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Chapter One


It was only a month after graduation, and already my life was insanely busy, kind of awesome—and not anything like I’d expected it to be.

“Are you working today?” my dad asked as I dashed into the kitchen to grab a blueberry muffin on my way out the door. 

I halted mid-reach. I couldn’t lie and say yes, because my schedule at The Dirty Pickle, the restaurant downtown where I worked, was on the fridge. I couldn’t say I was spending the day with Tucker, my boyfriend, because my parents were amping up the worried lectures about decision-making before a big separation. And they knew Jordan was on vacation with her parents. So all my go-to cover-ups wouldn’t work.

I flipped up the napkin covering the muffins and made a sound of dismay. “Dad! Did you eat all the muffins?”

“Of course not.” He turned a page of his newspaper and sipped his coffee. “I left you one.”

“One! Unbelievable! I helped bake these, you know. And I haven’t had any yet. I swear—”

“So where are you going, then?” He stood and carried his mug to the sink. “We barely see you.”

I scowled, annoyed that he was ignoring my rant. It wasn’t like it was completely pulled out of my ass. I baked with my mother and my five-year-old twin sisters once a week, and every time, I was lucky to get any of it. The urge to throw the basket at him welled until the wicker edge dug into my fingers, my arm shaking with the force of it.

I drew in a long, slow breath, counting as I did. I’d gotten good at that in the last month. A new skill I’d never needed before.

Let it go. It’ll backfire. Even if I kept my cool and my rant reasonable, he’d use it as ammunition. Say it was my own fault because I’m never home. That was a complaint I’d deflected too often already.

I grabbed the lone muffin and a paper towel, frantically trying to come up with something to tell him. But then I spotted my copy of The Oresteia on the table in the breakfast nook. It was required reading for one of the classes my parents thought I was taking at Amherst College this fall. “I’m going to the library to see if I can find another translation.” I grabbed the book and waved it at him. “For comparison purposes. I have that paper due before classes start, you know? I’ll just hang out there for a while.”

“Fine. We’ll see you at dinner.” 

It wasn’t a question. Dammit.

“Yep, see you then. Six?”

“Around that.” He hooked his arm around my shoulders as I passed and pressed a kiss to my temple. “Have a good day, sweetie, and don’t work too hard. Love you.”

“Love you, too.” And I ran.

Lying to my parents was one of the hardest things about my new life. It started a couple of weeks before graduation, when I learned the truth about who I was. Not adopted—that would have been too easy to deal with. No, I’m half angel. Not like the heavenly angels most people think of. Those are mythology based on the real angels, who are beings of light from another dimension. They can’t really do anything here without a human body, and the angel soul has to enter the body only when there’s no other soul in it. So, pretty much at conception. 

Ideally, I’d have been born fully fused, body and soul, and remembered everything about being an angel, including my mission. Then I’d grow up just in time to complete it, guided by the angel guardians, with whom I’d be in mental touch whenever I needed to be. Kind of like having a cell phone embedded in your brain, I guess. I don’t know, because that’s not how it happened.

I got into my eight-year-old Prius and pulled away from the curb in front of the house, rubbing my shoulders against the seat. They were all itchy, like someone was watching me. Probably my dad. I had to do something—he was way too suspicious lately. The problem was that I didn’t know which of my secrets he was cluing into.

My phone rang as I neared town. I flicked the levers to answer through the car’s Bluetooth, something that never failed to make me grin. I’d gotten a new cell for graduation, along with the car that I was half paying for, so it was like I’d leaped a century in technology. Maybe in five years I’d catch up to my friends.

“Hello?”

“Hey, babe.”

My insides melted a little, despite the annoying endearment. Tucker had proven himself a worthy boyfriend and didn’t deserve crap over something dumb. But let the record show that I didn’t actually condone it.

“Hey.” I slowed down a little. I was close to the Pickle, and if Bing saw my car in the back lot, he’d expect me to come up right away. He operated under an unofficial deadline and every second was precious.

“Just checking about tonight. You coming over?”

I winced. “Hopefully. It’ll be after dinner, though. Command performance.”

“You can’t get out of it? Tell them you’re with me. They like me.”

They adored him, but that didn’t matter. I was (supposedly) going to college here in Massachusetts, and he was going to Northwestern, fourteen hours away. My parents kept haranguing me with the “facts” about long-distance relationships and high-school sweethearts and all that. They were worried I’d do something stupid. Little did they know…

“It’s not that. They haven’t seen me much. Dad’s getting annoyed and I can’t let him get suspicious about what I’m doing with Bing and Lincoln.”

