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          DELIA

        

      

    

    
      “Those don’t go there,” Penny said when we got back from picking vegetables in the garden and found our delivery man placing our order right on the threshold. She could squeeze her tiny frame through and put her basket on the kitchen table, but I would have to open the other French door to get inside.

      “If Miss Hill wants me to put them somewhere else, she’ll let me know,” Mr. Bosworth told the six-year-old as he continued piling my groceries in the most inconvenient way. It was a shorter distance for him and spared my floors his muddy boots, but the door would have to stay open until we put everything away.

      This was my opportunity to stand up for myself and tell him exactly where I wanted everything to go, but he looked over at me with a smirk, like he knew I would never tell him how to do his job – or anything – and he was taking full advantage of it.

      “I’m sure Mr. Bosworth knows what he’s doing and considered every option before choosing to put a mountain of bulky, fragile items in the doorway. Rather than on the table, in that corner, beside the pantry…” I gave a multitude of better options.

      “I’ve been doing this for thirty years,” Mr. Bosworth shared, though he’d only been coming here for the last two, since his father retired. He’d seen where the order was supposed to go, yet it took a year to even get him to bring the groceries inside, rather than leaving them in the driveway.

      

      I wrote Mr. Bosworth a check and sighed when he left, staring at the mess of my kitchen. An old student had remodeled it for me, so everything had its place, but the floor in front of the door was not it.

      “I’ll get help,” Penny decided, before she skipped down the hallway to track down other Rosehill occupants, her golden pigtails bouncing as she went. My pride wanted to tell her not to bother, that I would take care of it myself, but I knew that if Ben or Chris saw I was still letting Mr. Bosworth walk all over me, I would never hear the end of it.

      

      I knew exactly who she would come back with, so I went out of order and put away whatever would make the most damage if dropped; a carton of eggs, glass jars, bruisable fruit…

      “Do you need help, Miss Delia?” Charlie asked as he burst into the kitchen a few minutes later.

      Without waiting for my answer, he stared at the pile of groceries and made a loaf of bread travel across the room to land softly on the counter beside the toaster.

      There were no rules against using your Gifts at Rosehill – Jackie used hers whenever she wanted, as long as she had the other person’s consent – but until you could control your Gift, you weren’t supposed to use it inside the house, or around other people. Charlie’s telekinesis wasn’t the end of the world when it got away from him, but there were a few close calls when students nearly burnt the place down.

      “That’s very kind of you boys,” I said as Brandon followed his younger brother and used his Gift to put away a box of canned soups. The two of them were so alike, with bright blue eyes, dirty blond hair, and matching Gifts, but Charlie’s locks were almost at his shoulders, while Brandon kept his in a buzz cut.

      “It’s our pleasure,” Charlie assured me, tucking a loose strand of that sandy-blond hair behind his ear so he could have a better eye line of his target. His eagerness – both to help and for an excuse to use his Gift – was heartwarming, but it also made me nervous.

      “The cereal boxes are a lot lighter,” I pointed out when I realized Charlie was going for an industrial-sized bag of flour, which belonged all the way across the kitchen, inside the pantry. I was careful not to tell him to stop, or not to lift things he couldn’t handle. I knew they could both lift even the heaviest of my groceries, and I wasn’t the least bit worried about Brandon, but Charlie was easily distracted, and once he lost his concentration, everything he had up would fall to the ground.

      “He’s got this,” Brandon assured me as I opened the door to the pantry so Charlie would have one less thing to worry about.

      The flour landed softly in its place, while Brandon sent the laundry detergent out of the kitchen where he could no longer see it, listening to make sure it landed on the shelf in the laundry room. His Gift was stronger than any telekinetic I’d encountered at that age, and his brother had the same potential, but I often had a case of monkey see, monkey do, that ended terribly.

      

      I washed the produce from the garden while they worked, careful not to get in the way of flying grocery items. Penny sat on the beige marble countertop and sampled everything, occasionally giving the boys orders and suggestions.

      “A little more to the left,” she guided Brandon with her mouth full of snap peas.

      At seventeen, he was more graceful at putting things away in tight spaces, but Charlie was braver and faster, carrying way more than his fair share with the untouchable confidence of a fourteen-year-old boy who excelled at everything he tried.

      Things were going smoother than I’d expected, until Lena came in through the open French door just as Charlie was adding a jar of cloves to the spice rack. I watched in a panic as Charlie lost his hold on the cloves and they crashed down onto the rack, launching a chain reaction that had dozens of glass jars falling to the ground – until Brandon caught them all with his Gift, leaving the lot suspended a few inches from the ground.

      “Oh, thank God. That was almost⁠—”

      I was halfway through exhaling when a much bigger glass jar containing chia seeds crashed to the floor and exploded everywhere.

      I immediately grabbed Penny, who was barefoot and inching her way closer to get a better look at the damage.

      “I’m sorry,” Charlie said. “I had it, but then…” I followed his gaze to the empty doorway, but Lena had vanished. Penny was convinced the fifteen-year-old had the Gift of invisibility, and while I knew that wasn’t the case, I couldn’t tell you if she’d retreated outside, or if she’d slipped upstairs while we were all watching the commotion.

