact, I can’t remember anything. Y’all having that trouble?” He looked at Augustus.

“Hell, I can barely remember to tie my shoes,” Augustus said, “or what I had for dinner.” His stomach let out a subtle rumble at that moment, audible to all us metas in the room. “Oh. Right. Nothing. Stupid time change.”

“Seriously, guys,” I said, sitting down in Miranda’s chair and adjusting my AR and my bag so neither banged the armrests, “I don’t want to get any of you into felony-types of trouble.”

“But you’re cool with getting Angel into it?” Scott asked, a little pointedly. I could feel our long history in the jut of his barb.

“I asked for her help,” Angel said quietly. “I knew what I was getting into. This is for my cousin. None of the rest of you need to stick your heads in the oven, y’know?”

“Hey, if Miranda’s in trouble, that’s all I need to know,” Jamal said. “I’m in.”

“No,” I said.

“Yeah, Miranda puts up with all my bullshit,” Friday said, hulking slightly and forcing Scott to take a step back to avoid his suddenly swole arm, “I gots to help her if she’s in need.”

“No, no you don’t—” I said.

“You ain’t even got to ask,” Augustus said. “We’re on this.”

“Look, it’s all under control, people,” I said, trying to wave them off. “No problems. Really. We’re just looking for a little clue to give us a hint as to where Miranda might be or what the, uhm … bad guys pursuing her might be up to—”

“Oh my gosh,” Olivia said, popping up from where she’d been sitting outside in the bullpen, casting wary looks at us while she wrote—distractedly—on whatever paperwork she’d been dealing with before we came in. I’d noticed she wasn’t making a lot of progress, probably because there was something way more interesting going on across the office in the form of moi. “You … you were the one who got into that brawl in South Minneapolis earlier tonight, weren’t you? And that thing in Richfield just a little bit ago?”

“What? No …” I said, not really selling it. “I have had absolutely no troubles since arriving in town this afternoon. Everything is going wonderfully fine for me, and I’ve—ah, hell, I can’t even keep a straight face. Okay, yes,” I said, “We’ve got bad guys after us. But it’s under control, really. I’ve already killed one of them, and there are only two. Laser Eyes is totally next. We’re good.”

“What’s that thing the kids are doing on Twitter these days?” Scott asked. “‘Narrator: It was not all good.’”

Jamal held up his phone, and on the screen was the burning wreck of the gas station from earlier tonight, the one that I’d torched trying to escape Adoncia and Miguel. “This is your idea of ‘good’?”

“It’s just a few million in property damage,” I said, blowing it off. “I usually do way worse than that at the outset of a case.”

“And this?” Augustus held up his phone to show me the wreckage of the Mazda on a lawn, Cassidy’s house burning in the background. The other, wrecked one was also in the frame.

“I did not even do that house thing, okay? Neither of them.” I waved my hand at him. “Okay, I’ll cop to the car, but—again, there were some extenuating circumstances, and come on—an old Mazda? That’s like the least valuable thing I could be destroying. The replacement value is probably only a couple thousand. And the house—it wasn’t even on fire when I left. Adoncia probably did that out of spite. Or maybe Cassidy had a self destruct system. Either way, that wasn’t me.”

“Same old Sienna,” Scott said with a barely concealed smirk. “Come on. You could use our help.”

“I could use an army behind me at all times,” I said, “especially lately. But I gotta balance what I can use with what keeps my friends off the most wanted list.” I saw that one hit home, Scott’s eyes falling. “It’s okay, guys.” I looked around the room. “I swear … if it was that bad, I’d call for help, trust me.”

“Okay,” Augustus said, and I could tell he was cutting through the skepticism in the room and speaking for them all. “Because we went across the damned ocean and fought a living, seemingly invincible ginger goddess for your sake. Defying the law? Wouldn’t even be my first time running afoul of them this year.”

I scrunched my face up at that. Augustus was a law-abiding dude. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He backed off it in such a way that made me believe there was something more to that story than he was telling. “Nothing. Never mind.”

Jamal cleared his throat, expertly taking the heat off his brother. But I didn’t forget what he’d said, and I made a mental note to ask him about it at some point. “What are you looking for?” He brandished his phone. “Maybe I can help speed you along.”

I exchanged a look with Angel, who was inscrutable, arms folded in front of her. She gave a grudging nod, and I spoke to Jamal. “We’re looking for hints of a safe house. Somewhere Miranda would have gone if she felt like she was in trouble.”

“Why wouldn’t she just come here?” Friday flexed, his biceps threatening to explode from beneath tensed flesh. “There’s nowhere as safe as being behind these guns.”

“In all seriousness, though,” Scott said, tearing his gaze away from Friday’s display of hulkitude, “he’s got a point. She works with some of the strongest metas on the planet. Why wouldn’t she come to us if she was in trouble?”

I looked to Angel, and Angel seemed to turn that over a few times before answering. “When Miranda gets in trouble … and it doesn’t happen often … she doesn’t like going to anybody for help.” Angel clammed up, and I got the feeling there was something else she was keeping back, some nice illustrative example that might help make her point, but that might also give a room of people more insight into Miranda than Angel felt comfortable giving.

“Okay, well, let’s start with the financials, then,” Jamal said, and sauntered over to the desk, brushing his hand across the back of the laptop sitting on the blotter. It was at a perfect forty-five degree angle, positioned aesthetically rather than for easy use, because no way could you type with it there. Jamal closed his eyes, apparently submerging himself in the digital world of Miranda’s PC. “Huh.”

“‘Huh’ sounds promising,” I said. “Whaddya got?”

“Well,” Jamal said, blinking his eyes back open, “I don’t see any signs of a safe house, but … there is one transaction that keeps showing up.” He looked right at me. “Safe deposit box. Bank in uptown.” He leaned over and took one of Miranda’s myriad colored post-it pads and scrawled an address, then tossed her pen aside and left the pad askew. I wasn’t much for organization, but if Miranda saw it like this I bet her teeth would have ground. “Everything else looks like normal recurring charges.”

I held up the note to Angel, who shrugged. “I didn’t know about it. It could be something.”

“But what?” I asked, looking at the address. I knew in general where it was, and it wasn’t exactly the middle of nowhere. “And how do we get to it?”

Augustus supplied the answer. “I think if you really want to know what’s in there … you’re probably going to have to … you know.”

“Yeah … “ I said under my breath. “This is not what I had in mind for my night … “

“But hey,” Augustus said, “you’re already a felon, so doing a little bank job? Won’t even make a dent in those charges already against you. Still … if you ever want to be proven innocent? Might wanna wear a mask. And gloves.”

I sighed, sliding the duffel bag over onto my lap and unzipping it. I carefully put away the AR, because I didn’t really need it right now, and dug into the deeper part of the bag. Not too deep, though, and what I was looking for came right out. A full zip-top plastic bag, which I threw onto the desk.

“Wow,” Jamal said as everyone stared, and the air seemed to be sucked out of the room. “I guess you’re all ready, then.”

Because there in the stuff that Harry had packed for me were two ski masks and two sets of black leather gloves, all zipped up in the same bag together, a ready-made burglary set for the girl who wants to commit a crime but doesn’t need any more felony charges to her name.

“Looks like it’s fate,” I said to Angel, who stared at the masks and gloves glumly and nodded, once. “Inescapable fate,” I muttered to myself.
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“I don’t really want to do this,” Angel said as we sat in the car about a block away from the Two Cities Bank Uptown branch. The engine was still purring, and she was already wearing her mask.

“Don’t be such a pansy,” I said. “This is your first offense, you’ll be fine. Just tell them you got roped into this by me. I’m a terribly bad criminal seed, so everyone will believe it,” I spoke through the mouth hole in my own mask. “Besides, I’m the one who actually has to bust into this place, and you don’t hear me complaining.”

“You’re already wanted,” Angel whined. “What do you have to lose?”

“My freedom,” I said, looking down the darkened street. It was only a few hours until dawn. “Or some limited derivation thereof.” Very limited, especially of late. Chafingly so. I leaned over into the back seat and slipped out the giant metal pole that Uncle Friday had so sweetly offered me, procured out of the bed of his massive F-350 pickup truck. I’d say he was overcompensating for something, but really, Friday was just the kind of guy who went big or not at all. “All right. Let’s go break down walls.”

I checked my mask and stepped out into the warm night air, watching Angel do the same. Jamal was handling coverage of the nearby cameras, available to talk if necessary directly through a burner phone in my pocket. My plan was to keep all of that crew way beyond arm’s length of this mess, though, because I wasn’t sure I entirely believed him when he said, “No, this will be totally untraceable to me.” But there was an uneasy tone in his voice that made me think someone out there might just have the means to tie this to him.

But … I kinda needed the help, so I didn’t look this gift horse too carefully in the mouth. Walking across Lake Street toward the bank’s wall, I didn’t feel real good about it though.

We slipped into a back alley, dodging dumpsters and moving along the side of the building that faced another shop. It wasn’t the best of locations, but it was off the main drag of Lake Street, so at least I didn’t have to worry about cars rolling by seeing me do my thang.

“You want to play lookout?” I asked Angel, who was lurking behind me, her body so tense I thought she might launch into the sky if she heard a loud noise.

She moved a little past me down toward the mouth of the alley onto Lake Street and just stood there. “No cars coming,” she breathed, meta-low.

“Okay then,” I said, raising Friday’s borrowed wrecking bar. Taking a deep breath, I stared at the brick in front of me and visualized shoving the bar a good six inches into the facade, where it would be stopped by steel plate.

Then I raised the bar, swung it back, and plowed it into the side of the building.

Brick crumbled and shattered, the wall coming down. I blinked in surprise. This was a bank; shouldn’t it have some sort of reinforced supports or something to keep someone from doing just this? But with a car, maybe?

“Gift horse,” I muttered, and swung the bar back again, busting a little more wall out of my way. I hooked the curved end on brick from inside and ripped away a couple more feet as I pulled it out into the alley. Busted brick crumbled and fell to the asphalt, dust rising all around me.

“Still clear,” Angel said, loud enough for me to hear it over my demo work. I broke a few more feet of brick, giving us a nice, four-foot by four-foot hole to climb through. Stepping inside, I listened for any alarms and was rewarded with … 

Silence.

“What the hell?” I asked as Angel stepped in behind me, murky clouds of brick dust thick in the air, puffing into my nose through my mask like smoke but a little thicker and chalkier. “Where are the security precautions? How did we just bust through the wall and there’s not so much as an alarm?”

“This place looks like it’s been here a while,” Angel said, surveying the lines that stood to our right, just over the teller counter. We were back where the bankers stood. “Bet it hasn’t been upgraded, security-wise, since the metahuman announcement. It’s not a big company, after all; it’s a local bank.”

“Huh.” That worked well for us, but not so well for their depositors. I looked back into the alley. “Man, someone could just plow through a wall with a vehicle, smash and grab.”

Angel shrugged. “I’m guessing the vault, where they keep the money and goods, is probably sturdier. And if I were designing this place, I wouldn’t have wasted my money reinforcing that wall, either. Think about it—it borders an alley. No one’s gonna ram a vehicle against that wall. Only a metahuman or someone with a jackhammer was going to come through that way, and I doubt most criminals are going to use a jackhammer.”

“Fair point, I guess,” I said, looking around. “Safe’s over here.” I reached into my back pocket and deployed a garbage bag that Jamal had given us from the office kitchen. He’d mumbled something about not going into a “robbery” without bringing something to haul off your loot. Otherwise this would look like a targeted thing, an appearance we did not wish to give.

The safe was obvious and large, the door to it just like the ones in the movies, with a lock and big swinging grips like the steering wheel on a ship. I gave it a once over, then tapped the door frame with my bar, just to see.

The drywall broke cleanly, and I swept it away with the end of the bar. There was concrete block was underneath, and I made a scoffing noise. “Really, guys?”

“That’d deter most people, you know,” Angel said, a little defensive on behalf of the owners of this bank.

I brought back the pry bar and swung it forward. It plunged into the seam of the concrete block, shattering it as I buried it into the wall. Once it was in, I angled the bar and started to push, using it for its actual intended function—prying. The entire door let out a fierce squeal as I put some leverage against it, and a sturdy crack issued forth from the frame as the whole assembly budged about an inch.

Then the concrete my bar was wedged against crumbled, and I lost my leverage point. “Shit,” I muttered. There was a good inch gap between the concrete and the seam of the steel door now.

“Come on,” Angel said, stepping up and putting her fingers in the artificial seam I’d created. I went low, wedging the pry bar against the wall. “On three.”

“On one—one,” I said, and started to apply force again. Angel matched me, and the safe door squealed as it came loose from the wall. We both moved aside and it came crashing down into the floor, rattling the whole building with its weight.

At first, I thought my ears were ringing, but after a second I realized—

“Now the alarm is going,” I said, with a little sigh.

“Yep,” Angel said, sweeping into the vault through the opening we’d made. “You didn’t think we could remove the whole door without any consequence, did you?”

“Based on what I’ve seen of the security here thus far? Yeah, I kinda did,” I said, following her in. I glanced at the watch on my wrist, another “gift” from Harry. 12:15 AM. Police response time to this location according to Jamal: four minutes.

We had four minutes to find what Miranda had left … or we’d be up to our eyebrows in cops.
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Angel

Four Years Ago

 

The police were there quickly. They spoke to her in quiet tones, to her and her neighbor Janelle both, gathering their stories. Now that her story was done, Angel had the requisite emergency blanket draped over her shoulders, and she was just sitting there outside her apartment building, watching the milling crowd gathered round the perimeter of the police line as cops filtered in and out the front door.

What must they be thinking? It was a funny thought, but one that occurred to her as surely as if it were something important … like, what would happen to the restaurant today? She checked her watch again; it was already half past eleven, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to stand. Shock, one of the officers had explained to her. She couldn’t remember his face, it had been kind of blurry—or maybe her eyes had been—and she continued to just stare into the distance. Concentrating was a problem, her mind flitting from thought to thought without easily settling anywhere.

One led, though: What would Miranda say?

Followed by: How could she even tell her?

And then: What was going to happen next?

Repeat, ad infinitum.

The crowd was restless. She could hear people trading stories about what had happened, endless speculations. The police had seemed very interested in how she’d dodged the men who’d attacked her. She hadn’t known what to tell them, so she’d settled on the truth.

She didn’t know how she’d dodged them. They’d seemed to be moving in slow motion.

The officers had nodded, looked around, and sort of … whispered to themselves.

She’d heard the word, the whispered word, but couldn’t believe it.

Metahuman.

That was an easily dismissed theory. Angel was way beyond the age to be one of those. She’d watched the specials that aired after the Minneapolis thing three years ago. She knew the basics. Metahumans got their powers at age 18 or so. 

Angel was way past that. She’d just turned 22.

A ripple ran through the crowd, and Angel blinked, jarred from her meandering thoughts. The crowd was pointing at something, talking, buzzing. She stared at them, uncomprehending, then looked up, where they were pointing.

A woman was descending from the heavens as though by a string, leather jacket flapping in the wind as she traversed the last few feet to the ground as easily as though she were taking a mere step instead of dropping some twenty feet. She didn’t even land in a crouch from the impact, just started towards the head detective on the scene, her dark hair a little windblown and tangled.

That … that was … 

The woman spoke to the detective for just a moment, and then her eyes flicked past him to—

To Angel.

Her eyes settled on Angel’s, and a moment later she brushed past the detective, locked on Angel. She reached her in a few dozen steps, threading around the ambulances and fire trucks and police cars with a practiced ease and dexterity that made her movements absurdly fluid. She was graceful, but her eyes were always in motion, finding Angel for a second or two and then moving beyond her to the crowd, seeking threats and danger, it was as obvious as the calm upon her face.

“Angel Gutierrez?” the woman asked. She was young. And pale. And … kinda short, compared to how she’d looked on TV.

“You’re … “ Angel started.

“Sienna Nealon,” the woman said, her mouth a thin, forced smile. “You’ve heard of me, I take it?”

“Who hasn’t?” Angel asked.

Sienna smiled, again, forced. “You probably know why I’m here.” Angel shook her head. That made Sienna frown. “Houston PD called in a metahuman incident. That’s my department’s bailiwick, see?” She flipped open a badge, and Angel had a quarter second to catch it before it was flipped closed again. “I’m with the Metahuman Policing and Threat—you know what? We just call it the agency.”

Angel just nodded. What were you supposed to say to that? “The men who attacked me … they weren’t metahumans,” Angel managed to squeeze out.

Sienna nodded, smile becoming more sympathetic. But still forced, like she was doing something she didn’t want to be doing. “The police don’t think these men were metahumans. They’re both dead from gunshot wounds, which—metahumans can be killed by gunshot wounds, don’t get me wrong, it’s just … tougher.” Her gaze settled on Angel. “The cops … they think you’re a metahuman.”

“I—I—I don’t see how,” Angel said, shaking her head. “I’ve been a normal human all my life, never had—powers.” She couldn’t stop shaking her head. “Not that there’s anything wrong with—well, you.” 

That caused Sienna’s eyebrow to arch. “Good to know there’s nothing wrong with me,” she said dryly. “Others might disagree.”

“I didn’t mean it like—” Angel’s neck muscles sagged and her head lurched forward.

“You’re under a little bit of pressure,” Sienna said, sliding onto the back of the ambulance next to her. “In shock, the cops say. This the first time you’ve witnessed actual violence?”

“Yeah,” Angel said. Her voice sounded hoarse, almost a whisper.

“Then this is hardly shocking,” Sienna said, and now she was whispering. Very quietly, in fact. “Your body is adapting to new inputs, to new sensations. Ever been in a car accident?” Angel shook her head. “You really have led a nice, charmed life, then, haven’t you?” Angel just nodded. “Good for you. By the way—you can hear me?”

Angel nodded, brow furrowing. “Of course.”

“I’m speaking so low that no one but a metahuman could hear me right now,” Sienna said, meeting her eyes. “Boosted senses are part of the deal.”

Angel blinked. “No—I couldn’t—”

Sienna tossed something at her, and Angel reached out and grabbed it before it hit her in the chest, which was where it was heading. The motion was quick, or else the throw was slow. Angel stared at the object caught deftly in her fingers. It was long and thin—a pen.

“Nice reflexes,” Sienna said, slapping both knees with her hands and standing up. “I think you might be faster than me, even.”

“I—I …” Angel held up the pen, then looked into Sienna’s eyes. “How?”

Sienna shrugged. “You heard the TV special thing? About manifesting taking place at eighteen or so?”

“Yes,” Angel said, swallowing heavily. “But I’m not—”

“It’s a guideline,” she said. “It’s not chiseled in stone and handed down from on high, okay? I know one guy who manifested at birth. You don’t look that old.”

“I’m twenty-two,” Angel said lamely.

“On the metahuman age scale—and given your speed of movement, I’m guessing you’re up the power curve a ways—yeah, four years is nothing.” She smiled. “Congrats, you’re definitely meta. I’d shake your hand, but …” She tapped the side of her head. “I think you probably know I have enough company in here already.” Her eyes moved slightly, as though reacting to something someone had said within her own mind. “Don’t be a dipshit, Wolfe.”

Angel just blinked again. She really did hear voices. That was almost as weird as … well, anything that had happened this morning.

“These guys that attacked you,” Sienna said, folding her arms in front of her. “Any idea why they came for you?”

“I …” Angel’s thoughts were thudding. She’d told the police about what had happened yesterday at the restaurant, of course. She might have been fear-addled, but the threat like Jorge had made? It wasn’t the sort of thing she was used to dealing with, and it stuck out like a duck breast in a pack of chicken. “There was … something that happened yesterday … at my restaurant.” She explained quickly, and a little haltingly, and when she was done, Sienna’s brow was knitted in concentration. “… I don’t know if Jorge sent them, but the things they said … about me being …” She shook her head. “I … I don’t know how I could be metahuman like you.” Angel let her neck sag again, staring at her bare feet. “I couldn’t even put out a kitchen fire the other day. I just stood there, rooted to the spot. My cousin had to do it for me.”

