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Dedication



This book is for everyone out there who has a vision, no matter how small. If you can see it, you can achieve it. But even more, it’s for those whose visions are driven by love.
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Previously…in The Fusion Series



My name is Roxie Sebastian. Until a few months ago, I felt disconnected from the world. I had a good life, loved my family, had great friends and an even better boyfriend. But it was like there was some kind of filter between me and everyone else. Emotions were thin. Diluted. Then I found out I was half angel (a being of light from another world), and my angel soul had been separated from my human body at birth. My mother coded during delivery, and they used the defibrillator before the umbilical cord was cut. The shock ripped me in two.



At the same time, the channels between the world of angels and the world of humans collapsed, eliminating both travel and communication. My friend Lincoln was the last angel-human hybrid who came through, born just before the collapse happened, and I was his mission. But he didn’t find me until high school, and he wasn’t sure how to tell me any of the insane story until someone tried to kill me and forced him into it. Instead of going on our senior trip, Lincoln, my best friend Jordan, and my boyfriend Tucker joined me on a quest to find my soul and get it back. The guy who had it was a rogue angel who’d been banished here and wanted to go home. He would have used my soul to open a rift, an action that could have destroyed both worlds. We stopped him and I fused with my soul, becoming whole for the first time. During all this, I met my great-great-grandfather, also an angel hybrid. After helping us save the world, he began training me and Lincoln in using our abilities, while we helped him track down the handful of angels who were left behind after the collapse.



Instead of my life becoming even better, suddenly I was feeling all kinds of stuff at levels I’d never experienced before. I wasn’t used to the intensity of emotions like this. It made me kind of a mess for a while, and being overwhelmed by my circumstances didn’t help. My mission, assigned before I was conceived, was to protect Jordan. Because Jordan didn’t get into the college I was planning to attend, I disenrolled so we could stay together. Which meant lying to my parents all summer. They’d never understand a decision like that.



Then Lincoln got sick. Like, he was going to die levels of sick. When we tried to figure out why, we discovered we knew only a tiny fraction of the truth. Angels aren’t the only souls who can fuse with a human body. Shadows come from their own world, and usually follow the same path we did—joining with a human body at conception. But there’s another way to live a human life. Possessing an adult human. It’s a forbidden practice, so full-on angels and shadows aren’t allowed through the channels. Not all hybrids were agents with a mission; most just wanted to live the rich, complex lives of humans. Agents like Bing, my great-great-grandfather, were tasked mostly with ensuring they lived peacefully and wisely, and that no possessions occurred. 



A faction of souls wanted to change that. They didn’t want to get in line for an available hybrid and live through infancy and childhood. They just want to dive in and live it up. Only humans who are descendants of angel and shadow hybrids can be possessed. A descendant of an angel can be possessed by a shadow, and vice versa. Jordan is descended from both, so can be possessed by both, and that’s why I was assigned to protect her.



Following along okay? Believe me, I know. And I’m living it. So let’s recap:



Angel soul + human body = angel hybrid (occurs at conception)

Shadow soul + human body = shadow hybrid (occurs at conception)

A full angel can only possess a human descended from a shadow

A full shadow can only possess a human descended from an angel



The only way to prevent the mass invasion of this faction of possession-bound souls was, apparently, to cause the collapse. I found out my separation was actually intentional. They used me to create the level of energy needed to close everything down. The shadows, knowing this was coming, had tried to send a soul into Lincoln at conception. He got there first, but the soul touched his, tainting it. The shadow then managed to get through as a whole being before the collapse. With the channels closed, everything was quiet for eighteen years. After Phillip—the rogue angel who’d stolen my soul—tried to open the rift, a limited connection was restored between the worlds. That fed the taint, so both Lincoln and the shadow were dying. I was determined to stop that from happening, but no one knew how. And they didn’t seem to care.



Okay, Bing cared. But he wasn’t in charge. He never had been. He found Andromeda, his old “boss,” and she took over everything. Her goals were not the same as Bing’s. She tried to use my soul and Lincoln’s as power sources to shut down everything forever. The collapse had left the channels in place, even though they were closed. If Andromeda succeeded in completely shutting them down, she’d cut off any remaining angels and shadows. Worse, they—we—weren’t the only ones who would slowly, painfully, fade into death. It would affect all the descendants, too. Jordan. My dad. My five-year-old twin sisters. Unacceptable.



We stopped her. I mean, we almost died, and we almost made things way worse, but we stopped her. She didn’t shut everything down. But we let through a few things that we’re still trying to get a handle on. It remains to be seen what kind of danger we’re in now, and I’m totally annoyed about how much I still don’t know. But that’s how it’s been all summer. Learn, react, act, save the world.



Repeat as necessary.



(The adventures summarized above are chronicled in Full Fusion and Shadow Mission. Reading the books in order will provide the best experience.)













Chapter One



I was supposed to die the moment I was born.

Yeah. Learning that kind of changes a person. Makes it a little difficult to trust, you know? In fact, a lot this summer has affected my ability to trust.

