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      MAISIE

      The truck slides to the right, hooking around a huge boulder. Desert sand sprays in a swooping arc through my open window and into my face.

      “Slow down!” I cough and fumble for anything to grab ahold of. After groping air, I snatch the seatbelt dangling over my right shoulder. I miss the snap twice before I hear the reassuring click. The belt hugs me against the scalding seat.

      Mom doesn’t slow down. The truck bounces over another medium-sized rock, axles creaking, and the wheels pop up and skid. I don’t think anyone is supposed to drive through the desert like this. There should be roads, right?

      “You’re going to kill us!” I scream.

      “We have to lose her.” Mom’s blue eyes cut to the rearview mirror. Blood is smeared across her right cheek and I can’t help but stare at it, fixated on the way it fills the creases around her mouth as she speaks. If she flicks out her tongue, she’d taste it.

      Maybe she already does.

      I look at my own hands. Blood everywhere. It’s crusted under my fingernails and a bright crimson half-moon lines each of my cuticles.

      My father’s dead body slouches between us, oozing blood. It pools on the seat, soaking the side of my jeans. Most of him rests against Mom. But his head is barely attached and it flops, threatening to snap free and tumble into my lap at any moment. It’s freaky and gross. Looking down at my blood-soaked jeans and grubby hands isn’t helping my nausea.

      I’m going to puke.

      “Shit.” Mom’s focused on the rearview mirror, watching the road behind us more than the empty desert ahead.

      I turn toward the open window between our seats. Beyond the bare truck bed, the black Mustang gains on us.

      Jesse’s coming.

      But not for me.

      She wants Dad’s head, to blow him up and make sure the crazy bastard never wakes up again. Mom wants the exact opposite—Dad alive and Jesse mutilated beyond recognition. And here’s me stuck in the middle.

      You thought your family was dysfunctional.

      Dad’s oozing blood reaches my skin. It’s sticky against the back of my knees. My stomach clenches for the billionth time, and I squeeze my eyes shut. Mom’s jerky driving is probably to blame. I open my eyes and find a fixed point on the horizon. A white building in the distance squats between a beautiful blue sky and orange sand.

      I focus on that building and draw in deep breaths.

      Dad’s body is starting to smell.

      It’s the heat. It’s collecting in the black dashboard and seats. The hot air blowing through the truck’s open windows is no help either. All of it makes Dad’s body putrefy faster.

      Mom calls up her power. Through our mental connection or whatever you want to call it, I feel her power before I see it. It’s like a blast of arctic air. Like the air conditioner kicked on and is pumping its guts through the dusty vents in the dashboard.

      Phantom snakes, twin coils of black smoke, unfurl from Mom’s abdomen. If she even grazes Jesse with this smoke, Jesse’s dead meat.

      I glare at Mom.

      She sees me glaring. “I have to stop her.”

      No. An impulse to protect my sister overwhelms me, blocking out my conflicting urge to puke in the overbearing heat.

      I’ve got to do something. Say something.

      I’m not brave like Jesse. Jesse would leap across Dad’s dead body and attack Mom. Maybe pull her hair or shove her out of the car.

      I could never do that. Of the fight or flight impulse, I’ve got more flight in my veins. When danger shows up, everything inside me says, run away! Run away!

      “You don’t have a good shot. You’ll probably kill me, and if you do, we’ll all be dead.” It’s all I can think to say. “She’ll use her shield to block you anyway.”

      With a frustrated hiss, Mom retracts her power.

      I should’ve known self-preservation would do the trick. Mom wants to kill Jesse—and probably me too—so she can absorb our powers, but the moment she does she’ll die. Her body will have to reboot in order to absorb our abilities. If Mom offs me, she’ll be a sitting duck for Jesse. All Jesse would have to do is walk up and finish her.

      That’s probably the only reason I’m alive right now.

      If Dad were alive, I might already be dead. The second he decides he wants my power, my ability, I will be dead.

      It’s only a matter of time.

      “You have to wake him up,” Mom barks. She yanks the steering wheel, and the nose of the truck cuts a sharp right. The vehicle slides as it corrects itself. The white building disappears and now there’s only blue sky. Nothing to focus on.

      “No.” Vomit burns in the back of my throat. I swallow it down.

      “Damn it, Maisie.” Mom grits her teeth. “We need his help to fight her. Wake him up!”

