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			Prologue

			Myra Rutledge’s eyes snapped open but she lay still so as not to wake Charles. Gradually she inched her way to the far side of the bed. She looked over at Charles to see if she’d disturbed him. His breathing was deep and even. Satisﬁed, she slipped out of bed.

			Today was her day. For ﬁve years she’d waited for this day, longed for it, even lusted after it. In less than twelve hours it would ﬁnally be in her grasp. A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. Like one could really grasp hold of a day!

			Myra glanced behind her to make sure Charles was still sleeping soundly before she pulled on her robe and padded downstairs. The ﬁrst thing she did was turn the thermostat to eighty degrees. Shivering inside her ﬂeece-lined robe, she hugged her arms across her chest. Although the farm-house she lived in was old, the heating unit was modern, recently installed, and top of the range. She knew the kitchen would heat up in just minutes.

			The moment Myra felt the warm air circle around her ankles she made her way to the counter to make a pot of coffee. This was her special time, this early part of the day when the sun was just about to creep over the horizon. It was a brand new day in which anything could happen.

			She sat down in an old cane-backed chair with red checkered cushions to wait for the coffee to finish dripping. She noticed that her hands were trembling. Without thinking, she sat on them to stop the shaking. Too bad she couldn’t sit on her entire body; she was shaking all over.

			Myra could hardly believe that, later today, the Sisterhood—the secret organization she had started after her daughter Barbara was killed by a diplomat’s son—would convene once again in the secret room beneath the old house.

			Within hours of the hit-and-run accident that killed Barbara and the child she carried, the young driver was whisked out of the country, leaving Myra to grieve and die a little each day. She’d had no recourse for retribution.

			Until now.

			She got up, poured some coffee and carried it back to the table. She’d done this exact same thing hundreds of times over the past few years, drinking her coffee and reliving her daughter’s tragic death . . .

			Myra had turned sixty that day and they were celebrating at the Jockey Club in Washington, D.C. It had been her restaurant of choice. She’d been the ﬁrst to arrive and had allowed Franklin to seat her party in the smoking section; back then you could still smoke in restaurants. Not that she or her two girls smoked; they’d given up the ugly habit, but on special occasions they still had a cigarette with a drink.

			She remembered being thrilled at Barbara and Nikki’s idea to celebrate with just the three of them. Not even Charles had been included. He had grumbled a bit, but he understood about Girls’ Night. God alone knew how much she loved those two girls. She’d adopted Nikki at a young age, but she couldn’t love her more if she was her own ﬂesh and blood.

			It had started out such a wonderful evening, with Barbara conﬁding that not only was she getting married, but that she was pregnant as well. She wanted to get married in the living room at Pinewood so she could slide down the bannister in her wedding gown. What was it she’d said? “If I can’t do that, the wedding is off.” Myra had promised to catch her at the bot-tom. How they’d all laughed at that image.

			“We need pictures of this celebration,” Barbara had said. She remembered that Nikki had a cam-era in the trunk of her car, and before anyone could object, she was up and out of the restaurant and running across the street. Myra and Nikki had smiled as they watched her from their table by the window.

			And then the unthinkable happened. Barbara looked up, waved at them and started across the street. The car bearing diplomatic plates came from out of nowhere. A second later Barbara was sprawled on the road, cars screeching, people screaming, and then the police and the ambulance arrived.

			And that was the end of Myra’s world as she knew it.

			Myra sipped at her lukewarm coffee. This part of her reverie was where she always ﬂoundered. The year following Barbara’s death was a total blank. Somehow she’d survived, ﬁrst with Charles’s and Nikki’s help, and then by seeing a CNN news report. A woman named Marie Lewellen had taken the law into her own hands when the justice system failed to convict the man who raped and killed her only daughter. Right there on the courthouse steps, with the whole world watching, Marie Lewellen had pulled out a gun and shot her daughter’s killer. Myra then hired Nikki to defend Marie Lewellen. Nikki’s ﬁancé, Jack Emery, was the prosecutor. Even though they were engaged and on opposite sides of the fence, Nikki took the case—much to her ﬁancé’s chagrin.

