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CHAPTER ONE
JESSUP HART BLACKWELL IS DEAD.

I know it as well as I know my name.

As well as I know my address.

As well as I know that I will kill the world.

Hart is dead.

I killed him.

She killed him.

And I can’t seem to care.

I don’t see colors.

Only red.

I don’t hear voices or sounds.

Only screams.

As I walk down the middle of the street toward what used to be my home, I can hear them. People. Screaming. Running. Then nothing. No sounds. No screams. No… crying.

Then it starts all over again.

I do hear the thunder overhead. I see the lightning light up the red in my vision.

I don’t know where I’m walking.

I just know I have to get there in time.

Gracen Sullivan cared about things.

She cared about life and people and being punctual.

She cared about her grades and her mom and her aunt.

She cared about Sam Asher and all the other people in her life that weren’t real.

She cared about Tina.

She cared about the damn environment.

She cared too much.

And now she’s gone.

Gone away.

They’ll never let her out.

They’ll never let her stop me.

I’m not Gracen Sullivan.

I don’t care.

I can’t care.

There is nothing in this world to care about.

I know my purpose now.

I know what I have to do and how I have to do it.

No one is forcing me, even if they could.

No one is that powerful.

No one is more powerful than me.

No one can stop me.

I’ll destroy the world.

But I’ll make something incredible in its place.

Something honest.

Something pure.

Something… red.

Something.

I walk down the middle of the street.

No one screams.

No one runs.

How could they?

They’re all dead.

My name is Abomination.







CHAPTER TWO
Hart

“SHE’S DEAD, YOU KNOW?”

I realize that the man sitting, or rather slouching, next to me is my brother. I know it. I understand it. I’ve spent the better part of a century hating him. I forgave him for all of a day.

And now I want to swat him upside the head.

“No, she’s not.” I watch as the purple lightning flashes all over the sky. It’s thundering, or I think it’s thunder. It sounds like a rather large trumpet. I don’t know what it means. I don’t want to know.

It’s raining so hard now that my time-assaulted Confederate uniform is like a second skin, and I’m not even used to being in my first skin. I haven’t worn this body since 1863. I haven’t been Jessup Blackwell since well before then. I’ve been Hart. I’ve been a demon.

I was Sam.

She loved me.

I loved her.

I died—again.

I rose—again.

I don’t stop to wonder why.

We need to get out of the rain. We need to get somewhere that isn’t a field in the middle of a rainstorm. The sky is black. I have no idea what time it is. Any other time, I would assume it was night.

Now… who knows?

My brother stands beside me. I follow. We are both staring at the sky, watching the lightshow, hearing the trumpet-sound, touching the mud on our much too old bodies, smelling the distinct smell of sulfur in the atmosphere, and tasting—death.

He doesn’t speak, but I bet I know what’s going on in his mind. My brother was always the practical one. He was always the one who figured out how to solve problems. I suppose that’s what made him a good angel.

I bet he’s standing there thinking about how he’s going to stop Gracen, or rather the Abomination she turned into.

I bet his plan isn’t pleasant.

I bet I’ll stop him before he hurts her.

“Do you still have any angel powers? I mean… are you still an angel?” My throat hurts when I speak, and all I taste is dirt. I don’t want to imagine everything that has inhabited my body since I’ve been out of it. I would rather do without that.

Lucien doesn’t flinch. “No. I don’t think so.”

“You don’t think so?”

“I don’t know, Hart. I just don’t know, all right?” He sure looks at me then with fire burning his eyes. He’s pissed about something. Pissed or scared. I’m not sure which.

That’s something we agree on.

“Well, have you tried?” The wind is kicking up, and I have to yell over it.

Lucien isn’t too far from me, but he bends toward me so he can hear.

He glares at me. “No, I’ve just been standing here looking pretty.”

“You’ve not done a good job at it.” I wink at him. Actually wink. I don’t even know why really. It just sort of happened.

He doesn’t feel like my brother again. Not really. Even though I went to the ends of the earth to get him back from Hell, a Hell he went into for me—to save me and the world (which incidentally was a pointless sacrifice now that I think about it). But he hadn’t felt like my brother for a very long time. Before we were angels and demons. Before the war. Before Mother died. Before Colleen. Before everything.

I want my brother back.

I don’t know how to make that happen.

It isn’t like I’ve got bigger fish now or anything.

“What about you? Any demon powers?” It would’ve been handy for one of us to have some sort of powers. Angel. Demon. It didn’t matter as long as one of us had something—anything.

As it is… “No. No demon powers.”

“You sure?”

“Uh… yeah.” The wind and the rain are freezing, and all I want is a nice warm spot, dry clothes, and Gracen by my side. Is that too much to ask?

Lucien, shaking and shivering, stands in front of me and narrows his eyes. He takes after our mother. My curse is that I don’t. “Try.”

“Try what?”

“Try. Try to get inside my mind like you did with Gracen.”

He can’t be serious. But given the extremely constipated look on his mug, okay, he’s very serious. “I can’t.”

“Do it.”

“I… can’t…” I say slowly enough for even him to grasp what I’m saying.

“Just try. For me.”

For him… for him. Fine, whatever. I don’t tell him that, though. I just stare at him and concentrate on his thoughts like I used to do with Gracen, but I didn’t have to be in the same room with her. All I had to do was think about her, and bam, there I was—there we were. In that room. She’d be on the table. I’d start slicing.

Lucien.

Focus on Lucien.

Focus.

“We need to see what powers we have, if any. We need to come up with a plan to stop her.” He swallows hard. “Whatever it takes.”

He doesn’t wait to ask if it worked. He just walks right by me and into the darkness, out of the clearing, and toward the tree line. I don’t know where he’s going. I don’t know if he knows.

But I do know one thing.

Before he walked away, I told him to do it with my thoughts.







CHAPTER THREE
Hart

THE RAIN IS PELTING DOWN SO HARD I can barely see.

The mud under my feet covers my skin up to my ankles, making it hard to move—hard to keep up with Lucien.

He’s ahead of me. The only reason I know that is I can see him when the purple lightning strikes. Other than that, it’s pitch black.

I think it can’t be later than mid-afternoon.

I think this is not a good sign at all.

I think that is an understatement.

I keep my right hand over my chest, over my heart, just to feel it beating. It’s been so long.

When I was Sam, I didn’t have a heartbeat. I only made Gracen think I did. That kid’s body was dead as a doornail. Nothing worked about him… nothing.

So to have a heartbeat, my own, pumping in my old dead body, well, I’m trying very hard not to have a panic attack.

Gracen used to have panic attacks, more than she wanted me to know about. Her face would turn red, she’d put her hand to her chest, and then she’d excuse herself to her room. I’d hear her crying and trying to catch her breath. I didn’t go check on her, though. I was the cause of most of her panic attacks. Me and the Hart in her dreams. I was doing my job.

I hate how good I was at it.

I hate how much I hate having a heartbeat right now.

I hate how much I want to cry from happiness because, for all intents and purposes, I’m human again.

I have the second chance I’ve wanted for so long.

What the hell am I going to do with it?

Well, first of all, I’m going to catch up with my brother because he seems to be on some sort of religious quest, and nothing—not even the tree stump he stumbled over—will stop him.

Then I’m going to figure out how to help Gracen.

I don’t care what Lucien said—she’s not dead. Not really. I don’t remember what happened after I was stabbed, but I know that she can’t be dead. If she’s turned into the Abomination, I’ll fix her. I’ll do everything I can to make her better because I owe her that. I owe her everything.

I died for her.

Literally.

It sure did me a lot of good.

Even when I try to save the world, I screw it up.

Mother would be proud.

That leads me to problem number three. My mother is still out there somewhere. She’s probably still in Gracen’s mother’s body. She’s probably still trying to figure out how to use the situation to her advantage. I don’t know what she did to Lucien down in Hell, but from the way he looked in Gracen’s bedroom, it can’t be good.

I wonder if there will be any lingering side effects.

God, I hope not.

I hate rain.

I especially hate rain when it hurts as it hits you, like this rain. It’s gone from annoying water droplets to annoying and painful water torpedoes. I think it’s changing into something. Something I don’t even want to think about, because if this rain is poison, God help us all.

Literally.

He can come down and help anytime…

Even I would be on board with that.

As long as it didn’t hurt Gracen.

The lightning is streaking brighter now, and the thunder sounds like God himself is knocking on Heaven’s door.

Knock Knock.

Who’s there?

God.

God who…

Oh that could go so many ways.

“Lucien! Slow down! Wait for me!” The sounds all around us drown out my words. I can barely hear them, and I’m right there with me. I’m sure Lucien doesn’t hear. I can’t even see him anymore.

What I do see, through the wind whipping my hair in my eyes and squinting through the rain, is a dim light in the distance. I don’t know if it’s a house or a barn or a serial killer’s cabin. I don’t know. I don’t care. All I know is that I see it, and I want to be there. It has to be warmer and drier than out here in the middle of the woods.

Out here where any bear or wolf or fox could pounce on us and rip us to shreds.

Though I haven’t heard any animal since we started into the woods.

I’m sure that’s totally a great sign.

Could this get any worse?

A hand grasps my shoulder and pulls me back.

I’m pinned down on the ground before I can fully comprehend what’s going on. I can’t see what’s holding me down, but I know it can’t be my brother. I claw at its face to try to get up, but my hands are pinned down over my head, and I can’t make my legs move.

I’m trapped.

The lightning fills the sky.

For a split second, I can see.

For a split second, I wish I couldn’t.