      “It’s fine. I have tons more in the storeroom,” I assured him.

      “We’ll clean it up,” Brandon said as he dropped the telekinesis and grabbed a pair of brooms, handing one to his brother.

      “I can help too,” Mateo offered from the hallway, having no doubt heard the crash. The twelve-year-old took a step towards the dustpan before I saw his bare feet on the now-speckled white floor.

      “Mateo, you’re not wearing shoes!” I warned, harsher than I intended. “This floor is terrible for spotting glass, and the boys are already taking care of it.” I tried to let him know I was trying to protect him, that I wasn’t mad, but he wasn’t used to me yet. He’d been at Rosehill a little over a month, after bouncing around multiple foster homes, and that was more words than we got from him most days. While Charlie’s long hair was a fashion statement, Mateo’s was so he had something to hide behind.

      “I’ll get shoes.” He turned to leave, but Charlie stopped him.

      “Don’t bother, we’re almost done.” He looked guilty and ashamed, which was the outcome I’d been expecting, but that didn’t make it any easier.

      “You were doing an excellent job today, Charlie. I was very impressed.” I gave him an encouraging smile.

      He nodded, then got back to the mess while I brought Penny to get shoes.

      

      The kitchen was spotless by the time we returned, with even the counters sparkling, except for the addition of a rather large aluminum tray filled with lasagna noodles and meat sauce.

      “Perfect timing,” Chris said, coming out of the walk-in fridge with a head of lettuce, wearing his Kiss the Chef apron. “I was looking for someone to help me add the finishing touches to the lasagna.” He was Michelin-starred and aspiring chefs would kill to train under him, but he spent his vacation days here, making kid-approved classics with underqualified sous chefs.

      “You mean the cheese?” Penny’s eyes got wide as she looked up at me with wonder, wordlessly asking if she could do the honors.

      “As long as you’ve washed your hands,” I assured her before taking out the plates and cutlery I would need to set the table for dinner.

      “You put some underneath too, right?” Penny verified after she moved the bench to the sink and started scrubbing the dirt from the garden out of her fingernails.

      “Why, was I supposed to?” Chris teased, but quickly reassured Penny when she looked at the dish with horror. “Ricotta and mozzarella,” he assured her.

      “Thank goodness.” She smiled, then poured an entire bag of shredded cheese onto the lasagna, tiny handful by tiny handful.

      

      We made a garden salad while the lasagna cooked, before everyone trickled into the dining room. I tried to get everyone together for lunch as well, but dinner was non-negotiable. Unless you were sick or away, you either ate with everyone, or… it wasn’t like I would make anyone starve, but there was no going off to eat on your own. Even before Rosehill’s completion, it was a rule I put in place with the construction crews and household staff. It seemed silly to keep up with old and stuffy traditions in the new world, with no one watching. Our friends nearly fainted when they came for a visit and sat down to an evening meal with the maids, butlers, and groomsmen all together, but everyone working at Rosehill quickly became family anyhow.

      These days, it was moody teenagers I had to convince to leave their phones behind, rather than busy employees concerned with decorum. Charlie, Brandon, Jackie, and Penny sat down first and got along like siblings, catching up on their days and teasing each other as my brothers and sisters had done with me centuries ago.

      Once the lasagna was ready, Chris put it on the table and took the seat next to Ben. They looked like brothers, an older version of Brandon and Charlie, only there was no relation, and Ben, though he looked a touch younger, was more like a grandfather, age-wise. They talked about cars and sports, two things I knew very little about. I understood the rules to everything one of my kids or students played, thanks to all the Sunday games I cheered them on at, but the only athletes I knew from the twenty-first century were the odd few who graduated from Rosehill, or happened to be Gifted.

      Lena didn’t trust us yet, but she’d quickly figured out that the best way to avoid suspicion was to play her part and pretend she did. It broke my heart to watch her do it, and to know there was a school somewhere, like Rosehill, where they trained little girls to become heartless killing machines. Luckily, I watched Lena in the moments she thought no one was looking and caught glimpses of the heart she kept hidden. Mostly with animals on the grounds who would never reveal her secrets. At least not to me.

      “I made the cheese part of the lasagna,” Penny told everyone.

      “That’s the best part,” Jackie assured her. “It smells amazing.”

      “I made sure it was bubbling before Chris took it out, because I know you don’t like cold cheese, see?” Penny leaned over the table to show Brandon how browned it was, because he only liked melted cheese. She dropped her doll in the process and Lena, without saying a word, got the doll from the floor and put it back on Penny’s chair before she could notice. But I did.

      “How was your day?” I asked Mateo, the only other person who was eating in silence. He always sat as far removed from the rest of us as he could and shoveled down his food as fast as humanly possible before asking to be excused.

      “Okay.” He shrugged.

      “I heard you’re acing math. At a college level. We might need to hire a new teacher next semester.”

      If I thought praising the twelve-year-old’s skills would help get him out of his shell, I was dead wrong. The glare he gave me would have made me recoil if there wasn’t so much hurt behind his brown eyes.

