



[image: Cover Image]





Raised in Rockford, Illinois, New York Times bestselling author Erica Spindler went to university in New Orleans, where she now lives with her husband and two sons. She has won several awards for her fiction in the US and her books have been turned into graphic novels and a daytime drama in Japan.


For more information about Erica visit her website www.ericaspindler.com, follow her on Twitter (@EricaSpindler) or look her up on Facebook: (www.facebook.com/EricaSpindler).




Also by Erica Spindler


Red


Forbidden Fruit


Fortune


Shocking Pink


Cause for Alarm


All Fall Down


Bone Cold


Dead Run


In Silence


See Jane Die


Killer Takes All


Copycat


Last Known Victim


Breakneck


Blood Vines


Watch Me Die


Don’t Look Back


The First Wife




Copyright


Published by Sphere


ISBN: 978-0-7515-6294-1


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © 2016 Erica Spindler


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Sphere


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




For the many angels in my life




Acknowledgements


Thanks to the many folks who had a part in bringing The Final Seven to life. This series was a long time coming, and a great number of people spent time with me and my Lightkeepers: assistants, agents, family and friends.


A special shout out to assistants Misty Dixon and Peg Campos; writing gal pals Alex Kava and J.T. Ellison; beta readers Deb Carlin, J.T. Ellison, and Kathy Kirby. Thanks also to my agent Scott Miller and all the folks at Trident Digital Media & Publishing – what an awesome team! And finally, gratitude, appreciation and unending love to my husband and sons, my personal Lightkeepers.




Prologue


New Orleans, Louisiana


Saturday, July 6


2:43 A.M.


Angel Gomez hurried across the Tulane University campus. She shouldn’t have let Fran talk her into this. A rockin’ party, her friend had promised. Not to be missed.


Instead, Fran had slipped off with a sketchy-looking dude, leaving Angel alone with a bunch of drunken fraternity types. Their antics had annoyed her and she’d been bored out of her mind.


Then her side had begun to hurt. Not an ache; a burning sensation – on her left side, directly over her latest tattoo. She’d scurried for the bathroom to check it in the mirror.


Nothing. No sign that anything was wrong with it.


Why did she even try to fit in? She never had and never would. Even the nuns had said so. She was too much of a weirdo.


Her side still burned and she brought a hand to the spot. Fran’s desertion had left her with no ride home. Angel stopped a moment to get her bearings.


She figured she could catch the St Charles Avenue Streetcar at Broadway and ride it all the way downtown. From there she could duck into the Quarter and home.


Angel crossed from Tulane University’s campus onto Newcomb College’s. The quad was deserted. Dark, except for the dim glow of the lamplights.


But she wasn’t alone.


The hair at the back of her neck prickled. She glanced quickly over her shoulder. She swept her gaze over the area, the line of trees and shrubbery that bordered its edges. Nothing. Just the dark silhouette of the statue at the center of the quad, the spotlight on it casting a long, oddly shaped shadow.


Like a B-movie monster, she thought staring at it, half expecting it to rise up, take on three-dimensional form.


Get a grip, Angel, she scolded herself. A couple of the frat boys had followed her, hoping to scare her.


Immature assholes.


She increased her pace anyway, moving closer toward the edge of the yard and the buildings that circled it. A sudden breeze stirred the trees and Angel shuddered, gooseflesh racing up her arms. A chill wind in July? Impossible. Yet here she was, feeling cold clear to the bone.


She must be getting sick, she thought, bringing a hand to her head. The pain from earlier, the chill now. The flu? Angel hoped not. She didn’t have the time or money to—


She caught a movement from the corner of her eyes. She stopped and turned. ‘Who’s there?’ she called. ‘It’s not funny. You’re just being stupid.’


The foliage rustled in response. The tree limbs above her groaned. The pain in her side intensified.


Whimpering, she glanced back at the statue once more, its shadow.


Longer. Deeper. Stretching toward her. Reaching …


She brought a hand to her head. She didn’t feel right, she realized. Light-headed. Tingly, as if she had been sucked into a bubble of static electricity. Save for her tattoo. The symbol she’d dreamed in pieces: a heart being eaten from within by fire, surrounded by seven constellations. She’d had it tattooed onto her left side. To join the others.


Angel blinked, working to clear her mind. This wasn’t the flu. She’d been drugged. At the party. Something in her cola. The frat pack had thought it a hoot that she didn’t booze. But she hadn’t set it down, had she? Left it unattended?


When she went to the bathroom, she remembered. To look at her tat.


Another movement from the corners of her eyes. A stirring. A sound with it.


Run!


She responded to the voice in her head. Zig-zagging. Heart thundering. A black cloud passed overhead. A bird, she thought. Prehistoric. Giant wings, a creaking sound, like new, stiff leather.