And my friendships.

And my life goals.

And my understanding of the world and how it works. You know the phrase “Mind. Blown.”? Around here, that’s a daily occurrence.

“Any reaction yet?” Jordan glanced at me from the driver’s seat as she steered onto the highway.

“No. Watch traffic,” I ground through my teeth. She’d gotten her license late because she didn’t like to drive and her parents were sticklers about her reaching the minimum number of hours. She even said once that she couldn’t wait to get her license so she could stop driving. Of course, now that she had it, she insisted on taking the wheel. Jordan topped the handful of people I did trust—unless we were on the road.

“I am.” She flicked on the signal about half a second before surging into the travel lane. I closed my eyes and said a quick prayer. The traffic settled around us, and I relaxed a little.

“What are they doing?” She tried to look again, and I shoved my palm against the side of her head.

“Hovering. Watch the road.”

“That’s it? Not pointing or shuddering or freaking out?”

“How would a tendril freak out? They don’t have emotion.” That we knew of. I held up the two little glass vials. Each held what we called a tendril, one light, one shadow. They were about three inches long and slender, almost worm-like but not so squiggly. The one that came from the angels was a pure white light but edged in yellow. The shadow tendril was smoky, but solid. Both were kind of beautiful, as scary things often are.

These, and who knew how many like them, had come through a couple of rifts between worlds a few weeks ago. The light tendrils had come from the world of angels. My world, as I had a human body and an angel soul. The shadow tendrils had come from the shadow world. I’d been told they were like scouts, but nothing like them had been used in a really long time—centuries, maybe?—so no one was really sure what they could do. They swam or wriggled through the air like baby snakes, and had gotten away from us before we could capture any. Well, there was a whole thing with winding up in the hospital. That interfered for a while.

We’d each caught one the other day, being careful not to touch them with our bare skin, and secured them in little glass vials. And now Jordan and I were testing them. The rift they came through was in a clearing in the woods of a state park to the east of us. So we were heading west, planning to drive as far as we could to see if there was a range on these puppies.

We drove in silence for a few minutes, Jordan actually watching the road, me watching the tendrils in the jars. Watching them do nothing. It was boring. But I couldn’t say so, because this had been my idea.

Jordan tapped her thumbs on the wheel. “You call Amherst yet?”

I sighed. “Yeah.”

“Really?” She straightened and glanced at me, then held her hand up to stop me from shoving at her again and faced forward. “I was starting to think you were never going to do it.”

“We had a lot going on,” I reminded her. My arms were getting tired. I balanced the vials on my thighs and pinned each one with a finger on top. “You know, these have been closed for hours now. No oxygen. Looks like they don’t need it.”

She shrugged. “Not a surprise. No one really thought they were alive.”

“Yeah.” I waited, because if she was tenacious about anything—and really, she was tenacious about everything—it was Amherst College. We’d both applied, but only I had been accepted. She was ashamed to tell me, so it didn’t come out until the end of May, right before graduation, when I found out I was half angel and my original mission was to protect Jordan. Well, how was I supposed to do that from college when she wasn’t there? So I disenrolled about a month after accepting.

That had pissed her off. She pointed out that she didn’t have to go to Amherst College to live in Amherst. Made me feel kind of dumb, actually, like sacrificing my planned future for her was completely unnecessary. So then she told me a few weeks ago, back in July, to contact the school and see if I could still go. That was right before we had to save the world again, so I put it off. But like I said, she’s tenacious.

“So what did they say?” she finally demanded. “Can you go?”

“I can defer. Take a gap year. Then I can enroll next fall.”

She scowled and thumped the wheel with her fist. “That’s not right. You should be able to go this year.”

“Yeah, well, once I told them I wasn’t coming, that kind of locked up my options. They were really nice about it, but it’s too late to give me a spot. It’s not like I can give them a good reason to make an exception.” I raised the vials and peered at the tendrils again. They still floated inside the glass, balanced, as if able to keep themselves equidistant from all sides. I spun them, and the tendrils didn’t change position.

“Shake ’em up.” Jordan glanced over again. “Will they splat if you shake them?”

“I tried that before. They just stay put.” But I did it again for her approval. Nothing happened. It was like they were suspended in a clear gel or something, unaffected by the laws of motion. But only air surrounded them.

“Okay. Then if you’re not going to school this year, we have some planning to do.” She checked her mirrors and blind spot and then zoomed into the left lane to pass an eighteen-wheeler.

“Blinker!” I yelled at her, wiggling in my seat to compensate for the sudden momentum shift.

“Oh, right. I always forget.” She used it this time to get back into the right lane.

I slumped and closed my eyes. Maybe keeping them closed would make this whole trip easier. My heart ran at rabbit speed every time she did something like that. Even these small jolts of fear were a lot stronger than what I had been used to my whole life. When you normally experience about ten percent of an emotion, and then suddenly everything is one hundred percent, it can be tough to deal with.

