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      To all those who walk through the fires of mental health issues. You are Super.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “If you're going through hell, keep going.”
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      Oregon Coast

      May 21, 2000

      

      They were hunting her again.

      Nova’s hands stilled over the soup pot on the stove, the hairs on the back of her neck bristling.

      Rogues.

      Two shadowy figures emerged from the bushes outside and approached the door.

      Slowly, she set the ladle down and slid a butcher knife from its wooden holder, then backed into the pantry.

      She whisked the door closed and watched through the slats as the frosted glass on the back door shattered and the intruders burst into her sunny yellow kitchen, and cased the place.

      The dark-haired one was big and muscular. His companion was pale and wiry, with a bluish tinge to his skin.

      Their eyes roamed the space, searching, scanning, probing every nook and cranny.

      Nova clutched the knife tighter, the fires stirring inside her, along with the embers of something deeper.

      She took a clearing breath, seeking to quell the turmoil within her before it awakened.

      Focus, she told herself.

      Life outside of the safe houses was a gamble. There was no protection from others of her kind—Super or Rogue, especially for a female. Tiberius had afforded her such protection, but it had come at a steep price. Leaving him had granted her great peace and freedom, but also put her in far more danger. The urge to take a mate was great among her kind, and females were in short supply.

      She fingered the necklace at her throat. Its shungite stones covered her signal, but these two had found her anyway.

      The soup on the stove bubbled over, hissing and burning.

      “She can’t be far,” the strongman said in a low voice.

      “Then vee vait her out,” the pale one suggested in what sounded like a German accent.

      Just then, the baby cried from the back room.

      Nova’s heart thundered in her chest. The baby!

      The two men stopped and looked at each other.

      “Are you sure vee got zeh right house?”

      The other nodded. “I saw her come in.”

      The two turned and shuffled down the hallway toward the baby’s cries.

      Nova flung open the door and rushed after them, waving the knife. “Get out!”

      The pale man lifted his palm and blasted the blade out of her hand, encasing her in a pillar of ice.

      She focused on her inner fire and burst into flame, quickly melting away the Rogue’s handiwork and simultaneously setting the door frame on fire.

      Dammit. It had taken forever to find this place.

      “Feisty.” The man leered at her, then extinguished the flames and stepped closer. “I like a voman vith a bit of spark to her. My fellow ice shifters are a tad too…frigid.”

      “I’m not interested,” she growled. “Now get lost.”

      The baby sounded again, and he cocked his head.

      “Perhaps vee can persuade you.” He motioned toward the back room. “Bring zeh baby to me.”

      The strongman nodded and started toward the nursery.

      Nova clenched her jaw. “Leave her alone.”

      She trembled as the power rose inside of her, stretching, awakening.

      The air grew heavy, and the walls vibrated and hummed, shaking a calendar off the nail.

      It fell to the floor, opening to an image of a large red mountain in a desert landscape.

      “Uluru,” it read. “Enter the Dreamtime.”

      She stared at it, transfixed, the energy within her surging higher and higher, spilling out in her voice.

      “Nobody hurts the baby…” she boomed, sounding foreign and strange to her ears.

      Then everything exploded into darkness.
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      “Gas explosion, my ass.”

      Katherine Carter stood on a ridge with her fellow Rogue Hunters, gawking at a crater where a cottage once stood near the Oregon coastline.

      The scorched land stretched out in all directions. Everything around it was blown to bits—trees, vehicles, other houses. It was a twisted, tangled mess.

      Hazmat and firefighting teams swarmed the cordoned-off area while Kat’s phone lit up again.

      “Is this one of yours?” Agent Bert Meadows—from the government-agency-with-no-name—texted her. “Reminds me of Hugh Harrison’s prison break.”

      She glanced at Hugh, then typed a reply. “It’s definitely not a Super.”

      “Rogues?”

      “Possibly.”

      “Let me know what you find.”

      “Will do.”

      His tip had paid off—there was no way this was an accident. She was surprised that someone in the government had actually gotten it right for a change.

      Even broken clocks are right twice a day, Hugh told her privately, hearing her thoughts through the bond they shared as mates.

      Kat shot him an amused look, then watched with concern as an ATF vehicle arrived and a team of investigators poured out of it.

      She trusted Bert, but the rest of the government?

      Not so much.

      They were skating on thin ice on a good day, and once the feds found out there was an explosive Rogue running loose, all bets were off.

      She turned to her brother Shane, a former firefighter. “What do you think?”

      He pointed toward the charred remains of the neighborhood. “I’ve never seen a blast radius that big. The pattern doesn’t look right for a gas explosion.”

      “More like an IED or a dirty bomb.” Cade, a Guardian, pursed his lips. “I hope no one was home.”

      Kat exchanged a grim look with him, then turned to her mate. “Let’s find out. If anyone asks, we’re with the FBI Joint Terrorism Task Force on special assignment.”

      Hugh snapped his fingers, outfitting each of their team members with the appropriate illusion—khaki pants, dress shoes, and dark FBI field jackets with bright yellow lettering.

      She smiled, pleased with his attention to detail. With twenty of them in all, it was the best way to escape scrutiny.

      “Scouts, spread out and scan for clues,” she instructed. “If there are any left. Alpha and Bravo teams, talk to authorities, see what they’ve got already.”

      The Rogue Hunters scattered, scouring the area.

      The sound of the surf behind them tugged at her attention.

      Kat turned and gazed out over the deep blue waters that stretched to the horizon, and inhaled the salt-tinged air.

      A sprinkling of dark, craggy boulders stood sentinel against the crashing tides, looking older than time itself. Rocky foothills extended along the coarse, sandy beach as far as the eye could see, one behind the other, disappearing into the mist.

      It was tranquil and beautiful, a strange contrast to the chaos behind her.

      “What’s wrong?” Hugh said from beside her, leaning in close.

      “I’ve…never seen the ocean before.”

      Kat felt the heat rise in her face. She had traveled little outside of the Midwest except to chase him, back when she was a bounty hunter and he was a fugitive.

      He pecked her on the cheek. “We shall have to remedy that, Darling, as soon as we’re done playing Catch the Explosive Rogue.”

      She turned and gazed over his broad shoulder, sweeping the scene with her senses, but all she could feel was him. His signal was so strong through the Bond that it was blocking everything out.

      She pointed down the beach. “Go stand somewhere else. Otherwise, I can’t feel anything but you.”

      “Is that so bad?”

      “Now? Yes. Later? No.”

      Hugh flashed Kat a toothy grin. “As you wish.”

      A wave of desire crashed through her. Being newly bonded, the mating heat blazed between them, fiercer yet because of their separation and recent reunion. All she wanted to do was tackle the man to the ground and take him right here, but she was pretty sure the rest of her fellow Supers wouldn’t appreciate that.