CHAPTER FOUR
Hart

“LET ME GO!” I PULL MY hands as hard as I can to get them away from his, but he’s strong for an old fogie, and I can’t move an inch. This isn’t going well, but that doesn’t stop me from trying. Damn human body.

“Come on, Hart. Lost your edge?” Seth Mitchell… the freakin’ angel I hate… smirks down at me. I’ll kill him. That seems like the thing to do. If I could move, or if I knew how to do it. “I hear it comes with being human.”

I hate being human.

Hate.

A few times in my incredibly long life, I thought about being human again. I sort of squandered my twenty years on this earth as a human the first time, and I always thought—when I could think—that if I had my time to do over again, I’d do it differently. I’d be a better human. I wouldn’t hurt people. I wouldn’t hurt my brother. I would fight the rage. I’d be a good upstanding citizen.

So here I am, human again, with a second chance because of a girl who stupidly loved me, and the only thing I can think of is killing Seth. Murder. Revenge.

Maybe that’s all I’m good for.

It kills me, but I stop struggling. I’m tired. He’s strong. Sort of defeats the purpose of fighting if I can’t even move. I could spit on him. It might not do anything, but it would make me feel better.

“You have no idea what you’ve done.” He glares down at me, pushing me down into the mud. I’ll never get clean at this rate. The lightning lights up his eyes.

“What I’ve done? How about what you’ve done? She’s your daughter.” Like I have to remind him. Maybe not, but it’s good to throw it in his face. “You made her. This is all your fault.”

His grip on my wrists eases just enough for me to jerk myself loose and kick him off me. I stand, ready to fight, ready to do something. I’m not sure what yet. Where the hell is my brother? It would be nice to have an extra hand in this here fight.

Seth scoots back on the ground and stares up at me. “You’re right. It’s my fault. And I’m going to fix it.”

“Let me guess. You need my help to do it.” It makes sense. The way he showed up out of the blue. The way he knew where we were. He needs my help. He wants to team up to take down Gracen—to take her down. I don’t want to think of her as the girl I love. I can’t. It hurts, and I can’t afford to hurt.

“No.” Seth stands and wipes the mud from his hands. Rain drips down his hair, onto his nose, and off the tip. “You need my help. Why else would you have prayed to me?”

Of all the… “I didn’t—” Then I see Lucien standing in the distance. His hands are clasped in front of him. His head is bowed low. “Lucien.”

His eyes meet mine. It’s all he has to do. He doesn’t even have to say anything, but he seems to feel the need to elaborate. “We have to stop her, Hart. You know that. We can’t help her without someone on our side.”

“And you picked Seth.” I grit through my teeth. “Seth… Seth. Of all the damn angels in Heaven, you chose him?”

“I always knew I liked your brother.” Seth gloats and runs his fingers through his soaked hair. “You may not want to admit this, son, but you need me. You have an abomination ready to destroy everything. You have a demon for a mother who will do anything to protect said Abomination so that will happen. And what do you two humans have? Nothing. No powers. No tricks. You are useless. Helpless. You need me, Hart. You need me. I’m all you’ve got.”

I have so many things I want to say. So many things I need to say. My fist balls up by my side because it has something it wants to say too. Seth set me up. He tried to kill me. Tried to use me to open Hell because he has a beef with God. And now he wants me to trust him?

“You don’t have to trust me,” Seth says, smiling.

I’m sure I deserve this torture.

“But know we have the same enemy and the same end game. And, if you haven’t noticed, I’m the only one of your friends who still has powers. So… suck it up buttercup. It’s me, you, and your brother. Here to save the world.” He turns and walks away, stopping only to pat Lucien on the shoulder before they both head toward the one little light in all the darkness.

The world is screwed.







CHAPTER FIVE
Hart

IF I KNEW HOW TO KILL Seth Mitchell, I’d do it in a heartbeat.

I wish I knew.

I’d give anything to put him out of my misery.

Because people call me evil, but truth be told, some of the most evil people in the world are the ones who hide behind righteousness. Who hide behind good and God and all that other stuff that makes them feel better than anybody else in the world. It makes them feel superior. Seth not only feels superior, he truly, truly believes it.

I can tell by the way he walks. He has the stick-up-my-butt-thing down pat. It doesn’t matter that he nearly let Hell come into the world. It doesn’t matter that he let Amelia out. Nope, it doesn’t even matter that he had sex with a human woman and made the thing that will destroy the world.

The thing that I love.

The thing that apparently loves me—unless something else happened that I can’t remember after my lights went out. It’s possible. I hope that’s what happened. She couldn’t love me— I’m veering.

Anyway, Seth still doesn’t seem to care about any of that. I think he has a plan. I’m sure someone like him always has a plan. A back up plan A, B, Z… A10. Things like him always do.

I wish I did.

So even though I want Seth dead, I sort of admire his determination. He’s had the same revenge plan for way longer than I ever did, and he hasn’t given up yet—that’s determination.

Through the rain and lightning, I swear he smirks. I don’t know if he can read my thoughts. I don’t care if he does.

Also, this being human again, so far, isn’t all that grand.

Just saying.

Lucien is sitting on the porch of what turns out to be a really old farmhouse when we get there. Lucky guy, out of the rain.

He doesn’t look lucky, though. He looks like he’s going to be sick. I can imagine he is. It’s been one hell of a day, literally.

For me, I’m just happy to get out of that stupid rain. What is left of my Confederate uniform is pretty well soaked, and I hope that inside this really old house in the middle of nowhere there are clothes. I don’t even care if they smell at this point. I just want inside. I want clothes. I want to be warm.

I’m lucky. I got to be inside Sam—and Willow. I felt human temperatures and emotions and all that unpleasantness. I felt…

I shut my eyes and let out a long breath. I felt things I never should have felt.

I felt lots of things I never should have felt.

Love for starters.

Lust, okay, maybe I should have felt lust. Any man, human or otherwise, couldn’t be around Gracen Sullivan and not feel lust. She never knew that about herself, what she could do to me, what she could do to other men. I knew. I could read their minds. And every one of those men, every one, got a visit from some terrifying nightmare that night. Strangely, none of those men ever came around Gracen again. Smart men.

She was mine.

She was always mine.

Not in the romantic sense.

But in the…

I don’t even know what I’m saying.

I’m not even sure I know what I’m feeling except that I’m cold, freezing, and wet, the angel I hate is by my side, and the brother I killed is sitting on the steps shivering.

I should probably tell him I’m sorry.

Later.

“I’ll check to make sure no one’s home,” Seth says before he disappears into the house, or so I assume.

“I never noticed how annoying that is.” I sit next to Lucien and start what I believe will be the most uncomfortable awkward silence ever in the history of the world.

And that’s saying something.

What can I say to him? Really? He would’ve had a life if it weren’t for me. I killed him. Me. I’m the reason he’s been dead all these years. I’m the reason he jumped into Hell. I’m the reason he was tortured. I’m the reason he turned into whatever he was turned into. I’m the reason he’s here now.

And, truth be told, I’m the reason his life sucked as a human.

Our mother never loved me…

“She turned,” he says much too simply. That about sums it up. In the most basic of words, she turned. So many other things in that sentence, though. So many things and feelings and hurts and regrets. God, so many regrets.

She turned.

Yeah. And I helped her.

“In a nutshell.” I say. I wish I had a stick or something to fiddle with while we sit and wait for Seth to come back. I can’t stand being still. I can’t stand being awkward. I can’t stand a lot of things.

“What happened? I don’t remember a whole lot.”

Oh goodie. I get to tell him everything. Everything I don’t even want to think about. Things I don’t want him to know about.

Lucien is still my big brother. He’s still someone I love, though I’ve not shown it in the last, well, ever. I don’t want to hurt him.

No, that’s not true. That’s not the real reason. I don’t want him to know what I’ve done.

I don’t want him to be disappointed in me.

I can’t help it. I laugh.

It’s not even a little laugh. It’s a big hardy laugh that I can’t stop.

Lucien’s eyebrows rise very high on his forehead, and he blinks a few times. I can’t stop laughing. I just can’t…

“Have you entirely lost your sanity?”

“It’s possible I never had any to lose.” I try to stop it. There is absolutely nothing to be laughing about. Nothing. But it just won’t stop.

I don’t want my brother disappointed in me? Seriously? All he can be is disappointed in me. There’s nothing else. I’ve been nothing but a disappointment to him my entire life. Even before I killed him.

The laughter fades away.

I’ve always known I killed him. Obviously. I used to be proud of that fact. I used to want him to pay for killing me.

But he didn’t kill me.

I just found that out a few days ago.

And it’s just hitting me.

I killed him.

I took everything away from him because of hate and anger.

I was a monster way before I was a demon.

Back when I was Sam—on a few occasions when I was weak and tired—I used to dream about being human again. How great it would be. How I would do things right. How things would be much simpler. I always thought it was because I didn’t want to be a monster anymore. I didn’t want to get inside Gracen’s head anymore. And I didn’t want to hurt her. But the real kicker is that I was less of a monster then than I was as a human. I always hurt the people I love.

Always.

Our mother had a reason for hating me.

I wasn’t a good son.

I wasn’t a good brother.

I wasn’t a good anything.

I kill the people I love.

Fact.

It’s not me being sad or depressing or anything. I do. I kill them. I killed Colleen and my brother—I killed our mother. And I killed Gracen, even when I tried to save her. Even when I thought I was doing the right thing.

“Jess,” Lucien says in his brotherly worried tone.

He reaches out to pat me on the shoulder, but I move before he can. I don’t stop moving until my back is against the house and my arms are crossed tightly over my chest.

