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      Emma groaned as she circled the Mercedes around the city block and discovered there were no more open parking spaces. She was the one who talked herself into a slight detour into downtown San Francisco to check out a sale on Sergei Sackmonov bags at Tousant’s right after school choir practice. So, when the Gems asked her to pick them up some coffee while she was out, Emma headed to the nearest Kaffee Cadre cafe according to her car’s GPS. However, this location didn’t have a drive-thru or its own parking so Emma had to find a place on the street.

      The sun moved across the glass windshield as she made another circle and found no spaces had opened up. Emma surrendered to the situation and drove over to the next block where she found a parking space across from a private Catholic school. It would be a long walk to the Kaffee Cadre, but the weather was mild and Emma wore flats today.

      Emma slipped out of her Mercedes and locked it. Across the street, she caught a glimpse of two little girls walking and talking to each other without a care in the world. Emma guessed they were about nine or ten years old with both wearing private school uniforms. The girls were loud enough that she could hear them from across the street. The brunette girl reminded Emma of Hailey, her best friend from New York. And the blond girl—well, of course she saw herself under those locks of golden hair. The two girls would constantly touch each other, making new points or wanting the other girl’s reaction to a question or a thought she had. Emma could tell they were close, like she and Hailey were at that age. Then Emma realized she hadn’t spoken to Hailey since she moved out to California.

      Emma shook off her guilt and headed down the concrete sidewalk. But then a little girl’s scream made her stop.

      The blond girl kicked her feet in the air as one man had her trapped under his arms as he ran down the sidewalk. A second man pushed the brunette girl away, causing her to stumble and fall. He ran in the same direction as the first man.

      Emma couldn’t stop watching. What was going on?

      The man with the girl hauled her over to a Pinnacle rental van with the back doors open.

      Emma’s flats were already crossing the street. This didn’t look right at all. The girl screamed like the man was a stranger, not someone she knew.

      The first man climbed into the back of the van with the little girl. The second one shut the back door as he ran to the passenger-side door.

      Her heart pulsated. Emma couldn’t believe this was happening. She took a quick look around, and there was no one else seeing this. She hustled over to the brunette girl who was still on the ground. “Are you okay?”

      The brunette girl nodded.

      The van’s front rubber tires squealed as it took off down the street.

      “Who are those men? Do you recognize them at all?”

      The girl shook her head as tears formed in her eyes..

      Emma took another look. Still no one else to help. It was up to her. She knelt in front of the girl. “Go back to your school, find an adult, and tell them what happened. Can you do that?”

      The girl nodded again. She turned around and ran down the sidewalk towards the school.

      Emma jumped into her car. The engine roared as she spun the Mercedes around and gunned it down the street. She drove down one block and didn’t see the van. The next block fed into a major intersection. Emma’s gut told her they most likely turned there. The big question was…left or right?

      Generally, Emma hated left turns. She liked right ones because they were easier. Since the men in the van were in a hurry, maybe they took the easy way too. Emma turned right. She guided her Mercedes on to a six-lane road which was one of the main arteries heading south to San Jose. The late-afternoon traffic was heavy, but Emma pushed herself to drive more aggressively as she weaved her car through.

      Finally, the Pinnacle company logo popped into view…then disappeared in traffic.

      Emma changed lanes for a better look.

      The Pinnacle van was headed south, moving along with traffic as if everything inside it was normal.

      Emma hated driving fast. While training to be a spy, her last evasive-driving instructor quit in exasperation. Thank goodness Lioness stepped up and did her best to teach Emma basic car control, which did give her some much-needed confidence. Emma knew that if she stayed focused and didn’t go too fast, she could drive safe enough for most situations. Trouble is, when you’re a spy and bad guys are chasing you…or in this case you have to save a young girl’s life…average driving won’t cut it.

      Emma wedged her car into the next lane. Sped up. Then forced her way over to the next lane and was greeted with an angry horn. She was now behind the rental van. She checked the rear windows and couldn’t see anything, but she did recognize the plate. It was the same van.

      Emma snapped a picture of the van with the plate, then her thumb danced on her phone as she tried to send an email with the pic to the police. But doing this while driving was more than Emma could⁠—

      The seat belt gripped her chest as the car came to a sudden stop. The Mercedes auto-braking system had activated to prevent Emma from plowing into the back of the van. Emma then caught a man’s face watching her from the van’s large side mirror.

      The van then scampered off like a scared cat as it crossed over the center line and raced down the wrong side of the street.

      Emma didn’t want to do this, but she followed the van over to the wrong side of the street and pressed the pedal down as far as it could go. The Mercedes surged forward, cutting down the distance between them.

      The van swerved out of its lane to reveal a large garbage truck heading right at her.

