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      To my father, his hard work has allowed me the chance to become reborn.
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      Emma Rothchild peered through the high-powered binoculars at four armed terrorists guarding the entrance to a small Namibian village with circular huts and thatched roofs. Three out of the four wore some sort of headscarf while the fourth terrorist wore a Yankees baseball cap. Emma didn’t care much for the hat. Not that she didn’t love the Yankees, because she was still a New York City girl at heart. However, that Yankees cap didn’t belong on the head of some dirt-bag who kidnapped young women and assaulted them because they had the nerve to want an education.

      “May I see?” Miyuki’s sweet voice asked.

      Miyuki Kaiko wore sunglasses as her straight dark hair flapped in the desert wind. Her normally pink-tinted skin had a slight orange burn. The rubber wheels of the Yamaha motorcycle she sat on were half buried in the hot sand.

      Emma gave her friend the binoculars, then checked her own face in the dune buggy’s side mirror. Her creamy white skin was baked orange as well. Even with a gallon of sunblock, the desert sun was still brutal on a girl’s skin. At least her blond hair didn’t look too bad, although it was probably dry as heck now.

      “If you can distract them, I should be able to race inside for a little mischief,” Miyuki said with a hopeful grin.

      Emma shook off her personal appearance and studied her target instead. The terrorist-held village was tucked under a high cliff that overlooked the South Atlantic Ocean. Any ships passing by would easily miss the village. Something the terrorists had obviously thought of when they took over the village and ran off all the people. Emma noted a barbed-wire fence that protected the perimeter of the village.

      “I wish there were a ramp on the outside so I could jump the fence like Evel Knievel!” Miyuki said.

      “Who?”

      “Evel Knievel! He jumped all kinds of things with his motorbike. One time, he jumped over a row of thirty school busses.”

      “Why did he do that?”

      “Because it’s fun!”

      Emma ignored her friend’s enthusiasm and listened to the nerves poking at her stomach. Personally, she wasn’t looking forward to this part of the operation. Driving a dune buggy in the desert wasn’t a problem—there were fewer things to hit out here as opposed to a city street—no, the problem was the creating-a-diversion part. If Emma didn’t get close enough to the terrorists, then her diversion wouldn’t work, and her friends would be trapped inside that village forever. And getting close meant Emma would be close enough to get shot.

      But those men wouldn’t shoot a pretty blonde girl in a dune buggy, would they? Not if she acted friendly. Emma found that most guys would loosen up when she smiled at them.

      “Are you ready?” Miyuki asked.

      Emma took in a deep breath. She reached for the sand goggles hanging around her neck and placed them over her eyes. “No, but let’s do it anyway.”

      “Okey dokey. I’ll wait for you.” Miyuki jumped on the starter and the Yamaha roared to life. She put on her helmet and slipped on a face mask with a pipe attached to a slim oxygen tank on the bike.

      Emma started the dune buggy and put it in gear. Lately, Nadia had been teaching Emma how to drive a stick, and so far Emma had the basics down. Well, kinda. At least she didn’t stall the car most of the time by letting the clutch out too early. Emma concentrated as she eased her foot off the clutch and squeezed the gas pedal. The engine revved and the transmission engaged…throwing the buggy backward.

      “Damn it.”

      Emma hit the brakes. Wrong gear.

      Miyuki watched her through those scary-looking black goggles, probably wondering why Emma couldn’t get her crap together.

      “I got it. Don’t worry,” Emma said as she found first gear and the dune buggy went forward through the sand.

      As she cleared the second dune, Emma knew the terrorists at the front gate had now spotted her. She was committed. Emma put her foot to the floor and let the buggy bounce along the sand like a happy dog playing in the snow. When Emma was about five hundred feet away, she turned the wheel and did a few donuts, kicking up sand and letting the wind carry it into the air. She then eased her dune buggy back on course towards the checkpoint.

      Emma noticed the men gripping their weapons as they spread out into defensive positions.

      At two hundred yards, she waved at them and smiled.

      They aimed their weapons at her.

      Her heart beat faster than the dune buggy’s pistons. This was a terrible idea. Olivia’s grand plan was about to get her shot. But the actress inside Emma was still in character. She was portraying a fun-loving girl out for a joyride, and that girl wanted the whole world to have fun too. Her character would say, What terrorist camp? That girl only saw some local people standing around a fence, and she wanted to brighten their day.

      Emma yanked the wheel hard to the left and did a few more donuts, causing the sand to kick up and surround her dune buggy before she braked to a stop. She allowed the sand in the air to clear before she climbed out of her buggy.

      The men had their weapons drawn, but Emma could read their faces from here. They weren’t sure what they were looking at.

      Emma slipped off her goggles and waved at them again. “Hi! I didn’t mean to disrupt your large family get-together. I’m only passing through. I’m sure having fun in your desert. My family and I are from Texas—the Lone Star State. Y’all have a lovely country. It’s so sandy.”

      Emma felt her character would be from Texas. Maybe her daddy had hit it big in oil and gas a long time ago and invested it in real estate. Anyway, Emma went with that and her thick Texas accent.

      The three men with head scarfs all checked with the man in the Yankees hat. That man lowered his rifle.

      “You’re American?” he asked in decent English.

      “Well, I’m a Texan. But basically, yeah.” Emma rubbed the sand off her legs and readjusted her tank top. The other men were shouldering their weapons. A few cracked some grins. Yes, they were all getting a better look at her. So far they didn’t look too alarmed. “Do you mind if I play around in your large sandbox out here? If I’m disrupting anything, you just let me know, and I’ll go elsewhere.”

      The man with the Yankees cap walked toward the buggy. “Come here.”

      Emma played stupid. “What’s that, sugar?”

      “Come. Let us speak with you.” The man with the Yankees hat was getting closer. His eyes wandered down her legs and stayed a little too long on her tank top.

      A shiver went down Emma’s spine. Her body was telling her to run. Her eyes were noticing a pistol strapped to the man’s side as well as the rifle hung over his shoulder. If she let him, he would grab her and drag her into the compound to do God knows what

      Emma swallowed her fear. She needed to act. “My daddy warned me about talking to strange men in the middle of the desert.”

      The man in the hat gestured for her to approach him.

      Emma backed away. “It’s nice for y’all to invite me to lunch, but I have other places to visit, so I’ll just be on my way.” Emma hopped back into the dune buggy. As her hands touched the steering wheel—the muzzle of a pistol pressed against her cheek.

      The man with Yankees cap was not smiling now. “You…come with us.”

      Emma knew she would mess this all up. Now these men would kidnap her too.

      Olivia would be pissed.

      A motor revved in the distance.

      The man took his attention off Emma as he glanced over at the dunes.

      Emma seized the opportunity. She slapped his arm to the side and fell back on the passenger seat while twisting her body towards the threat. Then she used both legs to drill the man in the face with her sneakers.

      Emma jumped on the clutch, shoved the stick into first, and feathered the gas pedal, coaxing the dune buggy forward. As the men were breaking out their rifles again, Emma spun the dune buggy in circles, kicking up the sand around her to obscure their vision. She then pointed the dune buggy away from them as she felt around in the back seat and took out a gas mask.

      She slipped it over her mouth, turned on the oxygen, then pointed the dune buggy towards the checkpoint. The men were struggling to see through the sand, but they fired anyway. Emma’s windshield exploded.

      Emma ducked down and turned the wheel hard to the right, making more circles in the sand. But this time she clicked a switch on the buggy’s dashboard, which unleashed a plume of gas that blew out of a third tailpipe. The wind carried this gas toward the checkpoint, making the men cough and cover their mouths.