He can’t comfort me. I don’t deserve it. Ugh. I hate this! I hate it! I’m Hart Blackwell. I’m a demon, or I was until whatever happened and I turned into… this. All of this self-loathing is not going to do anyone any good. I know that.

But looking over at my big brother who has stood up and has his hands in his worn pockets with his shoulders slumped, I can do nothing but hate myself.

“Look, Jess—I mean, Hart. That’ll take some getting used to.” He laughs lightly. There is nothing light about any of this. “I don’t really know what’s going on, but I know we have to put the past behind us and work together to fix it.”

“You didn’t break it.” My voice cracks, and it makes me flinch. I want to be strong and brave and sarcastic. Damn, I want to be sarcastic. But I can’t. It feels like I’m falling apart and all my walls are falling down. It’ll take something very strong to force them back up.

“You didn’t break it either.” Lucien, always the big brother, tries to reassure me. I know he’s trying to help. It’s only making things worse.

I bite my lip because there is so much I want to say, so much I need to say. I feel the tears stinging my eyes, but I don’t want to cry. Mainly I don’t want to cry in front of Seth, wherever he is. As much as I will it not to happen, a tear falls down my cheek. Lightning flashes overhead, and I can see by Lucien’s expression that he notices the stupid rogue tear.

Oh good.

As if today can get any worse.

“I’m…” My leg starts shaking, and my entire insides feel like they are going to explode. I have to get this out, but it’s stuck. It’s just one word. One little word that can’t possibly mean what it needs to mean—or take away everything I’ve done.

“Lucien, I’m s—”

“Good news.” The front door opens, and Seth’s ugly head sticks out. “No one home. That light was, well I don’t know what it was, but no one is here. Come on in… unless you need a few more girly feeling moments out here.”

Lucien looks at me like he wants me to finish what I have to say.

I want to—God, I want to.

I can’t.

“We’re done here.” I push past Seth and into the dark safety of the house. I don’t stop until I’m as far as I can go. There is a door to my right at the edge of the kitchen, so I open it and then slam it behind me.

A pantry. I think I’m in a pantry.

I don’t care where I am.

I lock the door and slide my back down it.

When I hit the floor, I pull my legs up to my chest and rest my forehead on my knees. My body, the body I haven’t been inside for over one hundred years, shakes as I hold my hand over my mouth to keep the sobs from being audible. I don’t know how long I stay there. I don’t care. I can’t make the feelings stop.

I can’t turn them off.

I can’t do anything but cry.

And feel.

I feel everything.

It’s all my fault.

I have to save Gracen.

I owe her that.

I owe them all.

I don’t know when it happened. One minute I’m in his strange farmhouse, and the next, I’m home. My home. The wind is kicking up. I’m outside next to the pond, beside the old dead tree. Mother is yelling at me from the porch. Gracen is beside me. Holding my hand.

She smiles.

All is right with the world again.

Except when I look into her eyes, her big beautiful green eyes, they are white, pure white. Abomination white.

“You did this,” she says before she turns to walk away.

I grab for her hand, but I’m too late. She’s out of my reach.

Lightning strikes behind me, and I turn.

Bodies.

So many bodies.

Piled up as far as I can see.

Their eyes are open.

They are staring at me.

Dead.

They are all dead.

Even Lucien, who is slumped against the tree. His eyes are wide. His mouth open. He’s looking right at me. Blood is oozing from his stomach just like when I shot him.

I did this.

I have to stop it.

I have to stop her.

In my dream, I fall to my knees as the weight of what I have to do crashes on my shoulders. I can’t do it. I can’t hurt her. I can’t stop her.

A hand pats my shoulder, and I look up to see Gracen smiling down at me. She’s herself again. Her eyes are green. She’s human. She’s mine.

“Stay with me,” she says before she kneels down beside me, places her hand gently on my cheek, and leans in to kiss me.

I wake up before her lips touch mine.







CHAPTER SIX
Hart

I’VE BEEN IN THE PANTRY SO long the sun is coming up.

Except the sun isn’t coming up.

I don’t have a watch or anything. Actually, I do. I used to have an old pocket watch my father gave me before I left for the war. It was gold and beautiful. I think it was his father’s. I’m not sure. It’s not like I listened to that part of the story. I was too filled with guilt over Colleen, too much grief over my fragile relationship with my brother and too much anger about my mother’s death. Not even writing it all down in that damn journal helped. I wrote. I tried to get my feelings out and nothing. It did nothing but leave a book lying around that anyone could have gotten their hands on if they’d bothered to look. If they read it, they’d know everything about Colleen—the truth, what really happened. I promised her aunt I’d never tell another living soul. Guess I kept my promise.

Oh screw it. I didn’t listen to my father because he was weak. He was probably the weakest man I’d ever met in my life. He let my crazy mother run all over him, and I hated him for it. She loved Lucien more. Whatever, but my father never should have let her treat me like she did.

Not that I’m still bitter or anything.

I’m not.

I’m perfectly fine.

I’m…

I’m hiding in a pantry with the door locked, crying because I can’t tell my brother I’m sorry. I have so much to be sorry for. Much more than Lucien ever knows. If he ever knew the truth about Colleen’s death and the actual role I played in it…

I’m as weak as my father.

I’m worse than he ever was.

One thing my father could always do was say he was sorry. Lord knows I heard him tell our mother many times. He was sorry this was her life. He was sorry he wasn’t Caleb—whoever Caleb was. He was sorry he’d burdened her with two sons, to which she enthusiastically replied it was only one of her sons he should apologize for.

Bitch.

So, I feel like the sun should be up, but it’s not because there has been an eclipse, a real one, not one I put in Gracen’s mind, ever since I woke up in the field where I was buried.

Nothing about that makes any sort of sense.

“Are you going to mope in there all day, or are you going to come out here and be productive?” I hear Seth yelling from behind the door.

Oh good.

“Leave him alone. He needs some time to process everything.” I hear my brother say, and it breaks my heart.

Even after all of this, after everything I’ve done, he still sticks up for me.

He needs to stop.

“Process… we’ve all had to process everything, Lucien. Have you forgotten Heaven already? You were an angel. One of the Heavenly Hosts. Then you went to Hell and became a thing. Now, look at you… a human. She made you human!”

“I’d rather be human than anything having to do with you.”

Ouch. I can imagine Seth’s face scrunching up in that way his face tends to do.

“Good thing.” His voice is low, his words are drawn out in a way that it makes even me nervous. “Because you have demon blood in you now, Lucien. Or have you forgotten.”

“I’ve not forgotten.”

“And that, my friend, means that you can never enter Heaven again. So even if you die at a ripe old age of one hundred and are a saint in every sense of the word, you’ll still go straight to Hell. Do not pass go. All because you tried to save your no good brother.”

At the Hell gate, Lucien mixed his blood with mine. He jumped. He died. He went to Hell. He was tortured. He turned into this thing with big black eyes that was just, frankly, terrifying.

He… he can never go back to Heaven.

He doesn’t deserve this.

Seth deserves an afterlife in Hell. That’s what he wanted after all. Hell on Earth.

So why does my brother have to suffer for it? Why does he keep having to pay the price?

“I’d do it again,” Lucien says before I can’t take it anymore and open the door.

They, somehow, found gas lanterns and have them set up all around the kitchen. I can see Lucien and Seth. Part of me wishes I couldn’t. I’m still in my wet clothes, but they’ve changed into dry ones. Seth has on a pair of jeans and a white button up shirt, which seems out of place for him. And Lucien has on a pair of black pants and a black shirt. He sure doesn’t look like a Union soldier now.

I still look very much the Confederate. An old, wet, formerly dead Confederate. Happy days.

Both Seth and Lucien look at me when I walk out of my pity pit. They are standing on opposite sides of the kitchen table, Seth slightly taller than Lucien, who has his fists balled up like he wants to punch Seth in the nose. I’m not opposed to that. #TeamLucien

“Gentlemen,” I say with as much sarcasm as I can muster. I pray my eyes aren’t red and that they’ve not heard my little major mental breakdown because that would just be awful. And embarrassing and all kinds of things I don’t want to dwell on. Ugh. “Talking about me?”

“Ah, good. You’ve finally emerged from your cocoon.” Seth smirks. I hate that angel.

“Shut up.” Lucien beats me to it. “He’s been through enough without you having to add insult to injury. If you don’t have anything productive to say, shut your damn mouth.”

Wow, I’m actually pretty impressed by my big brother. He’s always been the least likely to cause a confrontation, even when a confrontation needed to be caused. He was always the pacifist. I suppose that’s why he went to the Pearly Gates and I went to… not the Pearly Gates. “Yeah… just shut your damn mouth.”

I eyeball Seth before looking at my brother and giving him the fist of camaraderie. In response, my brother rolls his eyes at me.

Good. We’re back to normal then.

“I’ll shut my damn mouth when one of you has a better idea.” Seth can’t seem to just shut up.

“Better idea about what?” I have a feeling while I had my mental break these two weren’t just in here talking fashion and braiding each other’s hair.

Seth looks at Lucien. Lucien looks at Seth.

I don’t think I have to be told what they’ve been talking about, but dang if they would just say it. “Gracen. You are talking about Gracen.”

“No,” Seth says much too quickly. “We are talking about the Abomination. The thing you allowed to live and the thing that will destroy the world.”

“Me?” Of all the… “She’s your daughter.”

“And she was your charge.” Seth’s eyes narrow. “You had one job, Jessup Blackwell, and you screwed it up royally. Everything that happens from now on is your fault. Yours alone.”

“First of all, my name is Hart. Not Jessup. Jessup died a long time ago, so stop calling me that.” Why had everyone decided now was the time to go back to that? It wasn’t even the best name in the 1800s. “And second… you’re right.”