			Myra had posted a million-dollar bail for Marie so that she could be at home with her family. Knowing in her heart and gut that Marie would be convicted, she’d asked Charles to help her whisk the entire family to safety. With Charles’s expertise from his background as a covert operative for Her Majesty in MI6, they had success-fully hidden the Lewellen family. To this day, their disappearance was still a mystery to any-one who cared enough to inquire.

			So yes, Myra was out a million dollars, but in her opinion, it was the best million dollars she’d ever spent. What did bother her was how relent-less Jack Emery had become and how deter-mined he was to get to the bottom of what he called “Myra’s duplicity.” Because of his zeal, Nikki eventually broke off their engagement, and she and Jack were now bitter, angry adversaries.

			Myra got up to reﬁll her coffee mug and saw Charles standing in the doorway. She rushed over to hug him. He gathered her close to kiss her cheek.

			“Is it a good morning, Myra?”

			“The best, Charles, the very best. I was just sit-ting here thinking and remembering.” At the look of concern in his eyes, she hastened to add, “I know, I know, but I wasn’t dwelling on the past. Remembering is all right. I don’t ever want to forget, but I can handle it now. Sit down, dear, and let me get you some coffee. I just love this time of day when it’s only the two of us . . . Oh, we’re getting old, aren’t we?”

			Charles’s eyes twinkled. “A little, but that’s not something we’re going to think about. It’s how we feel that’s important. It will be so good to see our girls again. I have everything ready.”

			Myra set the coffee cup in front of Charles. “Do you . . . do you ever regret letting me talk you into forming the Sisterhood?”

			“Not one little bit. I do miss my days in Her Majesty’s service, but what we’re doing here with the girls makes me miss it less and less. It gives me a chance to renew old acquaintances, to ask for their specialized help. Make no mistake, Myra, without your money we could never do what we’re doing.”

			“Charles, let’s be fair. We each bring something to the Sisterhood. Your expertise, my money, Nikki’s legal abilities, Kathryn’s eighteen-wheeler, Alexis’s red bag of tricks, Julia’s surgical skills, Isabelle’s architectural expertise, and of course, Yoko’s Eastern philosophies. Oh, and let us not forget Murphy, whose superior canine instincts warn us when Jack Emery is getting a little too close for comfort.” She paused. “I told you when we started the Sisterhood that I would gladly give up every cent I owned to get justice for Barbara. I meant every word of it back then and I still mean every word of it today . . . Are we ready for the girls’ arrival?”

			“We are on target, Myra. This is . . . What does Kathryn call it? Oh, yes, your gig. The big question is, are you ready at last to get the justice that was denied you when Barbara’s killer re-turned to his own country?”

			“Charles, I am so ready. I couldn’t sleep all night just thinking about it. I can’t wait to see the girls again. It’s been a few months. Phone calls and emails aren’t enough, but you’re right, the less they come out here, the better. I wonder if Nikki has any news on Jack and his partner. Oh, we have so much to catch up on. It’s a wonderful day, isn’t it? I said that already, didn’t I? I’m just excited, overwhelmed. I thought this day would never come and here it is, right in our faces.”

			“Yes. Even though it’s only forty-two degrees outside. It is toasty in here, though. So toasty warm I’m thinking we should go upstairs and take a shower together. When was the last time we did that?” Charles led the way to the stairs.

			Myra doubled over laughing. “Yesterday.”

			“Way to go, Mom!”

			Myra whirled around, her eyes wide. “Barbara!” 

			“Yeah. Just stopped in for a little visit. I miss Willie. This is the big day, Mom. I wanted to wish you luck. Go get ’em, tiger. You better hurry, Charles is waiting for you.”

			“Are you coming, Myra?” Charles called from the top of the stairs.

			“I’m coming. I’m coming.”

		

	
		
			One

			Myra walked over to the kitchen door to peer outside. She eyed the temperature gauge and gasped. “Charles, it’s twenty-seven degrees! Good heavens! Do we have enough wood for all the ﬁreplaces? We did have an oil delivery, didn’t we? We’re going to freeze down in the war room.”