      Wearing a gas mask over her face, Miyuki raced her motorcycle towards the checkpoint. All four guards were passed out. Miyuki stopped her bike to pull open the large wooden gate.

      Emma put the dune buggy in gear and gunned it through the front gate while Miyuki followed her inside the camp.
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      Two hours ago, Olivia Spencer had been kidnapped by a group of terrorists who had stormed into a local Namibian school. Thanks to intelligence gathered by the Authority, the principal of the school had been warned of the pending attack and briefed his teachers and staff not to resist. The principal had even asked the school’s security officers not to show up that day, fearing their presence would trigger the terrorists into using their weapons.

      So far it was all going to plan.

      After driving the girls across a desert, the truck entered a small Namibian village with circular huts, thatched roofs, and a large barbed-wire perimeter fence. Riding in the open-air truck, Olivia didn’t see anyone who looked like a local villager, which meant the terrorists had since driven them all away. Those armed men were everywhere, walking between the huts, carrying rifles and grenades strapped to their backs.

      Nadia Sharif sat next to Olivia. Both girls were dressed up in Namibian school uniforms, which blended in with the thirty other kidnapped girls stuffed in the back of the truck. It also helped that Nadia and Olivia were both blessed with darker shades of skin. Plus Olivia could speak Swahili well, while Nadia was fluent in Arabic.

      Most of the kidnapped girls were between the ages of twelve to eighteen years old. Their families had sent them to the school for an education, and these armed men didn’t approve of their Western education, so they kidnapped them. The attacks had started in Nigeria months ago and this particular terrorist group had migrated their way south, building bases along the way to spread their kidnapping operations to other African countries. Olivia told Nadia over three hundred girls were being held prisoner somewhere in Namibia.

      “I think we’ve found it,” Nadia whispered to Olivia.

      “Let’s hope Miyuki is following the truck, or we’ll never get out of here,” Olivia said.

      When the truck came to a stop, armed men yelled at them in Swahili to get out. Many of the girls were crying as they were herded into one of the village’s larger huts. Olivia and Nadia followed them inside and discovered almost four hundred school-girls stuffed into this hut, like tiny boxes in a warehouse. The girls appeared hungry and scared. Many of their eyes were filled with hopelessness. The new batch of girls were huddled together in a cleared-out corner of the hut.

      After counting the girls again to make sure she had the correct number, Olivia observed the guards who had followed them inside the hut. Two of the four had stepped outside for a smoke. The other two were talking about football. Four guards for over four hundred girls. Very sloppy security.

      “There’re only two of them,” Nadia whispered. “This could be our only chance.”

      “Not until the diversion, love. There are hundreds of men outside. We won’t make it past all of them.” Olivia looked down at her watch. They had been delayed because their truck overheated on the way. It couldn’t be anticipated, but Olivia hoped the delay wouldn’t mess up their strict time-table.

      “That one is beautiful,” the first guard said in Swahili.

      Olivia froze as one of the guards approached, yet she soon realized the man's eyes were fixed on someone else.

      Nadia stared at the ground.

      The first guard lifted Nadia’s chin. His hand was dry and cracked. “Look at her light brown skin. Do you think she's Libyan?”

      The second guard joined him, his eyes treated Nadia like a statue. “Maybe Saudi. Very cute. She must have a rich dad from Riyadh who works in Namibia. Maybe we should issue a different ransom for her. Those Saudis have large bank accounts.”

      Nadia flicked her eyes over to Olivia. She didn't understand what the men were saying. But Olivia did. And she didn’t like what she was hearing.

      “That’s a wonderful idea,” the first guard said. “We should separate her from the rest. How much do you think we can get?”

      The second guard knelt and examined Nadia. “I would say—half a million dollars—at least.”

      The first guard’s eyes lit up with greed. “Keep her in your tent. We should hold on to the girl until her rich father begs us for her safe return.”

      The second guard made Nadia rise from the floor. “Come with me. Don’t worry, you will be well treated.”

      Olivia's stomach sank. To pull the plan off, she would need Nadia’s help. Being separated from each other would be the worst thing ever.

      Nadia didn’t understand the guard’s words, but she was able to read her friend's eyes. Now she was worried too.

      “If you’re nice to me, I'll be nice to you. Come.” The second guard dragged Nadia out of the hut.

      Olivia coiled up like a snake. Her heart raced. Every instinct inside her body screamed for her to do something. But her brain clamped down on the anxiety. It yelled at her body. She still had a mission to complete, and causing a commotion now would jeopardize all these girls’ lives.

      But Nadia was in trouble. Her best friend would be hidden away somewhere in this large camp, and they might never find her again.

      Olivia’s paranoid mind went into conflict.

      Do it. Go. There’s only one guard.

      But the mission…

      She’s your best friend. You talked her into this mission.

      You owe her.

      These thirty girls are counting on us…

      Stop wasting time. Go! Now!

      As Olivia stood up…the other two guards came in from their smoke break.

      It was now one against three. The opportunity was gone.

      Olivia dropped down to the ground. Despite her personal feelings, her duty was to stay with the girls until they could be rescued. Nadia would have to deal with the guard herself. But her best friend was smart and very capable. If necessary, Olivia knew Nadia could take care of herself. However, it still worried her. Hell, everything was worrying her right now.

      Olivia glanced at her watch again.

      Time seemed to be slowing down.

      Until the clatter of gunfire floated in from the outside as men yelled an alarm. Two out of the three guards rushed out of the hut. The remaining guard kept his post, but craned his neck to peek out through the opening of the hut.

      It was all the time Olivia needed.

      She knelt and took out a pen hidden inside her sock. Pressing the top button, a tranquilizer dart replaced the ballpoint pen. Olivia carefully circled behind the guard and stabbed him in the neck. The guard whipped around and struck her in the face with his palm. Olivia then swung herself around and swept her leg under his, toppling him to the ground. The guard failed to get up as his eyes fluttered. The dart was now taking full effect.

      Olivia grabbed the man’s rifle.

      The girls inside the tent were amazed at what they just saw. Their mouths hung open in astonishment.

      “My name is Emerald,” Olivia yelled in passable Swahili. “I was sent here to rescue all of you. Please stay here and wait. I’ll be back.”

      Olivia slipped outside—and into chaos. Armed men were running all over the place as clouds of gas floated around the village. Olivia covered her mouth and tried to figure out where Nadia had been taken. She dove into the nearest hut. It was empty.

      She searched a second hut and found no one. A third hut only contained boxes of toilet paper.

      Olivia now panicked. Did they take Nadia out of the village? Was she already too late?

      She stepped inside another hut and noticed Nadia’s guard was tied up and unconscious on the floor.

      An automatic rifle swiveled around. Its muzzle pointed right at Olivia’s head.

      “Oy—it’s me,” Olivia said.

      Nadia took her finger off the trigger and lowered the weapon. She sighed. “I’m so pleased to see you.”

      “Any trouble?”

      “Not really.”

      “Brilliant. Ready to get out of here, love?”

      Nadia and Olivia rushed back to the main hut. They had all the girls stand up.

      Olivia knelt and pulled out a tiny radio from her other school sock. It was already pre-tuned to only one frequency. “Emerald to EVAC. Emerald to EVAC. Packages are on the move. I repeat, packages are on the move.”

      The radio came to life.

      Roger, Emerald. ETA is ten minutes on EVAC.

      “Roger. Message received. Emerald to Ruby and Black Opal. . .what's your status?”

      I did four wheelies already!