“So … you’re basically a freezer,” Sienna said, and Angel brought her gaze up to find the woman peering at her with vague interest, one eyebrow arched.

“A … what?”

“Someone who freezes in a crisis,” Sienna said. “Fight, flight, or freeze, and you freeze.”

“I … thought it was just fight or flight?”

“Uh uh,” Sienna said. “Primal instincts, right? Fight and flight are the ones everyone knows, but freeze is a legit third way. The idea being that when a predator appears, movement draws the eye. If you freeze, you might be overlooked. Now, that was programming that goes back to default stuff in the deepest part of our brains, so it’s pretty useless in a modern context, but it’s still there, and lots of people do it in a pinch.”

“You … you don’t do that, though?” Angel asked. She found it hard to believe a superhero would freeze. Ever.

“I probably had it trained out of me by my mom from an early age,” Sienna said, and Angel picked up on a little tension there. “It’s fixable. Don’t sweat it. Now that you’re meta, your reaction times are going to give you a little more margin for error, a little more time to bust through that fifteen second or so freeze.” She stood a little awkwardly. “So … if this guy, Jorge … was coming after you because of what happened at the restaurant yesterday …”

“Yeah?” Angel asked.

“We need to go talk to your cousin. Like, now,” Sienna said. 

“Oh … okay,” Angel said, not making a move to get up. “I … guess we could drive over to her firm—”

Sienna made a face, humor laced in with a dash of scorn. “Drive? Why would we do that?”

Angel just blinked. “What else would we …?” She didn’t even have to finish.

Sienna was already floating a couple feet off the ground, a little impish smile over her pale lips. “Driving is so passé.” She held out a hand, and Angel reluctantly raised her own after only a moment’s hesitation. Sienna took her by the wrist, then grabbed her other one. “Now … make sure you hold on tight. Meta tight, okay? But don’t give me all you got, because that could break even my wrists. Snug hold?” She had a pretty tight grip on Angel’s wrists, clutching against the sleeves, and Angel had her sweaty palms on the leather of Sienna’s jacket but gripped fairly tightly. “Here we go—”

And they launched off into the air. Angel couldn’t even muster a scream as they soared up, up into the sky, Houston appearing past a patch of trees as the desire to scream, to panic, to thrash gave strange way to something else—

This was … 

It was … 

Angel took a breath. Her hands were clamped tight on Sienna Nealon’s wrists, and the city of Houston was growing large before them, as they soared in from the suburbs toward downtown.

This … 

Angel couldn’t blink, could barely breathe, and then it all came rushing in with one long breath.

She had powers.

She was metahuman.

She was … 

Flying.

And somehow, in those short moments of flight, dangling beneath the most powerful woman in the world … 

The fear, that crippling fear that had seemed to cloud her every day, her every waking moment—worries about money, about failing, about losing the restaurant—somehow, every single one of them left Angel alone for the space of that flight.

And when she came down … they didn’t come back, at least not right away. It was as though Sienna Nealon had somehow pulled them from her very skin, even though they hadn’t touched.
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Sienna

Now

 

The air was thick as I stepped into the vault, pry bar heavy in my hand and the coat of dust drifting through the air, motes as drifting as if they’d been illuminated by a spotlight, even though emergency lighting was all we had to work with. The air in the vault was thick with tension as I glanced at my watch again. 

Only thirty seconds had elapsed since the alarm had started, but it felt like an hour of precious time evaporated. Three and half minutes to go until the cops showed up.

I picked a random safe deposit box just inside the entry and forced my pry bar in the little door gap, ripping it cleanly off in one move. Sliding that one out, I put it on the table in the middle of the vault and broke it open. Documents, some jewelry. I threw it all in the bag, which I placed on the table, then shunted the box aside.

Angel gave me a look. “What?” I asked.

“You’re actually going to rob the place?” she asked, meta-low to defeat any listening instruments in the room, paused across the table, where she was searching for Miranda’s deposit box.

“Something I thought about after Augustus handed me the garbage bag. Yeah, we gotta at least try and take some stuff. We can just leave it behind in the lobby when we make our escape in a ‘panic.’” I used scare quotes. “It’s good fodder for ‘World’s Dumbest Criminals,’ and it makes it look like we were attempting an actual robbery instead of targeting one specific box.”

“Ah,” she said, and went back to searching while I broke open another box at random and dumped the contents—some family photos from the black and white era (you know, the real kind, not the Instagram filter kind or the sort where you dress up like cowboys and Puritans or something and get your picture taken). I cringed as the glass in the photo frames broke, but alas, what could you do? I resolved to handle the bag with great delicacy from here, and maybe just leave it on the table in my ‘panic.’

“Found it,” Angel said, the klaxon wailing around us. I tossed her the bar and realized at the last second she wasn’t looking at me.

Shouldn’t have worried. She snapped out a hand and caught it in midair without even looking back. Must have heard it coming. Setting the sharp edge into the gap, she ripped the doors off four boxes at once, causing me raise an eyebrow. It was a certainly a more efficient way of doing robbery.

She slid out Miranda’s box first, and I crossed over to help her with the others. She busted open that one and wordlessly handed me the pry bar. I took up its weight and opened the other three while she flipped the top and ruffled through a stack of legal papers.

“What is it?” I asked. I don’t what I’d been expected, but it wasn’t a stack of files that filled the box to the rim.

“Paperwork,” she said, staring into it. “There’s a note up top, but—” She looked up, as though she could hear something beyond the wail of the alarm. “Our time’s up.”

“Right,” I said, dumping the contents of the one box I had open into the bag and sliding it off the table. “I guess this is enough robbery for one night.” I mean, it probably still looked like we’d targeted one box in particular, especially since we were about to leave with it in hand, but really, “stealing” the rest of this stuff was more about appearances and producing a little deniability than giving us some ironclad alibi. Which we would not have, being actually at the bank while it was being robbed. “Let’s boogie.”

“Mmhm,” Angel said, taking the box in both hands and heading for the door. 

I made to follow her, taking care to grab the bag off the table carefully and dragging it along until we’d cleared the door. “Just a sec,” I said, and paused, putting down the bag as I passed a teller drawer. Sliding it open, I found nothing but a single, lonely stack of bills at the bottom of the till. Pulling it up, I waved it at Angel. “Look, a dye pack.” I shook my head, tossed it back in, and pretended to forget all about my bag of pilfered goods in my rush to get out. “Let’s go.” And I ran for the hole in the wall.

Angel followed, hurrying down the alley behind me as I circled, heading back for the car. The alarm klaxon faded but the police sirens picked up where they left off. “Y’all need to hurry,” came Jamal’s muffled voice from the burner phone in my pocket. “Cops are two blocks away.”

“Thanks for the heads up,” I said, and we poured on the speed. Angel overtook me crossing the road (I totally let her) and threw open the driver’s door, dumping the box in the back seat. It made a loud thump as it hit, bouncing and thudding hard against the back of our seats. I slid in the passenger side as she started the ignition, and we hit the road running. 

“Take a right,” Jamal commanded via the phone as we hit an intersection. Angel squealed the tires and did as he asked, popping the e-brake as she was drifting us around the corner, crossing into the opposite lane of traffic, which was, fortunately, empty at this hour. “Gun it,” he said. “You have six blocks until you run into cops. Take advantage of it and go left in three.”

Angel didn’t answer him, but she did lay on the pedal, putting it right to the metal. In three blocks she executed another sliding turn, this time onto a side street, residential, lined with thick, leafy trees that looked like dark clouds under the illumination of a full moon and countless street lamps.

“You’re almost clear,” Jamal’s voice squawked from my pocket. “The cops are converging on the bank. You’re through the heaviest part of their net. Slow down.”

Angel followed his advice and brought the speed down. I saw a sign ahead: Interstate 94 was a couple blocks up.

“Should we go east or west?” I asked, not bothering to grab the phone out.

“Stick to the surface streets,” Jamal said. “MNDOT’s going to be watching the freeways for the cops for the next little bit. Work your way north and east, toward St. Paul. Follow all the traffic bylaws. You’ll have some time. There’s a parking garage over there where you can trade cars.”

“Got it,” I said. “Now make yourself digitally scarce unless it’s an emergency, okay? I don’t need to be worrying about you getting in trouble on my behalf.”

There was a moment’s delay, and I wondered what it meant when he replied, a little tense. “Will do.” Then he was gone, and I didn’t have time to worry about it.

“I’m gonna climb in the back and start checking out our paperwork,” I said, looking around once real fast to make sure no one was around us. There was no sign of cars, so I did a quick dive over the back seat and almost landed on the safe deposit box. A quick adjustment brought me down in the back seat, allowing me to miss dinging my knee on it by a bare inch. That would have stung.

When I came up, I quickly fastened my seatbelt, and then picked up the box, putting it on the seat next to me before I flipped open the lid. “You see any of this?” I asked.

“Just leafed through,” Angel said. She sounded a little tense, and she was definitely white-knuckling the steering wheel again. We’d ditched our masks, though we were both still wearing gloves. “Couldn’t see that well in the dark of the vault.”

“Uh huh,” I said, pulling out page one, which was laid out neatly across the top. It was a printed page, looked like a letter. I skipped it for now and went to page two, which was a continuation of said letter, then page three, which was the beginning of an index that listed files in some sort of meticulous order. Once I was past all that, I found a copy of the paperwork for an LLC headquartered in Houston, Texas.

“What is it?” Angel asked, voice betraying the tension she was feeling.

I flipped back to page one, holding it up so that the passing street lamps would allow me to read it as we passed each. I had to squint a little because the light was terrible, but after about passing about five lamps … I got the gist.

“Wow,” I said.

“Wow what?”

“So … your sister really was a lawyer for the Tamaulipas Cartel,” I said. “Unknowingly, at first.”

“Uh, duh,” Angel said. “I told you that, remember?”

“I know, I know,” I said, because she had told me that—and a whole lot more—in my backyard while we lay low. Lots and lots of stuff she’d told me.

Like how I’d actually met her before.

How I’d been involved in this whole mess from the beginning without even realizing it.

How I’d known both her and Miranda; that it hadn’t been a coincidence that I’d hired them both to oversee the agency after I’d gone on the run. Miranda had recommended my first law firm, Rothman, Curtis and Chang, who’d abandoned me when the first criminal charges started circling.

She’d been pissed enough to move to Minneapolis and bring her cousin with her to take over the responsibility herself—because we knew each other.

And I … couldn’t remember a bit of it.

Thanks for stealing my useful memories, Rose. You bitch. 

If I could have killed that Scottish ginger again every day … I honestly would have. Of all the people I’d killed in my life … hers was maybe the only memory I’d end up treasuring for all time rather than regretting it had come to that.

“This box …” I said, “contains all her suspicions, a connect-the-dots look at how they went about it, based on her own work and some digging she did. I’m not sure it’d hold up in court because … well, it’s been a while since I had to dig into legal theory and whatnot, and it kinda looks like she’s violating the shit out of attorney-client privilege, but …” I looked up to find Angel giving me a worried glance over her shoulder. “This looks like a doomsday package. Blackmail material, maybe, an In-Case-of-Emergency-Break-Glass kind of thing? She mentions keeping it in case she or her family was ever threatened.”

“I was the only family she had left,” Angel said, turning her eyes forward to the road again.

“Well, there you go,” I said. “Looks like she was endeavoring to cover both your asses in the event of … I dunno, someone like Adoncia losing her damned mind and swearing revenge, which hey, appears to have happened.”

“This is …” Angel just shook her head. “Miranda would never violate attorney-client privilege. This doesn’t make sense.”

“The way I see it, she didn’t.” I waved the sheaf of papers. “This wasn’t to be used under normal circumstances. And she doesn’t have actual evidence of wrongdoing here. She has suspicions. Suspicions that are probably correct, and that, if acted on by the Justice Department, would probably close off an awful lot of money laundering routes to the cartel. Which would be good. But also violate Miranda’s oath or whatever, which … would be bad, I guess.” Lawyer scruples were a funny thing to me in that they existed at all. It was probably a lot easier to criticize the profession from the outside, looking in, and as a person for whom lawyers had mostly done jack diddly shit save for drain money. Miranda being the key exception. “Also, I have no idea about lawyer stuff, but doesn’t attorney-client privilege end when your client tries to murder you?”

“Maybe,” Angel said. “I just know that she worked really hard to put herself through law school. Being disbarred … it’d kill her.”

I looked at the papers in my hands. “Well, if she’s disappeared, I don’t really know what else we’re supposed to do with this, especially with Adoncia all homicidal on our asses. I mean, sitting on it in the face of … the face of the Tamaulipas Cartel chasing us down with murderous intent seems kinda foolish.”

“But if you get the law involved—” Angel started, “then they’re after Adoncia, and how do you think that’ll turn out?”

“Good, if they hire Reed and company to do the dirty work,” I said. “Old Laser Eyes won’t know what hit her. I mean, seriously—’if looks could kill’? That’s Adoncia. Also, she has laser eyes.”

“Haha,” Angel said, a weak laugh for my weak joke. “Because she has a mean look plus laser powers. You are HI-larious.”

“Finally, someone gets me,” I muttered. “Funny that it’s you. Who I can’t remember.”

The squawk box in my pocket went off. “The parking garage is about two miles ahead on this road. Be on the lookout, because I’m getting some funny traffic on the net, like someone else with some juice is trying to track you down. They’re being a little sloppy about it, though.”

“Shit, that’s probably Cassidy, telegraphing her move to warn us,” I said. “That’s—”

“Bad,” Angel finished for me, revving the engine and upping the speed. We tore through the dark night, only the blur of streetlights to keep watch on us, as we blazed on, trying to make good our escape.
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“You’re picking up a couple tails,” Jamal said, voice staticking its way out of the burner phone in my pocket. The cool dark had closed in around us, the street lamps illuminating the St. Paul street as we drove toward the multilevel parking structure a couple blocks up. “If you can get inside quick, we should be able to trade cars and get you out of there with no one the wiser.”

“We’re going to drive into a garage in the middle of the night, probably the only people doing so, then drive out, and hope Cassidy doesn’t notice us and tell her psychotic drug lord clients?” I shook my head. “Bad plan, Jamal. Also, garages have one conventional way in and one conventional way out. A chokepoint if ever there was one.”

Angel was frowning at that. “Conventional?”

I shook my head. “If it gets bad, you’ll see what I mean. Until then … you probably don’t want to know.” I rounded up the sheaf of papers I’d been browsing and tossed them into the safe deposit box. I was going to need this and my “go bag” before we left, because there was no way I was leaving all these goodies for the cops. Especially since, if Harry packed it, it was stuff he knew I’d need. It was a real goodie bag, too, but filled with enough slightly worrying items, especially toward the bottom, that I had a bad feeling about how this was all going to end.

Somewhere in the quiet that loomed around us, I had a second to miss Harry. Yeah, already. Less than a day away and I was already regretting leaving him behind.

But … this was who I was. No running from fate.

“You need to change out cars,” Jamal’s voice came back. “The cops are already reviewing street cam footage, and your car’s gonna catch a BOLO within minutes. Dump it, or you’re going to have bigger problems than just the Cartel being up your trunk.”

“You heard the man,” I said, nodding toward the garage ahead. “One massive, heinous problem at a time, I guess.”

Angel didn’t look too happy about this, and I couldn’t blame her, but she made the turn nonetheless.

Straight ahead on the road two sets of headlights snapped on, and through the dark I could see a couple of big black SUVs light up the night.

“You got made,” Jamal’s voice squawked. “I think those are Cartel people.”

“No shit,” I said, as Angel accelerated into the garage. It was a straight ramp up ahead of us; to the left it broke into a downslope, parking spaces heading down to the basement. She took the right fork and raced us up a level. I looked back in time to see the first SUV turning into the garage, squealing tires as it did so. It was too far back and too dark for me to see what was going on, but there it was, nonetheless.

“This is going to get tight,” Angel said, slowing down a lot more than necessary on the curve, as the ramp switched back to the left in a 180 degree turn. She decelerated down to single digits, and the first Cartel SUV took full advantage of her move to close in on us.

“What the hell …?” I asked, wondering what exactly she was thinking.

Angel let a tight grin slip as she revved up and sent us up the ramp a little faster. Only a smattering of cars remained parked here overnight, which was good for us, I figured. Gave us more room to maneuver. “Watch this,” Angel said, and gunned it harder, the Cartel car in close pursuit, maybe twenty feet behind us. I expected bullets to come raining in on us at any second, their engine already so loud it was like a purring in my head.

We came up on an older model Honda, faded blue, a four-door that would be a tight squeeze for anyone taller than me. Angel jerked the wheel to the left, angling our car right into a collision. I grabbed the oh shit! bar and she pulled to the right at the last second, controlling her crash.

Our front bumper impacted the rear of the Honda as Angel skidded us into a pirouetting one eighty, back end of our car sliding up the ramp as the Honda jerked around, interposing itself between us and the first cartel SUV.

BOOM. The cartel SUV T-boned the Honda, and Angel spun our car back around and got us peeling out up the ramp again as the Honda flipped and the Cartel vehicle actually slammed its roof against the concrete support beams in the garage ceiling, making a world-ending noise. It thumped back down on its axles, which broke under the ridiculous strain of having the entire car’s weight dropped from something like ten feet. It rattled off to the side, wheels pointed in directions they were not supposed to point under normal function.

“Shit, yeah,” I said, looking back over my shoulder. “That was some fancy driving.”

“You ain’t seen nothing yet,” Angel breathed, as we drifted around another one-eighty. Apparently she’d been holding out a little on what she could do behind the wheel. Now she was going the full Fast and Furious.

The first gunshots rang out seconds later, the occupants of the second cartel SUV apparently having deemed us too dangerous to dink around with given what we’d done to their vanguard car. Fortunately, they were firing through the concrete pillars that separated our side of the garage from the downslope where they were working their way around the crash of Honda and their buddies’ car. They wouldn’t be on a straight, unobstructed line of sight with us for a few seconds, during which I was hopeful Angel would be already about to turn the next corner and remove us from a clear view again.

“This might get interesting,” Angel said, tensing as a couple stray rounds hit our car. The rear window on the driver’s side shattered into a rain of safety glass pebbles, and it sounded like our engine took a hit. Small caliber, probably .223 by the noise, but those things could still do some damage.

Or kill us. Obviously.

“Okay, Harry,” I said, sliding the AR-15 out of my go bag and pulling the scope caps off. “I think it might be ‘go time’ on this one …”

“Please don’t shoot me with that,” Angel said, throwing us into a hard drift around the next one-eighty turn.

I gestured at the long barrel, which was basically so extended I’d have to practically lean out of the vehicle to line it up with Angel in the next damned seat. “If I hit you with this, it’s going to have to be via the world’s most epic ricochet. Besides, statistics say you’re a lot more likely to die in a car accident than via gun violence.”

Her eyes almost bugged out of her head, but she kept them front and her hands on the wheel. “Seems to me I’m about fifty-fifty on both of those right now.”

“Well, you are exhibiting some increased risk factors for both, being in a drift race up a parking garage and a gunfight at the same time,” I said, elbowing the passenger window so that it shattered and then leaning out as she whipped the car around. I eyeballed my shot because using the scope while in this much motion was an exercise in near-futility. I stroked the trigger three times, looking straight down the barrel and trying to point at the driver’s seat of the second cartel SUV.

“I feel like just hanging out with you is increasing all my risk factors for everything,” Angel said, gunning us up the next stage of the ramp.