The six beats of silence told me I’d made a mistake mentioning Linc. A couple of months ago we’d all been friends—me and my best friend Jordan, my boyfriend Tucker, and our other best friend Lincoln. We’d gone on a quest together to retrieve my light, my angel soul. And everything had changed, even though we all pretended it hadn’t. Linc was half angel, too, and he was the only one who had an inkling of what it was like to be me. But when I was born, my mom went into cardiac arrest and they shocked her before the umbilical cord was cut. My soul had been ripped from my body. I’d lived without it, feeling empty and disconnected and totally clueless about why, for eighteen years. Lincoln had been born properly, with all his memories and knowledge intact. He grew up knowing his mission was to help me, but he was cut off from home and unable to communicate with those who’d sent us both here. Tucker was, understandably, a little threatened by the bond Lincoln and I had formed in the last few weeks.

Then there was the moment right before the Big Event when Lincoln kissed me. And Tucker saw it. I’d made it clear to both of them that I was with Tucker, but inside? Where my emotions were so freaking huge now? 

It was a lot more complicated.

When we were all together, there was a tension between them, a coldness that hadn’t been there before. It made me sad, and uncomfortable, and our group had all drifted apart just a little.

“Okay,” Tucker finally said, just as I was pulling down the alley to the parking lot behind The Dirty Pickle. “Text me and let me know when you can come over, okay?”

“Definitely. Dinner’s at six, so I should be able to get away by eight.”

We hung up and I grabbed my stuff and locked the car, jogging up the stairs to Bing’s apartment.

Lincoln opened the door before I got there. “You’re late.” He didn’t scowl. Over the past few weeks, his expressions had gotten far too still and guarded for that. But the scowling was definitely implied.

I shouldered past him. “I’m always late.”

He followed me through the sparsely furnished living room—sagging couch, small TV on a rickety stand, scratched-up coffee table—into the surprisingly spacious kitchen that doubled as an office. Bing sat at the old-fashioned, chrome-legged table, his gangly elbows stretching toward the corners, papers spread out over the surface. He looked a lot like he had the first time I saw him, except then he’d been just an old man who was probably a criminal, worn-down and lonely. Now he had a purpose again, and he looked younger than his years.

Well, okay, he was really old, so he’d always look younger than his years. But he looked younger than the ninety-something he’d appeared to be when we met in May, and now I knew he was not only an angel, but also my great-grandfather. Maybe. Possibly. Unconfirmed. Because I was afraid to ask him.

He glanced up from the papers. “You did good work tracking down Andromeda,” he told me. “Lincoln and I will be traveling to Paris tonight to attempt contact.”

It was my turn to scowl, and I did it without restraint as I dropped into the chair opposite him. Lincoln leaned against the counter behind me, out of reach in case I wanted to punch him. Smart man.

“No fair. I do all the work, he gets all the fun.” 

“You both have jobs to do. Yours means you can’t leave here right now.”

“Besides, your parents would have kittens if you tried.” Lincoln nudged my ankle with his toe.

Okay, so fine, both were true. I was kind of in the middle of my original mission, which involved my best friend, Jordan. I didn’t know what it was, actually, just that it involved being her friend. Which I already was. Mission accomplished, woo hoo! I was supposed to have come into this world knowing my mission and fulfilling it long-term, but there’d been some kind of collapse that cut us off from home. Lincoln was the last angel to pass through before the collapse, his mission to “fix” me, if possible. But now I’d been told that staying with Jordan was vital. She was kind of tailspinning since she hadn’t made it into Amherst, the college we’d both planned to go to. She had no idea what to do with her life, and I was kind of the only thing keeping her from falling apart and doing something stupid. I didn’t know why that was important, in the “big picture” the angels seemed to be most concerned with. And yes, that drove me batshit nuts.

So Jordan was my mission. But Lincoln and I also had a job, helping Bing track down the other angels who’d been trapped here after the collapse. They’d all drifted apart. Some had died, but he estimated there had to be at least half a dozen left—on the entire planet. It was kind of humbling, knowing how long he’d lived with the knowledge that his kind was dying out.

Normally, when the human part of us died, the angel soul went back to their world. There was no name for it, no geography. Angels are beings of light, their world one of energy. Energy can’t be created or destroyed. But when the collapse happened, cutting off the two worlds, the souls were trapped here. No one really knows how to find them, or what might have happened to them. Figuring it out was part two of Bing’s plan, after he’d found and collected all the ones who remained fused with their human bodies. 