      “We don’t have to fight.” I place one hand on my stomach and the other on the door to brace myself. “We can share the power. We were supposed to share it!”

      I think of Monroe and his deep, infectious laugh and his sweet eyes. He had puppy dog eyes, like Winston, Jesse’s pug. More importantly than being the kindest man I’ve ever met, Monroe told us the truth about our powers and abilities. Back at his house in Louisiana, back before my parents caught up to us, he told us we were never meant to use our powers against each other.

      We were supposed to work together. The original twelve powers were to be shared by the people chosen to wield them. By the partis—some weird, ancient name for what we are and what we can do.

      But Dad made a mistake early in the game. He killed another partis, and it broke the connection. It severed the link between all the abilities and the only way to unify the power and save the world is for one person to collect all the powers inside themselves.

      We’ve been killing each other ever since.

      Monroe tried to change that before Dad killed him. He reestablished the link between me and Jesse and me and Mom. We can share the twelve powers between us if only I can get her to listen.

      Mom doesn’t understand. She’s been fighting forever, since before I was born. I don’t know what to say that will make her stop seeing Jesse as the enemy.

      “She’s a liar.” Mom’s face softens with pity. “Whatever Jesse told you was a lie.”

      “It’s not a lie, and Jesse wasn’t the one who told me.”

      Jesse’s Mustang hits the back of the truck, and we lurch forward. Bad timing, Jess. How am I going to convince Mom you’re one of the good guys with you running us over?

      “Do you think she’s going to let him live?” Mom’s burning eyes cut to Dad’s body. “She’s going to kill him. For good.”

      “If he ever wakes up, do you think he’s going to let you live? Or me? He’s a monster.”

      “Maisie!” Mom reaches across Dad’s body and slaps me. She’s never hit me before. Not once. Not ever.

      I cup my burning cheek and look at her like she’s grown two heads.

      She looks as shocked as I am. “What did she do to you?”

      “What’s he done to you?” I snap back. I uncover my cheek. I want her to see the mark she’s left. She flinches like I knew she would. “Since when are you the crazy abusive one?”

      Her hands wring the steering wheel.

      “Leave him,” I beg her.

      “He’s your father.”

      And a monster.

      “We need him.”

      I snort. “How feminist, Mom.”

      “You know better.” Mom scowls at me. “You know she’ll kill me. It’s why you woke me up.”

      Why you woke me up⁠—

      My anger dissipates. The battle we just escaped replays in my head. Less than an hour ago, my mother was killed. She collapsed dead on the hallway floor inside the abandoned military base where Jesse wanted to have our last stand. When Mom was killed, I bent over her and blew into her nose, waking her up in that special way I do, because—because she’s right. Because I knew Gideon, Gloria and Jesse would overpower me. They would kill my mom and make me watch.

      I couldn’t let that happen.

      Mom isn’t perfect. She’s a borderline horrible person. She’s selfish and cruel. She has this self-destructive streak I’ll never understand.

      But she’s my mom.

      She’s always loved me. She’s always told me how much she loved me. How special I was. How much she wished and prayed for me. And she’s always protected me—until now.

      The silence makes Mom think she’s won.

      “Whose side are you on?” Her expression is haughty again. “It’s either her or me.”

      My fist tightens around the seatbelt pressing against my chest.

      Whose side am I on?

      The longer I don’t answer, the more Mom’s face pinches in betrayal. “This isn’t you. Jesse did this to you. She turned you against your own mother.”

      “No—”

      “We have to kill her. It’s the only way to protect your father until⁠—”

      My temper explodes. “What about us? What about protecting us?”

      “He won’t hurt us,” Mom says, but I know that voice. It’s her he will never hurt you while I’m alive voice. But my mom won’t always be alive. She was dead an hour ago. She’ll probably be dead again before the day is over.

      Jesse’s Mustang whips around the side of the truck. The driver’s side window rolls down, and there’s my sister, all wide-eyed and freaked out.

      She casts her shield. The shimmering purple light covers me and part of the truck. She looks as surprised as I am she can do it. That’s Jesse for you. She never seems to realize how awesome she is.

      “Jump!” she screams. Her brown hair falls across her face, and she frantically wipes it away.

      Jump? Out of a moving truck?

      “Jump! I’ll catch you!” She has to scream over the sound of sand, wind, and roaring engines.

      Jump. But not jump and bring Dad’s corpse with you. Dad’s corpse isn’t even in the shield.

