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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          Jesse

        

      

    

    
      “Come on,” I wail. “Jumping out of a burning building is not the craziest thing we’ve ever done!”

      “If you hadn’t panicked, the building wouldn’t be on fire,” Ally snaps back. She tucks the bundled laptop under her arm and starts yanking open desk drawers. Post-it notes of every color fly through the air, followed by pens, a stapler, paperclips and a Kleenex box.

      I search the open office space for another door. Nada. Only one way in and out.

      “I had to do something.” I thought firebombing the bad guy was my one good idea on this mission to retrieve a laptop for Jeremiah. “If I hadn’t, we’d still be stuck with him.”

      We both turn our gaze to the locked door twenty feet away. A row of unoccupied desks rests between us and where we entered. The office is spacious, with rows of silver tabletops running the length of the room. Spacious—but not spacious enough with a homicidal maniac just on the other side of the door.

      Something large slams into the locked office door, rattling the walls. Ominous black smoke seeps through the cracks and the smell of campfire wafts in. That smell is surely going to cling to my hair until I wash it.

      “Just because we’ve been reckless before doesn’t excuse it now.” Ally slams a desk drawer shut and yanks another open. Her disheveled blonde hair hides most of her face, revealing only terrified eyes. She gives up trying to find a weapon in the desk drawer and hurries to the window. Her gaze falls on the street below. “God, Jesse. No. We’ll never survive a fall from this height.”

      I shrug and pucker my lips. “It’s fine. I’ve fallen from higher. We’ll be fine.”

      She blinks at me.

      “You’re forgetting about my shield thingy.” I’m talking out of my ass here, but there is no way I’m letting him come in here and hurt her. He can trade punches with me all day if he wants, but not with Ally. I’ll have to find a way to break the window, jump out, and shield her on the way down.

      The door shakes for the fourth time and a thick crack appears to the left of the jamb. A thicker plume of black smoke rolls through the crack and floats to the ceiling. The white popcorn tiles disappear beneath the black fog.

      I go to the window and look through the glass beside her. The glass is cold under my palms and my breath fogs on the surface despite the growing heat of the room. Down below, tiny cars cut corners around buildings. One could easily be mistaken for a child’s toy.

      Shit, it really is far down.

      I meet Ally’s eyes and shrug. “We don’t have a lot of options.”

      Sweat forms at my hairline and in the folds where my coat sits snug against my body. Chicago shines brightly around us, each pinpoint of light from the buildings and streets illuminating the dark sky.

      My gaze flits from building to building, from illuminated window to illuminated window, but I don’t see salvation. We aren’t close enough to another skyscraper to signal for help. No scaffolding or window-washer platform is available to carry us to the safety of solid ground or to the roof above, where we were supposed to meet Jeremiah.

      The coms in our ears buzz incoherently for the billionth time. Ally sighs in irritation. As the coms stop crackling she mashes the speak button flat with her thumb. “For the thousandth time, we can’t understand you. Something is wrong with our signal. If you can hear us, we are on the 34th floor of the Jensen building and we’re trapped. Send help.” A look of resolution solidifies on Ally’s face. “Jason’s going to kill us.”

      “No.” I squeeze her arm. “So what if he’s like a hell-bent terminator with unlimited healing ability.” I snort, trying to hide my panic. “I’ve got this.”

      She cocks her head. “It’s great you have firebombs and shields but we have to be careful. We don’t know the repercussions of your powers yet.”

      “And getting ourselves locked in burning buildings with raging madmen is playing it so safe.”

      “You know what I mean.” She steps away from the window and shifts the laptop in her arms. She yanks open more office drawers.

      I arch an eyebrow. “A paper cut isn’t going to hurt him.”

      “Paper cuts hurt.” She forces a smile. “But we need something to slow him down. And you’re not helping.”

      I throw my hands up and pick an aisle of desks. After uselessly searching two drawers, I lift one of the office chairs and immediately know this flimsy, ergonomic piece of crap won’t be able to break a window. I throw it anyway. It bounces off the glass and comes back at me with a vengeance, clipping my knee.

      “Fuckity fuck! Ow. Ow.”

      Ally looks up from the drawer and scowls at me. “Injuring yourself before he even breaks into the room is not what I had in mind.”

      I give her a hard stare, rubbing my throbbing knee and stumbling to another desk.

      I have half a mind to remind her that it wasn’t my idea to come to Chicago. I was happy in Nashville. Sure, my boyfriend Lane—ex-boyfriend—wasn’t talking to me, but everything else was okay. The first time Jason, the insta-healing terminator tried to rip my head off, Ally had a fit. Jeremiah capitalized on it, of course.

      Come to Chicago where it’s safer. We have more people and more power there. And Caldwell is up to something in the city. We could really use the extra hands.

      I just wanted to stay in bed and mourn Brinkley, the man who’d given his life trying to kill Caldwell. Everyone else keeps acting like I’m supposed to be working here.