No matter which direction she went, it followed. Hanging above her, a bird of prey.


That way! Right.


She turned sharply, stumbled across a planting bed. Looking up, she saw a parking lot. Its safety light called to her.


Sobbing with relief, she raced for the light. Almost within its reassuring circle, it went out.


‘No!’ she cried. ‘Help, someone! Please!’


At the far corner of the lot, a car door flew open, light spilling from its interior. A man stepped out. ‘Here,’ he called, waving her over.


Angel darted toward him. As she passed under it, the safety light flickered, then came back to life. She saw the man was young, twenty-something, fair-haired.


Her knees went weak with relief. ‘Someone’s following me!’ she cried as she reached him.


‘Where?’


‘The line of trees,’ she said. ‘I didn’t see him, but I heard him!’


He reached into his car and retrieved a flashlight. He aimed it toward the trees, then directed the beam across the quad.


‘I don’t see anything. You wait here, I’ll go—’


‘No!’ She grabbed his arm, terrified for them both. ‘Please. I just want to get out of here. I want to go home!’


‘Ok.’ He went around and opened the passenger side door. ‘Climb in.’


She did. A moment later, he was behind the wheel. And at that moment, she wondered if she was making a terrible mistake.


Angel hugged herself. ‘Just give me a lift to the streetcar stop on Broadway. I’ve got it from there.’


He looked at her. He had the strangest eyes. Oddly bright. Compelling in a way she hadn’t experienced before.


‘I’ll do better than that, I’ll drive you home.’


‘No, really. I’ll take the streetcar.’


‘It’s nearly three A.M. I’m driving you.’


He shifted into reverse and backed out of the spot. She noticed the safety light had gone out again.


Angel clasped her hands in her lap. ‘Look, my mind’s probably playing tricks on me, it does that a lot. My friend ditched me for a guy and I—’


He stopped the car. His bright gaze pinned her once more. ‘I’m driving you home.’


Getting into a car with a stranger then giving him her address was about as stupid as it got.


But something in his gaze seemed to reach inside her.


You can trust me.


Trust me, Angel.


His voice in her head. Clearly. The same voice that had told her to run, which way to go.


She blinked. This was nuts. She’d been drugged and was hallucinating. Or was sick with fever.


It’s going to be all right, Angel. You’re safe with me.


Is this really happening? she thought.


Yes, Angel, it is.


She pressed her lips together. Who are you?


I’m Eli. One of your brothers.
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Monday, July 8


6:25 A.M.


Detective ‘Micki’ Dee Dare had gotten the call just as she’d been about to step into the shower. The brass wanted her downtown, ASAP. She’d been forced to resort to what her snake-bit family called a whore’s bath, then pull her unruly mass of dishwater blond hair back into a quick ponytail.


Her family. What a joke. Mama, Grandma Roberta, and Aunt Jo – all three crazy. Not certifiable. No, just deep, southern-fried nuts. Baked by the sun and awash in sweet tea and sloe gin.


And hulking Uncle Beau. Silent as he crept down the hall, given away by the smell of cheap cigars and Kentucky bourbon. The combination still had the ability to turn her stomach.


It was no wonder she was such a frickin’ mess.


‘Sorry, Hank,’ she muttered, her friend’s deep drawl filling her head: You’re no mess, girl. You’re a work in progress, just like the rest of us.


Hank, taken from her by a bad ticker. She’d always found his death cruelly ironic. That big, kind heart, the thing that had made him the only wholly decent person she’d ever met, was the same thing that killed him.


Micki drove her ’71 Nova 396 V into the Broad Street lot reserved for NOPD. The wheels had been Hank’s – a broken-down hulk he’d hauled home from a junk yard with the dream of restoring it to its former glory.


She had fulfilled that dream for him. And as she had, weirdly, she’d rebuilt her own life as well, with his deep, steady voice guiding her, encouraging her. It was because of him she’d become a cop.


The Nova was more than a means of transportation; it was her pride and joy. Her baby. She freaking loved this car.


Micki parked and climbed out. Her commander had sounded choked. Really off. She hoped to hell she wasn’t walking into PID ambush. The Public Integrity Division investigated claims of abuse against NOPD officers, not that she had anything to hide, but shit happened every day.


Inside headquarters, she took the lobby elevator to the third floor. Major Nichols said he’d be waiting for her in Captain Patti O’Shay’s office. She reached the office; the receptionist directed her to the war room down the hall. Feeling more than a bit queasy over the unusual turn of events, she headed that way.


Micki reached the room and stepped inside. Something was definitely up. Too many suits in the room. Some of them looking at her strangely. Very strangely.


She immediately found her superior officer. ‘Major Nichols, I apologize for not getting here sooner.’


‘Actually, you’re right on time. You know Captain O’Shay?’


‘Of course.’ She nodded in the woman’s direction. ‘Captain.’