I surprise myself when I say it. I know I surprised Seth because he blinks a few times. Lucien, for his part, tilts his head to the side like he’s trying to figure out if I have some ulterior motive going on.

I don’t.

“You’re right, Seth. Whatever Gracen does, whatever she doesn’t do, it’s on me. You are her father and you made her, but when the time came, I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t kill her like she wanted me to…”

“She wanted you to kill her?” Lucien asks. He sounds shocked. I don’t know why. He knows what kind of person Gracen is… was. He had spent time with her. Had he expected anything else?

“Yeah, she wanted to die so she wouldn’t hurt anybody. And me, being selfish, couldn’t. I thought… I thought if I could just keep her from killing her mother that she’d be fine. That everything would be fine.”

“Because you love her.” Seth doesn’t sound snarky at all. He’s simply stating a fact: like blood is red and the sky is scary at the moment.

“Because I love her.” I don’t think I’ve ever said it out loud. It feels strange because I have no right to love her, but I do. “And I never thought she’d love me back.”

“Apparently some part of her did.” Seth is still serious. I don’t like Seth serious. It makes everything seem worse when Seth is serious.

I shift on my feet, trying to rationalize the unrationalizeable. “Some part of her loved Sam, yeah. And some part of her loved Willow. But not me.”

“You were those people.” Seth helpfully adds.

“Not really.”

“To her you were…”

“Just stop!” I can’t take it anymore. I don’t want to talk about my feelings for Gracen or whatever feelings she might have for me. I don’t want her gone. I want to fix her.

I want to save her.

How do I save her?

“What’s your plan?” I bite my lip and try to keep my leg from shaking from the nerves that are traveling through me.

By the way Seth looks at Lucien, I don’t think I want to know.

“What? What is it?”

It’s Lucien who starts to talk first, but it’s Seth who beats Lucien to the punch line. “There is no way to stop Gracen. Gracen, the one you know, is gone. Her soul is gone.”

“Gone where?” I stand up straighter.

“No idea. That’s not the point, though. The point is that the Abomination is nearly unstoppable.  I warned you about that from the beginning, but there might be a way to keep her locked up. Keep her from destroying everything.”

“You said that was impossible.” He did. That was the whole prophecy thing. If she turned, the world died. Bam. Easy. Simple.

“I didn’t say we had a good plan. But we can’t sit here and do nothing. We need the book.”

“The book you used at the gates? The one that had everything Abomination related in it?”

Seth frowns at me. “Hart, what other book could I possibly be talking about right now?”

What other book indeed? “Well, I don’t know. Doesn’t God have some sort of other books that can deal with what’s going on? Have you talked to Him? Asked Him for His help?”

“He doesn’t help,” Seth says with a tone that lets me know we ain’t heading down that conversation road. “Anyway, we need the book. Like I said, we can’t destroy her, but we might be able to stop her.”

“Stop her how?” I ask when Seth has nearly left the room. He’s not going anywhere without me knowing the details. He’s not hurting her. I don’t care how evil she is. She loved me when I was the most evil thing she’d ever known. I’m not giving up on her. I’m not.

“Stop her in the only way that matters,” Seth says. He turns and holds up his finger toward me. “And if you even think of getting in our way… I’ll send you back to Hell myself.”

“Our?” I ask before Seth disappears. Stupid angel parlor trick.

I walk up behind Lucien. “Our? Our what?”

He doesn’t look at me, so I do the only thing I know to do—I turn him around. “Our what, Lucien? Please, you have to tell me the plan. He can’t hurt her. I won’t let him hurt her.”

“Because Seth was right. You love her.” Lucien’s voice is low, and he’s not looking at me.

“Yes. Because I love her.”

It still doesn’t feel natural to say.

Lucien nods and turns slightly away. I feel the pain before I know what’s going on. I stagger back and put my hand to my bleeding jaw. My blood is on Lucien’s knuckles, and he’s breathing so heavy I think he wants to punch me again.

“I may not be on Seth’s side, but I sure as hell am not on yours.”

With that he walks out, leaving me alone and bloody on a kitchen table that isn’t even mine, in a house in the middle of nowhere.

I should’ve probably said I was sorry.







CHAPTER SEVEN
Hart LUCIEN IS SITTING OUTSIDE ON THE porch, watching the rain or thinking or something. I don’t know what he’s doing. I know what I’m doing, and that’s going up these stairs and getting out of these clothes. I never liked the gray before, and I don’t like it now. I honestly can’t believe I’m in my uniform again. It seems weird, heavy and muddy and awful, and… weird.

My father hated that Lucien joined the north. He hated that I joined the south. He hated that we joined period.

I was jealous of my brother.

I tried to be a good son.

Mainly because I screwed up Lucien’s life so much. I tried to make it right.

That worked out well for me, didn’t it?

I go up the creaky old stairs to the second story. There’s literally no one home, and I have to wonder why. Did Seth do something to them? Because I can see that happening. I know I saw light coming from this house when Lucien and I were outside in the storm. I know it. And then for Seth to come in and everyone be gone…

At first, I thought it might’ve been my house, the house we lived in growing up. I see it in my dreams. I see it in Gracen’s dreams.

We had a little farm outside town. It had a pond and one old, dead tree. I remember when it got struck by lightning. It wasn’t my finest hour, and that’s saying a lot.

Lucien and I used to play outside by the pond, and when our mother needed us, she’d come outside on the porch and yell.

She yelled a lot.

Mainly for Lucien.

Because she always wanted his help with something. Or maybe it was to get him away from me. I don’t know why, and I guess it doesn’t matter.

What matters is that the first thing I thought of when I saw this house was my childhood home. It’s built about the same—same porch, same floor plan if I want to be honest—but there’s no way it’s the same house. Lucien and I didn’t die that close to home. Certainly not within a few minutes walk. So not the same house—it can’t be the same house.

Unless it is the same house.

That would be my luck.

In any event, it has been remodeled. Very recently by the looks of it and based on my affinity for HGTV. I go into one of the rooms upstairs—if it had been my old house, it would’ve been my parent’s room—and find the closet open and clothes strewed around the room. Obviously, this is where Seth and Lucien got their clean clothes.

I set the lamp I’ve been carrying down and head for the closet. Part of me wants to search the room to find out where the heck everyone is, who lived there and, maybe, where they went. They couldn’t have just disappeared, and it would be really ironic if they just disappeared without a trace. Unless Seth had something to do with it. I can so see Seth having something to do with it.

But because my brother is downstairs moping, and Seth has gone to do something I’m afraid of, I stop trying to figure out the mystery of the house and instead look for some clean, dry clothes that might fit me.

All the jeans are too short for me. They remind me of what people used to call high waters.

That’s what I need when the world ends. To be wearing high waters. Hell, then I might even be okay with it. If I must wear high waters, I might as well die.

Yeah…

Anyway, I finally find some old jogging pants on the floor. They are black, which gives them instant awesomeness. And they are stretchy, which helps. And for the most important part, they are warm, dry, and not made of that terrible material they made our uniforms out of. I find a white t-shirt, because I don’t want to look like Lucien, and throw it over my head. Shoes and socks are next. The shoes are a little too big, but my uniform ones were a little too small, so I’d take big any day.

That’s what she said…

I’m sorry.

So. I get all my clothes on and throw on a black jacket, which is super warm. It’s funny how new clothes make you feel better about yourself, even when you shouldn’t.

And I do feel better.

Until I look in the mirror.

And I see myself.

Not Willow.

Not Sam.

Hart.

Jessup.

In the same body I’d worn for twenty years.

It’s me staring back at me.

The human me.

I stare.

And I look into my eyes.

And I throw a vase at the glass.







CHAPTER EIGHT
Hart

I’M SITTING ON THE BED WITH my head in my hands when Lucien finds me. I guess he heard the mirror shattering and thought he might need to come up here. I don’t know. Maybe he thought something was going on, something supernatural, like a ghost or something. Although, how could we be afraid of ghosts? Were we not technically ghosts… or zombies… or something not normal? Para-normal.

I hear the old stairs pop and creak as he runs up them, and I hear him call my name. I don’t say anything to him. What is there to say? Oh, there’s plenty to say, but I’m not sure I can even form words right now.

I just saw myself.

Me.

The real me.

The real me in the flesh.

The flesh that hurt Colleen.

The flesh that disappointed my father.

The flesh that killed my brother.

The flesh that can’t forgive itself.

Being a demon, even a demon with humanity, was better than this. I felt, but I didn’t feel like this. I hurt. But I didn’t hurt like this.

Dear Lord, I sound like a whining baby. I need to stop all my bellyaching and move on with my life—or what’s left of it if I don’t stop Gracen. I’ll stop her, but in my own way. I promised her after all. I won’t let her become a true monster. I owe her that much.

“Hart,” my brother says all annoyed, like he’s been saying my name forever. I don’t know if he has. I stopped listening a few minutes ago during my little mental breakdown.

“You back to calling me Hart again?” I try to laugh. It doesn’t come out very strong, but at least it comes out as something. No one can say that I don’t laugh in the face of adversity… or whatever.

“What do you want me to call you? You ready to be Jessup again?” The floorboard—that stupid really old and creaky floorboard—squeaked, which let me know he was fidgeting in the doorway. I wonder how this feels to him, being human again. He got to keep his true form in that weird way Heaven has about it, but to actually be human, in the old body of Lucien Blackwell. To be near me again. I should ask if he remembers Hell because it seemed to do a number on him. Hell, it does a number on everybody. But he hasn’t been out long. Those memories, those times, they haunt you. They still haunt me.