      The crack in the door widens and I see an angry eye fix on me. Jason screams as if the very sight of me enrages him.

      Gabriel appears at a desk two rows up from the one I’m searching. He flickers in and out, unable to hold his form with another partis—a weirdo with powers like me—nearby. He’s crystal clear when I’m alone, but when there’s two or more partis, I’m lucky if Gabriel can materialize at all. This is real inconvenient given that I need him most when the others show up looking for a fight.

      “Here.” Gabriel points at a giant rock sitting on top of one of the desks. “Use this.”

      No, not a rock, I realize. I place my hands on the massive stone. It’s an amethyst the size of a grapefruit. Beside it sits a little note: Don’t touch me. Please. You’ll change my energy.

      I look up, but Gabriel’s gone.

      I lift the rock off the desktop. It sinks into my palms like dead weight, the purple spikes poking my flesh. “Sorry, but I need your energy to club this fucker.”

      I meet eyes with Jason again as he inches his fingers through the crack and starts swiping at the locking mechanism we latched behind us.

      “Get over here,” I shout to Ally.

      Ally makes it halfway across the room before the door explodes. Splinters the size of my leg fly at my face. I duck behind the desk, clutching the gigantic stone to my chest.

      I peek over the tabletop and see Jason standing in the flames. His body smolders. His blistered arm melts from burnt to scabby to pink. He spots me behind the desk and we lock eyes. His face twists into a murderous grin.

      “Stop hiding,” he calls out. “Let’s do this.”

      In my peripheral vision, Ally darts to another desk, staying low.

      Jason takes a step toward me. “Just think, this power could be yours if you’d challenge me already.”

      “Fighting is such a commitment.” I stand slowly, but keep the desk between us. I’m hoping it buys me time if he does anything crazy like lunge for my throat. “You have to get close. You have to touch people. Sometimes, like you, they smell. No, thank you.”

      Jason’s face goes perfectly smooth. Was it something I said?

      A flash of black wings catches my eye. Gabriel’s still here, even if he can’t materialize. The scent of rain overtakes me as Gabriel dials up my power. My muscles contract and my body warms. My skin starts to itch around the collar of my shirt and across my belly. I feel like I have to pee.

      I try not to squirm. “You know who else is in the city? Caldwell. Why don’t you kill him instead?”

      Jason’s face twists up in fury again. “After I’m finished with you.”

      “Why does everyone keep saying that?” I would put my hands on my hip if not for the giant amethyst. “Don’t you think I’m a badass?”

      “You’re smaller.”

      My temper flares. “You’re trying to kill me because I’m short?”

      Ally coughs on the smoke filling the room and I jerk my head toward the sound. Jason doesn’t hesitate.

      “Jesse!” Gabriel’s voice booms in my head.

      My soul rips open, power exploding from my center in all directions. It’s like someone is yanking my intestines out of my belly button. I’m so overwhelmed but I can’t stop the power from flooding out of me or even slow it down.

      Fire and smoke whoosh away from me as if blown by a great wind. The air around me shimmers like pavement on a hot day. Blue flames roll over the surface of my body, suspended about three inches above my skin before erupting outward toward Jason, the office around us and anything else in its path. The only object that is safe is the amethyst cradled in my hands.

      The walls and ceiling shudder under the force of my firebomb, raining dust and plaster down on our heads. One minute the windows shatter, and glass spills out into the night air. The next minute cold winter air is sucked into the room.

      I open my eyes and find Jason sprawled on the floor, unconscious. My power blast knocked him out, burned his skin, but didn’t kill him. Damn.

      I come around the desk, or what is left of it, and peer closer. His flesh is already healing.

      I try to use my breath to slow my heart rate. I need to calm down, but my head is throbbing.

      “Ally?”

      No answer.

      “Ally!”

      “Here.” She pulls herself to standing in the middle of a cluster of desks that had obviously been pushed together in the blast.

      She shakes glass out of her hair and checks the laptop in her arms for damage.

      “Kill him,” Gabriel says in my ear. The weight of the amethyst doubles in my hands. “Kill him.”

      The idea of killing Jason and taking his healing powers appeals to me. Instead of having to die in order to heal myself, I could simply stay alive, and after a few breaths, be as good as new again. Wasn’t that a hell of a prospect? Less pain. Less wasted time. Less danger for myself and the people around me.

      I lift the amethyst, my eyes fixed on his skull.

      “Jesse.”

      I lift the rock a little higher as a strange calm washes over me. No, more than calm. Peace tinged with excitement. Oh god, I want to kill him. I don’t think I’ve ever wanted to kill anyone.

      “Jesse.”

      Ally’s face appears in front of mine. Eye to eye, she blocks my view of Jason. “Baby.” She’s whispering. “We need to get out of here.”

      Her voice. Something about Ally’s voice seeps into my mind and untangles my thoughts. The cold hand inside me, the one delighting at the idea of peeling Jason open and stealing his ability to heal, grows warm. Its hold on me slackens as her brown eyes come into focus. I can’t murder someone in front of Ally. What the hell am I thinking?