He ran through the introductions: Krohn, the Deputy Chief; Richards, community relations point man; and Roberts, FBI Special Agent in Charge of the New Orleans office.


The agent nodded. ‘Excellent to meet you, Detective.’


Okay, nobody from PID. But the Bureau? WTF?


A sinking sensation settled in the pit of her stomach. ‘You, too, Agent Roberts.’


Nichols motioned the chair across from his, though he didn’t meet her eyes. ‘Take a seat, Micki. Chief Howard should be here any moment.’


She did. Nobody spoke. A strange energy crackled in the air, and every so often she’d catch one of them looking speculatively at her.


What the hell was about to happen?


Chief Howard arrived, striding into the room – polished, confident and oddly exuberant. ‘Where’s Detective Dare?’


‘Chief Howard,’ she responded, standing.


He smiled broadly. ‘There you are. Perfect.’ He crossed to her, hand out. ‘This is a big day for you. We’re thrilled. Absolutely ecstatic.’


She took his hand. ‘Thank you, Chief.’


Instead of the brief handshake she expected, he pumped her hand, then clasped it between both of his. He looked her dead in the eyes. ‘I want you to know, we’re expecting great things.’


‘Yes, Chief. I just wish I knew for what.’


He laughed loudly, released her hand, and motioned the others. ‘Take a seat, people.’


As expected, Chief Howard took the head chair. He looked directly at her. ‘Major Nichols only learned of this assignment a couple hours ago, though we’ve known of the possibility for several weeks. Law enforcement is changing, Detective Dare. Starting today. And you’re going to be a part of it.’


He paused a moment as if waiting for a response, so she gave him the BS he expected. ‘Happy for the opportunity, Chief. I won’t let you down.’


He leaned forward with unconcealed glee. ‘Here’s the deal, Detective. The government has officially acknowledged the existence of a sixth sense. In conjunction with the FBI, they’ve initiated an experimental program called Sixers. In essence, this program—’


‘Excuse me, Chief. Did you say a sixth sense? As in, I can read your mind or move stuff just by thinking about it?’


‘Yes, Detective, that’s exactly what I’m talking about.’


She had expected him to laugh. Had expected everyone else to join in. She had been prepared to be the butt of a joke for clarity’s sake.


She hadn’t been prepared for this. She did her best not to look comically thunderstruck.


‘As I was saying,’ he continued, ‘the Bureau has assembled a team of these Sixers, evaluated their—’


Chief Howard stopped, as if uncertain what to call their qualifications. Gifts? Talents? Super-powers?


‘—abilities,’ he finished, after a moment, ‘then trained them at a specialized police academy. The first crop of recruits has graduated—’


‘It isn’t my birthday,’ she interrupted, moving her gaze from him to her commander. ‘Y’all know that, right?’


‘Excuse me, Detective?’


‘I mean, I don’t know who put you up to this – or how they managed to get you involved, Chief Howard, but—’


‘This isn’t a gag.’


He looked dead serious – they all did – but no way this wasn’t a gag. Sixth sense? Specialized police academies? It had to be bullshit.


‘It’s one of those TV shows, isn’t it? That’s how they got you involved. I know they’re probably makin’ a big donation to the department and I hate to ruin all that, but the gig’s up.’


She stood and turned in a slow circle, looking for the video cameras. ‘Stop rolling, y’all. C’mon out. You can bring in the next sucker.’


She expected a smiling show host and camera crew to magically appear. Maybe even theme music to sound or confetti to fall.


Something other than this toilet-paper-stuck-to-the-bottom-of-your-shoe awkwardness.


Major Nichols broke the silence. ‘You’d better sit back down, Micki. This is the real deal.’


Stunned, she sank back to her seat. ‘My apologies, Chief,’ she said. ‘But I’ve got to be honest, y’all are starting to freak me out.’


He chuckled. ‘I reacted the same way. In fact, it took a bit longer for them to convince me my wife wasn’t behind it.’ He leaned forward, hands folded on the table in front of him. ‘This is some pretty far-out stuff, but it’s happening. The first crop of recruits has graduated. An even dozen.’


He paused as if for dramatic effect. She wanted to tell him to get on with it, but figured that’d go over as well as a fart in church.


‘The NOPD has been selected as one of the inaugural PDs to receive a recruit. He’s being assigned to the Eighth. Congratulations, Detective Dare, you have a new partner.’


Micki stared at him. No way he meant … he couldn’t be saying—


‘You’ll be meeting him shortly. Detective Zach Harris.’


As what he was saying sank in, she shot to her feet. ‘With all due respect, Chief, hell no. Absolutely not.’


‘It’s done, Detective.’


She looked at the major for help, but saw none would be coming. She was on her own here. ‘Again, with all due respect, Chief Howard, find someone else.’