“What kind of planning?” I asked. “We can just keep working at the Pickle. Save money so we can get an apartment or something next fall.” Not that Amherst allowed freshmen to live off campus. Maybe they’d make an exception for that if we got a medical power of attorney or something that said I had to take care of Jordan.

If I still had to protect her. When I was born, an electric shock separated my angel soul from my human body. A team of angel agents used the power that generated to close the channels that allowed angels to come to our world. But I was expected to die, so why had I been given a mission at all? I was told that Jordan was descended from both angels and shadows and therefore prime for possession by either. I was supposed to make sure that didn’t happen. Except no full angels or full shadows could come through—at least for now—so I had no mission. I suspected it was all made up in the first place, to keep me from knowing the truth.

“No,” Jordan declared, “that’s boring. Even if that’s what we do, it still requires planning. You have to tell your parents you’re not going.”

I groaned. “Don’t remind me.” I’d put that off about as long as I could. I’d been pretending to read The Orestaia all summer in preparation for a required class. I just couldn’t bring myself to admit to my parents that I wasn’t going to college. They’d never understand, even if I could tell them the truth.

“Are you going to tell them why?” Jordan’s voice went soft. She acted like she didn’t care about much, but when she did, it went deep.

“I don’t know what I’m going to tell them.” I stared out the side window—keeping my eyes closed had been worse than watching her drive—and wondered how the hell I’d avoid the biggest fight my house had ever seen. I couldn’t say I wasn’t going to Amherst because Jordan hadn’t gotten in. That wasn’t fair to my best friend. I’d made the decision, and it wasn’t because I was scared to be there alone. That’s what my parents would think, though.

I could blame my mental condition. They’d worried about that for most of the summer, because I was so stressed. Working and fake-studying and dealing with Lincoln and Tucker’s rivalry over me, plus training with Bing and dealing with how weak my powers were and the strength of my emotions. My mother thought I needed mental health care. Then I wound up in the hospital after we stopped Andromeda from shutting down the channels. Nothing was wrong with me, and they were finally starting to believe that, so I didn’t want to start it all over again. But it was a plausible excuse to give for disenrolling. I could claim it was a knee-jerk reaction to being so overwhelmed. My mom would probably buy that, but then she wouldn’t buy that her previously level-headed, even-keeled daughter would go to such an extreme measure. Being rational was my superpower, after all. So she’d probably insist on major medical treatment, and I just didn’t have time for that.

Jordan screamed and hit the brakes. I yelled with no idea what was going on, reaching for both the dash and the handle over the passenger door. I stared around wildly, expecting to see swerving cars or a coming collision.

But almost immediately Jordan was back up to speed, breathing hard and hands white on the wheel. The traffic around us seemed normal.

“What the eff, Jor?”

“Sorry. Sorry. That truck cut over without signaling and it seemed so close, and I had to slam on the brakes, and I thought that deer was going to run out and make it all worse.”

“What deer?” I spun to look, but of course we were too far past whatever it was. Deer, fallen tree, figment of her imagination.

“There was a deer in the ravine. It’s okay. It doesn’t matter.” Her voice cracked, though.

“Take the next exit,” I told her. “I can take over driving.”

She didn’t argue, so I knew the whole thing had really scared her. As my adrenaline ebbed, I realized my hands were empty. Carefully raising my feet, I peered around on the floor, looking for the vials. Crap. They better not be broken. Unintentionally, I spread my right hand and checked the faint, two-inch mark across my palm. Like, if the shadow tendril had gotten free of its container, it would zoom in on the mark. Dumb.

I couldn’t see the vials in the foot well in front of my seat. They must have rolled under it. But even though I contorted and reached under as far as I could, I felt nothing. I’d have to get out and move the seat to find them.

Jordan carefully exited the highway and pulled into a service station across the street from the off ramp. Then she threw herself out of the car and hurried away, hands on her hips, flip-flops slapping her heels in rapid rhythm. I kept my focus on her as I got out and slid my seat forward, digging through papers and past half-empty water bottles until my hands closed on smooth glass. Smooth, intact glass. I blew out and rested my forehead against the seat for a second. Then I pulled them out and stood, barely casting them a glance at first. Then I held them out on my flat palms and stared.

“Jordan!”

She circled the car, muttering, but spun and marched past it again.

“Jor! Look at this!”

I held out the vials when she reached my side, her forehead tightly wrinkled and her eyes half squints because she’d shoved her sunglasses on top her head.

“What? I’m not freaking out. I’m just—” Her jaw dropped. “What happened?”

“I don’t know. Maybe we reached their limit, or maybe something happened when I dropped them.” The vials rested on their sides in the curves of my palms, and the tendrils were now limp against the glass walls. The light tendril had lost its glow and was hard to see, while the shadow tendril was just as dark and smoky-looking, but lifeless.

Jordan picked up the shadow vial and shook it. The tendril flopped around like wet yarn. I did the same with the angel vial, but I couldn’t tell if it had similar movement because we were in bright sun. It was definitely lifeless, though.

