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Chapter 1: Filth Rises Like a Phoenix
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Marsha and I were on our third home tour with the realtor when I got the call from Dr. Ledbrinker. She knew the moment I silently mouthed our boss’s name that our home tour and our supposed two-week vacation were over. Dr. Ledbrinker’s call was brief and to the point.

“I’m sorry, but I need you and Marsha to come to headquarters. I’ll tell you why when you get here.”

“Okay, but we have Buddy with us.”

“That’s great. Bring him. I’ll see you when you get here,” she replied, ending the call.

“What is it?” Marsha asked the moment I was off the phone.

“I’m not sure. She’s going to tell us when we get there.”

“Let me show you the master,” the realtor interjected. “It’ll only take a minute, and I think it’s exactly what you’re looking for,” she added.

“We can’t,” I replied. “I’m afraid we’ll have to reschedule.”

“Later today, then?” the realtor asked. “This one will not be on the market long. The seller’s motivated.”

“Probably not. Tours over,” Marsha answered, sensing my growing frustration with Miss Pushy Realtor. “We’ll call you,” Marsha said as we marched out the front door.

It’s fortuitous that we hadn’t let the realtor drive us in her fancy-schmancy Mercedes Benz. Otherwise, she may have tried to hold us hostage. So instead, we had followed her in Mugly, my decidedly less stylish Subaru Outback. This included a shedding Golden Retriever named Buddy, who was busy reupholstering the backseat with his hair and slobbering on and leaving nose prints all over the windows.

We had agreed to take Buddy in after Officer Rebecca Quinn took a bullet for us, ending up in the ICU in critical condition. Becca, as she preferred to be called, had been instrumental in saving our asses. As well as helping to take down Pansy Newton and her little neighborhood network of pedophile scumbags. Pansy, or more accurately, her alter-ego, Poppy, was the mastermind of the Predatorville assaults and missing girls.

Marsha and I were looking forward to finally finding a new home we could call our own. After Marsha’s apartment blew up, not with us in it, thankfully, we had been vagabonds, living wherever the CIA could safely put us. And since our most recent abode was a windowless, subterranean bomb shelter on the Langley campus, we were eager to have something a little more homey and inspiring. But from the sound of Dr. Ledbrinker’s call, we wouldn’t realize that dream anytime soon.

“What do you think she’s calling us back for?” Marsha asked as we left the realtor in our rearview mirror.

“I can only think it has to do with the two missing girls from our last case.”

“Yuna and Halle,” Marsha said, confirming my thought.

The Predatorville case was bittersweet. Saving Shasta Springs and bringing those responsible for the assault of several other victims had been edifying. However, Missy Everett dying and being unable to find Yuna and Halle had left us feeling like failures. It doesn’t matter how many we saved. Losing one is too many. That’s what I found frustrating.

Yuna Li was a 13-year-old Asian female who went shopping with her mother and disappeared at the Northeast Alexandria Mall. And Halle Williams was a 17-year-old African-American female who disappeared while watching the Scottish Christmas Walk Parade in Old Town Alexandria.

“That, or maybe it’s an entirely different case,” I said, as I tamped down a niggling thought that it could also be bad news.

“Or maybe they changed their minds and decided that their little joint SHIELD department was more trouble than it’s worth,” Marsha replied, stealing the thought from my head.

“Why do you always have to say what I’m thinking?”

“Cuz we’re soulmates, and we think alike,” she replied. “I’m just not a pussy who’s afraid to say what’s on her mind,” she jabbed. 

“Oh, I’m a pussy now, am I?” I shot back.

“Yes, but a very lovable pussy,” she conceded, then returned to the topic at hand. “I can’t believe they’d tell Trig that they’re going to increase our budget and then turnaround and change their minds a few days later.”

The “they” we were talking about were the higher-ups in the CIA and FBI. Those nameless, faceless holders of our purse strings that my dad, Trace Minor, and FBI Special Agent Trig Halvorsen had to deal with from time to time.

“I hope not. If anything, we need even more resources. I feel like we’re fighting a wildfire with a squirt gun,” I lamented, turning into the entrance of the CIA campus.

We passed through security, parked Mugly, and let Buddy do his business before making our way to the conference room in the new CIA Headquarters building.

Buddy received a warmer and more enthusiastic reception than we did as he made the rounds to everyone.

“Welcome back. Did you enjoy your vacation?” Richie Zefirelli, one of our CIA analysts, greeted sarcastically.