      I would, he told her in thought. I could cover us both up, but I can’t hide those cute little sounds you make.

      Damn. She couldn’t hide anything from him now that they were connected.

      She motioned toward the beach again. “Go. Now.”

      They headed in opposite directions. Kat made her way down the ridge, scanning the debris where the cottage had stood.

      “FBI.” She flashed her fake badge at a group of investigators, then walked the perimeter, picking up a jumble of signals she couldn’t sort out.

      She strode toward the remains of the house, then closed her eyes, homing in on a lingering signal.

      It pulsated in a strange rhythm like an erratic heartbeat and crackled with energy.

      Could this be Neve’s signal, the woman they were looking for, or someone else’s?

      Kat probed further, sensing two others—a strongman and an ice shifter.

      She didn’t recognize them from the battle in the cypress swamp, nor from the prisoners at the Furies’ Lair. Though they’d dealt with the worst of them, more kept coming out of the woodwork.

      Just how many Rogues were there? She wondered as Wyatt, a fighter and former bounty hunter like herself, approached.

      He waved toward a grove of pine trees near the shore and grimaced. “The police are pickin’ up body parts over there. They found some scraps of clothing and a melted high-top sneaker, but not much more.”

      Kat marched to the tree line, her scans confirming what she already knew, which wasn’t much. She waved the other Scouts over. “Anything?”

      Cade frowned, looking less sunny than usual. “The cops know less than we do. They’re asking us questions.”

      “There aren’t any neighbors to interview either,” Juan Carlos, a tracker, reported. “This area isn’t open for the summer tourist season yet, and the blast happened outside of maintenance hours.”

      Kat sighed relief. “Maybe the only dead people are Rogues. I hope. But what were they doing here if the place was closed?”

      “Could’ve been squatting for all we know.” Cade scratched his chin. “But I’ll look into the maintenance crew, just in case. Seneca’s checkin’ the animals, but most of them aren’t talkin’.”

      Kat shrugged. She hadn’t expected them to. “Do you recognize the Rogues’ signals?”

      Juan Carlos and Cade shook their heads.

      Wyatt thought for a moment. “Strongman, nickname of ‘Grease.’ Nasty guy, I hunted him down a few times in the Marshals and hauled his ass to jail.”

      She turned to Hugh as he approached with the rest of the Rogue Hunters. “What have you got?”

      “The plants are talking,” Shane reported. “What’s left of them. Those pines over there say two people drove up to the cottage in a white sedan and forced their way inside. Then everything exploded.”

      Kat stared at her brother in surprise. “You can actually hear plants?”

      “I thought you knew that.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Well, I can hear everything, including you and Hugh, earlier. So, tone it down for the rest of our sakes. Not all of us have mates. Yet.”

      Kat stole a glance at Hugh, who smirked at her, then turned back to the others. “Anything else?”

      Everyone was silent.

      A question niggled in her mind.

      “Just how are we going to catch this woman, let alone detain her, if she explodes?” she asked her mate. “I've caught a lot of criminals in my day, but never one like this.”

      “We're working this out as we go,” Hugh replied. “No one knows what the full extent of her powers are.”

      Kat waved toward the blast area. “From the looks of it, I’d say this was her. Sure feels like a Rogue.”

      “Even so, she may have no memory of who she is, like many of us did. As for the rest, I leave that in my brother’s very capable hands.”

      “Where is Dale?”

      “Taking Aislinn to see Kang and Deirdre,” Fiona piped up. “Were hoping her memories will yield more clues about our sister than mine did.”

      Kat shook her head at the mess in front of them. “Let’s hope they find more than we’ve got right now.”
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      Phoenix Safe House

      Arizona

      

      “I can’t see her,” Aislinn huffed in frustration.

      Sparks emitted from her long red hair, illuminating the growing darkness as the sun sank beyond the terracotta courtyard of the Phoenix safe house.

      “Shouldn’t I be able to see my own sister? Or at least feel her?”

      Dale placed a hand on her shoulder. “Try again, my love.”

      Her delicate features softened at his words, making her even more beautiful, if that were possible.

      “Alright, but I'm going to need more room.”

      Dale stepped back, giving her a wide berth.

      Kang and Deirdre followed suit. They were gifted counselors with telepathic and empathic powers, here to provide assistance.

      Aislinn closed her eyes and stretched out her palms, her wings blazing behind her.

      Rings of fire sparked around her, glowing and spinning as she rose into the air.

      Dale watched in awe, spellbound. She was like the winged goddess Ellandria herself, for whom their home planet was named after. A more fiery version, perhaps, revered as a prophetess among their kind.

      But Aislinn was more than that. She was a map across time and space, able to see into places others could not—past, present, future.

      Right now, it was the present that concerned them the most. They needed to find her missing sister before she blew up again.

      Aislinn knitted her red brows together in concentration. The flaming rings around her spun faster and her face flushed, straining under the effort.

      Minutes passed, and everyone remained silent as she hung in the air, her head tilted toward the emerging stars.

      As a mentalist, Dale could sometimes tune in to the images flickering through her mind, but not this time. Nothing came to him.

      Finally, the rings around her faded, and she descended to the tiled expanse, then opened her eyes.

      “Red rocks. That’s all I see.”

      Dale stared out at the desert. “Colorado, maybe?”

      She threw her hands in the air. “Or Mars, or anywhere, really.”

      He rubbed his eyes, sharing her frustration, too exhausted to make heads or tails of it.

      So far, all they had were a bunch of dead ends when it came to her sister Neve. And there was still so much to do between gearing up the Rogue Hunters and planning his return trip to their home world. He hadn’t slept in days and felt like he might nod off at any moment.

      “Your personal connection might be hindering your Sight,” Kang suggested to Aislinn. “It's common among human psychics. They're blocked from seeing too much about themselves and those close to them. The same might hold true for Supers.”

      “But I don't even know her,” Aislinn protested.

      “You don't remember her,” Dale corrected. “But some part of you does.”

      Something about Earth affected their memories. His had only come back once he returned to Ellandria.

      Kang stroked his goatee in thought. “Your Sight also hinders you from seeing a future with Dale.”

      “I don't need to see the future to know I have one with him. I can feel it.”

      She graced him with the most beauteous smile, melting his insides.

      They did not feel the mating heat the way the others did. By all accounts, they were entirely incompatible. Fire and Wind did not usually mix, but their temporal powers pulled them together like magnets. Whenever they touched, a feeling rippled over him of destiny and timelessness.

      “Why don’t we try feeling our way back through the past instead,” Kang proposed. “There might be some clues there, hidden memories of your lost sister.”