      She wants me.

      She wants me more than she wants Dad’s dead body.

      Because she loves you, a voice whispers through my mind. A voice I haven’t heard in a long, long time. I thought it was because I was with Jesse and Rachel. Their power dwarfed my own.

      I’m stronger now because you are.

      A weight lifts from my chest. I thought you’d given up on me.

      Never.

      With an angel on my side, it seems less insane: jumping from a moving car. I throw my door open and reach for the release on my seatbelt.

      “No!” Mom cuts the wheel hard to the right, slamming the side of the truck into Jesse’s Mustang. An invisible, angry hand rips away my door. Sparks spray into the cab as metal scrapes metal. Stray shards sting my cheeks. I cover my face, hoping my arms and legs stay inside the cab and won’t be ripped off too. That would suck.

      I open my eyes, and Jesse’s there, keeping up with us. The side of her Mustang looks like it was stepped on by a huge boot. Through the open window, she’s shouting.

      “I’ve got you! Jump!”

      “Fuck off!” Mom screams. With one flick of her hand, the Mustang’s two front wheels are lifted off the ground and thrown back into the air.

      It’s so unexpected I gulp air, gagging on the stray sand. It feels like scraps of sandpaper go down my throat. Mom didn’t have the telekinetic power until she killed Rachel for it and already she’s using it to kill my sister.

      “No!” My screaming doesn’t do anything to stop the Mustang from flying backward, and then dropping back to Earth like a bomb.

      The black car rolls head over tail before slamming into the side of a boulder.

      No! No!

      Jesse’s car explodes on impact, the black muscle car disappearing in a plume of fire and smoke.

      “Oh god, no. Jesse, no.”

      I blink back tears, hanging out the open side of the truck. My mother’s unforgiving fingers bite into the flesh of my upper arm, trying to drag me back inside. But I can’t look away from the burning wreckage.

      I’m desperate for a sign, any sign Jesse survived.

      I don’t get one. It’s only fire and the mushroom cloud darkening the blue sky as Mom speeds away.

      My sister’s funeral pyre.

      All that’s left of her is a swirling, black blaze.
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      JESSE

      I’m reaching out for Maisie, begging her to jump into my arms and away from her crazy mother. Then the horizon disappears. Impossibly, the car goes up which is a super weird direction for a car to go. The front wheels lift until it’s a clear blue sky in all directions.

      I start to rise out of my seat as if the gravity is turned off and I’m floating.

      It makes me think of when I was a little girl and dreamed about flying. I’d hold my arms out and run through the yard making airplane sounds with my lips.

      But gravity kicks back on and the car plummets.

      Be careful what you wish for, right?

      Jesse! Gabriel’s scream cuts through my shock at being airborne. Shield!

      Purple light spreads over my body, cocooning me the moment before the car slams to a stop. The sound of crushing metal is swallowed by boom!

      An orange supernova engulfs my cocoon. Flames dance over the surface, along with swirling smoke—like ink in water. The leather seats and dashboard. The blinking clock. All of it’s swallowed in the plume. I can’t feel the heat, and that’s probably a good thing since I’d totally be a melty marshmallow a second from falling off the stick.

      A second explosion makes metal scream and my shield ripples again. Man, what if it fails? Are my eyeballs going to liquefy and ooze out of their sockets like they do in the Tales of the Crypt movie? Gross. And I don’t think I’d look so great with a bald head. No thanks.

      “Gabriel?”

      Wait it out.

      Ha! Like I have a choice. Even if I wanted to crawl out of the burning car, I wouldn’t know which direction to crawl. I can’t see anything but black smoke and fire.

      I fall back against the shield with a sigh. I remember Maisie’s terrified face, her desperate wiggling fingers as she reached out for me.

      So much for my plan. I was going to get Maisie, hurt Georgia enough that she couldn’t follow us, take Maze back to the base where she’d be safe with our friends, and then come back and finish off the current contenders for Worst Parents of the Year. But nope. Instead, I had to watch Georgia whisk Maisie away. Again. Dammit.

      If anything happens to her⁠—

      There’s time, Gabriel whispers.

      There’s time.

      I repeat this over and over until the smoke thins, and certain shapes come into focus. I recognize the warped plane of the dashboard first, though it’s about as solid as a chocolate bar left in the sun. The crispy seats appear next, the interior padding exposed and burnt. A pool of metal glistens in the seat. The buckle, I realize. The seatbelt buckle melted.