      Emma almost hit the brake…but used her steering wheel instead, maneuvering her car around the garbage truck and followed the van back onto the correct side of traffic.

      The van swerved in front of her as it cut into a hard right turn.

      Now Emma used her brakes as Lioness’s patient teaching voice lingered in her head…

      Always brake before the turn, then you accelerate through it. That way you keep control of the car.

      Emma cranked the wheel and pumped the accelerator, giving the Mercedes enough juice to push through the right turn as she followed the van down a narrow two-lane street. Emma was on him. Close enough to let him know she was there, but far enough away to match whatever turn he was about to make. She glanced at her phone. Emma wanted to send out a message to the police, but if she pulled over to do that, then the van and the little girl would be gone.

      Then tell your car to call them, you stupid girl!

      Her brain was right. Emma totally forgot about that. “Mercedes, call 9⁠—”

      The van made a hard left, back onto another major street. She matched the turn and accelerated.

      The van was flying now. Swerving in and out of traffic. Driving recklessly.

      A pleasant female voice came over the car’s speakers. Who would you like me to call?

      The van sailed through a yellow light.

      Emma hated yellow lights. She stopped at most of them. But this time she kept off the brake and bit her lip for luck.

      The light turned red as another car moved across the intersection on green.

      Emma braked lightly, just enough to coast right behind that car and out of the intersection. Her foot then slammed down the accelerator.

      “Mercedes, call 911,” Emma repeated.

      I can’t find a signal. Would you like me to keep trying?

      She wanted to scream. “Yes.”

      Emma kept up her pursuit as the van raced its way out of downtown and did a sharp turn into a local air strip. It was a private airport. Or that’s what the sign on the gate said before the van obliterated it.

      Emma braked hard as she slid her Mercedes through the broken gate. This private airstrip had a series of long “driveways” that connected up to the small concrete taxiway that ran parallel to the single runway. The van raced up a narrow access road that ran along the edge of the taxiway itself, passing by several large houses owned by people who enjoyed the luxury of flying straight home.

      I can’t find a signal. Would you like me to keep trying?

      “Yes!” Emma yelled as her car skidded across the access road before she could point the Mercedes in the right direction. After the correction, Emma scrambled down the access road. But then she brought the car to a stop.

      At the other end of the runway was a small private plane with two spinning propellers. Its bright take-off lights shined down the runway. The plane was all ready to go. The Pinnacle van skidded to a stop and the three men carried the little girl towards the plane.

      This caught Emma by surprise. Once they flew the girl out of the city…she’d be gone forever.

      The men boarded the aircraft with their prisoner. The side door was latched shut. The two engines revved to a high pitch as the plane rolled forward for take off.

      Emma began to panic.

      I have a signal. Calling 911. The pleasant lady announced.

      It was too late. What could the police do now? There was no van to stop. They’d need a police jet or something.

      Oh my God, that poor little girl is about to suffer through some horrible crap because you suck at this.

      As panic clouded Emma’s mind, a different voice cut through all the emotions…

      Focus on your actions. What can you do in this situation? Take those actions. Change the situation. Put it under your control.

      Lioness’s words filled Emma with new confidence.

      Remember, Black Opal. A Gem doesn’t call for help. She is the help.

      The plane was moving faster. Soon it would pass right by her.

      “I am the help,” Emma told herself. She gripped the leather steering wheel. She had her car. She had her purse which had some spy equipment she could use. She could act. And she knew she had to act.

      Emma stomped on the accelerator. The Mercedes burned rubber as it drove off the small access road and fishtailed across the grass and mud, finally pulling itself up on to the runway. Emma put the Mercedes on a collision course with the small plane. Its take-off lights blinded her as they pierced through the windshield.

      But Emma didn’t stop.

      The distance between the two objects closed. So much so that Emma didn’t want to chance it…

      She cranked the wheel and spun the Mercedes to a stop…right across the runway.

      The lights grew brighter. The plane was still roaring towards her. Emma realized it might not be able to stop in time.

      Instead of saving that little girl…Emma might have just killed her.

      She shut her eyes and braced for impact.

      Then the plane’s noisy engines suddenly veered away from her.

      Emma opened her eyes. The aircraft had taken a runway exit back to the taxiway. It was now rolling quickly up that taxiway. Were they going back for another try? Surely they knew Emma wouldn’t move her car off the runway.

      When the plane got to the end of the taxiway, it did a one-eighty and the pilot increased power again.

      He’s taking off from the taxiway.

      Emma burned more rubber as she drove up the runway. This time she slid the Mercedes right across the front of the aircraft, causing the pilot to bring his plane to an abrupt halt. Even as their landing lights blew up the inside of her car, Emma did her best to glare at the men inside the plane. To let them know she wouldn’t let them take off.