      Olivia recognized Miyuki’s voice. She wished she were taking this more seriously. “Did you find an escape route for us?  Over.”

      Ten-four, good buddy. Beacon is active. Take the path behind your hut. It leads to the back of the village. Safest route.

      “Right—Black Opal, what’s your status? Can we safely leave the hut now?”

      Yeah. Most of the men are knocked out. I switched off the gas and⁠—

      Olivia heard Emma yelp as a gunshot sounded through the radio.

      “Black Opal, are you okay?”

      I lied. There’s still a few men around. You’d better go now.

      Olivia signed off and palmed the radio. “Do you have the beacon?”

      Nadia checked her small watch. It looked cheap but wasn’t. It did much more than tell time. “Yes, I have Ruby’s beacon. Path behind the hut, correct?”

      “Yes.” Olivia pointed at Nadia as she addressed the girls in the hut. “Follow this girl. She’ll lead you to the helicopters. We’re going to get you out of here.”

      Through Olivia’s translation, Nadia told the girls to line up single file as best they could. “If the girl in front of you falls, please help her up. Carry her if she’s little,” Nadia said. “We must all leave together.”

      Soon Nadia led the way as one by one the girls began evacuating the hut. When the last one left, Olivia followed her.

      Outside, there were still sounds of gunfire echoing around the village, but things seem to be winding down. Olivia saw men lying on the ground who had been knocked out by the gas, which still lingered in the air. Nadia led the girls around to the back of the hut; then using Ruby’s beacon, she followed the path that ran behind most of the village before coming to an open rear gate in the barbed-wire fence.

      Miyuki was waiting for them on her motorcycle. She held out her fist.

      Nadia gave her a fist bump before taking off through the open gate. Olivia watched all four-hundred plus girls run through the gate.

      “I hope we have enough helicopters for all these girls,” Olivia said to Miyuki when she finally reached her. “Did Sapphire switch over her watch so she could detect the helicopter landing zone beacon?”

      Miyuki shrugged. “I think so.”

      Olivia checked the direction Nadia was headed. Up in the clear blue sky, she could make out some large transport helicopters coming in. They were also making a lot of noise, but at least the girls were all on their way.

      “We’d better get a move on ourselves. Where’s⁠—”

      The dune buggy raced into view. Emma was driving way too fast.

      Olivia and Miyuki exchanged looks.

      Miyuki gunned her motorcycle to get out of the way while Olivia jumped to the side as Emma blew through the open gate.

      “Oy—you’re supposed to pick me up, you cow!” Olivia yelled, but the dune buggy was gone.

      Miyuki circled back with her motorcycle. “Wasn’t Emma supposed to⁠—?”

      “She forgot. Can I bum a ride, love?” Olivia climbed behind Miyuki on the motorcycle. “Please take it easy. I’m not a big fan of⁠—”

      Before she could finish, Miyuki gunned the motorcycle. Olivia felt her body fall backward as she grabbed on to Miyuki’s waist right before the Yamaha popped a wheelie.

      “Yahoooo!” Miyuki yelled as the motorcycle went through the gate on one tire before lowering its front tire back to earth.

      “No more wheelies!” Olivia yelled.

      “More wheelies? Okay!”

      Miyuki gunned it again, and Olivia held on for dear life.
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      Two days later, Emma woke up to a warm, wet tongue licking her cheek. Snoopy was on her bed giving her good morning doggy kisses. Emma caressed the Russell terrier’s head, making his tail wag. Emma wasn’t ready to get up or go to school, but she made herself roll out of bed.

      As usual, she was the last one downstairs. In the kitchen, Olivia drank some coffee while Nadia had juice. Miyuki bobbed her head to Korean pop music over some tea. Emma knew this because Miyuki had the music cranked up to the point it was leaking out her ear-buds. Emma’s grandmother Bernadette yawned over her herbal tea.

      “Hello,” Emma said.

      “We have forty-five minutes until school starts,” Olivia said. “We should grab our breakfast on the way.”

      “Oh, okay.” Emma’s mind was still thawing out. “Grandma, did you not make any…?”

      “Got up about ten minutes ago, young one,” Grandma Bernadette said. “Right now, I couldn’t even burn a plate of eggs.”

      “Everyone woke up late,” Nadia added. “Are you ready to go?”

      Minutes later, Emma drove her Mercedes AMG C63 S Coupe to the nearest Heisenberg Brothers bagel shop. Since Emma didn’t want food inside her car, the Gems went inside to eat. It wasn’t too crowded, so it didn’t take them too long to order and grab a table. Emma was the only holdout.

      “No breakfast?” Miyuki asked.

      “I’ll make a quick stop at Kaffee Kadre,” Emma said.

      “You can’t live only on coffee,” Nadia said. “It’s not good for you.”

      “Please share half my bagel with me,” Miyuki said. “You’d like it. It has salmon-flavored cream cheese.”

      Emma’s stomach growled. She took the offering and bit into it. The salmon did taste yummy.

      A wall-mounted flat-screen television presented the morning news from a cable news channel. They cut to video of a fleet of helicopters arriving at some military base.

      Yesterday, South African special forces conducted a successful raid on a secret terrorist camp inside Namibia, freeing more than four hundred girls who were kidnapped and held in captivity by members of the terrorist group…

      Nadia beamed at the screen. “We made the national news.”

      Olivia shook her head. “All they did was supply us the helicopters. We did all the work.”

      “Wouldn’t it be awesome if we could tell people it was us,” Emma said.

      “Yes, but we can’t,” Olivia said.

      “Someday I’ll be interviewed for my Oscar-winning role in some critically acclaimed film, and they’ll ask me if I have any great stories to share. And wouldn’t it be cool if I said—yes, one time I freed four hundred women who were kidnapped,” Emma said. “And another time I saved thousands of Chinese teens from killing each other in Beijing. And also my friends and I saved most of the world from a famine⁠—”

      “You can never tell anyone,” Olivia said. “You swore an oath. I don’t care if Mrs. B is your relative. The Authority will make her get rid of you.”

      Miyuki rolled her eyes. “Emma is just kidding. Jeez, Olivia. You’re too serious.”

      Emma licked some cream cheese off her finger. “Can’t a girl dream for one day?”

      “What’s your dream, Olivia?” Miyuki asked. “If you could be anything…what would it be?”

      Olivia thought about it.

      “I don’t know if I have a dream.”

      “Whatever. Everyone has a dream,” Emma said.

      “Why must I have a dream? Maybe I’m still figuring my life out. I mean, what’s the flipping rush?”

      “The world is so competitive now. If you don’t have a plan early, you might get left behind.”

      Miyuki made a face. “You sound like my father, Emma. His entire life was planned, and he was stressed out and unhappy. I don’t want his life. My dream is to be free. To not be one of the thousands of screws holding a company together or a mother raising a future worker. I don’t think my future is in Japan. It’s here. In America.” Miyuki paused, as if surprised by hearing her personal thoughts expressed out loud. “Olivia, you should take as long as you need. Find out what makes you happy.”

      “Thanks, love.”

      “Yeah, but seriously, don’t turn into some lonely old woman who hoards thirty cats inside her apartment,” Emma said.

      “But I adore cats,” Olivia said.

      Emma cocked her head.

      “I’m kidding, you cow.”

      Actually, Olivia did like cats.

      

      After fitting in a drive-thru stop for coffee, Emma managed to get everyone to school before the first bell. With the skill of a professional high-school junior, Emma sucked down her double-caramel mocha iced-coffee masterpiece in record time to make her first class. The brain-freeze she suffered during Mr. Tyler’s lecture was definitely worth it.

