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      One little stolen shirt and my uncle sends me to live with my dad in some weird little town in Colorado.

      Ava Tate has never had what anyone would call a fairytale life. A dead mother, an absent father, and an uncle who doesn’t want her. One more year of high school and she’ll be able to live on her own. But after another run-in with the cops, her uncle sends her away to live with a father she’s never even met before in a town she’s never heard of.

      How will she survive an entire year stuck in the mountains?

      Ava isn’t counting on meeting Toby, though. Suddenly, all the rules seem to be changing, and if she doesn’t keep up, her very existence will be wiped away. After Toby tells her what she really is, Ava finds out that some don’t believe her kind should exist at all. Ava must come to terms with a truth that was buried with her mother, or this paper bird will be destroyed.
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      EIGHTEEN YEARS AGO

      The air was crisp with an October chill. Up ahead, he could make out the bar where Elias had asked to meet him. He still wasn’t sure what this meeting was all about, but when his old friend had called, Ralph couldn’t resist his desire to meet him again after so many years apart.

      Elias had fallen off the grid completely, almost like he was gone from Earth, but Ralph knew better than that. Elias was one of the few angels left here that he could trust.

      Inside the bar, an old country song blared from the jukebox. In one corner, a couple was so twisted up in each other, it was hard to tell where one stopped and the other began. His heart clenched a little for his Beth. If she were here, they would be in a similar position.

      He quickly shook his head to dispel such thoughts. He was here to meet Elias, and then he would go home and . . . He grinned as his thoughts ran away from him again.

      “Ralph,” a familiar voice boomed out. A dark-haired man waved from a stool at the bar; Ralph hurried to join him.

      “Elias.” He smiled wide. “It’s been a long time, my friend.”

      “Indeed it has.” Elias beamed back at him. “Sit. I’ll buy you a drink.”

      Ralph sipped on his drink while he listened to Elias talk about the town he had come from.

      “Sounds pretty . . . ideal,” he commented when Elias took a breath. Being an angel himself, Ralph knew what a town that offered that kind of protection must mean to Elias.

      “It is,” he agreed, “but that isn’t why I asked you to meet me.”

      “Then?”

      “I’ve been hearing some . . . rumors about you.”

      Ralph stiffened slightly. “What kind of rumors?”

      “Word is that you’ve become attached to a human.”

      His eyes narrowed as he took a forced drink. “I don’t see how that is any of your concern.”

      Elias’s hand tightened around his drink. “I’m only looking out for you, friend. There are some who won’t take kindly to your . . . transgressions.”

      “What exactly are you trying to say?”

      “I’m telling you to end this before it’s too late.”

      Ralph stood up from his stool. “Are you threatening me?”

      “Not at all,” he said calmly. “Just trying to help.”

      “Did Daniel send you to talk to me?” He ran a hand over his face. He was a fool to think he could trust Elias. “What I do isn’t any of your business, and you can tell Daniel that too.”

      “I’m not here for him.”

      “Whatever.”

      “If you run into trouble, come to this town of safe haven. They might be able to help you there.”

      “I don’t need anyone’s help.”

      Ralph was fuming as he slid off his stool and stormed out of the bar. So Elias was doing favors for Daniel now? Who did they think they were to tell him what to do? He didn’t take orders from anyone. His feet slapped against the pavement as he made his way toward the only person who offered him any comfort these days.

      Her.
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      PRESENT DAY - AVA

      I sucked in a deep breath and held it in my aching chest. Pushing my senses out, I could just make out the argument going on in front of me—on the big porch attached to an equally large farm house.

      “Did you get my letter?” Uncle Ted asked the man who hadn’t stopped scowling since we pulled up.

      “Mail’s slow here,” he grunted in reply.

      “If I had your phone number . . .”

      “No phone.”

      “Ava is in the car.” He jerked his thumb back to me.

      From my distance I couldn’t be sure, but I thought I saw the man’s eyes bug out. “Why?”

      “If you would have read my letter . . .” He scowled, letting his words trail off in a grumble.

      “Why is she here?”

      “There’s been more trouble.”

      “What kind of trouble?”

      “The girl can’t stay out of jail.”

      I sank lower into the seat. There was no reason for me to hear this part, no matter how exceptional my hearing was. Uncle Ted and his lovely wife Jane didn’t want someone like me around their perfect children. I was a bad influence.

      Or so I had been told.

      “Hey.” Uncle Ted was suddenly back at the car, yanking open my door. “You can come out now.”

      “I thought you said we were coming to see my dad.”

