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      Jenna usually hated starting a new job, but she had to admit this one was intriguing.

      She could see definitely see the good side, even as the van she rode in bounced and rolled over yet another rough spot in the unseen road.

      Van was ungracious of her, really.

      The rich, buttery soft black leather covering four rows of plush captain’s chairs was hardly standard-issue commuter van quality. Same with the rows of copper fittings and warm, hidden lighting.

      The only things this taller version of a luxury limousine was missing were a wet bar and a flat-screen television. A couple of flattened spaces in the thick burgundy carpet in the row in front of Jenna, along with a faded spot on the dark wooden wall, convinced her those finishing touches had recently been removed.

      The blacked-out windows that made the tasteful lighting necessary supposedly kept her and seven other people from knowing how far outside of Metro Atlanta they would end up.

      Where they’d be living for at least the next month or more of this project was a mystery that would have to wait. They’d only been promised comfortable accommodations as part of their salary.

      Three men and five women altogether, a few dressed like she was, in khakis and business casual shirts. The typical work uniform for corporate folks all over the world. In this case, short sleeves and moisture-wicking fabrics were a concession to the September Georgia heat and humidity.

      Thankfully the van’s air conditioning functioned, probably a little bit better than it needed to. Jenna had turned the round copper vent aimed directly at her forehead off as soon as this long drive started. She might have asked the driver to adjust the whole thing to less deep-freeze levels if a solid black barrier—covered in that same rich leather—hadn’t kept said driver out of sight and hearing.

      They hadn’t even seen the mysterious chauffeur when they started out at a massive industrial parking lot just north of Atlanta. The van was there when they arrived, and no one had ever stepped outside.

      The non-corporate types all wore sturdy blue jeans, heavy boots, and rugged work shirts that would stand up to the remodeling job they were all headed toward. Toolboxes small enough to carry jingled in the van’s cargo area, along with everyone’s suitcases.

      Jenna was sure much larger equipment and plenty of it would be waiting when they finally arrived.

      This remodeling job with an oh-so-confidential location none of them were supposed to know was probably the biggest open secret anywhere in the Southeast. In a lot of ways, Atlanta truly was an overgrown, gossipy, small Southern town.

      To be fair, a major remodel on a minor superhero’s hidden lair would have been pretty much impossible to keep quiet anywhere.

      The excitement of the job—the honor, and of course the huge paycheck—was certainly part of the appeal. Everyone besides Jenna kept trying to hide a satisfied smile. Despite the pages of non-disclosure agreements they’d all signed weeks before, a couple of the other corporate types were blatantly ignoring strict instructions to keep quiet on the ride.

      Jenna now knew the guy in an emerald-green golf shirt with aggressively parted brown hair was there to sign off on the special restricted-access inspection for the state. A task that he apparently wanted everyone in the van to know required much more restraint and willingness to pass extensive background checks than a typical housing inspection.

      His chatting companion wore a perfectly tailored mauve shirt and sported a bouncy brunette power ponytail. She’d quickly revealed herself as an insurance agent from the company that underwrote Earth Worm, the minor superhero who was determined to justify all the super-expensive upgrades.

      The anonymous client, Jenna corrected herself, with only a slight twitch of a smile at an adult willingly assuming the name Earth Worm.

      Jenna glanced at the woman to her right. Tall, lanky, well-worn blue jeans and a sturdy gray cotton work shirt with rolled up sleeves marked her as one of the construction crew. The thick binders and rolls of blueprints set her apart as the crew leader, or maybe the architect.

      At an Extremely Loud and Important burst of laugher from the chatters up front, she looked at Jenna, flashed a lopsided grin, and rolled sparkling blue eyes.

      Jenna couldn’t help retuning the grin, but she rested her hand against the smooth oak wall before she opened her mouth to introduce herself.

      Wait...

      There it was. Just beneath the smooth, humming circuitry of the lighting and the rest of the vehicle’s electrical system.

      A decidedly non-standard feature for any van or limo bristled under the surface, with invisible listening points above each seat. Including Jenna’s.

      She held one finger to her lips, then pointed overhead. Taking a risk of getting far too personal before she even knew the woman’s name, she winked.

      The woman nodded, and much to Jenna’s relief, she returned the wink.

      Silence fell as the van rolled to a stop.

      Whatever greeted them when the doors finally opened and the job started, Jenna would have no problem keeping secrets.

      She’d been keeping her own her entire life.

      Seeing and understanding the electrical grid might be a minor power in the extreme, sure. But Jenna knew she was anything but standard-issue herself.
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      Instead of the sweltering heat and humidity stew Jenna expected, they stepped out into a cool, breezy afternoon. They’d gone farther than she expected, too, well into the mountains north of the city. That explained a temperature at least twenty degrees cooler, along with the absence of traffic, horns, and endless strings of airplanes overhead. Only the rustle of leaves against a clear blue sky and a hidden chorus of birds competed with the ticking of the cooling engine.

      The van sat at the end of a gravel road surrounded by towering oak, maple, and pine trees. A domed, grassy clearing lay beyond the gravel, looking like nothing more than a perfectly natural bald in the middle of the forest. A cluster of supplies and equipment piled up on the other side of the clearing destroyed that illusion.

      Jenna recognized multi-colored spools of electrical wire that would likely be her responsibility, along with plumbing lines, a full pallet of stone flooring, and huge boxes of what looked like high-end bathroom fixtures.