A crawly sensation traveled across my shoulders and inched down my spine, then intensified. I wrapped my hand around the vial and tucked it against my leg, angling myself so whoever was watching us from inside the service station office couldn’t see it. It was extremely unlikely that they’d know what I was holding, but instinct told me to protect it anyway. Pressure built against the base of my spine. Another person had joined the first in watching us. They were the only ones around, and now I was more than uncomfortable. No cars had even passed while we were standing here.

“Where are we?” Jordan looked around, spinning to find road signs, but stopped and whipped out her phone instead. “We’ve got to mark the coordinates. Then we can find some more and come out here again to see what happens.”

“We’ve got to go,” I tried to say, but my voice stuck in my throat. 

She tapped a few times and grunted in satisfaction. “Okay, let’s drive home. We’ll see if they come back to life.” She marched back toward the car—the driver’s side of the car.

“Hey, Mario Andretti! Forget something?” I strode after her, shoving my vial into her hand and reaching for the keys.

“Oh. Right.” She stuck them on my palm, frowning. “What did you call me?”

“Mario Andretti.” I got in the car and pulled on my seatbelt. The crawling eased. They’d moved away from the window and weren’t watching us anymore. Probably just standard pervs. Definitely human. Nothing to worry about.

“Who’s that?” Jordan placed the vials in one of the cupholders so she could adjust the seat and buckle in.

“Some old race car driver or something. My mom always says it. I think it was one of my grandmother’s favorite lines.”

I carefully got us back on the highway, heading back toward Appleton. Jordan watched the tendrils, holding the vials inches from her face. When we approached our exit, she hummed.

“That confirms it, then. They’re dead.”

“If they could be considered alive in the first place.”

She put them back in the cupholder, then yawned and stretched. “Well, they do have— Hey! That’s our exit!”

“I’m driving to Palmer.” That was close to the forest where the tendrils had appeared, zipping out of open channels between worlds. We’d closed those rifts but not before who-knew-how-many tendrils came through. I wanted to make sure they didn’t revive when they got close to the entry point itself.

“But I’m hungry. I thought we were meeting Lincoln and Alec for lunch.”

A pang struck beneath my breast bone. It still sounded wrong for her to say “Lincoln and Alec” instead of “Lincoln and Tucker.” The four of us had been friends since the beginning of junior year, when Lincoln first moved to town, but Tucker and I broke up last month, and Jordan was kinda-sorta dating Alec, a shadow hybrid we’d met around the same time. We were still friends with Tucker, but the group dynamic was weird.

“We have time. It’s early.”

She grumbled about her growling stomach but sat back, fiddling with the music selection. We drove for a while with Jordan singing along to whatever happened to come up on shuffle, going from Walk Off the Earth and twenty one pilots to Bombay Bicycle Club and songs from Hamilton and Something Rotten. By the time my phone rang, one of the songs from Straight No Chaser’s latest Christmas album had come up, and my head had begun to throb.

Linc flashed on the console screen. I hit the button on the steering wheel to answer it. “Hey.”

“Hey.”

His “hey” had a lot more drawl than mine, a lot more intent behind it. My face heated, and Jordan snickered.

Lincoln didn’t seem to care, but at least he didn’t continue the vocal seduction. “Where are you guys? Any luck?”

“Yeah, we killed ’em!” Jordan gleefully told him.

“Really?” He sounded surprised.

“They certainly look lifeless,” I confirmed. “We’re heading toward the clearing to see if they revive, but we’re way past Appleton now, and they haven’t moved.”

Jordan shook the shadow vial, and the thing flopped just as limply as it had before. “Yeah, I think we got some good data.”

“Great. Now what?”

“Lunch!” called Jordan at the same time I said “Dissection.”

She stared at me, and the silence hissing over the open phone connection was as good as a stare from Lincoln. 

“What?” I asked.

“What do you mean, what?” she shot back. “You can’t touch these things.”

True, because we already knew that touching them marked you. Tucker, as a full human, had a faint mark across three fingers that looked like an old burn. That was as deep as it went, and I checked every single time I saw him. No change. He’d knocked the shadow tendril away from Jordan right after it came out of the rift, and I’d batted it to the ground and squished it underfoot. The mark on my palm was less superficial, though my contact had been just as fleeting. Lincoln and I could both sense a hint of shadowness floating beneath the mark on my skin. And it had grown. Neither of us ever mentioned it, but we knew the other knew. What to do about it? No idea.

“We can wear gloves and use tools,” I told her. “No one has to touch anything.”

“I don’t think it’s a good idea,” Lincoln said. “It’s too risky.”

“We’ll take precautions.” My hands tightened on the steering wheel. “I’m tired of doing nothing. I want answers.”

After a pause, Linc said, “Alec and I think we have another way. We’ll tell you when you get here.”

The double beep sounded to indicate the call was disconnected. I shook the wheel, which uncooperatively did not move. My back teeth ground, and Jordan leaned forward to see my face.