“I don’t know what I’m ready to be.” It’s probably the most honest I’ve been in a long time.

“Yeah, me either.” He sighs and walks toward me. He doesn’t stop until he sits next to me on the bed. This isn’t awkward at all. “Sorry about your jaw.”

My jaw. I’d almost forgotten about it. “Don’t. I deserved it. I deserve a lot more.” Whiny… I’m being whiny. Suck it up, buttercup.

“Eh, you’ve had a hard day.”

“We’ve had a hard existence.” I counter. “Seriously, Lucien. How can you be okay about all this?”

Cause he sure seems okay. He seems like there’s nothing going on at all. Like this is the most typical thing ever and we are up in my room shooting the bull after bedtime. I miss our house. I miss our life. I hate that I didn’t appreciate it then. I hate that I screwed it up.

He cuts his eyes to me, and his brows pull together so tightly I could probably put a dime between them. “What gives you any indication that I’m okay?”

Well then. “Well, you’re upright. You’re talking. You sound like yourself. You are… I don’t know… not foaming at the mouth. Your eyes aren’t black anymore, which was freaky as all get out, I just have to tell you. God, what did Mother do to you down there?”

He opens his mouth… shuts it… then opens it again. He is still looking at me like I have five heads, which I don’t anymore because… human. “Mother? What does Mother have to do with anything?”

It’s my turn to be confused. “Obviously there’s a miscommunication.”

“Obviously.” He counters. “I didn’t see Mother, Hart. She wasn’t down there with me.”

Ooookay… “Um… Yeah, so Hell can make you see what you want to see, what will hurt you worse than anything. It messes with you. Screws you up. Makes you go insane. And that’s if you are lucky. If you aren’t lucky, you remember everything and feel all the pain. But yeah… Mother. Mother said she was the one who…” I don’t want to say the word tortured because I’m not exactly sure what happened to Lucien down there, but I’d seen the aftereffects and whoa… not pretty. “That she didn’t do anything to you that she didn’t do to me.”

“Then she lied.” Lucien looks at his fingers like they’re the most interesting things in the world. He laces and unlaces them, and his voice cracks like this is difficult for him to talk about. I understand. If there’s anybody in the world who can understand, it’s me. I never told anybody about my time downstairs. I told Gracen some, but not everything. There aren’t adequate words or feelings or emotions that can tell what it was like. So I never talked about it.

I don’t know if Lucien will, but I’ll listen if he does. And I need to know about the whole it-wasn’t-Mother thing cause Mother said it was, or implied it was, and—well, it isn’t like she’d lie about it.

Oh dear Lord.

“It wasn’t her,” Lucien says again when I don’t say anything. I guess he couldn’t stand the uncomfortable silence. For me, I didn’t hear any silence. I heard lots of voices in my head. Totally normal.

“But she said…”

“I was there, Jessup!” Lucien yells, and the way his eyes meet mine—wild, big, scary, scared—I believe him.

I also lean back because he’s so close, and honestly so forceful, that it makes me automatically lean away. I don’t even tease him about calling me Jessup. There are times for everything. This isn’t that time.

“I was there,” he says a little more calmly as he seems to realize that he’s acting like a rabid raccoon and slinks back a bit. I hate seeing my brother like this.

As much as I loved him, as much as I hated him, as much as I envied him when we were alive the first time, I never saw him as anything but strong. He was, he is my big brother. He’s always been larger than life to me. Even though I’m a little taller than him, he was never short to me. He always seemed so much bigger, so much older, so much of something that I wanted to be.

I always wanted to be like my big brother.

When I didn’t hate him…

When I didn’t kill him.

But now, I can barely recognize him. Not because he looks different. He doesn’t. Nothing has changed about his appearance since we were younger. But his mannerisms have. The way his shoulders slump and round, the way he shrinks back into himself. The way his eyes are hollow under them, which one would think would be expected from a former corpse, but this is different. This isn’t normal—and yeah, I get the irony of saying that. This is something that is mental, emotional. He’s changed. I’ve changed. I’m not sure all of it is for the better.

My big brother, the one I’ve looked up to all my life, is sitting next to me like he has the weight of the world on him. He has ghosts in his eyes. I’m sure his mind is going a mile a minute, just like mine. I want to hug him, which is a strange feeling to be honest. I want to actually hug him and tell him that everything will be all right. Then I remember the blood and the hole in the uniform he crawled out of his grave in. I remember the way he looked when he fell into Hell for me. I remember. I hoped he hadn’t.

I can tell I was so wrong.

It breaks my heart.

I wish I didn’t have one.

“I was there, Jess.” We’ve gone past the Hart stage. Then again, I figure Hart never really was Lucien’s brother. Hart was the demon Lucien hated. Jessup was Lucien’s brother. I guess I’ll answer to either. Lucien’s voice is low, and his fingers again have become very interesting to him. “I was there. I remember Hell. The fire and the pain and… the room. I remember it. I wish to God that I didn’t, but I do.”

He let out a shaky breath. “I broke quick, Jess.”

“No…”

“Yes. I broke quick. I wasn’t strong enough to fight it, to fight her. I wasn’t strong. I just wanted it… I just wanted…”

“The pain to stop,” I say because I remember. I was the same way. All I wanted was the pain to go away and everything to stop. For the briefest of minutes, seconds even. Something to take the pain and the anger and the fear away. But then again, that’s Hell for you.

He nods and wipes his nose with the back of his hand. “Yeah. Just stop. I thought I could hold out longer. I was an angel. I should’ve been able to be stronger. But I wasn’t. I broke, and when I broke, she laughed.”

“Who? Who laughed?” If it wasn’t our mother, then I can’t imagine anyone who would’ve been able to break Lucien so quickly.

Lucien’s bottom lip quivers, breaking my heart further. Big brothers shouldn’t cry. They shouldn’t. It isn’t something that should ever be made to happen. If I have my say in it, it’ll never happen again.

“Jess—Hart. It was Gracen.”







CHAPTER NINE
Hart

“GRACEN?” I HAD TO HAVE HEARD him wrong because… “Gracen? My Gracen?”

In the scheme of things, maybe my Gracen is pushing it, but still, I’ve been with her since before she was born. She’s mine more than anybody else’s, and I’m tired of feeling guilty over it. I took care of her. I loved her. I still do, and I refuse to feel bad about it anymore.

Especially now that I’m human.

Or whatever it is that I am.

“Yeah. Gracen. It was her, Hart. I swear it. I know what Mother said. I could hear her in the room before I attacked you… I’m sorry for that, by the way.”

I put my hand on his shoulder and squeeze. “You have nothing to be sorry for. Nothing. Ever. I’m the one who did this to us. I’m the one who will fix it. I promise.”

“I don’t know if it can be fixed.”

“Yeah, well, I do.” I stand and run my fingers through my hair. I’m in need of a shower. I still have mud in my hair. I should’ve done that before I changed clothes I guess. Hindsight and all.

“So… Gracen, huh?”

“Yup. It was her. And I know what you mean about Hell messing with you, but I’m telling you, man, it wasn’t Mother. It was her. She was… I can’t even explain it.”

“Maybe it’s like you said, just what Hell thought would torture you more.”

“If Hell wanted to torture me, it would’ve shown me Colleen.” He scoffs.

He has a point. It hurts and it makes me cringe, but he has a point.

I guess he sees how her name affects me because it’s his turn to try to comfort me. He stands and slides his hands into his pockets. “Look, man, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought her up.”

“No, it’s fine. I deserve it.”

“None of us deserve what happened to her.”

“She didn’t.” My voice cracks, and I turn my back to him so he doesn’t see the tear fall down my cheek. I don’t deserve to cry over her. Not after what I did. But here I am… crying.

“No, she didn’t, but that’s in the past. We have to focus on now.”

“You’re right.” I wipe the tears away, will my eyes to not be red, and turn around to face my big brother. “Why would Hell make you see Gracen?”

“I don’t think it did. I think it was really her.”

That makes no sense. “Can’t be. I was with her. After the Hell gate, I was with her. I talked to her. I, you know, hung out. It was really Gracen.”

“Didn’t Seth stab her? With the demon-killing knife?” I can see the wheels in Lucien’s brain turning. I’m not sure I like where they’re going.

“Yeah…” I drawl out.

“And she died?”

“I don’t… I don’t know. I thought she was, and then she looked at me, so I thought she had lived somehow.”

“What if…” Lucien starts, and I lean back against the closet doors. No good sentence ever started with what if. “What if she died? And because of the demon blood, she went to Hell, but she crawled out when it was opened—or some of her did.”

“And you think part of her stayed down there? To torture you?” Because that makes total sense in the way that it doesn’t.

“I think part of her was forced to stay down there. For whatever reason. But I know for a fact that it was Gracen. No doubts. None. And I know that whatever the Abomination is, it has to be…”

He stops very abruptly. Too abruptly for my taste. It definitely catches my attention. “Has to be what?”

He clears his throat and bites his lip. Lucien always had tells when he was lying. His biggest one… when he lies, he can’t look into your eyes. He looks at your nose or your ear or something in the vicinity of the eye but never the actual eye.

Lucien looks me directly in the eye. “Go take a shower. Get cleaned up. I’ll be waiting for you when you get out, and then we can talk about this. I think we have a lot to talk about.”

“I think I need to find Gracen.”

“I think you’ll find her after you take a shower and we talk. We have time. Cats and dogs haven’t started falling from the sky yet.”