      The same boring routine greeted the rest of Emma’s morning. Class lectures, quizzes, tests, and unsolicited approaches by guys Emma wasn’t interested in. She always tried to be firm yet kind to them because her previous reputation as West Berkeley High’s untouchable ice queen had bothered her. It was a reputation she wanted to change.

      Finally it was lunch, and Emma was starving. She headed for the Gems’ familiar table near the corner. Her friend Kayla was already there, bouncing on top of her seat. The girl had more energy than ten power stations.

      “How was your weekend?” Kayla asked. “Did you do anything fun? How’s your grandmother? Oh wow, you got a huge tan. Where did you go? It must be a tanning salon because it was so cold this weekend I think you would’ve froze if you were outside in a bathing suit. Why didn’t you text me? I’d love to go tanning with you⁠—”

      Emma touched Kayla’s forearm, a gesture that usually got Kayla to stop talking.

      “Can I answer a few of your questions?”

      Kayla’s face turned red. “Sorry, I talk too much. I know. Go ahead.”

      At this point, Olivia, Nadia, and Miyuki showed up at the table.

      “What’s up? How was your weekend?” Kayla asked them. “Wow, you all got lots of sun. Seriously, Emma, you need to tell me where⁠—”

      Emma laid her hand on top of Kayla’s.

      “I’m doing it again. I can’t help myself.”

      “Doing what again?” Miyuki asked.

      “Talking. I just get so excited and I talk and talk.” Kayla pressed her lips together. “But I’m stopping…right…now. Okay, done.”

      “I was about to tell Kayla about my grandmother taking us all out to Florida this weekend to visit my aunt,” Emma said.

      “Which aunt was that?” Miyuki asked.

      Olivia and Nadia fired off a look.

      Emma gave Miyuki a long stare. “My aunt…Josephine. The one with the dune buggy.”

      Miyuki’s eyes went wide. “Oh—that aunt. Yes, we visited with her. She’s very nice.”

      “Wow—your aunt has a dune buggy?” Kayla asked. “My aunt only has an old Buick. Did she let you drive the dune buggy around?”

      “All over the beach,” Emma said.

      “And she let me ride her motorcycle too,” Miyuki added.

      The other Gems shot her a second look.

      “Wait, your aunt has a motorcycle too?” Kayla asked.

      A boy with rich brown skin stopped at the table. “Whose aunt has a motorcycle?”

      “Hey, Lewis—yeah, Emma’s aunt in Florida does,” Kayla said. “She has a dune buggy and a motorcycle.”

      “Nice,” Lewis said. “Do you ride, Emma?”

      “Oh no. I’m not much of a motorcycle fan.”

      “I love riding motorcycles,” Miyuki said. “Especially wheelies. I’m very good at wheelies.”

      “She’s a very talented beginner,” Olivia said, giving her the shut-the-hell-up look.

      Miyuki looked away.

      “A girl who rides motorbikes, that’s choice.” Lewis took a swig of his bottle of Pepsi. “I’d love to have a bike.”

      “Are you too cool to sit down with us?” Emma asked.

      Lewis spun a chair around and sat. “What did you do in Florida besides tearing up the beach?”

      “Not much,” Emma continued. “We did go to Orlando and⁠—”

      “Did you know I’m taking flying lessons?” Olivia blurted out, interrupting Emma’s made-up story about going to Orlando to see the land of Disney.

      “Oh yeah?” Lewis said.

      “One day I’d love to fly helicopters. Do you like helicopters, Lewis?”

      He shrugged.

      “They’re faster than motorcycles or dune buggies. And you can land them almost anywhere you want to. In fact, I think they’re better than even airplanes.”

      Lewis sucked on his bottle of Pepsi, still acting cool and not at all that interested in helicopters.

      Olivia fidgeted in her seat before pretending to look at her phone in an act of surrender.

      Emma felt sorry for her. “Will you be at rehearsal?”

      “Nah, rehearsal is canceled,” Lewis said. “Mrs. Lynn has the flu, so without the choir, Mr. Tennant doesn’t want to do the concert run through until Thursday.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      “Last Friday Mrs. Lynn barfed in the teachers’ lounge. It was nasty. You could smell it down the hallway.”

      “Thanks for that detailed update. Maybe the choir should buy her some flowers or bring her some chicken soup.”

      “She needs a barf bag.”

      “Sometimes, Lewis, you’re such a dude,” Emma said.

      He grinned as he stood up from the table. “Thanks, I’m gonna go spread my masculinity all over this place.”

      The Gems all made faces.

      Lewis drank his Pepsi. “What did I say?”

      No one answered.

      Lewis shrugged while he eased his way across the commons area, talking with some other kids.

      “Oh my God, Olivia. Would you just ask the guy out?” Emma asked. “This has gone on for way too long.”

      “Lewis isn’t interested in me,” Olivia said. “He couldn’t have cared less about what I was talking about.”

      “So he’s not interested in helicopters,” Nadia said. “That doesn’t mean he’s not interested in you.”

      “Lewis is easy-going and sensitive. You have to be up front with him,” Emma said. “Take charge and ask him out.”

      “Order him around like you do us,” Miyuki said.

      Olivia flipped her a puzzled look.

      “You let him know up front that you’re interested and want to go out with him. Don’t give Lewis an excuse to bail. You have to leave him no alternative but to go out with you.”

      “But if the roles were reversed, wouldn’t Olivia feel that Lewis was acting desperate?” Nadia asked.

      “Confidence and desperation are two different things,” Emma said. “Lewis responds to confidence. As long as you don’t abduct him, I think you can avoid coming off as being desperate.”

      “Let me think about it,” Olivia said.

      “Do you want me to hook you two up?”

      “No, I don’t want you to do that. Give me some time, love. I want to think this out.”

      Emma felt her phone vibrate. She glanced at the screen and saw a new text. It was from Ryan Raymond. Again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Call me. I miss your voice.

      

      

      

      

      

      After not hearing from him for weeks, suddenly Ryan blew up her phone a week ago with texts and missed calls. Ryan was now in Montreal, Canada. and wanted Emma to come visit him, like she didn’t have school or other things going on in her life. But after telling him no for the tenth time, Ryan downgraded his needs to a simple phone call.

      Emma wasn’t supposed to be communicating with Ryan. He was the enemy according to Mrs. B and the Authority. But Emma saw him differently. Ryan was complicated. His father went to prison for his plot to starve millions of people for money. However, Ryan’s disillusionment with his father had happened even earlier, allowing him to be recruited by the criminal organization known as Venomous. But the boy Emma had met on her first mission was kind, loving, and empathetic. He’d joined Venomous more as revenge against his father rather than for the group’s twisted principles. Emma knew if given the opportunity Ryan was a boy who could be saved.

      She checked to see if her friends were paying attention before her thumbs typed out a response.

      
        
          
            
              
        Call me right before bed. I’ll let you know when.

      

      

      

      

      

      Emma hit send.

      “Emma?”

      The woman’s voice made her turn around.

      It was Mrs. Bracket, the school counselor. “How are things going? It’s been a while since you’ve been in to see me.”

      Emma didn’t need this woman up in her personal business. “I’ve been totally busy lately.”

      Mrs. Bracket crossed her arms. “Aren’t we all? I have some time after school. Let’s talk about your busy life.”

      “I’d love to, but I have choir rehearsal after school.”

      “But Mrs. Lynn is sick,” Kayla said.

      “What?”

      “Don’t you remember? She has the flu, so you don’t have rehearsal today.”