      The plane’s engines lowered in pitch, as if they were being powered down.

      Emma grabbed her bag and dug through the contents. She had her Forest Fire mascara smoke grenade. The Sunburst hair conditioner and chemical-based flame thrower. Raise the Roof rouge which was actually a plastic explosive. And she had one Blitzed mascara pin dart.

      She grabbed the hair conditioner and the mascara pin before carefully moving out of the car.

      The side door of the aircraft popped open and three men jumped down to the taxiway.

      Emma stood behind her car with her mascara in one hand, and the hair conditioner in the other.

      “Come over here,” one of the men yelled over the engines as he came around Emma’s car. He was young and muscular with tattoo art running down both arms.

      Another man with bushy eyebrows followed. “You deal with her and I’ll get the car out of the way.”

      The third man stayed near the plane. He was big and tall, but Emma couldn’t quite make out his face.

      The young man with the tattoo art reached out to grab Emma, but she retreated and pointed the hair conditioner at him.

      “Back off or you’ll get hurt,” she yelled.

      The man ignored her.

      Emma pointed at the ground and gave a little squirt, unleashing a small fireball that lit up the taxiway.

      The young man jumped back.

      Emma pointed it at him. “Move away.”

      Tattoo man held up his arms as he backed away. Behind him, the man with the bushy eyebrows was digging something out of his pocket.

      She gave another squirt above the second man’s head. The fireball lit up his eyes in terror as his hand froze on the grip of a gun still in its holster.

      “Both hands up. Now!” Emma yelled. The actor inside her slipping into the new role of a bad-ass female cop.

      The two men backed away. Now Emma would back them up to the plane, force them to take the girl off. Then the little girl would run to Emma’s car and she’d drive her to safety. But Emma realized a flaw in that plan.

      Where was that third man who got off the plane?

      The answer came from behind as the man’s thick arms clamped down on Emma like a vice. His arms were too strong to break out of. Emma did try to roll forward and toss the big man off of her, but he quickly lifted her feet off the ground, making it impossible.

      She took her mascara pen and rammed it in the side of her attacker, who shook her until Emma dropped both the pen and the hair conditioner. The man’s arms continued to squeeze her mid-section, convincing Emma she was about to be literally crushed to death.

      Emma kicked at the man’s shins as hard as she could, making it painful for him to hold on to her.

      It worked.

      The man’s grip loosened enough that Emma brought her foot up and used it to push him off of her. Now free, Emma spun around and jumped into a fighting stance. She cocked her arm back for a palm strike when Emma saw the face of her attacker.

      It was Aardvark.

      Emma rubbed her eyes as if they were malfunctioning.

      The man was bald, with a chest the size of a refrigerator. He also had a long scar running down the length of his throat.

      Aardvark smiled as he held up his hands in surrender.

      “What are you doing here?” Emma yelled, still trying to be heard over the engines. “What’s going on?”

      Suddenly the plane’s noisy engines were both shut off. The two other “kidnappers” put down their hands and simply walked away as if someone on a film set had yelled cut.

      A middle-aged woman emerged from one of the small private hangers near the taxiway. Her short blond hair whipped around in the breeze. Emma recognized her too. It was Lioness. Her Authority training instructor. Which meant…this all had been a test.
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      It hit Emma like a cold wind. Her final. The last test Lioness told her she would need to take in the coming weeks before Emma would be certified as an official Authority operative. A test that would be unannounced.

      Aardvark dropped to one knee. The tranquilizer dart that Emma stuck into the side of his ribcage began to take effect.

      Emma knelt beside him. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know it was you.”

      Aardvark kept his warm smile as he collapsed onto the concrete runway unconscious.

      “Aardvark? Oh my God.”

      “He’ll be taking a nap for a while,” Lioness said. “I should’ve anticipated that you might use your equipment. Thank you for not roasting any of my volunteers.”

      A fourth man asked Lioness a question in Russian. He must have been the pilot.

      “Nyet,” Lioness replied, then answered him back in Russian.

      The pilot gave her a thumbs up and left. Lioness then yelled something else in Russian and the side door of the plane popped open. The little kidnapped blond girl jumped out of the plane and skipped up to Lioness without a care in the world.

      “Say hello to my niece from St. Petersburg,” Lioness said. “Katya, this is my student Black Opal.”

      “Hello,” Katya said. “Thank you for—how you say?” She finished her question to Lioness in Russian.

      “Rescue,” Lioness corrected.

      “Da.” Katya then addressed Emma. “Thank you for rescuing me.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Katya.” Emma turned to Lioness. “You brought your niece over from Russia just to test me?”

      “Don’t think so highly of yourself. Katya was here visiting with her father, so why not give her something fun to do. Besides, she wants to become an actress too. Poor thing.”