      “Math is easy.” He dismissed the compliment. “I don’t need a teacher.”

      I had so many questions about his aversion to praise, but he was already on his last bite. He stood up the moment the food was in his mouth and tried to swallow so he could ask to be excused.

      “We’re making brownies for dessert. You can crush the nuts to put on top,” Penny offered before he got the words out.

      Mateo looked to Penny, then to the rest of us, who were all waiting for his reaction. It was easy to retreat to an empty room when you wanted to be alone, but Penny made it infinitely harder when she asked you to do something with her.

      “I’m not hungry tonight, but maybe another time,” he told her apologetically before turning to me. “May I be excused?”

      The other kids sometimes asked that question as they ran out the door whenever something exciting happened, but as much as Mateo wanted to be on his own, he never left until I dismissed him.

      “Of course. The brownies will be on the counter if you change your mind.” I smiled until he turned away, wishing I could figure out how to reach him.

      

      “Give him time.” Ben came and put his hand on mine while I absentmindedly watched Jackie, Penny, and Chris making brownies.

      “He’s only been here a few weeks,” I agreed, but Ben’s smile told me he knew I was still worried.

      “It takes at least a few months to get used to your overbearing mothering.” He shrugged.

      “I can’t tell if you’re teasing or not,” I warned as the house phone rang.

      I went over to answer it, but Jackie moved faster than was safe for someone who couldn’t see where she was going and beat me to it.

      “Rosehill Academy, how may I help you?” The seventeen-year-old greeted in her version of my British accent, as if prospective students ever called that number. We didn’t advertise, so most of our student body came from referrals, or we recruited them. “Are you on your way?”

      Jackie dropped the accent, and I could tell from her smile that it was Tristan on the other end, even before she asked a bunch of follow-up questions about Alison and their trip.

      “Tristan got used to it,” Ben pointed out, stopping me from eavesdropping further. “And I didn’t mean it like your constant care and attention is what’s stopping Mateo from joining in.”

      “It just doesn’t help?”

      “He needs time to understand that he’s safe here, that you won’t send him away, and no matter how many times he turns you down, you will still be there, ready to welcome him with open arms once he’s ready. It’s scary when you’ve been hurt in the past, but time proves it’s real,” he explained.

      “Then I’ll keep doing what I’m doing.” I smiled, but I wasn’t sure if we were still just talking about Mateo, or if Ben was implying some similarities between me and the boy who was hesitant to accept my love.

      “Sure, Delia’s right here,” Jackie said with an exaggerated sigh, handing me the phone.

      “How are you? How’s Alison?” I asked, nodding when Ben motioned to say he was going to take care of things outside. He’d arrived less than a century ago and worked his way up from the recruiter to teacher to my right-hand man. I was perhaps too reliant upon him, because I couldn’t run Rosehill without him at this point.

      “We’re… okay.” Tristan considered my question before answering. “Finally got on the road, so we should be at the airfield soon.”

      “Are you sure you want to go straight to California tonight? Rosehill is on your way to the airfield. You could spend a few days here and calm your nerves a bit before facing her family.” Not to mention my own nerves. That he’d come back to life did not negate the fact that he’d died on me. There was a weight in my chest that wouldn’t go away until I saw he was okay.

      “Alison hasn’t seen them since this all started, which might only be a couple of weeks, but it feels like a lifetime. Do we still have people with them?”

      “Of course. Until the threat is over, we will keep an eye on the Carmichaels. But they’re all welcome here,” I reminded him.

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “For as long as they need,” I added. I knew Tristan was rolling his eyes at my ‘overbearing mothering’, but I couldn’t help it even if I tried. “I believe Jen is working in San Francisco for the summer, so if you need anything while you’re there, I’m sure she and Peter would be happy to help.”

      “You have friends everywhere, don’t you?” he called me on it. He’d met the two of them a few years ago, but had Jen left Rosehill and settled on an island commune decades before I found Tristan. “We’ll reach out if we need anything, but Alison’s pretty eager to see her family, and she promised she would spend her time at the hotel or the hospital, so we won’t be doing social calls.”

      “When the world stops making sense, you need your family more than ever. Will you let me know when you get there?”

      “Of course.” I could hear the smile in his voice. I knew it was a sad one, because he’d lost his biological family, but I was enough of a nagging, worrying mother that he never had to feel like he was on his own.

      “Safe travels,” was as close as I was going to get to telling him to be careful and drive safe.

      “Always,” he assured me before hanging up.
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          ALISON

        

      

    

    
      Tristan ran his hand through his dark, messy hair before putting it back on the steering wheel. We were off to an airfield in the middle of nowhere because Tristan knew a pilot who could fly us to California under the radar. I would have felt safer on a commercial airline, but I had to get to my family.

      There were a million thoughts running through my mind as I stared out the window, pretending I hadn’t been listening in on his call. Now that we were driving away from the craziness of the past month, part of me wanted to forget all of it and start fresh in California as if I didn’t know that I was a First Lifer with people trying to kidnap me so they could study my blood. Unfortunately, playing pretend wouldn’t be much help. Not when I was the problem, with my rare Gift a built-in, very permanent reminder. No matter where I went, random objects I touched would show me their darkest, most traumatic memories. Every Gifted would temporarily lose their Gifts. And, worst of all, every person who got close to me would get sick, losing more and more of their health until there was nearly nothing left, like I’d been doing to my sister for over a decade.