I was kind of surprised they hadn’t found us, actually. How could they not have felt the rift open back in May? Another angel around Bing’s age, Phillip, had tried to use my light to open a portal between our worlds. He wanted to go home, despite banishment for crimes I hadn’t been told about. He’d been using my light to commit crimes here, almost blew me up, and stabbed Linc and nearly killed him. He’d also tossed my light into the small rift right in the middle of a forest clearing that had been a known connection point between the worlds. I caught it, but traveled into the rift with it. The thoughts and emotions of hundreds of thousands of like beings, reaching out to me, embracing me, had been overwhelming beyond my capacity to process it. I didn’t get how others didn’t feel it somehow. 

But then, I’d found the connection overwhelming because I was in the freaking rift. Maybe being in Paris, Andromeda hadn’t sensed it. Or maybe she hadn’t cared.

Since that idea bothered me too much to dwell on, I refocused on Bing, aka Jeremy Rehnquist. The same name as my dad’s grandfather, which could be only a coincidence except that my great-granddad’s nickname was also Bing. It wasn’t like that name belonged to every other old guy.

“I could find a way to come with you,” I argued. “My parents don’t have to know it’s Paris. I can tell them it’s a weekend thing at Amherst.”

“It’s Tuesday,” Lincoln said.

“Okay, a middle-of-the-week thing.”

“You’d need a passport.”

“I have one.” Family vacation to Niagara Falls, two years ago, before he’d moved to town.

But Bing shook his head. “They would never believe it with this short notice, and you shouldn’t lie to your parents.” He smiled a little at my raised eyebrow. “Any more than necessary.”

I heaved a heavy sigh. “Fine. But next time, you’re taking me.”

“We’ll discuss it.” Bing pushed to his feet and eyed us both. “Let’s start your training. Arguments are a waste when you have such limited time.”

I bristled at his accusatory tone, but stood and followed him and Lincoln downstairs and outside. It wasn’t like I didn’t want to train. Fusing with my soul had brought abilities that were just cool. I wanted to develop them, stretch their limits, get better every time I tried. Bing didn’t want me doing much outside of training until I had better control, so the more training I did, the happier we all were. 

But I couldn’t defend myself, because a lot of the reason I had limited time was my fault. Not all of it. They wanted me to stay on my original mission, which meant sticking with Jordan. But she had made noises about beach bumming or taking a year abroad. Even just changing her mind a million times might cost me money trying to keep up, which meant I had to work—like, at a real job, to save money—as much as I could. 

The part that was my fault was not telling my parents I wasn’t going to Amherst. That big fat lie was hard to keep up with, and I hadn’t figured out what to do about it. It hadn’t been a deliberate decision at first. There had been so much adjustment, the college thing seemed small. I would say something when I figured out what was going to happen. No point in stirring up trouble when there was no plan or explanation, right? But once I started pretending I was preparing to go, I was stuck. And my mother was a control freak. She kept checking the schedules and classes and stuff, so she knew what I was supposed to be doing. So I had to do it. Freaking Oresteia.

Then I had Tucker. He deserved my time and attention as much as Jordan did. Add my parents already whining that I was gone too much, and I was stretched so thin you could see through me.

Bing paused at the corner of the block. He waited while a couple walked past, then motioned me and Lincoln closer.

“We’ll walk to the park, gradually increasing our spacing as you communicate telepathically. Roxie, you go—”

“The long way. I know.” I strode off down the street to the right, which would take me a quarter mile longer to get to the same place as them. I could feel Lincoln watching me, waiting for me to reach the cross street and turn out of sight before he started ambling down the main road.

I slowed my steps and smiled at a woman with a stroller. Appleton was a typical New England town, with a big town green and park in the middle, lots of brick buildings and colonial architecture, and friendly people. Today, the mid-July sun and tempering breeze cast dappled tree shadows on the sidewalk. A border of flowers in front of the building I was passing smelled sweet. I actually relaxed, my muscles loosening. I slowed down, inhaling, forcing myself out of my perpetual stress bubble so I could concentrate. 

Did you get it yet?

Lincoln’s voice in my head. He was supposed to knock, and I was supposed to remove my blocks—open the door—and allow the communication. The truth that we hadn’t told Bing was that I was always open to Linc. We didn’t hear each other’s thoughts without projecting them, but he could slip them into my head as easily as punching me in the shoulder.

My deep, dark secret? I didn’t hate that.

Not yet. I’m not walking that fast.

You can’t see it, but I’m wearing my shocked face.

I laughed. A guy stopped at the traffic light looked at me, apparently decided I wasn’t that interesting, and turned away. I hesitated at the corner of the building next to me and glanced casually down at our spot. An empty plastic pot, about six inches wide, had been pressed into the soil and left there even after the plant it held had died. The grass grew over the edges so it was hard to see the hollow in the middle.