He has a point. As much as I need to go find Gracen, I do need to get this mud off. And I do need to take some time to regroup. I have no idea where Gracen is or where I can find her. I don’t know the first place to look. Maybe a hot shower will help me think. I need a plan. Not some willy-nilly, fly-by-the-seat-of-my-pants thing, but a real life plan. This is too serious to go in half-cocked.

So I reluctantly agree. “Okay. Fine. One short shower. Then we talk in the kitchen to set up a plan.”

“Sounds good.” Lucien smiles. I can see the tiredness in his eyes.

I nod, there’s nothing else to say, and go toward the door. I stop when I reach the threshold. “Lucien, I have to get her back.”

“You will,” he says in that reassuring way he has about him.

I love my big brother.

I’m glad we’re finally on the same side.

I hear the phone ring, and I don’t even stop to question it. I simply open doors until I find the bathroom, and then I turn on the lights and strip down. I’ll have to find some more clothes. I don’t even care. A quick shower sounds heavenly.

I cover the mirror with a blanket just in case I catch a glimpse. I don’t want to see myself.

I don’t want to think about myself.

Gracen is my main concern.

I have to make sure she’s all right.

I have to protect her.

I love her too much to let her down.







CHAPTER TEN
Hart

I BELIEVE THIS IS THE BEST shower I’ve ever had in my entire life.

That’s saying a lot.

Well, maybe not.

This body has never had a shower.

Which is strange to think about.

Way back in the day, we had a wash tub with water heated on the fire… occasionally. Lucien got his water heated more than I did. I was lucky to get water.

But I digress.

I’d taken showers as Sam, of course. I always loved them. I always made them extra scalding. I said at the time it was because I liked the heat. Now I think it was because maybe I was trying to wash away all my ugly sins, purify myself or something.

Or maybe I was just making up for all those cold baths.

Who knows?

I spend much more time in the shower than I intended. I thought I’d just hop in and get out. Then I’d go after Gracen.

But once the water hit, and all the dirt and mud and blood just slid down me and down the drain, I knew that I didn’t want to get out. Time slipped away, and it wasn’t until the water turned cold that I realized that maybe I should get out.

Maybe.

I use some coconut-scented shampoo and get my hair all nice and lathered. As I wash it away, I lean my head against the shower stall, shut my eyes, and for the first time in as long as I can remember, I let my mind go blank.

I enjoy the water.

I enjoy the feeling of it sliding over me.

I enjoy the sensation of all the sins and all the evilness as it washes away, just disappearing down the drain.

If only life were that easy. If only we could take a shower or a bath, and poof, we were forgiven of everything. Everything was washed away.

I don’t know if I could ever be forgiven for what I’ve done.

Not only to Gracen. Maybe I could be forgiven for that. I was a demon after all, doing demonly things.

But as a brother.

I killed my brother.

Who does that?

I’m a murderer.

Plain and simple, and nothing I can ever do will take that away from me.

I wish I could change things. I can’t. I have to live with them. I have to make things right with Lucien.

The water is nearly freezing when I pull my forehead off the shower wall and turn the water off. Whoever lives there will get a surprising water bill, if they ever come back.

I don’t want to know what Seth did to them. Sometimes the less you know, the better.

Knowing less would be a blessing.

I get out and wrap a towel around me, still marveling at how this old body doesn’t have a scratch on it. I know Gracen had to have done it somehow, resurrected my brother and me. I should thank her for it when I see her. I should’ve taken the time to figure out where to look first instead of being selfish and disappearing into the numbness of my mind.

I hope I didn’t waste too much time because I have to find her.

If I can find her, I know I can stop her.

She’ll listen to me…

Right?

Maybe.

I mean, I’ve done nothing but lie to her. I lied to her about who she really is, and I lied to her about why we needed to go and visit her mother. And I lied to her when I told her I didn’t love her. Or when I implied it.

So, in what world would she trust me?

In what world am I the good guy?

It makes absolutely no sense.

I dry off and toss the towel down on the floor. Another mystery for the people of the house when they get home. I let the breeze hit my bare bits as I walk into the bedroom and try for the second time to find some clothes. This time I find some black workout pants with a white stripe going down the side and a black V-neck shirt. I’m okay with this. I put them on, grab some socks and shoes, and head downstairs to continue my talk with Lucien.

I’m still reeling from the fact that he swears Gracen tortured him in Hell. There is no way. Unless he’s right, and she did lose a part of herself down there. Maybe we all do. Maybe we all left some little piece of us in the pit, and we’ll never get it back. I can’t stand the thought of Gracen, or something like Gracen, torturing people. She’s not that kind of person. She would be trying to help them, not hurt them.

Then again, I saw what my brother was like in Gracen’s bedroom. His eyes were jet black, and he attacked me like nothing I’d ever seen before. Something had done a number on him. Something I don’t want to think about as Gracen. Something that no longer was her, if that’s what happened.

I’m confused.

I’m also confused by the smell of sausage that meets me as I reach the top of the stairs. I smell the sausage, hear what I suppose is eggs frying, and can see the smoke bellowing up the stairs like it often does when you cook breakfast foods. In a few minutes, I won’t be surprised when the fire alarm goes off.

I stop when I’m halfway down the steps. Lucien’s in the kitchen. Cooking away. I swear he’s whistling while he works.

That does it.

That’s it.

I’m in the twilight zone. I’ve… yup. Twilight. Zone.

And my brother has come with me.

“What in the world are you doing?” I ask as I step off the bottom step and into the kitchen. Everything smells so much better down here, if that’s even possible. Honestly, it smells like our house the last time we were there. Father fixed Lucien and me a huge breakfast. It was more than either of us could eat. Father wanted us full for our travels. The food didn’t last long. I hope today isn’t a reenactment of that.

The kitchen table is so full of platters I don’t know how he’ll fit anything else. If I know my brother, he’ll figure out a way. He always does. Biscuits, homemade I’m assuming, tower on platters so high I fear they’ll fall. And all the sausage and bacon I think I could eat for twenty years.

We have eggs.

And butter.

And jelly.

And jam.

And anything else I can think of.

It’s all there.

My brother is standing at the stove, whistling. An apron is tied around his waist. When he turns, I see that it reads, “Kiss the Cook.”

I look down.

He looks down.

His cheek flashes pink. “It was all they had.”

“Uh-huh.” I nod as I motion toward the table. “You feeding an army?”

“Not that I know of. But if one shows up…” He jumps as his sausage pops in the pan, and the grease hits him somewhere in the back region. “Stupid… I always liked eating sausage more than cooking it.”

“Don’t we all.” I clear my throat and decide I might as well sit down. What else is there to do at the moment? “So, you cooked all of this?”

“Do you see anyone else here?”

Snarky Lucien. I like him. “Jerk. I mean, why did you cook all of this?”

“Because I’m starving. I don’t know about you, but I feel like I’ve just crawled out of my grave.” He turns and winks. That sentence sounds really, really weird.

“Touché. Yeah, come to think of it, I’m starving too. I don’t think I can eat all of this, though.” I pick up a piece of bacon and take a bite.

Oh.

My.

Land.

It might be the best piece of bacon I’ve ever eaten in my life.

Gracen’s mom always cooked turkey bacon, which tasted like a burned chicken. And then after we moved in together, Gracen only cooked turkey bacon because that’s what her mom poisoned her with.

So to actually get some fresh-from-the-pig bacon is… wow. I’m in Heaven. That’s it. That what this is. This is Heaven. I’ve made it. I’ve…

I take another bite, and my eyes roll back in my head.

This might be better than sex.

It’s been a long time for that too.

Anyway…

“Good, ain’t it?” Lucien pops a piece of sausage in his mouth and shuts his eyes. “Tastes like home.”

“Yes, it does.” I finish my piece of bacon and grab for another. Lucien has made enough food. There is no sense in wasting it. “Where did you find it all?”

“These people seemed to like their meat. There is a huge freezer of it out back.”

I don’t feel bad for eating their food. I guess I’m the anti-Goldilocks. I’ll sleep in their bed too if I have to. Crashing after a big meal sounds wonderful.

But I won’t because I have to find Gracen. The world to save and all.

A man can’t stop his saving-the-world duties every time there is a promise of bacon.

That would be wrong.

And this bacon tastes oh so right.

I pick at the platters while Lucien finishes up cooking. I don’t talk to him. I’m too busy munching away. He doesn’t talk to me. I guess he’s too busy cooking.

Finally he gets finished and sets the newest plate of sausage and bacon on the table. We have to move some things around, but we do it. When we are determined, we can do anything. Who knew bacon was a metaphor for life?

Lucien grabs his plate and fills it up so much there isn’t any white left. I do the same.

I start to dig in when he clears his throat.

When I look up, his hands are folded neatly on the table… in a praying position.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“It’s tradition.”

“It’s stupid.”

“I’m an angel.”

“You’re a human. We’re screwed, and I don’t think any amount of praying is going to help.” I choose not to tell him that I’ve prayed in the past. What self-respecting demon prayed? Or at the very least admitted to it. It isn’t like God hears us. Or if He does, He probably laughs. Silly little demons had their shot…

Lucien glares at me. He has on his determined face. Good glory. “I’m praying.”

“Good for you.” I pick up a piece of bacon, but the invisible darts his eyes are flinging toward me make me stop. “Whatever.” I grumble as I toss the bacon on my overflowing plate and bow my head.

I look up through my eyelashes enough to see Lucien smile. I’m glad I made him happy. I really am. No sarcasm intended. That’s one good deed for the day.

Mark that off the list.

“Our dear Heavenly Father, thank you for this food. Thank you for bringing us back together. Thank you for taking care of us. God, we pray that everything works out with… everything. We pray that things get resolved quickly and everything returns as it should be. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.”