      My muscles relax and I let the amethyst slip from my fingers to the floor.

      “Come on.” Ally squeezes my shoulders. “Maybe we can crawl down the hall a little bit and find the stairs.”

      “No we can’t go that way—” I don’t finish my thought. The smallest movement steals my attention and I turn just as Jason snatches up the amethyst and throws it at Ally.

      “No!” I scream as the rock sails through the air. “Gabriel!”

      My shield goes up around Ally. The shimmery purple light envelops her from head to toe. The rock ricochets off the force field, shoots through the broken window and out into the night. Jason screams and runs at me, head down as if he might tackle me like some football player.

      “Fuck this.” I sidestep Jason and grab hold of Ally. Her shield falters just long enough for me to wrap her in my arms and yank her forward. Before she can process what is about to happen, I shove her out the big window and don’t let go.

      Her shriek is muffled by the wind whipping around us, tearing at our hair and clothes.

      I suppose this is a perfectly natural reaction to your friend shoving you out of a high-rise building.

      “It’s okay.” I squeeze her against my chest. “The shield will hold.”

      “Right?” I ask Gabriel.

      “What about you? What about you?” Ally screams.

      “You will not survive the fall.” He plummets with us, his wings folding back to embrace the drop. “You must shield yourself.”

      “Ally lives, not me. We have a deal.”

      “You must shield yourself also.”

      “I don’t know how. You have to help me.”

      “Envision it.” Gabriel’s wings open, lifting him up into the air. “See it grow larger.”

      The field shines about an inch or so above Ally’s skin, it touches parts of me, but it sure as hell doesn’t cover anything important.

      “Hurry,” Gabriel says. “See it around you.”

      I close my eyes and see us falling in my head. The building rushes past us. The freezing air tears at our clothes and hair relentlessly. Lights shine from windows in a blur as we pass. I picture my shield bigger. I picture it around me and Ally, covering us both from head to toe.

      “Good. Do not stop now,” Gabriel says.

      I peek my eyes open to see purple has crept over my arms and shoulder, the shield half devouring my body—until pain erupts through my legs, my back, and the whole world goes black.
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          Jesse

        

      

    

    
      “How do you feel?”

      I pry one eye open, then another. Jeremiah’s blue collared shirt and gray sweater vest comes into view. I blink several times and his face sharpens. He’s trimmed his beard, and his glasses reflect the overhead lights, making it impossible to see his eyes.

      “I feel…” I begin, swallowing against a scratchy lump in my throat.

      My head throbs and my neck is stiff and I’m pretty sure a flamenco dancer did a number on my lower abdomen. “I feel like someone had to dig a donkey out of my ass.”

      “You shattered your pelvis,” Jeremiah says. “Your death healed it.”

      “What about the cat?”

      Jeremiah frowns. “I wasn’t aware of any feline involvement in the mission.”

      “I’m talking about the one that must’ve shit in my mouth.” I moan and try to sit up. A nurse rushes over to help me. I don’t recognize her, but that’s nothing new. Jeremiah has a huge operation, and his minions all start to look the same after a while. “Can I get some water?”

      The nurse returns carrying a tiny plastic cup.

      I throw it back in one swig. “Thanks. And now that I’ve wet my lips with this, do you think it’d be possible to get a Big Gulp?”

      The nurse scurries away again. Okay, so I’m a bit of an asshole when I first wake up, but I’m in a lot of pain. It isn’t easy dying and coming back to life, you know. I die. I decompose a little. I slip into a coma state and heal most of the damage until my organs can sustain me. Then I wake up stiff as hell while my cells try to push the extra calcium out.

      “You didn’t ask about Alice.” Jeremiah drags a seat to the side of my bed. The room is an exact replica of a hospital room, but I know better. This floor of Tate Tower, Jeremiah’s headquarters, closely resembles a hospital, down to the weird beds, horrible fluorescents, and unnerving stringent smell. It’s where he brings everyone who gets hurt.

      I force a grin and lay back on my pillows. “Of course she’s fine. I’m the best.”

      He regards me with an assessing stare. I’ve gotten used to these over the past two months. I’m getting really good at giving him the blank face too. Or better yet, I make faces and see how long it takes for him to look away. He’s never amused, but I am.

      I’m still pinning my nose up into a pig snout for Jeremiah’s pleasure when the nurse arrives with my water.

      “Thanks,” I snort and accept the drink. I get half of it down in the first go. God, it feels good. I swear, it’s like death sucks all the water out of me.

      This is only my second death since Brinkley died in October, two months ago. When Jeremiah insisted that we come to Chicago where we would be useful and safe, I thought he would use me for more replacements. After all, that’s what I do. I die so others don’t have to. I’m good at it. But just like the last time I died, Jeremiah looks pissed.

      “Why didn’t you kill Jason?”