			“Darling, relax. We have two full cords of wood. I carried several loads in earlier this afternoon. Oil was delivered three days ago. We are not going to freeze. Don’t you remember, dear, we had special heaters installed in the war room in early September?”

			“You’re right, I forgot. I am just so over-whelmed that I am ﬁnally. . . . Never mind, it’s all I’ve been talking about today. Your ears must be sore by now. The girls are late, aren’t they?”

			“No, Myra, the girls are not late. We said seven and it’s only six-thirty. Please try and relax. Do you think they will like my dinner? I thought about doing something fancy and elegant but decided, that, with the weather, the girls might like some comfort food. And I know how you like my pot roast.”

			“It smells wonderful, Charles. The potato pancakes are my favorite. We have both sour cream and apple sauce, right?”

			Charles wagged his wooden spoon in the air. “I have it all under control, right down to the wine, salad and dessert—and no, I did not for-get Murphy.”

			“Oh, Charles, whatever would I do without you? Never mind, I don’t even want to think about that. They’re almost late.”

			“Almost doesn’t count, my dear.” Charles pointed to the security monitor positioned over the back door. “I think they’re here now. I see Kathryn’s rig in the lead. I think they wait at the end of the road so they can all arrive at the same time.”

			“I think so, too. One car is missing, Charles. The girls will want to know all about Julia.” Myra started to fret again. “It’s not going to be the same without her. The empty chair is going to . . . Oh, Charles, I feel like crying.”

			“There’s no time to cry, Myra. I hear Murphy barking. I think that means he’s glad to be back. Open the door, welcome our guests. We’ll talk about Julia later.”

			There were squeals of delight, backslapping, high-ﬁves and hugs galore as the ﬁve women and Murphy raced into the kitchen. The jabbering was so high-pitched that Murphy went into the huge family room to lie by the ﬁreplace.

			“Oh, I missed you all,” Isabelle said happily.

			Alexis dumped her red bag by the door and ran to Myra. She hugged her so hard, Myra squealed for mercy. Yoko, always subdued, clapped everyone on the back and then hugged them all. Kathryn ran around the counter to the kitchen window to see if Julia’s plant was still there. It was.

			“Oh God. Oh God, it has two new leaves! Hey, everyone, Julia’s plant has two new leaves! We have to move it, Myra. It’s too cold on the windowsill. See how the leaves are limp. Where can I put it? Yoko, you’re the plant expert, what should we do?”

			The women crowded around to stare at the plant Julia had left behind when she went to Switzerland, hoping to ﬁnd a cure for her deadly disease. Myra looked stricken, as though she had somehow personally failed their missing sister.

			Yoko picked up the plant, stuck her ﬁnger in the soil and then touched the leaves. “Some light, a little warmer area and it will be ﬁne,” she said.

			It was ﬁnally decided to place the little plant on a small folding table directly under the kitchen skylight. Everyone sighed with relief.

			“Any news about Julia?” Nikki asked as she filched a strip of bacon that was to go into the arugula salad. Charles pretended to swat her with his wooden spoon.

			“Julia is doing well,” Charles said. “She’s gained eight pounds in the last four months. She’s tolerating her meds and she misses us all terribly. She’s coming home for Thanksgiving, and again for Christmas, but then will go back for another six months. What that means is, she’s holding her own and she has not regressed or gotten worse. She’s happy. She reads, takes walks, rides her bicycle. Her stamina is better than it’s ever been. I spoke to her yesterday. She misses you all and she sends her love. She wants you to give Murphy a big hug for her. The ﬁrst thing she asked about was the plant. To say she was over-joyed at the two new leaves would be putting it mildly.” This last comment was addressed to Kathryn, who was busily wiping tears from the corners of her eyes.

			“Everything smells wonderful,” Nikki said as she carried candles and napkins into the dining room. “Anything new these past few weeks?” she asked Myra.

			“Nothing, dear. Charles and I have just been rattling around out here all by ourselves. No one has called or stopped by. Is there any news on Jack?”

			“No. That’s why I thought . . . I assumed he would. . . . Damn, I don’t know what I thought or assumed. I check his and Mark’s new website daily. I have no clue what the two of them are doing. That could be good or it could be bad.”