      Dale pressed his lips together, unsure. Digging around in there could be treacherous. It had nearly killed Hugh when his memories returned. The process was jolting, and he dreaded what it might do to Aislinn. But Kang was a talented psychologist and their most powerful mentalist.

      Take care, Dale warned him. You may get more than you bargained for.

      Kang shot him a mirthful look. That’s nothing new.

      He waved Aislinn toward a chaise lounge.

      She folded in her fiery wings and sat gingerly on the edge of the flowery seat. Dale knelt down beside her.

      She turned to him. “Hold my hand.”

      He took it and kissed it softly. “I shall never let go.”

      She quirked a smile at him. “Ever?”

      “Well, perhaps when nature calls, or you turn to ash again.”

      A sadness washed over him. She would burst into flames soon, and the cycle would start over, taking her from infant to child to teenager to an adult phoenix.

      Kang cleared his throat. “Shall we begin?”

      “Sure.” Aislinn’s voice quavered, and she tightened her grip on Dale’s hand.

      He felt Deirdre release a wave of soothing energy over them as Kang walked Aislinn back in time.

      “Now, I want you to relax and think back to your earliest memories. I’ll help you. In three…two…one….”

      Aislinn closed her eyes and exhaled, then fell silent.

      “I’m falling through a tunnel of bright lights,” she finally said. “Fiona is holding on to me. We’re both scared. Then everything goes black, and there’s pain, so much pain.”

      Dale bowed his head, focusing on the images that rose to the surface of her mind.

      “And then what?” Kang asked.

      “We’re in a hospital somewhere. Fiona has a broken leg. My arm is in a cast. They want to separate us, but she won’t let them. She fights, even with the broken leg.”

      Dale grinned. Fiona, Aisinn’s other sister, had always been feisty, and was just as protective of Aislinn as he was of Hugh.

      Kang took her back further. “What do you see now?”

      “A field and a….stone stage. There’s a circular gate across from it, with strange writing…”

      Kang looked at Dale. Can you see this?

      He nodded. It’s the field where Neve exploded on Ellandria.

      “There’s a tall boy with white hair…” Aislinn continued. “It’s you, Dale. And Hugh is there. Someone’s trying to put a crown on his head, but he doesn’t want it.”

      “Yes, that was just before the explosion.”

      The image rippled like a still pond disturbed by a stone. The stage was the same, but Dale and Hugh were older, and Hugh was accepting a different crown, one Dale had never seen, not even when Hugh became the Crown Prince of Ellandria.

      Aislinn stared into the distance, trance-like, and rose to her feet, dropping Dale’s hand.

      Rings of fire appeared around her again, and she began to prophesy.

      “When in shame

      Doth Fire fall,

      Earth shall rise

      To smite us all

      Laying waste to

      Water, Fire, Wind

      And in darkness plunge

      The world again”

      Images streamed through her like a rushing river, fast and furious.

      A map of their home world sprinkled with crimson. The spots grew larger, staining the capital city of Dùnadunn, engulfing it. The red hue spread out across the other clans’ lands at an alarming rate, and even to the Badlands, under the brown and green banners of Clann Larr, the House of Earth.

      Soon every land mass was covered in scarlet—every mountain, every hill, every island. The rivers themselves ran with blood and the stones sang out in sorrow.

      “All is lost, all is lost…”

      Dale’s stomach clenched. A planetary war.

      “Bring her out of it, Kang.”

      The psychiatrist attempted to do so, but Aislinn kept going, repeating the words over and over.

      “Fire fall…Earth rise…smite us all…”

      Kang shook his head. “She’s in deep. I can’t bring her out without causing harm.”

      Dale tried another approach. “Aislinn, concentrate on Earth. What do you see?”

      She lifted her gaze to the constellations overhead, her eyes moving back and forth, as if reading something. Her voiced dropped to a monotone.

      “System failure. Breach imminent. Catastrophic.”

      Dale exchanged a concerned look with Kang and Deirdre as she continued, the fiery rings swirling faster and faster around her, crackling with power.

      Her wings extended, and she rose high into the air.

      “Moving to DEFCON 4.”

      Pictures and symbols flashed by too quickly for Dale to make sense of them. Fire. Smoke. Death.

      “Status change. DEFCON 3.”

      “DEFCON 2.”

      “DEFCON 1.”

      Dale stood as close as he dared and raised his voice above the din. “Look at me, Aislinn! You need to come out of it.”

      Her hazel eyes widened, and she shuddered.

      “Launch sequence detected. Catastrophic.”

      Dierdre raised her arms and cast a soothing blue light at her, but it had no effect.

      In his mind’s eye, Dale saw a shock-wave ripple across the Earth, and then it was burning. Everyone and everything in it was burning.

      Aislinn’s eyes welled with tears. “Catastrophic.”

      “Catastrophic.”

      “Catastrophic.”

      “Cata—”

      “Aislinn!” Dale shouted.

      Her eyelids fluttered, and she came to, the color drained from her face. Her wings drooped, and she sank to the ground, the rings of fire dissipating.

      Dale caught her in his arms, and she clutched his shirt.

      “We need to find my sister. Soon.”
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      The Kimberley

      Western Australia

      

      Elijah Stone Murphy surveyed the harsh red landscape before him in hopes of finding something to eat, his pistol holstered at his hip, a crossbow slung across his back.

      The wet season hadn’t been all that wet in the Kimberley this year, making the beginning of the dry season more torturous and unrelenting than usual.

      Cooler days were on the way, promising relief, but had been slow to take hold. The sun had forgotten to beg off, scorching the flora and fauna here and making the red rocks and desert looked more like Mars than Earth.

      Elijah considered his dining options, then shook his head. Slim pickin’s.

      It would be tinned fish again if he had no luck hunting. Even that was getting low. So were his spirits.

      He checked several snares and traps he’d set earlier that morning.

      They were still empty. No wild hares or lizards or game birds to speak of.

      The drought had been hard on everything, including the creatures he ate when his stocks dwindled.

      His cupboards stood nearly bare. Jared had always stopped by to make sure he was all right, often bringing extras that only a friend would think of. A case of Foster’s, a sleeve of Tim Tams, books, art supplies, anything to break the monotony. He’d even brought him a case of Vegemite now and then, for which he was eternally grateful.

      It was good to have such a friend amid the quiet, lonely life here, but with his powers, he was better off far away from civilization. Just opening his mouth got him in trouble, and had rewarded him with arrest warrants in several cities along the coast.

      The best thing the Outback provided was anonymity, which was scarce for a large man like himself. He stood out and was memorable, but unlike Hugh and Dale Harrison, had no ability to hide himself, except to go where others weren’t.