      “What?” Distracted, he pressed on the trunk button that was hidden in the glove compartment. “We are,” he grunted, still close to my face. “That’s him up there.”

      I peered through the glass at the man glowering at us. He couldn’t have been more than a few years older than me. Why was Uncle Ted lying?

      “Come on out now,” he ordered curtly, moving around to the back of the car to take out my suitcases.

      Reluctantly, I pushed the door open farther and stepped out onto the unfamiliar grass. So this was where they were banishing me to? For one stolen shirt?

      I really hated being a bad influence.

      Uncle Ted had already dug all my things from the trunk and had most of it tucked in his arms and in his hands by the time I reached him—clearly he was in a hurry and I wasn’t moving fast enough.

      “I got these,” he panted when I offered to help. I had little choice but to follow him back up to the house.

      “Ralph.” Uncle Ted reached out to the man who was obviously not old enough to be my father. “This is Ava.”

      Ralph’s mouth fell open and stayed that way.

      Now that I was closer, it was clear that something was different about Ralph, something I couldn’t put my finger on. Even if Uncle Ted and Jane wanted to get rid of me, it wasn’t right to just dump me off with a stranger in a town I had never heard of. We had a hard time finding the place; that should have been a sign.

      “Who are you really?” I asked Ralph.

      “He’s your father,” Uncle Ted sputtered. “I know this is⁠—”

      “He’s not my dad,” I cut him off. “He’s too young.”

      “Well . . .” Uncle Ted rubbed his hand across his top lip.

      “How did you find me?” Ralph asked, suddenly finding his voice again. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      “We did get lost,” Uncle Ted admitted, still not acting like himself. It must have been the stress of abandoning me when he promised his sister that he would take care of her only daughter. “There was a man—Brad, I think he said his name was—he pointed us in the right direction.”

      “We followed a bus,” I piped in, taking pity on Uncle Ted and his stutters. I had never seen him so flustered.

      Ralph’s eyes strayed to me, as if he’d just remembered I was standing there. “Brad.” He snorted. “Figures.”

      “So”—Uncle Ted cleared his throat—“anyways . . .”

      “She can’t stay here,” Ralph suddenly snapped. “I don’t want her.”

      Uncle Ted had the decency to shoot me a look of pity. “She . . . needs somewhere to go.”

      “She can go back with you.”

      “We don’t . . .” He cleared his throat again. “She can’t stay with us.”

      I was glad he hadn’t said out loud that he didn’t want me either. I mean, it was pretty obvious, but at least he didn’t say it out loud.

      “I’m . . .” Uncle Ted took a deep breath. “I’m sorry how this all worked out. If your mom . . .”

      Was he really going to say he wouldn’t dump me off here if she didn’t die? If I hadn’t killed her?

      “Whatever.” I shrugged. “Hope you and Jane . . . you know . . . do your thing.” Despite how it was ending, I had lived with Uncle Ted for the last seventeen years. If nothing else, he was comfortable, and until he married Jane, he was even kind of nice.

      “Yeah.”

      There were no tears or hugs or heartfelt goodbyes. He gave one last shrug, then slouched off the porch and practically ran back to his waiting car. If he got his way, I would never see Uncle Ted again. Feeling sad would have been appropriate, I realized. Too bad I couldn’t bring myself to it.

      “Hey,” Ralph screamed, running off the porch after him. “I said you can’t leave her here.”

      Uncle Ted was already pulling out of the driveway, though—without me. He didn’t turn around.

      “Ted!” Ralph stood alone in his front yard, screaming after the retreating car. All that was missing were the chickens and the beer-stained T-shirt, and this would be an episode on a reality TV show. “Come back here!”

      Could today get any worse?

      “He left,” Ralph panted, stopping in front of me. “He just left.”

      “I noticed.”

      “You can’t stay here.”

      My eyes slid closed and then opened again slowly. “I’ll be eighteen soon.”

      “In seven months,” he thundered.

      It came as a bit of a shock that he knew my birthday. “Did you even know my dad?”

      “Umm.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I guess so.”

      “And my mom?”

      At this, his hands dropped back down to his sides. “What did you do to get kicked out?”

      “Stole a shirt.” I shrugged, glancing down at the offending top. It wasn’t even worth all the trouble I had gotten into, ten bucks at the most. Why didn’t I just pay for it? “Is there a room in there I can use?”

      His lips pursed tightly, but when he spoke again, his voice was soft. “Just until we get this figured out. A night . . . maybe two.”
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      I glanced around the handkerchief-sized room with mounting concern. I could just make out the bed under piles of boxes and what looked like car parts. Boxes were also stacked along the walls and blocked the closet.