I could only smile in response. It was Richie being Richie. Plus, he had saved my life when my undercover assignment during the Fountain of Youth case went awry. So I was more tolerant of his playful taunts. Marsha, on the other hand, gave him a withering look. Biting her tongue to keep herself from shooting a caustic or profane response in his direction. Something she wouldn’t have done had Dr. Ledbrinker, Trig Halvorsen, Trace Minor, and Alexandria Police Chief Len Linardi not been in the room.

Our other CIA analyst and team member, Josh Blankenship, gave us a smile and a friendly wave. Josh was the polar opposite of Richie, soft-spoken, accommodating, and chronically kind. Josh was in the midst of a messy divorce that threw him for a loop during our Predatorville case. And yet, his astute recollection of something we had failed to do led to breaking the case. Richie and Josh may have been as different as night and day, but they shared one thing–they were both exceptional at their jobs.

“Okay, now that Aja and Marsha are here, let’s get started,” Dr. Ledbrinker announced. “I’ve asked Police Chief Linardi to join us as I believe we may have found what happened to Yuna Li and Halle Williams.”

Marsha gave me a quick glance, as if acknowledging me for guessing correctly.

“Richie and Josh, will you please enlighten the group on what you’ve found?”

“We’d be happy too,” Richie said, taking the lead to no one’s surprise. “But I’m going to let Josh explain. He’s the brainiac who tracked this down. I just assisted after he found the needle in the haystack.”

Marsha almost fell off her chair hearing the words coming from Richie’s mouth. Josh cleared his throat and blushed at his colleagues’ recognition.

“Ah, um, thanks, Richie,” he stammered. “You may recall we found an off-shore account with $8.3 million collected from subscribers to the Dark Web site that Pansy Newton and her neighbors created,” he began as we nodded our affirmation.

“Well, we’ve analyzed all the transactions,” Josh began, only to be interrupted.

“You analyzed all 400,000 transactions,” Richie clarified. “I helped after you found what you found. Credit where credit’s due, Josh. Quit being so damn selfless.”

“Okay, what he said,” Josh said, blushing. 

Causing everyone around the table to chuckle. 

“And I found two transactions that stuck out,” he continued. “Most of the entries looked like individual subscribers masked by some unique alphanumeric codes we haven’t been able to crack and attribute. But two transactions were for much larger amounts and only included the letters SPDRWB INC.”

“Get to the good stuff, Joshy,” Richie prompted, impatient at his deliberate explanation.

“Well, okay. To make a long story short. We think SPDRWB INC is a shell company for an individual or a group of individuals who may have purchased Yuna Li and Halle Williams.”

“And how do you know this?” Dr. Ledbrinker asked.

“We knew they auctioned both Yuna and Halle off. There was photographic evidence of it when we first found the Predatorville website. But we couldn’t track the sale until we could get into the details of the off-shore account. They’re the only two transactions for more significant amounts than monthly, semi-annual, or annual subscription fees.”

“What about location?” Police Chief Linardi interjected. “Do you have any idea where they may be?”

Richie couldn’t help but pipe up before Josh could answer. 

“Unfortunately, not. Spider Web Inc., as we’re calling it, is registered to a fictitious address in the Cayman Islands. And we haven’t been able to track it to another company or individual. These transactions typically pass through dozens of other bogus companies, insulating the actual group or individual from discovery. But we’re going to keep digging.”

“But that’s not all,” Dr. Ledbrinker chimed in. “We think Spider Web, Inc. may be a splinter group of the defunct Fountain of Youth network.”

“And why do you think that?” Marsha asked.

“Because Richie and Josh found a directory of hundreds of male and female teens and preteens associated with Spider Web, Inc.”

“Hundreds?” Police Chief Linardi parroted, astonished.

“Yes, and from all over the world,” Richie replied. “The photographs of the children in this directory are identified by unique codes, all containing a prefix which we think may correspond with the calling code for the country. Which may be a way of either identifying where the child is from or where the child is located.”

“You saw Yuna Li and Halle Williams’ photographs?” Chief Linardi followed up.

“Well, we can’t be sure,” Richie replied. “The photographs blur out the faces and any identifying marks.”

“Perhaps the parents could identify them by what they’re wearing,” Chief Linardi suggested.

Richie looked at Dr. Ledbrinker, who took his cue.

“Chief, none of the children in the directory are wearing clothes,” she replied.

“Oh, ah, ah, yeah,” he stammered, searching for what to say. Only to be rescued when Dr. Ledbrinker continued.