‘You’re their choice, Detective Dare. Not mine. I suggest you consider it an honor. I do.’


‘An honor,’ she repeated. ‘I don’t see how—’


‘You have the opportunity to make history here,’ Howard said. ‘As do we all. You’ll not jeopardize that.’


Nichols spoke up. ‘Sixers are being paired with tough, experienced cops. Part of your responsibility will be to keep your Sixer safe from harm. The government’s spent too much time and money training him to have him killed by some street thug or gang-banger.’


Retorts jumped to her tongue, ones about being a glorified babysitter. The look in Major Nichols’ eyes told her to keep them to herself.


‘What kind of cop is this guy?’ she asked. ‘What’s his service record?’


‘He has no service record, Detective.’


‘I don’t understand. If he has the rank of—’


Then she did. ‘He graduated from his hocus-pocus academy with the rank of Detective. That’s what you’re saying, isn’t it?’


She saw from their expressions that she’d guessed correctly. It pissed her off. Big time. She, like every other sworn officer in the room, had worked for her rank, paying her dues by putting her life on the line every stinking day.


‘Son of a bitch. Does he even know how to use a firearm?’


Chief Howard ignored her question. ‘The Sixers program is top secret. No one other than those personally involved are to know anything about it. Beyond this room, Detective Harris is just like every other officer on the force.’


It took a moment for the ramifications of that to sink in. When they had, she shook her head. ‘How do I explain him?’


‘You don’t, Detective. Your partner moved up and we paired you with Harris.’


‘Let me get this straight. Carmine’s promoted. But instead of replacing him with someone from within, you’ve imported this Harris dude.’


‘Correct.’


She shook her head. ‘There’re going to be some mighty pissed-off folks. Off the top of my head, I can name a half dozen deserving candidates in the Eighth alone.’


‘That’s not your concern.’


But it was because she was part of the team. ‘Since the truth’s not an option, what’s the official story? And it better be good, or my partner’s going to have a great big bullseye on his back.’


Captain O’Shay spoke up. ‘I can help you with that, Detective. He has connections to the force.’


Micki looked her way. Patti O’Shay had broken down a lot of NOPD walls, making it easier for the next generation of women cops. Like her. There were those who had whined ‘nepotism,’ pointing to O’Shay’s familial ties to the force, including that of her husband, Sammy. The naysayers, in Micki’s opinion, suffered from sour grapes. Patti O’Shay had earned her rank, every bit of it.


‘What connections?’ Micki asked.


‘Me.’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘Sammy had a younger sister, Erin. At seventeen, she ran off with her boyfriend. At eighteen she had a child, a boy.’


‘Zach Harris?’


‘That’s the story we’re using. She put him up for adoption.’ O’Shay passed Micki a file folder. ‘Unknowingly, he followed in the family footsteps and became a cop.’


‘Nice scenario so far. How did you find him?’


‘He found us. Searching for his roots.’


‘And his mother?’


‘He hasn’t located her yet.’


Micki flipped open the file. The best lies contained elements of truth. The more elemental those truths, the more believable the lie. Truth: Sammy O’Shay, like his wife, had been a captain. During Hurricane Katrina, he’d been killed in the line of duty. Also true: he’d had one brother, Sean, who’d retired the force shortly after. He and his wife had moved to Florida.


And, obviously, the third truth had to do with the sister. Micki nodded. ‘Sammy really did have a sister named Erin who ran away at seventeen.’


Captain O’Shay nodded. ‘She was wild, always getting in trouble. When she ran off, she was pregnant. Or so she said.’


‘Sammy never tried to find her?’


‘He and Sean both did. Without luck.’


‘What do you really know about her child?’


‘Nothing. We don’t even know if she actually gave birth.’


‘And the adoption angle, that’s part of the fabrication?’


‘Not entirely. Detective Harris was, himself, adopted. All he knows about his birth mother is she was young and from the south.’


Micki let that sink in a moment. ‘And Carmine’s promotion – you pulled strings.’


‘Yes.’ Captain O’Shay paused. ‘So you see, I’ll be the one with a bullseye on my back.’


But Harris would, too, Micki knew. Without a doubt. And depending on her level of involvement, so would she.


‘With all due respect, Chief Howard, this blows.’


A hint of a smile touched his lips. ‘Welcome to the Sixers program, Detective Dare. We’ll give you an hour to familiarize yourself with your role. The real party starts after that.’


‘The real party?’


‘When your Sixer arrives.’ He stood. ‘Congratulations. The future begins now.’
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Monday, July 8


7:40 A.M.


Micki stopped Major Nichols on his way out. ‘Could I have a word in private?’


She imagined that in his heyday, Frank Nichols cut a formidable figure. He topped six feet three inches and had the shoulders of a professional football player. Although more paunch than punch now, his physical presence still demanded respect.