			“I can’t believe Jack gave up his job as assistant district attorney, and I can’t believe his friend would give up his job as a federal agent just like that,” Isabelle said.

			“Well, he did.” Nikki clicked a lighter to light the scented candles. Within seconds the room smelled like blueberries.

			“Are we celebrating something special to-night?” Yoko asked.

			“Yes. The good news on Julia, your arrival and anything else we want to celebrate,” Myra said. “Goodness, how I’ve missed you all. But before I forget, Charles and I want to invite you all for Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s. Please say you will come.”

			“You bet,” Kathryn said.

			“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Alexis said. “I will be glad to attend,” Yoko said. “My husband will spend the day sleeping so he will not miss me.”

			Isabelle and Nikki smiled and nodded.

			“We go out to the woods and chop the tree down,” Myra said. “If it snows, we pull the tree on a sled, but if there’s no snow we pull it on a wagon. We cut all the evergreens the same day so they’ll be fresh. We haven’t really celebrated Christmas here at Pinewood for some years now. I think it’s time to get back to our traditions.”

			“Christmas here at Pinewood is a marvel. The house smells heavenly with all the balsam,” Nikki said. “The vaulted ceiling allows us to have a twenty-foot high tree and balsam twined around the bannister going all the way to the second ﬂoor. Lots of red velvet bows and our own mistletoe. Myra always made it like a fairyland for Barbara and me. One year, Lu Chow, Myra’s gardener, played Santa. She thought we wouldn’t notice a Chinese Santa. We pretended not to for her sake.”

			“You knew? You little rascal!” Myra said. Nikki laughed.

			They could have been simply a group of young people getting together to play catch-up, or a group of old friends enjoying dinner together.

			“I had a date!” Kathryn blurted out, her face rosy pink. She looked around the table at the stunned looks.

			“Tell me you didn’t wear that ﬂannel shirt and those Frye boots,” Alexis said.

			“No, I didn’t wear them. I got dressed up. Panty hose, makeup, the whole magilla.”

			“And?” the others chorused as one.

			“And nothing. Murphy didn’t like him. By the end of the evening the guy was all over me. I had to deck him, at which point he got a little pissy with me. He was so good-looking, he made my eyes water. But I won’t be seeing him again. Now, don’t ask me any questions because I told you the whole thing.”

			“I had a date, too,” Alexis said. “One of the women I shop for ﬁxed me up with her next-door neighbor. Nice guy. He manages La Belle, that new restaurant in D.C. The food was excel-lent. He asked me out again. I said yes.” Everyone clapped their approval.

			“I bought a plasma TV,” Nikki said.

			“I had to get a new transmission for my car,” Isabelle said.

			“Well, nothing is new in my life,” Yoko said. “I ordered two thousand poinsettias for the holidays. With Lu Chow helping us I will be able to get away for your mission, Myra. I owe you many thanks for allowing him to work at odd times for us. My husband likes him very much.”

			“That leaves you, Charles. Share with us what you’ve been up to,” Kathryn said.

			Charles chuckled. “I’ve been trying to amuse Myra because she missed you all so much. In my free time, I’ve been working on the details of her mission.”

			“Guess that means we’re all caught up. Let’s clear up this mess,” Nikki said, waving at the table, “so we can get down to business.”

			The war room, as they called it, was warm and cozy. Computer monitors lined the walls, along with television monitors tuned to the three major cable networks: CNN, MSNBC, and the Fox network. Directly in the women’s line of vision was an oversized monitor showing the scales of justice, with Lady Justice looking down on them. A soft whirring could be heard above the quiet tones on the televisions. A fortune in the latest high-tech equipment was at Charles’s ﬁngertips. Some of the equipment was so advanced even the FBI didn’t have it. “Spare no expense, get the best so the girls are kept safe,” Myra had said. And Charles had done just that. He was Lord Supreme in this room and everyone knew it.

			Myra usually presided over the meetings, but as it was her mission that was to be discussed this evening, Nikki rose and addressed the group. “This is where we all give input after Myra tells us what she wants done to the man who killed Barbara. We all know he’s back in China and that’s our ﬁrst hurdle. I personally don’t see any way to entice him back here, so that means we have to go there. We’ll have to ﬁgure out a way to do that, of course. First, though, I think Myra might want to say something. Myra, the ﬂoor is yours,” Nikki said, sitting down.