“Since we can’t be sure of the children’s identities in the pictures. There’s no sense in involving the parents. The images would just cause them more pain and anguish. We know Yuna and Halle are missing. And we know they were likely sold to whoever is associated with Spider Web, Inc.”

“Which is why we’re sitting around this table,” Trig chimed in. “Trace and I just got back from DC, and our superiors have agreed to support your next mission.”

Trace continued where Trig left off, as if they had choreographed their presentation.

“Now we have to not only track down Yuna and Halle, but all the rest of those poor kids in the directory. And Operation Spider Web is a mission that might be as big, complex, and dangerous as the Fountain of Youth case.”

I had been sitting there listening to the back and forth, trying to keep my cool. My squirt gun in a wildfire comment to Marsha now seemed like a gross overstatement. Now it felt like we were trying to put out Hell’s inferno with an eye-dropper. I couldn’t let the conversation continue without addressing my concerns. Unfortunately, it came out less diplomatic than I had intended. In fact, I probably sounded more like a spoiled, petulant child.

“Are you serious, Dad? Do you really want us to take on something of the scale of the Fountain of Youth with even fewer resources? Do I have to remind you we almost died during that mission? How exactly are your superiors going to support our next mission? By putting stars on the memorial wall and blathering a bunch of bullshit about our bravery when it was their fault they put us in harm’s way without the proper support?”

I would have gone on if Trig hadn’t stepped in, Marsha hadn’t put her hand on my leg, and my butterfly pendant hadn’t vibrated. My dad and Dr. Ledbrinker looked too shocked to speak. And Chief Linardi, Richie, and Josh were trying to look anywhere but at me. While Buddy, who had been lying at my feet under the table, got up and moved.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa, Aja. Cool your jets,” my dad exclaimed. “You’re jumping to conclusions before we’ve discussed resources. What’s gotten into you?”

Suddenly embarrassed, I had some major backpedaling to do without disintegrating into tears that threatened to erupt.

“I’m sorry. I’m just frustrated. We’re fighting a losing battle. For every Uncle Phil, Everest Duncan III, and Pansy Newton we take down, ten more seem to rise to take their place. And with each case, they get closer to eliminating us. Marsha and I don’t even have a home we can call ours. And even if we did, how long would it be before someone tried to blow us up or shoot us? And everybody around me keeps dying or ends up in the hospital like Becca,” I cried, unable to stop my tears.

Saying Becca’s name caused Buddy to whine and emerge excitedly from under the table, as if he thought she had returned. Only to register his disappointment by barking when he didn’t find her after a frantic orbit around the conference table.

“I think Buddy and all of us feel your frustration and pain, Superstar,” my dad intoned. “But before SHIELD existed, we didn’t have a dedicated or coordinated effort to fight this scourge. And as much as we all want to eliminate people who abuse and exploit kids, we can’t expect it to happen overnight or without pain and loss. We’re all here for the same thing, Aja. And that even includes the higher-ups back in DC and Quantico. They’re listening to us and doing their best to give us the support we need.”

My dad didn’t say anything that I didn’t already know deep down. But somehow, hearing it helped me modulate my anger and frustration.

“I wish there was a better way. Some way we could prevent this plague from ever harming another child, rather than catching them after they’ve done their damage,” I lamented.

“Well, unless we could clone you, I don’t think we have much choice,” Trig interjected.

“Then let’s do that,” I spouted.

“Clone you?” Trig laughed. “Come on, Aja. Get serious.”

“I am serious. Not clone me. Clone my powers so every child can detect and deter people who wish to prey on them.”

“And how would we do that? You can’t teach someone your powers. And even if you could, how would we ever have the time to instruct them?” Trig asked.

“Not teach them. Some other way. Like a device or an app. There are all sorts of phone apps that monitor people’s health and alert them when they’re at risk. Why can’t there be an app that monitors and alerts you if a sexual predator is stalking you?”

“I think that’s an intriguing idea, Aja,” Dr. Ledbrinker replied. “And at a different time and place, we can discuss it further. But right now, let’s focus on finding Yuna, Halle, and the hundreds of other children caught in the Spider Web, using the resources and current technology at our disposal. Now, we have approval to hire two more people. So what do we need in terms of people power?”

Dr. Ledbrinker had an uncanny way of validating my ideas and emotions while simultaneously pushing past them to the task at hand, which I appreciated. Because at the moment, I felt like I had lost my shit at the most inopportune time. Thankfully, Marsha once again read my mind and put words to the thoughts I didn’t dare give voice to – not trusting what might come out of my mouth.