The light changed and the cars sped on, so I crouched and reached into the hole, my fingers closing over…not what I’d expected.

I straightened, the silver chain sliding down my fingers until the tiny feather at the end pulled it straight. Linc…

He was silent. Not because he couldn’t hear me. I could feel his presence there, though it grew fainter as he got further away. He just didn’t want me to say anything about this. I tried to swallow and couldn’t get it down. A heavy tenderness behind my breastbone got in the way, and it was several seconds before I could say anything—even in my head.

You’re not supposed—

Bing wants you to run and figure out how many hours to fly to Paris while I sing a song in your head.

Oh, for cripes sake. The tenderness vanished. No.

He says we need to practice doing multiple tasks.

I stuffed my item for Lincoln—a bobblehead football player from our favorite team, the New England Patriots—into the hole and straightened.

I’m never going to be figuring out flight times to Paris while you sing a freaking song! I might be fighting someone while you give me instructions to get out of a building, though. I did start jogging, because no one was going to pick a fight on the street with a petite teenage girl wearing a Captain America T-shirt, and running was a decent alternative.

Bing says you watch too much TV.

I snorted. I didn’t have time to watch TV. Not anymore. Okay, give me fake mission parameters or something. I’ll take a new route to the park, and—

Something slammed into my forehead. Golden pain shattered my vision. I reeled backwards and stumbled a few steps before I regained my balance. I blinked hard, trying to clear the lights dancing in front of my eyes. What the frack had just happened? A silhouette shifted a few feet away. Why hadn’t whoever hit me attacked while I was dazed?

The shape came toward me. Cold adrenaline rushed into my body. I ducked and swung to the right, coming up behind the person, and then I could see. The sun was behind me now. They began to turn, and in those few seconds a million impressions raced through my head. Taller than me, not real big, male, short hair… I expected Owen or Fake Drew, one of the guys who’d been after me back in May, but when he finished turning around, I didn’t know him.

I bounced on the balls of my feet, fists up, loose in front of me. Hand-to-hand combat wasn’t part of my training—not for lack of trying on my part—but I’d been taking self-defense classes with Jordan since I turned thirteen.

Roxie!

I realized Linc had been shouting in my head the whole time, ever since I got cut off so abruptly. I just hadn’t been paying attention. I got the sense he was running, probably trying to come to my rescue.

I’m fine.

His relief made my arms and legs weak. That had never happened before, and I dropped my guard.

The guy who’d hit me had his hands up and was saying something. I shook my head and backed up a step, trying to catch up with everything.

“—and didn’t see you coming around the corner. God, I’m so sorry. Are you okay?” He bent, one hand still out like he was wary I was going to attack him back, and picked up a lime-green Frisbee off the sidewalk.

“Hell.” I huffed and bent to brace my hands on my knees, fighting nausea. My face heated. I tried a self-deprecating laugh. “Sorry. My mother would kill me if she heard me talk like that in front of a stranger. I’m fine.” I touched my forehead and winced. Not completely fine. How was I going to explain a welt and probably a bruise on my forehead? A book fell on me at the library?

Actually, that would work.

I dropped my hand and only then realized there was something wrapped around it. The necklace. I hadn’t put it away when I started to run, and now…oh, no. I opened my fist. The chain was broken in two places, the feather slightly bent. My eyes prickled and I fought not to rub them, blinking back the moisture. Boy, were my eyelids getting a workout today.

“You okay?” The guy stepped closer and reached for my forehead, frowning. A sensation of darkness reached me before his hand did, encroaching shadows even though the sun was behind me. I flinched and the impression vanished. The guy was probably a couple years older than me, but if he’d gone to Appleton High, I’d never noticed. His sandy-brown hair was precisely cut, making me think of the lacrosse team. Hazel eyes, kind of green, kind of gold, and a lean, athletic body. His thumb stroked next to the welt on my face. Gentle, but the pad rough. Fog ghosted across my eyes. I suppressed a shiver and stepped back.

Just in time. Lincoln tackled him, and they tumbled into the hedge next to us. Branches cracked and snapped, and curses growled out of the mess.

“Lincoln! Stop! It’s okay!” Okay, maybe not, but I didn’t want Linc to hurt him and get in trouble. Especially if I was wrong and it was okay. I shifted my weight from side to side, trying to keep out of the way while they grappled themselves out of the bushes. Linc, being on top, got to his feet first and yanked the other guy out by his T-shirt.