      Emma shot her a look.

      “If it hasn’t occurred to you by now, this was your final test, Black Opal. I’m pleased to say that you’ve⁠—”

      Katya asked something in Russian.

      Lioness shook her head. “Use your English words.”

      “Where is my donut?” Katya asked in a thick accent. “You promised.”

      Lioness sighed and removed a small Dunkin’ Donuts box out of her bag. She handed it to Katya who opened it to reveal a maple-iced donut. She bit into it and rolled her eyes like a drug addict. It reminded Emma of her own addiction to mini-chocolate donuts.

      “Where was I?” Lioness asked.

      “My final test?”

      “Da, Da…congratulations, you passed. Black Opal, you’re now officially a trained intelligence officer. Now, help me drag Aardvark into your car so he can sleep off your present.”

      

      Through the windshield, Emma watched as Lioness directed her men to clean up the “kidnapping” scene. They stowed the aircraft in a hangar and got rid of the rental van. Lioness then made Katya clean her maple-icing stained fingers with a soft wipe before climbing into the back of Emma’s Mercedes where Aardvark was still out of it. Lioness slipped into the passenger seat.

      “Seriously, it’s official. I’m now a fully-trained secret agent?” Emma asked.

      Lioness didn’t smile. “You never did pass evasive driving, but you drove well enough on your final so what the hell.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Your advanced skills in other areas far outweigh your driving. Anyway, the Gems are designed to act as a team, and you four ladies have more than enough skills to complement the team as a whole.”

      “However long that’ll last.”

      Lioness squinted at her.

      Emma hesitated. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to bring it up now.

      “Is there a problem with you and the girls?” Lioness asked. “Fighting over a boy or some other such nonsense?”

      “It’s not like that. It’s more like—do you ever—I don’t know how to say this…”

      “Don’t filter yourself. Not in front of me,” Lioness said. “Say the words you mean to say.”

      Emma sat back in her seat and touched the stitched seam of the leather steering wheel. “Do you, like, ever question what we’re doing?”

      Lioness paused. “Can you be more specific?”

      “You know, the Authority. Our mission. Do you ever think about…why we exist?”

      “Didn’t Mrs. B give you the official handbook on the first day? It explains our mission in great detail.”

      “The handbook doesn’t explain the motivations of the people who founded us. You know, the Century Group.”

      “Yes it does,” Lioness said. “It details the first twelve families who met after World War One and created a secret organization that only advocated for the good of mankind, not for a particular government.”

      “That was like…hundreds of years ago,” Emma said. “What about now? Who pulls the strings? Like, are we just pawns who make those families of the Century Group rich and powerful? Are we still the good guys?”

      Lioness chuckled to herself. “Isn’t that always a matter of perspective? A Russian sees anyone who tries to push him around as the bad guy. An American sees anyone who questions capitalism as the bad guy. A Sunni Muslim sees a Shia Muslim as the bad guy. And visa versa. Yet, both of them can agree that the Jews are the real bad guys. Who’s the ultimate judge of goodness?” Lioness paused. “It’s not God. Too many versions of him or her on this planet. Each version has its followers willing to do horrible things to people to prove how worthy they are to their god.”

      “Are you saying there’s no answer?” Emma asked.

      “There’s always an answer. Because it depends on the perspective of the person asking the question.”

      Emma watched the sun disappear over the horizon. Sometimes the world was more complicated than she’d like it to be.

      “Having second thoughts, Black Opal?”

      Before Emma could answer, an emulated voice interrupted…

      Your father’s disillusionment had more to do with your mother’s death. I don’t think it was about the organization itself.

      The voice was from Aardvark’s phone. Emma twisted around and saw Aardvark was awake. His thumbs typing on the keypad.

      We were sad to lose both of them.

      Katya asked a question in Russian.

      Lioness answered in Russian. Emma assumed she was asking about Aardvark and why he was using a phone to talk to people. Emma knew that his larynx was damaged, but she still didn’t know how. It was a story Aardvark didn’t share with anyone.

      Your last mission was difficult. You were put in a difficult position. Asset One planted questions in your mind…

      “Those questions weren’t planted. Like, they’ve always been there,” Emma said. “And I still need those questions answered.”

      Mrs. B will answer them.

      Emma could tell that Lioness was curious. “I’m meeting Mrs. B tomorrow after school. She’s going to tell me how my mother died.”

      Lioness nodded. “I read the report about the Falcon’s Claw and Asset One trying to recruit you. Those types of missions can be difficult. Too easy for an operative to lose their perspective.”

      “Or gain new ones,” Emma said.

      “You’re young. I can understand the conflict that such perspectives can create at your age. Just remember that it’s human nature to trust what people say because you want to believe they have your best interests at heart,” Lioness said. “However, until you can prove the truth with facts, you must assume they could all be lies.”