      The local Aborigines were friendly enough, though he could not speak to them aloud, for fear he’d harm them, or worse, draw attention to himself.

      “Thunder Man” some called him, on the few occasions when he did.

      He preferred not to, which left him at the mercy of the other Supers who could teleport, mainly Jacob and Robbie, though Hugh had dropped in recently, surprising the hell out of him. The magician had told him of their home world, Ellandria, and people like him there—an entire city of stone singers.

      Elijah couldn’t imagine such a thing, though he would very much like to see it.

      It thrilled him to learn Hugh and his brother were okay after missing for so long, but it dismayed him to hear that his best friend lay in a coma after fighting off a dangerous Rogue.

      Jared was brave, but sometimes fool hardy, running in where angels feared to tread. It was what Elijah loved about him most.

      But now that bravado had cost his friend dearly. A fight with a dangerous Rogue had nearly killed him. Only his connection to his twin brother, Jacob, kept him alive. But for what?

      Would he ever wake up the same again? Would he remember their friendship?

      Elijah had no clue.

      Since Hugh’s visit, he'd not heard a thing. No visits, nothing. He felt forgotten. 

      His stomach rumbled. 

      And hungry.

      Right now he’d settle for a brush turkey or a big juicy snake. They really did taste like chicken, but he had to eat quite a few to fuel his colossal frame. Salads from his greenhouse weren’t cutting it. He could forage well enough, but he needed some protein to fill the black hole known as his stomach.

      Goannas were plentiful out here and considered a delicacy among his Aborigine friends, but Elijah felt the lizards were too much work for too little meat. Feral camels offered plenty but tasted funny to him. So did roos for that matter.

      He’d seen no deer for a while on account of the lack of rain.

      His stomach growled again, reminding him that he was practically starving. And at the end of everything, including his patience.

      It didn’t help that he’d just finished plowing through a racy novel out of sheer boredom. It had worked him up and now he felt as starved for company as he was for food.

      Not likely, he told himself, catching sight of a black, wild boar.

      He slid his crossbow off his back, notched an arrow, then bent low and followed it, keeping his footfalls light and soundless, his mood lifting at the promise of dinner.

      It would fill him up nicely if he could catch it. He could throw it on the barbie with a savory rub and a side of roasted potatoes.

      He frowned. He didn’t have any left.

      Maybe pickled beets, or a salad from the greenhouse.

      He tensed, suddenly aware of the presence of another of his kind.

      Elijah closed his eyes, trying to get a better bead on it. Female.

      His eyes flew open in astonishment. What was a woman doing out here?

      What was anyone, for that matter, besides him?

      He glanced back toward the boar and sighed.

      It had slipped away.

      He squinted up at the blazing sun. The temperatures were soaring. He needed to get inside, and so did the mystery girl.

      Curious, he followed her signal, which sizzled and hummed with energy.

      It wasn’t Kylie or Dora from the Sydney safe house. They rarely ventured this far.

      All the teleporters who brought him supplies were male. So who was this? And why was she here?

      He traced her presence to a gulch, where a woman with pink hair lay face down, unconscious.

      Was she dead?

      No, he could still feel her presence, though it was weak. She could be near death.

      He stepped into the gulch and rolled her over.

      She looked like she’d been through a war. Her clothes were tattered and scorched, her bright hair in disarray.

      He studied her features, then sucked in a breath, his pulse racing.

      Though her lips were parched, she was lovely, with a heart-shaped face, a slender nose and high cheekbones.

      Elijah stared at her for a moment, transfixed.

      She wouldn’t last much longer in the intense heat, especially not with that pale, creamy skin.

      She appeared to be a fire shifter.

      Did they even get sunburn? Elijah wondered and bent down to lift her, but as soon as he touched her, his skin burned.

      He leapt back, surprised.

      She wasn’t currently on fire, so why had she burnt him?

      Maybe she was overheating, but that wouldn’t account for the reaction he had when…

      Realization hit him liked a thunderbolt.

      Crikey. It’s the damned blasted mating heat.

      He shook his head. That wasn’t possible. He wasn’t compatible with any female Super that he knew of, though he didn’t get out to meet many, let alone touch one.

      Where had this one come from?

      The heat blazed overhead. It didn’t burn as badly as touching her. He’d have to tough it out, or she’d be toast.

      He lifted her up, ignoring the fiery tingle on his skin, and carried her back to the house.
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        * * *

      

      Nova cracked open an eye and glimpsed about the space, unsure of where she was.

      Pain lanced her temples as the room about her reeled.

      She curled up and cradled her head in her hands for a long moment, feeling weak and drained.

      Slowly, the world stilled.

      A kangaroo-shaped clock ticked on the wall and the smell of bacon wafted through the air. A man’s baritone voice echoed down the hallway, singing something she couldn’t quite make out.

      “Tiberius?” she croaked, her throat parched.

      He often came to find her when she blacked out.

      But she’d left him months ago. Had he dragged her back again, like he used to?

      Nova surveyed the room, her head pounding and her body aching.

      She was laying in the biggest bed she’d ever seen. Sunlight streamed in through the windows across from her, illuminating exotic plants that filled both sills. A huge pair of brown hiking boots sat next to the bed and a stack of large clothing lay atop a beaten dresser. Shelves lined the walls, crammed with books ranging from philosophy to cozy mysteries to romance novels.

      Definitely not Tiberius. He loathed reading.

      The moody weather shifter was far too impatient to endure a short story, let alone an entire novel.

      Nova blinked at the books and the overly large shoes.

      Who lived here? Some hyper-literate, jolly green giant?

      And where was here?

      She glanced down at the enormous cotton t-shirt she was wearing. It fit her like a dress and sported an Australian Shepherd eating a skyscraper while dodging helicopters. The word “Aussiezilla” was scrawled across the front.

      She smirked at the shirt, then peered out the window.

      The landscape was red and dusty as far as the eye could see, permeated occasionally by short, scraggly trees and pale green tufts of grass. It was rocky and barren but seemed familiar somehow.

      She flopped back on the pillow and stared up at the ceiling, trying to piece together her fuzzy memories.

      Soup. She’d been making soup. And then what?

      The shattering of glass, a kitchen knife, an altercation.

      Pictures on the wall shaking.

      Rogues.

      She bolted upright, her heart thundering in her chest.

      What if they had hurt her baby?

      What if she had?

      Her mind raced, the possibilities leaving her breathless.

      She couldn’t stay here. She had to get back.

      Footsteps pounded down the hallway, making her start.

      Nova’s gaze darted around the room, searching for a place to hide.

      She ducked beneath the bed to find...even more books. Boxes and boxes of them.

      She lifted her head at the massive man who filled the door frame.