			Myra stood up, her legs wobbly. She grasped the edge of the table with both hands as she stared around at the women who were now like daughters to her. They were her family and she knew that, no matter what she asked of them, they would do it if humanly possible. How much should she ask of them? Going to a foreign country to seek her vengeance seemed extreme. Still, there really was no other way to punish her daughter’s killer. She looked from one to the other, recognizing each one’s particular strength. If anyone could help her, it was these ﬁve beautiful, talented women, each with her own cause.

			Myra licked at her dry lips. “I . . . My quest for justice is going to be dangerous for all of you. I don’t know if I have the courage to ask you to . . . to help me. I won’t be offended if you want to opt out of my mission. Somehow, someway, I’ll get justice for my daughter. What I’m trying to say is, if anything happened to any of you, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself. This won’t be anything like Kathryn’s or Julia’s missions.

			“You all know Charles’s background, and we’ll be operating in his ﬁeld of expertise. But none of you are Charles and none of you are like the operatives he worked with when he was in Her Majesty’s service. Right away, that puts us all at a disadvantage.”

			Kathryn, always the most vocal of the group, squawked her displeasure at what Myra was say-ing. “Myra, Myra, you’re forgetting something. We’re women! That alone gives us an edge! I rest my case.” Everyone cheered, including Charles. Myra grinned from ear to ear.

			“Well said, Kathryn. You are forgiven, dear. How stupid of me to forget women can do any-thing they set their minds to. I think I might be a little overwhelmed at this point. Now, let’s de-cide how we are going to take care of Mr. John Chai, my daughter’s killer.”

			“If Julia was here she could do a little slice and dice with a very dull knife. But since she isn’t here, I’ll volunteer to do the honors, and if he bleeds to death, oh, well,” Alexis said.

			“That’s too good for him. He needs to suffer. His father needs to suffer for protecting him. Let’s see what Charles has come up with.”

			Charles shufﬂed through the papers in front of him. When he had them in order, images appeared on the screen as Lady Justice faded away. “This is John Chai.” A second picture appeared. “This is Chai Ming, China’s former Ambassador to the United States. He is retired now and living in Hong Kong. From what I’ve been able to garner from my sources, Chai Ming has a pretty tight rein on his playboy son.” Charles sought Myra’s eye. “I haven’t been able to ﬁnd any evidence of employment of any kind. I would assume he’s living off the largesse of his father, Chai Ming. John’s Harvard education was a waste.”

			“Is he still covered under the law of diplomatic immunity even though his father is retired?” Yoko asked.

			“Yes, but he cannot return to the United States for fear of reprisals, that sort of thing. It’s obvious the man stays close to home under his father’s supervision. Sooner or later, he’s going to wander off the reservation. It’s a given that he will not return here to America. That means we will bring him here. Unwillingly, of course.”

			The women gasped as one. “You mean we’re going to go to China and . . . and . . . ”

			“Snatch the son of a bitch?” Kathryn said. “Yep, that’s what it means all right.”

			“Tell us how we are going to get inside China, snatch this guy, and get back out,” Nikki demanded. “I would think the Chai family are watched as closely as our Secret Service agents watch over our retired politicians.”

			Charles nodded. “You’re right, Nikki, but in China they are watched even more closely. I can’t swear to this, but I do know how the Chinese think in these matters. It’s doubtful Ming’s own eye is on his son. There are hundreds of eyes on him. They don’t want any kind of scandal that will make them lose face. Family is very important. Respect of one’s family is paramount.”

			Myra’s eyes pooled with tears. “If it’s impossible, why are we even discussing the matter? Why was I so foolish to think we could ﬁnally get to . . . that . . . hellish person?”

			“Myra, dear, it is not impossible to get to John Chai. However, it will be a very dangerous and difﬁcult mission for all of us. We are going to need a lot of outside help.”