“Wow. You’re really mad. What’s going on?”

Of course I was “really” mad. I was never less than “really” anything anymore. “Did you know Lincoln and Alec were working on something?”

She shrugged. “No. Why does it matter?”

I had no idea. We might have met Alec under suspicious circumstances, but he’d helped us save Lincoln in the end. And even though he’d planned to have his shadow friend, Colin, possess Jordan, he’d changed his mind even before we knew that was his intension. All of which meant that I believed we could trust him. It was just…why not tell me what they were doing?

You know the answer to that.

Shut up, I told the voice in my head that was, unfortunately, my own and not Lincoln’s. Sometimes it sucked, knowing yourself too well.

Jordan moaned and gripped her stomach. “I’m so hungry. Don’t you have any munchies in here?” She opened the glove box, which was almost empty, and slammed it closed.

“I’ll turn around at the next exit. Here.” I tossed her a full bottle of water from the pocket of my door. “Guzzle that. It’ll make you feel full for a little while.”

“Whatever.” But she twisted off the top and chugged.

A second later, a wave ripped through me and I gasped, my body jerking. The car swerved left, then right, not enough to cross lanes but rocking Jordan so her head smacked the window.

“Ow! What the hell?” She rubbed her head, looked around, and then looked at me. I was panting, staring ahead, struggling to keep my foot on the gas because a huge truck was riding my tail, waiting for clearance to pass in the left lane.

“Roxie? Are you okay?”

I nodded. After a few more seconds, I was able to draw a full breath and swallow. My hands ached from clenching the wheel. I peeled one off and shook it out, then switched to the other. “I can feel the clearing.”

“What?” She pulled her leg up onto the seat and faced me. “What do you mean, you can feel the clearing? The channels are closed, aren’t they?”

“They were.” I pressed harder on the gas pedal, inching another five miles over the speed limit. “We need to go check it out.”

“Why? How do you know this?”

“I felt it. It was like we passed through a barrier or an event horizon or something. It was…electric.” Yeah, that described it. I’d accidentally stuck my finger in a light socket once, trying to position a light bulb, and never forgot the vibration that shook me. Passing through that spot just now had given me the same feeling.

“What do you feel now?” She let out a little gasp, too, and yanked the vials out of the cupholder. “They’re still dead.”

“Good.” One thing was going right, anyway. I had a feeling it would be a very small positive in the face of a very unpleasant negative. “It’s not as strong, but there’s definitely energy coming from the connection point.”

“Epic,” she breathed, and I knew she meant the increased scope of my awareness. Ever since I’d channeled so much energy opening and then closing the channels, and connecting to Lincoln at a soul-deep level—literally—my abilities had soared. Not so much the cool ones, like telekinesis and healing. Those were a little easier, but not effortless. And I could still barely levitate, which was really annoying. But my ability to sense energy, whether living or not, had grown to, yes, epic proportions. Luckily, it was as easy to block it out as it was to tune in to it, or it would have driven me insane. This surge, though, had taken me by surprise, and I was still shaken by it. And not looking forward to what we’d find in the woods.

About twenty minutes later, after parking in the old lot that was our usual entry point and fighting our way down a trail that wasn’t kept up by the park service anymore, we stood in the wide open, grassy clearing where it had all started.

It looked a lot different now. The first time I was here, it was the middle of the night and a pulsing, red-edged opening between worlds had lit the darkness. The next time was also at night, right after a massive solar flare, and the sky had glittered with starlight. Today was the first time I’d been here during daylight, and it should have seemed mundane. Normal. The sun shone from high in the sky, banishing shadows except at the very edges of the clearing. The grass had grown almost knee high, and Queen Anne’s lace and something purple waved in a light breeze. This had become a full-blown meadow in the last month.

To the naked eye, it did look normal. But I could “see” with more than my eyes. I cursed, making Jordan ease closer to me and put her arm around my waist.

“What is it?” she whispered. “Are they open again?”

“Not yet. But they will be.” I traced a line in the air, then another one, parallel to it. “There.” Each spot had a faint shimmer, like a heat mirage. “I don’t know if they’re reopening naturally because that’s how they’re supposed to be, or if something is forcing it from the other side. Come on.” I turned, hooking her elbow. “We have to go tell the others.”

“What do you mean, how they’re supposed to be? Andromeda said—”

“Yeah, I know what she said. She said a lot of things that weren’t true, didn’t she? And left a lot more unsaid at all.” I needed to get away from here, now that I knew. A buzz under my skin seemed to connect me to the worlds on the other side of those barely sealed rifts, and I had no idea what that meant.

“Do they feel like they’re opening again?” Jordan resisted my tugs and stared into the air, apparently trying to see what I could see.

“We have to get back and tell the others,” I repeated. When she still didn’t move, I added, “And eat lunch.”