      I meet his eyes over the rim of my Big Gulp water. “Uh, because I’m not a murderer?”

      “Caldwell has killed at least three partis and absorbed their abilities. Acquiring a second ability would be useful.”

      “You’re still talking about killing someone.”

      Jeremiah steeples his fingers. “You need to be stronger if you want to take him on. You have your shield and your pyrokinetics, excellent abilities. But think of what you could do with Jason’s ability to heal.”

      “When I die, I heal anyway. Too bad he doesn’t have super strength or the ability to fly. That’d be cool.”

      And who said I want to take Caldwell on? Where did Jeremiah get that idea? I want Caldwell dead. I’d bring maracas and a kazoo to his funeral. But actually taking someone’s life is a whole other matter.

      Jeremiah prattles on, unaware that I’ve stopped listening. “Your mission⁠—”

      “Listen.” I cock my head to the side. “I don’t care about the missions. I only care about keeping Ally safe. She’s the one who insists we help you, so here I am. She seems to believe that you’re saving all the babies from war-torn childhoods or whatever. So I get why she thinks the work you do is important. But don’t act like my handler or my boss, because you’ll never be either.”

      “Your handler was a good man, but⁠—”

      “Don’t.” Heat rises in my face.

      Gabriel appears at the end of my bed, his feathers ruffled. His gaze is murderous and fixed on Jeremiah. Good. I don’t like the guy either, but melting Jeremiah in his seat is a bit of an overreaction, even for me.

      I release a nice controlled breath. Some of the tension in my chest loosens and Gabriel’s own feathers lay flat. I breathe again, in and out, and Jeremiah arches a curious eyebrow.

      “You’ll thank me for not boiling your eyeballs in their sockets. Or ruining this year’s argyle.” I flick my eyes down to his sweater vest. Jeremiah’s lips press into a thin line.

      The heat of my anger cools and I try to speak like a civilized person. “You didn’t know Brinkley, and you’ll never replace him. If you insist on trying, I’m out of here and I’ll take Ally with me. Got it?”

      I have no idea if I can actually get Ally to leave this place. She believes that Jeremiah is trying to help people and save all the orphans Caldwell is leaving in his wake. Until I can prove otherwise, I have to hold on to her coattails and keep her out of trouble. No thanks to Jeremiah.

      Even if I can’t prove Jeremiah is secretly evil, maybe I can prove her new girlfriend Nikki is a traitor, liar, or cheater. Anything horrible would make Ally never want to set foot inside Tate Tower again. Who cares about helping people?

      A girl can dream.

      “Understood,” Jeremiah relents. “I am your friend, Jesse.”

      I consider making the pig nose again. The door opens and Ally appears, smiling, cradling forty pounds of pug against her chest.

      “Winston. Come here, squishy.” I reach for him and his cinnamon-bun tail wags, slapping Ally’s arm. She plops my fat pug on the bed, and he pounces on my legs. “You want to get under the covers? Get under these covers.”

      I throw the covers over his head. He turns circles between my legs, nibbling on my fingers playfully as I poke him through the bedding.

      “This is a sterile room.” Jeremiah presses one finger against his temple.

      “Uh, therapy dog. I died. You can’t deny me some pug love.”

      Jeremiah stands, scrapping his chair back from the bed. He doesn’t say goodbye or another word to us. He just disappears out the door.

      Ally sits on the only part of the bed that isn’t lumpy with legs or pug. “Are you bickering again?”

      “He’s riding my ass about not killing Jason.”

      Ally frowns.

      “Brinkley never asked me to kill anyone,” I say. “And here Jeremiah comes in trying to tell me what to do, and acting like offing people is totally normal. It’s so not normal.”

      Ally’s eyebrows scrunch up and her mouth flattens into a grim line. “I understand his argument. Killing Jason would make you stronger.”

      “Yes,” Gabriel adds. He stands at the foot of the bed, arms crossed over his chest and pouting. A wing draped over each shoulder.

      “You stay out of this, Gabriel.” There is a momentary hitch where I’m worried someone has heard me say his name. But it’s only Ally here, so I relax. My shoulder blades ease away from my ears.

      “What did he say?” Ally asks, her brown eyes searching mine. I suppose I could be worried that anyone, even Ally, knows that I have conversations with my hallucination. My ex-mentor Rachel spent years in a mental hospital for this very reason. But I wasn’t afraid around Ally.

      “I prefer you don’t hide it. In fact, please don’t hide anything from me,” Ally had told me once. “We promised, no more secrets.”

      I am doing my best to keep that promise.

      “Three votes for offing Jason,” I say. “It seems I’m outnumbered.”

      I scratch Winston’s belly.

      “Again, I’m not saying it’s a good idea, but just think about it, Jess. If you had Jason’s power, you could heal without dying. Doesn’t that sound so much better?”

      Buttloads better, I think, shifting my weight to relieve the deep, throbbing ache in my pelvis.