      “I want to prove the truth. I can’t assume what people tell me is true because it’s written in some handbook, you know? I need to hear it from the people who wrote the handbook.”

      I do not think you persuaded her, Lioness.

      “That’s not my job, Aardvark. My job is training. I train operatives not to trust what people tell them. Black Opal is a skeptic. There’s nothing wrong with that. It only takes one brave woman to refuse the kool-aid to prevent mankind from committing suicide.” Lioness addressed Emma. “I’ll give you my opinion. I believe the Century Group’s intentions are honest. I’ve been around long enough to see the things they’ve done. The actions they’ve taken. The people they’ve saved. A socialist might be angry about their wealth and power. However, I’ve seen other powerful people squander such wealth, buying meaningless things. At least the Century Group believes in reinvesting that wealth back into the planet, and for the benefit of all mankind.” Lioness tilted her head. “That’s good enough for me.”
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      All the next day at school, Emma’s brain could only focus on one thing, her meeting with Mrs. B. Every class. Every hour. Every minute of the day seemed like it took forever. Finally, the last bell rang and Emma walked out to the student parking lot where three girls were waiting near her Mercedes.

      “Would you like us to come with you?” Miyuki asked. She wore shoulder-length black hair and her skin was light with cool, pink undertones. There was love in her green eyes, like a sister who could always tell when you needed a hug.

      “You all don’t have to go,” Emma said. “Seriously, it’s not like it’s a mission briefing.”

      “We don’t have to be there, but we want to be there. For you.”

      “Yes, we’d like to be there if you’ll find it helpful.” Nadia flashed a supportive smile on her warm, orange-brown face. Her blue headscarf matching her fashion-torn jeans as she cradled her lower-leg cast on a leg scooter. Her broken shin was a “gift” from their last adventure.

      Nadia shot a look over at her best friend. “Olivia?”

      Olivia combed back her curly ribbons of golden-brown hair that covered her eyes. Her beautiful brown skin that was accented by cool, bronze undertones. “Emma, you’re a member of this team. And we Gems—well, we stick together, right? No matter what. So if you need us there, we’re there, love.”

      It was the worst acting job Olivia had ever done.

      Emma turned to Nadia. “Did it take you all day to convince her to say that?”

      “Why do I even flipping bother?” Olivia stormed off.

      Nadia rolled her scooter in pursuit. “Where are you going?”

      “I’m taking the bus. Don’t worry about me.” Olivia upgraded her walk to a jog as she headed off towards the school bus loading zone.

      Nadia stopped. She looked back at Miyuki and Emma, then back at Olivia who wasn’t stopping. Emma could tell she was torn. Nadia knew Olivia way before Miyuki and Emma joined the Gems. But since her injury prevented Nadia from catching up, she retreated to the car.

      “She does care,” Nadia said. “It’s just…after what happened on the Falcon’s Claw⁠—”

      “I get it,” Emma interrupted her. “Let’s just go, okay?”

      It was almost an hour-long drive from Berkeley to Napa Valley. When Emma turned off California State Highway 29, the clock on the dashboard read a few minutes after four. The Burlington Winery sign at the entrance was new. It had warmer colors than the old one and the design much more modern. More 2020 than 1920. Emma drove past the winery’s public parking lot and took the access road that lead to the hidden entrance.

      Skip, the long-haired hippie guy with round glasses cleaned his grape-stained smock with his hands before easing up to the familiar vehicle. “Hello, there. Identification please.” He checked the Gems’ IDs and looked around the entire car before handing them back.

      “Can you put a case in the trunk?” Emma asked. “We come here all the time and have yet to taste the wine, you know?”

      Skip laughed. “How ‘bout I put our fantastic apple cider in your trunk instead.”

      “C’mon, it’s not like we haven’t had wine before. We’re not kids.”

      “If I gave you kids wine, do you know what Mrs. B would do to me? I’ll get transferred to our Siberian station. All that snow and mud. No, thanks. Now, move along.”

      Emma put the car in gear and moved on. She parked inside a small garage. The door closed automatically as a hidden elevator on the floor lowered her Mercedes to the underground parking lot.

      After clearing the numerous security checkpoints, the three Gems emerged into a huge underground atrium. Aardvark was there, waiting near a golf cart. He offered Nadia the keys.

      “Bless you,” Nadia said. She took the keys as Miyuki helped her into the cart and stowed her leg scooter in the back. “May I take you to Mrs. B’s office?”

      “Yeah, but I need a restroom stop first.” Emma climbed up and sat down on the back bench of the cart. She gave Aardvark a tiny wave as the cart rolled across the polished floor tiles of the atrium.