“Right!” She jumped into action, but as I turned, the faint shimmer where the angel rift was flashed bright white. It was so quick I didn’t believe I’d seen it. Faster than a camera flash. I stopped and watched, but nothing else happened. Except—maybe it did? Please tell me a tendril didn’t just come through there. I leaned toward it, watching intently. But the harder I watched, the more sure I was that I was “seeing things” and not really seeing anything. I twisted my arm free of Jordan’s and walked closer. The air thickened, slowing my steps. Seriously, it was like being part of a special effect in a movie. I put up both my hands as if I could push the air in front of me, but it was like everything had turned to gel.

And then suddenly I wasn’t in the clearing. I was still outside, still standing in tall grass and staring at a shimmer in the air where an opening used to be. But there were no trees, only wide open space, and off to the left…was that a freaking buffalo?

The biggest difference, though, was the collection of lights floating lethargically in the air around me. They were bigger than the tendrils, but smaller than Colin’s shadow and the light half of Kaidan had been. They were like my angel soul, but faded and dim. Not quite lifeless. Some pulsed or shone brighter than others. Some, though, were almost gray, and those felt older.

Suddenly, I was back in our woods. My hearing cleared, which was the only way I knew it had been muffled in the first place. 

“—stop messing around with me!” Jordan had a tight grip on my shoulder and was shaking me. Her tone was scared. How long had I been…wherever I was?

“Stop. Jordan, stop.” I pried her hand off and went right up to the shimmer, reaching out carefully.

“Roxie, don’t,” she begged. “You don’t know what it will do. Please.”

I hoped it would repeat, but it didn’t. Nothing happened. With all the energy that had poured through me when we were here before, all the sensitivity I had now, I expected the shimmer to increase, or bow toward me, or even shrink away. But it just shimmered the same way it had been shimmering when we arrived. No change.

So what the hell? Had I been transported somewhere? Or shown something? Lincoln. I reached out automatically, something I hadn’t done in days. He was the only one I shared telepathy with. But he didn’t answer. Maybe I’d rusted the connection from disuse. Or maybe whatever was going on here had disrupted it. It could be totally irrelevant, so I left it alone. 

The image I’d seen remained strong in my mind’s eye, even as I gave in to Jordan’s begging and headed for the path. I knew, somehow, that it wouldn’t fade or change the way memories often did. Whatever was in my brain had been planted there more securely than any memory.

Whyyyy did things just have to keep getting scarier?

Jordan hustled me down the path with a hand between my shoulder blades. “I wish teleporting was in your list of powers. All this driving around is so tedious.”

“You don’t have to tell me that.” I wanted to be back in Appleton now.







Chapter Two


Driving back seemed to take forever. I barely noticed Jordan’s moans of hunger, speculation about the rifts and the tendrils, and music selections she seemed to change in the middle of each song. I just had this hurry, hurry, hurry pounding at the back of my head, a driving need to return…to safety? Ironic, considering how things had been lately. I knew Lincoln had noticed how infrequently I reached out to him with our telepathy. He’d called me on the phone, after all, instead of speaking in my head. He hadn’t asked me why I was pulling away, thank God. I didn’t know what to tell him. I didn’t understand what was happening to me.

And now this.

Finally, we parked behind The Dirty Pickle, the international small-plates café where Jordan and I had both worked for a couple of years. We went through the employee door and walked up past the counter where Erma chatted with a couple of friends waiting for their orders. Lincoln and Alec had already staked out a booth up by the window, away from the few other people eating a late lunch.

Both guys slid out of the booth when they saw us. Alec’s cheeks went pink when he smiled at Jordan, which was kind of sweet and kind of silly. He’d graduated a couple of years ahead of us and was almost twenty. When he wooed Jordan because he wanted Colin to maybe possess her, he’d been a smooth flirt. But now that he actually liked her, it was like he had his first crush.

“Hey.” Linc wrapped a hand around my upper arm and leaned down to kiss me softly. It only lasted a couple of seconds, but light and mist swirled in my head, sparks popping between us. We’d merged our consciousnesses and I’d been as deep as his soul, so every time we touched, it felt on the verge of happening again. It left me shaky and nervous and was getting harder to hide from him how much it overwhelmed me, how out-of-control it felt. The other, routine emotions, like anger and fear, I was getting better with those. Mostly. But this…was just so intense.

He let me sit first, and his eyes lingered on me, but of course he wouldn’t ask any questions in front of the others.

“I ordered the tapas platter for us,” Alec told Jordan. “I figured you wouldn’t want to wait.”

“You so get me.” She tunneled her hand through his hair and kissed his cheek before wrapping her arms around one of his and cuddling up to him. He went even redder, and a smile played around his mouth as if it wouldn’t leave.

“So listen.” I leaned on the table and told them about the energy surge when we were driving toward Palmer and the shimmer I’d seen at the clearing.

Lincoln frowned. “Was it like you crossed a barrier, or like a wave of energy came at you, expanding out from the clearing?”

“I couldn’t tell.”