“Jesus Christ, dude!” He had his hands up again, the non-threatening “I didn’t do it!” pose. “What is wrong with you?” He jerked his arm down across Linc’s, ripping his shirt out of his fist. “It was an accident!”

Linc looked at Roxie. “What happened?” He reached for my forehead the same way Frisbee Guy had, but this time I lurched back.

“It’s nothing.” I sounded breathless. How annoying.

“The Frisbee got away from us. I didn’t see her, so I couldn’t shout in time.”

Lincoln didn’t look convinced. The guy waggled the Frisbee at him with a “duh” look guaranteed to piss him off, then twisted to glower at his scraped elbow. The back of his shirt had streaks and snags, too.

“Anyway.” His expression smoothed as he looked at me. “Sorry about your head.”

“No big. Sorry about my guard dog.”

Frisbee Guy laughed, but Lincoln’s face hardened.

FG ignored him and squinted a little at me, in that don’t I know you? kind of way. I waited, and sure enough, he said, “We haven’t met, right?”

I shook my head.

“But I’ve seen you. With another chi—um, girl. A blonde?” He waved his hand around his head. “Puts lots of color in her hair and stuff?

He had to be describing Jordan. Three months ago that wouldn’t have been weird, but now… I focused, trying to sense if he was an angel. I could always tell when one was nearby—like Bing, hustling down the sidewalk a block away—but he didn’t have the distinctive presence. Not the one I was used to, anyway. There was something…spicy, for wont of a better way to describe it.

“Nope, sorry,” I told him. “Doesn’t ring a bell.”

“Okay.” He shrugged. “Sorry again.” He motioned to my head. 

“No biggie.”

“Okay, well, see ya.” He saluted us with his disk and ran down the street to the park entrance, passing Bing as he reached us, glancing back at FG.

“What happened?” He’d been moving fast for an old guy but was barely winded. 

I explained, and Linc shoved a hand through his jaw-length dark hair, sweeping it back off his face.

“Sorry. I lost the connection with you and thought—” He shrugged.

“Lost the connection?” Bing raised a bushy gray eyebrow.

“The Frisbee hit me in the head!” I pointed. “So sue me.”

“So you couldn’t maintain communication with Lincoln while you recovered and assessed your situation,” he summed up.

Dammit. “It only took me a few seconds.”

“But you still didn’t tell me what was going on,” Linc accused. “I thought you’d been attacked. ‘Fine’ doesn’t mean ‘safe.’ ”

“We were talking. I didn’t—” I shut up before I dug too deep, but not fast enough.

“So practicing multiple tasks…” Bing said.

I sighed. “Is a good idea.”

“To the park, then.”

We walked in silence. I realized I still had the necklace in my hand and tucked it into my pocket before Linc saw what I’d done to it.

What the hell was that? I asked Lincoln silently. Overreact much?

I thought you were being assaulted.

I rolled my eyes. Because I’m always being attacked in downtown Appleton. Come on.

He shrugged. We walked another half a block, me taking two or three steps for every one of Lincoln’s. But nerves made my belly tense. That shadow thing had been weird, and so had him asking about Jordan. Coincidence? I almost said something to Bing, but he was still lecturing in spurts, and it was probably just stress and fatigue wigging me out. Not to mention getting beaned by a Frisbee. 

It didn’t explain Linc’s behavior, though. Was I supposed to be happy that he ran to my rescue? I’ve never been the damsel-in-distress type, and he knew treating me that way would piss me off. 

My mouth dropped open as another possibility occurred to me. Do you know something I don’t? Is someone after me?

“No!” He said it out loud and sharply enough that I knew he wasn’t lying. We both glanced ahead at Bing to see if he’d react to Lincoln’s outburst, but he didn’t break stride. Linc went back to the telepathy. I didn’t think. You wouldn’t answer me, and I saw him reaching for you, and I just acted. You’d have done the same.

Of course I would have. Still… You can assess a situation before you leap on someone. It only takes a couple of seconds.

He didn’t respond, and my insides writhed a little because I knew why he hadn’t taken those seconds. He’d reacted emotionally, not logically.

Awkwardness filled the air around us. I shoved my hands deeper into my pockets. The chain tangled around my fingers, but I didn’t try to extricate them. Or to consider why. That was a no-brainer I was not ready to explore.

Bing led us to a copse of trees we used sometimes when we couldn’t get out to a more secluded location. My schedule made it difficult to go too far, but we needed space and privacy for most of our training. My training, really. Lincoln was ridiculous. What he could do was limited, according to Bing, because he’d only used what he needed. That was why we trained together. But all he had to do was think what he wanted to do, and it would happen. So annoying.