      Until I figured out how to control my particular ‘Gift’, Tristan was the only person I was touching, and that was because he was the one who initiated it and refused to listen when I told him I would never touch anyone – or anything – ever again. He insisted we would figure it all out together, but to be honest, I mostly agreed with the people who’d kidnapped me. They believed that because of the part of my Gift that took away other people’s Gifts, my blood could somehow turn Gifted back into regular humans. I probably would have stayed with them and helped them accomplish their goals if they didn’t insist on administering it to all Gifted, whether they wanted it or not. Because given the choice, I would gladly get rid of my so-called ‘Gift’.

      “You’re a million miles away.” Tristan reached over the console to hold my hand. The sparks I felt when our skin connected used to give me butterflies, but now I knew it was just the remnants of his Gift that I was sucking away from him, however unintentionally. He didn’t let go, but I knew he felt the sparks as well. Instead, he rubbed his thumb against my skin in a soothing back-and-forth manner. I loved him for showing me he wasn’t afraid, and that touching me was worth it, but I was terrified of what could happen if we were attacked again while he was so vulnerable.

      I could not watch him die a second time.

      “Just processing.” I gave him a smile, which he returned, before I went back to staring out the window.

      “You are taking it a lot better than I did,” he shared, getting my attention away from the trees.

      “When you found out you were semi-immortal?”

      I was fully aware that he was trying to distract me, but I welcomed the diversion. I’d been wanting to ask about his past since the moment I found out he was Gifted. Usually, when you die, you’re dead, but if you’re Gifted, you wake up with a supernatural ability and don’t stay dead until you accomplish some kind of purpose. But how would you figure that out without someone there to tell you? All I knew for Tristan was that the doctors wanted to amputate his leg as a last-ditch attempt to stop the spread of his cancer, but he died before the surgery could take place. He’d never mentioned ‘waking up’.

      “Being a First Lifer – and being hunted for it – sucks,” Tristan began, so as not to take away from my horrific experience. I’d drowned when I was younger, and it took just long enough for my dad’s CPR to work that my Gift got activated, even if I didn’t fully die. “But if you’re not a First Lifer, then you don’t find out you’re Gifted until after you’ve died. When you wake up. If you’re lucky, you stumble onto another Gifted who can explain everything to you before you get the chance to freak out.”

      “Is that what happened to you?”

      “Not quite. The dying part wasn’t bad. I was so tired of fighting that I wasn’t even afraid of what came next. They kept giving me morphine to make me comfortable, and I drifted in and out with last goodbyes from the people I loved, and then it was over.” He kept his eyes on the road, but I couldn’t tell if he was seeing it, or if he was lost in his thoughts. I wanted to ask him what dying was like, but a shadow crossed his face. “Until I woke up.” He swallowed. “I was in one of those…”

      “A coffin?” I suggested.

      “No. I guess you would call it a drawer? One of those things in morgues that only opens from the outside.” I understood he knew the last part from experience, which made me reconsider whether I wanted to hear the rest of the story.

      “I guess I’m lucky someone I trusted figured it out and sent me to Grace, who tried to teach me how to use it.” Although it wasn’t so lucky for either of them. Dr. Richards died alone after being tortured for information on me, and Grace barely survived a violent attack from the same people.

      I took a deep breath and brought my focus back to Tristan.

      “My luck was that it only took an hour of banging and screaming before someone heard and let me out.” He forced a smile, but there was nothing lucky about it, only less terrible than it could have been. “Unfortunately, it was the employee who’d signed for my body and just received hundreds of bookmarks with my face on them. He did not react well to seeing me alive.”

      “I am so sorry you went through that.” I could only imagine how terrible that must have been for him. For both of them.

      “I was confused and terrified, but the guy literally died.”

      “You killed him?!?” I was shocked, and the words came out before I could stop myself.

      “Technically. But that was when I discovered my Gift. Not that I understood it at the time. I bent over him and tried to do CPR, but when I did my first compression, shocks of electricity travelled from my hands into him and restarted his heart. I called 911 and stayed with him until I heard the sirens, then I ran off into the night. It took me forever to slow down and realize no one was coming after me. I guess no one believed the guy, and the funeral director didn’t want to admit they’d lost a body. But it begs the question of what they cremated for my mom’s urn.”

      “You went home?” I asked delicately. I knew he hadn’t spoken to most of his family in years, but I could only imagine how someone would react to finding their dead son on their doorstep.

      “Eventually. I saw the pile of booklets from my funeral. Then I watched my parents sift through casseroles and cards through the living room window. I wanted, more than anything, to rush in and tell them I was okay, that there had been some crazy mistake and they didn’t have to be sad anymore… but even if I didn’t understand it, I knew that I’d died. I’d seen enough horror movies to know no good could come from me coming back to life, so I was going to walk away and leave them alone, but Serena, my little sister, was crying on our backyard swing, looking so lost and scared, until she spotted me. Her face just lit up and… I couldn’t leave her.”