      I’m sitting in a car that’s hot enough to melt the seatbelt buckle.

      As soon as the driver’s side window appears, I start to shimmy out of it, drawing my shield in close to my body so I can squeeze through.

      I hit the sand. Even with the shield, it’s jarring, and I cough on impact.

      Nothing feels broken. In a few places on my arms and face, there’s the itchy burn of healing. Scratches, probably, sealing themselves shut with the healing power I inherited when I killed a psychopathic jerk named Jason.

      I army crawl away from the wrecked car until I’m far enough away that a second explosion won’t blow my butt off. I like my butt. It’s always got my back. I can’t go leaving it behind at the first sign of trouble.

      When I drop the shield, the heat knocks me back. It’s more than desert hot. Heat wafts off the burning car. I stand, brush the sand off my pants, and start marching away.

      In every direction, there’s only distance. A couple of white buildings sit spread apart. A few miles back I can see the military base where I left Ally, Gloria, and Gideon.

      Alive, Gabriel assures me.

      “So you keep saying,” I tell him. But everyone I cared about was dead. I saw it. And frankly, I’m getting super tired of watching the woman I love die. I’ve done it twice now.

      Thanks to Maisie’s gift, they’ll be up and moving soon. I hope.

      I search every direction until I spot the plume of sand thrown up by Georgia’s truck. They have miles on me.

      “Well, fuck.” I scowl at Gabriel where he stands in the middle of the desert. In an expensive suit and tie. Weirdo. “This is lovely.”

      “You need a vehicle.”

      I glare at him. “Thank you, Captain Obvious.”

      His brow scrunches. He never gets my pop culture references, and I’m not in the mood to educate him.

      “Do you see a car?”

      “Yes,” he says. He turns and points.

      “That’s a cactus. Uh, humans don’t drive those. Given the pointy parts. They’re also rooted to the earth, and generally, lack propulsion of any kind.”

      “No,” he says and extends one slender finger. “There.”

      I squint at the horizon. At first, nothing but heat shimmering on the sand and the half-buried road stretches out before me. Then I notice the squat white building he’s pointing at. “The house?”

      “A station. A mile away.”

      “You want me to walk a mile across the desert?” I practically flop down on the spot. I hate exertion of any kind. Adding the desert heat makes this ridiculous. “Why couldn’t you give me the teleportation power? It’s much cooler than walking, and we both know Caldwell doesn’t deserve it.”

      I have no idea if the angels give us the superpowers. Gabriel said he chose me. But choosing me to be his end-of-the-world gladiator is not the same as giving someone a superpower, is it? Gabriel doesn’t seem interested in clarifying this point. I have a theory the powers reflect the kind of people we are. I’m fiery and guarded for example, and Caldwell is a sneaky, evasive fuck. It makes sense. To me anyway.

      “This would be an awesome time to reveal you can fly me places. How does that sound? Do you want to fly me to the station? Because I’m super open to the idea.”

      I turn back and gaze longingly at the military base where I left my friends. It’s even farther than the station. No point in hiking back to take one of the other cars. I turn back toward the station. Ugh. Lesser of two evils, I suppose.

      Maisie.

      I hope she can feel me. I hope our empathetic connection is letting her know how worried and afraid I am for her. Okay, maybe not afraid. I don’t want to freak her out. Concerned? No one should have to go through what she’s going through alone. I had to deal with some heavy shit when I was her age, and I killed myself over it.

      Please god, don’t let history repeat itself.

      I start walking toward the building in the distance, squinting against the sun in my eyes.

      I’m coming, Maisie. I pour all the mind juice I’ve got into this message. Hang on. I’m coming for you.
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      MAISIE

      I wipe tears off my cheeks, and Mom doesn’t even care. She just murdered my sister, orphaned Winnie Pug, and now she’s driving across the desert like we’re on our way to somewhere totally normal. Like the grocery store.

      It’s messed up.

      At times like this, I’m sure I can finally give up on her. She’ll never win Mother of Year. But one look, one reassurance—Maisie, I’m doing this for us. For you. I’ll keep you safe—and the confusion creeps in. I don’t see a lunatic. I see my mom.

      Every Chicago winter, all bundled up in our mittens and caps, we’d go ice skating in Millennium Park. In the summer, we walked Navy Pier with drippy ice cream cones running over our hands. Or we’d take the water taxi across Lake Michigan to the museum campus and eat loaded hot dogs and drink lemonade until our bellies burst.