I’d had a burst of power when I first fused with my soul. The telepathy with Linc, and moving things around, and I’d healed him when he got stabbed. But after things settled a little, it got harder to do anything physical. Bing sucked as a trainer, not that I’d ever tell him so. He was born knowing how to do what he could do and was connected to the angels who’d sent him here. He’d been doing it for decades or maybe even centuries, I don’t know. But he hadn’t ever had to teach someone to do any of it, and his methods didn’t work real well with mine.

And let me tell you, for someone who graduated in the top two percent of her class? That sucked.

“All right, Roxie.” We’d reached the copse, and Bing sat on an iron bench beneath a big weeping willow. It was a little weird, knowing the place was usually used by lovers or something, but I tried not to think about that.

“Heal yourself.” He nodded at my forehead.

I stared at him for a second and felt my face redden again. My first thought after getting smacked in the head had been what lie I was going to come up with to explain the welt. I hadn’t even thought about healing it. That said something unflattering about me and what I’d become.

I closed my eyes and rested my hand over the spot, careful not to press on the bruise, which was super tender. To heal, or to do anything, I needed to access the half of me that was made of pure energy. I visualized the clear white light, drew some into my hand, and imagined it smoothing away the bump, dissipating the bruise.

When I thought it was done, I opened my eyes. Bing watched me like the teachers at school did, assessing and unrevealing. Linc looked worried.

“What?”

“There’s still a mark.” He smoothed his thumb over it. There was no light, no warmth like when he’d healed my head the first time, right after he’d told me the truth about myself. It was one quick movement, and then he smiled, and I knew the bruise was gone.

“Thanks,” I said without an ounce of real gratitude, and stomped over to the tree. There were dry willow leaves all over the ground. I scanned them, fixing their sizes and locations and positions in a pattern in my head, and then tried to raise them up and weave them into a hovering cylinder-type shape. It was messy—I wasn’t sure I could weave a cylinder with them using my hands and do any better—but it was moving multiple things all at once, deliberately. Once they were all in place I tugged at the ends, trying to tighten the thing enough to hold together when I set it down. While I worked, I sent Lincoln made-up details about how long it took to get to Paris and why. He relayed them out loud to Bing.

The finished shape wobbled as I lowered it. The muscles in my neck and shoulders spasmed, and it fell the last foot or so, the leaves rustling but holding together.

“Better than last time.” Bing didn’t smile. “You’re tensing too much.”

“Obviously.” I squeezed the back of my neck, but a second later Lincoln brushed my hand aside and dug his thumbs into the muscles above my shoulder blades. Now warmth seeped into me, but not the healing kind of warmth. Lincoln warmth. His hands were big and strong, his fingers deft, and every squeeze had me biting back a moan. When the shivers started, I moved away.

“Why is it so hard for me?” I threw up a hand before either of them could give the obvious answer we’d batted around a hundred times already. I was completely unique. What had happened to me had never happened to anyone before. Blah. Blah. Blah. I didn’t want to hear it again.

I kicked the leaves and watched them scatter. “Maybe it doesn’t matter,” I told them without looking their way. “I mean, you don’t need me, really. What am I training for? Old missions mean nothing now, right? I don’t need to use angel powers to do research.” I tried to sound matter-of-fact, but it came out whiny anyway.

Bing shifted on the bench, propping his elbows on his knees. “I’m afraid that’s not true, Roxie. Your mission remains very important.”

I threw up my hands and whirled on him. “What mission? Stick with Jordan. Be friends with her. But why? Why isn’t it good enough that we’re already friends? Why do I have to give up my entire future to this assignment that went up in smoke the minute the collapse occurred?”

The skin between Bing’s eyebrows folded together, disrupting the horizontal wrinkles that were always there. “As soon as the rift was closed but communication was re-established with the angels,” he assured me, “your assignment became immediately active once again. Being Jordan’s friend is simply a means to an end.”

That sounded ugly. “She is and always will be my friend.” I tried not to smile when Lincoln smirked at my accidental Trek reference. “The assignment has nothing to do with that.”

“I understand. But long-distance friendship will not accomplish what’s needed.”

I growled. “Which is what?”

“Protection.”

I gaped at him. “Protection?” He nodded. I turned to Lincoln to see if he’d already known this—after all, protection had been his job, too, but of me. Until I was fully fused, anyway. He shrugged, but his expression was as closed as ever.

“Protection from what?” I asked Bing.

“I don’t know.”

I had a hard time believing that. “What have the angels on the other side told you?”