“Amen,” I say because it seems polite.

If only He would hear and respond. I doubt it, though. Lucien has demon blood in him. He mixed his with mine, and I don’t know if that got overridden when we became human, but I’d doubt it.

If Lucien wants to believe, that’s fine. He’s seen Heaven. I’ve seen Hell.

I don’t want to go back.







CHAPTER ELEVEN
Hart

I CAN’T REMEMBER A BETTER MEAL.

Seriously.

Who knew my brother was such a good cook. I know I didn’t.

He must have picked up some pointers in the human world.

I can cook.

I mean, I’m fairly good at grilled cheese, the occasional fried egg.

I make a mean meatloaf.

How random is that?

We finish up and my stomach, my poor stomach that hasn’t had anything in it in years, feels like it’s going to explode. So much for keeping my awesome figure if I continue. I’ll just end up a before picture in one of those weight loss infomercials I used to watch while Gracen slept. Ugh.

I miss watching her sleep.

I don’t miss hurting her.

I hated the things she had me do.

I hated them.

I hated myself for having to do it…

Again with the whining!

“Eat some more.” Lucien tries to hand me a bowl of scrambled eggs, but I hold my hand up. If I have to look at food again, my poor stomach might revolt. And it’ll be messy.

Shiver.

“No… no. I’m full. I can’t even stand to look at food.”

The sky is still dark outside. The purple lightning is still flashing.

We’re eating in a nice cheery kitchen, in a house we don’t own, but it’s nice. Homey. The kitchen isn’t one of those modern things people tend to love on HGTV. Yeah, I admit to watching it when Gracen wasn’t around. They would all buy old houses for the charm and then put in this super modern kitchen, which didn’t work for the time or the feel of the house. This kitchen isn’t old. I can tell by the state of the appliances, but it fits the farmhouse. There is a big white sink under the big window overlooking, well, darkness. There is a white stove that looks like it would fit in the 40s. A really cool retro refrigerator.

I have to laugh at myself calling anything retro.

I’m the oldest thing here.

Well, Lucien is.

I’m the second oldest thing here.

Retro.

Antique.

Ancient.

I fit all those labels.

I also fit the worst label of all… evil former demon who killed his brother.

Yay for labels.

My stomach is full, and my eyes are tired. A nap would be lovely, but I can’t. I’ve been sleeping for over one hundred years, or this body has at least. I need to get out and find Gracen. Stop her from doing something stupid.

Stop her from hurting herself.

I scoot the chair back and start to stand when Lucien does the same. When I say he does the same, I mean he makes the same motion, but with much more force than me. He’s so adamant and quick that it makes me flinch like one of those jump-scares in horror games.

Yes, I love to play horror games.

I don’t find that surprising.

What I do find surprising is how quickly Lucien is up on his feet and begging me to sit back down.

“Have another biscuit,” he says.

“Eat some more bacon,” he says.

“Come on, brother, have something else,” he says.

And I just keep staring because obviously something isn’t right with him.

Granted, he just crawled out of his grave a few hours ago, and that has to mess with your noodle.

And the whole Hell thing…

But he’s acting incredibly weird.

Like incredibly.

Like… something is going on.

Something I do believe I need to know about. “What’s up with you?” I say because I’m tactful.

“Nothing.” He gives a nervous laugh and sits back down in his chair.

Nervous laughs. Not a good thing.

“Nothing? Really? So everything’s hunky dory? Everything’s all right?”

He glares at me. “No, Hart. Everything is not all right. The world is ending, and I’m an angel and should be out protecting it, but instead I’m here with you—as a human. Nothing is all right about that.”

“Well, tell me how you really feel.” I sit back down with a plop and lean back in the chair. I resist the urge to put my hands behind my head. That might be pushing it with him.

Would be kinda comfortable, though.

“I’m serious, Hart. Look, the last three days have been terrible. They have. It’s been…”

“Bad,” I say for him because it’s the only word that truly fits. It doesn’t do it justice. Bad… what kind of word is bad? It doesn’t show anything. Doesn’t prove how bad it really was. But it’s a word we can both agree on because we can both relate. It was bad.

“Yeah, bad. But before that, Hart. Before that, we had our differences, and I sent you back to Hell more times than I can count, but—”

“Wait a minute.” I sit up and hold my finger in the air. Let’s not get carried away. “You did not send me to Hell more times than you can count. Unless you can’t count higher than four.”

His eyes sparkle. “Oh, please. I sent you back so many times. You never won. Never. And those girls who committed suicide, that was because I didn’t know it was you until it was too late.”

And here I’d almost forgotten about them.

All young girls I drove crazy to keep Lucien and all of Heaven off Gracen’s abomination trail. More things to feel bad about.

Though technically I didn’t kill them…

Oh, who am I kidding? Their blood is still on my hands. I’m still the last face they saw before they—okay, I don’t want to think about this anymore.

“Four times, Lucien. You sent me back four times.” Four times he was stronger than me. Four times I could’ve killed him but didn’t. He’s my big brother, and I had a job.

That’s what I always told myself. It was my job. That’s the reason I didn’t kill him when I had the chance. My job was to keep a semi-low profile. Not do any more than a regular run-of-the-mill demon, and regular run-of-the-mill demons have run-ins with regular run-of-the-mill angels all the time. The angels mostly sent the demons to Hell for a time-out. Sometimes the demon sent the angel back to Heaven to do the walk of shame.

Occasionally, and I mean on rare occasions, either an angel would kill a demon or a demon would kill an angel.

That’s when headlines would be made.

Those are things that can start a war.

Those are things that get you noticed.

So, I did what every good demon did that kept revenge close to his heart on his angelic brother, I didn’t kill him. I kept him alive. Sometimes I sent him back to Heaven. Most of the time he sent me back to Hell. And all the while I kept saying it was because I didn’t want to hurt the mission. I didn’t want to cause too much attention to myself. I wanted to be the model demon citizen. I wanted to cause havoc, but only enough so Heaven didn’t majorly notice me.

I told myself then it was because I knew Gracen Sullivan was coming along and I’d have to keep watch over her for Seth.

That’s why I told myself I couldn’t hurt Lucien, because I didn’t want to hurt the mission.

It wasn’t completely true.

I knew it then.

I know it now.

The reason I didn’t kill Lucien is because I didn’t want to hurt him, not really. No matter how much I thought I did, how much I told myself I did. It was never about hurting him. It was always about why. Why had he killed me?

And the rub is that he hadn’t.

He didn’t shoot me.

He came to warn me.

And I shot him for his efforts.

Because I couldn’t believe my brother would be running to save me.

Because I believed that he’d kill me.

That I deserved it.

And I did.

I do.

“The Sioux Falls Incident.” I hold up my finger. “Nashville, 1981. World’s Fair—don’t remember the year. Los Angeles, 1994.”

Those were the ones I remembered.

He holds up his own index finger. “Crimson Ridge, 1998”

“Oh, yeah.” Okay, I’d forgotten that one. To be fair, that girl wasn’t my fault. She was really sad, I was really upset over something else, my brain just went weird, and her brain connected… it was a whole thing. “I let you send me back that time. I didn’t even put up a fight.”

“Sure.” He scoffs and leans back in his chair. He puts his hands behind his head. Loser. “I’m sure you didn’t try to fight at all. You just let me send you back.”

I shrug. “Why would I fight?”

He doesn’t seem convinced.

“Fine. I was having a blue period. You didn’t remember me. Seth hadn’t done his master plan or whatever, and I was getting impatient. I figured what the hell, literally.”

And we are back to uncomfortable silence.

Perfect.

Speaking of… “Seth, where did he go?”

Lucien looks away. His tell. His number one tell. This can’t be good.

“Lucien. What is Seth doing?”

“How should I know? I’m not his keeper.” He stands and takes the plates to the sink. He starts to scrap the few morsels we didn’t eat into the slightly small white bin.

Uh-huh. I knew something was going on earlier, and I just sort of ignored it. Now, I don’t have to ignore it. “Lucien. What’s going on?”

“Paranoid much?” He plops the dish into the sink, which already has sudsy water. Bubbles float up and around the room. Interesting.

“Evasive much?” I counter coolly. “You know something.”

“I don’t.”

He won’t look at me.

Another plate goes plop in the sink, and he comes back to the table to get another two. I jerk what was once the sausage plate away from him and take it for ransom. Information for the plate.

Fair trade.

“You know where he is, don’t you?”

His reluctance to answer tells me everything I need to know. “Damn it, Lucien! You know he’s not the good guy. You know he’s the enemy. Shit, four days ago you tried to kill him.”

“Things change.” He shrugs and must decide my sausage plate isn’t of importance, because he grabs the one with the biscuits.

Of all the… “Things… for the love of Pete, Seth doesn’t change. He has a plan. He always has a plan and that plan generally isn’t good for anybody. Remember that time when he planned on, oh I don’t know, opening the Hell gate and allowing every evil thing in the world to have free reign.”

“I remember,” he says simply. I hate simply. I hate how Lucien’s posture has changed. I hate how his shoulders have rounded again. I hate everything. I hate it all.

“Yeah, well remember when he blackmailed me. Remember when he held you hostage so I’d bring his daughter to him. Any of that ringing any bells?”

“Look, I get it. Seth is bad news. I see your point, and I accept it.” He slides some food off the plate and into the trash. He puts the dish in the sink and grabs for another one. We are having a very domesticated argument.

