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Chapter One
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DEAD BOY WALKING

NATE CROSS WAS IMMORTAL. To a degree.

Every time he died, he came back. Strength. Flight. Telepathy. One at a time. Never his choice.

That was the catch. He never knew which one he'd get.

Sometimes he died stopping a bank robbery, needing his strength, and woke up able to fly. Useless against three men with guns. Great for chasing the car afterward. It went the other way too. He'd need to fly and get stuck with strength instead. Best he could do then was leap. And if he landed wrong—

Well. He'd just come back again.

Hopefully with the flight.

He was nineteen now. He'd started stopping crime at eighteen. He'd had the powers far longer than that — since birth, probably — but they didn't wake up until he was thirteen.

Thirteen. That's how old he was the first time he died.

It was a semi-truck. A classmate stepped into the street without looking.

“Grace!” he screamed from the sidewalk.

Too late. So he jumped. Shoved her clear.

And took the truck himself.

Everything went black.

Then he woke up. Cold. Dark. Screaming.

Someone pulled him out of the drawer. He was in a coroner's office.

The coroner went white. “How is this possible? You were crushed by a thirty-ton truck. You came in here in pieces.”

“I don't know.” Nate looked at his hands. “I pushed Grace out of the way. Now I'm here.”

The coroner pressed two fingers to his wrist. Held them there. “You're alive. No question. The question is how.”

“My parents.” Even now, even here, it was the only thing on Nate's mind. “Do they think I'm dead?”

“The whole town does. You were in pieces, son.” The coroner slid his hands into his coat pockets. “This is unbelievable.”

“You're telling me. I'm the one who died.”

The coroner almost smiled. “As a man of science, I can only think of one explanation. A higher power. And it brought you back for a reason.”

“Like God?”

“Who else?” He held out a hand. “Edmund Pruitt. Call me Ed.”

“Nate. Nate Cross.” His hand was shaking. Ed's wasn't. “So. You gonna tell people about this?”

Ed clicked his tongue. “As a man of science, I should. But you're a boy who just survived something no one should survive. And what's the best case if I report it? The government takes you. Studies you. Cuts you open to see how you tick.” He shook his head. “That's not a life. So here's what I'm offering instead.”

“Which is?”

“Option one. I falsify the report, call it a misidentification, and we pray the town believes it. Option two.” He paused. “You stay dead. On paper. You disappear from this life completely. You come live with me, somewhere far from here, and when you're older — when it's safe — you find your way back to your family.”

The room went cold around him.

Nate thought about the men in lab coats. The needles. The questions that never stopped.

Then he thought about his parents. They'd already buried him. If he walked back through the door now — whole, unmarked, impossible — would they be glad?

Or would they be afraid?

There was only one answer a thirteen-year-old could land on, sitting on a cold metal table in a stranger's morgue.

“I think I have to disappear.”

Ed nodded slowly. “Then it's settled. I'll handle the paperwork. Get you out of here tonight.” A pause. “I'm sorry, son. This is too much for anyone, let alone a boy. But I'll do my best by you. I promise that.”

He kept that promise. Nate would never doubt it.

The years went fast.

At fifteen, he found out he could fly.

He was cleaning the gutters. Slipped off the ladder. Braced for the ground.

Hung two inches above the grass instead.

Took him a while to learn how to land. When he finally did, he told Ed.

“Can you do it again?” Ed asked.

“I think so.”

“Let's find out.”

The yard was empty. Ed had bought the house for exactly that reason — no neighbors, no eyes. Nate jumped a few times. Nothing. Then he stopped jumping and thought about the air holding him up.

He rose off the grass.

“You really can fly,” Ed breathed.

“Wanna see how high?”

Ed nodded.

Higher. Higher. Higher. The house shrank to a dot.

Then it hit him — he had no idea how to get down.

Panic. He lost the feeling. Like letting go of the handlebars.

He dropped like a stone.

His second death.

He woke in his own bed. Ed was sitting at the edge of it, waiting.

“Thank God,” Ed exhaled. “I wasn't sure the first time was real. I had enough faith to bring you inside instead of—” He didn't finish it. “How do you feel?”