To hell with all that, she was fighting mad. And when Micki Dee Dare got mad, smart folks took heed.


‘This is total bullshit!’ she exploded when the door snapped shut. ‘Did you really think I’d go for this?’


‘I suggest you back down, Detective Dare. Now.’


She held her ground a moment, then took a step back, her gaze never wavering from his. ‘Undercover in my own department? No. Absolutely not.’


‘You’ve got your orders, Detective.’


His mildly amused tone infuriated her. ‘I’m not the only one being jerked around here. You’re talking about my family. The Eighth’s my kin.’


‘I’m on your side, Mick, but my hands are tied. This is bigger than you, me, or even this department. They want you, they get you.’


‘Dammit! Why me?’


‘I don’t know for certain. As I understand it, they reviewed the service records of every detective in the Eighth.’


‘What are my options?’


‘I think you know.’


Go along with it or suffer the consequences. Demotion. The worst details, the shit sandwich brigade. Micki stood a moment, absorbing the truth of that, quivering with indignation and fury. At the Fed’s arrogance. Chief Howard’s disloyalty. At her own helplessness.


She wore none of those well, and for a moment thought of quitting – handing Nichols her gun and badge, then giving the lot of them the bird on her way out.


But where would she go? This was it; it was what she did. Who she was.


‘What about Carmine?’ she asked.


‘Don’t worry too much about Detective Angelo, he’s Cold Case squad now. He got his dream job.’


‘Fucking wonderful.’ She rolled her shoulders. ‘Lucky me, Sideshow Mick.’


‘That’s the way it is.’


‘I still don’t get it. Why me? It doesn’t make sense.’


He lowered his voice. ‘I think the bigger question here is, why New Orleans?’


‘I don’t follow.’


‘If Sixers fails, they blame it on us. Not on their brilliant idea. Face it, to a lot of the country the NOPD is still the face of Katrina. The Danziger Five. The chaos outside the Convention Center and the wild rumors from inside the Superdome. To a lot of folks, New Orleans is a drunken, dirty, amoral city with one of the highest crime rates in the country. A place that’s a whole lot of fun to visit but they sure as hell wouldn’t want to live here.’


She nodded, understanding. ‘The rest of the country expects us to screw up anyway.’


‘That’s my thinking. The Bureau’s covering all bases but keeping expectations low.’


That ticked her off. New Orleans may be flawed, but it was her home; the NOPD might not be her blood, but it was the only family she had.


‘I’m not a sideshow after all,’ she said. ‘I’m a sacrificial lamb.’


‘Not necessarily. Yes, they won’t hesitate to throw you under the bus, but they genuinely want this to work. For whatever reasons, they decided you’re their best bet for success.’


Micki let her breath out in a huff. All right, then. She would do her best to make this whole blasted Sixer thing shine so bright it’d glow in the frickin’ dark.


She caught him trying not to smile and scowled. ‘You knew I’d respond this way.’


‘Yup. And I suspect from reading your file, they knew it, too.’


She hated being predictable almost as much she hated being helpless. ‘For the record, I’m not happy.’


‘Noted. I’ll see you back at the Eighth.’


Her cell phone, holstered to her belt, vibrated. Her friend Jacqui, she saw. She answered it but before she could say hello, Nichols stopped and turned back. ‘It’s not a total loss, Micki. Saw a picture of your new partner. He’s easy on the eyes. Real easy.’


‘Great,’ she muttered. ‘A pretty boy with powers. God help me.’


‘Micki? You there?’


The call. Jacqui. ‘Sorry,’ she said, sounding as frustrated as she was.


‘Bad time?’


‘There’ve been some developments here. Is everything okay?’


‘Everything’s fine.’


Micki frowned. Four years ago she’d caught the then-seventeen-year-old, very pregnant Jacqui breaking into her neighbor’s house in search of food. The girl had reminded her of herself at the same age – alone, hungry, and desperate.


Hank had been the one who caught Micki. He had been her guardian angel.


Micki had surprised herself. Instead of busting the teenager, she’d offered her a meal and, eventually, a place to stay.


‘You’re sure? What about Alexander? He’s not—’ Micki began.


‘Zander’s wonderful. Really.’


‘Then why’d you call?’


Jacqui made an exasperated sound. ‘I don’t know. To say hello maybe? To hear your voice? Besides, I thought I’d catch you driving in. Obviously not.’


Micki laughed, the sound more sheepish than amused. ‘Sorry. Like I said, developments. I promise, I’ll call you back as soon as things settle down.’


Even as the words passed her lips, Micki admitted she had no clue when that would happen. She didn’t need a psychic to tell her that, for the short term at least, her life was going to be anything but settled.
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Monday, July 8


8:05 A.M.