“We want Becca on our team,” Marsha stated definitively. And then, before anyone could comment, she blurted out another name. “And Amanda, too.”

Amanda was Amanda Garfield. A nurse practitioner who was Dr. Winstead’s assistant at the FBI Academy Research Center. She had initially assessed my powers when I was a trainee at the FBI Academy. Then subsequently helped prep Marsha and me for our undercover work in the Fountain of Youth case. Not to mention offering her moral and medical support during the Predatorville case.

“Okay, thank you, Marsha. What do other people think?” Dr. Ledbrinker said, looking toward Richie and Josh.

“I’m okay with Marsha’s suggestion,” Josh replied.

“Maybe I should clarify,” Dr. Ledbrinker added. “I didn’t mean, what do you think of Marsha’s suggestion? I mean, are there people with other competencies that we need? I have nothing against Becca and Amanda, but do they offer the most essential skills we need? For example, do you and Richie need a person with different analytical talents from your own?”

Josh looked at Richie, who was being uncharacteristically quiet. Josh either read something in his colleague’s face or proceeded without his input.

“I think Becca and Amanda offer what we need. Becca has law enforcement experience and dreamed of working for the CIA or FBI. And no one’s going to question her bravery. I don’t know Amanda as well, but I know she’s helped Aja tap and expand her abilities.”

“Thanks, Josh. Richie? What do you think?” Dr. Ledbrinker prompted.

Richie looked at Marsha before responding, and I could feel her coiling like a snake ready to strike. Anticipating that Richie’s response wouldn’t be nearly as supportive or conciliatory.

“I agree with Marsha and Josh. We need Becca and Amanda on the team.”

Dr. Ledbrinker was almost as surprised as Marsha, whose mouth had dropped open in shock. 

“Aja? We haven’t heard from you. Do you agree with your colleagues?” Dr. Ledbrinker asked.

“Yes, but,” I responded, stopping as a lump formed in my throat.

“But what?”

I looked at Marsha, who knew to take over.

“We don’t even know if Becca will make it.”

“Or how long it will be before she can join us, even if she does,” Richie added.

“She’d be worth waiting for, though,” Josh chimed in.

The fact that Marsha, Richie, and Josh all sprang to my aid when I got all choked up only made it harder not to disintegrate into tears again.

“Yes, not knowing if she’ll recover does present a challenge,” Dr. Ledbrinker acknowledged. “What do you think, Trace and Trig?”

“I trust the team’s recommendation on what resources they need,” Trace replied.

“I agree,” chimed Trig. “And as for Becca’s availability, I think we have some latitude to wait. But every day we don’t act is another day Yuna, Halle, and the other kids suffer.”

“Excuse me, Dr. Ledbrinker,” Chief Linardi broke in. “I know you didn’t ask for my opinion. But as much as I’d hate losing Becca from the force, she belongs on your team. Nothing would make her happier, and I’m sure she’d make you glad you waited.”

“That’s quite alright, Chief. Your input is much appreciated,” Dr. Ledbrinker replied.

“Thank you. But I think I have one other contribution to this team if you’d indulge me.”

“Go right ahead, Chief.”

“I’m sure if Becca could communicate right now, she’d invite Marsha and Aja to live at her house. She has plenty of space, and Buddy will be happy to be home. You’re welcome to move in there,” he said, sliding the house key across the table.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“Never more so,” Chief Linardi replied.

“That’s extremely generous of you, Chief,” Dr. Ledbrinker added. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure. Plus, I’ll station an officer across the street for your safety.”

“Oh, Chief, that won’t be necessary. We can be responsible for our own security,” Dr. Ledbrinker replied.

“Not a problem. I’ve been stationing someone there ever since Becca landed in the hospital. Once she’s out of the hospital and a member of your team, you can take over the security detail. How does that sound?”

“That’s a deal, Chief. Thank you.”

And just like that, Marsha and I had a place to live and a new mission.
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Chapter 2: Moving Again
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Marsha opened the car door, and Buddy leaped out of Mugly’s backseat. Bolting to the front gate, he excitedly jumped up and barked his head off until I could open it. Then proceeded to tear around the front yard doing his best impression of a greyhound chasing a rabbit. Intermittently stopping to sniff and pee to re-establish the front yard as his territory. Needless to say, he was ecstatic to be home. Which lasted until he didn’t find Becca in the house after racing around and inspecting every room. Then he flopped down on the living room floor, whined, and gave us his best Golden Retriever forlorn expression.