“Bullshit,” I said. “I’m totally easy on the cholesterol. Also, secondhand smoke? Not a problem with me.” The barrel of my AR had a little smoke coming off of it, which caused me to frown. “At least of the nicotine variety.” 

Swiveling my barrel, I took aim through the concrete parking garage supports as we charged up our side of the garage and the enemy drove up theirs. Apparently my shots hadn’t swayed them. 

So I sent four more their way as we passed, peppering the hell out of the side of their SUV and busting both the front and rear windows on the driver’s side before the angle got too lopsided.

Angel spun us in a drift around the next corner, tires screaming their displeasure, or else having a rubber orgasm—either way, they were loud. I readied myself as we came around the turn for my two-second window of shooting glory.

We drifted the one-eighty. Tires screamed. The enemy car was coming up the turn.

“Screw you, you soldier of fortune sons of bitches.” I unleashed. Quantity over quality.

I stroked the trigger eight times. Looked straight down the barrel.

The SUV’s front windshield exploded. Holes in the hood started smoking.

And it kept coming.

“Well, shit,” I muttered. This was not my night for aiming.

“Running out of space,” Angel said tightly. I looked up.

She was right. We were on the roof, only one more turn before the garage came to an abrupt end.

“Any chance you can give me a little more time next turn?” I asked. She didn’t answer. I could see the thought racing through her mind. “Pretty please?”

She grunted. Best response I figured I’d get. She was concentrating.

I was a crack shot once upon a time. Under ideal conditions, I could take the head off a human at half a mile with my current setup. While I was stationary and the wind was fair.

At fifty miles an hour on a turn, against a fast moving target in shadow … 

Well, I wasn’t quite as good.

I did a mental count. The mag was good for thirty. I figured I’d gone through half.

This time, I was determined to blow through the other half. I got a fresh mag ready for speed reload. Clenched it in hand as I steadied my rifle. 

Set up the shot. Readied for the turn.

“Here we go!” Angel announced her turn. A round of fire from the SUV peppered her side of the car again.

Angel let out a grunt of pain. I saw blood darkening the leg of her jeans and more spreading along her side, marring the light shirt she wore. 

“Shit, you okay?” 

We jerked into the turn, car shuddering. Her hands were clamped on the wheel. “Fine,” she gritted out.

That damned sure didn’t look “fine” to me, but I had shots to make.

The AR roared in my hands. I unleashed hell, aiming for the dark shadow in the driver’s seat. 

Muzzle flash lit the night. Our car spun sideways.

In seconds, the concrete support rail demarcating the ramps blocked my view of the SUV. But it was still tearing up the concrete path toward us, as near as I could tell from the noise.

Our car tilted a little as we came out of the turn. Angel’s hands were slackening on the wheel, but she grunted and spun us around. Shifted the car into reverse, backing us up using the little camera on screen. 

We skidded, the proximity sensor warning us about the lack of space to run behind us with a loud dinging.

And the cartel SUV came around the last corner and stopped.

“Nowhere to run.” I had the AR up, pointed at the SUV. I knew I’d pegged the driver multiple times; my shooting wasn’t so bad I wouldn’t have clipped the bastard at least a few rounds after an entire mag emptied. I finished my combat reload and left the round I had in it chambered. There was one bullet left in the old mag. “Driver’s a meta, I think. Maybe a phase shifter or something.”

“Hm,” Angel said, mostly a grunt. I could tell she was fading fast. I didn’t know exactly how badly she’d been hit, but I suspected that if her wounds weren’t fatal, they were at least going to cause unconsciousness while her body tried to heal itself. She looked at me. “Bet you didn’t think it’d end like this.”

“Stay with me here,” I said, looking in the scope this time as the SUV came to a stop. Something about what she said tripped my déjà vu trigger, but I didn’t have time to worry about spooky feelings now.

“Been with you … all this time,” Angel muttered, and gunned the engine. The proximity alert flared again, and she shifted the car back into drive. “Let’s … play chicken.”

I checked my seatbelt, just in case. Checked hers, to be sure, in case she couldn’t. “Okay,” I said.

Light flared down on us from above. The faint sound of a chopper’s rotors reached my ears through the shattered windows.

Angel glanced up. “Cops … or Adoncia?”

“It’s the cartel,” Jamal’s voice squawked from my pocket. “No police copters in your area.”

“Let’s give them a show, then,” Angel said as the chopper started to descend on us. It was probably a few hundred feet up, and with us pinned in place by the SUV—which we couldn’t displace, not with a Miata—we were properly stuck.

“Hey, maybe we should—” I started to say, but Angel revved the engine again, super loud, as the chopper swung down into view. It was coming down low, like they were going to drop someone off on the garage roof, descending to a hundred feet above the deck, then fifty, then—

Angel hammered the accelerator and released the brake, her teeth gritted together, blood seeping through. The helo was only about forty feet or so off to our left, over the side of the garage roof and descending by the second. It’d be landing in moments, or at least putting itself in place to drop cargo—which I could see from here was a bunch of dudes with big guns and tactical gear. They were aiming at us, and I started to lay down some suppressing fire, but Angel swatted my gun away.

“No,” she said, and the moment passed, the car roof occluding my view of the chopper as it descended to our left.

We raced toward the SUV, which came at us in turn, furiously tearing its way up the parking deck. Angel was watching it intently as the space between us cut down to thirty feet, twenty—so fast I could barely keep up even with my meta reflexes—ten—

Angel jerked the handbrake, swerved right, and swung the back end of the car around just as the SUV swerved slightly left. The back end of our car drifted in a one eighty, reminding me of a baseball bat swinging at a pitch.

In this case … the ball was the SUV.

The back end of our car slammed into the SUV and diverted it sideways at high speed. It crashed into the concrete barricade that surrounded the roof of the garage, mangling the hood and flipping the back end up—

It did one flip through the air and collided with the helicopter, and an explosion lit the night as they both went crashing down just over the edge of the garage deck. 

“Holy shit,” I said as an orange glow lit the night, a fireball mushrooming its way up over the side of the deck where the SUV had vanished, then fading as it fell to the earth six stories below. “That …”

“Yeah.” Angel slumped against the seat. “Gonna need a …” She was blinking her eyes. “Uh oh.”

“‘Uh oh’ what—?” I started to ask. Didn’t need an answer by the time I got that much out, though, because the question answered itself.

Another cartel SUV was waiting just down the parking deck, in perfect position to start a game of chicken, except … 

This time we were facing the wrong damned way. 

Angel started to put her hands on the wheel, and I started to turn around, gun in hand.

Neither of us made it in time.

Someone stuck their head out the window of the cartel SUV, and a beam of ruby red energy lit the night.

Adoncia. 

The laser speared our Miata as Angel hit the gas. We lost the rear wheel on my side to the attack and lurched sideways before the car had a chance to realize it had been damaged. Angel tried to control it, but we spun and slammed into the concrete barricade on the side of the garage as another beam of light sliced down into the front of the car, cutting the engine off.

The impact was devastating, my gun slamming into my shoulder as well as the airbag, which popped instantly against the superhot barrel. I was jerked forward and my head hit the dash as the front end of the car dissolved in an eye blast.

And as for me … my vision faded to black as the pain wafted away.

I crashed into unconsciousness.
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Angel

Four Years Ago

 

Miranda’s office was in one of the tall buildings downtown, and the flight there took only moments in Sienna’s arms. The cool air filtered around Angel, and her mind raced as they flew. “Over there,” she said, nodding to it in the distance, as Sienna altered their course to carry them toward the indicated building.

The landing drew looks and stares from people who were walking through the concrete park where they came down. Angel could hear them, that sort of hushed conversation, the thousand fingers pointed skyward, the “Look!” invocations of voices exclaiming their surprise at seeing an extraordinary event unfold.

Angel was being carried by the world’s first superhero.

Her.

A simple restaurateur from Houston.

It was almost too much to believe.

The landing was soft, almost a simple step down. Sienna just drifted her down until Angel just stepped off gently. Sienna herself landed a moment later, her heavy boots making a slight clunk against the pavement.

Angel looked up—and up. Miranda’s firm was not small, and they had several floors of this building set aside for their use. Looking into the immense glass and steel lobby, she felt herself take a very subtle gulp.

“I’m not feeling your pulse or anything, but I get the sense from your general, ‘Shoulders so tight you could use them to bend steel across,’ demeanor, that you’re not looking forward to this confab with your cousin,” Sienna said. “I know, I know. I’m a keen observer of the human condition.”

Angel swallowed and found that her mouth had dried out during the flight. She hadn’t even noticed. “How … do I even tell her that I think her new boyfriend tried to kill me?” She turned to look at Sienna.

Sienna just blinked a few times, like she was chewing through the information looking for an answer. “Uhh …” she finally said, “y’know … I’m probably not the person you want to ask for advice on this one, because I’d probably just come out and say it as bluntly as possible, no tact whatsoever. I’m the sort who, if a limb needs to be removed, I’m gonna get the hacksaw and go to work, anesthetic be damned. I’ll just ignore your screams until I’m done, but I’ll be fast.”

Angel swallowed another dry mouthful of nothing, and it felt painful. “I’m suddenly very thankful you’re not a doctor.”

“That’s really not in my blood,” Sienna said, and then nodded toward the building lobby. “Come on. You can start thinking up a way to explain this to her while we’re in motion, because time’s a wasting.”

They walked inside, the massive, four-story interior of the building looming above them. It was normally an inspiring sight on the occasions when she’d visited Miranda at her office for lunch. Now, though … 

It just felt intimidating.

They passed through in a flash, into the elevator and up, up as though being flown by Sienna to their destination. Soon, too soon, the doors dinged open, and Angel stepped out on wooden legs, finding herself in the receptionist area of Miranda’s law firm, toddling her way up to the receptionist uncertainly as lawyers and clients buzzed around her in a blur of motion that she couldn’t focus on. Now it felt like the world had sped up, conversations taking place around her becoming a dull roar that she could barely hear over the fluttering thunder of her own heartbeat.

Somehow she managed to make herself clear to the receptionist, who spoke as though she was underwater, nodding at Angel’s request, and calling back on her headset into the deep labyrinth of offices behind her. She nodded at Angel, said something about waiting a minute, and then went back to looking at her computer screen.

Angel just stood there and blinked. She looked back to Sienna to make sure she was still there. As though she might have run off or vanished like a dream.

“You know the way?” the receptionist asked, looking up at Angel.

Angel thought about it a second. She used to. “Uh … yeah,” she said, and went forth, the receptionist indicating she should enter the maze.

Angel did as instructed, and somehow, dazedly, found her way through. The possibilities raced in her head—Miranda would call her stupid, tell her she was wrong, that she was mistaken, that surely Jorge had not—

“Angel,” Miranda said. She was waiting outside her door, smiling. A hitch came into her expression, though, as she saw who trailed Angel. “This is … unexpected.”

“You ain’t heard nothing yet,” Sienna muttered so low Angel had doubts Miranda—or anyone else, for that matter—heard it.

They were inside and sitting in what felt like a second, and yet … it must have been minutes. Angel’s legs ached, twitched, desired to move, to run, to get her the hell out of here, yet Miranda sat before her, talking pleasantly to Sienna, the subject of their conversation utterly lost on Angel. A look of concern was working its way up on her face, but she was just chatting amiably, as Miranda did …

“Jorge tried to kill me,” Angel finally rushed out, putting a swift end to the pain of waiting. It came out in a jumble, of course, and killed whatever conversation Miranda had been having with Sienna rather abruptly.

Miranda just stared. And stared. And finally blinked. “Oh,” she said.

Angel just stared at her, waiting further response. A nervousness gnawed at the lining of her stomach. Surely there would be more. A fierce denunciation, an angry retort that, no, it couldn’t be that—

“If you say he did that, I believe you,” Miranda said, getting to her feet, looking distractedly around the small office. “His business interests … they seemed a little … strange, honestly. I got a weird vibe from them, but …” She shook her head. “I guess I tried to ignore it because he seemed so … nice.” She closed her eyes. “God, I feel like such a fool.”

“Well,” Sienna said, “trust me when I tell you that you don’t have the monopoly on bad judgment of men you date. Not even in this room.” And she shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “I mean … just being brutally frank, I came within about five minutes of losing my virginity to a soul-sucking incubus who later tried to kill me, so … whatever this Jorge guy is up to, at least you didn’t … uh … do that.”

“I didn’t lose my virginity to him,” Miranda said, staring a little wide-eyed at Sienna, “I did sleep him with him, though.” She put her hand over her forehead. “Why … why would he do this, though?”

“I overheard him say something about cross-border trafficking,” Angel said, a shot of relief running through her now that she’d realized Miranda believed her.

Miranda believed her. That was a load off.

Miranda made a grunting noise and fell back in her chair, which squeaked and rolled slightly upon impact. “He’s a drug lord. Of course.” She pulled her hands from in front of her eyes. “All those different companies he had me set up … they’re fronts. Probably for money laundering.” She closed her eyes again. “How did I not see that?”

“Going out on a limb and guessing it’s because he was a smooth talker,” Sienna said. “And charming, I assume? Those types are always charming, the ones that are trying to manipulate you. They only show their real face once they stop getting what they want.”

“How are you involved in this?” Miranda asked, sweeping her hair back out of her eyes. It had been loose in a cute style around her face, but the downside was that now it was probably obscuring her vision. “I thought you were in charge of the … office of metahuman law enforcement or something.”

Sienna stared off into space for a moment before answering. “Ya know … Office of Metahuman Law Enforcement would be a lot better name for my agency than the current one. O-em-el-Eee. Hell, capitalize the T in enforcement and we could be OMELET, which is very much a name I could get behind, cuz my stomach is really growling. Skipped breakfast getting down here … no time for Denny’s and a Moons Over My Hammy …”

Miranda stared at her. “But … why are you here?”

“Oh, it was no big,” Sienna waved her off. “I was in San Antonio anyway on a case, so, when your cousin manifested and the cops called me about the whole thing at her apartment with the murder attempt and all, I just jetted down—uh, well, flew down. No jet involved—”

“Wait, so—sorry,” Miranda looked from Sienna to Angel. “You are okay, right? I mean, you look fine, other than looking stressed from the restaurant—”

“Oh, wait, this grey-faced, shoulders-of-steel thing is her normal state?” Sienna was looking at Angel now, too. “Jeez, I assumed it was tension from being bushwhacked by killers and then having to tell you that your boyfriend was all murder-y. Damn, girl,” she said to Angel. “You gotta loosen up.”

“I—wh—I have responsibilities,” Angel said lamely.

“Also, did she say you have a restaurant?” Sienna asked. “Because—again—skipped breakfast.”

“She’s an amazing cook,” Miranda said. “She makes the best tamales I’ve ever had.”

Sienna smacked her lips together. “I … could really go for one of those right now.” She looked right at Angel. “Can we continue this conversation at your restaurant? Or somewhere else with a fully stocked kitchen?”

“I …” Angel started. “I think the restaurant is probably the only place with a fully stocked kitchen that I could use right now. But … Jorge knows about it—”

“Perfect,” Sienna said, rising. “We’ll all go to the restaurant and have breakfast. Lunch. Whatever.”

Miranda’s eyes nearly bugged out of her head. “But … Jorge knows where the restaurant is. If he’s after her, he’s going to come there—or send someone looking for her there …”

“Even more perfect,” Sienna said. “We can set up an ambush.”

Miranda’s jaw dropped. “But … if he’s trying to kill her … isn’t that kind of walking right into his trap? Giving him what he wants? Shouldn’t we hide out somewhere—”

“Until this all blows over?” Sienna quirked an eyebrow up at her. “I dunno, let’s work that idea through. You ever do much reading about drug runners—let’s just go and make a leap here, please don’t call me racist cuz I’m just connecting dots—his name is Jorge, he works in Latin America, he’s involved in running drugs across the border, and placed a hit on your cousin. He probably works for a cartel. Yes?”

Miranda didn’t hesitate long. “Yes,” she answered with only a little reservation. “Most likely.”

“How forgiving are cartel folks?” Sienna asked. “Just … based on what you’ve read of them, since I’m guessing you haven’t had any firsthand experience?”

Miranda looked right at Angel, and her expression chilled Angel’s bones. “They … do not forgive.”

“Right,” Sienna said quietly. “They like to make examples of those who oppose them. Judges, police officers, random citizens …They do a little less of it on this side of the border, but if this Jorge already sent people to kill Angel …”

Miranda slumped. “He’s not going to give up just because he got thwarted once.”

“Yep,” Sienna said, and now she looked at Angel; Angel, for her part, felt nauseous. “So I say we draw Jorge out … and make a little example of him. Make the cartel behind him want to cut their losses.” She smiled. “Trust me. I’m good at this kind of thing.”

“But it sounds … so dangerous,” Miranda said, looking up at her.

“More dangerous than waiting for them to descend on you?” Sienna asked, heading for the door. She’d clearly already decided. “Besides—Angel and I will protect you.”

Miranda stiffened slightly, looking right at Angel, brows knitted close in concern. “You … are going to protect me?” She smiled, ever so slightly. “I mean … no offense, but …”

Angel felt another slight churn in her stomach at her cousin’s look. “There’s, uh … one other thing I need to tell you … about what’s happened in the last day here …” And she took a deep breath, trying to figure out how to do it without just blurting out, “I’ve got superpowers!” or something similarly stupid … “Uhm … well …”

Of course. She’d frozen again … 
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Sienna

Now

 

“Get her out of there … and finish her off.” The squeal of tires in the distance jolted me back to consciousness, a harsh wakeup in the sweaty summer night. I was drenched, sloppy with perspiration, my clothes sticking to me, and blood slipped down my upper lip and to my cheeks. The AR-15 was sideways across my lap, caught between me and the dashboard, which seemed to have gotten closer to the seat than it had been.

I held in a grunt of pain, because some stuff was broken in my torso. I did slit my eye open slightly, trying to get the lid to relax so it didn’t look all squinted, then lolled my head so I could get a look around.

There were shadows moving around in the light of the car’s hood fire in front of me.

Hostiles. Tangos.

My right hand was numb, but functional, I discovered as I clenched my fist. Workable motor ability in the finger that mattered—the trigger finger.

The guys moving around in front of me were speaking Spanish and laughing. Not cops, plainly.

I drifted my hand over to the AR-15, checked to make sure the barrel was unbent and whipped it up, using the mangled dashboard as a rest, and put a quick end to their giggles.

There were five of them, and they reacted almost immediately to my movement, but “almost immediately” was not enough. I drilled every single one of them, pleased to find that the crash hadn’t damaged my weapon, and watched them drop where I popped them. They were all armed, by the way, just to ease your fragile conscience.

A sixth figure just stood there, slightly shadowed, and then started clapping. I whipped the barrel around, looking for a weapon, but they didn’t have one, and raised their hands in surrender the moment I swung the AR around.

“Whoa,” a female voice said, stepping forward into the light of the dancing flames from what was left of the Miata’s hood. Adoncia’s eye beam had ripped it cleanly apart, leaving only a very little to burn, probably some residual gas in the fuel line or something. “Not me, please.”

I stared at the woman. She was African-American, and wore a glittering smile with eyes that found mine and didn’t let go. “Do I know you?”

She smiled. “No. But I was about to kill all five of them if you hadn’t done it.”

“Oh yeah?” I asked, staring at her down the side of the AR barrel. “Why would you go and attack your fellow employees?” I eased back but only slightly. 

“Other than them being annoying?” She wasn’t all that tense for having a gun pointed at her head. I saw why a second later as she seemed to melt into the darkness.

“You have shadow powers,” I said, looking around, trying to control myself, keep from going frantic. I was still stuck in a burning car, after all.

There was a click as my seatbelt released. Shadow lady was there, standing, calmly, above me. Hand out, palm open, no threat intended. “You’re a little late to the party on that one,” she said.