      He was tall and heavily muscled, his face rough hewn and chiseled, like his body. His brown, grizzled hair was tied back and his untrimmed beard gave him the appearance of a mountain man just returned from the wild.

      She glanced toward the window.

      Maybe they were in the wild.

      She rose to her feet and faced him, her body trembling.

      “Good, yer up. Ya been out fer a few days. Was startin’ to worry, but yer just in time for breaky. The chooks ain’t layin’ much this time o’ year, but I squeezed a few outta ‘em. Cooked up the last o’ the bacon, too. Was savin’ it for a special occasion. Don’t get many visitors out ‘ere.” He gave her a once over and cracked a smile. “The shirt’s a bit loose, but not bad.”

      Nova shrank back from him, overwhelmed by his presence. He was even bigger than the strongman who had broken into her kitchen.

      She didn’t know what this man’s intentions were, but she appeared to be trapped in his bedroom and wearing his clothes. That couldn't be good.

      His intense blue eyes seemed to burn right through her. “Ya got a name, or should I just call ya Pinky? Never seen a woman with that color hair before.”

      She stared at him, unable to find her voice.

      He put a meaty hand on his chest. “Elijah's the name and this is my place. Ain't much, but it does the job.”

      “You're...Australian?”

      He raised his palms in the air. “What else would I be? We’re in the middle o’ the Outback.”

      She gaped at him in shock.

      Sometimes the fire took her, and she’d end up in strange places, with no memory of how she got there, but this was a far stretch, even for her.

      “Where ya from? By the looks of it, I'd say, not from ‘round ‘ere.”

      “I'm Am-Am-American.”

      Something flickered across his face. Was it amusement or annoyance?

      “That explains it. But if you're gonna be runnin' around the Kimberley, ya best be wearin' more'n what I found ya in.” He gave her the once over, then wagged a huge finger at her. “Gonna get yerself burnt to a crisp for sure or bitten or eaten, wot with all the snakes and wild things runnin' about.”

      Nova’s eyes widened. “Eaten?”

      He pointed to her shirt. “Or attacked by an Aussiezilla. Ya might even get kidnapped by a 'roo.”

      “A what?”

      “A kangaroo? Stick ya in a pouch and bounce right off with ya.”

      “They do that?”

      He tilted his head back and howled with laughter. “I'm jokin'. You Yanks are all so serious.”

      “Oh.” She felt her face flush.

      She wasn’t used to jokes. Tiberius had always been so serious about everything.

      “What were ya doin' wanderin' out this far, anyhow? Fall off a tour bus or somethin'?”

      “I-I don't...know.”

      She really didn't. She’d never woken up on the other side of the world before. Had her attackers kidnapped her and brought her here?

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “Are you a Rogue?”

      His eyes nearly bugged out of his head.

      “Me? Do I bloody well look like one?”

      “Well…”

      He was kind of scraggly and big and menacing. Not to mention unkempt. The man looked like he hadn’t had a haircut in forever.

      “I'm a Super through and through.” He raised his right hand. “Swore the oath and everythin'. Nearly brought down the entire bleedin' safe house on everyone's heads, but I got ‘er done. That’s what counts.”

      She stepped away from him.

      “Oh, there's no need to worry 'bout that 'ere.” He pointed at the ceiling. “Me mate put these dampenin' fields on the house, so it stays up. I can sing and wot-not without turnin’ the place to rubble.”

      Nova stared at him, not comprehending.

      “I'm a stone singer.”

      “A what?”

      He squinted at her. “You must not get out often. What are you?”

      “A fire shifter.” She opened her hand to ignite a ball of flame, but nothing happened.

      “Your powers won't work 'ere either.”

      “Is this a prison?”

      Elijah shot her an icy glare. “It's my home. The only bloomin’ buildin' on the face o’ the Earth where I can ‘ave my say without the place fallin’ on top o’ me.”

      “Well, um, congratulations. Do you…have a restroom? I could use one right now.”

      He pointed down the hall. “Second door on yer left.”

      Nova brushed past him and felt a spark of heat flash between them.

      She halted her steps and glanced down at her hand.

      A tingling sensation swept through it, up her arm, down her torso and into her lower regions, igniting a firestorm there.

      What on Earth…

      She turned back to him, surprised. “I thought you said our powers didn’t work in here.”

      “They don’t.” He lowered his eyes and turned away, busying himself with straightening a bookshelf while muttering to himself.

      She strode down the hallway and glanced into the front room, where a large flat screen TV stood, surrounded by a tan leather couch, two matching recliners, and two black end tables, where more books were stacked in piles. Magazines were neatly stacked on a glass coffee table in front of the couch. Potted plants crowded the sill of a picture window, and above them, beige curtains were tied back to afford a view of the endless red desert outside.

      The home was distinctly masculine, but surprisingly neat and tidy. Elijah had said something about having a mate or a maid or something, but his wild appearance led her to believe he was a bachelor.

      Not that it mattered. He was a Super. She was definitely not.

      And she needed to get back to the baby.

      She’d chance the heat and snakes and whatever else was outside. They were no match for a mother’s love and determination.

      Nova moved purposefully toward what had to be the entryway, past an easel with a painting of flowers growing on a red rock mountain.

      She stared at it, feeling it was familiar somehow.

      Her gaze shifted to the back window, and beyond it, to an attached greenhouse full of plants.

      She padded toward the door, keeping her footsteps light, and slowly opened it. The sun streamed in, harsh and unforgiving.

      She winced and snatched a hat and a water bottle from a side table, then steeled herself and ventured out into the wild unknown.
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      Kentucky Fried Chicken

      Phoenix, Arizona

      

      Dale and Aislinn sat in the KFC, their dinners untouched. They’d hardly spoken since her disturbing visions earlier, and neither of them had eaten all day.

      Perhaps the outing was a bad idea under the circumstances, but they’d spent so little time together since he returned. He’d hoped to comfort her with her favorite food, covering her wings with illusion so as not to draw attention.

      He sat across from her, studying her pale, drawn features with concern. “You need to eat, my love. You need to keep up your strength.”

      She poked at her chicken leg and looked at him, her eyes glistening. “I can’t. Those images are burned into my mind.”

      He frowned. “Same here.”

      He didn’t know which ones were more disturbing at the moment, the ones about their home planet or the ones about Earth.

      Aislinn’s face reddened, and she smacked her hand on the table. “I hate my powers. I hate the things I see. I hate everything.”

      Dale placed his hand over hers. “Surely you don’t mean that.”

      A tear escaped and slid down her cheek. “What good is seeing the future if you can’t do anything about it?”

      “It hasn’t happened yet. Which means you can still change it.”

      She shook her head. “You don’t understand. No one does.”

