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Prologue
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I was ten and at a birthday pool party the first time I died. Someone's dad blew life back into me. Everyone, including my parents, thought I'd hurt myself diving and drowned, but that wasn't what really happened.

I was fifteen the second time I died. Colorado family ski trip; collapse on the bunny slope. My savior that day was my big brother Adam, who was twenty. My parents took me to the doctor that time. A couple of months later we found out I had a heart condition that would eventually kill me. A year after that, my name went on a waiting list for a new one, which I'd received right before I turned nineteen. My life changed forever, but not as expected. On the outside, I was the same old me, healthy and lucky to be alive. But on the inside, I was different.

No one but Adam knew, and he'd never tell.

We kept each other's secrets. We were tight that way.
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Chapter One
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"We're meeting him in the lobby?" Nerves had my stomach in a knot for several reasons, one of them worry for my big brother, even though he'd told me a zillion times what a good guy Josh Ross was.

"You know we are." Adam, cool and calm and walking with purposeful strides that had me jogging out of the parking deck to keep up. Birmingham Friday morning traffic zipped past us.

"What if he doesn't show?"

"He's there now, Dani. Just texted me."

I stopped short to catch my breath. Adam turned to see why, impatience written all over his face. "What?"

I motioned for him to come back. "Are you absotively posilutely sure?"

He gave me a goofy grin. "Absolutely. Even more than that."

With a nod, I smoothed his shirt and swept nonexistent lint from his shoulders before brushing back that one lock of hair that never stayed where it was supposed to. My big brother was hot by anyone's standards: tall, with an athlete's build and black Irish coloring.

"Better?" he asked.

"You're going to knock his socks off."

"Been there, done that, remember? It was one of those mutual, L-A-F-S things."

Love at first sight? Obviously.

Color me envious.

With a joyful smile Adam took my hand and started walking again, this time a little slower. If he was embarrassed to be showing his little sis affection, he didn't let on. Was it because most people would think we were a couple? Or because he finally didn't care what anyone thought? I hoped for the latter. He'd never loved anyone the way he loved Josh. I wanted him to go public, beginning with our folks, the reason the guys were meeting to strategize.

Adam didn't hesitate at the entrance of the hotel. Once in the lobby, we spotted his boyfriend at the same time—me from a picture, of course, since I'd never met him. My brother, looking fabulous in his jeans and dark green Henley, quickly crossed the room. I followed a few steps behind, using the time to scope out Josh. I saw the blond hair, the blue eyes, and the killer smile of his photos. His clothes, as casual as ours, showed off how fit he was. No wonder Adam had fallen so hard. The guy was gorgeous.

They shook hands, pulling each other into a G-rated, one-armed man hug that lasted maybe two seconds longer than it should have. That done, they both turned to me.

"Danielle Rhiannon Donovan." Josh embraced me like he knew me.

I MANAGED TO TURN MY head just enough to see Adam, who was watching us, all smiles. "You told him my middle name?"

My brother just shrugged.

"It's about damn time we met." Josh, trying to distract me, I thought.

But there was no need. I couldn't be mad today. "I know, right?"

For a minute or four, we stood there and talked about long drives, hotels, and restaurant possibilities. Then my gaze landed on a sign that was the other reason Adam and I had driven from Jackson, Mississippi to Alabama today, a three-plus hours' road trip. I read that the World Security League had set up in Conference Room D. I must've gulped or something, because both guys gave me sympathetic smiles. Adam turned to me so he could straighten the hem of my shirt, brush imaginary lint off my shoulders, and tuck a stray lock of my thick dark hair behind my ear.

"You've so got this," he said.

"And you two have this." I flicked my finger between them. "Remember, if plan A sucks..."

"We have twenty-five more letters to try." Adam knew that quote by heart, too. It was our grandpa Brady's favorite.

"Yes. Now I'll see you guys later. Don't forget to text me the room number."

"I won't." Adam's gaze swept me. He seemed...uncertain and not, I thought, about himself.

That did nothing for my nerves. "You don't think I should do this?"

"No, no. You should. You definitely should."

"Then what?"

"Demand their respect, okay? Maybe you're not what they need. Maybe you are. Either way, you have an amazing gift and, if this doesn't work out, the same twenty-five more letters we have."

Unable to answer without going mushy, I gave him a quick, hard hug and headed down the carpeted hall. I reached my destination way too quickly and had to get up my nerve to actually open the door and step into a small, improvised waiting room. Behind a desk sat Nate Conti, a guy I recognized from his visit to campus, our Skypes, and the website of Rutledge Institute, a training facility for psychics. He was a recruiter who currently worked the southern states. We'd emailed back and forth after his talk at the university. He'd invited me to test today.

"You made it." He gave me a big grin as he stood and offered his hand.

I shook and released it, surprised that he looked so much younger close up. He couldn't have too many years on me. "Yeah. Just got here."

"Sorry you had to drive so far. We picked Birmingham since it was central to everyone being tested."