      “You’re the ultimate pacifist.” I lean back into the pillows. “I can’t believe you want me to off a guy.”

      “I don’t.” She tucks her straight blonde hair behind her ears. “Every time I think of you fighting, it makes me sick. But I also don’t want Caldwell to have any more power.”

      “I agree,” Gabriel adds, folding his arms over his pristine suit jacket. The black lapel lies exactly where it should without a fleck of dust on it. The tie changes from an emerald green to a fire engine red.

      “Shut up, Gabriel. You’re sadists. Both of you.”

      Ally smiles. “Says the person who pushed me out of a 34-story window.”

      She has a point.

      I reach out and squeeze her hand. “How’s your work going? Was the laptop helpful?”

      “I don’t know what Jeremiah is going to do with the laptop, but yes, we were able to place two girls, sisters, last night.”

      “You get so much done while I’m dead.” I try to get comfortable on the pillows but it isn’t happening.

      She smiles. “You grew an entire pelvis cradle. You’re hardly lazy.”

      “So tell me about these sisters.” I want to keep her talking. Ally’s voice is calming and it’s a pleasant thing to focus on when really I want to mash the morphine drip button a hundred times. Maybe Jeremiah turned it off on his way out, the spiteful bastard.

      “Caldwell has a four-person team that’s been working the Louisiana death replacement circuit pretty hard. Nikki thinks they’re looking for someone down there. Anyway, these girls had a mother with NRD. She was killed and the girls didn’t have any other family. God, Jess, they were so poor. They barely had a chance to rebuild after Hurricane Katrina and then their mom is killed.”

      Tears well up in her eyes and I want to look away. I hate to see Ally cry. I squeeze her hand a little tighter as my gaze slides down to her shoulder, hopefully giving me a thoughtful look.

      “We were able to find a wonderful couple in Philadelphia that wanted to take them in—both of them, which is great. I was so worried we’d have to separate them.”

      “They have you to thank,” I remind her. “Alice Gallagher, protector of war babies.”

      She frowns and pulls her hand away. “I know you think what we’re doing here isn’t important.”

      “I never said that. I just hate these people, and I hate that we have to work with them.”

      “I know.” Ally sits back in her chair. “But they have more resources than we do in Nashville. They are actually doing things to minimize the damage. We can’t just pretend people aren’t dying and go about our lives like everything is okay. We have to do what we can to help until⁠—”

      She stops. She looks almost apologetic as if what she intends to say next really is the worst thing ever.

      “Until I kill Caldwell. And the sooner the better because that’s fewer babies to find homes for.”

      She takes my hand again and squeezes. “He’s your father, but no one holds you responsible for his actions.”

      Is that supposed to make me feel better?

      “But they do expect me to use my gifts against him.” They expect me to do what they can’t. “If I don’t try to stop him—if I don’t kill him—then I’m not doing my part.”

      She searches my face. “Maybe there’s another way.”
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      Once Jeremiah’s medical team stops hovering and Ally says goodnight, I scoop Winston up and carry him to the elevator. By the time I reach the silver doors, my back is throbbing. I set Winston on his feet and he looks up at me as if I’ve just stolen a treat right out of his mouth.

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t carry you. I hurt. Everywhere.” I gesture at all of me and he cocks his head as if trying to understand. “Come on.”

      The illuminated red numbers descend, counting down to the hospital ward on the 8th floor, where I stand with the pug.

      I shift my weight, trying to relieve pressure from one aching joint to another. I’m clenching and unclenching my jaw when the doors finally open. Winston follows me inside the small, warm space and I press the button that will take us to the rooftop terrace.

      The doors ding open and an icy blast of cold air hits me. I suck in a breath, taking that moment to recognize the thinness of my hospital scrubs. I should’ve brought a coat.

      “Sweet gee-zus.” I squeeze myself and nudge the reluctant pug out of the elevator with my foot. “Do your business quick, and then let’s go cuddle where it’s warm, okay?”

      Winston waddles over to the large patch of grass growing against a brick wall. Most of the roof looks like a park. I guess that’s what you do when you build cities. You level all the trees and lay sod on the tops of buildings. The only problem is that 65 floors above Lake Michigan is way colder than any park on the Magnificent Mile.

      I go to the edge of the balcony and look out over the water. It’s midnight blue and vast as an ocean. It could be the ocean for all I know, complete with seagulls, a lighthouse, and waves crashing against the embankment. Little boats cut waves on the horizon, probably a patrol, given the white searchlight splashing over the rocks. In the city itself, Christmas lights have cropped up on a few of the buildings, blinking like red, green, and silver stars.

      The icy December wind pulls tears from my eyes, freezing them against my cheeks.

      I hate being cold.

      It makes me miss home more than anything. It figures that as soon as I start to think of Nashville as home, I have to leave. Or maybe it’s the fact that Christmas is on the horizon, which always makes me a little lonely.