      “You became her imaginary friend.” I knew it wasn’t nearly that simple, but I got a hopeful smile as he gave the back of my hand a kiss.

      “I stayed close by and kept an eye on her, but I was mostly wandering the streets until Delia found me. The guy who found me hadn’t let everyone calling him crazy stop him from telling people he saw a dead body come back to life, and eventually, it got back to Rosehill. Delia took me in and taught me what Gifted are, as well as how to control my Gift. I still snuck out to watch Serena play, or popped over for a chat when she was alone in the backyard, but as time went on… imaginary friends aren’t so common once you hit high school.”

      “She was the only one you visited? Not your other sister?” I knew he had two of them, but he only ever talked about the older one.

      “Serena was the only one I let see me. My parents would have freaked out and Izzie was afraid of me even when I was still alive.” I gave him a confused look, so he explained. “She was born when I was in remission, like a fresh start for the family, but by the time she could walk, I was constantly hooked up to machines with loud beeping and tubes going everywhere… it was just best if I didn’t cause her any more nightmares. I tried to stay away from Serena too, especially once she got older, but by then she knew to look for me, so eventually…”

      “She asked you to stop coming, and you found me.” I tried to add a happy spin to it, but I was painfully aware of how much trouble I’d brought into his life in such a short period. He’d come to Boston for a change of scenery after his sister told him it was better if he stayed away from her, and I immediately put his life in danger and asked him to stay away from me, before he saved my life and I watched him die. Though not in that order.

      “My heart broke, and you put it back together,” he agreed.

      “I can’t imagine⁠—”

      I had paused to let out a breath and gather my thoughts for something reassuring to say. Instead, I grabbed on to his arm and yelled, “Tristan!” in case he hadn’t seen the pick-up that swerved out of nowhere and came to a grinding halt in the middle of the road, maybe twenty feet ahead of us.

      I assumed the driver had fallen asleep, and I didn’t want Tristan to smash into them, but he was more on the ball than I was, even before the people got out and faced us with a determination I found terrifying. Instead of stopping, Tristan had swerved into the field and drove as far as he could until it got too thick for us to keep going. He covered me a second before they launched something at us that shattered both windshields, raining glass everywhere.

      “Run,” Tristan commanded, opening my door so I could get out.

      My brain was still trying to process what was going on, but luckily, my body was getting used to the adrenaline rush. We ventured through the field toward a wooded area. I made sure not to look back, but all I could think of was the truck’s occupants, and how they’d looked like they wanted to kill me.

      

      I slipped on a muddy slope once we got into the trees, scrambling to get up because I knew they were right behind us, even if I could no longer hear them over the rumble of the nearby river.

      “Are you okay?” Tristan asked in a whisper when he slid down and joined me.

      “I’m fine,” I said, but he already had me back on my feet and we were running again, though this time he held on to my hand.

      We headed for the river, which was good since they wouldn’t be able to hear our footsteps, or my heartbeat that was drumming in my ears, but I didn’t like the idea of not being able to hear how close they were.

      We followed it a couple hundred feet before we got to a clearing. I’d been hearing the river since the tall grass of the field, but this was the first time I saw it flowing about thirty feet below us. My stomach churned as I stepped back from the edge. I was not a fan of heights and felt that anyone who went cliff diving had something seriously wrong with their brain chemistry. And a death wish.

      “Shouldn’t we be moving? In the cover of the trees?” I suggested. We were completely exposed, and I did not want a closer look at whatever burst the windshield.

      “Do you trust me?” Tristan asked, taking my other hand in his.

      “Yes…” This wasn’t the first time he’d asked, though I’d trusted him a lot more when it was a question of where we were going on a date. His face was determined, but I could tell I wouldn’t like it.

      “On three, we’re going to jump.”

      “Into the river?” I whispered it, more because I was hoping I’d misunderstood than because I thought anyone would overhear us.

      “I won’t let go,” he promised. “One, two, three…”

      And we jumped.
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      The mansion got quiet in the evenings, when the younger children went to bed, and the older ones enjoyed their free time. I could hear video games from Brandon and Charlie’s room, as well as the occasional trash talk they would never use if they knew I was listening. We had more than enough bedrooms for them each to have their own, but while they made Rosehill their home as if the lives they lived before never existed, they didn’t like being apart. I kept expecting them to change their minds once they got older, but we were going on four years, and it looked like they would be bunkmates until they moved out. Which I hoped wouldn’t be for a while. Even if my job was to take care of them and teach them what they would need to excel in the world, I always dreaded the actual ‘going out into the world’ part.

      Two doors down, Mateo made sure his music was just loud enough for me to hear it through the door, in case I had any inclination to go inside and start a conversation. He was going to go deaf if he wasn’t careful, but it was better than the constant silence we got from him until a week ago. I would open the door to check on him after a quick knock and find him sitting on the floor in the corner, with his hands on his head, staring at me with so much hatred that I felt it to my core, until I realized he was looking through me. I didn’t know it was possible to hate someone this fiercely that I had never met, but I did.