      “Oh…I totally forgot.”

      Emma hadn’t forgotten.

      Miyuki, Nadia, and Olivia were all holding back large smiles.

      “Wonderful, I’ll see you after school, then.” Mrs. Bracket walked off quickly, giving Emma no chance to escape.

      Emma closed her eyes and wondered how many years in prison she would get for running over Kayla with her car.
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        * * *

      

      Emma read the medical degrees above Mrs. Brackett’s head. Her office walls were still painted with dark oranges and browns. That hadn’t changed since the last time she was here. On Mrs. Brackett’s desk was a new box of Kleenex waiting for her next victim.

      The woman walked over to her mini-fridge. “Do you want anything? I have sparkling water if you prefer that over soda.”

      “No, thank you,” Emma said.

      Mrs. Brackett took out a bottle of Diet Coke before sitting down in her office chair. She pulled out a clean glass and poured some of the liquid in.

      “Why don't you drink that out of the bottle?” Emma asked.

      “I find this more refreshing.”

      Emma let it go. She didn't actually care.

      After Mrs. Brackett took a sip, she sat back in her chair. “How are things going?”

      “In general? Or was there something specific?”

      “We haven't talked in a while, so let's talk about new things,” Mrs. Brackett said. “Your grandmother took in three foreign exchange students this year, and I was pleased to see all of you sitting together this morning. How’s that dynamic working out?”

      “Dynamic—?”

      “How's that situation working out? Everyone getting along?”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      Mrs. Brackett waited for more.

      When Emma didn't spill, she went on. “So Olivia is from the United Kingdom. Miyuki is from Japan, and Nadia is from—Iran?”

      “Saudi Arabia,” Emma corrected.

      “Interesting…you must hear some fascinating stories about their cultures.”

      Honestly, Emma never thought of her friends like that. Once in a while, they would talk about their culture, but only how it related to things they encountered in America. Emma never considered treating her friends like travel bloggers on Utube, throwing them stacks of questions to find out more about their “strange” and “exotic” lives in another country. Emma figured that all girls—no matter where they lived—had to put up with the same kind of crap that she did but only wrapped up in a different flag.

      “In the United Kingdom, they call women cows,” Emma said. “Like—fat cow. Stupid cow. Kinda like that. And they drive on the other side of the road.”

      “How about Nadia? What has she told you about Saudi Arabia?”

      “She says they have a lot of sand.”

      Mrs. Brackett tilted her head. She didn't like Emma's answer. “Japan is a beautiful place. What does Miyuki say about her country?”

      “That the boys are a-holes. But I think she's biased because her last boyfriend really pissed her off.”

      Mrs. Brackett sighed. “You're not taking this seriously, Emma.”

      “What? I'm answering your questions.”

      “I want you to talk to me. Not play games,” Mrs. Brackett said. “Now…how have these foreign exchange students affected your day-to-day life?”

      Emma paused.

      “Are you going to be honest? Or will we play another game?”

      Emma didn't mind being honest, but not about everything. She couldn't tell her what the four of them actually did in their day-to-day lives. Emma switched gears and told Mrs. Brackett about how the four of them would spend time together hanging out at Kaffee Kadre. How they went to movies. How they would come to Emma's plays and choir performances. How they would hang out at school football and soccer games. It was everything she thought Mrs. Brackett wanted to hear.

      “Do you ever feel lonely?” Mrs. Brackett asked.

      “Not now. I did a few months ago when I first came to live with my grandmother. But not now.”

      “Do you think about your dad?”

      “That's a stupid question. Of course I still think about my dad.” Emma stopped herself. She was overreacting. “I'm sorry. I didn't mean for that to come out so—bitchy.”

      Mrs. Brackett grinned as she sipped her drink. “Any depression lately? Any anxiety?”

      “Not really. I haven't felt that way in a long time.”

      “Sounds like hosting these exchange students has been good for you. Overall.”

      Emma thought about it. “I think so. I'm glad my grandmother allowed them to stay.”

      Mrs. Brackett crossed her legs. That meant she was about to change subjects again. “I was going over my notes from our last few sessions, and I realized that we haven't talked a lot about your mother.”

      “She died when I was young. I don't remember too much about her.”

      “What do you remember?”

      Emma thought about it. She pressed her brain hard for anything. “I remember—images. Like, she had long blond hair and she would let me comb it for her.”

      “Blond hair like yours?”

      “Yeah. It always felt silky to my little fingers, and it always smelled nice. I liked the scent.”

      “What was her name?”

      “My mom? Angela,” Emma said. “What I know about her mostly comes from my dad. He dearly loved her.”

      “How old was your mother when she passed?”

      “She was twenty-eight years old.”

      “She was young.”

      Emma nodded.

      “Do you mind if I ask how she died?”

      Emma swallowed. Her mother died on a mission and it tore her father apart, according to her grandmother Bernadette. He resigned from the Century Group and the Authority, then never looked back. But there's no way Emma could tell her school counselor any of this, so she switched into actress mode and summoned some tears.

      “You don't have to tell me if it’s too uncomfortable,” Mrs. Brackett said.

      Emma wiped the tears away. “She died from…” Emma stopped talking and broke down crying. She took two pieces of Kleenex from the box on the desk and blew her nose. “Sorry—I can't—my father was so sad. Even when you're a little girl, you can tell when your daddy is sad. The happiness in his eyes was gone.” Emma's real life began to blend into her performance. Bringing up her father was now stoking the sadness of his death inside her as well. If she wasn't careful, the misery would take her over and Emma would have a real breakdown. She held the real sadness at bay and refused to let it percolate to the surface.

      “Can I have that water you offered earlier?”

      Mrs. Brackett went to her mini-fridge and took out a sparkling water can, popped the top, and gave it to her.

      Emma drank it. The cold, sparkling water helped her gain back control over her emotions. A part of her was shocked at how rapidly the sadness had overwhelmed her. Emma thought she was finally getting a handle on it. Finally able to say goodbye to her dad. But this only proved her heart still wasn't healed.

      And she wondered if it ever would be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

        

      

    

    
      Inside the girls’ bathroom at school, Olivia stared at her image in the mirror. Her dark piercing eyes. Her thick eyebrows. Thin lips. The red bumps of acne breaking out over her otherwise smooth dark skin. She wished her lips were thicker like Emma’s. But at least her hair was gorgeous. It was the one genetic trait Olivia’s mother had blessed her with. Strong, healthy hair that she could braid or pull back with a hair ribbon. Most of the time she let her hair fluff out naturally after combing it. She liked how the curly strands would spread out, giving her hair all this volume. It made Olivia feel proud and closer to her mom’s Jamaican heritage.

      But the more important question for Olivia was…did Lewis like her hair?

      When she’d mentioned helicopters yesterday, Lewis couldn’t have cared less. He wasn’t an aviation geek like she was. He’d only seemed interested when Miyuki talked about motorcycles.

      But that was all right. Olivia could ride a motorcycle. She could do fun things like that if Lewis wanted. She wasn’t boring. She enjoyed having fun too. Surely if Lewis could see that side of her, he would want to hang out with her all the time.

      Hey, Lewis—I’ve scaled buildings. I’ve skydived off cliffs. I landed a huge jet full of passengers when the pilots were poisoned. I’m the leader of a team of girl spies who helped save hundreds of lives all over the world. Yeah, I’m kinda awesome so you should be begging me to be your girlfriend. Olivia knew she couldn’t tell Lewis any of that.

      Emma was right. She should just go up to Lewis and ask him out.