      He captured her gaze with his. “Then tell me, my dear.”

      Though he could read her mind easily, he preferred not to intrude on her privacy. He wanted the woman he loved to trust him with her secrets.

      She chewed on her lip as if trying to decide something, then lowered her head and began playing with her food.

      “It’s all right, Aislinn. I’m the last person who’s going to call you crazy.”

      Heaven knew he was called that often enough. No one understood him either, except sometimes his brother and his father.

      “You don’t have to tell me anything if you don’t want⁠—”

      “I saw the Denver safe house burning before Fiona accidentally set it on fire,” she blurted out.

      “And the Rogues before they attacked us. I saw Shane before we ever met him, and Hugh in jail before you disappeared. I even saw you opening the portal before you did it. I just didn’t know what it was, or that it would take you away from me for so long.” She gave him a pained look. “All of those things happened, just the way I saw them. And there was nothing…nothing I could do about any of it.”

      Her shoulders sagged under the weight of it all and she cried.

      Dale rose from his side of the table and took a seat beside her. He put his arms around her and drew her close to him, mindful of her fiery wings, which were just as hot under illusion as they were exposed.

      Aislinn pressed close, her voice a whisper. “What’s to become of us?”

      He stroked her long red hair, gathering his thoughts.

      “I refuse to believe that the future is written in stone, that we’re victims of fate. It defies logic. And philosophy, religion, and a boatload of other things. Destiny may be at play somehow, but we always have choices. Those are what determine our future.” He tilted her chin upward and smiled at her. “Your powers are a gift. Just like you are.”

      She blinked back at him. “But what good are they?”

      “They help us make choices. All of our powers do.”

      Dale believed that free will was more powerful than any other force in the universe, except, perhaps, love. It was evidence of something higher at work. All of his calculations and experiments pointed to it, as did their powers themselves, of something far bigger—an intelligent design, an organizing force in the universe.

      Despite all the hellish things he’d experienced, particularly in the London lab, he still believed in the triumph of good over evil, and right over wrong. Of love and peace over destruction.

      He squeezed her tight. “We will find a way, my firefly. We always do.”

      She rested her head on his shoulder and sighed. “I wish I could see that.”

      “You can.” He placed his hand over his heart. “In here.”
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        * * *

      

      Dale teleported Aislinn back to the safe house and led her toward her room.

      “I’m sorry I kept you out so late. I need to get back to the workshop and finish up a few things before⁠—”

      She stopped short. “Wait.”

      He turned and looked at her.

      His eyes drank her in, trying to memorize every feature before they were parted yet again. He would miss her terribly while he was away.

      She touched his sleeve. “I want to stay with you.”

      “Won’t Shane and Fiona be looking for you?”

      “They’re too busy staring at each other. I feel like a fifth wheel around them most days.”

      “They’re not mates yet?”

      “No. They’re strangely shy around each other.”

      He gave her a knowing look. “They’re not the only ones.”

      “Maybe, but I don’t have time to beat around the bush like that.” She raised a brow at him. “Neither do you.”

      She had him there.

      “Well, I’d adore your company. Ashe has lent me the use of his workshop. It’s not very cozy, though, and a bit of a mess.” He frowned. More than a bit.

      Aislinn stepped closer and smiled up at him. Their height difference was rather considerable, as he towered over most people, human and Super alike.

      She placed her hand on his chest. “Maybe I could help you light your fire.”

      Dale snickered. “You already do that.”

      Just her nearness got him worked up, but her fiery nature made pursuing a physical relationship a bit…challenging.

      He planted a kiss on her head. “Are you sure? It might be rather boring to watch me piddle and fumble about.”

      “I love to watch you work and play with all your scientific doohickeys.”

      “You mean my proprietary tools and delicate, finely tuned instruments?”

      “Those, too.”

      He grinned. “All right, then. You can supervise my endeavors and offer your unique brand of foresight, should any more come through.”

      She made a sour face. “Let’s hope not.”

      He led her to the workshop at the end of the hallway and unlocked it, pulling open the double doors. “After you.”

      He watched Aislinn’s gaze peruse the large space.

      It was clean and utilitarian, completely fireproof. Stone benches lined the cement walls and held an array of metalsmithing tools.

      In the center stood a large hearth surrounded by anvils on every side, where fire shifters used their powers to forge weapons, metal furniture, sculptures, and other items for the safe houses.

      A cot lay pushed up against the far wall. It was stiff and uncomfortable, but served its purpose when exhaustion overtook him.

      It didn’t hold a candle to his workshop in Denver, but his home had been a crime scene for months, and he’d returned to find much of his expensive equipment missing, presumably confiscated by the police as “evidence.”

      Dale swore to himself. Blasted coppers.

      Some were as bad as Rogues.

      He approached his workbench, feeling rather embarrassed by the mess of half-finished gadgets, wires, and electronic components strewn about. It was an organized chaos that only made sense to himself.

      He brushed his long pale bangs out of his face and began tidying up the space.

      His hair had grown considerably in his time away and he’d had no time for barbers since his return. Instead, he kept it tied back, glad to keep it at bay. The men of his home planet wore it long anyhow.

      Dale caught Aislinn staring at a half-finished ray gun.

      He picked it up and held it in the air.

      Concern lit her eyes.

      “I’m trying to keep everything as non-lethal as possible,” he assured her. “Though our Rogue Hunters need something to protect themselves from your sister, should she….not go quietly.”

      Aislinn sat down on the cot and pulled her knees to her chest. “Would you? She probably won’t remember us, let alone trust us.”

      “Good point. She might view us as the enemy, depending on how she’s survived these many years.” He set the gadget aside and glanced at her. “You haven’t seen her or felt her at all?”

      “No, neither has Fiona. But she’s out there somewhere.” She bowed her head and rubbed her eyes. “The visions earlier confirmed it.”

      Dale nodded, unwilling to revisit them and upset her more. Instead, he turned to his work, trying to remember where he’d left off.

      Ah, yes. He needed to fabricate more sensors. He had the parts but would have to restock a few key components soon.

      Arienne had raided his stash for the new super suits. He was glad his inventions were being put to good use but couldn’t keep up with demand. He’d hoped to take on Jared as an assistant, but that was no longer a possibility.

      If Dale had only been here when all of that had unfolded, perhaps he could’ve saved his friend. Now it was too late.

      He pushed his thoughts away and let his hands take over. Keeping them busy soothed his racing mind.

      Aislinn remained quiet as he tinkered and he soon fell into a rhythmic pace, completing several new contraptions he hoped to present to the team tomorrow.

      He set the finished products aside, then yawned and shifted his attention to a crystal resonance device that would make traveling between worlds easier.