      Jackie was listening to a book on tape – Jane Austen by the sound of it – which fit nicely with the classical music coming from Lena’s bedroom. I could never tell if she was listening or playing unless I could distinguish more than one instrument. Even then, she often played along to recordings, creating her own orchestra. It was beautiful to listen to, but also incredibly sad.

      

      No one needed me, so I went down to the kitchen to make myself a tea. It was too early for sleep, and I didn’t have much luck with that anyway, especially not with Tristan being hunted and so much pain under my roof.

      I filled the kettle and put it on the stove, then took out a mug with some tea bags to make it extra strong. My eyes burned for a millisecond, as they did whenever Jackie used them to locate me, so I took out an extra mug and a pouch of herbal tea for her.

      “I was thinking we could all go horseback riding tomorrow,” I said once I heard her in the doorway. “Mateo is too shy to come on his own, but if it’s a mandatory group activity, he won’t have⁠—”

      I stopped mid-sentence when I saw her face. Jackie often found me in the evenings for tea and something sweet, but tonight she looked scared.

      “What’s wrong, sweetheart?” I came over and brought my hand to the side of her face, so she could grab onto it and anchor herself.

      “Someone’s trying to hurt Tristan.”

      I had a million questions I wanted to ask, but the fear on her face told me we didn’t have the time.

      I went to the keypad and sounded the alarm.
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      “What did you see?” I asked Jackie, ushering her to follow me outside, texting Chris on the way. The alarm I triggered only went off in certain areas of Rosehill so the children wouldn’t panic. Chris’ bedroom, the same one he’d used as a child, wouldn’t receive it, but I needed an adult I could trust to stay with the kids while I was gone. Rosehill was protected in many ways, and though we weren’t currently under attack, it made me nervous to know that the magical barriers became less effective the instant I crossed the threshold.

      “I wanted to see how far away he was, and I love looking out of airplane windows at the world below, but he was in the woods. If he was here, I would assume he just went for a run to clear his head, but it’s getting dark, something is following them, and Alison looks terrified.”

      “Are they injured?”

      “Not yet.”

      I loved Jackie with all my heart, but she was not an optimist.

      “Are they still in Boston?”

      “There are no trails or signs that I can see… but there’s a river or a lake or something nearby.”

      “Is the water still, or…”

      “I can’t see the water, only that they’re soaking wet.”

      I nodded encouragingly to reassure her, not that she could see it, but she had a knack for reading my emotions, regardless. I did not like the sound of her last statement.

      “Find them and keep them safe,” I asked three of the gargoyles perched above the front door. “Watch the school,” I told the two others.

      For a second, it looked like nothing was going to happen, but then all five gargoyles slowly broke free from their molds, breaking the stones that encased them as they spread their wings. Three flew off into the distance, one found a higher vantage point, and the other circled the school’s entrance. They were originally carved to protect the mansion from evil spirits and superstitions, but I had a friend who was a witch and thought I could use someone to talk to without guarding my words. Over the centuries, they did a lot less conversing, but more of everything else. I often wondered if they did somehow communicate with each other at night, when I wasn’t watching, but they had their own personalities and preferences as far as which tasks they liked to accomplish, which I tried to take into account. There was a limited radius they could reach outside the estate, but hopefully Tristan and Alison weren’t too far away.

      “I’ll be back before you wake up, and if I’m not, Chris will take care of breakfast. Etta can come by and continue with lessons, if that’s what everyone wants, or you can go on a field trip…or it’s probably best if everyone stays within the grounds,” I told Jackie, running through a mental list of things that needed to be taken care of before I left. I wondered if I should text Etta now, so she could see it when she woke up, or if I should wait and only bother her if it looked like I wouldn’t be back in time.

      

      The tactile screen analyzed my fingerprint before letting us into the war room. I hated calling it that, but there were only so many times I could remind everyone it was called the Supply Room before I gave up and joined in. I’d seen war, and what we did was not the same. We tried to make the world safer; to prevent wars and protect the people we loved. Unfortunately, we sometimes had to use a lot of weapons to get there.

      “I’m coming with you,” Jackie insisted, taking her training suit from the shelf. They were fire resistant and mostly bulletproof, so I could keep everyone safe while they learned how to use their Gifts, but somewhere along the way, the kids decided they should use their training suits as superhero costumes.

      “This isn’t a game, sweetheart. No First or Last Lifers, especially not when they’re underage.” I reminded her of the rules.

      “How will you know where they are if I’m not with you?”

      “She has a point,” Ben agreed, coming in to stock up on weapons for himself. He was already in his training suit, which made him look more like a black ops agent than a superhero, since he’d removed the white and red stitching of the school’s logo.

      “She’s seventeen,” I argued with him, but my eyes rested on her when she tried to put a grenade in her pocket.

      “I’m an innocent, blind teenager. No one will see me as a threat,” she pointed out, putting the grenade down so she could raise her hands in surrender.

      “You thinking that scares me.”