      Olivia sighed. She’d once led a team of Navy SEALs into a fortified mountain. But that seemed easier to her than asking Lewis out.

      How should she do it? Be sassy and direct? Be subtle and smile a lot? Kidnap him and force him to say yes?

      Acting subtle and smiling a lot hadn’t helped her so far. Kidnapping a boy and breaking him down using the interrogation techniques she’d learned in training seemed too over the top. Sassy and direct? That might have to do.

      Olivia checked the mirror one last time before stepping out of the girls’ bathroom and heading down the hallway to her next class.

      As she passed one of the main doorways into the commons area, Olivia caught Lewis eying a snack machine. Olivia stopped so fast other students almost ran into her.

      Side-stepping out of the flow of student traffic, Olivia headed over to the snack machine.

      “Searching for a treat?” Olivia asked.

      “What's up? Yeah, I'm still hungry,” Lewis said.

      “Cool.”

      Lewis kept his eyes on the chips while Olivia stood there.

      “Fancy a bag of crisps or a couple of biscuits?”

      Lewis shot her a confused look. “What did you ask me?”

      Olivia pointed at the packaged snacks inside the machine. “Crisps or biscuits?”

      “I don't see any biscuits.”

      Olivia realized her mistake and kicked herself. She was not using the correct American slang. No wonder the boy was confused. “Sorry, I meant potato chips or cookies.”

      “What do they call 'em in England again?”

      Olivia went over to the machine and pressed her finger against the glass. “Those are crisps. And those are biscuits.”

      “Nice. Finally I can tell my mom that I learned something at school.”

      That made Olivia smile. She watched Lewis slip in some coins and hit one of the selection buttons.

      “I'm having jalapeno cheese crisps, then.” Lewis grinned as he reached down in the tray and retrieved his bag of crisps. He pulled the small bag open and threw a chip in his mouth. His eyes closed. “That's some good hot-crisp goodness right there.” He tilted the open bag towards her.

      Olivia took a large chip and tossed it in her mouth. It was like licking a hot grill. She ran over to a nearby water fountain and drenched her tongue. After the sting wore off, she turned around. “I've had my share of spicy food. . .but those crisps are wicked.”

      Lewis grinned with satisfaction. “I know, right?” He ate another one. “They taste like Satan's potato chips. I love ‘em.”

      “So—what are you up to this weekend?” Olivia asked.

      Before Lewis could answer, another boy interrupted. “Did you see the Arsenal-Liverpool game last weekend?”

      Lewis brightened. “My man Brice with that header in the eighty-ninth minute…it was epic.”

      “And that bicycle kick Suarez made off that corner—was that not amazing?”

      “I forgot about that! Liverpool was on a roll.” Distracted, Lewis walked down the hall with his friend as they geeked out over the most epic soccer match ever to be played on the planet.

      Olivia sighed and headed for class.

      

      After fourth hour, Olivia followed her class towards the gymnasium for a mandatory school assembly. She had no idea what it was about, but she was sure it was more than likely a waste of time. Then Olivia changed her mind as she approached the gymnasium’s entrance.

      Lewis was waiting in another queue of students piling into the gymnasium. It was the perfect opportunity to talk to him again. Hopefully, they would get to sit together, and then Olivia could ask him out.

      When she reached the doorway to the gymnasium, Olivia decided to drop her phone. She then ‘accidentally’ kicked it over towards Lewis, who picked it up.

      “You sure you don’t play soccer?” Lewis asked, handing it back to her.

      “Can’t believe I did that,” Olivia said. “I’m such a twit.”

      “I keep running into you,” Lewis said. “How do you explain that?”

      “Maybe I'm stalking you,” Olivia said.

      You stupid cow. Did you really tell him that? Olivia asked herself.

      “I wish more girls would do that,” Lewis said.

      They entered the gymnasium. The raised bleachers were crowded with students.

      “Do what, stalk you?” Olivia asked.

      “Hell yeah, cute girls following me around everywhere. Staring into my bedroom window. Leaving me love notes in my locker.”

      “You wouldn't find that creepy? Because a girl would be flipping out if a bloke did that to her.”

      “A bloke?” he asked.

      They moved farther into the gym. The queue was moving faster.

      “A man,” Olivia explained.

      “You English talk funny.”

      “And you Americans butcher our lovely language,” Olivia said. “But in your case, love, I’ll overlook it.” She flashed him a smile.

      Lewis returned it.

      A girl's voice then pierced through the noisy gym. “Hey, Olivia, we're over here!”

      Olivia refused to look at them. Not now. She was on the edge of victory, and Emma wasn't going to ruin it.

      Emma whistled. “Olivia! Olivia! Over here. We saved you a space.”

      Olivia still didn't turn around. It sounded like Emma was on the opposite side of the gym and miles away from where she and Lewis were being guided over to sit.

      However, before they could sit down—a hand fell on her shoulder.

      Olivia turned.

      Nadia pointed at the stands opposite them. “We saved you a place over there with us.”

      “Oh—okay. Do you have enough room for Lewis?”

      “Nah, don't worry about it,” he said. “I was gonna sneak out in the middle of this assembly anyway. They get so boring, you know? Go sit with your friends.”

      “But—but I’m sure we have room. If not, you could sit on my lap.”

      Lewis leaned back. “Yeah, I'm not sitting on any girl’s lap.”

      “That was stupid. I didn't mean it that way. I meant I could sit on your lap.”

      “Nah, you two sit together. It's not a big deal.” Lewis hopped up to the top bleachers while Nadia dragged Olivia to the other side of the gym. They climbed up the stairs and scooted over with Kayla, Emma, and Miyuki.

      “Didn’t you hear me calling you?” Emma asked.

      “The entire state of California heard you calling me,” Olivia said.

      “Why are you mad?”

      “Did I make you mad?” Nadia asked.

      “No, love, it's just—I was this close—” Olivia pinched her fingers together “—to asking Lewis out. But then you had to start yelling across the gym.”

      “How was I supposed to know you were hitting on a guy?” Emma asked.

      “I'm sorry, Olivia,” Nadia said.

      “Me too. I didn't know,” Emma repeated.

      The assembly started. Soon some expert invited by the school began talking to the students about drugs and alcohol. Olivia closed her eyes and settled into a good forty-five-minute waste of her time.

      But Olivia’s phone buzzed with an incoming call. She checked the screen.

      It was Mrs. B. The woman who ran the Authority’s California station as well as being the Gems handler.

      “Hello?”

      “I apologize for bothering you at school, Emerald. But this is urgent. I need the Gems in my office right after school.”
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      After school, Olivia rode shotgun as Emma drove her Mercedes out of the city of Berkeley and headed north towards wine country. Emma turned into the public parking lot for the Burlington Winery. She drove past the lot and stopped the car at the employees-only gate that led into the winery’s private grounds.

      After the plain-clothed guard verified their identities, Emma drove through the gate and parked inside the small stand-alone garage, which closed its doors and became a giant elevator, lowering the Mercedes down to a secret underground parking lot.

      Once the full-body and retinal scans were completed, Olivia led the Gems into the sprawling, open-office building, which had two levels. The second floor had offices and meeting rooms with clear glass walls while the first floor had no desks, only benches and paths that led to other areas of the underground complex. A grand circular staircase glued the two floors together.

      Olivia took the path that led to the Labyrinth, a maze of dark blue walls, floors, and ceilings where the only light source was a series of white strips running along the top and bottom of each wall. It was the most ominous area of the entire complex. An area where the Authority’s most sensitive secrets were hidden.