It felt like we were adding insult to injury when Marsha and I turned right around and left him alone. We could hear his barks of protest as we made our way up the walk to the car. It couldn’t be helped. We were anxious to visit Becca in the hospital and move out of the hotel we’d been staying at. Regardless of how therapeutic Buddy’s company could be, we knew he wouldn’t be welcome at the hospital. Plus, we needed all the space in the car to transport our belongings to our new home. Dr. Ledbrinker had given us the rest of the day and tomorrow morning off before reporting back to headquarters.

“Do you think we’ll ever get a real vacation?” I asked.

“What? The last three days weren’t enough for you?” Marsha replied with a healthy dose of sarcasm.

“Ah, no! Based on the fit I threw, I think I need another week or two on a sandy beach.”

“Really? I thought a nice, small, quiet, padded room at a local looney bin might be better for you,” Marsha said.

“Thanks a lot. I mean, I know I didn’t present my case in the most constructive way. But don’t you agree that it feels like a losing battle?”

“Yeah, but we have made a difference. Don’t you think?”

“Yeah, but at what cost? And how long before they’re successful in eliminating us?”

“I don’t disagree, Aja. I just don’t know what the alternative is. No one can argue against the idea of preventing kids from being victimized. But if there was a better way to do it, don’t you think someone would have already implemented it?”

“So what are you saying? That we shouldn’t even try to find a better way?”

“No, I’m not saying that. And no one else at our meeting was saying that either. You raised valid points, and everyone agrees with you. However, your delivery and timing were a bit off.”

“You think?”

“I know. You were like a runaway train. But listen, you’re the engine that makes this whole thing go. Without you, we’d be just a bunch of well-intentioned civil servants fighting an invisible enemy. You give us a chance. An advantage that no one else can supply. Remember that and be patient with us. We’re mere mortals, while you can see the dark, deviant desires that inspire our adversaries. I believe in you. We believe in you. You just have to give us a chance to catch up.”

I almost pulled Mugly over to the side of the road to give Marsha a hug and a kiss.

“Can you write that down?” I said, near tears. “That was the most beautiful thing anyone has ever said to me.”

“And here I thought you have a great ass was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever said,” Marsha countered with a smile.

Causing me to laugh and giving me some much-needed comic relief.

“I love you,” I said with a chuckle.

“And I love you too. Now let’s see how our new partner is doing,” Marsha remarked as we entered the hospital parking lot.

When we last visited Becca, she was little more than a pale, unresponsive body in a bed kept alive by machines. So our spirits were buoyed when we saw that her color was better and she was breathing on her own.

“Hi, Becca,” I called softly as we slowly made our way to her bedside.

Surprised when her eyes fluttered open briefly. Followed by raising two fingers on her right hand.

“You’re awake,” Marsha said excitedly as Becca’s eyes fluttered shut. As if her effort to open her eyes and raise her fingers had sapped her strength.

I put my hand in hers and squeezed, feeling a distinct but weak response.

“That’s fine. You rest, Becca,” I said, giving her hand another reassuring squeeze.

Becca struggled to move her mouth and lips as if trying to formulate words.

“We’re taking care of Buddy. He misses you,” Marsha said, anticipating what Becca might be trying to communicate. Apparently guessing right because the corners of Becca’s mouth curled up into something resembling a smile. And she seemed to relax and stopped trying to talk.

I was holding an internal debate. Wondering if I should tell Becca the exciting news about us wanting her to join the team. Part of me thought it would buoy her spirits and inspire her to get better. Another part worried that it might be too much for her to handle in her weakened state. And then there was Heather, speaking to me through my butterfly pendant for the second time that day. Her message was clear. She was saying, “Calm the fuck down, Aja. Give the poor girl time to heal.” 

Becca’s nurse arrived and, after greeting us, examined the monitor and equipment at the bedside.

“I’m sure she appreciates you two being here. But her vitals are a bit more elevated than I like. So I’m going to have to ask you to cut your visit short. Let her rest now, and I’ll tell you more outside the room.”

We didn’t have to be told twice, and I was happy that I hadn’t told her about being on the team.

“Your friend lost a lot of blood, and her body is still dealing with the after-effects,” her nurse explained. “And while she’s no longer considered in critical condition, her vitals are still unstable. So it’s best if she doesn’t get too worked up.”

“But she’s heading in the right direction, right?” Marsha asked.

“Yes, but she still has a long way to go. We’ve addressed her most immediate medical crisis. However, we still don’t know what other physical or emotional insults may arise due to the trauma she’s been through. But please understand that I’m not saying you shouldn’t visit. Just keep your visits short and conversations light.”