      We laid in the grass and watched the clouds go by, and my mom would tell me about her childhood in Nebraska on a horse ranch with her grandparents. It was a happy childhood with a pack of dogs and a horse named Storm. Storm for his gray fur and lightening white mane.

      I love that mom best. The funny mom. The slightly crude mom. The one who laughs and sweeps my hair off my shoulder before kissing my temple. The mom who rubs my back with lavender oil when I can’t sleep and begins sentences with did I tell you about the time⁠—

      —I jumped off a bridge naked into the river⁠—

      —I got a boy to undress down to his socks. Then when his eyes were closed for a kiss, I took his clothes and ran away as fast as I could⁠—

      —the first time I saw your father—the moment I saw those gorgeous green eyes⁠—

      I tumble out of my thoughts as soon as the truck’s dashboard chirps a warning. Mom scowls, bending down to read through the dust. “We’re low on gas.”

      “There’s nothing out here.” I crane my neck in all directions. This is an excuse to gawk at the black smoke growing smaller in the distance. I squint at the horizon, hoping I’ll see Jesse there. Alive and unscathed, even if she’s stranded. She’s got her shield. She could have survived the blast.

      If anyone could survive a car explosion, it would be Jesse. Not because of her healing powers and her impenetrable shield, but because she’s the toughest person I know. She’s been killed hundreds of times, and every time she gets up, brushes herself off and says, bring it.

      She’s amazing.

      I squint into the glaring sun until my head hurts. I don’t see her. I don’t see anything but the black smoke.

      But I didn’t feel her die either, so there’s that.

      When someone dies, icy cold stabs me in the chest. It’s like someone runs me through with an icicle. Or sometimes it’s more like they poured a bucket of ice water over my head. My point is, the feeling is totally recognizable. I could never miss it or mistake it for something else.

      But the car’s going too fast. It’s possible she was out of my range by the time she died. I don’t feel everyone in the whole world, you know. Only people who are kind of close to me. Half a mile maybe? I’m not sure the exact distance because I’ve never measured it.

      “Do you see anything?” Mom asks, fighting for my attention.

      I’m forced to look away from the burning wreckage and scan the horizon for a gas station.

      Unless she figures out how to run a nozzle from a cactus, we’re out of luck. “We’re going to run out.”

      I try not to sound too excited. God, I hope we run out. If Jesse survived, she might catch up to us then, especially if I drag my feet and pretend to die of heatstroke. And how will we carry Dad’s body? Mom will never let us leave him. A dead body will slow us down. She might even have to walk to town alone, get help and come back for us.

      My excitement falters. What if Jesse catches up to us? What happens then? She and mom try to murder each other. Again.

      It’s hard for me to understand why they can’t stop fighting. Even with my partis power and an angel in my ear, I’ve never had this overwhelming desire to fight. Every time things get crazy I want to stuff my head in the sand. That’s me. Maisie the Ostrich. Where’s my circus sideshow?

      It can’t be genetic. Mom and Dad love to fight.

      Jesse’s reluctant most of the time, until the guns come out, and we’re in danger—especially if Ally’s in danger—because then Jesse jumps into the fray with the rest of them.

      There’s another way.

      My stomach flutters at the memory of Monroe and his last words. I can see him perfectly in my head, rolling a cigarette between tobacco-stained fingers. His slow southern drawl added to his sweetness.

      Maisie, baby. You got a big heart in you. Hang on to it in the hurricane. Let it anchor you.

      Monroe was like me. He wasn’t a fighter. He never asked for his power or to be caught up in this struggle over the whole world.

      Knowin’ the fightin’ be wrong and getting’ people to stop—that’s two different things. They’ve stopped listenin’ to their hearts. Not you. And don’t you stop now.

      The last time I saw Monroe alive, he tried to warn me. He tried to explain it’s going to be hard for everyone to stop fighting, but I’ve got to resist. Easy, considering I’d rather step into Millennium Mile traffic than attack anyone. Getting flattened by a Chicago taxi driver would be a blessing when I consider the alternative—having my head sawed off by someone I love.

      I chose you for your strength, Azrael whispers.

      My strength! I hiss in my head. What about your strength? Why do I have to do anything?