Zach Harris stood at his twenty-fifth-floor hotel room window. Below him lay Canal Street, with its streetcars and imported palm trees; beyond Canal, the beautiful decay of the French Quarter. The Mississippi River hugged the city’s southern border, creating the crescent shape for which it had been named; from his perch, he could see a steamboat docked at the Toulouse Street wharf.


New York hustled and Los Angeles pranced, but New Orleans, Zach had learned, swayed.


A love affair had begun.


He smiled to himself. He was good at pissing folks off, and changing his reservations to arrive two days ahead of the FBI schedule had done that in spades. Parker, his Sixer point man, had been furious when he’d realized what Zach had done.


Which was too damn bad. Zach wasn’t here for Parker’s agenda. He was here for his own.


Parker had discovered him in a club. His offer had intrigued: become a part of an elite group of crime fighters, ones the likes of which the world has never seen outside the realm of fiction. A superhero of sorts. With a shot at fame and everything that goes along with it.


What guy didn’t have that on his bucket list?


Besides, if he didn’t dig it, he’d move on.


His signature move.


But this gig wouldn’t be as easy to maneuver his way out of. He’d realized that the moment he stepped out of the New Orleans airport and into the humid night. A hum had settled into his head. A low vibration, like a radio between stations. The closer to downtown he’d gotten, the louder and more insistent the hum had become.


The city, talking to him.


He’d experienced this kind of chatter before. But not to this extent. It’d disoriented him, knocked him off balance. He’d felt drunk. Not a happy inebriated – not at first – but room spinning, unable to walk a straight line, head in the commode drunk.


Instead of trying to stifle it or hopping on the next flight back to the west coast, he’d faced it head on.


Hair of the dog, baby. Soak it up. Roar back.


And in the process, he’d fallen in love with the city. A freaking magical place, full of shadows and whispers, celebrations and despair.


And others like him. Many of them. More than he’d ever sensed before. Zach turned away from the window. Did they know what they were, he wondered. Had they learned how to use their gifts? Or chosen to bury them?


Parker’s arrived.


A moment after the realization, his cell phone pinged, signaling the arrival of a text.






In lobby. We’re behind schedule.








Typical Parker. Few words. All business. Something about the guy made Zach want to mess with his head. Considering the thin ice he was already skating on, he’d resist the urge. For the moment.


Zach grabbed his jacket and headed down to the lobby. He joined Parker at the hotel entrance and together they walked out to a waiting SUV. Shiny. Black. The agent behind the wheel wore dark sunglasses nearly identical to Parker’s. Zach chuckled and climbed into the vehicle.


‘Something funny?’ Parker asked.


‘This vehicle. Your shades. His.’ He motioned the driver. ‘It’s all such a cliché.’


Parker removed the sunglasses, pinned him with his icy gaze. ‘Is this a game to you, Harris?’


He settled into the SUV’s back seat. ‘Define game.’


‘After that stunt, I should pull you.’


‘Do it.’


For a split second, he thought Parker might. Instead, the other man leaned forward. ‘You son of a bitch, get this now. We make the rules. Not you. We say get on a plane on the seventh at two PM, that’s when you get on the fucking plane. Not before. Not after.’


Zach knew he should acquiesce. Back down, go with the flow. But that voice couldn’t compete with the part of him that had kept him on the edge all his life. ‘Let’s get this straight, Parker. You don’t own me. This program doesn’t own me. And right now, you need me more than I need you. That may change, but for now, get off my back.’


‘Others are watching. Evaluating. You and me.’ He paused. ‘I’ve put my ass on the line for you.’


He got that. Zach nodded. ‘Okay. Since it’s your ass, I’ll work at being a bit more considerate.’


No smile in response. No acknowledgement of the concession. Parker handed him a manila envelope. ‘Everything you need is in there.’


Zach removed the contents of the envelope, then thumbed through the papers, stopping on a photograph of a blond woman in a police uniform. She had looked directly at the camera lens; the tilt of her chin suggested either arrogance or a chip on her shoulder; the serious set of mouth, that she meant business. He cocked his head. If she’d relax that beautiful mouth, she’d look a bit like a blond Angelina Jolie.


He tapped the photo and glanced at Parker. ‘My new partner, I presume?’


‘Detective Michaela Dare. Goes by Micki or Mick. Also Double-D or Mad Dog.’


‘Mad Dog?’


‘She has a temper and isn’t afraid to use it.’


Zach laughed. ‘Attractive woman.’


‘She’s along to protect you, not as entertainment.’


‘You’re no fun at all.’ Zach tapped the photo again. ‘Why her?’


‘Hardcore cop. Ferocious. Loyal.’ He paused. ‘She’s had to fight for it.’


‘It?’


‘Everything.’


Zach digested that. Compared it to his own life – everything had been handed to him on a silver platter.


Everything but one.