Nate rubbed his neck. A small ache. Nothing more. “Fine. Guess I really am immortal.”

“So it seems. Immortal — and apparently unable to stick a landing.”

“Kind of embarrassing.”

“I'd say it happens. But it doesn't.” Ed's mouth twitched. “I'm just glad you came back.”

He tried to fly again the next morning. Couldn't. Whatever death had taken, it didn't give flight back.

The answer came on his sixteenth birthday.

Pickup baseball. He swung.

The ball exploded off the bat.

He played it off as a fluke. He knew better.

“You exploded a baseball,” Ed said.

“Like it was nothing. I think I've got strength now. Instead of the flight.”

Ed nodded slowly. “So they trade off. Each time you die, you revive with a different one.” A pause. “Interesting.”

“Wonder if it's just two. Or if there's more.”

“Be careful with this one.” Ed's voice dropped. “What if that ball had been your friend's hand? I know it's exciting. But if anyone finds out what you are, everything changes. For both of us.”

“I know. I'll be careful.”

And for three years, he was.

He kept the strength. He didn't like dying. He used it quietly — heavy lifting around the house, the occasional good deed nobody thought twice about. Small. Safe.

But he was an adult now. And quiet wasn't enough anymore.

He wanted to do more. He wanted to help people. Really help them.

He wanted to be a hero.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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DON'T MOVE

IT WASN'T EASY AT FIRST.

Being a hero meant learning what he could do. And what he couldn't.

Problem one: he had no idea how strong he was. And he wasn't about to punch some mugger and put a fist through his chest.

So he started small. Cats out of trees. Groceries for the elderly. Nothing glamorous.

But it felt good. The kind of good that stuck to your ribs.

Then came the night outside the theater.

He and his best friend Danny Finch had just caught an action flick — old soldier comes home, finds his town overrun, cleans house. It did a hell of a job making Nate feel like he wasn't doing enough.

Danny was hard to miss. Six inches taller than Nate, red hair, pale green eyes, arms and legs that crashed into everything by accident. The opposite of Nate, who was shorter, dark-skinned, with eyes you couldn't read in the dark.

“Movie of the year,” Danny said, buzzing. “Calling it.”

“I believe you.”

Then Nate felt it. Small. Hard. Pressed into his ribs.

“Don't move. Don't talk. Just listen.”

Nate went still. Danny's hands shot up.

“Whoa,” Danny said. “We can talk about this.”

“Shut up.” The voice was flat. “Wallets. Then the keys.”

Nate wasn't scared. Not for himself. If this went wrong, he'd come back.

Danny wouldn't.

“Take the wallets,” Nate said. “Leave the car.”

“What'd I say about talking?”

One gun. One man. If Nate moved fast enough, he could crush the barrel before a shot ever fired.

He moved.

His hand closed around the gun. The metal folded like foil. The man pulled the trigger on reflex—

The gun blew apart in his fist.

“What the—”

Nate shoved him. Not hard. Or what he meant as not hard.

The man flew six feet and hit the pavement.

Too much, Nate thought.

“Get in the car.”

Danny got in the car.

• • •
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THREE BLOCKS BEFORE either of them breathed.

“Dude,” Danny said.

“Yeah.”

“You have superpowers.”

No point lying. “Yes. And you can't tell anyone.”

Danny pulled into the burger place. Parked. Turned in his seat. “No freaking way. I thought I was crazy when you crushed the gun. Then you threw that guy like he was made of paper.”

“Never used it on a person before. Misjudged it.”

“Super strength. What else you got?”

“Not sure. I've only died twice.”

“You've DIED TWICE?”

“Keep it down.” Nate scanned the lot. “When I die, my powers switch. Had flight before. Lost it after the second death. Now it's strength.”

Danny stared. Then something close to awe spread across his face. “So every time you die, you come back with something new. One at a time.”

“So far.”

“Dude.” He sank back into the seat. “That's the coolest thing I've ever heard.” A beat. “How was flying?”

“Nice. Right up until it killed me.”

Danny laughed. “Didn't stick the landing?”

“Not even close.”
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