      Ally is usually good about making me feel special during the holiday season, but this year we breezed right through Thanksgiving without much thanks and Christmas is on the horizon with no hint of eggnog, or presents, or mistletoe.

      I guess this is what happens when you have shitty parents and no family. Is it too much to ask for a father that buys me an iPad instead of one that only wants to get together so he can drug me and bury me alive?

      What’s your Christmas wish, Jess? Ally would ask this if we weren’t so distracted. And what would I say?

      I wish my father was dead. I wish that the other Highlander-wannabes would stop thinking I’m an easier target and stop trying to kill me. I wish they’d just kill each other instead and leave me out of it. I wish I could find Rachel and know that she’s okay. I wish Gabriel would finally explain to me what it is he expects me to do with all these firebombs and shimmery shields. I wish I could talk to Lane—at least one more time.

      “Jesse!” Gabriel screams. His voice jolts my heart, and my shield brightens around me.

      I whirl to find Caldwell standing behind me.

      “Hello, Jesse,” he says. His hands are in his pockets and his suit-tie ensemble is a soft gray with a red tie, and white shirt beneath. No doubt it cost a fortune and was tailored to fit him. “It’s good to see you again.”

      My pulse thrums so loud, I’m certain he can hear it. Hell, maybe he can see it with his fancy new Liza vision. He only had to kill the partis girl to gain that ability, but some people seem to think that’s not such a big deal.

      “Speak of the devil,” I say, trying to assume an air of casualness. “I was just thinking about what a terrible father you are.”

      He takes a step toward me, a little smile twisting up the side of his mouth.

      I straighten my back. I can’t look tall exactly, but not appearing as pissing-myself-in-absolute-terror is good enough.

      I manage not to glance at Winston. I want him to come to me. Run to me. I’m hyperaware that Caldwell is between me and someone I love—which has never ended well. I have no reason to believe this time will be different.

      “It’s been very difficult getting you to myself,” he says. “Your friends have done a great job of keeping you locked away from me.”

      “I guess they don’t want you to kill me. You know, again.” I shift my weight for relief. “Funny how friends care like that.”

      Caldwell’s smile widens. He’s showing too many perfect white teeth. “They’re doing a great job killing you all on their own, aren’t they?”

      I keep my face unreadable, expressionless.

      “How many deaths have you had since that night in Minooka?”

      Two, I think, with no intention of telling him. Instead, I inch a little closer to the pug rooting around in the bushes. I move and the camera by the elevator follows.

      Please send someone. Send someone before this gets ugly.

      Gabriel is quiet. If he’s somewhere deep in my head trying to send warnings about Caldwell’s intentions, I don’t hear him. Caldwell watches me with the intensity of a snake trained on its prey.

      “To be fair,” I begin, keeping the pug in my peripheral vision. “I’m doing most of the dying all by myself. They try to keep me safe, but you know me. I’ve always played a little rough.”

      He smiles another devilish smile. “You come by it honestly.”

      “Do I?” I inch closer to the bushes. I try for nonchalance, hands in my pockets. “What’s got you dying these days? Don’t tell me you only do it as a beauty routine. I’m surprised Maybelline hasn’t called you yet.”

      The fact that Caldwell is my father, but doesn’t appear to be more than ten years older than me, means he has to be dying, but why? With all his powers, what in the world can kill this guy? I’d pay good money to know the answer.

      “We all have our secrets,” he says. A gust of wind rolling in off of Lake Michigan blows his hair into his eyes. He brings a pale hand up to brush it away, his gaze never leaving mine. “I’ll give you my secrets if you give me yours.”

      I snort. I can’t help it. What doesn’t he know about me? The richest, most powerful man in the world could have any secret he wants on a plate, if he likes.

      I cross my arms over my chest. “You probably know more about me than I do.”

      He cocks his head. “In many ways, I suppose that’s true. But I don’t know what your intentions are.”

      “My intentions?” To get to my freaking pug and get off this roof. He has to know Winston is the reason I’m up here. Maybe he has no interest in the dog, but I’m not taking any chances.

      “Has he started showing you your choices yet?” Caldwell asks.

      I know I must look as confused as I feel. “My choice of⁠—?”

      “The worlds.” He moves closer, placing one shiny, polished shoe in front of the other. “Has he shown you the worlds?”

      “Jesse.” Gabriel’s voice rises in warning, echoing in the back of my mind. “Be careful.”

      I get the impression of black wings flapping and a feather brushing my cheek, but Gabriel doesn’t materialize.

      Be careful of what? The lies? I already know Caldwell can mindfuck anyone with lies. So what? He doesn’t need to play with my head. But I can’t sense the danger. Caldwell can read my face as well as my mind, apparently.

      “Not yet.” A tightness strains Caldwell’s voice. I’m not as good at reading people, so a look of doubt or fear can easily be mistaken for constipation. “If he intends for you to be the apex, then why hasn’t he shown you the worlds?”

      The elevator doors ding open and men with guns rush out onto the terrace. More men climb over the lip of the wall surrounding us.