A thought occurred. “You were the driver of the SUV that Angel sent into the helicopter.”

She clapped her hands. “Very good. I did a little shadow dance and slipped out before it exploded. Lots of shadows coming off an explosion, you know, and … not a lot of need for me to go down with that ship. I’m Kristina, by the way.”

“Formal introductions are not going to spare your life,” I said, trying to justify cold-blooded murder and not having a lot of luck with that, absent a truly hostile move from her. “I’m on a first-name basis with lots of people I kill. Like Adoncia, for instance.”

“She’s gone,” Kristina said. “Took your friend and left the rest of us to kill you. I guess you must not be as high on her list as that Angel chick. Hard to believe; I always heard you were great at pissing people off.”

“Bad move on her part,” I said. “Should have struck while I was out.”

“Well,” Kristina said, smiling, leaning in on me as I kept a wary eye on her, “she might have prioritized that if I hadn’t … fibbed a little about your state of being.” She straightened slightly. “Cassidy played middleman and hired me. For ‘Adoncia.’” She used air quotes, smiling all the while. “Said to tell you … ‘You owe her … again.’”

I didn’t take my sight off Kristina. “So … she hired you to help kill me … but you’re not going to help kill me.”

She shook her head. “Cassidy hired me to cooperate with the cartel up to a point … and that point was you, on the edge of death. At that point, my objective changed—I was to preserve your life.” She waved a hand toward me. “And here you are, alive. Look at that. I’m just the damned best at my job, aren’t I?”

“Through no fault of your own, I’d argue.”

She frowned. “Not so. I could have delivered the coup de grâce any time while you were sleeping. I was the one who pulled your friend out of the car there. None of the others had the guts to get close. I spared your life, and I brought you Cassidy’s message. Now … my contract is fulfilled. Baby gonna get paid, darling.” She actually snapped her fingers in front of me.

“Cassidy,” I muttered, almost a curse. She was definitely off my Christmas card list, but she might have spared herself my shit list, for the moment. “Where did your employer head off to … with my friend?” I finished lamely.

“Cassidy said to tell you that they’re basing themselves out of a quarry in the middle of Maple Grove, wherever the hell that is,” Kristina said. “That they don’t know the value of what you’ve got in the back seat there,” and she nodded, presumably at the safe deposit box. I did not turn my head or take my eyes off of her to confirm it was still there. “That the quarry will be a tough nut to crack. She had to hire fifty mercenaries to guard the place for them, in addition to some of their own cartel soldiers. Oh, and they didn’t get the contract rider to spare your life. You show up, they will full-on try and kill your ass.” Her right eyebrow moved slightly in amusement. “Apparently Adoncia took the losses you’ve inflicted on her since this began with … well, she took them poorly, let’s just say. She started throwing a lot of money into bringing your friend in.”

I shook my head, keeping my eyes open and fixed. Shaking off concussion-worthy hits was so much more difficult these days. “Let’s say I believe you on all this … what’s your play now?”

“My contract’s up now that I’ve played teacher for you,” she said, lowering her hands. “I’m off to spend my money. Best of luck, Sienna. Get on ‘em, girl.” And she seemed to evaporate into the shadows crawling across the ground of the parking lot, disappearing into the night.

“Oh, Ima give ‘em hell, all right,” I said, crunching the door as I forced my way out of the mangled car. 

“I know you will,” Kristina’s voice drifted back to me, on the wind, like she was saying it from considerable distance. Which was probably smart.

“By the by,” I called to the empty parking lot, “if you ever try to kill me again—”

“Spare me the threat,” Kristina said. “I’ve yet to try and kill you. And I wouldn’t.”

“Because you know better?” I asked the empty parking lot, AR clutched tight in my hands.

“Because I like a challenge,” she said, way too impishly for my taste, “and assassinating people unseen? Too easy.” She laughed, a little silvery thing, and was gone, the giggles cut off in the middle like I’d snuffed her with my AR.

“Creepy,” I muttered, dragging myself out of the car. My right leg nearly failed as I put weight upon it, and I gritted my teeth, forcing myself up, slinging the AR back over my shoulder. Smart of Harry, putting a sling on it. Almost like he knew I’d come to this very moment and need it.

Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out the ruins of the burner phone Jamal had used to communicate with me. It was a shattered mess, a complete writeoff, and if I’d purchased the insurance plan, I’d be heading to the store to get a new one tomorrow. Since I hadn’t (it’s a waste of money for most people, honestly), I pocketed the SIM card and tossed the phone’s remains into the fire beneath the Miata’s engine.

Putting a hand on the wreckage, I leaned against the car and ripped the back passenger door open when it refused to swing normally on its hinges. Tossing it aside, I breathed a very light sigh of relief to find my go bag and the safe deposit box more or less where we’d left them.

But Angel … 

Adoncia had her, and my gut feeling was … she was not going to give her an easy time, nor a merciful death.

The only hope I had, really, was that Angel would hold out, not breaking, not telling Adoncia a damned thing about what she wanted to know—which was most likely related to Miranda and the treasure trove of goods we had in our backseat. I muscled the safe deposit box out of the car, and slung the go bag over my shoulder, pausing only to change wigs, throwing the old one—which was hanging off the side of my head anyway—into the fire.

This … was my last disguise, I realized. There was a change of clothes, too, and other than a last few items that had a very specific purpose … that was the end of what Harry had packed for me. Taking great care, I slung the bag onto my shoulder after removing a couple of tools that were now near the top of the bag. A slim jim for unlocking a car to steal, and a set of lockpicks. Not meant to be used in combo but seeing them together gave me a pretty good idea of what needed to happen next.

I was banged up beyond the capacity to wage a one-woman war on the Cartel, at least for the moment. I needed a few hours to recuperate, to let my body do at least a modicum of healing. That meant I needed somewhere to lie low, somewhere out of harm’s way, where the cartel would presumably not look for me. Somewhere that wouldn’t get anyone—like my friends, AKA known associates—in trouble with the law.

I’d had an idea about that, one of those “In Case of Emergency, Break Glass,” ideas, one that would keep the person involved from actual trouble … but would throw a lot of hassle their way. It was my last ditch play, but … it seemed I’d come to the last ditch. Go to Reed or any of the others and ask to lie low at their house, and I’d be seriously risking felonies and jail time for them.

No, I reassured myself, limping away from the wreck, very slowly, toward a recent model Chevy Malibu parked just down the roof from my wreck, this was the only way forward. As evidenced by Harry including the lockpicks where he had in the bag. It had not escaped my notice that I was basically down to a few weapons and these last items.

This adventure seemed to be drawing to a close.

“Good,” I muttered as I thought my way through that possibility. If all that was left after this was a bunch of guns, then we were definitely about to enter the “Sienna kills everybody” portion of my contest with Adoncia and her goon squad ambush. This was where I really tended to rack up the points, because let’s face it, the swimsuit and Q & A portion of the competitions were totally loaded in favor of the beauty queens and slick talkers.

But in this fictional contest, I was Miss Murdering Fucking America, and it was time to reclaim my crown from Adoncia, that upstart.

Slipping the Slim Jim tool down the gap between window and seal, I unlocked the Malibu’s door. A minute or so later, I’d defeated the car alarm and stripped the ignition, and she was purring. I recalled my destination’s address from memory, and started down the ramp, avoiding the cartel SUV parked in the middle of the road. Yeah, I could have stolen it, but it might have had GPS or a lowjack or something.

And I didn’t want these bastards to track me … or see me coming.

“You assholes messed with the wrong girl,” I muttered to myself, taking the curves of the ramp nice and easy, grimacing in pain with every bump on the way down. Glass glittered in the roadway from the gun fight, and when I drove out onto the street beyond, I could hear sirens just coming in the distance. Busy night for the police in the Twin Cities, I reckoned, and headed off to avoid them once again, mapping the destination in my mind and slipping into the night.
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“Ariadne,” I whispered into the darkness. A sleeping figure lay before me, stretched out on a bed, alone, as I lurked over her.

This was arguably the creepiest thing I’d ever done, but here I was, nonetheless, standing over Ariadne Fraser, waking her up by whispering her name over her sleeping form. Not exactly my proudest day, but in my defense, it was very akin to coming into my mom’s room at night because I’d had a really bad dream.

Or bad day, in this case.

“Ariadne,” I whispered again, and this time she stirred, coming out of her deep slumber. Sighing, I clicked her lamp, and Ariadne sat up, bolt upright.

She looked like she might have screamed if she’d been able to put together everything in reasonably quick order. She took me in with a long look—bloody, torn up, my last wig now back in my bag (I’d taken it off after I’d quietly picked her front door lock and slipped in). I was easily recognizable now, and she did recognize me, at least as the famous criminal, and I held up a finger over my lips to keep her from screaming.

But Ariadne was never much of a screamer. “What do you want?” she whispered, completely awestruck and probably thinking she was still dreaming.

“Sorry to bother you in the middle of the night,” I said, and truly meant it. “I … kinda just got my ass kicked by a Mexican drug cartel and need a place to lay low for a bit, so … in the interest of keeping you from having to aid and abet a felon you don’t even remember knowing … I am now taking you hostage.”

I didn’t have my AR in hand, but it was visible slung over my shoulder. Nothing I said carried the aura of a threat, but surely she was well acquainted with the fact that I, a metahuman, could have killed her with one punch. I kept my hands squarely by my side, but her gaze flicked over me, and a line of concern popped up on her brow. “You’re bleeding.”

“Like I said … it’s been a day.” I gestured to her. “Let’s get you bound to a chair so I can work on staunching this blood loss … which … I will totally pay for the damage to your carpet after this is over.”

She slid out of bed and grabbed a silken nightgown, wrapping herself in it and tying the knot around her waist. She was still as pale as me, her red hair dyed to avoid showing grey anywhere but the roots. She looked mildly concerned for her well being, and asked, “Are you going to hurt me?”

“No,” I said, too tired to lie, and too fond of her to put on any kind of threatening facade. “I know you don’t remember me, but … you lost your memory about a year and a half ago. Before that … we lived together as … roommates or something. Surrogate mother and surrogate daughter … we worked together.” I shook my head. “Anyway. No, I’m not going to hurt you. I just didn’t have anywhere else to go. I’m sorry.”

She nodded once and stood. “All right.” It was hard to tell what that meant by the look on her face, but I led her into the kitchen and grabbed a roll of duct tape out of the drawer, binding her to the chair. As an actual inhibitor of human freedom, duct tape is terrible stuff. Even a grandmother could break out of it if she knew how.

Ariadne stared at the duct tape bonds taping her to the chair, and I realized she probably remembered my training on how to get out of it.

“You’re thinking about how ineffective this stuff is and how easy it is to escape,” I said.

After a quizzical look, she asked, “How did you know?”

“I’m the one that taught you how to get out of it,” I said, “apply torsion laterally, because that’s how the tape is meant to be broken to shear off the pieces from the roll. Sound familiar?”

She nodded. “Why would you have taught me to escape duct tape?”

“Well, like I said … we lived together.” I finished “securing” her to the chair. “I was always a high value target to various people, and you were a leverage point for me, so I made sure you went through at least some basic anti-kidnapping stuff. Guns, knives, tasers, escape … we covered it all at one point or another, with regular recaps—you know, just to be sure. My mom was big on training constantly, and although I probably wasn’t as much of a lunatic for it as she was, it’s how I was raised … y’know?”

“You were raised to break free of duct tape and kidnappers?” Ariadne asked, surprisingly calm considering she was talking to someone who’d stolen into her house in the dead of night and taken her “hostage.”

“I was raised to fight the fight,” I said, “to survive.” I flexed my right hand, which was aching from the crash and had been complaining, especially as I’d used it to drive over here.

“To fight what fight?” Ariadne asked, looking me right in the eye.

I leaned back against her Formica countertop, felt an ache in my back in the muscles that surrounded the base of my spine. “Whatever fight came my way. Though in recent years it’s more like … whatever fight threatened the safety of my friends or the world. Not surprised you haven’t heard about any of them. After all, reporting on the good things I do might actively detract from reportage of how evil I am, all the way down to the bone.”

“I don’t think you’re evil,” Ariadne said, but she looked away as she said.

“Yeah, you probably just think I’ve made evil decisions,” I said, flexing that right hand and finding another torn muscle or pulled ligament in the wrist as well. “And I appreciate your sweetheart worldview, I really do, giving me the benefit of the doubt like that.”

“Do you think you’re evil?” she asked. Now she was looking at me, smoky grey eyes fixed on mine when I looked up from my wound assessment.

“You’ve been counseling with Dr. Zollers for too long,” I said, feeling my way up the wrist to the elbow, which similarly hurt. Must have happened when the airbag deployed into my AR, driving the impact up my arm and putting a lot of things out of joint. “You’re starting to talk like him.”

“You know Dr. Zollers?” Ariadne asked, with a note of … concern? Worry? It might have been easier to tell if I’d been able to devote more attention to our conversation. Instead, my mind was like 65% focused on feeling pain, 20% on wound assessment, 10% on listening for anyone moving to assault the house, which left a roaring 5% of my concentration to Ariadne and replying to her string of queries.

“After you lost your memory, I asked him to try and put things right … in there,” I said, touching my left index finger to my head. No pain, thank goodness. “It’s why you’re still seeing him after all this time, though he hasn’t had any luck getting your memories of me back.” I checked the left arm; it was mostly good. “Which is probably just as well, honestly. I mean, this is the kind of shitty thing that happens when you tangentially know me,” and I waved a hand to encompass her being bound to a chair. “Imagine the hell you go through when you actually remember me enough to consider me a friend.”

“Do all your friends end up bound to chairs, hostages in their own house?” she asked dryly.

“Pretty much. A lot end up in worse positions,” I said with more than a little chagrin. “Some end up dead. From the fight, y’know. Or wounded. Or some asshole tries to use them against me.” I worked my way over to a chair and sat down across from her. “Which kinda happened to another friend tonight. She’s a hostage right now … to some very bad people.”

Ariadne stared at me. “Because of you?”

“Maybe,” I said, and found myself breaking into an ironic smile. “Like yourself, lately I have some … memory problems.” The pull of my eyelids was fierce, and I had sunk into a nicely padded seat across from Ariadne.

“I don’t know if this is normal for you lately, but …” She gave me the once over. “You look like hell.”

“I feel like hell,” I agreed. Blood everywhere, again. Honestly, if they ever made a Sienna Nealon clothes and cosmetics line, crimson would have to be the anchor color, because bleeding seemed to be the only constant in my life. I closed my eyes. “I just … need a few minutes and then I’ll be … up and at ‘em again … need a few minutes … and a new plan …”

The last bit came out as a murmur, and I drifted off in the comfort of the padded chair, Ariadne still staring at me from where she was bound. I spared one last thought for a vague worry about her getting loose, but, unable to come up with any other solution, I gave up the fight with my warring eyelids and drifted off to sleep.
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When I woke, the sound of a coffeemaker percolating was like an alarm in my consciousness. Her chair was empty, the duct tape torn across the lateral axes, and I blinked in surprise at the sight. The room was filled with the scent of a rich brew, and I wondered if the noise had woken me, or the expectation of sweet coffee passing my lips had done the trick, like Pavlov’s dog, salivating to wakefulness.

“You want a cup?” Ariadne asked, bustling around in the kitchen, silken robe swishing gently behind her.

“Yeah,” I said, “unless I need to be fleeing to avoid the cops.”

She paused for a second, having just retrieved an empty cup from the cabinet above. She stared with great concentration into the cupboard. “No, I didn’t call the police. I’m not sure why, exactly, but … I didn’t.”

“Hm,” I said, trying to weigh that one out. I eyed her as she went back to work getting me a cup of coffee, pouring it out as the percolator dripped a few drops onto the hot plate before she replaced it and handed me a tall cup black as the night outside the windows.

I eyed the coffee, and she must have sensed my hesitation. “I didn’t even ask if you wanted cream or sugar,” she said, almost whispering, concentration elsewhere.

“I usually drink it black, so …” I shrugged. “You used to know that. Maybe, underneath all the layers of stolen memory, you still do.”

She looked at me in earnest, clutching her own cup. “You say my memory was stolen. By who? For what reason?”

“President Harmon did it,” I said, matching her earnestness. “Does that surprise you?”

She thought about it a second. “No. I worked in the White House for a short while, and I could never figure out how I ended up there.” She cracked a smile. “I really hated that bastard, didn’t even vote for him the second go round.”

I laughed, and it turned to a sniffle. “We sat together on election night and watched him win, and he called me to taunt—this was before he revealed himself as a mind-controlling villain that was going try and take over the world with his brain—”

She cocked an eyebrow at me. “This … is a normal thing to happen with you? The President of the United States turns out to be a megalomaniac and a metahuman?”

“Well, it happened that one time,” I said, “I dunno how ‘normal’ you could quantify it as. I mean, it’s not like Gondry has gone and done the same thing.” I hesitated. “Yet. But he hasn’t cleared me, either, so … maybe it’s coming.”

“Did Harmon do … what he did to me … because of you?” Ariadne asked.

“Yeah,” I said, unable to meet her gaze. “He was trying undermine me in every way possible—take away my friends by mind control, take away my support mechanisms, turn me into a criminal—grind me into nothingness so I couldn’t stop him.” I stared at the steaming coffee. “Well … it’s been almost two years, and he’s just about finished it out.” I felt so bone weary. Maybe the coffee would help. “Shame that once it was all said and done … he didn’t end up wanting that anymore. The unstoppable momentum of the government machine rolls ever on, with me caught under the wheels, listening to the bones break.”

“What does that mean?” Ariadne asked. “The part about him not ‘wanting that anymore’?”

“Harmon? He ended up changing his tune before he died—which he did while saving my life,” I said. “Sort of. Long story. And it doesn’t really matter, I guess. It’s all in the past now.” I took another sip. The coffee was strong. Bitter. Hopefully it’d keep me going through the rest of the night, which I had a feeling … was going to be a long one. No more rest for wicked me. “The future, though … that one’s looking kinda concerning at the moment.”

Ariadne looked down at me. “Why? What does your future hold?”

“A showdown,” I said. “Beyond that? Not sure. My crystal ball decided he didn’t want to brave it with me, so …” I sniffled again and felt disgusted. “Sorry. That was … self-indulgent.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Ariadne said. She was focused on me, really listening in a way that … few did, other than Harry. No, scratch that. My friends did … whenever I actually got to see them.

“I had a boyfriend with the ability to see the future,” I said. “But we, uh … parted ways yesterday.”

“I’m sorry,” Ariadne said. “You have the strangest stories.”

I laughed another little laugh that turned into a sniffle. “I really do. My life … it’s a hot mess.” I felt the lightness leave, and said, soberly, “And I’m sorry that yours ended up one, too. Because of me.”

“I don’t really remember that,” Ariadne said, rearranging her silken nightgown as she sat down on the chair, brushing aside one of the stray strands of broken duct tape as she did so. “But if you say that the president stole my memories in order to strike at you … I guess my life really was a mess. I just thought I was working at the White House because I was that damned good.”

“You were good,” I said. “Are still, I’m sure. You were my co-director at the agency, before Harmon took it away from me.” I sighed. “You helped keep everything running. You were one of the people that … kept me running, too.” I bowed my head and shook it, staring at my coffee.

“There are days when I wake up …” Ariadne said, staring off into space, “… and it just feels like … something’s missing from my life.” She turned her eyes to me. “Maybe that’s you. I don’t know.” She shook her head. “You probably don’t have any idea what I’m talking about.”

I sniffled again. “Oh, I do. Boy, do I.”

Ariadne let out a little sigh. “So … what are you going to do now?”

“Well, I have a rendezvous with destiny now that I’m mostly healed,” I said, taking a quick inventory of my body. I flexed my hand and it seemed to be back in working order, only the mildest ache as complaint for the damage it had taken. “So I suppose I’ll get out of your hair and back down to the brass tacks business of kicking ass and taking names.”