      Nothing like bulldozers or backhoes to uncover the existing structure, of course. The darling and most skilled earth-moving contractor for the massive Atlanta construction business wouldn’t need such primitive tools when she could do it better herself.

      Jenna didn’t have to look for a power pole or an electrical outlet to verify the artificial nature of the clearing for herself. The electrical beast ran so strongly here that she could feel it through the soles of her shoes.

      Streaking in thick and strong from her left, then branching into a complex net around and through the mound in front of them. She forced herself not to search the tree line for evidence of what had to be massive supply towers for so many buried power lines.

      Whatever Earth Worm had going up here could power a whole subdivision.

      Jenna turned at a soft throat clearing beside her. The woman she’d winked at earlier waited, fine dark eyebrows raised. The sunlight cutting through the trees sparkled in her auburn hair. Everyone else was milling around, introducing themselves. If there were electronic ears hidden away in the trees or the grass, Jenna felt no trace of them.

      “Should be fine now,” she said, then went on in a louder voice. “Jenna Ripley.”

      “Kim Mosely.” She shook Jenna’s hand, her grip strong and warm. “Since I drew up the plans for this whole thing, I’m gonna guess we get talk to each other now.”

      “I hope so. I’m supposed the handle the electrical design and build, but I’m not sure what we’ll be building.”

      Kim grinned, and Jenna hoped her own smile wasn’t too goofy.

      Kim’s was simply adorable.

      “I thought it was strange that they only wanted me to rough that part out. Sounds like we’ll be spending a lot of time together. Hope they sent enough coffee for last-minute redesign marathons.”

      One of the men dressed like Kim wandered up beside them. Jenna was sure he had to be at least in his early thirties from his thick chestnut beard and broad shoulders, but his easy smile made him look about eighteen.

      “That stack of blueprints and plans at your feet tells me you’re my boss. Name’s Kevin Wood, but I work with stone. All that granite and marble over there would be mine. No idea what we’re going to do with it yet.”

      “I don’t know as much as I’d like to,” Kim said. “My job specs asked for a couple of bathrooms, a bedroom, couple of hallways. Bits and pieces instead of a whole building. Not exactly the usual procedure.”

      Kevin laughed, the warm, booming sound drawing smiles from the rest of their little group.

      “Nothing usual about being whisked away to a secret location on a secret project, is there? Not even when everyone in the city knows more about what’s going on than we do.”

      The others gathered and introduced themselves, adding a Georgia highway department engineer, a plumber, and a home security expert to go with the inspector and insurance agent.

      And between the eight of them, still no real idea what they were there for.

      “I know we’re not supposed to know,” Kim said, “but I’m pretty sure this particular homeowner has to get the whole thing started. I don’t see a doorbell we can ring.”

      Jenna leaned forward, trying to peek inside the tinted passenger window of the van that hadn’t moved since the motor stopped.

      “Unless she drove us up here.”

      Everyone turned toward the gleaming black van, and Kevin took a step forward.

      Everyone jumped at a rich, sultry voice from behind them.

      “She didn’t drive you. Nobody did.”

      The grass and rocks in the middle of the clearing shifted like a slow boil, then the ground rolled itself backward into a raised edge. A rich, earthy smell rose up, like fertile garden soil and healthy tomato vines. No rumbling or shaking, only a slithery sound as the earth reformed itself.

      A small, curvaceous figure emerged, with vivid red-and-brown-streaked hair curling down past her waist. She wore close-fitting brown leather pants and a matching jacket.

      The same outfit she wore for her frequent interviews.

      Like most minor superheroes, Earth Worm never shied away from publicity, except when it came to the location of her secret lair.

      The soil under her feet rose into a platform, and a series of stone steps shaped themselves down to where Jenna and the others stood. She didn’t feel bad about her mouth gaping open with everyone else doing the same.

      “I’m sorry, did you say no one drove us?” the insurance agent said. Her face had paled under her perfect makeup, and she threatened to destroy her French manicure with nervous picking. “There’s no policy in place for that, ma’am. I’m afraid no policy exists for that yet. Is that even safe?”

      Earth Worm smiled, but Jenna didn’t feel the flash of warmth she’d gotten from Kim’s smile, or Kevin’s. The woman walking slowly down the earthen steps didn’t give off the slightest impression of welcome or appreciation. Icy sex appeal radiated from the graceful movement of her shapely thighs, hips, and breasts.

      Only cold appraisal showed in her eyes.

      “Perfectly safe, I assure you. My van was a generous gift from The Gadgeteer. Self-driving armored luxury model, with navigation features no typical automaker has even dreamed of. I never go anywhere in Atlanta traffic without it. Once you retrieve your tools, the van will take your things to a nearby lodge and we’ll get started.”

      Jenna blinked, hoping her surprise didn’t show. The last person she’d expected to hear about on top of a Blue Ridge mountain in North Georgia was her technology partner from the Blue Ridge Mountains in Virginia. Strange that she hadn’t recognized his touch when she’d tuned in to the electrical systems, but that could be because she hadn’t designed them.

      Ahren Roberts (otherwise known as The Gadgeteer) was more secretive than most of the minor superhero crowd, or else Jenna would have never let him know her secret. He’d equipped other minor—and many major—superheroes, along with various explorers, corporations, and adventurous private citizens.

      A few of their best collaborations were tucked away in Jenna’s suitcase right
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