			“What kind of help?” Isabelle asked nervously. “Chinese help. In . . . ah . . . in my other life, I made friends with some very unlikely people. People that I was forced to depend on to stay alive. One develops, over time, instincts where people are concerned. I have a friend named Su Zhow Li. He got me out of a rather horrid situation and then I was able to save his life later on. He is probably in his mid-seventies by now if he is still alive. I haven’t been able to renew old friendships since moving here. That was one of the conditions of my transfer from England to America. I’m now willing to ignore that condition.

			“Li was born in China but spent many years living in England. His father was British, his mother came from a very well-to-do Chinese family. In the early ﬁfties, as some of you may know, China undertook a massive economic and social reconstruction program. China’s new leaders curbed inﬂation by restoring the economy, and rebuilt many of its war-damaged industrial plants.” It had been years since Li told him this story and Charles wondered if he was remembering everything correctly.

			“China’s new leaders, with their new-found authority, wedged their way into almost every phase of Chinese life. It worked for a few years, then Mao Zedong, founder of the People’s Republic, broke away from the Soviet model of Communism and announced what he thought of as an even better economic system. They called it the Great Leap Forward. The goal was to raise industrial and agricultural production. They formed communes. People had factories in their back yards. It was disastrous because the normal market mechanisms were disrupted and so agricultural production fell behind. The Chinese people exhausted themselves by producing what later turned out to be shoddy goods that were not ﬁt for sale.”

			“Tell me about it,” Yoko grumbled. “I wouldn’t buy something that said ‘made in China’ for all the tea in China.” She giggled at her witticism.

			“Bad timing, poor planning, whatever you want to call it, the Chinese people were starving. Around this time, Li’s family sought passage to his homeland.”

			Charles knew he’d piqued the women’s inter-est when Kathryn asked, “How did they manage to get out of China?”

			Charles grinned wryly. “Very carefully, that’s how. Li never gave me all the details, but he did say it was a long, dangerous journey. Li’s mother had connections and money. They ﬁnally arrived in England and amassed a fortune in silks. Li was sent to America and graduated from Harvard at the top of his class. He is a brilliant man. Years and years later, he returned to Hong Kong a very wealthy man.”

			“Is he going to help us?” Nikki asked.

			“Patience, my dear, patience,” Charles said. Myra banged her clenched ﬁst on the table. “I have no patience, Charles. Please, get to the point. Do you have a plan?” Her tone of voice said quite clearly that Charles had better have a plan.

			Evidently Charles thought so, too. “The reason I brought up my old friend Li is because he has a private airstrip outside of Hong Kong.”

			The silence in the room was palpable as the women digested Charles’s words. That brought it all front and center. They were going to China.

			“I’m waiting for Li to contact me via a scram-bled phone. I’ll have more details as soon as I hear from him.” Charles looked around from one to the other. They all looked worried, except Myra who was smiling serenely. “This . . . caper . . . will test your skills to the fullest.”

			“Like hacking off the balls of three guys didn’t take skill!” Kathryn hooted, referring to their ﬁrst mission. The others clapped their hands in agreement. “And let’s not forget those creeps we just sent off to Africa. Skill is knowing what to do at precisely the right moment. As women, we have a honed instinct that allows us to improvise in a heartbeat.”

			The women clapped again. Myra clapped the loudest, her eyes bright and shiny.

		

	
		
			Two

			It was a storefront ofﬁce nestled between a Blockbuster video store and a Radio Shack in a strip mall in McLean, Virginia. The sign was a simple brass plate with black lettering that said JUSTICE AGENCY. The door was locked, the blinds closed.

			The hour was late, way past the Justice Agency’s normal closing hour, which was any time of the day or night. Tonight was an exceptionally late night because neither Jack Emery nor Mark Lane was in a hurry to brave the cold outside and return to the apartment they shared to cut down on expenses. Both men had their feet propped on their desks as they sipped at their beer.

			“This private dick business isn’t so bad,” Mark said. “We made eight thousand, six hundred dollars in the last six weeks. What that means is we get a nice little bonus this week. We have two prospective clients who are sitting on the fence. I think we’re doing damn good for just getting started in the business. Hell, Jack, with all these programs I installed on our computers, we hardly have to leave the ofﬁce. Our biggest expense is those guys we hired to tail your buddies out at ye olde Pinewood farm.”