      Aislinn had predicted discoveries he’d soon make, giving him a much-needed head start. He didn’t think it would interfere with the space-time continuum. At least, he hoped it didn’t.

      After all, it was only a matter of months, not years. He’d sensed nothing ominous when working on the apparatus. His emerging time powers sometimes warned him about things he should not tamper with. Not that he always listened.

      He felt the weight of Aislinn’s gaze and glanced up to find her staring at him.

      “Is that the portal thingie?”

      Dale chuckled at her terminology and waved a hand over the contraption with a flourish. “The Harrison Express, Earth Edition.”

      It was a more refined, electrical version of the crude one he’d fashioned on Ellandria. Instead of using a bike and a spinning wheel to rotate the crystals, this one spun them on its own at astounding rates, generating an electro-magnetic field that could trigger the portal to open.

      The trick was in finding one. The portals had been forged between Earth and their home planet thousands of years ago and were hidden to the naked eye.

      Dale swiped a screwdriver from his tool chest, then adjusted the tension in the resonator’s springs.

      “Does it work?” Aislinn asked.

      He hoped beyond hope it did, for all their sakes.

      “I’ll find out soon enough when I return to Ellandria with the first group of fire shifters,” he grunted, wrestling with the spring. The blasted thing wouldn’t budge.

      Aislinn leaned forward. “I’m going with you. The House of Fire will need me soon.”

      He stopped and blinked at her. “I thought you wanted to stay here and help find Neve.”

      “I won’t be much help as a pile of ashes. Or a baby. Or a kid. Or anything else….” she sighed.

      Hugh’s words of warning came back to him.

      “A phoenix is a tremendous responsibility. Roderick said the few known to exist haven’t had happy endings.”

      Dale’s heart sank in his chest.

      His brother was right. All of them had died young and tragically. What would he do if he lost Aislinn?

      Being parted for so long had been hard enough. It had taken every ounce of his will and brainpower to get back to her. And soon they would be parted again as he traveled back and forth between planets…

      His vision grew blurry, and he blinked back tears, despite his best efforts to hold his emotions in check.

      Aislinn stood and moved toward him. “You’re exhausted. You need rest.”

      He shook his head. It was more than that.

      There was something about Earth that dragged him into the deepest pits of despair. He could feel the darkness closing in around him, and it was getting harder to fight it. He needed to get off of this planet as soon as possible.

      He opened his mouth to say so, then thought the better of it. She had enough burdens to bear without adding his to the heap.

      “There’s no time,” Dale finally said. “I have so much left to do. Endless amounts.”

      “You haven’t slept in days. And if you go on like this, you’ll make mistakes that will take just as long to undo than if you’d slept in the first place.”

      He set the tool down. She had a point.

      Aislinn took his hand and pulled him toward the makeshift bed. “Rest for a while.”

      He eyed the lumpy cot. “That thing is rather uncomfortable.”

      His long legs dangled off the edge, which was another reason he hadn’t used it much.

      Aislinn shrugged. “To a formerly homeless person, it looks, as you would say, divine.”

      The corners of his mouth turned upward. “If you say so, my love.”

      She raised a palm to his cheek. “I don’t need much to make me happy, Dale. Just you.”

      He bent his head and pressed his lips softly to hers.

      His pulse raced, and his heart fluttered, making him feel like some love-struck teenager. Heaven knew, they both acted like ones around each other.

      Their first meeting had rendered him speechless. She’d thought he was a mute till he worked up the courage to say something, anything.

      And then he’d spoken too much, and feared he’d scared her off forever.

      It had shocked him when she’d returned his affections. What she saw in him, he still wasn’t sure. Sometimes he’d forget how to breathe around her. No one had ever had that effect on him before.

      And that’s when he knew. She was the one.

      Enchanted by a phoenix, he smiled as she laid down on the cot and pulled him down toward her.

      He positioned himself carefully beside her, minding her flaming wings so he didn’t accidentally burn himself to death.

      Everything at this safe house was fireproof, except him.

      He had no clue how he was going to resolve their compatibility issues, but if he could open up portals and stop time occasionally, he could figure out how to mate with a fiery woman. Couldn’t he?

      Doubt gnawed at the pit of his stomach.

      He buried his face in a cloud of her deep red hair and breathed her in.

      Somehow, love would find a way.
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      Rogue Hunters Meeting Room

      St. Louis Safe House

      
      The next morning, Dale stood with Arienne before the Rogue Hunters, sporting the new super suits.

      “Version 2.0,” he beamed. He was proud of the work they'd done. It was some of his best. 

      “We have been working to improve zhem,” the French fashion designer smiled. “And zhis time, Hugh, you can take eet off.”

      Hugh sighed relief. “Thank heaven for that.”

      Kat squinted at the black and silver bodysuit. “It doesn't look any different from the ones we're wearing.”

      “I did not have time to make zhem in zee colors of your clans,” Arienne explained. “But I have some patches we can add if you should wish.”

      Dale smirked. She wanted to make everyone look smashing doing dangerous things.

      “So, what do the suits do?” Kat asked.

      “The differences are under the hood, so to speak,” he explained. “They contain the sensors Hugh's original one did, with a lot of enhancements. You can store and use powers in these.”

      He pointed to the silver buttons along the wrist. “And you can also share them. Sort of. The suits are interlinked—networked, like computers. The sensors can talk to each other, and you can send messages through them. With your powers.”

      The mouths of the other Supers dropped open. 

      Cade was the first to find his voice. “How?”

      “Let's say Hugh wants to cover everyone with illusion, but you’re too far apart for him to do it with his powers. He presses this button once to save it in the suit and twice to send it across the suits to everyone else. Like this.”

      Dale cloaked himself with Hugh’s likeness and pressed the button to store it, then sent it to Arienne.

      An indicator on her wrist lit up. She tapped it and suddenly took on Hugh’s appearance as well.

      The other Supers glanced between the two extra Hughs and the original one, impressed.

      “Yeah, but you’ve both got illusion powers,” Kat said, skeptical.

      Dale chuckled at her cynicism. “All right, let’s do teleportation. It should be used sparingly and specifically. Let’s say I want to teleport everyone to a certain location. I can store that too, then send it to the others. Watch.”

      He beamed outside of the room, then sent the information to Arienne a moment later.

      She appeared next to him.

      “Ready to beam back in?”

      “Oui.”

      He sent the directive to return, and they reappeared where they had been standing.

      The Rogue Hunters stared at them, thunderstruck.

      “That is brilliant!” Hugh gasped. “So, it takes commands and shares them?”

      “Precisely.”

      The others murmured their approval.

      Hugh grinned. “You’re really outdone yourselves. I’m completely blown away.”