“We will,” Marsha answered for both of us.

“Thank you for taking care of her,” I added before the nurse rushed off to another patient’s room.

We walked out of the ICU and the hospital without saying a word. Like me, I suspected Marsha was reflecting on what the nurse had told us. Necessitating that we recalibrate our expectations about Becca. I had naively assumed she’d recover and be delighted to join the team. Now I wasn’t sure. Maybe getting shot and almost dying would make her reconsider her career choice. Perhaps she’d have some physical or emotional barriers preventing her from returning to her job as a police officer. Let alone consider becoming an agent for the joint FBI and CIA Sexual Harm Intervention Enforcement and Liaison Division.

“What will we do if Becca can’t or doesn’t want to join the team?” Marsha asked as we approached Mugly.

“I don’t know. Recruit someone else, I guess. But I can’t believe she’d turn the job down if she’s physically able.”

“Yeah, I can’t imagine Becca being so emotionally scarred that she’d do an about-face on something she’s dreamed about her whole life,” Marsha amplified.

“And I can’t imagine recruiting someone other than her. I mean, we’re Charlie’s Angels, right?” I said, grinning.

“Right. Do you think Dr. Ledbrinker will let us wait until Becca recovers? From what the nurse said, it could be weeks, if not longer.”

“We need the right person, not just anybody. I think Dr. Ledbrinker knows that. Besides, we don’t even have a mission plan yet. That will take some time,” I replied.

“Yeah, and we don’t even know where we’ll be stationed. What will we do with Buddy if we need to set up shop somewhere else? Or in a different country? We don’t even know where the enemy is.”

“Let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves,” I remarked, my brain going on overload. “Let’s get our stuff from the hotel, settle in at Becca’s, and not worry about what tomorrow brings.”

“I like that,” Marsha replied. “Why do today what you can put off until tomorrow.”

“Technically, we’re still on vacation until noon tomorrow. So let’s enjoy it,” I suggested as I turned into the hotel’s parking lot.

The hotel we had called home over the last three days was nothing special but a definite upgrade from the concrete bunker we lived in at Langley. It didn’t take us long to pack up and check out. Besides the hand-me-down bean bag chair, which held too many memories to dispose of, we didn’t have any furnishings to move. Only clothes and enough bathroom beauty and hygiene supplies to stock a small convenience store. As we loaded up Mugly, I wondered when we’d ever have our own place again. Since Marsha’s apartment was blown up, moving into Becca’s house would be our fourth temporary housing situation. 

I hadn’t liked the realtor who had shown us several properties, but I definitely loved the idea of having a place that Marsha and I could call our own. And had the Spider Web case not ensnared us three days into our anticipated two-week vacation, perhaps we would have found that place. But for now, our home was at Becca’s with Buddy or wherever our mission would take us.
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Chapter 3: We Get Our Marching Orders
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I was surprised to see Amanda in the conference room when Marsha and I walked in. And while it had only been a couple of weeks since I last saw her, it felt longer.

“What are you doing here?” I asked as I rushed to give her a hug.

“That’s a good question. I don’t know. What am I doing here?” She asked, laughing as we embraced. “Trig just told me to be here. And when my boss’s boss says jump,” she added, leaving me to complete the saying.

“You say how high. I get it. I’m afraid I might have had something to do with that,” I replied as Marsha and Amanda hugged.

“I suspected as much. How’s Becca?”

“Becca’s improving, but she’s still in the ICU.”

“And how’s Buddy?”

“Marsha and I moved into Becca’s place. He’s happy to be home. Although I don’t know who’s taking care of whom,” I said, chuckling.

“I told you he’d train you,” Amanda replied. “Well, it’s good he’s at home.”

“Yes, but I think he wanted to come with us today.”

“You should have brought him.”

“We talked about it,” I said, glancing at Marsha. “But we didn’t know what Dr. Ledbrinker had planned for this afternoon. He has his toys and favorite spot on Becca’s bed.”

“I wonder where Richie and Josh are,” Marsha interjected. “It’s not like them to be late.”

As we looked around the room as if they might magically materialize before our eyes, the conference door opened. And in marched Richie, Josh, Trig, Dr. Ledbrinker, and my dad.

“Let’s take our seats,” Dr. Ledbrinker announced. “We have a lot of ground to cover this afternoon.”

“First, I’d like to welcome and thank Amanda for joining us on such short notice,” Dr. Ledbrinker began. “I know you must be wondering why you’re here. But I think that will become imminently clear shortly. Trig,” she said, prompting him to take over.