			Jack swigged from his beer bottle. His feet thumped down on the ﬂoor. “Five months and there’s been no word on Senator Webster or his wife, Dr. Webster. No one but Nikki has gone near the farm. That’s the same MO they used when Marie Lewellen disappeared on my watch. They lie low, let the smoke settle, and then those damn women spring up like jack-in-the-boxes.”

			“They were all at the farm today except for Dr. Webster,” Mark said.

			“What? You’re just telling me this now?” Jack exploded.

			“Look, hot shot, it came just this minute in this email. Garrity is reporting in. All of them except Dr. Webster got there around seven o’clock. It’s almost midnight and they’re still there. Guess they’re going to spend the night. Garrity says the house is dark.”

			“Son of a bitch! Didn’t I tell you? They lie low, wait four or ﬁve months, and then they meet up. Then . . . then they do something. Right this damn minute they’re in there hatching and planning. I know it! I feel it! We have to ﬁgure out a way to plant some bugs in that house.”

			“Forget it. Those Dobermans are still out there and there’s no way I’m messing with that guy Charles Martin. You want another visit from those guys with the shields?” Mark winced, remembering the elite presidential task force that had beaten Jack within an inch of his life for interfering with Charles Martin.

			Jack ignored the rhetorical question as he looked across his desk at his friend, the ex-FBI agent. “Something has been bothering me for a long time now. I couldn’t get a handle on it. It was something I knew I should remember but couldn’t, that kind of thing. I ﬁnally remembered it, Mark. There is a way into Pinewood.”

			Mark grimaced. “Don’t go there, Jack. Please.” “No, no. Listen. The tunnels. That’s our way in and out. Nikki and Barbara used to play in the tunnels when they were children. Nikki told me that Myra hung bells at the different inter-sections so they wouldn’t get lost. In the old days they used to spirit out the slaves to a safe place by way of the tunnels. Nikki said there was an exit in the barn and one tunnel that went all the way to some other farmhouse. I can’t re-member which house it was, though. I can’t be sure, but I think she said the other people closed their section off. Shit, I wish I could remember exactly what she said. If we can ﬁgure it out, we can get in that way.”

			Mark stared at a seascape hanging on the wall across the room. “What’s with that we stuff? I’m not crawling through any two-hundred-year-old tunnels. I’m strictly a computer nerd who’s willing to do surveillance from time to time. In addition, I’m claustrophobic. You’re nuts, Jack!”

			“Yeah, well, if you can come up with a better way to get inside, I’m all ears. We’re just spinning our wheels here. If we can’t get inside we might as well give it all up. I’m not willing to do that. I know I’m right about those women. You know I’m right about those women. Those guys who beat me up know I’m on to something where those chicks are concerned, otherwise they wouldn’t have threatened me and then al-most killed me. I’m willing to do the breaking and entering. I just need you to cover my ass.”

			“I can do that. Cover your ass, I mean.”

			“Good. Now, before we leave, see if you can ﬁnd out the best way to tranquilize those Dobermans. We’ll need to post Garrity out there on a permanent basis so he can tell us when every-one is out of the house. Don’t look at me like that, Mark, it’s all doable. I’m the one who will do it. This is it. I can feel it in my bones. Yahoo!” “Yeah, yahoo,” Mark said, clicking at the keys in front of him.

			Five miles away, even though the house was totally dark, the war room was alight not only with wattage, but also with smiles and hope.

			Charles walked among the women, handing out packets of information. “I want you all to familiarize yourselves with China. I want you to understand the people, the customs and the terrain. I’m going to say this once and then I won’t mention it again. If any one of you feels this is above and beyond what you’ve all signed up to do, you can withdraw now and none of us here will hold it against you.” He waited for a response. What he got was a group nod, which meant that they were all in and no one wanted out.

			They jumped as one when Charles’s encrypted phone rang. No one seemed surprised when Charles carried on his end of the conversation in Chinese. He truly was a man of many talents. All eyes were on Yoko to see if she was following the conversation. She was. She nodded from time to time before she held her thumb upright. She whispered in English, “We’re going. He will allow us to use his airstrip. They are making plans now.”