      This was the room he was giving me? The house was huge. There had to be an empty bedroom in here somewhere. I wasn’t even going to be able to sit down, let alone use the bed and closet.

      “You can, uh . . .” Ralph ran one hand through his already messy hair. “Clear this out if you want.”

      “I thought you said I can’t stay,” I mumbled without looking back at him.

      “You’re here right now,” he gruffly pointed out.

      “True.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Where can I put all this stuff?”

      “Anywhere really. There’s a few rooms upstairs with boxes in them, shed out back. Where ever you want.”

      “Ok.”

      “This is the only bedroom downstairs,” he explained in halting tones, “and there’s no bathroom on the second floor.”

      “I don’t need an explanation.” It was still too weird to turn around and actually look at him.

      “Don’t worry . . . Ava,” he stumbled over my name. “I’ll talk to Ted. He’s a decent guy—for a human.”

      “A human, huh?” I didn’t smile at his weak attempt at humor.

      “He’ll take you back.”

      Even if Ralph could convince Uncle Ted to take me back, I didn’t want to go. He had already thrown me to the curb like a bag of trash. Why would I go back? Ralph knew my dad and although he didn’t want me, if it was a choice between here and back with Uncle Ted’s family . . .

      “I’m staying here,” I informed him flatly, turning just enough so I could see him in my peripheral vision.

      His face paled further. “Why would you want to stay here?”

      “Just until I’m eighteen.”

      “That’s . . .”

      “It’s better than some of the places I’ve stayed.” I raised my chin defiantly.

      “But you were with your uncle since you were born.”

      Again with him knowing things about my life.

      “Not always.” I wasn’t going to relive those memories with him, though. I just needed a room for a few months. I could figure things out and get a place of my own after I turned eighteen. I didn’t have to burden anyone then.

      “Why do you want to stay here?” he asked again.

      “You’re not much older than me. It’ll be like having a roommate.” That was a good enough reason.

      “I’m older than I look.” He raised his chin slightly. “They have good water here in town.”

      So far I hadn’t seen much of the town. An old black man, the back of a bus, mountains that rose up from the ground all around us, and then the farm. No fountain of youth so far. “How old are you?”

      “Older than you.”

      “Okay.” I let my eyes widen in his direction. “How did you know my dad?”

      “He’s . . . my brother.”

      Another uncle.

      “Do you know where he is?” Not that I was going to live with him, even if I did know where he was or what he looked like or anything about him really. I didn’t even know his name. I always assumed Uncle Ted didn’t know him either, but evidently he had some contact with his family.

      “I need to run into town,” he announced suddenly. “You stay here.”

      I had already planned on it.

      “You can just”—he waved his hands at the room—“clear this out and . . . wait.”

      “Good idea.” I scowled.

      “Or don’t.” He moved his shoulders nervously. “I don’t know how long I’ll be.” With that, he turned and darted away from me. He was so weird.

      Sighing deep enough to move my shoulders, I slipped my jacket off and hung it on the door knob. Pulling a hair tie from my wrist, I quickly twisted all my honey-colored hair up into a messy bun.

      Cleaning the room would be hard work, but maybe that was exactly what I needed. A distraction from all the things going on around me. That’s how things usually happened—I never felt like I had control over anything.

      Except for . . .

      I shook my head quickly. The room wasn’t going to clean itself.
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        * * *

      

      Rolling my shoulders back and forth to get the stiffness out, I sank onto the soft bed. It had been a long afternoon and Ralph was still gone. Even if he found Uncle Ted and made him come back to get me, Uncle Ted couldn’t take me home—Jane would never allow it.

      The more I uncovered, the more surprises the room gave me. It turned out I now had a desk, dresser, and a nice mirror. As a bonus, the closet was empty except for a few boxes on the top shelf. And it was a big closet, partially making up for the tiny room.

      This would do for now.

      “Hey.”

      I looked up; Ralph was standing in the doorway, his face suspiciously calm.

      “You’re back?” I asked stupidly. He lived here. Of course he would eventually come back.

      “I decided that you could stay.”

      He must have talked to Uncle Ted. I cringed away from the thoughts of what had been said to make him look like that and change his mind so completely. I didn’t want to know. “I was going to anyways.”

      “Room looks good.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Where did you put everything?”

      “I took most of it upstairs to that first room. It was already pretty full but . . .” I let my words fall away. He had said I could put the stuff anywhere; there was no need to ramble on.
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