“Yes, I’d like to echo my thanks, Amanda. I know I surprised you with my request to be here today. Just know that Dr. Winsted is fully aware and supportive,” he said with a wry smile. Knowing how protective and prickly the Chief Research Officer of the FBI had become when he first approached her about Amanda attending today’s meeting. Suffice to say, Dr. Winsted’s support had not come without a tenacious battle – which Trig was prepared for. Knowing that he held the trump card – he was Dr. Winsted’s superior. Fortunately, he didn’t have to play that card, and Dr. Winsted and Trig could broker a deal that she could live with.

“Thank you,” Amanda replied simply, not giving voice to her doubts about Dr. Winsted’s level of support.

“I’d also like to thank Richie and Josh for their tireless efforts over the last few days. Whoever is behind what looks like a global child trafficking initiative has taken great care in remaining under the radar. But unfortunately, despite Richie and Josh’s efforts, we haven’t unearthed many clues to help us establish a clear plan of attack.”

“So we’ll resort to our secret weapon,” Trace chimed in and paused.

My dad didn’t continue, and everyone’s eyes turned toward me.

“Me?” I asked.

“Bingo!” Trace announced. 

“Yes, you,” Trig added. “We’ll have you answer our questions the way you uncovered vital clues in our previous cases.”

“Locking me in a room and showing me pictures that cause nightmares?” I asked.

“We never locked you in a room. And I’d prefer to call it using your psychic powers to uncover clues,” Trig countered.

“Believe me, if you had my visions, you’d feel like you’re living a nightmare in a locked room,” I responded.

“I believe you, and I’m sorry. But I assure you the door won’t be locked. And you’ll have your support team around you,” Trig replied.

“And that’s where you come in, Amanda,” Dr. Ledbrinker interjected. “We’re setting up a room like the one you worked in when you first assessed Aja’s powers. You’ll guide Aja through the same process. Presenting images to Aja while monitoring her vitals and recording what she sees. Marsha, Richie, and Josh will then convert those visions into useful information. Hopefully, this will help us cobble together enough information to develop a mission plan.”

“Okay, I can do that. And afterward, I go back to the FBI Research Center?” Amanda asked.

“I’ll let Special Agent Trig answer that one,” Dr. Ledbrinker said. Turning to look at him with a face that read I told you so.

“Well, ah, I was going to talk to you about that privately,” he said sheepishly. “I should have listened to my wife,” he added, looking at Dr. Ledbrinker.

Everyone knew that Trig was married to Dr. Ledbrinker. So his comment and his uncharacteristic look of discomfort were met with laughter. Except, that is, for Dr. Ledbrinker.

“How would you feel about working for SHIELD?” he asked, hoping her response would be favorable and get him out of the doghouse.

“Really?” Amanda exclaimed excitedly. “Would I have to travel to Langley every day?”

Trig looked at Dr. Ledbrinker as if pleading for her to rescue him.

“No,” Dr. Ledbrinker replied after letting Trig twist in the wind momentarily. “After you’re done with this initial phase of the mission, we’ll set you up to work from home part-time. We know you have a little one at home,” she added.

“We’ll even sweeten your pay some,” Trig said.

“That sounds great. But what would I be working on?”

“Well, that’s the next thing we need to discuss,” Dr. Ledbrinker said, shifting gears. “Your job is twofold. First, assuming we can harvest actionable information from your work with Aja, you’ll continue to support the Spider Web mission. Parallel to that, you’ll be working with Aja, Richie, and Josh to investigate the feasibility of developing technology that can mimic Aja’s abilities.”

“Technology that mimics Aja’s abilities?” Amanda repeated. “How is that even possible? And I don’t even have any experience developing technology.”

“We’re not sure it’s possible. Nor do any of us around the table have the technical expertise. So you’ll all be working with the CIA’s Directorate of Science and Technology. I spoke to the director yesterday, and he’s agreed to commit one of his technical developers to the effort. If developing such technology is feasible, we’ll take the next steps. And Aja, you can thank your dad for greasing the skids to accomplish that little miracle.”

I couldn’t believe my ears. What I blurted out amid my anger and frustration seemed absurd even to me once I had calmed down. And I was under the impression that my outlandish idea had been put on the back burner. Yet, in less than 24 hours, my dad and Dr. Ledbrinker had identified a resource to investigate if it was possible.

“Thanks, Dad. And thanks, Dr. Ledbrinker,” I said, as my eyes went misty.