      When I think about the angels, it makes me mad. If they are so mighty, why don’t they fix everything? Why use us like pawns to start wars?

      We are not meant to interfere. Together, you have no need of us, she instructs.

      Before I ever saw Azrael, I imagined her as an uppity professor. Black-rimmed glasses, a sweater vest, and with a pen behind her ear.

      Nope.

      I couldn’t have been more wrong.

      Imagine my surprise when she appeared looking like Joan of Arc—full body armor, sword, shield, and long wild hair. I glance at my bloody nails again.

      Azrael won’t be able to materialize now. Mom’s too close. That’s probably for the best. It’s super weird when an angel shows up in a shiny breastplate with a sword. Intimidating doesn’t even begin to cover it. Acting like she’s not in the room? Impossible.

      “We’ll get at least twenty miles, maybe thirty before the car dies. We’ll ride it out.” Mom’s acting like we’re having a normal conversation. It’s hard to feel normal with a dead body beside you.

      A shape pops up on the horizon. One, then three. An oasis forms in the watery heat, like a mirage materializing from the paper-thin air.

      “A town,” Mom breathes, relieved. Her hunched shoulders slide away from her ears.

      I lean forward, trying to get a better look. Dust clouds swirl across the landscape making it hard to see. As it settles, stark white buildings shine in the distance. It must be Cochise. I saw a sign for this town when we were heading to the military base.

      We don’t say anything else. After a few miles, the wheels bump up onto pavement. This new road leads us into a cluster of buildings. They are all one-story, squat boxes in an off-white color. People live here. There are proper fences and stop signs, and painted parking spaces with yellow or white lines sprayed onto the sandy concrete. One house even has a pink bicycle sitting outside, the seat growing hot in the sun.

      “We need somewhere to hide until your father wakes up.”

      I blink at her, trying to get my eyes to adjust again after staring at the blinding white buildings in the desert light. Spots dance in my vision until it clears.

      “We need to sew him up. He’ll never heal like this. Look at him.”

      She’s right about that. Dad’s head rolls dangerously on his neck. The place where the skin stretches and pulls away from the nape makes me want to puke. I pinch my eyes shut.

      Encourage delay. Give your sister time to find you, Azrael whispers.

      Dad’s body falls against my shoulder. I nudge him away and pivot toward the window—well, where a window would be if the whole door hadn’t been ripped off. God, what if someone sees us? It’ll be hard to explain away a missing door, let alone the dead body inside, slumping between two women covered in blood.

      Real subtle.

      We pass an elementary school. People’s houses. A post office. I pretend to be interested in anything but the stinking corpse lying against me. It’s hard to do. Dead people are so heavy.

      “We’ll commandeer a house,” Mom says.

      Commandeer. I suppress a snort. You mean murder innocent people and take their stuff.

      To your left, Azrael offers.

      I crane my neck and see it. The building is an old-timey saloon, complete with rickety porch and poles propping up a covered porch. Above the door in black paint, Cochise Hotel.

      “There!” I point my finger. “Let’s get a room. You can clean Dad up there.”

      Mom pulls the wheel and the nose of the truck points toward the hotel. You can clean Dad up there—why did I say that? I don’t want to clean him up. If Dad heals and comes back to life⁠—

      One problem at a time, kid. I scold myself in Jesse’s voice.

      She’s got to be alive. She’s got to be. Azrael practically said as much. She wouldn’t tell me to buy Jesse time if Jesse had exploded into a million pieces, would she?

      Problem number one: Get Mom to stop driving and give Jesse time to catch up. Because she did survive, please god, she did survive. I don’t think Azrael would lie about that.

      So how will I do it? How do I make sure Dad doesn’t wake up?                        

      It sounds horrible. No one should wish their Dad would stay dead, but I do.

      It’s more stupid that I love him. I want him dead, and I love him.

      I’ll be the first to tell you I need therapy.

      God, I can see Jesse’s face if I ever admitted these feelings to her. She’d totally freak. She’d say something like, how can you love a homicidal maniac? Do you know how many people he’s killed? Do you know how many times he’s killed me?

      It’s not clear to me, though. This is probably because shitty people aren’t always shitty. Sometimes they can be kind too, and that’s enough to blur the line between good and evil.

      Dad’s no exception.