“Whose ass, whose names?” she asked.

“Tamaulipas Cartel, in this case,” I said.

“You’re messing with the drug cartels now?” Ariadne stared at me in slight disbelief.

“I manage to stick my nose into a bit of everything,” I said casually. “I’m a meddler. I meddle.”

“And you’re going to go …” She just let that drift off.

“Kick ass, take names,” I said. “I’d be more specific, but it’s probably better you don’t know. I’m sure you’ll see it all on the news, just above a chryon that suggests that I’ve murdered a bunch of undocumented workers doing honest farm labor or somesuch horseshit.”

“But … it’s not actually going to be honest farm laborers, right?” Ariadne asked.

“Nope,” I said. “Kidnappers, murderers and mercenaries. They took a friend of mine hostage.” I stood, picking up my shoulder duffel and slinging it over. “Damned near killed me. Innocent, they aren’t. But then … neither am I these days, am I?” I felt a little rueful about that one. “And haven’t been … for a long damned time.” I thrust my hand out at her. “By the way, I need your cell phone.”

“What?” 

She frowned at me. “I don’t want to have to reset my phone. Do you know how long that takes? I’ll be at the cell phone store for hours.”

“It’s all on the cloud these days. You’ll be fine. Besides, I’ve already inconvenienced you to the tune of having to replace a door lock and dealing with the cops after I’m gone. What’s a few more hours in a cell phone store?”

“It’s a few more hours in a cell phone store,” she said, getting pretty firm about it. “The most boring, unproductive hours in the history of the world because you don’t even have a phone to do anything with.” She put her foot down pretty hard on this one, folding her arms in front of her. “No. No way. You can’t have my phone.”

I stared at her in mild disbelief. “So, if the choice comes down to ‘your phone or your life,’ your decision is final in this one?”

She shook it off. “You’re not going to kill me. Not over a stupid phone.”

“But … I need a working phone,” I said lamely. “My very life might depend upon it.”

She stared at me through half-lidded eyes, then brightened. “I have a work cell phone that I don’t use much.”

“That’ll do,” I said, and she moved to retrieve it, heading for her purse, “though next time someone dangerous asks for your phone, I hope that’s not the hill you choose to die on.”

“I know you’ve killed people,” she said, rooting around in her purse, all her concentration on it, “and I know they say you’re dangerous—” she looked over her shoulder as she tossed me something, “—and I’m sure you are, and are probably about to prove it again to the satisfaction of everyone, but …” She sort of half-smiled. “I guess I don’t feel like you’re the kind of person who’s just going to kill me over a phone.”

I looked at the phone she’d tossed me. It was a few years out of date, but it had numbers and a keypad, and that was all I really needed. I flipped it open and it lit up. Enough battery life for a few hours. “I’m probably not. But my point is that when dealing with dangerous people, you should comport yourself accordingly.” I looked up at her. “I just want you to be careful, Ariadne.”

Her look softened. “And that … is why I didn’t take it seriously that you’d kill me over a phone. Not many murderers would say that.” She kept her eyes on me. “So … what now?”

“I gotta fight,” I said, feeling the weight of the strap on my shoulder. The bag was still heavy, mostly because what remained within it was all arsenal, bullets and guns. All the light stuff—wigs and disguises—was gone, which meant my go bag was now set for Go Time, and this was it.

“You don’t sound happy about it.”

“I love the fight,” I said, fingering the strap. “Love it. I practically live for the moments when I’m chasing down some do-badder and wiping the floor with them. But …”

She waited a few seconds before asking, “But what?”

“But I hate running,” I said, adjusting the weight. “And that’s the pattern, y’know? Fight chaotic evil, run from lawful good once it’s over. Run, run, run. Forever on the treadmill. No, not a treadmill, cuz the scenery’s been changing, but …” I shook my head. “I don’t like running. And not just because cardio sucks. I hate hiding my face … like I’m a kid who’s too afraid to look a parent in the eyes.” I stared at my shoes, which were about as scuffed and beat up as you can imagine after all I’d been through this night. “I hate that sick feeling of dread that I carry forever because I can never look my real problem in the face. I’m not guilty of what they said I’ve done, but … I’m guilty. Of other stuff. And I just … hate running. I’ve run from my problems for … so long. I’m sick of it. But … I can’t fight the law. They’re the good guys. I only fight the bad guys.” I smiled thinly. “So … I run.”

She stared at me, listening carefully. “But you’re tired of running.”

“Boy, am I,” I whispered, and took a deep breath. “I should go.” And I turned to leave.

“Sienna,” she said, stopping me. “Kick ass. And take names.”

“Thanks,” I said, another little laugh escaping me. “Sorry about your door. And the cops. And your work phone.”

“Oh, I’m going to have them replace the work phone,” she said breezily. “I’m not sitting in a cell phone store for hours. If they don’t like it, they can fire me. I’ll find another job.”

I laughed again. “‘Your cell phone or your life,’” I said under my breath. “Be safe.” I looked her in the eye across the distance between us. “Please.”

“And you, uh …” She met my gaze, and I kinda froze in place as she stared into my eyes. There was a moment of connection between us, and then I looked away, because there was a feeling of faint discomfort as I suspected she caught a whiff of what I was thinking … as though she could read my soul. 

“Just take care, Ariadne,” I said, and hurried out the door before she could say anything else.
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Angel

Four Years Ago

 

“Okay, these are the best tamales I’ve ever had,” Sienna said, munching her way through Angel’s first success of the day. 

Angel stared at her through the pass. The restaurant was closed, of course, not that anyone had noticed. Her employees had probably called her when they got there at their respective shift start times, but, finding it locked, hadn’t waited around. Now it was almost one-thirty, and no one was wandering up, so the three of them—Angel, Miranda and Sienna—had the place to themselves. The smell of the grill filled the place, sweet goodness wafting through the whole restaurant. 

Miranda wasn’t eating anything. She was staring at the far wall, thinking. When Angel had asked her, she’d passed on having anything. “I don’t think my stomach is ready for food,” was how she’d put it. She just sat, silently, until finally stirring, as Angel watched her through the pass, to turn her eyes to Sienna and ask a question. “So … you’ve seen this sort of thing before, right? Many times?”

Sienna was mid-bite on a tamale, and not a small bite (or tamale). When she managed to get it mostly down, she answered. “What? Relationships that go sideways toward murder? Yeah, I’ve seen it a time or two.” She shifted in her chair. “Actually, there was this one case not too long ago … the husband was this total dickweed. Developed powers at like twenty something, like your cousin … already married, way too young—actually, that’s unfair, this couple wouldn’t have worked out even if they’d gotten married at fifty with all the experience in the world cuz—yanno—dickweed. Anyway …”

Angel blinked, taking it all in. She stood at the pass, flipped the towel over her shoulder, and just listened.

“… He’s this alpha-jerk, right?” Sienna went on. “Got pride enough to fill ten aircraft carriers. You know the type?” Miranda nodded. “Works at some factory or another. Walking, talking stereotype of a wife beater. Which—it’s not fine, it’s never fine, but—it wasn’t absolute terror and hell until he developed powers.” She got a glint in her eyes, and her jaw tightened. “The wife lands in the hospital a few times but comes running back. Part of that addictive, feedback loop cycle of … worthlessness and emotional manipulation that comes with that kind of abuse, I guess. Textbook. ‘I love you so much, it’ll never happen again … no one will ever care for you as much as I do, that’s why I get so angry’ … blah, blah, blah, bullshit, bullshit, bullshit, ‘I really just want total control of your body and life and for you to do exactly what I say, when I say it, and be my total slave and servant twenty-four seven three-sixty-five and never have an oppositional thought of your own.’ That kind of thing.”

Miranda nodded, then looked down. Angel had heard her talk about divorce cases involving domestic violence a time or two. “Yeah,” was all she said.

“You know what the difference is between an authoritarian and a totalitarian?” Sienna asked, tamales forgotten. “An authoritarian has a certain way they expect things to be. ‘Follow these rules, and we’ll get along fine.’ You see plenty of domestic abusers like that. Awful people.” She leaned forward. “But a totalitarian … they’re a whole different ballgame. They can’t handle any independent thought. No deviation from the norm. You don’t even get your private feelings there; it’s one hundred percent obedience in word, action and spirit. This guy would literally question her about everything she did, everything she thought—and if she ventured a slightly wrong answer—this one time she told the cops it was because of the way he thought laundry should be folded—she did his shirt wrong and he put her in the hospital.”

Sienna leaned back. “That guy …” She shook her head. “He was a nightmare. But he was survivable—probably just authoritarian—until he got his powers. Then … no one could stop him. Local cops couldn’t do shit against him. So they call me in “ She shook her head. “But it’s too late. She wouldn’t testify against him when he was unpowered, there was no chance it was happening after he got superpowers. The night before I got the call, he gets pissed at her over—I’ll never forget this—the temperature of the soup she made for him—and he kills her. Just beats her to death, caves her skull in with a bare fist. Cops couldn’t do shit, he held them at bay with his powers all night—they didn’t even know until I gatecrashed the party the next day to find him sitting there, her corpse on the floor.” Her face twitched.

“What … what did you do to him?” Miranda asked, staring at Sienna, who sat, stone-faced, flushed, breathing a little heavier and clearly trying to control anger that was pluming out of her.

“He resisted arrest,” Sienna said, a little too neutrally. “It didn’t end well for him.”

“Umm,” Angel said, feeling like all the air had gotten sucked out of the room. She looked around the prep area—there was this bunch of ghost peppers just sitting there for any customers who wanted to up the spice level … 

Angel grabbed the ghost peppers and the cutting board and put them up in the pass, then circled around, through the galley doors and into the dining room. Picking up the peppers, she paraded them over to Sienna and Miranda and thumped them—gently, she had to be more careful of these things now that her strength was through the roof—upon the table.

“What … the hell is this?” Sienna asked, looking down at the diced peppers.

“These are … ghost peppers,” Angel said, feeling a little smoky wind of confidence come back to her. Things were getting a little too grim for her taste in here.

Sienna looked down at the peppers, then up at her. “… And what do you expect me to do with this?”

“Try one,” Angel said, having a momentary freeze of thought at offering the most powerful metahuman on the planet the hottest peppers she’d ever tasted, but, hey, you only lived once. And maybe not that long if Sienna Nealon got mad at you.

Sienna raised an eyebrow at her, and amusement crossed her features, eyebrow rising. “Sure,” she said after a brief pause, “why not?” And she picked up a pepper slice with her bare hand and popped it, whole, into her mouth before Angel could warn her to start with a smaller bite.

“Oh,” Angel said. “Ohhhh. Uhm.”

“What?” Sienna asked, but it hit her a second later. “Ohh. Ohhhhhhhhh.” Her mouth fell open, and tears burned at the corner of her eyes. Drool slipped out the side of her lips, which looked numbly stuck open. “GAHHHHHHHHH!”

“You’re supposed to start smaller than that!” Angel said as Sienna downed a whole cup of water, to little avail. Water didn’t do much to diminish the burn.

“Ohmygahhhhh,” Sienna said, drool sloughing off her chin, “Imfwiggingcwyin! I—I contwol fire and this is too hot for meeeee!” She bolted to her feet and started mopping the tears out of her eyes—

“NO NO NO!” Angel tried to stop her, but it was too late. She’d touched the pepper with her right hand while putting it in her mouth, and—

“AUGHHHHHHHH!” Sienna jerked backward, recoiling from her own fingers. Her right eye was already swelling from the acidity that had passed by touch from her fingertips into the delicate eye membranes. “WOLFE!” A pause, drool sliding down her chin. “What do woo mean, woo can’t do anything while the acid is still in there? AUGHHHHHH!” And she literally flew through the air toward the bathrooms. The thump of a door being thrown open with some violence followed a moment later.

“That …” Miranda said, watching, a little shell-shocked, “was …” And she broke into a giggle. “… You just … you just …”

Angel broke into a giggle of her own. “She … is going to be … so not happy when she gets that washed out.” Angel cringed. “I hope she knows to irrigate the eye.” She spurred herself into motion after being frozen for a long moment. “I should go tell her to—”

A crash behind her stunned her into stillness. Something had burst through the front window. Heat licked at her, Miranda screamed—

Someone had thrown a firebomb into the restaurant, and now it was exploding—

And the flames—

The flames were everywhere.
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Sienna

Now

 

I took the high ground without much of a fight. Two guards at the top of a hundred-foot mound of displaced sand and rock, and they both ate shit with a hard punch to the back of the head, delivered at close range after a nice, quiet sneak. It might have gone better for them if they hadn’t been up there dicking around, smoking cigarettes, laughing at stupid jokes, their backs to the perimeter.

But hey, they were foreign mercenaries, guns for hire, and I’d killed enough of those types in the last few years to have put a real dent in the supply of people willing to pick up a weapon and point it at anyone if the price was right. Cry me a river.

“Guess who’s Queen of the Hill now, bitches?” I whispered as I belly-crawled to the edge of this mound of quarry refuse. It was a pretty steep decline over the edge, giving me prime real estate for looking into two mammoth craters in the earth below this mountain in the middle of suburban Minnesota.

Maple Grove was one of the tonier of Minneapolis’s ‘burbs. It wasn’t quite on the swankness level of Wayzata or Edina, but, located northwest of the city, it was definitely one of the nicer, newer bedroom communities. It had miles of retail, too, every big box store you could imagine, literally just behind me and across the road. Why, if I’d turned my scope-mounted AR-15 a mere 100 degrees to the left, I could have plinked the letters out of about ten mammoth retail store signs from here. A full mini-mall lay just across the road, another, even larger one with smaller retail shops stood kitty-corner to the quarry, and from there Elm Creek Boulevard stretched ever on in a continuous tract of retail, restaurants, hotels and office buildings for what seemed like miles.

Luckily, it was the middle of the night, after bar close, so there wasn’t much traffic drifting by on the roadways. Not that I was planning to send any bullets that way … but since when have any of my plans come off without a hitch?

As Queen of the Hill, my kingdom included two very large, fairly deep (a hundred feet or more) gravel mines, which were, in effect, just pits in the earth where heavy machinery had dug out large chunks of earth for use as fill for construction projects. It wasn’t the prettiest of scenes, and the pits I was looking into had a little rainwater resting at various points across their sprawling bottoms, like a natural lake. Except unnatural.

They were each about two or three hundred yards in length, about a hundred yards wide, and there was some construction equipment parked down within them, including pumps that drained them—mostly. I mentally calculated the day and came up with … Sunday? That felt rightc and was probably the reason Adoncia was using this place. It seemed like it might have been still being mined on Monday thru Friday.

But since it was the weekend, she’d been presented with an opportunity she apparently couldn’t pass up—a nice, wide open zone of defense where all directions could be surveyed, and any approaching threat could be seen coming quite a ways off.

Well … if you kept the high ground, it could, anyway. Losers.

The entire complex of mines stretched for a lot farther than just this little segment of two pits. I’d looked at it before on Google Earth, and it looked like miles of space. It had actually surprised me the first time I’d been up here, seeing this much prime land this close to Minneapolis being used for something other than building a bajillion McMansions or endless mini-malls, but I guess gravel fill paid well enough that whoever owned it hadn’t decided to sell it off to developers yet. That was probably coming later, after they’d gotten all the good gravel out of it.

For now, though, I was looking through my scope and counting up all the armed mercs that encircled the two quarries that lay before me. Two were now dead behind me and a further fifty-six were distributed throughout the complex ahead.

All armed.

All waiting.

For me.

Hoo boy.

It was tough to tell exactly where Angel was being held from up here. There were two construction trailers, one in each pit. They both had the lights on, and I could see movement, shadows behind the shades.

I laid out my bag beside me, counted out the number of mags I had for the AR. Ten mags. Thirty rounds each. Three hundred bullets. 

For fifty guys. Sound like a lot? It’s not. I mean, if I could headshot every single one, obviously I’d have enough. But once people started moving around, I was going to have to start aiming for center mass, and .223 bullets against body armor? Were not going to be one-hit kills. Hell, even without body armor it’d take multiple rounds to put someone down in most cases.

I dug around in the bag, checking the other stuff Harry had packed. One of those new Mossberg M590 Shockwave shotguns. Six shots, 12 gauge. It was a hand cannon, a pump-action for close-up work of the “splat, your center torso is now an open-air dining facility for rats” variety. An extra box of shells. He’d also packed a Sig Sauer P226 Mk 25, the same pistol Navy SEALs supposedly used as their standard issue sidearm. Only one mag, which suggested to me that I wasn’t going to be using it much, if at all. Ejecting the mag proved that point; two rounds waited within, one in the chamber and one to make the mag look not-empty. I could imagine only two uses for that—either I was going to cap someone with the two bullets within, or I was going to surrender that piece at some point.

I liked option A better than option B, but I wasn’t super fond of either. More bullets would have been more better, Harry.

Then there was the last thing— Mannanàn Mac Lir’s Walther PPK. I had a full six-round mag in that one, plus one in the chamber, and a spare mag. Thirteen bullets. But the .380 was pretty weak tea, especially against guys with body armor, so I hoped my life (or Angel’s) wasn’t going to come down to relying on it. 

Still … better than nothing.

Wherever Adoncia was, it was a safe bet that once I drew her out, she’d be trying to keep to cover, probably use Angel as a hostage against me. I mean, she could just kill her flat out, but then there’d be absolutely no incentive for me to stop until I’d murdered every single mercenary on site plus her—or at least her. I didn’t rule it out, because Adoncia did seem a little crazy, but … 

Most likely, she was going to try and get me to stop by putting the metaphorical (and no doubt literal) gun to Angel’s head. Which would put me into a compromising position—play by their rules and surrender … 

Or watch Angel die in front of me.

But … through long experience and law enforcement training, I was aware of a fact that few going into a hostage situation understood.

Whenever you went into a hostage scenario involving a dangerous, murderous person in charge of the hostage … that hostage is essentially dead already if they remain in the hostage taker’s grasp. Left unchecked, Adoncia would eventually kill Angel, there was no doubt in my mind. It’d be slow and painful, probably the sort of the thing the cartels did to their victims as a warning to anyone else who crossed them, savage stuff you read about in horror stories, but … 

Left where she was, Angel was a dead woman walking, a ticking clock over her head counting down the time.

And if I surrendered to Adoncia … the same would be true of me, barring some opportunity for escape.

Looking down into the two quarries from my vantage point, knowing all this … why, with that information plus one other little factor, I was given unprecedented freedom to act.

What’s that other factor, you ask?

I was already a wanted outlaw.

And the person who was to be used as a hostage was already, essentially, dead, unless I did something to change the situation.

I felt a little shiver run through me as the summer night wind blew gently over the hilltop. It wasn’t cool, but there was an air of familiarity about it, and I got that feeling—just for a second—like I was being watched. It made me want to hurry and get this party started.

“Time to die, assholes,” I breathed, and started putting bullets in the air.

The really nice thing about a well-made AR (and this one was beautifully made—Harry didn’t skimp) was that it possessed a smooth trigger pull and very little recoil. I’d sighted it in on the way here, probably scaring the hell out of anyone reasonably close to Eagle Lake Park in Robbinsdale, but I’d put five bullets on target at two hundred yards against a dirt mound, just to make sure the scope hadn’t gotten messed up in transit. Two clicks and it was sighted.

And now … I was blowing heads up. Pink mist filled the air as mercenaries caught rounds in the skull and started to scramble for cover. Of which … there wasn’t much.

Because Adoncia had picked an open-air battleground, figuring that seeing me coming and being able to use her optic blasts at long range would be key to winning the day.