      Nadia went around the large circular staircase that went up to the second floor, which was an office area cut up into glass-walled cubicles and meeting rooms. There was also a slide that snaked its way around the circular staircase for those who wanted a quick thrill during their workday. The underground atrium connected all the areas of the Napa Valley headquarters. The relaxation room. The jungle. The cafeteria. And the most sensitive area…the Labyrinth.

      Nadia parked outside the women's restroom.

      Emma jumped off the back. “It’ll only take a second.”

      She ran inside. There were a few women already there so Emma stepped into an open stall and shut the door. She pulled down her jeans and sat on the toilet, but she wasn’t there to relieve herself. She opened her legs and removed a small thumb drive held against her inner thigh by two of Miyuki’s Spider Man band aids that Emma had “borrowed” this morning. It was the thumb drive the leader of Venomous had given her a few days ago. The thumb drive that held the truth about her mother’s death.

      Emma tore off a piece of toilet paper and dropped it into the toilet along with her used band aids before flushing it all. She pulled her jeans back up and palmed the thumb drive before leaving the stall. Emma turned on the faucet, but only washed the outside of her fist, protecting the thumb drive from the water as she dried her hands with a paper towel and left the bathroom.

      Emma climbed back on to the cart and Nadia drove them over to the entrance to the Labyrinth.

      “We’ll be in the cafeteria,” she said.

      “And we’ll be thinking about you,” Miyuki added.

      “Thanks for being here,” Emma said. “Seriously.”

      Emma entered the Labyrinth, a maze of dark blue floors, ceilings, and walls with thin white light strips outlining each wall. This area of the complex always gave her the chills. The weird lighting. The cave-like vibe this place gave out. It made people feel unwelcome. As if they didn’t want you to come inside here unless you had to.

      The door to the EQ division was open so Emma went right inside. She went straight to her equipment locker and placed her thumb over a sensor that read every detail of her unique thumbprint. The light went green, releasing the lock. Inside her locker were two new Blitzed mascara darts. Two more Forest Fire mascara smoke grenades. And a Wham Bam mascara flash-bang grenade. If she were assigned a mission, usually the appropriate equipment would be placed inside her locker. However, for protection, a few items were always available to the Gems because they never knew where or when the enemy would strike.

      Emma examined the thumb drive in her palm and wondered what was on it. Would it give her the truth? Was Asset One being genuine or trying to take advantage of her?

      She put the thumb drive in her locker, hiding it inside a paper box of tampons. Emma wanted to hear what Mrs. B had to say about her mother’s death. Emma wanted someone to be honest with her and tell the truth. If Mrs. B’s story matched what was on the thumb drive, then Emma could trust her again. If it didn’t—Emma would climb that mountain if she came to it.

      Emma navigated through the dark hallways to arrive at the CAC Division or Command and Control area of the Labyrinth. She stopped next to an office door labeled number 99 and pressed a button. A low chime rang while a video side screen came to life with Mrs. B’s face.

      “Are you alone?” Mrs. B asked.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      The seals around the door frame deflated with a whoosh as the air escaped from the office and the lock was released. Emma opened the door and stepped inside. Mrs. B’s vintage steel pink desk was unoccupied, but her office still had those old concert posters from the 1960s along with some modern artwork. Emma shut the door, causing a sucking sound as the door frame sealed back up again and the lock engaged.

      Emma noticed a new concert poster. “Peter, Paul, and Mary…who are they?”

      “Have you ever heard the song Puff the Magic Dragon?” Mrs. B asked.

      Emma followed her voice over to the vintage couch. Mrs. B had a small circular coffee table in front of her with a teapot, a plate of cookies, and small sandwiches.

      “I don’t think so.” Emma sat next to her on the couch. “Is it a 60s song?”

      “A folk song. Quite popular in its day. I played it for your mother once as a child and she fell in love with it. It’s quite a lovely tune. A wonderful diversion from reality. A song full of fantasy.” Mrs. B poured Emma a cup of tea, then serviced her cup. “You prefer Stevia over sugar, yes?”

      Emma nodded. “One please.”

      Mrs. B tore open a packet and sprinkled it on top. “Cream or milk?”

      “Just the Stevia is fine. Thanks.”

      Mrs. B offered her the cup, then finished her tea with a splash of milk before sipping it.

      “Was it her favorite song?” Emma asked.

      “As a child it was. However, when Angela turned twelve she discovered MTV, Duran Duran, and finally U2. Her life was forever changed. She no longer wanted to listen to my music…she had her own. She had a good ear for it too. Growing up, I should’ve exposed her more to music. She could have been a musician or a singer.” Mrs. B took a sip and glanced at Emma. “You have your mother’s genes. The voice. The acting chops. I’m pleased you’re taking the arts so seriously. Your mother would have liked that.”