He nudged a glass of soda toward me. I hadn’t even noticed the drinks on the table. “Thanks.” I unwrapped a straw and poked it into the ice. Surprisingly, when I drank, the shakiness inside me settled. Lincoln’s mouth twitched, and I knew he’d sensed it and was pleased to have made a difference.

“What about when you left?” he asked. “Did things change at the same point?”

I tried to remember. Why hadn’t I paid better attention? Because the whole vision thing had freaked me out too much, I guess, and I’d been too deep in my fears to notice. 

I wasn’t scared of the rifts themselves, but more what they represented. I’d grown up connected to but empty of my soul until a few months ago, when I’d fused with it to prevent a rogue angel from using its power to tear open the main rift. Enough of a channel between worlds had remained to allow communication, and Bing, an old angel who happened to be my great-whatever grandfather, had worked to find all the angels who’d remained here after the collapse. That included Andromeda, an agent who was part of the original collapse team. She had tried to use my soul and Lincoln’s to close all the channels forever. The result of a complete cutoff would have been the slow decline and deaths of all descendants, which included my family. My five-year-old twin sisters. Not to mention Jordan and who knew how many others.

So it was understandable that I’d be freaked at the idea that the channels could be reopening. I mean, we’d already dealt with them three times. If third time’s the charm, is the fourth the end? Add the image or vision of another rift on some prairie, and I was close to being overwhelmed.

“She didn’t react when we were driving away,” Jordan finally said when I didn’t answer. “But something weird happened while we were there.”

Lincoln jumped on that. “What happened. Weird how?” Before she spoke, he turned on me. “Why did you go all the way to the clearing after you felt the energy surge? And alone? That was stupid. Anything could have happened.”

“I know.” Agreeing was always the best way to stop a scolding. “But I had to see right away. We were almost there, and it was probably something that’s been there since July and I didn’t know it because I haven’t gone back.” I didn’t want to talk about the “weird thing” that had happened while we were in the clearing. Not yet. They’d just bombard me with more questions I couldn’t answer and I was already stressed enough. I drank more soda. It didn’t help as much this time.

“Kids!” Erma called from the pickup side of the counter. Steaming platters sat in front of her, and when we all glanced over, she motioned to them. “Order’s up!”

The guys went to get the food, and Jordan leaned across to me. “If you don’t tell us what happened in the clearing…”

She didn’t finish, which meant she hadn’t been able to come up with a suitable threat. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You left, Roxie. Your eyes were blank and you weren’t moving. You might not even have been breathing.”

“Of course I was breathing. And I didn’t go anywhere. You were shaking me when—” Crap.

She narrowed her eyes. “When what? When you came back?”

“Okay, fine, but don’t say anything. Just let me figure it out first.” I folded my hands in front of me and silently pleaded with her, which she ignored.

“How? You can’t go back there. Not alone. And by ‘not alone’ I mean ‘not with just me.’ You got me?”

“Yes. I’m not going back there. Not until I have to.”

“Okay. I’ll give you a day. Then—” She aimed a finger and a stern look at my face.

“What are you threatening her with?” Lincoln laid out three small plates in front of me—fried plantains, onion bhajia, and teriyaki chicken skewers—and a six-item platter for himself before setting the tray on top of the trash can nearby.

“She doesn’t know,” I joked. “She could never hurt me, so she never can come up with a good threat.”

“Okay, then why is she threatening you? It means you’re holding something back.”

My shoulder blades tightened. Yeah, I was. So what? Did I have to share everything? Did my entire life, all my feelings, my thoughts and soul and every single experience all have to be analyzed by committee? To avoid saying something I knew I’d regret, I ripped a piece of chicken off with my teeth and pointed at my mouth. “Mouf full.”

“Yeah. Uh huh. Okay, tell me later. We’ll tell you our idea now.”

I leaned into him to show my gratitude. “Since when do you guys have an idea?”

“Since Kaidan came to my house and offered me a job.” Alec dipped a pita wedge into hummus and shoved it into his mouth.

“What?” Jordan and I said together. 

None of us knew who or what Kaidan really was. When I was trying to stop Andromeda, I accidentally drew too much energy and blew the channels wide open. A shadow came through one open channel, an angel through the other. Then they merged and became this guy, full flesh and wearing jeans and a cool jacket, for eff’s sake. Nothing in my limited experience with this other world could make me believe such a thing was possible if I hadn’t watched it happen. I was starting to grasp things in a way that made sense. Angels were light. Shadows were shadow. Humans could have either one. And then bam, this guy fuses and blows it all up again.

“When?” I added. “Where has he been? Orion hasn’t been able to find a trace of where he’s staying. Andromeda—”

Alec cringed and put up both hands to ward me off. “Don’t mention that name. I think Kaidan was furious when she ran off.”

Orion and Andromeda were both angels, both agents. They’d come when Bing asked them to, and I thought they were all just working to get things back to normal. That was before I knew they destroyed “normal” in the first place. Orion had helped Andromeda with her plan to close the channels, but he hadn’t agreed with her motivation, and when she went too far, he wound up on our side. Probably. I didn’t trust any of them.