‘Tell me more about her,’ Zach said.


‘She can’t be corrupted.’


‘Everyone’s corruptible.’


‘Not her.’


Zach gazed at her picture. Those straightforward brown eyes telegraphed honesty. The loyalty Parker had mentioned.


‘Why?’


‘She lives the job. Little social life, no romantic interest. Alienated from her few relatives. NOPD’s her family. She decides you’re good for the family, she’ll protect you to the point of death.’


‘Sacrifice herself for me.’


‘Yes.’


The static in his head spiked. Zach closed the file. ‘That doesn’t sound too heroic on my part.’


‘Leave the heroics to her. She can’t do what you do.’


‘And what if she doesn’t think I’m good for the “family”?’


‘That wouldn’t be in the best interests of either of you.’


‘Is that a threat?’


The rare hint a of a smile touched Parker’s mouth. ‘Not at all, Detective. Just keeping it real.’
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Monday, July 8


8:35 A.M.


Easy on the eyes didn’t begin to cover it, Micki realized, as her new partner entered the conference room. Neither did pretty boy.


Zach Harris was knock-down gorgeous. Brown hair, streaked by the sun, with just the right amount of wave. The bluest eyes she’d ever seen. Brilliant, million-dollar smile.


Like that actor, Bradley Cooper. Better-looking, even. Although how that was possible she couldn’t fathom.


Why couldn’t he have been a troll?


He was accompanied by a dark-haired man in a suit. Put together, real slick. Carried himself like he had a steel rod for a spine. Or a corn cob up his butt.


FBI or military. She was guessing the former.


As she watched, Harris made a beeline for Captain O’Shay. ‘Aunt Patti,’ he said warmly, then hugged her. ‘I’m so happy to finally meet you.’


Unbelievably good actor, Micki thought, noting O’Shay looked surprised as well. Effing brilliant.


If he could maintain that level of artifice and keep his story straight, this assignment might be less of a clusterfuck than she’d expected.


Harris turned. Looked straight at her. She saw his amusement and squared her shoulders. He could play this bullshit Sixer game all he wanted, no way she was playing along.


She smiled confidently and crossed to him, hand out.


He took it. Something about his fingers curving around hers felt too close. Ditto the way his gaze held hers. Startlingly intimate. But not in a sexual way. As if they really knew each other. Every secret. Their pasts, present fears, and future dreams.


As if he could reach into her soul.


For the love of God, Micki. Get a grip!


‘Michaela,’ he said softly. ‘Good to finally meet you.’


Irritated, she freed her hand. ‘Don’t call me that again. In front of the guys, it’ll blow your cover. And between you and me, I might have to hurt you.’


He laughed softly. ‘I like you, Detective Dare. This is going to be fun.’


‘What do you think we’re doing here, Sixer? You think this is a game?’


‘Of course not. This is serious, serious business.’ Those spectacularly blue eyes crinkled at the corners. ‘At your service, Detective. Ready to help catch the bad guys.’


‘You’ve been misinformed. I don’t need any help with that.’


He smiled again, real easy. Colored contacts, she decided. It had to be. Vain and cheesy.


‘Some folks feel differently about that.’


He knew she was pissed and he was enjoying it. Son of a bitch was playing her. Pushing her buttons on purpose. Studying her reactions.


An angry retort jumped to her lips; she didn’t get the chance to utter it.


‘People,’ Chief Howard called out, ‘take a seat.’


They crossed to the table. Harris held out a chair for her.


‘That crap stops now,’ she said through gritted teeth. ‘Got it?’


‘Whatever you say, sweetheart.’ He took the seat for himself, leaving her standing. The last one standing.


‘Detective?’


Dammit. She nodded at the Chief and slid into the closest available seat, clear on the other side of the table.


The Chief began. ‘Detective Harris, we’re excited to have you on board. Agent Parker,’ he continued, turning to the dark-haired man who had arrived with him, ‘Welcome.’


Micki’s lips twitched. Corn cob, check.


‘I’ll be brief. We all know our roles. This initiative is top secret, leaking any information to the press will lead to immediate dismissal. Detective Dare, you blow cover, you’re out.’


Her get-out-of-jail-free card.


The agent’s eyes settled on hers. She noted his were as brilliant as Harris’s, only green. What was with these guys and colored lenses?


‘Agent Parker, the floor is yours.’


‘Good morning,’ he began, his gaze never wavering from Micki’s. ‘Welcome to the Sixers program. Each one of you plays a very important part in this initiative. But none more important than yours, Detective Dare.’


He paused a moment, as if to let the weight of that sink in. He needn’t have bothered. She was screwed and she knew it.


‘The Bureau has a lot invested in this program. Protect your asset at all costs. From all quarters. The success of this project could determine the future of law enforcement.’


She held his gaze. ‘From all quarters. What does that mean?’