      I remember meeting him. It’s hard to remember much from being five or six, but I remember my big pink room with candy-striped walls. I can remember my toy box, white and wooden, and a rocking horse I never used because it creeped me out with its uneven eyes. I used to stare at it before I’d fall asleep, convinced if I looked away for even a second, it would transform into a beast, crawl into my crib, and eat my toes one by one.

      It never did, but a different monster came, long after my crib was exchanged for what my adoptive mother called a big girl bed.

      One night I woke up and there he was. He introduced himself as The Tooth Fairy. He asked me if I had any teeth. The first few visits I didn’t, so we talked instead. He told me silly stories and jokes. I remember thinking he was very handsome, and I liked it when he smiled at me. It was funny, not weird when he asked to put a Q-tip in my mouth. He was checking my DNA, trying to make sure I was the same baby he’d shuffled into the adoption system years before.

      One night, I did have a tooth to give him, and he gave me a dollar for it. It was cool. None of my friends had seen the tooth fairy come into their rooms and give them money.

      In exchange for my second tooth, he gave me Freddy. Freddy the Teddy. Every time I lost Freddy, he’d find it. Dad would turn up when I was drowning in my tears and say with a big grin, look what I found.

      For the third tooth, he said he was taking me to see my real mom.

      My real mom.

      The idea that the woman who cut the crusts off my bologna and cheese sandwiches wasn’t my real mom blew my mind. As kind as I remember that woman to be, hearing that I had a real mom was a dream come true. I’d always felt different. Set apart. The Michaelsons were open with me about my adoption. They tried to make me feel loved. But it left me with a thousand questions about my parents and where I came from.

      What little girl didn’t want to find out she was special? A princess? From some magical kingdom? Destined for a Hogwarts letter or something?

      When he told me he wanted to take me to where I really belonged, I went without a fight.

      Maybe Jesse doesn’t remember the times he was kind to her, but I do. Death replacement agents lose some long-term memory with each death. It’s possible Jesse forgot how nice Dad can be. I’m sure he was a good dad before he got some superpowers and became a maniac hell-bent on world domination.

      And my parents were good to me until very recently. So, it’s hard to condemn bad behavior when it’s served with a big side of do you know how much I love you? Do you know what you mean to me? You’re my world.

      Mom parks the car on the street outside the hotel and gets out.

      “Wait here.” She lifts a hand to shield her eyes as she gazes at the hotel. “I’ll see if I can get us a room.”

      She slams the door to the truck. I watch her march up the small slope toward the hotel’s dark doorway. She pauses at the threshold and then slips through the open door. A faint bell chimes.

      I look at Dad’s dead body. A large black fly licks at his salty skin inches from where Jesse tried to saw through his neck.

      I bet if I grabbed his head and pulled hard, I could pop it right off. I could finish him for good and save millions of lives. I grab a handful of his hair and find it cold. It should be wet with sweat. But he’s dead. My heart pounds as I tighten my fingers on his soft hair. It’s the same color as Jesse’s. I got Mom’s Nordic blond hair and her blue eyes. Even with the plastic surgeries meant to hide his past, Dad looks like Jesse. To me anyway.

      I can’t do it.

      I can’t finish him, and Mom knows it. That’s why she left him alone with me, not afraid for a second I’d hurt him while she was gone.

      I let go of Dad’s hair, my hands shaking.

      Hurry, Jesse. I beg, hoping she can hear me. I can’t do this alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      JESSE

      “Oh my god,” I whine. “Why is it so hot?”

      Sweat droplets form on the back of my bare neck, beneath my ponytail. When the droplets get too big, they slide down my skin into the collar of my shirt. It’s gross, and I can’t do shit about it since the sun is directly overhead.

      “This is an arid landscape—” Gabriel starts.

      “No science, please. I understand this is a desert, and how the sun works. I wish my shield could work more like a portable umbrella.”

      It protected me from the car explosion, so using it to cool myself isn’t out of the question. But using my superpower for something as silly as a walk through the desert makes me feel wimpy.

      And let’s be honest, my pride’s all I have now.

      “You will reach the station soon.” Gabriel consoles me as if he isn’t wearing a three-piece suit and looking like he just stumbled out of a starlet’s bed and into a Gucci ad. Despite the suit, he isn’t sweating one bit. His skin is free of perspiration. Bitch.

      “I do not think you will die before you reach it,” he adds, turning his big green eyes on me. Cat-eyes with an upward tilt at the outside corners.

      “You do not think,” I mock him. “Well, that’s comforting. Nice to know my body won’t become the next carrion buffet.”