“He’s not here now,” I pointed out. “And neither is she. So just get to the point.”

“Kaidan came to my house to talk to me and my mom.” His mom, Cassie, had helped us a few weeks ago. She was a shadow hybrid but hadn’t been an agent. So why had Kaidan picked her to talk to?

“How did he know where to find you?” I closed my right hand, scraping my nails across the line on my palm. “Tendrils?”

Alec shook his head. “I don’t know. Mom didn’t ask. But it’s not like people are hard to find, you know?”

I knew. The Boston Marathon bombing had kinda shoved that reality in our faces while we watched the manhunt in real time. Security and traffic and ATM cameras everywhere, people taking photos and videos on a constant basis. GPS and credit scans. Hell, using my Starbucks card told anyone who wanted to check where I’d been at seven-sixteen this morning. 

But Kaidan wasn’t from our world. He shouldn’t have been able to hack into our technology or even learn how to use a freaking cell phone this fast. He had to have somewhere to start, and it wasn’t like we’d all exchanged names back there in the clearing in the woods.

That meant he had some serious mojo. My best guess, using my own abilities as a guide, was that he’d “tagged” all of us, so that he knew what we “felt” like, individually. Then he followed his senses to find…who? Someone he’d worked with before? Or someone he thought would be sympathetic? Did choosing Cassie mean his shadow side was dominant? Or that he didn’t trust the angels because Andromeda was one of them?

Maybe he was sympathetic to the faction of shadows who wanted to come here as whole beings and possess full-grown humans. They were the reason Gaia and Andromeda and the others had caused the collapse in the first place. The “right” way to come to our world, to experience our richer, deeper lives, was to fuse the shadow or angel soul with a human body at conception, then grow up as a hybrid. That’s what Lincoln and I had done, but some didn’t have the patience for that.

Gah. The whole thing made my head hurt.

“So what did you guys tell him?”

Alec bent his head and dragged another pita wedge through the hummus, then poked it into a cup of pico de gallo. “My mother said no. She’s…she can’t work right now.”

We all went still, because the way he said it told us the reason was something bad. He sighed and dropped the pita. “She has cancer. It’s aggressive, and her treatment already sucks. That’s all.”

“I’m sorry,” I murmured, echoed by Jordan. I was surprised she hadn’t known. But surprised more because Lincoln seemed to know already. How often had these two been hanging out in the last two weeks, anyway?

“She didn’t want me to say yes, either, so I didn’t even really find out what he wanted us to do. But Linc and I thought—”

“We could take the job and learn more about him and the tendrils and what he’s doing here. What his plans are.”

“How do you get forty-three out of two and two?” When both guys stared at me, I twisted my wrists so my palms faced up and said, “Where does Kaidan approaching Alec get Lincoln a job? If he wanted you, why didn’t he come to you?”

Alec cleared his throat. “He actually wanted me to get you to come work for him.”

“Which isn’t going to happen, so I’ll go instead.” Lincoln set his palm down on mine and tried to thread our fingers, but I pulled my hand away.

“Nice try. You know better than that.”

“Roxie, you going to work for Kaidan is like handing him a weapon.”

Since I’d expected him to be all he-man protective, his statement made me feel a little embarrassed. “How?”

Jordan rolled her eyes so hard it rocked her whole head. “It’s obvious, Roxie. They used you to cause the first collapse.” She ticked that off on one finger. “Phillip took your light and tried to open the rift with it. Andromeda wanted to use you to close them forever. But you had enough power and control to stop her and seal them without cutting everyone off. Hel-lo? You don’t get it? You’re powerful.”

My face heated. “All of that doesn’t make me powerful. But I see your point,” I grumbled at Linc. “I won’t walk into his lair. But if he found Alec, he can find me.” I gazed around, as if he had eyes on me already. It wasn’t out of the question, the way things had gone all summer. 

The print on the wall behind Jordan and Alec caught my eye. It was a copy of an old cartoon with a joke about digging a hole to China, and it showed a tunnel through the earth with New York on the top, China on the bottom, and offshoots leading places like London, Australia, and the North Pole. It made me think of my vision. If it was real, that implied there were more openings between the worlds, not just the one here. Andromeda had said they caused the collapse because a faction of shadows had found a way to expand the channels of travel so they could come here and possess people.

What if that expansion didn’t mean bigger channels, like the one I’d opened to send Alec’s friend Colin back? What if it meant opening other channels instead? Even new ones?

“I have to talk to Bing.” Unlike my friends, he might have answers instead of just questions and worry. I shoved at Lincoln to get him out of the booth.

“What? Why? Now?” He moved, though, and I shuffled to the end of the seat and stood.

“Yeah. It’s okay. I’ll be right back. You guys stay here, eat and, I don’t know, plan your undercover thing.”

He followed me to the back hallway and pulled me into a hug before I reached the door. When I tried to back up to ask what was going on, he just held me tighter, pressing his cheek to the top
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