      “Freeze!”

      Caldwell disappears from where he stood in front of me and reappears beside Winston near the bushes lining the sod. He snatches the pug up in one fluid movement.

      “No!” I run across the rooftop toward Caldwell and he takes a step back, but doesn’t disappear. I turn my back on him, probably the stupidest thing ever, and put my hands palm out toward the gunmen. “No. He’s got my dog. Don’t shoot my freaking dog.”

      I whirl on Caldwell. He’s smiling, the bastard.

      “Give him back. Give him back or I’ll kill you.”

      Caldwell bites back his smile. “Maybe it’ll be easier if I give you a reason. Wouldn’t you be more willing to face me?”

      “I feel plenty willing.” And it’s not like I don’t have a thousand reasons to kill the man.

      Brinkley. Just thinking of him makes my chest ache. Brinkley was the one good man in my life, and Caldwell snapped his neck like he was nothing.

      Caldwell’s malicious grin softens. He adopts a look of sincerity that I don’t trust for a minute, not with Winston squirming in his arms.

      “We need to talk.” Caldwell keeps his voice low. “There are things going on that you can’t possibly understand. And you can’t be naïve enough to believe Mr. Tate will tell you the truth. I need you to come to me so you and I can reach an understanding.”

      “Put Winston down and I’ll come with you now.”

      “No.”

      I swear Caldwell’s trying not to smile.

      “Fucking bastard, give me my dog.”

      Winston squirms, his little squished nose and big eyes pitiful. The heat rises in my chest and the air starts to glimmer around me. Gabriel’s power builds, making it feel like my flesh is pulling away from my bones.

      “If you blast me, you’ll kill your own dog,” Caldwell reminds me. “Pull yourself together.”

      His chastisement infuriates me more. I struggle to breathe.

      He grins again, triumphant. “No, I think I’ll make you work for it.  Walk out of here on your own accord. Show me you deserve to know the truth. You’ll find it harder than you think to get away.”

      What kind of mind game is this? “What about my dog?”

      “He’ll be safe,” Caldwell says and takes a step away from me. “Your sister will look after him.”

      My sister? My mouth falls open, heavy with questions, but Caldwell takes another step back and is gone.

      Gone—and so is Winston.
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      I’m a liar. I’m a liar. I’m a liar.

      The words replay in my mind. Okay, I haven’t lied directly, but I’m certainly vague about my actions. Jesse, Nikki, and Jeremiah all believe I’m working the child placement cases and only the child placement cases. The fact that I haven’t corrected them, that I allow them to believe what they want about my work, is certainly a deception.

      I lay curled up in the bed I share with Nikki, my back against the headboard, laptop resting on my knees. The bed feels a little colder without her, but I’m making the most of my time alone.

      On top of a pillow, I flip open Brinkley’s journal and unfold the white pages inserted in the middle. Hundreds of names are listed there, including Jesse Priority 2, Nashville, second from the top. Brinkley took this believing it was Caldwell’s hit list. He must’ve been right. It’s taken all of my free moments in the last two months to whittle the names down to just a dozen—everyone has either turned up dead or gone missing.

      I maximize the web browser window and read the article title again:

      Monroe Dupree, 53, Takes Own Life Twice.

      My finger slides down the first page and stops at a name near the bottom: Monroe Dupree, Priority 18, New Orleans.

      The article includes a sad photo of a black man standing in front of a dilapidated house. Is this the man Caldwell’s team is hunting in Louisiana? Is he a partis like Jesse and that is why Caldwell is searching him out?

      I’m not foolish enough to believe that Caldwell’s men just happened to be canvassing the town this man lives in. There is no such thing as coincidence where Caldwell is concerned. But I’m not in a hurry to rush in and save him either.

      Jesse tried to save another partis, Liza, from Caldwell and Liza nearly killed her. I won’t make the same mistake. I want to know who all the partis are—how many potential threats are lying in wait out there—and hopefully gain a better understanding of the situation.

      But I can’t tell Nikki or Jeremiah. What if they want to take these people and force them into the fight? Based on the article’s depiction of the man, Monroe couldn’t handle that. He’s suffering a severe depression after the death of his wife. He’s unsuccessfully tried to kill himself twice, once by hanging, once by train. A person like that doesn’t need to be dragged into war.

      The door beeps signaling Nikki’s entry. I scoop up the laptop, journal and papers and shove them under the bed with one violent shove. Then I throw myself into the pillow and close my eyes.

      My heart is still hammering when I feel the press of a kiss on my cheek, then my neck, and then my collarbone. She conforms her body to mine, spooning me.

      “Nicole Tamsin,” I say in mock reproach. “Don’t you know better than to wake a sleeping lady?”