I changed mags calmly, over a dozen mercs down already, the entire place scrambling, counter-fire winging my way but not getting particularly close—yet. It was one of the great ironies of being me, the most powerful meta in the world, that everybody had for so long focused on the flying, and near-instantaneous healing, the dragon transformation, and the light nets and the fireballs—

But they never seemed to remember that before all that … and after, in fact, now that I’d lost my powers … 

I was still a beyond-crack shot and had killed more people while utterly depowered than most serial killers could claim with a lifetime to work.

“I see a flaw in your plan, you laser-eyed bitch,” I singsonged as I dropped two more mercs. This place was hopping now, and I’d had to switch to body shots, alas. I figured I was getting close to going through about half the mercs, switching targets so furiously fast that only a meta could have pulled it off. And even then, only one that had been instructed in the fine art of shooting by someone like Glen Parks, drilled relentlessly and endlessly until I was master sniper.

They were like ants, swarming like crazy, and I was the exterminator, shooting little pinpricks and putting them down. I was going through magazines like a gym bro went through protein shakes, and shadowed figures in body armor were keeling hard all over the quarries. The return fire was getting more frenzied now, but no less accurate.

Her fifty had turned into fifteen, then ten. Everywhere I saw a flash as someone drew a bead on me, I fired back with devastating accuracy, and the flashes stopped, the whistling cracks of bullets cruising over my head and smacking the ground in front of me halted. 

And in the quarry to my left, a door was kicked off the hinges on a construction trailer, and a heavily accented bellow filled the night. “STOP! Or I will kill her!”

I shifted my scope to see Angel backlit against the interior light of a trailer. She was standing in the doorframe, someone holding her up as she threatened to keel forward. She was still bleeding from the earlier gunshots—apparently Reflex-types didn’t heal quite as quickly as a succubus—and it was impossible to see the expression on her face at this distance and with the backlighting.

“Okay,” I called out. “I give up.” 

“Put your hands up … and walk down here! Slowly!” Adoncia’s voice was a screech at this level.

Safety-ing the AR, I looked down at the magazine stack. I was almost out. Nine mags in under two minutes. Probably forty kills or casualties. Hard to tell how much, because of the ringing in my ears, but there was definitely some wounded moaning going on. I stared at the AR a little quizzically; I’d just changed it up, which meant there were thirty shots or so left unused. The barrel was smoking, though, practically glowing at the tip, so it was probably best I was done for now. I wasn’t sure exactly how I’d get back up here and use the last thirty rounds, but … 

Hell, that was fine. I had other plans for finishing this, anyway. Maybe Harry had packed the extra mag because ten was an even number.

Putting my hands behind my head, I strolled down the hill toward the quarry below, hoping some rogue asshole I’d wounded didn’t decide to put a bullet in me before I could get down there and officially surrender to my inescapable fate.
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I sauntered down the long slope of the hill, cool night air tickling my skin, all my disguises gone, the temporary tattoos rubbed off my face. My hair, back to its natural color save for the remnants of an old dye job at the tips, hung to the back of my neck, stirred by the breeze. I held my hands straight up, my empty bag left behind me, Sig Sauer holstered on my hip, shotgun slung behind me with a strap over my shoulder, and the Walther hiding in my waistband just behind my right kidney.

Just a normal walk, if you were Sienna Nealon of old. Armed to the teeth, out for a stroll, mayhem in mind. Whee.

When I reached the bottom of the hill I was met by a couple of very hostile guard types who pointed their weapons at me. They looked like G36’s, German-made assault rifles with a full auto setting that my AR lacked. Not that it had mattered, and now the ground was littered with so many G36’s that I’d have my pick of ‘em if I needed to go for that kind of firepower again.

“Hands up, hands up!” one of the mercs shouted, covering me from in front in a South African accent as we started to descend down the long gravel path into the quarry where Adoncia waited with Angel. I was taking my time, and they were wisely walking down the little dirt ramp in front of me, covering me carefully from ahead. Casting a look around, I found they were two of about eight guys still on their feet that I could see. The other six had all come bursting out of the trailer.

That didn’t mean there weren’t more lurking around the edges of this quarry or that some hadn’t been playing dead to avoid catching bullets in the other quarry. But these were the only ones I could see that were up and moving around here. Others were groaning, their audible noises of pain carried on the evening wind as I walked slowly down the gravel road carved into the side of the quarry toward the trailer. Adoncia waited with Angel, both lit by the fluorescent lights within, casting a long shaft through the open door. Angel was slouching, hands bound behind her back, and Adoncia was close enough that a quick glance in Angel’s direction would pretty much be the end of mi amiga.

One of the mercs started to circle alongside me and I chuckled as he did so. I knew what he was trying to do; he was going to come around behind me and cover me from that direction, which would be bad in that it’d reveal my shotgun to him.

“What?” he asked, his own South African guttural accent deep and suspicious.

“Nothing,” I said, clearly suppressing another chuckle. “If you want to form a circular firing squad with your buddies there, it’s no skin off my nose.” And I added another sneering chuckle for fun as I nodded to Adoncia’s guards waiting ahead of us.

That sobered him up real quick. Smart people don’t get downrange of the pointed and loaded weapons of seven of their friends. “You just keep taking it slow,” he said, moving back to in front of me with his buddy, apparently re-considering the wisdom of his maneuver.

“It’s cool,” I said. “You want me to pirouette so you can see I’m clean? I’ve got a gun at the hip, obvs—”

“Just keep walking, hands in the air,” he said, and I bet he was blushing in the dark, though I couldn’t see it. “We’ll deal with you when you get down to her.”

“You got it, big guy,” I said, because when you’ve got a bunch of guns pointed at you, there’s really no reason not to be a hugely patronizing ass. I mean, self-preservation might be reason enough for most people, but me? I like to live dangerously. And insulting people with an obvious advantage in numbers and weaponry?

Well … it was definitely dangerous, I thought as I saw the guy’s finger tighten around the trigger. He held off from shooting me, probably not by much margin, though. After all, I’d just killed or wounded over forty of his comrades. Putting me down would have been wise.

Because I was damned sure going to kill his ass as soon as I had an opening.

“I love what you’ve done with the place,” I said as we reached the bottom of the road and my shoes splashed in the light layer of water that covered the bottom of the crater. “I wondered where you’d gotten the rocks in your head, Adoncia, and now I know—you went direct to the source. Discount pricing, I’m sure—”

“Who do you think you are?” Adoncia hurled at me as my two captors joined their six buddies in a half-moon firing squad with Adoncia at the center, holding Angel by the back of the neck in front of her.

“Who, me?” I asked sweetly. “I’m Death, swift and sure. And you are …?”

“You’re a coward,” Adoncia growled at me.

“Says the woman hiding behind a hostage, dudes with guns, and her very own laser eye beams,” I shot back, excessively chipper for a person walking into the teeth of danger. “Go ahead, close your eyes and stand there for a minute, see what happens to you and your merc scum buddies.”

“Nothing’s going to happen to me and my ‘merc scum buddies,’” Adoncia said, “now that you don’t have a gun in your hand anymore.” She looked at the mercs, then nodded at me and the Sig on my hip. “If she reaches for that … shoot her. Dead.”

“Why, that would be murder,” I said, listening. Sirens were definitely going, somewhere out there in the distance. Maple Grove city hall and the police station weren’t that far away, so my guess was that someone had heard the shots, and now they were trying to figure out where exactly they’d come from. A renewed burst of firing would help with that, but if it came in the next thirty seconds, it wouldn’t help me much, cuz I’d be good and dead by the time the cops got here to bust the party up. Not my preferred exit scenario.

“Murder is what I do, sweetheart,” Adoncia said.

“Yeah, well,” I said, then hummed a few bars of “Nobody Does it Better,” by Carly Simon. She didn’t get it, so I shrugged at her, taking the lay of the land. There were a few stubborn rocks here and there that hadn’t been busted up that might offer reasonable cover. The nearest was about twenty feet away, but it’d be damned near impossible for me to break Angel loose of Adoncia’s grasp and haul her over there—because she didn’t look like she could really move on her own—without being riddled with bullets long before we reached it. “Trust me when I tell you … no one’s going to remember you for murder in a year or ten.” I smiled. “But they’ll remember me for a lot longer than that.”

Adoncia rolled her eyes. “Who cares what anyone remembers? You’ll be dead.”

“If you wanted to dethrone me as the killer queen,” I said, “you should have packed a lunch.” I glanced at a dead body lying facedown in a puddle only a few feet from Adoncia. “Also, maybe I should have brought some cannon fodder for you to rack up your kill count with.”

“I don’t need cannon fodder,” Adoncia said, waving a hand. “I’m about to kill Sienna Nealon.” Her grin was wide, confident—the stuff of idiots who sacrificed their desire to kill me, the most dangerous person they’d ever met, in favor of gaining a little emotional satisfaction via monologue first. Classic mistake; you should really just shoot the superwoman killer in front of you, peeps, rather than try and soothe your pride by getting one over on her verbally. It never works. I’ve been abused by people who cared about me; the number of damns I give about the opinions of random strangers like Adoncia was less than zero. I could stand here all day and take insults from her without getting upset.

Meanwhile, she wanted to hear me beg or something before the end. They always did. 

And I never begged.

“That’s what they all say,” I muttered under my breath, trusting she could hear me. I looked away casually, as though I were just waiting for my ride to show up or something. “Nobody remembers them, either.”

“You’ll remember me before the end,” Adoncia said, voice going hard. “You’ll be screaming my name.”

“Geez, lady, way to make things extra perverted,” I said, snapping my attention to her. I had two more possibilities for cover, but each was farther away than the first. One at my two o’clock, thirty-five feet away and shorter than my original, preferred cover, which was to my right. The other was at my seven o’clock, and smaller still but only about thirty feet away. “So you’re into murder and sex crimes? Super creepy.”

Adoncia did not take this well, face rippling with anger before settling back into a sweetly menacing mask. “Thank you for giving me more ideas how to pain you especially before you die screaming.”

“Ew,” I said. “And also … ewwwww.” 

She rolled her eyes at me again. “Let’s get started on—”

“Hey, why haven’t you asked me about the blackmail papers?” I fired that shot across her bow, causing her to turn back to look at me, face half-silhouetted by the backlight of the trailer. I’d been saving it for when she moved past the desire to piss me off and got into torture and murder talk. “You know … the ones Miranda put together to expose your money laundering operations?”

She was still as a statue, and that was the moment I realized … yep, this was in fact a point of leverage for Adoncia. She might have been doing this at least in part for revenge, but money and power and keeping her Cartel running was clearly still a strong motivator as well. “Well … where are they?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” I asked, putting a little sugar of my own into it. “It’s cool, though. I’m sure that you’ll definitely torture the answer out of me before the cops find them … unless—” and here I grinned, because this was the fun part of being the ass that I was, “ —I left them in a car illegally parked on the road just outside the quarry where the cops would see it when they came driving by.”

I couldn’t see the look on her face because of the shadows, but her voice sounded stricken, beautifully so. “You … wouldn’t. If the police get here … they will catch you, too.”

“But Adoncia,” I said, so innocently, so dryly, such an asshole, “I was walking into a cartel ambush. I didn’t have a hope of surviving anyway, did I?” Twist the knife. “I mean … you didn’t intend to let me walk away from this … did you? I assumed you were going to torture us to death … so I planned accordingly.” 

The sirens were getting closer. The mercs were trading looks. The uncertainty was so thick you could smell it. They’d walked into this knowing there was a fight coming, but they probably figured it’d stay low-key, because one of the entrants was a dangerous, wanted fugitive who’d been on the run (successfully) for almost two years.

Dumbass miscalculation on their part. And now they were finally considering the possibility that they might just get caught, trespassing with fully automatic and very, very illegal weapons at the scene of about forty or so murders.

Mercenaries they might be, but even they could calculate their odds against a whole army of suburban cops. 

And those sirens … just kept getting louder.

“Man, that money doesn’t do me any good if I get caught here,” one of the guards said, throwing down his weapon and booking it up the ramp past me. He shed his tac gear as he went, dropping a pistol behind him as he hauled ass.

“I got priors, man,” said another in a southern accent, ditching his guns and gear and heading after the first. “I didn’t know we were going to be doing this kind of high-key illegal shit! I’m out!”

“Same!” Another bailed. And another.

“What the hell?” said one of the guards nearest Adoncia, taking all this in with something that sounded like raging disbelief. “You chickenshits—”

A rifle round cracked out in the night and opened his head to the elements as someone opened fire with my AR-15 from the elevated perch at the top of the hill, using the last of my mags. Bullets roared, and everything seemed to break loose at once—

Angel swung her hands back and knocked Adoncia aside—

I pulled my shotgun and drilled two nearby mercs who had yet to throw down their guns, turning and trying to draw a bead on Adoncia, but Angel was in the way—

Other shooters, probably five or six around the lip of the quarry, opened up on whoever was firing my rifle, and no more covering fire came immediately from my friend on the hill—

“MOVE!” Angel screamed, hauling ass toward me. We both broke for cover and ran for the boulder to my right as the sound of gunshots and sirens was suddenly drowned out by something more intense, more terrifying—

A blast of ruby red light screamed through the night as Adoncia turned loose those eye beams again, sweeping them toward us like deathly weapons, seeking a final target—

Us.
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Angel

Four Years Ago

 

Flames were spreading everywhere in the restaurant as Angel stood there, as still as if she’d died on her feet, as her dream began to burn.

Then, “No! No!” she shouted, and this time—

She sprung into action.

Snatching the nearest tablecloth she started to beat the flames, smothering them as best she could. She plunged into the midst of the fire, dropping the cloth over it, trying to keep it from spreading to—

“Oh, my, this is terrible.” A calm voice spoke, and a long leg stepped into the restaurant over the shards of broken glass that still stuck up in the window. “Whoever would have done such a horrible thing?” The voice was soaked in irony, leering, and when she saw the face, Angel almost gagged.

Jorge.

“You did this,” Miranda said, glaring him down.

“Why … no,” Jorge said, putting a hand on his chest and speaking in feigned sincerity. “I would never do such a thing.” His grin widened. “And you certainly can’t prove it, Miranda. Why, I was just passing by and got concerned when I saw the fire blooming out.”

Miranda shuddered. “You’re a liar … and a criminal … I can’t believe I slept with you.”

“But it was such a good time,” Jorge leered at her. “Come on. There’s no need to play coy. You like me. Why would you be this way about it?”

“Because you’re burning my cousin’s restaurant and acting like nothing has happened,” Miranda said, backing up as he took a step toward her. “Because you tried to kill her!”

“Is that what she told you?” Jorge threw a thumb at Angel. “Pfft. She’s a ditz. An idiot. She doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”

Angel had almost put out one of the fires, but the fact that all of this was happening as others spread … 

As her restaurant burned … 

“You sent men to kill me,” she said, rising to her feet. “Two of them. They said things that you would have said. About me being weak.”

Jorge shrugged. “You are weak. Anyone who has met you would know this.”

Angel’s eyes flared. “You tried to have me killed because I overheard you talking about drug trafficking.”

He just rolled his eyes at that. “You’re a little bug to me. You would not be worth killing. No one would believe you if you overheard anything. My word against yours, who do you think anyone would believe?”

“I believe her,” Miranda said.

“Then you’re stupider than I thought you would be,” Jorge said.

“Maybe,” Miranda said. “After all, I did help you and your cartel set up a money laundering network without realizing what I was doing.”

“Is that what you think happened here?” He waved her off, too. “No. No, no. You can’t prove any of that. And therefore … anything you say doesn’t matter.” He looked at Angel, then Miranda, with a glint of triumph in his eyes, as the fire burned all around him.

“I don’t have to prove it,” Miranda said tautly. “How about I just turn over my files to the FBI? Let them see for themselves what I did for you.”

Jorge’s smile faded. “That … would be very unwise.”

Miranda cocked her head at him. “I thought you were innocent.”

Jorge’s face was lit by the orange flames as they grew wild behind him, climbing up the wall. There was no way for Angel to stop them now, and instead, she stood frozen in a new way—waiting to see what Jorge would do next. “I have … very powerful friends … who will not like to see any aura of suspicion fall upon me—or our businesses here. They will come for you—if something else didn’t happen to you first.” Here his expression turned very dark indeed.

“What else would happen to us?” Angel asked, causing Jorge to round on her.

“I think … you might fall and cave your damned head in trying to escape this fire,” he said, and started to reach for her. Angel slapped his hand aside, and Jorge’s face lit with surprise. “Que?” 

“I’m not who you think I am anymore,” Angel said, and shoved him roughly against the wall, which cracked as Jorge hit it.

Jorge shoved himself upright, pulling himself out of the fire that was spreading up the wall. “No … you’re not who I thought you were.” He brushed a little ash and ember from his shoulder and stuck his finger at her. “You’re—” He flinched, then jerked, then seemed to spin around as though his tail was on fire. “Ah—ahhhhhhhhhh!”

Flames jumped and swirled around him, crawling up his body in an impossibly fast scramble. They seemed to almost exude from his pores, running over him as he spasmed. They engulfed him, burning him for several long moments. His screams were terrible, loud, furious. He managed to get out a strangled, “Adon-cia!” his fingers pushing out toward Angel blindly, his eyes sightless and burned to black.

Then—in a flash—the flames were gone, and Jorge, blackened and charred from head to foot, toppled over as the fires all over the front of the restaurant seemed to simply ceased to be.

“So, I caught the bit about him saying you’d never prove him guilty of anything,” came a dry voice from back by the restrooms. Angel whirled to find Sienna standing there, dabbing delicately at her right eye. “It sounded like that guy had some serious juice on his side. Lawyers, cartel allies—why, he was a real, formidable, dangerous foe. Scary.”

Angel just stared at her. “You … did you just …?” She pointed at the burnt places where fire had been raging just moments earlier but was now gone, with only whiffs of smoke to herald its passing.

Sienna just shrugged and looked at Miranda. “I dunno, counselor. What do you think? Is there any way I’d get convicted on this one? Because it looked to me like the fire he set got out of control and just … burned him up. Terrible way to go, but, y’know …” 

“Under our current legal system,” Miranda said, already composing herself, though Angel was trying to decide whether that was worry or doubt or maybe even just a hint of remorse that it had come to this behind her eyes, “no. I don’t think anyone could prove that, from across the room, you had anything to do with his …” She shook her head. “He tried to hurt Angel, and he got tossed into the flames.” And here she looked at Angel. “What’s that old saying? Play with fire … you get burned.”

Angel felt a dry, cottony feeling once more in her throat. “But … he said he had friends. Allies. He called someone’s name. Adoncia. What if—”

“What if we all just sat around here and drank margaritas until the cops come and take our statements?” Sienna asked, threading her way back across the room. “I mean, based on the theme, I’m guessing you have margaritas here, right?” Angel nodded. “Yeah. Let’s do that, then. And worry about … whatever follows after … him …” She turned her gaze to the charred corpse by the front entry, “… later. If ever.”

“I don’t mind that idea at all,” Miranda said. “And Angel has a very good margarita recipe.” Sirens were already sounding in the distance; someone had called the fire department. “Though as a lawyer, I suggest we give our statements first, let them do the cleanup—and then margaritas after?”

“Sounds good to me,” Sienna said, and looked at Angel. “You, uh … good with that? You look a little …” She shrugged. “A little something.”

Miranda turned her attention to Angel now. The world was fuzzy around her; the restaurant was quiet, front window shattered, carbon scoring all around the walls and carpet, and a burnt corpse lay against the wall. “Angel?” Miranda was looking at her, concern knitting her brow. “How do you feel?”

Angel started to say, but something slowed her. How did she feel?

Scared.

Terrified.

Buzzing. Her heartbeat seemed to be rocketing off the charts.

But strangely … here with Sienna Nealon, with Miranda … she felt … 

“I’m all right,” she finally decided. And for now … she was. 