      Once inside the office, Olivia sat down on one of the two white metal office chairs while Mrs. B worked behind an old steel desk that was painted pink. Her office had a vintage ‘60s feel to it, especially with all the Beatles, Jefferson Airplane, and other band concert posters. Emma took the other white chair as Nadia and Miyuki made themselves comfortable on the nearby couch. The thick door to the office was shut behind them, causing a sucking sound as the seals around the door frame were closed and the air inside the room was equalized.

      “Thank you all for coming.” Mrs. B picked up a remote to turn on a large plasma television on the wall. On the screen were two teenage girls with striking red hair. They looked like exact twins. “Your old friends the O’Malley sisters have been spotted in Amsterdam.”

      A cold chill bit into Olivia’s spine. Venomous was bad enough. Their secret criminal organization was behind a lot of the mayhem that occurred around the world. Basically, if they weren’t directly involved, then their members were most likely profiting from it. But add Bridget and Sophia to the mix and you had a real flipping problem.

      “The twins have been traveling around Europe, recruiting teens to join some environmental organization called Heart the E.”

      The screen changed to a young man with curly blond hair smiling for the camera while planting a tree with some friends.

      “Heart the E was founded by an American named Cody Walker Kurtz when he was sixteen-years-old. Now he's twenty-one and the head of a large non-profit organization.” She switched back to the twins. “We know the O'Malley sisters are now members of Venomous so⁠—”

      “Excuse me, Mrs. B—,” Emma interrupted, “—but I’ve never seen those girls before.”

      “Oh, I forgot about that. Do you mind filling her in, Emerald?”

      Olivia nodded. “We first encountered Bridget and Sophia during a mission in New Zealand—this was before you joined us. These girls are from Ireland, and they’re both mental. Bridget is the calm one. She's smart, manipulative, and ruthless. Her sister Sophia has—to put it nicely—anger management issues. She's highly emotional, violent, and vindictive. Don't let your guard down around either of them.” Olivia went on to tell Emma about how the twins kidnapped her. How they fell in love with Dr. Yes, their school headmaster and the Venomous agent who mastermined a plot that the Gems broke up.

      “They were wicked girls,” Miyuki added.

      “Whatever they're up to, it's not good,” Nadia said.

      Mrs. B changed the screen to a map of the world. “That's what concerns me. We've seen a large uptick of Venomous communications between their various entities all over the world. It feels like something big is about to go down, and I need every resource at my disposal to find out what's going on.” Mrs. B turned her chair towards them. “Because it involves the twins, I need the Gems to investigate what they're up to.”

      The main office door opened, and the air was sucked back out as a large man with a deep scar running down his throat entered with a report in his hands.

      “Ah, thank you, Aardvark.” She took the report from him and scanned the information. “We've managed to track the O’Malleys thanks to a virus we put on their ‘infected’ phone. The virus sends copies of itself to each phone that it calls, giving us the phone's location and helps us identify the owner of the phone it contacted.”

      Mrs. B studied the list closer.

      “I see the twins have been in contact with Ryan Raymond. That makes sense. Next to the twins, Ryan is one of the youngest of the Venomous operatives. All three of them could be working together.”

      Mrs. B continued reading.

      “We’ve infected Ryan’s phone as well. Excellent. Let's see who he’s been in contact with. Two Venomous assets in Mexico we already know about—” Mrs. B’s expression changed. “And a girl in Berkeley, California.”

      Olivia couldn't believe it. Not again.

      Mrs. B’s eyes addressed Emma, who shifted uncomfortably in her chair.

      “Um—he only wanted to see how I was doing. Seriously, it was an innocent conversation.”

      “Have I not warned you time and time again about maintaining contact with that boy?”

      “Ryan still could be useful for information. Remember when he helped us find Tyler Cho, that food engineer?” Emma asked. “We would never have found him without his help.”

      “You're letting your feelings about that boy override your judgment. I can't allow this to continue.”

      “Oh my God. It was a phone call. I'm not going to have babies with him.”

      “Watch your tone. This isn’t a joke.”

      “I didn’t say it was a joke. But I think you’re overreacting.”

      “And you’re a compromised asset. One that’s useless to me and this organization.”

      “Wait—what does compromised mean?”

      “It means none of us can trust you,” Olivia said.

      “I didn’t tell him anything.”

      May I say something?

      The smooth male voice belonged to Aardvark’s phone communicator app.

      “Yes. Of course,” Mrs. B said.

      Aardvark typed out his thoughts before his phone replied.

      If you would permit me, ma’am, there could be an opportunity here. May I have a moment alone to discuss it?
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        * * *

      

      Inside the underground cafeteria, Olivia ordered some cheese fries for everyone as they waited for Aardvark and Mrs. B. It was approaching dinner-time and they were all feeling a little hungry. Miyuki picked out a couple of fries from the cheesy pile and munched on them, causing some of the cheese to get on her chin. Nadia tapped her own chin, and Miyuki wiped off the cheese with a giggle.

      Olivia dipped a fry in ketchup and popped it into her mouth. She took a quick glance at Emma before exchanging a longer, more meaningful look with Nadia. They both seemed to be on the same page. Emma had messed up once again.

      Emma caught their exchange. She picked at the pile of fries with her fork but didn’t eat anything.

      Miyuki glanced at everyone, then ate another cheese fry.

      Nadia pulled out a couple of fries and picked off the cheese to eat it separately.

      “Don't everyone yell at me at once,” Emma said.

      Olivia had wanted some food in her stomach before she jumped all over Emma. But if Emma wanted to go there…

      “You’re on thin ice,” she said. “If you're not careful, Mrs. B will kick you out of the Gems. She doesn't mess around.”

      “I still don't understand what you see in that boy,” Nadia said.

      “I'm not having another conversation about Ryan again. You know what I said in there was true. He's helped us in the past. There's still some good left in him,” Emma said. “I can save him.”

      “Every girl who falls in love thinks like that,” Olivia said.

      “Whatever. I'm not going to argue about it. None of you understand.”

      “You're right. We don't.”

      “Ryan is a complex boy,” Miyuki said. “Maybe Emma can still turn him.”

      “Or he'll turn Emma against us,” Olivia said.

      Emma looked shocked. “I would never hurt any of you.”

      “Consciously, maybe not,” Nadia said. “But if he can get you to tell him some secrets⁠—”

      “You could put everyone in danger,” Olivia added. “This is some serious crap, Emma.”

      “Mrs. B will be fair,” Miyuki said, nodding to herself. “She will consider her options and treat you accordingly.”

      Emma sighed. “That's what worries me.”

      Aardvark came into the cafeteria. He motioned the Gems to follow him into an area with large green pods and fake full-grown trees scattered throughout. It was nicknamed the Jungle. One of the green pods was open, revealing large comfy chairs arranged in a semicircle. Mrs. B waited on one of those chairs.

      All four Gems stepped inside the pod.

      “My apologies, Black Opal. I won't need you for this mission after all,” Mrs. B said.

      Emma froze. “Why not?”

      “To be perfectly honest, I'm afraid you've been compromised. You'll have to stay home for this one.”

      Miyuki and Nadia exchanged glances.

      Olivia couldn’t believe it. She was right after all. Mrs. B wasn’t messing around.

      Emma hesitated. The embarrassment was plastered all over the girl’s face.

      “Our time is short, Black Opal,” Mrs. B said. “Would you please excuse us?”

      Emma reluctantly stepped out of the pod.

      Mrs. B tapped a panel next to her, and the pod sealed up tight before a low hum announced that the cone of silence mode was activated.

      Miyuki floated a worried look over to Olivia, who smiled to reassure her that everything would be fine.