“You’re welcome, Superstar,” Trace replied. “You realize, however, that if your little idea works, it may put you out of a job.”

“If a technology can be developed to identify and deter sexual predators, I’ll happily find another job,” I replied. Knowing the chances were infinitesimally small.

“Hey, I know what we should name the application if we develop it,” the usually reserved Josh blurted out excitedly. 

“What’s that?” Richie asked.

“S-P-I-D-A,” Josh spelled out and then pronounced spider as a New Yorker would say. “It stands for Sexual Predator Identification and Deterrence Application.”

“I like it,” I said. 

“And how appropriate given our mission,” Marsha added.

“Yeah, that’s brilliant, egghead,” Richie taunted, punching Josh on the arm. “Why didn’t I think of that?”

Josh blushed and bit his tongue, resisting the temptation to make a snide remark in response.

“Okay, now about Becca joining the team,” Dr. Ledbrinker intoned, bringing our attention back to her. “Chief Linardi spoke to her doctor, and it’s still too early to tell how long a recovery period she will need.”

“Yes, we visited her yesterday,” I interjected, thinking Dr. Ledbrinker would recommend recruiting someone else. “She’s awake and breathing on her own. We’d rather wait for her than recruit someone we don’t know and haven’t worked with.”

“As I was about to say before I was interrupted,” Dr. Ledbrinker said, glaring at me. “I want to wait a while before recruiting someone other than Becca. But we can’t afford to delay once we have a mission plan and it’s go time. So if Becca is not ready to go, we’ll find someone already in the FBI or CIA who is. Is that understood?”

“Yes, Dr. Ledbrinker,” I said, embarrassed that I had again spoken out of turn.

“And also understand that Becca would eventually need to attend training to become a full-fledged SHIELD agent,” Dr. Ledbrinker added.

“There’s a training program for SHIELD agents?” Marsha asked.

“Not specifically,” Dr. Ledbrinker replied. “But we’ve worked out an arrangement where candidates not in the CIA or FBI would spend time at Quantico and The Farm getting hybrid training and the proper clearances to work as a SHIELD agent. I want Becca to be a part of this team as much as you, but waiting for her is not an option once we identify the enemy.”

“That’s fair,” I replied, hoping to reclaim some goodwill.

“Alright, then the first order of business is getting the equipment set up to start tapping Aja’s powers. We will convene here tomorrow afternoon at 1600 hours to hear what, if anything, you may have learned between now and then. Any questions?”

“No,” I said as others shook their heads.

“Okay, you’re dismissed,” she announced as everyone got up. “Oh, Aja, can I see you in my office for a moment?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I answered, feeling like I was being called to the principal’s office.

“Marsha and Amanda,” Dr. Ledbrinker called.

“Yes, Dr. Ledbrinker?” they echoed in response.

“Aja will join you shortly. But you can get started on setting up the equipment. Everything you need is in the room two doors down the hall on the left. Let me know if there’s anything else you need.”

“We will,” they replied in unison.

Meanwhile, I followed Dr. Ledbrinker out the door and down the hall. Even her stride, as I struggled to keep pace, looked angry. It took a lot to upset Dr. Ledbrinker, but I felt certain I had pushed her beyond that boundary. I felt like a lamb being led to the slaughter.
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Chapter 4: A Glimpse of Hell
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I expected Dr. Ledbrinker to lay into me the moment she closed her office door, but it was much worse. Instead, she simply sat down in her chair, stared at me, and gave me the silent treatment. Which wouldn’t have been as uncomfortable and confusing if this was a therapy session and she wasn’t furious with me.

“Go on, tell me what’s bothering you,” she said, breaking the silence.

Usually, her prompting would open the floodgates, and I’d spill my guts. But this time, it only served to congeal all the conflicting thoughts and feelings bombarding me. Every time I began to open my mouth with a response in mind, it would disappear. Seemingly lost in a swirl of thoughts and emotions that defied my ability to tease one out and speak to it.

“Is it something you don’t want to tell me?” she asked.

“No, it’s not that at all,” I replied, finally able to utter something.

“Then what, Aja?” she said, her tone softening.

“I don’t know. There are so many things going through my head right now. I can’t put my finger on it.”

“One thing at a time, then,” she replied.

“That’s just it. I can’t seem to do that. Everything is all a jumbled mess.”

“Okay, let me try to help you,” she responded. “Does it involve your relationship with Marsha?”

“No, things with Marsha are fine. Great, in fact. I don’t know what
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