      “What was she like?”

      Mrs. B smiled to herself. “Angela was strong. Very strong. She was a risk taker. As a kid, she got easily bored. She always wanted to be doing something. Anything to relieve the boredom. She would climb a tree. Jump into a pond. Chase a dog. Angela was always moving. Always exploring. One time she accidentally got trapped inside an old mine.”

      “A mine?” Emma asked.

      “We were living out in Colorado and somehow her friends discovered an old silver mine. Well, they dared her to go inside it and of course Angela did and she fell into a shaft and broke both her legs. Since the rescuers had to tunnel through meters of dirt, they couldn’t get to her for days.” Mrs. B hesitated. “At that time, we feared the worst. Everyone told us there was no way she could survive for that long.”

      “And they were wrong.”

      Mrs. B grinned slightly. “They were wrong. Angela didn’t give in to her circumstances. She tunneled herself into another chamber, using only her fingers. She was able to get oxygen through an old vent that still ran up to the surface. Once the rescuers broke into that chamber, they found her alive with her fingernails worn down to the tips and bleeding. Angela never gave up hope. That young girl was tough. She fought hard to survive.”

      “Wow. I mean, seriously…that’s amazing.”

      “Your mother was amazing. She was one of those women who could tilt a room towards her. And it had nothing to do with looks. Angela’s personality and zest for life drew people to her like moths to a light. When she joined the Authority, we had to work on toning down that side of her. We taught her how to control it. How to focus it on targets. Angela became the best operative at flipping assets. She could make any man spill out his life story and she never once used her body to do it. She was that good.”

      “Did she want to follow in your footsteps?” Emma asked.

      “When Angela turned eighteen, I told her what I did. What I really did. She wanted to learn more, but I insisted that she go to college first before making such a big decision. You see, it’s rather common for the Authority to recruit members inside families of existing members. We can more easily evaluate people that way. And if they’re loyal to their family. They’re usually loyal to us.”

      “Did you give her a choice?” Emma asked.

      “Of course. It was the same choice I gave you.”

      “Why didn’t you wait until I was in college?”

      Mrs. B took a moment to glance into her tea, then gave it another sip, enjoying the flavor of the brew. “When you moved out here to live with your grandmother Bernadette, I saw it as an opportunity to approach you.”

      “Especially since my father was dead,” Emma added, without thinking.

      Mrs. B straightened at that comment.

      Emma was then glad she said it. “My dad didn’t want you to approach me.”

      Mrs. B hesitated. “Your mother would’ve wanted you to know.”

      Emma left it alone. “How did she meet my dad?”

      Mrs. B sipped her tea. A grin returned to her lips. “When I was transferred to the New York station, Angela came with me. She had completed a few missions as an intelligence op and people were pleased with her work. I was given a new job as controller for a group of intelligence operatives in North America. We were both settling in to our new surroundings when one day Angela dragged me over to a window which overlooked a large meeting room. This room was filled with people way above our security level…but Angela didn’t care about any of that. She wanted me to see this tall, handsome man with blond hair who was addressing everyone in the room. I asked her what was so special about him. Angela replied, ‘That wonderful hunk is going to fall in love with me and I’m going to marry him.’ Well, I laughed at her.”

      “Oh my God. Really?”

      “I told Angela that she didn’t even know this man. How did she know he would fall in love with her? And yet, my daughter had that look in her eye. She stared right at me and said, ‘Mom, I want him and I will convince him that I am the only woman on this planet for him.”

      “Wow,” Emma said. “She was obsessed with him.”

      “Your mother wasn’t crazy,” Mrs. B said. “She just knew exactly what she wanted. At first it was Ken’s looks, then once she collected more intelligence on him from the people around the office, Angela liked him even more. However, no one mentioned to her that Ken was the New York station head as well as a sitting member of the Century Group. That became relevant when Angela asked him out, because Ken thought she was trying to manipulate him in order to gain favor within the organization. So Ken said no and put her on probation. Soon, Angela was the butt of every joke in that office. Even I took some heat because people thought I encouraged her to do this.”

      “Then…how did they get together?” Emma asked.

      “Angela asked for a transfer to the London station which was granted. And then, she asked Ken out again in an email, saying it had nothing to do with her career. But this time, Angela told him the same thing she told me. That he would fall in love with her and they would be together. She basically dared him to take a chance on her. That if he didn’t, Ken would regret it for the rest of his life.”

      “Holy shit.” Emma covered her mouth. “I’m sorry, grandma—Mrs. B. That’s amazing. I could never do something like that.”

      “That’s my Angela. She was fearless.” Mrs. B thought about it. “Perhaps Ken wanted to get rid of her once and for all…or maybe she intrigued him enough that he took a chance. Either way, he flew out to London and they went out to dinner.” Mrs. B stopped and poured herself some more tea.