      I hope she can’t hear my pounding heart or the unevenness of my breath as Nikki stretches beside me. She brings one hand to rest on my belly so that I’ll roll over to face her. She has the cheekbones and pouty lips of a model. Her beautiful blue eyes crinkle at the corners as she smiles at me. Her hair is pulled up in its usual sleek ponytail, a streak of purple falling over one shoulder. She’s beautiful, but her eyes look tired tonight.

      “You were too gorgeous to resist.” She kisses my nose. Her eyebrows shoot up. “And I’m surprised I was able to get away with touching you.”

      “Be fair. She’s gotten better,” I say. When Jesse could first cast force fields, her primary objective seemed to be keeping Nikki from touching me. Not the most useful way to practice one’s power, and it certainly put a strain on our relationship. But lately, unless I am in direct danger, she seems to have relaxed her standards.

      “I’m not complaining.” Nikki purrs and pulls me close. She wraps me up in her arms, and I soften into the warmth of her. “I’ll take whatever I can get.”

      I don’t point out that Jesse probably doesn’t know Nikki is here and therefore doesn’t know she has to guard against her. “Jeremiah’s kept you busy,” I say.

      Nikki frowns. “He doesn’t think I can keep my head clear around you. Every mission he chooses is as far from you as possible.”

      “Would it be so different if you were here?” I ask.

      Her nostrils flare. “You won’t get pushed out of a burning building, for starters.”

      “Jesse would never do anything to hurt me.”

      “She pushed you out of a 40th floor window!”

      “34th,” I correct her. “And she shielded me from the fall. You saw that part too, right?” Though I’m not sure how it looks on tape.

      “Her shield collapsed the second she died. What if she’d died on the way down? What if she’d had a heart attack or was shot? Your brains would be all over Wacker Drive.”

      “That didn’t happen.”

      “It could have.” Her eyes are wide, fearful. “I don’t like how easily she’s willing to take your life in her hands. I really don’t like how willing you are to let her.”

      My anger blooms red behind my eyes. “I trust her.”

      She swallows whatever she plans to say next. What could she say that wouldn’t make me mad? I don’t trust her. She’s reckless. She endangers you and I won’t have it. No. Nikki is too smart to walk into that trap.

      “You’re okay,” she says and crushes me against her, kissing along my jawline. “That’s all that matters.”

      She’s warm and soft. My mind goes fuzzy around the edges and my limbs grow heavy. I fold into her, and try to relax. And while my body is thrilled she’s returned, my mind won’t sit still. I want her to explain why Jeremiah has such an interest in Jesse and why he seems invested in her actions. If anyone would know his motivations, it would be Nikki. But I don’t press her for answers.

      I have my own secrets after all, so it makes it difficult, given how much Nikki has grown on me.

      Nikki doesn’t know about Brinkley’s journals. I’ve read them through twice now. While it answered a lot of questions I had about Caldwell, it left me with more concerns than ever. Maisie, for example. Does Caldwell really have a second daughter? If he does, she’d have to be sixteen now—if she’s alive. Brinkley didn’t seem to think so, but I’m not so sure. Caldwell might want to kill Jesse for her gifts, but if Maisie isn’t partis too, she may not be a threat. How would Jesse react to the news of a second younger sibling?

      Her thirteen year old brother is safe with his aunt and uncle in Illinois, growing up on a farm far away from all of this. But Maisie, if she’s alive, must be in the thick of it. I suppose Caldwell could use his mind tricks to hide her.

      I haven’t shared any of this information with Jeremiah or Nikki. I haven’t told them about Gabriel or the fact that Jesse believes he is the source of her powers either.

      She’s kissing me on the neck again and an alarm sounds somewhere in the building. The snail-shaped intercom in Nikki’s ear blinks to life, casting blue light across her cheek. She groans. “Just one night off. Is that too much to ask?”

      She presses the button on her ear. “Tamsin here.”

      Her brow furrows.

      “Yes, why?” she asks the person on the other end. Her eyebrows shoot up. “Understood.”

      I come up on my elbows. “What’s happening?”

      “Jesse’s having a meltdown on the roof.”

      I throw back the covers and yank on my shoes. My coat is on the back of the chair until I tug it on.

      Nikki catches up to me at the elevator and we ride up to the 65th floor. Everyone must be up there already.

      32, 33, 34.

      “Something happened.” I’m certain of it.

      “She needs to get better control of her emotions,” Nikki says, checking the guns on either side of her hips. I shoot her a withering look, and she immediately takes her hands off her metal. “I’m just saying, she has a lot of firepower. She has to be more careful.”

      54, 55, 56.

      “She doesn’t lose control without a reason. She’s reactive.” I don’t take my eyes off the ascending elevator numbers, willing them to go faster. “Something must’ve happened.”

      65.

      The doors slide open, and all I can see is black Kevlar. Bodies covered in full armor block the elevator and the walkway leading out onto the terrace.

      “Move,” Nicole booms beside me. Since she’s their commander, they obey her in one fluid movement. The only person here with more authority is Jeremiah, and I can see him up ahead. He’s closest to Jesse, trying to talk her down.
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