      “The point is to keep you from being blown away,” Dale teased. “These suits are meant to be tools, enhancements to your abilities, but not replacements by any means. Especially in the heat of battle, where every second counts. Arienne and Dmitri field-tested the prototypes in the cypress swamp, and they held up well, but we’re not able to test them in some of the conditions you might face with Neve. Become proficient with them, but not dependent on them.”

      Cade nodded. “Understood.”

      “And some powers work better with them than others,” Dale continued. “I do not recommend sharing water or fire powers.”

      “What about weather powers?” Raj asked.

      “A blast of wind would work, but don’t send a thunderstorm through there. Who knows what that would do.” Dale thought for a moment. “Or a hailstorm. Ice isn’t going to play well either.”

      The weather shifter sulked.

      “So don't get it wet, like the last one?” Hugh asked.

      “Yes, and don't store fire powers in the suit. Internally, the sensors can't handle it. That said, Shane has generously donated his fireproof abilities to the suits. They're already in there and will shield your body from external blasts. Mind the head, though. You can also communicate over long distances through the suits using telepathy.”

      “Like Kang does?” Jumbo Jim asked.

      Dale smiled. “Like Shane does.”

      The others turned to Kat’s brother and thanked him. 

      His face flushed from the unwanted attention. “Whatever I can do to help.”

      There was no classification for the man’s powers. He seemed to be a mix of everything, with astonishing telepathic talents. He could hear and understand things no one else could, and even command them. Having been a Sleeper for so long, his abilities were largely underdeveloped. Kang had been teaching him how to control his mental powers better. The rest were still emerging.

      Dale looked about the room. He could hear a barrage of questions waiting to be asked about the suits and sensed the team’s anticipation.

      His smiled widened. “Would you like to take them for a spin?”
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        * * *

      

      The Rogue Hunters spent the better part of the morning testing the new suits and sending commands to one another.

      Kat sent tracking information to Hugh, who sent her a camouflage command.

      Cade sent his speed to Jumbo Jim, who, in return, transmitted his enormous strength.

      Credence, a flier, sent levitation to Fiona and Shane.

      Kat approached Dale. “This is all fine and good, but assuming first contact doesn’t go well, what else do we have to actually apprehend this Rogue? Besides our guns and powers.”

      Dale lifted a finger into the air. “That’s next.”

      He called the meeting back to order, then motioned toward the new weapons, pride stirring in his chest. Firearms were not usually his thing, but they needed all the help they could get.

      He picked up a large rifle with a funnel welded to the muzzle. “This is a net gun I’ve outfitted with dampening sensors. If you snare her in this, she won’t be able to blow. Aislinn and I tested it on each other, and it works well on stationary targets. For moving ones, your aim has to be spot on.”

      Kat didn’t look too enthused. “I’ve used something like this in the field and it left a lot to be desired.”

      Hugh nodded. “Her shady partner tried to nab me with something like this once, back when Kat was a bounty hunter. I dodged it easily.”

      “Perhaps with some target practice, you’ll yield better results.” Dale suggested, then handed him the gun and moved on to the next item. “This is a dampening rope. Same concept, different format.”

      Garren’s face lit up with excitement. “Well, yeehaw. Finally, somethin’ a cowboy can use.”

      “Or a cowgirl,” Jess added. “I’d love to lasso me up some Rogues.”

      Dale handed her the rope and smiled. “Here. You can have yourself a Rogue hunting rodeo.”

      He passed out the remaining coils to several other team members. “In the meantime, you can practice on each other.”

      They chattered among themselves, eager to try it out.

      “Next up.” Dale grasped a weapon and held it in the air, drawing their attention and hushing their murmurings. “Some of you have used stun guns before. This one is a little different, but similar concept. Instead of stinging, it soothes. It’s a Soothe Ray.”

      Kat blinked at him. “It does what?”

      “It disarms the subject by calming them down.”

      Hugh gave him a quizzical look. “How exactly do you soothe someone by shooting them?”

      Dale lifted the gun and blasted him with it, making the others jump.

      Hugh staggered back, dazed for a moment. “That’s rather cool and refreshing. Minty, even.”

      Kat grasped him by the shoulders. “Are you okay?”

      Hugh gave her a dreamy smile and sighed. “I’m in ecstasy, really.”

      Kat shot Dale a menacing look. “Tell me this wears off.”

      “Of course it does. I wouldn’t shoot my own brother if I thought it would hurt him.”

      “You dragged him through a portal,” she growled.

      “Oh, he was fine.” Dale waved her off. “Anyhow, the Soothe Ray’s blast feels like a trip to the dentist, where they give you that happy gas. You can dial it up to knock someone out if needed.”

      He turned the knob and aimed the weapon at his brother again.

      Kat narrowed her eyes at him. “Don’t even think about it.”

      Hugh wavered on his feet. “What’s in that thing?”

      “Deirdre’s powers, fine-tuned a bit.”

      “Interesting,” Hugh mused. “I didn’t think you could weaponize her abilities. What’s next?”

      Dale set the gun aside and held up a silver badge with the word “Rogue Hunter” on it.

      “Comms. You can already use your suits for that but having a backup can’t hurt.” He pinned the badge to his chest. “Just press this star in the middle to activate it and talk, then press it again to turn it off.”

      “Like Star Wars,” Hugh gasped.

      “Star Trek. You never could keep those two straight.”

      “Well, I’m still recovering from that thing you just blasted me with. I feel like I could take a nap. I hope you're not planning on shooting me with anything else.”

      “Not today.” Dale smirked and handed him a badge. “Go stand in the other room and send us a message.”

      Hugh took it and left.

      A minute later, the remaining badges squawked to life.

      “Can you hear me?” Hugh’s muffled voice echoed through the comm link.

      Dale tapped his badge. “Loud and clear.”

      “Cool!” several of the other Rogue Hunters said.

      Hugh walked back in, grinning from ear to ear. “Reminds me of James Bond. You’re our very own version of Q. Better, even.”

      “Very funny, Brother, but you know I don’t produce lethal weapons. Besides, we don’t want to kill our target, only detain her.”

      “True, but with her powers, we might manage to kill ourselves.”

      Dale frowned. The entire situation put him in a rather awkward spot. His brother and the Rogue Hunters’ lives were on the line, but Neve was also his beloved’s sister. He felt like he was walking a tightrope of epic proportions.

      “That is why I invented this.” He raised his wrist, displaying a large metal watch. “It's a Geiger watch. It scans the surrounding area for radiation, then glows and emits a sound when high levels are detected. I've only got one for each team right now. It's no replacement for the energy twins but might come in handy. Between these gadgets, the blast-proof suits, and your powers, you should be fairly
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