Tomorrow, she’d start to repair the damage to the restaurant, maybe. Or maybe she’d figure something else out. She did have these new powers, after all. Chopping onions had suddenly gotten so much easier.

But that was tomorrow. For now she just listened to the sirens get closer, and stood there—not frozen, not anymore—and waited for them to come. 
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Sienna

Now

 

Adoncia’s laser eye blast hit the rock we sheltered behind, sending chips of it flying in every direction. I could hear the dull bark of the rifle on the hill above, and someone screamed above the rim of the quarry. My overwatch was taking out the stragglers, and it was a beautiful sound.

“Who’s your sidekick?” Angel grunted. She looked pretty beaten up. “The shooter, I mean.”

“I don’t know for sure,” I said, casting a glance over my shoulder, “but I suspect it’s Harry.”

Her brow wrinkled. “The guy you broke up with yesterday?”

I shrugged. “He didn’t like the direction I was going.” I couldn’t blame him, at least not at the moment, with a laser eye beam cutting into the cover behind me, making a whining noise as little splinters of rock peppered me.

“She’s not making much progress on this,” Angel said, turning to look at the rock.

“If guys with construction gear and professional rock splitters and whatnot left it here without turning it into gravel, I imagine it must be pretty dense.” I had Ariadne’s stolen work phone in my hand. “Besides, I think Harry might be tossing a few bullets her way here and there to keep her from annihilating us.” A momentary flicker in the beam light as it went in a different direction after a gunshot seemed to confirm my theory. “But … that won’t last.” Harry only had a single mag, after all. As good a shot as he surely was with his predictive powers, that wouldn’t last him all day.

“So what do we do?” Angel asked. “Charge her?”

Sweat was rolling down my forehead. “No. Not yet.” I pulled up the phone and dialed a number from memory. “Hey … it’s me,” I said, when my brother’s groggy voice answered.

“What … the hell?” Reed asked. “Why are you calling me? And in the middle of the night, no less—”

“I need your help,” I said as Adoncia’s laser beams hit the rock again. I’d really wanted to avoid making this particular call, but … as flakes of stone showered the back of my neck from Adoncia’s shredding through my cover, I knew … 

I was out of options.

“Angel and I are at that giant quarry complex in Maple Grove, pinned down fighting a bad guy. Need an assist, big time. Cavalry, if possible.”

“That the place across from the Costco?” Reed asked.

I paused before replying. “Yeah. There. Way to go, becoming one of those suburbanites who defines their life in relation to the nearest Costco.” The rock let out an epic crack. “Haste or we get wasted, please. You’ll see us when you get here.” And I hung up.

“That your brother?” Angel asked.

I took a deep breath. If the FBI was listening in on him, I’d just made it sound like I was asking for a favor of the sort that would be called ‘aiding and abetting’ in legal terms. Now … I needed to do something to muddy those waters.

I dialed 9-1-1.

“911, what’s your emergency?” the operator’s voice came through on the other side.

“My name is Sienna Nealon,” I said. “I’m at the quarry in Maple Grove across from the Arbor Lakes shopping center. Send the FBI, send SWAT, hell—send every-damned-thing you’ve got. And come get me.”

I hung up and tossed the phone.

Angel stared at me with slightly wide eyes. “That … is going to complicate things.”

“No,” I said, “it’s not.” The intensity of the laser beam died again, but I could see by the glow that Adoncia’s didn’t have much further to go before she’d carve her way through. I pulled the Sig and its two rounds and fired them blind over the rock, then tossed my empty gun to the side in as obvious a manner as I could make it.

“Did you really think you would get away?” Adoncia asked, her voice a raised screech. It sounded like she was taking cover behind the trailer. Another shot rang out, and she giggled. That explained why Harry wasn’t able to settle her hash. She was hiding. “After what you two did?”

“Angel did get away, genius,” I fired back. “And the cops are on their way. You could maybe still outrun them if you tried, but I think we all know you are way too Khan or Ahab or whatever to let us go now.”

She giggled again, a kinda horrifying sound. The noise of someone who’d gone off the deep end at the realization there was no escape to be had. “It was, perhaps, always going to come to this.”

“Yeah,” I whispered, looking down at the dust and rock at my feet, and meaning something way, way different than she did. “It was always going to come down to this.” I pulled the Walther and surveyed around for any other thing I could find to use as a weapon.

Shoelaces. Dismissed those. Belt. Unstrapped it and held it in my left hand, wrapping it around my knuckles. My ass was doing a perfectly fine job of holding up my pants anyway. Car keys; I’d leave those in reserve.

That was it. A Walther PPK and a belt were my best fighting options at hand.

And yet … I knew somehow that this was all I’d need, because this was what Harry had given me before we’d parted ways.

God … I believed in him. I lo—aw, hell.

“What do we do?” Angel asked. She was clearly in pain, too much to be doing much in the way of fighting.

“Wait for it,” I said, shaking off my previous thought vis-à-vis Harry. “And stay here. I’ll handle this.”

She shook her head, slapping a bloodied hand on my wrist. “I can’t let you do this alone.”

“I’m not alone,” I said, feeling a little chill run over me. “I haven’t been for a long time.”

But I probably would be again, very soon, though I didn’t say it. My choices had led me here again.

Inescapable fate.

“Just stay under cover, okay?” I stared her down, and finally, Angel nodded.

Then I waited, counting the seconds … one … two … three … 

Before I got to ten, and just as Adoncia started to pipe up again, the wind picked up, roaring through the quarry just as she’d blasted the boulder again. The nice thing about her power was … 

Well, hell. It was like a beacon.

Showing my brother exactly where I was.

“What the—” Adoncia shouted.

And I charged.

Walther out, I started filling the air with lead. She saw my motion and snapped her gaze to me, still partially hidden behind the trailer. I drilled the corner of her cover as she dipped behind it, running and gunning in a charge straight at her. She screamed as chips of vinyl siding peppered her the way she’d been hitting me with gravel the last few minutes.

I fired twice more as I cut down the remaining ground between us. She peeked out around the corner and her visible eye started to glow. I didn’t have a great shot, the corner of the trailer stopping me from drilling her perfectly, and I didn’t dare stop, because I was running sideways in order to not get zapped—

The trailer grunted as winds ripped at it, pulling it out of the ground with a scream of metal. Adoncia screamed and ducked behind it, perfectly timed as I drilled out a double tap that glanced off the bottom of the trailer. Her eyes glowed again and she looked right at me, the blaze lighting up, and I aimed right at the middle of her forehead as I cut the distance between us to thirty feet—

Her eyes flared and the trailer dropped between us, her beams shredding it like lettuce. They punched through the flimsy material, and I tried to fire back to their point of origin, but failed, wasting another shot. I only had one left, and I hit the dirt, rolling behind cover as Adoncia slagged her way through the trailer.

“Where are you hiding, little—” she shouted as she stepped through the wreckage. I snapped my gun up on a perfect line with the side of her head just as she looked toward me. I fired, she brought her beam in line with me—

She caught the bullet inches from her eyes, dissolving most of it. What was left must not have been much, but it did hit her in the left eye, a little stream of blood shooting out like black liquid in the night as she screamed and staggered back. “You little putana!” She looked unsteady on her feet, squinting, screaming at the sky, blood squirting and running down her cheek.

I didn’t hesitate. I threw the Walther at her hard, and it cracked against her skull, staggering her back again. She still had one good eye, and apparently the bullet hadn’t done much other than ruin one of her eyeballs, because she looked pissed rather than dead. I was already in motion following the Walther, letting the belt droop out of my hand, a makeshift noose, and I slipped around her blind spot and threw it over her head—

Once it was around her neck, I cinched it tight and drilled my shoulder between her shoulder blades. Given time, I could choke her out, put her down gently, let her enjoy the fruits of unconsciousness and arrest. After all, it wasn’t like she could laser me from here, now that I had her face pointed harmlessly up into the sky. I could wait her out, let her zap the empty air, drop out when she lost enough oxygen to the brain, see her conducted through the quiet dignity of a trial, with lawyers and decency and appeals and all that fundamentals of justice stuff.

To hell with that.

I pulled that belt so tight her head popped off a few seconds later, before she even had a chance to call me a little bitch again. Her lower body dropped, freed from the resistance of the belt, and her head went thumping over my shoulder, drenching me with blood (again) as my makeshift noose swung free now that it had lost all the weight it had been holding up.

“Who’s the putana now, Adoncia?” I asked her headless corpse, breathing hard as I stared down at it. I was wiped out, completely and totally, nothing left but adrenaline. Her lone, unshot eye stared up at me blankly, and her lips twitched as though she wanted to reply but couldn’t. “No, wait, don’t answer that. Cuz you can’t.” I dropped the belt.

“Jeez,” Reed said as he drifted down on the wind to a perfect landing, stirring a little dust as he came. He was shirtless and wearing flannel pajama pants, which made me chuckle. “I guess you finished the fight. What did you even need me for?”

“Distraction,” I said. There was blood all down the back of my shirt. Ew. “If you hadn’t been here, I would have been annihilated by her eye powers.”

Angel came straggling out now, limping. “Hey, boss.” She stopped halfway to us. “Uh … you’re not wearing a shirt.”

I snickered. Reed … did not look bad with his shirt off. Added bonus: maybe if there were lady cops they’d pay so much attention to him shirtless that I could sneak off unseen.

Nah. That was just a pleasant fantasy.

The sirens were getting closer now. Way more than before, now that they knew where they were going.

“Hey, uh,” Reed said, nodding in the direction of the sound, “you need to get moving—”

I shook my head. “No.”

“Sienna.” Reed took a few steps closer to me on bare feet, and he registered a little pain as he must have stepped on a jagged pebble. “They’re coming. We can still—”

“I’m tired, Reed,” I said.

“So go to bed. We need to get you out of here before—”

I shook my head. “Not that kind of tired. Tired of running.”

“No.” It was his turn to shake his head. “We can still get you out of here—”

“They heard my call to you,” I said. “And I called 911 and told them who I was right after, told them to send everything.” Angel nodded in confirmation, though she looked a little stricken. “Listen to me—you have to find Miranda. We think she’s in hiding—”

“Miranda called me earlier tonight,” Reed said. “She’s with the FBI. She was cooperating with them on a major case against the Tamaulipas Cartel.” He looked around us. “Was that related to this?”

I looked at Adoncia’s remains. “I think … this might settle most of that.”

He shook his head. “She was worried because she couldn’t get ahold of Angel. She’d been in interrogation, cooperating with the FBI for days, laying it all out for them because she’d gotten a whiff of something coming for her.” He, too, looked at the corpse. “I guess it must have been her, huh?”

“Yeah, Adoncia was … stirring up shit,” I said. The sirens were getting ever closer. One thing left to do.

“Sienna, I don’t want to see you go down like th—” Reed started.

“Reed.” I cut him off. “You have to be the one to arrest me.”

He couldn’t have looked more stunned if I’d punted him in the nuts. “You cannot be serious.”

I thrust my arms out to each side. “You’re the only one who will bring me in alive.”

He stared at me, his lips slightly parted, and then closed his eyes. “Damn you, Sienna. Don’t make me do this.” He opened them again, and I knew he’d come to the same conclusion I had. “Damn you.”

“It’ll be okay,” I said, lacing my fingers together and putting them behind my head like a criminal. He made his way over to me slowly. I thought for a second he’d start to pull my arms down, as one does when making an arrest, but instead he wrapped his arms around me in a hug. I took it, surprised, and then moved my arms down to hug back, taking care to avoid touching his skin. “It’ll be okay,” I said again.

He let loose of me a moment later, and his face was like quarried stone, trying to keep from moving. His lip quivered anyway. “I don’t think it will. But I don’t want to see you dead, so …”

I put my hands back behind my head, and I looked at Angel. She looked … 

Sick. Just sick.

“I’m so sorry, Sienna,” Angel said quietly. “I’m so sorry it came to this.”

“It was always going to come to this,” I said. “Some time or another, if not this one. This was always the end of the road for me—this or death.” I forced a smile, remembering how Harry had said it. “Inescapable fate.”

“Thank you,” Angel said quietly. “For everything.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“For what?” Angel asked.

“For this adventure,” I said, almost laughing. “For the last one, too, I guess—the one I can’t remember. I know it’s … ending like this, but …” I shook my head. “These cases are the only time in the last year and a half I’ve really felt alive, so … thank you. For this.”

She didn’t seem to know how to take that, and the sirens were howling closer. “We should get moving,” Reed said. “I don’t want them to have to come looking for—”

“Yeah, I know,” I said, and started my march up the ramp on the side of the quarry. Damn, it was long. “Can you—”

With a rush of wind, he swept us up and we flew a few hundred yards to where the access road entered the quarry at a gate. There were cops there, waiting, trying to unlock the gate with bolt cutters.

Reed brought us down just behind them, and they all had guns drawn. “Hold your fire!” he announced as we swept over them and came down for a landing, “I have a prisoner!” Once we were on the ground and still not riddled with bullets, he put his own hands up. “My name is Reed Treston, I’m with the—”

“We know who you are,” one of the local cops said. “And we know who she is, too.” Lots of guns pointed at little old me. Just like every day of my life, it seemed.

“She’s surrendering,” Reed said urgently. “I’ve taken her into custody.” I couldn’t see his face, but his tone was so bitter I thought he might throw up. “Get the suppressant.”

There was a little trading of looks, and one of the cops bolted for his car, disappearing behind the flashing red and blue lights for a moment. When he emerged, he holstered his gun, and came up with a syringe and started to walk over the no man’s land between me and all the cops.

“On your knees,” Reed said, still sounding sick, and it took me a moment to realize he was talking to me.

I complied, keeping my hands anchored to the back of my head. The cop came alongside a moment later, and I felt a painful jab in the side of my neck, like a knife, as he did not bother with gentleness, and roughly pushed the plunger down until the entire syringe was emptied in me.

It only took about ten seconds, that stretched into what felt like a lifetime, for the drug to work. I felt a distinct weakening in my muscles, like I’d just woken up and couldn’t rip a person’s head off just yet. I swayed in the night, blinded by the flashing lights, my head suddenly drifting like a balloon.

“You have the right to remain silent,” the cop started to say. “Anything you say can and will be—”

“Hold up,” Reed said. “Just … give me a second with the prisoner.” The cop nodded assent, and Reed knelt down in front of me, his coffee-brown eyes appearing in front of mine. “I don’t know when I’ll get another chance to do this, so—”

He hugged me again, pressing his cheek against mine, kissed me on the cheek, hugged me again, cheek against mine, kissed me on the forehead, and then stood. “I love you, sis,” he said, and there were glistening spots in the corners of his eyes.

“Love you too, bro,” I said, a little sleepily, the suppressant acting in concert with my body’s natural fatigue to render me utterly helpless.

The cops swarmed in as he stepped back, cuffing me hand and foot, dragging me up, reading me my rights. I heard someone say, in a relieved tone, “We got her,” though I didn’t see who or who they were talking to as I was ushered away and thrust into the back of a cop car.

The last thing I saw before I laid my head back against the seat and started to drift off was a man, standing far in the distance, atop the hill where I’d perched with my sniper rifle. My vision seemed a lot cloudier now that I was disempowered, but his face was clear, even at this distance.

Harry.

He looked … sad. And he offered a little wave, his own little goodbye. Somehow I felt like he was saying something, but I lacked the capacity to know what it was. Goodbye, maybe. This is where we part.

Then he walked over the top of the hill and disappeared into the night.

I fell asleep in the back of the police car, lights flashing, as two police officers got in, and started to drive me away … to all the infinite days of my future.

In jail.
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Angel

Now

 

Everything hurt. The bullet wounds, the places where Adoncia and her cronies had battered Angel—everything. Everything hurt.

But … 

Angel was still alive. Which was a hell of a lot more than could be said for Adoncia.

Reed, though … he just stood there, shirtless, staring at the police car with Sienna in the back as it drove off. Finally, after a long moment, he stirred, turning to Angel, giving her the once over. “You all right?” he asked.

“Everything hurts,” Angel said, just being honest. “But … yeah. I think so.”

“Good,” Reed said roughly. “We should—”

More cars came roaring up, this time unmarked. Black SUVs, the kind that screamed GOVERNMENT AGENCY with their blue lights mounted on the dash. One of them came squealing up almost to her and Reed, the high beams glaring in her eyes, blinding her for a moment as it came to an abrupt stop.

“Angel!” One of the doors was thrown open, and Angel blinked as Miranda hit her with a shoulder as she came in for a hard hug. Angel probably could have avoided it—reflexes and freezing not being so much a problem anymore—but she didn’t, because … 

Well, she saw it coming. And it felt good.

“I was really worried about you, Miranda,” Angel said when they broke. “I thought Jorge’s cartel flunkies—”

“I got a warning from the FBI about them coming,” Miranda said gravely, face shadowed by the lights of the SUV glaring at them in the night. “I’ve been cooperating with them for about a week now. They wouldn’t let me call anyone, though. I just … figured you’d be all right, you know? Because you’d never done any work for them, and because the Jorge thing—what happened to him—wasn’t widely known, even among the cartel.” She kept her hands on Angel’s arms, looking her up and down. “I’m so sorry. I should have pushed them harder, had them bring you in—”

“It’s okay,” Angel said, a little relief rushing through her. “I came out of it okay in the end, but …” Here she blinked and bowed her head.

“But what?” Miranda asked, waiting, like she knew something bad was coming.

“It’s Sienna,” Angel said, catching a glimpse of Reed, standing like a statue, still staring down the road after the vanished cop car. She tilted her head mournfully. “They got her.”
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Angel

Four Years Ago

 

The cops came and went, the firefighters took one look around and left, and the morgue wagon had carted Jorge’s body away hours ago, thankfully. Suspicion had passed, very easily, after Sienna had explained what had happened and Miranda had backed her up. “He fell into the fire,” had seemed such a blazingly stupid thing to say, and yet—

No one had seemed too put out by the story, especially after Sienna had brought up Jorge’s suspected connection to a cartel. All in all, Angel thought it had been over rather quickly.

The downside, of course, to all of this … 

Her restaurant was still partially ruined.

“The burned carpet is going to cost a lot to replace,” Angel said, her fourth margarita sloshing in front of her. “And those plate glass windows … “

“I might know a charity that likes to help small business owners,” Sienna said, who was nursing her second. Angel didn’t really see the point in restraint. Her restaurant was in ruins, after all, and the dinner crowd? No one had even shown up.

Now it was almost eight o’clock. Another disaster.

“It’ll be okay, Angel,” Miranda said, ruffling her sleeve supportively. “It takes time to build a loyal customer base. And maybe people have driven by and seen the window smashed—and—”

Angel shook her head. “No. Half the time we don’t have any customers at dinner anyway. Lots of corporate office space around here, so we get a lunch rush, but … not many houses close by. Dinner is always dead after six o’clock.” She threw her head back. “Whyyyyyy?” 

The sound of crunching glass caused her to throw her head forward again, and the head rush that followed made Angel almost want to puke. There was someone outside her door, lingering there, and her eyes widened as she saw—

“Sophie!” Angel said, vaulting to her feet. “You came back!”

The older woman hesitated outside the partially open door, all stately reserve as she stood there. “It looks like you’ve fallen on even harder times since last I was here. I can come back some other—”

“No, no, no—” Angel said, hurrying across the burnt carpet to usher her in. She stepped gracefully through the doorway, not looking particularly surprised, her eyes not even widening at Angel’s high speed approach to the door. “Please. Come in. I’ll fix you whatever you want. Anything.” She held out a hand and gestured to Sienna and Miranda, who were watching the exchange. “I was just about to cook for my friends, so you—you should come in. Because you—are—definitely one of my friends, especially after yesterday.”