"Actually, my brother did the driving."

"He's with you? He can wait in here if he wants."

"He has other plans."

"Great. Have a seat."

I sat in one of the four metal folding chairs lining the wall. They were about two feet across from the table that was Nate's desk.

"Based on what you and the other recruits have told me, Emily and I—"

"Emily?"

"Sorry. Some days I really stink at this job. Emily is Emily Storey. She's my recruiting partner. Neither of us were wild about the current tests, so she came up with something new."

I tried not to stare. Nate was handsome in a brown hair, green eyes, tall sort of way. Unfortunately there was an aura—no, not that. I didn't see auras. But I did get vibes, and his was T-A-K-E-N. Might as well have been etched right across his nose. I also got the feeling that he wasn't wild about being there, which could be the reason he thought he stunk. "How many people are being tested?"

"Three plus you. Did you bring the consent forms?"

"Yes." I dug into my bag so I could hand them over.

He took them. "Great. Are you ready to get started?"

"Sure." I'd never been so clueless but wasn't about to back out now.

Nate handed me a questionnaire, which I quickly filled out and gave back to him. We then left that room. He led the way down the hall to another one. A girl with porcelain skin and flaming red hair waved at the sight of us. "Hey there."

I wished for her non-accent. Mine was southern with a dash of hillbilly.

"You must be Dani. I'm Emily, team leader. So nice to meet you." She gave me a quick hug before pulling a black sleep mask from her pocket and handing it to Nate.

"I hope you don't have a blindfold phobia," he said.

My heart skipped a beat. "Blindfold?"

"Yeah. The room will be dark, but we need to make extra sure you can't see anything." Nate played with the mask he held, but didn't make a move toward me.

"What room will be dark?"

Emily huffed her exasperation. "Geez, Conti. Did you tell her nothing?" With a dry laugh, she focused on me. "He's in love, so his head and heart are sometimes far, far away."

He rolled his eyes. "Does the word discrete mean anything to you?"

"She probably already knew." Emily turned to me for confirmation.

I didn't lie. "Yeah, I did pick up on it."

She beamed. "Okay, what we're going to do is put you in a huge, blacked-out room along with the others being tested today. This is so you'll rely totally on your feelings. The blindfold is just a precaution."

That sounded better. I nodded my agreement.

"So you don't mind?" Nate asked.

"Not at all," I told him.

He slipped past to secure the black velvet mask, which absolutely blinded me. I heard a door open.

"Here we go." Emily, moving to stand behind me, her hands on my shoulders. Trusting that she wouldn't run us into a wall, I let her nudge me in the right direction. I heard a sound like a chair scraping against the floor. She positioned me. "You can sit here."

I felt for the chair, found it, and sat—another folding one with metal so cool I felt the chill through my jeans. I also felt the presence of other people already in the room. There were three new ones.

"Here's what's going to happen." Nate spoke loud enough for everyone to hear. "Emily and I are leaving all of you in here for an hour. We'll be close by, of course. What we want you to do is try to learn as much about the others as you can without seeing or talking to them. When the time is up, we'll take each of you to a separate room to debrief."

"Any questions?" Emily was silent for a moment. "Good luck."

I heard retreating footsteps and a door opening and closing.

This was now as real as it got. I worked to clear my head of distractions—Adam and Josh, Mom and Dad, today's road trip, this hotel, plans B through Z.

Focus, Dani. Focus!

Picturing the face of a clock, I set myself on the twelve and moved clockwise. My first stop? The two o'clock position. I imagined a faceless girl with blonde hair. I saw flashes of high school things—a football stadium; a gym; a step, whirl, and kick to the rhythm of a drum. She was younger than me. A cheerleader. Her name started with an M. Mary, Madison, Marcie? Mandy! And her boyfriend's name was... Uh-oh. I got two male names loud and clear—Clayton and Jack. A love triangle?

Out of info, I moved on to the six o'clock position. A guy. He seemed closed off, and I picked up on nervousness that bordered on fear. I couldn't blame him. Coming out as a psychic was still challenging, thanks to widespread misconceptions. According to what I'd read online, a few years ago a famous evangelist had publicly attacked a psychic who'd predicted catastrophes that came true. Since he'd shot the messenger so viciously, a whole lot of psychics had gone underground. But things were getting better, and I wished this guy would relax and lower all his mental barriers.

Of course, he probably wished the same thing about me.

Finally I picked up a signal or two. Name: Raphael. His vibe was sort of medical. Med school? Maybe. He showed me pristine white halls, what looked like a workout room, and a wheelchair. A therapist? Oh wait! The wheelchair was his. Car wreck not that long ago. Poor guy. He was definitely down in the dumps, and since his misery now lurked at the edge of my own consciousness, waiting to engulf me, I quickly moved on.

In the eight o'clock spot I sensed another guy, this one apparently delving into my head at the exact moment I delved into his.

The result?

BAM!
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