      We never hurt children, no matter how vile their deeds, but not everyone had the same scruples. I knew from experience that some people shot first and asked questions later, no matter how young you were. Especially if you hung out with Gifted.

      “I can stay in the car if it makes you feel better, but I can’t stay here.”

      Jackie was a couple of inches taller than me, but she usually slouched to take up less space in the world. Tonight, to push her agenda, she stood to her full height, as uncomfortable as it made her, and urged me to listen.

      “He’s family, and I can help.”

      I loved her fierce determination when it came to protecting those she loved, but not when it put her in danger. I weighed the risks against the benefits, looking to Ben for support, but he just shrugged, reminding me I knew his thoughts on the matter. I would never forgive myself if Jackie got hurt, but I would lose her if anything happened to Tristan. Not that I would forgive myself for that, either. Unfortunately, if Alison’s Gift could actually remove Giftedness, then the Damned would never stop looking for her. A large majority of Gifted might join in as well if they believed her to be the cure to their immortality. We didn’t have time to grid search an entire forest to find them when a handful of Gifted were already hot on their heels.

      “I am trusting you to stay in the car and listen,” I relented, grabbing extra shields and protection for her. “Not until you get your license.” I took the handgun from her and replaced it with a taser and pepper spray. Not that I wanted her using those, either. The last thing we needed was her shooting herself, or someone else.

      

      By the time Jackie and I got outside, Chris and Ben were waiting with our presidential-grade Navigator, while Caleb and Etta pulled into the driveway behind them.

      “I’m not a kid anymore,” Chris reminded me with his arms crossed.

      “But you’re in your first life, without a Gift, and you’re the person I trust the most with the children sleeping upstairs,” I reminded him he wasn’t just staying back, he was protecting the people we had to leave behind. “I made a promise to your mother⁠—”

      “I’ll stay for the kids,” he cut me off, then sighed to let me know he still didn’t like it. “But if you don’t come back, they’re getting dessert for every meal until they rot their teeth and child services take them away,” he warned.

      “I’ll be back,” I promised. Technically, no one could promise such a thing, not even with my Gift, but even if I died, the chances were that I would wake up at Rosehill, like nearly every other time my luck ran out.

      

      “Midnight stroll?” I turned to Caleb and Etta, who I could now see were armed and ready, with Caleb looking every bit the soldier as Ben. Etta was wearing her training suit as well, but she adorned it with a red bandana around the neck. It was an unnecessary fashion statement for now, but she would use it to tie up her waist-length jet-black hair once we got to fighting.

      “Your bat signal tipped us off,” Caleb explained, pointing to the spotlights on the roof, which I doubted he could see from their house. We were technically neighbors, but there were acres of wooded land between us.

      “And he paid the security guy to hook us up to your alerts, in case of emergencies,” Etta ratted her husband out. An affluent father who wanted to make sure his daughter would be safe in our care digitized the security system, so I couldn’t blame him for jumping at the opportunity to add an extra layer of safety.

      “It’s an honor to have you both by my side,” I said instead of reproaching him, taking them both in for a quick hug.

      

      The five of us piled into the vehicle so Ben could follow Jackie’s directions through back roads and forests to get us as close as we could to Tristan and Alison. Jackie kept bringing her fingers to the space between her eyebrows, trying to stave off the migraine that came when she used her Gift too much. She could see through one person’s eyes continuously, only stopping when it got too uncomfortable for the other person, but switching back and forth was hard on her. Luckily, her connection to Tristan was one of her strongest, so the distance wasn’t nearly as difficult as it was with Alison. We just had to hope it was enough, and that we weren’t too late.
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      It felt like we had been running for hours, but judging by the sun that was still setting, it hadn’t even been one. My legs were burning, and I’d twisted my ankle on the uneven terrain at least a dozen times. I only walked into branches twice, but I could feel the blood coming down from the cut it made above my eyebrow. I was still soaked from our jump into the river rapids, so I couldn’t tell if it was blood or water until it got into my eye and tried to blind me. Not that there were actual rapids, but there was a strong current that carried us miles away from the car, and civilization. I’d seen one of the others jump in after us while we drifted away, but we’d been alone since we got out of the water and into the forest. Or at least I hadn’t seen anyone.

      There were five of them after us, and while I had tried not to slow us down by looking back, the few times I had, they’d looked like trained killers who could chase us for days without getting tired. I would have given up miles ago if it weren’t for Tristan holding my hand and dragging me along, encouraging me to keep running just a little further. I didn’t know what he thought he was guiding us to in the middle of nowhere, but a part of me felt like I could follow him to the ends of the earth, so I pushed forward.

      

      After fifteen more minutes, I heard movement in the woods behind us. Or maybe I imagined them, but it got to where I was half-wishing they would just find us already, before they could pop up when I wasn’t expecting it and give me a heart attack.

      “Here,” Tristan whispered, guiding me into what I thought was the opening of a cave, but I quickly realized was a hollowed-out tree.

      I panicked and nearly cried out to Tristan when he didn’t follow me inside, but he was covering our footprints leading to the tree. He ran past it a dozen feet, turned, then took off his shoes and came back to me in his socks, making much less noticeable tracks.