“Very little.” He glanced around and lowered his voice. Linc and I both stepped closer to hear him. “No one has told me so, but I’m afraid they’re afraid of our communications being intercepted.”

My mouth dropped open again, and this time I went with it, landing on my knees next to Bing. “By who?”

Bing shook his head.

“But, like, individuals like Phillip? Are there more banished angels around?” Comic-book-movie scenarios chased each other through my head. “Or is there a real enemy? Aliens or something?”

“I don’t know,” he said more firmly. “All I know is that I’ve been tasked with recalling the angels who are here and alive, and training you for your assignment. Keeping Jordan safe is vital.”

“Then why won’t you train me to fight?”

He gestured at the scattered leaves. “You don’t train an infant to ride a bicycle before it can walk.”

I jerked back, then quickly got to my feet and stalked away, not wanting him to see the hurt on my face. So I was an infant, huh? Whose fault was that? He was supposed to be the expert, getting me ready. Wasn’t it more his fault than mine that it wasn’t working?

Hands closed over my shoulders. “He didn’t mean it like that.” Lincoln’s voice rumbled into my tense muscles, easing them. I hated that he had such an effect on me. He never had before. Before, we’d been friends. Normal, high school friends. He’d been the new guy, so I’d been the one who made his life easier. Me and Jordan and Tucker.

Now he had a lifetime of awareness of who he was and a sense of purpose I felt like I’d never get back, and it gave him an advantage.

Plus…all that other stuff.

I slipped away and nodded. Bing would never be mean to me, but none of them could understand how much more things hurt now. I used to feel disconnected. Like there was something missing, a veil between me and everyone I cared about, a suppressor on my feelings so they weren’t completely silent, but muffled.

Now that I was whole, every emotion had been turned up to eleven. Million.

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Okay. Bing was in a sharing mood for the first time in a really long time. Let’s see how much more he’d tell me.

I went back to the bench where he waited placidly, watching me without blinking, as if he actually understood what was happening under the Captain America shield on my chest. I crossed my arms and stood in front of him.

“Okay, so when is this threat to Jordan expected?”

He shook his head. “You know it doesn’t work that way. Angels aren’t precognitive. The threat is—or at least was—abstract.”

That made no sense at all. “Then how did they know she was important and worth protecting in the first place? They knew I wouldn’t be able to fulfill my mission for years. Decades. If you’re not precognitive, how could they have set my mission in the first place?”

Bing’s bright blue eyes went from me to Lincoln and back again. “I’ve been wondering that since I met you, actually. As far as I know, you two are the only ones who knew your missions from birth.”

I hadn’t had a freaking clue my mission even existed, but I didn’t correct him. I should have known my mission. If my mother hadn’t coded on the delivery table and been paddle-shocked before they cut the umbilical cord, I wouldn’t have been separated from my soul and all the knowledge and memories that supposedly had come with it. Lincoln had known his mission, known he was supposed to find me, but in the absence of an angel handler or a connection to home, he’d only been able to fulfill it once he happened across me at a soccer game at his school in another district.

“What do you mean, we’re the only ones?” Lincoln frowned at Bing. “You never told us that.”

“I was reluctant to mention it because I didn’t know what it meant. If they perhaps knew the collapse was imminent and that they’d be unable to communicate with you. No one will answer my questions.” He sighed and closed his eyes for a few seconds. “I know you want to know why I’m telling you anything now, and I don’t have an answer, except that a sense of foreboding has grown over recent weeks and I’m reluctant to leave you in the dark, at least insofar as I am able to enlighten you. Which isn’t very far,” he warned.

I pounced. “Andromeda and the others?” We’d found two of the other angels Bing knew before the collapse. They hadn’t been able to come to Massachusetts yet, but Bing was in regular contact. “What were their missions?”

“We all had multiple missions. Like any agent you see on television or read about in your spy novels, when one is completed, we’re given another.”

“To what end?” Linc asked, and I nodded. That was a good one. They had to have a guiding purpose. 

“Balance.”

We waited. He didn’t say anything else. “That’s it?”

“Yes.”

“What kind of balance?”

“It depends on the situation.” He stood. “Until we gather all the remaining angels, the home command refuses to give me any additional information. That’s all I can tell you for now. But I assure you, I will be more forthcoming in the future.” He rested his hand on my shoulder, his bony fingers a bigger comfort than Lincoln’s perfect mitts had been.

“I have one more question,” I told him, and when he cocked his head, asked, “Are you my great-grandfather?”

Alarm flashed in those blue eyes, shocking me to my toes. Why would that scare him? He’d mentioned my parents once, in a way that made me think he knew them, and his demeanor then had been affectionate and knowing. Not frightened.