			“Oh, this is so wonderful. I can’t think of any-thing to say,” Myra bubbled.

			When Charles ended his call, he approached the sisters, the light of battle in his eyes. “We have a deal with Li, ladies. You leave for China tomorrow afternoon. Li will clear the way for us. That’s all I’m going to say at the moment. In the morning, I’ll have a plan all worked out. It’s late, get a good night’s rest. We’ll meet up again in the morning.”

			Myra stayed behind, her face puckered with worry. “The deal, Charles—will it keep the girls safe?”

			Charles looked down into the eyes of the woman he’d loved all his life. He could no more tell her a lie than he could stop breathing. “I don’t know, Myra. Li is an honorable man. I believe he will do everything in his power to make things right for us. It’s the best I can do, my darling. The girls are willing to take the risk.”

			“I think we should go with them, Charles. At least I want to go.”

			“Out of the question. No, Myra, I mean it. No is no.”

			“I think I’ll go anyway. Goodnight, Charles. Oh, I mean it, too.”

			The following morning Charles Martin, the man of many talents, looked at the skimpy break-fast he was setting out for Myra’s guests. He al-most felt ashamed. Almost.

			The small group trickled into the kitchen, where they all looked at the toasted mufﬁns, sliced oranges and bananas, juice and coffee. They didn’t say a word as they picked up their paper plates and paper napkins. Charles apologized for the meager fare and throwaway dishes. No one seemed to care, even Myra, who was a stickler for a well-set table and ﬁne food. Lunch, Charles explained, was going to be worse. Bologna and cheese sandwiches. Maybe some pickles and chips if they had them. The women did groan about that.

			“Eat up, ladies. We’ll meet in the war room in exactly,” he looked at his watch—“twenty-ﬁve minutes.” Then he was gone. Murphy barked at this strange behavior. He continued to bark, wondering where the bacon was, his share of the pancakes, or the eggs everyone usually slipped him. Kathryn refused to feed him dog food, saying he ate what she ate. Murphy even liked beer and could belch with the best of them.

			“Did you all read up on China?” Nikki asked as she rubbed her temples. She’d had a horrible night, her sleep invaded by dreams of Jack Emery. Even a late-night visit from Barbara couldn’t calm her down. There had been no time this morning to cover the dark circles under her eyes. She hoped the others didn’t notice.

			“We’re not all going to China, are we?” Kathryn asked.

			Nikki shrugged. “Charles said he was going to work on that through the night. It’s his decision, but if you want my guess, I don’t think we’re all going.”

			“Well, I’m going,” Myra said ﬁrmly. “I’ve waited too long for this moment to sit on the side-lines.”

			Isabelle got up and looked around. She looked at her watch. “No time to clear this away, our twenty-ﬁve minutes are up. Come on, let’s go, troops!”

			Outside, across the vast lawn covered with frost, and high in one of the old oaks, a man named Garrity brought his high-powered binoculars to his eyes and whistled softly. He could see into Myra Rutledge’s kitchen so clearly, he could have been a few feet away. He watched the scrambling exit and frowned. Where the hell were they all going in such a hurry? The old gent had left earlier while the women ate. There had been no sign of him since. With nothing else to occupy him, Garrity crunched down on a granola bar—his breakfast. He pulled out his cellphone when he’d ﬁnished the crunchy bar and called Jack Emery. His report was simple. The Dobermans had been picked up, the women had eaten and then disappeared. He was told to sit it out even though he said he was freezing his ass off. Emery promised him time and a half to stay. Garrity agreed.

			In the war room, all hell was breaking loose. Charles looked ﬂustered while the women could only stare at Myra, their eyes big, their jaws slack, as she went into a tirade.

			“I’m going, and that’s ﬁnal. Don’t think for one minute that I am going to stay here worrying. I’ve waited too long for this moment. For you to think I would be content to sit here on . . . on . . . my ass while you all do my dirty work is unthinkable. Do not make me angry, Charles. I’m not a nice person when I’m angry. Did you hear me? I’m going and that’s ﬁnal. Girls, tell him I’m going!”
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