Sophie only hesitated a moment before stepping inside the open door. “Well,” she said, “since you seem to be making something anyway.” Her posture indicated reluctance, but she came in, letting Angel lead her over to the table.

“Have a seat, join us,” Angel proffered a chair to her, sliding it out, whistling the whole while. It was so stupid to be that excited over one customer, and yet— “This is Sophie. She’s a regular,” Angel said with pride. “Or...she’s come twice. That’s almost a regular to me.”

“Hello,” Sophie said, looking at Miranda in particular. She seemed not to have taken much note of Sienna yet.

“What can I get for you, Sophie?” Angel asked, leaning toward her. “A menu? Or do you know what you w—”

“I’ll have a margarita and a steak burrito,” Sophie said, and her eyes drifted slowly over to Sienna, who was watching her, lips pursed in concentration. “Rice and beans on the side.”

“I’ll have the same,” Sienna said. “Hm. Like you read my mind.”

“Make it three,” Miranda said, turning to smile at Angel. She smiled back; Miranda probably knew that making three of the same dish made it easier on Angel.

“Coming right up,” Angel said, and started threading her way through the tables to the kitchen, humming happily as she did so.

She would come out of this all right. That much she knew for sure. And tomorrow … 

It would be another day.

Sienna’s voice reached her as she hit the galley doors. “So … Sophie … has anyone ever told you that you kinda look like Sigourney Weaver …?”

Angel paused, just for a second. 

Huh. 

She actually did look like … 

“I can’t say I’ve ever heard that before,” Sophie said. “But there’s a first time for everything, I guess.”

Angel just nodded, thinking—yeah, she really did look like Sigourney Weaver. How about that. The weird little things, those were the spice in life, weren’t they?

Developing sudden and unexpected metahuman powers.

Having your restaurant partly burn because of drug traffickers.

Meeting the most powerful woman in the world.

Angel sighed. Maybe things were a little too spicy.

Still … she had work to do. Food to make. A metahuman guest, her cousin, and a woman who’d helped her a lot—and who looked like Sigourney Weaver—to feed.

Humming a tune, Angel listened to the conversation through the pass as she got down to the business of feeding her guests.
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Dr. Helen Slaughter

The Cube

Young America, Minnesota

Day One

0735 Hours

 

“You picked a hell of a day to start,” Warden William Bletchely said with unmitigated enthusiasm as they walked down the long, sloped tunnel into the prison. “An auspicious occasion, I guess you could say.”

Bletchely was the type to get excited over almost nothing. Young for the job, too, in the doctor’s estimation. She’d taken the measure of him when he’d greeted her upon her arrival, but she didn’t feel a need to watch him now save for out of the corner of her eye, because—well, she’d met Bletchely’s type before. An infinite sequence of him—addicted to the job, and high on the possibilities whenever something new and “thrilling” happened.

“Is it?” she asked, without much enthusiasm of her own. This was just a job, after all, to Dr. Slaughter, who’d surely done this sort of thing before. Many times, in fact, according to her resume.

“I suppose it hasn’t hit the news yet,” Bletchely said as they reached a security door that was entirely metal, and entirely too thick for anything short of an atom bomb to punch through, “but we have a new inmate starting today. Fresh off a capture last night.” Bletchely’s eyes dark eyes danced. “In fact, you’ll be the first to even speak to her. Quick medical exam—you know, as best you can, through the restraints—and then she’s off to processing.” He ran his keycard through the slot as he chuckled. “She’s been cooling her heels for a few hours, since they brought her in. I imagine she’s quite ready to have a conversation at this point, so I’ll be there in case she decides to confess anything.”

The doctor raised her eyebrow—just slightly—at that. It didn’t surprise her that Bletchely would want to be involved in any contact with a high-level prisoner. Probably had fantasies about making a case against her, delivering some key piece of evidence or testimony that would send the prisoner away for a long, long time, while he was carried on the shoulders of adoring peers directly to his next promotion, and all the attendant glory that would come with such an achievement.

The doctor kept her opinion about this—as she did so many things—to herself. It was long habit by now.

The door clanked open slowly, revealing a large elevator box. Bletchely preceded her, and the doctor followed him, keeping her hands crossed upon each other as the heavy doors closed and the elevator started to move. She could hear the industrial strength cables moving just outside the box, which was immense. Used to cart massive metahuman storage units down to the prison level, it was considerably larger than a garden-variety elevator, and the doctor felt a little like she was in the midst of a steel storage space, tight and confining, like a prison bunk of her own.

“I can’t wait to hear what she has to say,” Bletchely blathered on. “She’s been by herself, confined, for hours. That’s the sort of isolation that tends to make a prisoner want to talk to anyone—but you know that,” he deflated slightly on the last part, though his enthusiasm remained constant. “Maybe she’ll make this easy.”

“I rather doubt that,” the doctor murmured as the elevator arrived at the lower floor. Bletchely hadn’t even heard her, though in fairness, she’d said it so low he hadn’t a prayer of picking it up unless he’d been a meta.

A long hallway proceeded forward, and Bletchely walked down it, the doctor following in his wake. “I’ll give you the grand tour later,” the warden burbled, “but suffice to say we have a facility that is completely modern, and highly specialized in keeping this type of prisoner under wraps.” He beamed. “Most of the time your contact with prisoners will be supervised by guards, of course, due to the potentially dangerous nature of our inmates.” He stopped outside a door and used his keycard again. The door slid, and they entered what was clearly a medical unit, complete with hospital beds draped with heavy restraints. Everything was a few degrees off from what a normal hospital would look like; locks on all the cabinets, guards with shock batons filling the room.

It was a prison hospital, and the doctor certainly felt the prison part of it.

“This way, this way,” Bletchely said, hurrying over to another door and slipping his key card in. It hissed open, and he ducked in. The doctor followed him into a simple, square room. A few implements—stethoscope, blood pressure cuff, a few other things—lay on a single, plastic trolley against the wall, almost as far from the prisoner as possible. 

“And here she is,” Bletchely said, as the door slid shut behind them. He spoke in a tone of awe, as though he were showing some prized piece of art in a collection.

The prisoner was bound hand and foot to a metal table, chained, cuffed and strapped so heavily that it was almost comical. There was barely a square inch of her from neck to toes that wasn’t covered by some strap or chain, and even her mouth was covered over by a restraining mask with only a few holes in it to allow speech to pass. Her forehead was strapped down, too, and she was at a 45-degree angle; she had to look down at Bletchely and the doctor.

Which she did. Very intently.

“Hello, Ms. Nealon,” Bletchely said, far too excitedly for the doctor’s taste. Though the doctor was sure he didn’t mean it that way, there was something almost lustful in his voice that she found distasteful. “My name is Warden Bletchely, and I’m in charge of this facility—and, by extension … you.”

“Congrats on becoming my successor,” Sienna Nealon said through the mask, only slightly muted by it, her eyes fixed on Bletchely. “I hope your tenure here is better than mine and marked by fewer riots.”

Bletchely laughed weakly. “Oh, yes, very … very clever.” He evinced a hint of discomfort as he turned to the doctor. “I’ve brought our physician to give you a cursory examination before we transport you to your cell. This is Doctor Helen Slaughter … She’s new, so go easy on her.” Bletchely laughed at his own joke.

Sienna Nealon’s eyes found the doctor’s, and there was a hint of narrowing for just a moment. “I’ll try.”

“I do appreciate that,” the doctor said, and commenced her exam. Bletchely kept quiet, but so did Nealon, her gaze catching the doctor’s only every once in a while.

Silence reigned, and that was quite fine with the doctor. She had a job to do, after all, within certain bounds. It was done in minutes—she’d completed as much as she could with the patient so restrained. “Thank you,” she told Sienna Nealon, stepping back and shedding her rubber gloves with a snap as she pulled them free.

“Guards,” Bletchely said, speaking to a camera as he waved them in. The door opened and four guards appeared, dressed head to toe in heavy vests and armor. They flanked Nealon, unbolting her from the table. She did not resist but let them take hold of her using long steel stakes that affixed to joints along the restraining apparatus. It gave the guards several feet of latitude to avoid getting close to her.

“Seriously, guys, with the sticks and the Hannibal Lecter mask, even?” Sienna cracked as they attached all this to her and then pushed her forward, toward the door. “Actually, you know what? That’s probably a good idea. Capital thinking, fellas.” 

“Let’s go,” one of the guards said, tension bleeding through his voice as they started to push her forward toward the door.

She stopped, a few steps short of it, and all the guards stopped with her, a grunt of alarm registering as they paused. Sienna turned her head back to look at the doctor, met her gaze again. “Hey,” she said.

“Hey,” the doctor replied coolly.

“Has anyone ever told you,” Sienna said dryly, “that you look like Sigourney Weaver?”

The doctor just stared at her. And smiled. “I have heard that once or twice before.”

“How about that,” Nealon said, her eyes electric as she stared at the doctor for a second longer.

And then off she went, the guards pushing her along.

“You know, now that she mentions it,” Bletchely said, staring at the doctor, “you do look a bit like Sigourney Weaver. I didn’t place it before, but …” He shook his head. “Yeah, you do.”

Doctor Helen Slaughter avoided rolling her eyes until Bletchely was safely turned around, heading back for the door, following Nealon out. “Welcome to our staff, doctor,” Bletchely said, as she followed him into the medical unit. “I’m sure you’ll find this a very interesting place to work.”

“I’m sure I will,” the doctor replied. “I’m sure my time here will be … very interesting indeed.”


 

 

 

Epilogue

 

 

The White House

Washington, DC

Now

 

Secretary of Defense Bruno Passerini would have preferred to be witnessing this particular turn of events from practically anywhere other than where he was, which was the White House Situation Room. Seeing it unfold from back in the Pentagon, with his brother and sister officers around him? Preferable. Seeing it shake out from CIC on the USS Enterprise—the old one he’d commanded, now retired, with a Carrier Air Group around him, setting up to make strikes? Just another beautiful day in the Navy. Hell, even if he’d been witnessing it with his old F-16 under him, bombs away, dropping on these bastards … that’d have been fine, just fine, mighty fine even, compared to this.

But watching it … helplessly … with his current audience, in the basement of the White House?

This was about as close as Bruno “Hammer” Passerini could imagine to being in hell.

“I don’t understand what we’re seeing here,” President Richard Gondry said. His eyes were naturally squinted; his lips pursed underneath the ridiculous goatee that he wore. It was an affectation he’d picked up during his long career in academia, and it seemed to Passerini that he’d worn it until it had become fashionable, and had now worn it long past fashionability, mostly because he wasn’t the kind who seemed apt to change.

“What we’re witnessing here, sir,” Passerini said, trying to moderate his tone in speaking to the President of the United States, “is anschluss.”

Gondry didn’t get that. Big surprise. For a college professor, he was a Grade A moron about anything unrelated to his field of study. He was a pretty good talker, though, which was probably why he’d gone into politics. He could read a speech like a champ, and he oozed sincerity.

“Anschluss,” Passerini said, trying to still the screaming voice in his own head that seemed to inevitably rise whenever he dealt with a historically illiterate moron on the order of Gondry—which seemed frequent in this White House, “is what the Germans called the annexation of Austria back in 1938. What we’re seeing here … it’s a very similar thing.”

Gondry shook his head. “I’m afraid I just don’t see it, Admiral. This isn’t Germany, after all. It’s not the Nazis. It’s Russia.”

That little scream in the back of Passerini’s head sounded again. “Sir … when the Iron Curtain was in place and Communists ruled Russia, considerably more people died there than in Nazi Germany. Something on the order of twenty million at the low end.”

Gondry scoffed. “I find that hard to believe.”

Passerini ignored the grinding headache that sounded in the depths of his skull. This was going to be a long night. “Believe it or not, sir, it did happen, and what we’re witnessing here, sir,” you could never throw enough ‘sirs’ into this sort of conversation, to signal respect where there was none, “is some sort of consolidation of power on the order of—”

“Explain it to me,” Gondry said, waving away his explanation while asking for another.

Passerini bit his lip for a second. “Yes, sir. What we’re seeing is forces crossing the border freely from Revelen, in Eastern Europe, into Russia—and being welcomed. As you know, the Russians recently suffered a reversal and reinvited former President Dmitry—”

“Fedorov,” Gondry said, lips turning up in a smile. “Yes, I’ve met him on many occasions. Eminently reasonable fellow. I was sorry that he fell out of favor.”

Passerini raised an eyebrow, exchanging a look with SecState. “Sir, he did not ‘fall out of favor.’ He was flat-out deposed three years ago by a revolution keen on returning the country to a less corrupt system of—”

“Yes, yes, whatever,” Gondry said, waving him off again. “Whatever the case, I’m glad he’s back. Russia will be easier to negotiate with now that Fedorov’s at the helm again.” Gondry smiled. “I don’t see much point in all this troop movement. They’re just shuffling men around on the map.”

“Sir,” Passerini said, “there’s a free exchange of troops moving back and forth between Revelen and Russia. They’re becoming one country again, or at least that’s what it’s looking like from here. That should set off a few alarm bells across Eastern Europe, given that states like Latvia, Lithuania, and Ukraine have expressed serious concern about a revival of the old USSR, and here we have at least two of the old components coming back together again in at least a military alliance. This is great cause for concern—”

“How is this any different than our NATO exercises?” Gondry shrugged it off. “So what if Fedorov and his friends in Revelen want to coordinate their militaries together. This looks like an internal matter to me, and of no concern to us.”

“Uhm, sir,” Secretary of State Laura Ngo said, looking only slightly less shell-shocked than Passerini was feeling, “the idea that a former superpower—and current geopolitical foe—like the Russian Federation—is reassembling the former USSR under murky circumstances—well, it’s cause for concern. What we’re seeing here is—”

“What are we seeing?” Gondry asked, voice snapping with impatience under his smooth, academic style, like a professor who’d lost patience with the chatter in his classroom. “So they’re crossing borders and exchanging tanks or whatever—so what? Where’s the threat? What’s the danger here? The Russians are the same as they were yesterday, plus a little bit more from this—this miniature country—I’ve never even heard of Revelen—”

It took all Passerini had in him not to punch the table. Revelen was a name that was coming pretty damned often in the intel briefings he got, which meant the president, unless he was completely asleep at the wheel, had heard their name before.

No, scratch that. This was Gondry. It was entirely possible he hadn’t heard the name Revelen. At all.

Dear God, Gerry Harmon screwed us all when he chose Richard Gondry as his running mate, Passerini thought. So genial. Such a pleasant man. Butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. Thirty years in the House and Senate. Smiled nicely, waved well, read a speech and inspired people like Alexander the Great. In spite of being a college professor, Gondry spoke the language of the people, not the language of the elites like Harmon.

But behind the scenes … what a Grade A REMF. What did the Army call them? FOBbers? Not someone you wanted to watch your six in a tight spot. Passerini would have sooner flown with a Russkie wingman than have Gondry at his six with an AMRAAM.

“Sir, Revelen is a country that seems to be on the rise as a threat,” SecState Ngo stepped in, again, far more patient than Passerini. “They’ve got a dedicated corps of hackers—they’re a persistent cyber threat, and the DoJ has flagged a great deal of this surge in metahuman activity to some sort of drug smuggling ring operating out of there that’s giving people powers—”

“Pure speculation,” Gondry said. “If that was actually happening, I’m sure we would have heard of it on the news by now.”

Passerini barely kept his eyes from bugging out all over the table. You’re the Commander-in-Chief! he wanted to scream. You get briefings that people in the press would strangle each other to get their greedy little hands on, and you ignore the hell out of most of them! Including the ones that would have given you the very important context for what we’re witnessing here!

“I just don’t see this as a problem,” Gondry said, shaking his head. He started to get up when a door opened to his left, a shaft of light from the hallway shining into the dim room.

Passerini blinked as a thin female was momentarily silhouetted in the doorway. Then the Secret Service closed the door again and FBI Director Heather Chalke’s pinched face appeared under the table lights, a thin, malice-filled smile of triumph present on her Juvadermed lips. Even smiling, she looked like she had just taken a shot of something sour. “We got her, sir.”

Gondry blinked. “Got who?”

Chalke’s face was pure, gloating pleasure. “Sienna Nealon, sir. She’s in custody, being processed into the Cube at this very moment.” She straightened, skinny fingertips like tentpoles against the tabletop. “We got her,” she repeated, still glowing.

Gondry snapped his fingers and pointed at Chalke. “You see this? This is something. Not—whatever you’re watching here,” and the president waved his hand at the wall monitors showing the troops moving between Revelen and Russia, highlighted in the glowing green of night-vision satellite imagery. Gondry rose and walked over to Chalke, extending his hand. She shook it, still smiling profusely. “This is news that we can release, that people can understand. Public Enemy Number One is off the streets.” Gondry smiled broadly. “Wonderful. This is wonderful. Everyone will be talking about this. Excellent work, Chalke.”

“Thank you, sir,” Chalke said, still flushed with pleasure. Passerini kept from rolling his eyes; he doubted she’d had much to do with it, but Chalke would find a way to put this particular feather in her cap. “I came to tell you as soon as I was sure our operation had resulted in success …”

Passerini frowned, catching a look from SecState, who had not kept from rolling her eyes. The Attorney General was not here, and as head of the Department of Justice, it probably should have been his bailiwick to report the news, but … from what Passerini knew of Chalke, there was no way in hell she’d let that nugget get reported by anyone but her.

“Good, good,” Gondry said, draping an arm over Chalke’s thin shoulders as the president walked her to the door. “We’ll hold a press conference immediately, before any of the local groups get a chance to steal a march on us. I want to make sure everybody hears about this from the White House first.” He was grinning. “A year and a half in office and this—this is going to be my defining achievement, the thing we use to turn around this lame duck presidency and set us up to win the next election.” Gondry was licking his lips. “This will show them—all of them. We’ll be heroes for bringing her in, and I’ll be able to write my own legislative ticket after this, get out from underneath Harmon’s shadow—”

“Sir,” Passerini said as the Secret Service opened the situation room door, flooding the room with light. “The situation in Revelen, sir. It’s—”

“I don’t give a damn,” Gondry said, anger flaring. “Call me if something of interest actually happens. This behind-the-scenes bullshit is all your beat, and you all can sit in here all damned night if you’d like, getting excited over the nothing of interest to the world at large that’s happening over there. Mark my words, this is another pointless irrelevancy that you foreign policy wonks get all excited about for no reason. This is going to amount to less than a fart in the wind when it’s all said and done. Now—if you’ll excuse me.” And Gondry swelled in silhouette at the door, “I’m off to help write the first draft of my legacy. You handle the irrelevancies while I go make history.”

And then he was gone, Secret Service closing the door behind him, leaving Passerini and a few other cabinet members in the dark, the displays their primary light.

“Holy hell,” SecState said in whispered awe. She knew the score.

“Yeah,” Passerini agreed, looking up at the monitors. They were a pale grey, overhead drones and satellites showing the mass movement of forces across the Russia/Revelen border. “He was right about one thing, though.” SecState stared at him, and he answered. “We really don’t know what this means yet. Just that it looks bad.”

SecState nodded. “Whatever’s happening over there … I get this feeling we’re about to get caught flatfooted. The Revelen and Russian ambassadors said they’d talk to me tomorrow. Not a great sign.”

“If it was up to me, I’d move us up to DEFCON Three,” Passerini said, leaning back in his seat, crossing his arms over his chest. “This is damned suspicious, and Revelen has manufactured way too much trouble for us over the last few years to sit back and take their sudden alliance with the world’s largest nuclear arsenal in stride.”

“I agree,” SecState said, “but without the president’s approval … what do we do?”

“Observe and report,” Passerini said, heartburn creeping up to his chest as the rumbling turned to a definite, scorching sensation rising in his stomach. After all, Ngo was right … what else could they do?
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