      “Let me start by saying that I have the utmost confidence in the three of you to handle this new assignment.” Mrs. B activated a 3-D map of the state of Oregon. “Our goal for this new operation is intelligence. We must find out what the O'Malley twins are up to. And to do that, we'll have to approach this from a different angle. I'm sending you three to Heart the E's main base camp in Oregon where they're having their annual fall conference. Once there, you'll investigate Cody Kurtz and his organization for any links to Venomous.”

      “Question, why don't we go to Amsterdam and follow the twins there?”

      “Because, Emerald, you’ve worked closely with the twins in New Zealand, and even with a good disguise, your cover could be blown. I feel this will be a safer approach. Once you've established yourselves as members enjoying the conference, I think it's only a matter of time before the twins show up in Oregon. However, by then you'll have a feel for the camp and know how to make yourselves melt into the background to observe the twins’ movements,” Mrs. B said. “I don't want you girls to tangle with the O’Malleys directly. We need intelligence, not a fight.”

      Mrs. B switched off the 3-D map. “You'll be leaving Monday morning. Tomorrow, you’ll need to come back here after school so we can work on your disguises and have additional briefings for the mission. That's all.”

      “Pardon me, ma'am,” Miyuki said. “But is Black Opal really staying home?”

      “I'm afraid so. And I must insist that none of you can tell her anything about your mission. Is that understood?”
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      Emma waited outside the green pod as Aardvark stood nearby. She was frustrated and kind of angry. Why didn't Mrs. B trust her? She knew Ryan more than any of them did, and because she was a teenage girl, Mrs. B instantly thought she was being manipulated and too stupid to be rational about her friendship with Ryan. But Emma knew the dangers and was willing to take that risk to save someone. Wasn't that what the Authority was all about? Saving mankind? Or in this case, one human?

      Emma shook off her worries and opened up her purse. She popped open a container of mints and offered one to Aardvark.

      He took the mint and typed something on his phone.

      Thank you.

      Aardvark placed the mint on his tongue. He grinned at the taste, but then his grin soured. Something was troubling him. He typed something else.

      Do you believe in what we're doing here?

      Wow. Emma couldn’t believe it. Did anyone on Earth trust her anymore?

      “Of course I do.”

      Aardvark nodded.

      Good. Remember that. We might be asking a lot from you in the next couple of weeks.

      He pointed at his chest.

      You must be strong in here.

      He pointed at his head.

      And here. I believe in you and what you're capable of. If your insights are correct, then we have a great opportunity. I hope you see it that way.

      “See what that way?” she asked.

      The green pod opened as Olivia, Nadia, and Miyuki stepped out.

      “I'd like to talk to Black Opal now,” Mrs. B said. “Alone, please.”

      The Gems glanced at each other, then at Emma, before leaving the pod.

      “Have a seat,” Mrs. B said.

      Emma stepped inside as the green pod closed up again. The cone of silence mode was activated.

      Emma braced herself for another lecture. Why are you still speaking with Ryan? Didn't we already tell you to stop? What is wrong with you? Maybe this time Emma would be suspended or have to clean up the cafeteria or bathrooms at headquarters. Still, those punishments didn’t feel as bad as being excluded from a mission. And she was only being excluded because Mrs. B questioned her loyalty.

      That hurt.

      You know what? Why should she wait for a lecture? She wasn't a traitor. She was loyal. She hadn't told Ryan anything he didn't already know. This was totally unfair, and she wasn't going to keep quiet about it.

      The angry words gathered inside Emma’s simmering stomach. Soon they pushed their way up her throat and hit the air.

      “This is all bullshit. I'm loyal and I resent you assuming that just because I talk to Ryan that I'm⁠—”

      “We're not here to discuss that,” Mrs. B said, cutting off her tirade.

      Emma gathered her thoughts. “Then why did you exclude me from the mission?”

      “Because you'll be on a different mission. I would say the most difficult part of the operation. You'll be our

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Man With The Golden Falcons
        
          		
            Man With The Golden Falcons
          


          		
            Dedication
          


          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Chapter 14
          


          		
            Chapter 15
          


          		
            Chapter 16
          


          		
            Chapter 17
          


          		
            Chapter 18
          


          		
            Chapter 19
          


          		
            Chapter 20
          


          		
            Chapter 21
          


          		
            Chapter 22
          


          		
            Chapter 23
          


          		
            Chapter 24
          


          		
            Chapter 25
          


          		
            Chapter 26
          


          		
            Chapter 27
          


          		
            Chapter 28
          


          		
            Chapter 29
          


          		
            Chapter 30
          


          		
            Chapter 31
          


          		
            Chapter 32
          


          		
            Chapter 33
          


          		
            Chapter 34
          


          		
            Chapter 35
          


          		
            Chapter 36
          


          		
            Chapter 37
          


          		
            Chapter 38
          


          		
            Chapter 39
          


          		
            Chapter 40
          


          		
            Chapter 41
          


          		
            Chapter 42
          


          		
            Chapter 43
          


          		
            Chapter 44
          


          		
            Chapter 45
          


          		
            Chapter 46
          


          		
            Chapter 47
          


          		
            Chapter 48
          


        


      


      		
        Girls Only Live Twice
        
          		
            Girls Only Live Twice
          


          		
            Trigger Warning
          


          		
            Dedication
          


          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Chapter 14
          


          		
            Chapter 15
          


          		
            Chapter 16
          


          		
            Chapter 17
          


          		
            Chapter 18
          


          		
            Chapter 19
          


          		
            Chapter 20
          


          		
            Chapter 21
          


          		
            Chapter 22
          


          		
            Chapter 23
          


          		
            Chapter 24
          


          		
            Chapter 25
          


          		
            Chapter 26
          


          		
            Chapter 27
          


          		
            Chapter 28
          


          		
            Chapter 29
          


          		
            Chapter 30
          


          		
            Chapter 31
          


          		
            Chapter 32
          


          		
            Chapter 33
          


          		
            Chapter 34
          


          		
            Chapter 35
          


          		
            Chapter 36
          


          		
            Chapter 37
          


          		
            Chapter 38
          


          		
            Chapter 39
          


          		
            Chapter 40
          


          		
            Chapter 41
          


          		
            Chapter 42
          


          		
            Chapter 43
          


          		
            Chapter 44
          


          		
            Chapter 45
          


          		
            Chapter 46
          


          		
            Chapter 47
          


          		
            Chapter 48
          


        


      


      		
        The Boy From Barcelona
        
          		
            The Boy From Barcelona
          


          		
            Dedication
          


          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Chapter 14
          


          		
            Chapter 15
          


          		
            Chapter 16
          


          		
            Chapter 17
          


          		
            Chapter 18
          


          		
            Chapter 19
          


          		
            Chapter 20
          


          		
            Chapter 21
          


          		
            Chapter 22
          


          		
            Chapter 23
          


          		
            Chapter 24
          


          		
            Chapter 25
          


          		
            Chapter 26
          


          		
            Chapter 27
          


          		
            Chapter 28
          


          		
            Chapter 29
          


          		
            Chapter 30
          


          		
            Chapter 31
          


          		
            Chapter 32
          


        


      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png






OEBPS/images/gems-box-set-2-canva-ebook-cover-size.jpg
MAN WITH THE GOLDEN FALCONS
GIRLS ONLY LIVE TWIGE
THE BOY FROM BARCELONA

(o

BOX SET # 2








OEBPS/images/mwgf-canva-ebook-cover-size.jpg
AN WITH THE GOLDEN FALCONS