      Emma waited.

      Mrs. B put in some sugar and another splash of milk.

      The woman was taking forever.

      “And?” Emma asked.

      “Ken immediately put in a vacation request and stayed in London for about two weeks.”

      Emma laughed.

      “Even though she worked out of the London station, Angela stayed with me in New York and flew out to England when she had a mission.” Mrs. B said. “I must give your parents credit, they were committed to each other. They made that relationship work. And it did. After two years of dating, Ken proposed to your mom. They got married and Angela was transferred back to the New York station, but only after Ken stepped down as station chief.”

      Mrs. B stopped again. “Would you like more tea?”

      Emma shook her head. She was so interested that she had barely even touched her cup.

      Mrs. B bit into one of the small cookies. “These biscuits are quite tasty. Would you like one?”

      Emma wasn’t interested in cookies now. She wanted Mrs. B to keep talking.

      Mrs. B glanced at her watch. “I’ve kept you here much too late. With all the traffic it will take you at least two hours to get home. But if you start now, you could get home before seven. I hope your grandmother Bernadette won’t be too cross with me for making you so late for dinner.”

      Emma realized Mrs. B was avoiding the one subject that was the entire reason she was here.

      “We always come home late after these meetings. Seriously, Grandma’s used to it.” Emma downed her luke-warm tea in one gulp. “You know what? I will have more tea. Thanks.”

      Mrs. B nodded and poured her a fresh cup and sprinkled the Stevia on top before stirring it.

      Emma waited.

      Mrs. B didn’t smile as she finished off her cookie. “Are you peckish? The sandwiches are tuna fish salad I do believe.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      Mrs. B patted her lips with the napkin, causing her lipstick to stain the paper.

      She was stalling.

      Emma was now about to lose it. She better start talking.

      “You promised me,” Emma warned.

      “Promised you, what?” Mrs. B asked.

      “You know what.”

      Mrs. B paused.

      Emma waited.

      “I remember this one time, when your mother was six years old⁠—”

      “Shut up.” The words flew out of Emma’s mouth. The anger pushing her on. Nagging her to not back down.

      Mrs. B scowled. “Excuse me?”

      “Seriously, I won’t even give you a week. When I walk out that door, I’m done. Do you hear me? I’m through with all this shit.”

      “Calm down and watch your language.”

      “That’s your answer? Watch my fucking language?” Emma jumped off the couch. “Why did I even listen to you? I’m an idiot. Of course, you wouldn’t tell me how my mother died. What do they call this—? Bait and switch? You trick me into coming down here and tell me everything about my mom except the one thing I asked you for. And you did that because…what, you thought I would forget about it? Forget about everything that’s happened to me the last few weeks?”

      “You must learn to control your emotions,” Mrs. B said with an edge.

      “You can control this.” Emma flipped her off, then marched towards the door.

      Mrs. B gripped her cane and stood up. The woman’s entire body quivered with anger. “Damn you, Angela, you come right back here and sit down.”

      Emma stopped in her tracks.

      The older woman’s mouth hung open. Her eyes in total shock. She sank back onto the couch and closed her mouth. Mrs. B gained back her composure. “Emma. I meant to say Emma. Please forgive me.”

      Emma glanced at the door, then back at her grandmother. She sat back down and waited.

      Mrs. B sighed and flattened the hem of her dress. “What I’m about to tell you…can not be repeated to anyone. I mean…anyone. Do I make myself clear on that point?”
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      After her anger subsided, Emma discovered she had developed quite an appetite after yelling inside of Mrs. B’s private office. She reasoned that fury must burn lots of calories. She took a bite of one of the tuna-fish sandwiches and it hit the spot.

      Mrs. B relaxed and sampled her own tuna-fish sandwich. She wiped her mouth with a cloth napkin, laid it out on her lap, and began.

      “In the early 2000s, I was a station chief for The Authority in Capetown, South Africa. It was a smaller station, but it was my first official posting since being promoted from field operations so I wanted to do the best job I could. After my first year in Capetown, the United States attacked Iraq citing that their intelligence services had evidence of their leader Saddam Hussein developing nuclear weapons. Our fear was these nuclear weapons could be smuggled out of Iraq and used elsewhere. Since I was the ranking station chief in Africa, it was my job to coordinate with other stations and search for these weapons or their materials if they made their way into Africa.”

      “Grandma Bernadette told me that it was a lie. That the White House used those weapons as an excuse to start another war.”

      Mrs. B scoffed. “Your grandmother has the luxury of history to reflect back on. Those of us who had to make decisions at the time, didn’t have that luxury. We were dealing with nuclear weapons. Allowing them to
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