      “How did you know to do that?” I asked.

      “Delia and Ben taught me a bit about covering my tracks, but it won’t fool them for long,” he warned. Jackie had been watching us through Tristan since we got out of the river, but I had no clue how far away she was, or if she could find us in time.

      Tristan wasn’t saying anything, but I knew it was all my fault. Tristan’s Gift allowed him to shoot bolts of electricity out of his hands, which could have given us a fighting chance if my Gift hadn’t sucked his away from him.

      I went to apologize for stealing his Gift, for putting him in danger, for everything, but he brought his finger to his lips. Which was fine, because there wasn’t anything I could have said that wouldn’t have fallen short.

      

      Now that we weren’t running anymore, my breathing slowly returned to normal, but my heart was still pounding against my chest, the fear making me feel like anyone could hear it from a mile away.

      Tristan took me in his arms just as I heard someone coming. I was vaguely aware that I was holding my breath, but it wasn’t even the Gifted who’d been following us. Two bears the size of minivans slowly made their way up the path where Tristan had tried to cover our footsteps, and planted themselves in front of our tree’s opening, all nonchalant, but also like they were guarding us for their next meal.

      I was still on restricted breathing when two of the Gifted hunting us came through, commenting on the bears, but showing no fear. Which terrified me about as much as the bears. I was sure they must have noticed us as well, but they kept walking. Tristan held my hand, as if he could comfort the fear out of me. I appreciated the effort, but until the bears moved on and the Gifted gave up, I couldn’t relax.

      

      Two more Gifted walked right past us twenty minutes later, and I was almost glad the bears were there. As long as they blocked the entrance, the Gifted weren’t coming near us.

      That is, until one of them on their own looked right past the bears, straight at me. He was taller than Tristan, and muscular, with dark eyes that somehow reminded me of wolves.

      “Looks like someone’s got a bit of Dr. Doolittle in them,” he said before whistling to summon his friends.
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      “They’re hiding in a hollow tree, but I can see the people who are after them. At least one, but there were more earlier,” Jackie said once we got as far as the vehicle could take us.

      “They’ll be okay.” I squeezed Jackie’s hand before getting out. “And you⁠—”

      “I’ll stay right here with Etta,” she assured me, possibly an attempt to cut me off in case I was about to use my Gift on her. I would never, but she didn’t know that. As far as she was concerned, I would break a promise and risk her hating me if it meant she stayed alive.

      “Thank you. I really appreciate it.” I sighed, hoping I wouldn’t regret letting her come, before running as fast as I could, followed by Ben and Caleb. Etta would join the fight if we needed her, but her healing Gift was best kept away from danger if we could help it, especially when First Lifers were involved.

      Ben and Caleb ran past me almost as soon as their feet hit the ground. Their legs were much longer than mine, but I had endurance on my side, from a lifetime of being slower and weaker than those against me.

      I’d been trained by the best the Guardians had to offer, to fight those more powerful than me. It didn’t always work out, but I never backed down from a fight I believed in, whether it was to defend myself, someone I cared about, or even a stranger. Unless, of course, my fighting put someone else’s life on the line.

      I’d also learned to hunt, and to track people by the footprints and cracked branches they left behind. I wasn’t as talented as the one who taught me, but I still would have expected to see a lot more damage to these woods from a group of people running through them. Most of what I found was from Caleb and Ben, plowing through ahead of me, with no regard for the evidence they left behind. I could make out maybe two other sets of footprints, tops.

      “I think they’re over here,” I called, leading the guys through a clearing they’d overlooked.

      I could say it was the way a branch was bent at Tristan’s shoulder level, or how there was a half print from a woman’s sneaker, but there was something else pulling me to the clearing. I couldn’t put a finger on it, so I attributed it to a mother’s instinct, even if Tristan wasn’t really mine.

      The guys caught up to me just as I encountered a group of people. They were Gifted, judging by the way a tree’s roots tried to wrap themselves around my ankles. I chopped away at them before Caleb found the woman responsible. She wrapped vines and branches around his arms to hold him back, but he broke through them almost as quickly as she summoned them.

      Ben looked like he was being tortured by a man with a shaved head and a baby face. He couldn’t be over eighteen, with none of the wisdom in his eyes that usually hinted a Gifted had seen more than their looks implied. I would have compared his youth to Tristan, but there was a cruelness to this boy’s actions. I couldn’t see anything in his hands, but every time he made a fist, Ben cried out in agony, shaking uncontrollably.

      The man facing me could cover himself in scales at will, using them both as a shield whenever I tried to strike, and as a weapon at the end of his arms whenever he took the offensive. Thank God I was fast, because they looked like they could slice through me like I was nothing.

      I could see Tristan and a young blonde woman in the distance, facing off against two men who looked ready to pounce, but they were prevented from it by about a dozen wolves, and a couple of bears, who stood between them. It was a testament to Ben’s strength, determination, and selflessness that the animals stood their ground, because every time he screamed, they howled, and he had to stop them from rushing to his aid.

      
      One man tried to fight the animals, but the other held him back simply by putting his arm out, telling me he was the one in charge
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