‘I think you know.’


‘Spell it out, Agent Parker. I’m a southern girl. I believe in God, country, and dealin’ from the top of the deck.’


‘You back him up, no matter what the circumstance.’


‘He screws up, I take the hit?’


‘Yes.’


‘Or the bullet?’


‘Hopefully it won’t come to that.’


‘It comes to that every day, Agent Parker. May I ask you a question?’


‘Of course.’


‘Why so secretive?’


‘Another question I believe you already know the answer to. The general public isn’t ready for this. The media attention would make it impossible for our operatives to perform and for us to evaluate those performances.’


‘Plus,’ she said softly, ‘if the initiative fails, no one’s the wiser.’


‘Damage control is costly and embarrassing.’


‘Why PDs, Agent Parker? Why not keep the assets within the Bureau?’


He didn’t blink. She realized he hadn’t since their gazes locked. ‘We’ve had Sixers working within the Bureau for several years. It’s time we get them on the street and evaluate their effectiveness combating everyday crimes.’


‘Sounds like you’re looking to put me—’ she motioned around the table ‘—to put us, out of work.’


He laughed, the sound silky. Too silky. Sweet-talkin’ men are serpents, Grandma Roberta used to say. Like the one in the garden, temptin’ Eve.


Micki should know, she’d given in to more than her share of them.


‘Hardly, Detective. Harris is here to assist you.’


‘So Harris here, using his “superpowers”, finds us our perp, and we use legitimate science to nail him.’


‘Excellent assessment, Detective. Law enforcement for the twenty-first century and beyond.’ He moved his gaze around the table, then brought it back to hers. ‘Each Sixer has different strengths and weaknesses. We plug them in accordingly.’


‘Such as?’


‘We prefer to keep that information as need-to-know. You’ll be able to observe them in the field soon enough.’


She swiveled to face her new partner. ‘What am I thinking?’


‘Detective Harris doesn’t read minds,’ Parker said softly. ‘He perceives events, future and past. Picks up the echoes of acts and feelings. Snatches of thoughts, past and present.’


‘Pictures, sometimes,’ Zach offered. ‘Mostly like faded snapshots, though occasionally vivid. It’s unpredictable.’


‘Unpredictable,’ she repeated. ‘Now, that’ll help me sleep at night.’


Agent Parker cocked an eyebrow. ‘You’re in a dangerous, unpredictable profession, Detective Dare. What does help you sleep at night?’


Parker folded his hands on the table in front of him. Something about the move translated amusement – and arrogance – to her. And it pissed her off.


She unclipped her service weapon from its holster and laid it on the table. ‘Glock. .40 caliber, semi-automatic. A full magazine with a bullet chambered. Having a partner I can trust. One I’ve worked beside, depended on, and with the same training as mine. One who I know, without a doubt, has my back.’


Major Nichols cleared his throat – it sounded to her as if he was trying to hide a chuckle – but Chief Howard was anything but pleased. ‘That’s enough, Detective Dare.’


‘Actually,’ Harris said, ‘I appreciate her honesty. And I don’t blame her for being less than thrilled with this arrangement. She doesn’t know me or what I can do.’ He swiveled to face her. ‘So, I’m going to be just as honest with her.’ He reached across the table. ‘Your hand, Detective Dare.’


She hesitated a moment, then laid her hand in his. He closed his fingers around hers. She experienced the slightest tingling sensation, as if something had passed between them.


His expression didn’t change. ‘You’re pissed about this whole thing. You think this initiative is bullshit and you’re furious you drew the short straw—’


She cut him off, dismissive. ‘I think I’ve made that more than obvious.’


‘—even though I am eye candy.’ The corners of his lips lifted. ‘You wish I looked like a troll.’


‘This is ridiculous!’


She moved to snatch her hand away; he stopped her by grasping it more tightly. ‘And I don’t suggest you use that get-out-of-jail-free card.’ He lowered his voice. ‘It wouldn’t work out so well for you. These guys don’t play.’


He released her hand. For a heartbeat, she felt weak. As if the contact had sucked up all her energy.


The room went silent. She felt all eyes on her. If they thought she was going to go all giddy or effusive, they had the wrong girl. She squared her shoulders. ‘Seriously? That’s what you’ve got?’


Harris laughed. ‘I like you, Mick. We’ll get along just fine.’


Chief Howard stood. ‘Detective Dare, you head to the Eighth. You and Detective Angelo will have a chance to say your goodbyes and you and Detective Harris will officially “meet”.’


‘And if I’m asked, what do I know about him?’


‘Almost nothing. He was transferred in from outside. He has a familial connection within the force. Follow his lead. Are we good?’


Follow his lead? No frickin’ way. But she couldn’t say that. She nodded. ‘Yes, sir. Absolutely.’
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