“I wouldn’t know.” He let go of me and turned away. “I removed myself from my family’s lives long ago, as is protocol. Now, we’re wasting time.” Pointing to a branch high above us, he said, “Get up there.”

I decided to let it go for now, because it didn’t seem that important to anyone but me. But my curiosity had been sharpened. 

“How?” I asked.

He smiled. “However you like.”

I tipped my head back and studied the limb, checking the tree’s trunk for climb-ability, considering the more delicate branches drooping around us. Then I closed my eyes, imagined connecting to the energy inside me, and felt for gravity—just another conversion of energy, right? Which made levitation possible. In theory.

I grinned and let a bubble of excitement swell inside me, filling me with weightlessness. It might not work—this time. But by the end of my training? 

Damn if I wasn’t going to fly.


* * *


I didn’t fly. Didn’t even make it halfway up the friggin’ tree, but at least I was able to heal my bark-scraped palm by myself. Yay, progress.

I made it home for dinner with about ten seconds to spare. Dad shoved a stack of plates into my hands and reversed, dodging my five-year-old twin sisters who dashed by carrying flatware, and grabbed a platter to carry to the table.

“Don’t run with forks!” I yelled at Bess, even though she was already at the table.

“I not running.” Her tongue came out of her mouth as she carefully aligned the first fork on the cloth napkin. Great. Mom was making this a special meal. I was really in for it.

“I’m not running,” my mother corrected. She stroked Bess’s silky hair as she leaned to set a basket of bread next to the chicken breasts Dad had just plunked down.

“I know you not,” Bess agreed. “No one running now.”

Mom sighed. The twins had been preemies, their development delayed, but their speech therapist had told her they talked “baby talk” now because they wanted to, not because they were still behind. I thought they were brilliant, teasing everyone with their wide-eyed act and deliberate mistakes. Attention hogs.

I circled the table, reaching around or over everyone to lay out the plates, and by the time I’d finished, everything else was ready.

“Oh, I forgot the salt and pepper.” Mom leaned as if to get out of her chair.

“I’ll get it.” I went over to the stove and reached to grab the star-shaped shakers on the back.

“Can’t believe she actually made it,” I heard my father mutter under his breath. I clenched my hand around the pepper and didn’t turn around, listening to my mother shush him.

“Don’t start a fight, Justin. Let’s just be glad she’s here.”

I pressed my lips together and willed my face not to go red. They were just being parents. But if they knew everything I was trying to do, maybe they’d shut up with the snide asides for once.

The shakers rattled when I dropped them on the table. My mother tilted her head, her expression assessing, so I tried to be stone-faced as I sat in my chair next to Addie, the other twin.

“So how is everything?” Mom asked. “Catch us up.”

I shrugged and forked a garlicky chicken breast onto my plate. My mouth watered. Dad handed me a bowl of roasted baby red potatoes, and I spooned some out for Addie before myself. “Not much to tell. Working and reading, trying to figure out this paper I have to write. You know.”

“I’m afraid you work too much,” she said. “How many hours are they pushing on you at the Pickle, anyway?”

“You should be getting benefits if it’s as many as you say it is,” my dad pointed out.

I felt cornered. I should have expected this. Should have done the math. I twisted my neck, trying to get the knots out of the back of it without revealing how tense I’d gotten.

Wait. Why would I have done the math? I stuffed some salad into my mouth, chewed, and shrugged. “I dunno. I haven’t paid attention to the hours. Just the numbers on my paycheck.”

“What are you working so hard for?” My mother’s freckles merged under her frown. “I know you don’t want to take on too much debt with student loans, but we’re not poor. We’re going to help you with tuition.”

God. I tried not to flinch. With everything online and so easy to access, I hadn’t figured out how to keep them from knowing there wasn’t any tuition. I couldn’t believe my mother hadn’t started freaking about why we hadn’t gotten a bill yet. I was going to have to come clean soon. 

Yeah. As soon as I came up with a story about why, I’d tell them I wasn’t going to college.

I thought a word that wasn’t typically part of my vocabulary around the twins. “I don’t want to have to work too many hours while I’m at school.” I tried to sound matter-of-fact. “You know. Concentrate on studying and everything.”

“Good, good. Bess, stop making food pictures and eat your dinner.”

Bess giggled and looked up at me, clearly wanting me to comment. She’d laid her roma tomato slices around the edge of her dinner plate and bridged the gap between the plate and her salad bowl with carrot sticks. The chicken pieces Dad had cut for her were arranged into a number five that curved around her potatoes.
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