      Every step is hotter than the last.

      I groan. “Seriously, why didn’t I get the fancy teleportation power? I could think shade and poof!”

      “You each have access to the same power source. It is not different,” Gabriel says. His tie shifts to green. I never did figure out what the mood ring tie meant.

      “It’s entirely different,” I argue. My foot slides on the sand, and for a moment, I lose my footing. I catch myself with my hand, and the ground is blistering hot. My anger flares. Stupid desert! With its stupid sand! And stupid sun! And stupid hotness! “I can’t zap people dead with Georgia’s death ribbons. Or bring people back to life with the breath stuff like Maisie. I can’t move things with my thoughts alone like Rachel does. All of those things are different.”

      My mind snags on something I said, and my heartstrings vibrate.

      Like Rachel did.

      I stop walking. I lift the bottom of my T-shirt up to wipe my dripping face and then my wet palms. Like Rachel did.

      Past tense.

      Because she’s dead, and I was the one who killed her.

      My heart compresses, becoming a heavy stone in my chest. A throbbing pain radiates from its center down each of my limbs. Somehow I keep standing.

      “I am sorry.” Gabriel opens his wings wide, monstrous and black. They block out the sun. It’s ten degrees cooler instantly.

      “What? You should be sorry! Why didn’t you shade me before?”

      He isn’t apologizing for holding out. We both know he’s apologizing for Rachel and what I had to do to protect Maisie and the others.

      But I’m sorry doesn’t undo the whole best-friend-went-dark-side thing.

      I replay her last attack again and again. Her body slamming against the shield as she tried to wring the life out of Maisie. The horrible way my purple light wavered, shimmering under her assault. I thought it was going to give. I thought she was going to break through and tear Maisie apart right in front of me.

      I would have never forgiven myself.

      The moment Ally’s face pinched, and her breath went shallow, Rachel sealed her fate. Before Ally’s eyes bulged, and she choked, there was hope of reconciliation between us.

      “You could not have done anything differently.”

      “Man, I’m stupid.” I try to will my legs to start moving again. “Everyone tried to warn me about Rachel and I wouldn’t listen. A fucking moron.”

      “You loved her.”

      “That doesn’t make me smarter.”

      The smell of rain washes over me. Gabriel’s smell. “Love is above reproach.”

      “Stop. You’re making this awkward.”

      He frowns at me while I replay those last moments in my head again. Rachel’s betrayal and Ally’s death. The images loop over and over. I’m not sure I’ll ever forgive myself for getting Ally killed. Again.

      “She will survive.”

      “Thanks to Maisie.” It was Maisie who saved Ally, blowing her magic wake up breath into her nose. I hadn’t done a damn thing.

      And I’m not doing much now either except hoping Maisie doesn’t wake Caldwell before I can catch up to them.

      Gabriel keeps his wing arched over my head as we walk. He doesn’t watch the approaching horizon as I do. His eyes are trained on his feet.

      My throat tightens the more I think about Ally, Rachel, and Maisie. The more I think about them, the more stupid and useless I feel.

      Man, I’m going to cry like a loser out here? Is there anything more pathetic than walking through the desert with your imaginary friend and crying?

      “Tell me a story,” I beg. I will not rub my runny nose. I sniffle “Anything.”

      Gabriel turns his face up to the blazing sun for a moment and seems to consider my request. “She was once a partis.”

      “Who?”

      “You call her the sun. At times your kind uses the word star. This particular star was once a partis.”

      I stop walking. The toes of my sneakers slip beneath the hot sand in my sudden stop. “Excuse me?”

      “You must make the same choice. You can be the fourth star, or you can be this planet’s shield.”

      A mule has kicked me in the chest. “The sun was a human?”

      He tilts his head. “No. I believe you reserve the term human only for Homo sapiens.”

      My voice wheezes as I continue to struggle to draw in enough air. “Some conscious being evolved on a planet like Earth. I mean, she had to have brains and verbal skills if you gave her superpowers and made her choose the future of her whole freaking race. She couldn’t make a choice without a brain, right? I mean, she could, but it’s a pretty bad idea.”

      I wasn’t sure this conversation was much of an improvement over hey your best friend turned out to be a psycho who killed your girlfriend. I don’t exactly want to be reminded of the universal bullshit that’s going to tear apart my world soon. But maybe this is a good chance to get some answers.
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