“So you aren’t planning on doing anything stupid with him?” I’m hoping for Lucien to turn around and give me a very firm no. To look me straight in the eyes and deny anything going on between the two of them. After all, Seth has to be Heaven’s most wanted. If not for him, Gracen would’ve never been made, the Hell gate never would’ve been opened, the sun would be out, and everybody would be going on with their little lives not knowing that one girl could have killed them all.

I want this to happen.

It doesn’t.

“No, I’m not working with him. Are you crazy?” Lucien doesn’t turn. He doesn’t look me in the eyes. He doesn’t do anything I need him to do. I can tell he’s lying. I could always tell. Well, not as good then, but I can now. One thing I’m pretty good at is reading people, and I can read Lucien like a book.

He’s lying to me.

My heart starts beating so hard in my chest that I feel like I’m going to pass out. I can hear the thumping in my ears, and I start to feel dizzy. This isn’t supposed to be happening. He’s not supposed to be teaming up with Seth.

It’s him and me against the world.

Or so I wanted it to be.

At one time.

My breathing becomes labored.

I can’t handle this.

Why does the human body have to make you feel so much worse about things? Why does it like to fight against itself? Because that’s stupid. You’d think your body would be with you. Would fight the good fight. Keep you calm. Keep you sane and normal and centered. You wouldn’t think that it would go off on a tangent by making your chest feel heavy, your throat feel dry, your heart beat in your ears, and every part of your skin want to just run in different directions.

That’s how I feel right now.

It’s a stupid feeling.

It’s an incredibly powerful feeling.

Hart the big bad demon… reduced to this.

I don’t close my eyes because I don’t want Lucien to know I’m having a little mental breakdown. I do take a few deep breaths, though. I breathe in. I breathe out. I breathe in. I breathe out.

I picture myself in a field.

Our old field.

At our old house.

I imagine being there with Gracen like in our dreams.

I imagine the sun on my face.

I imagine a cool breeze making everything okay.

I imagine my brother is not working with a crazy angel.

I imagine my girlfriend is not the most evil thing in the world.

This isn’t helping.

“You’re working with him.” It isn’t even a question. It doesn’t need to be. I have no doubts in my mind.

“No.” He scoffs and wipes another plate of scraps into the trashcan. I’ll kick that trashcan when all of this is over.

“Don’t lie to me.”

He slams a dish so hard into the sink that the bubbles come up and water splashes on the floor. This will go well.

“I’m not lying to you, Hart.” He spins around and his angry eyes meet mine.

Oh yeah, buddy, we are fixing to have a fight.

Game on.

This has been building for years.

Not just with the whole Seth and Gracen situation, not with the I-shot-him thing, not even with the Colleen thing. It’s been going on for as long as I can remember.

That’s what happens when a mother obviously favors one child over another.

I love my brother.

I do.

But there’s always a breaking point.

We’ve reached ours.

“Yes you are! I know you are.” I stand because I can’t handle sitting anymore. The stupid panic attack has taken me over, making me feel really vulnerable, really irritated, and really ready to either run or kick a wall… or both.

“When would we have made this big plan? You’ve been with us the entire time!”

“No!” Why didn’t I think of it before? “No, I haven’t. When I had the meltdown and went in the pantry…” I’ve had lots of breakdowns today. Somehow I expected my human self to handle things better than this.

To that, Lucien just stands there, tapping his foot. “You never believe anything I have to say.”

Oh for the love of… “I’m talking about now, Lucien. I’m talking about how you are working with Seth.”

“You have trust issues, anyone ever told you that?” His eyes flash, and I know why. He knows exactly who told me I had trust issues. Colleen.

My stomach feels like it’s been punched. I want to double over, but I don’t want to give him the satisfaction. As for Lucien, for a split second, and I mean a very split second, he looks like he feels really bad about what he said. Like he wishes he could take it back. His eyes soften, and he takes a deep breath before his expression hardens again.

“We don’t need to talk about that.”

“I think we should!” Lucien screams. “I think we should because we’ve been avoiding it for what, decades? You shot me because of it!”

“I did not!” It’s my turn to yell. My voice is shaking just like my hands, and I can’t control either. “I did not shoot you because I have trust issues. I shot you because you shot me!”

“Because you thought I shot you.”

“Yes.”

“Because someone whispered it in your ear.”

My bubble bursts. “Yes.”

“So, you have no trouble trusting people, except when it comes to me.” He’s breathing heavily, and I think any minute he’s going to cry. He’s probably mad enough to cry. I know I am. Except for today, I can’t remember the last time I cried in front of him. That’s a lie. I do remember. But it had nothing to do with anger. It had everything to do with sadness and grief and loss and everything else, every bit of guilt I’ve had to carry around on my shoulders all these years.

“That’s not true.” Stupid voice in my head, the one that likes to betray me at the most inopportune moments. I hate it. I hate myself.

BABY!

“Oh really. Because it looks pretty true to me. Think about your greatest hits, Jessup. Not believing Colleen when she told you there was nothing between us and we were over. Going all crazy because of it. Not believing me when I told you the same damn thing. And when you do trust someone, when you do decide, hey, I’m going to rely on what this person has to say as gospel, that person is insane! You’ve been working with Seth since the beginning, since we died. You did everything he asked you to do because you trusted him!”

“Because he said he’d help me get you.”

“And how did that work out for ya?”

“Well… I got you, didn’t I?” My fire is dying down. Having to relive all my greatest hits—I’m not handling it well. I fall back in the chair and slump down. I’m so tired. My brain is starting to fog over, and if I could sleep for a year, I’d totally be okay about it. “Look, Lucien. I get it. You are pissed at me. I deserve it. I deserve it all and more. You can hate me all you want when this is over with, but if we don’t work together, it will be sooner rather than later. I swear that much to you. You know it too. You know there’s no way we can stop Gracen without working together.”

I look up at him for what seems like forever, pleading with him to understand. I need him to understand.

“Yes, we can’t stop Gracen without teamwork.” His voice is low. His features are neutral. Like all the fire has burned out in them.

That’s progress at least. He’s not yelling at me or throwing things. I was expecting him to be throwing things. I would’ve thrown things.

And I’d deserve it if he did.

But that’s for another time.

We’ll have that conversation. I know we will. Just not now. Not when Gracen needs me.

“We need to find her,” I say as calmly as I can. My insides feel anything but. “We have to keep her from doing anything she’ll regret.”

“Or the world regrets.” Lucien adds ever so helpfully.

“That too.” I sit up in my chair and lean on my knees. When I do, the world starts spinning. This is new and interesting and… not pleasant. I rub my eyes to try to wipe the cobwebs away. Can I just sleep? “Help me, Lucien. Help me find her. If I can talk to her, I know we can figure out a way to stop it.”

“You really think you can stop her… by talking to her?” He raises a brow very high on his forehead and shakes his head. “He was right about you.” He adds under his breath.

That most certainly catches my attention. I would sit up straighter, but it’s sort of impossible with the room turning on its side. “What did you say?”

He blinks a few times at me. “What? I didn’t say anything.”

“Don’t lie to me,” I say as I try to stand. I’m wobbling toward him when the phone rings. Not like a house phone, but like a cellphone. Except neither of us should have a cellphone.

Except it’s coming from Lucien’s direction.

Except that should be impossible.

Wait…

When I was in the shower earlier, I remember the phone ringing and hearing Lucien’s voice.

So either he’s been talking to someone or…

My foggy eyes meet his.

His meet mine.

I stalk toward Lucien. At least he has the good sense to back away from me.

“What did you do?”

My insides feel like they’re going to fall apart. My heart is either beating really fast or really slow. I can’t tell. The fog engulfing my brain is getting thicker, more dense. It takes everything I have to move my limbs.

I’d think it was a side effect of the climbing out of my grave if Lucien was having the same side effects. He seems fine. I seem like death warmed over.

Or a person drugged.

Or… a person… drugged.

I look at the table and notice for the first time that Lucien had two plates of sausage, two plates of bacon…. two plates of everything. One closest to him. One closest to me…

A person drugged.

“You…” My legs give way, and I catch myself on the back of the kitchen chair. It creaks under my weight and scoots a bit, making me lose my balance and fall to my knees on the floor, right in front of Lucien.

He isn’t smiling. He isn’t frowning. He’s just looking at me. Or at least it seems so in my foggy vision. “It was my idea, Hart.” He squats in front of me. “I knew you wouldn’t let us do what needs to be done to save the world. I knew you’d try to stop us, and Seth is the only one of us who has powers. So, I told him I’d keep you busy, keep you out of his way, if—”

“If he took care of Gracen.” I’ve never felt more betrayed in my life, and that’s saying a lot. My words sound funny in my own ears. Like I’m heading down a deep, dark tunnel. “Do you know what he’ll do to her?”

“Whatever needs to be done.”

The floor tilts to the side. I go with it until my back is on the floor, and I’m staring up at my big brother. “What did he promise you to be his babysitter, huh? What price is so important that you’d betray me like this?”

He bites his lip. “He promised to let me back into Heaven.”

Well then. I can’t argue with that. If I were Lucien, hell I might have made the same deal. But I’m not Lucien. And I have a vested interest in Gracen not being destroyed.

“That might happen sooner than you think, brother.” I try to get up, but I can’t. I want to punch him in the nose. My arm won’t cooperate.

“It won’t hurt you, brother. It’ll only make you sleep for a while.” Lucien’s words are so far away. Like I’m falling down a deep, dark tunnel. I don’t know how he got the drugs, I don’t know what they are, but I pray to God they don’t knock me out too long. I have to fight it.

I have to stay awake and get away from Lucien.

I have to find Seth.

I have to save Gracen.

My eyes are so heavy, and the world is spinning like I’m on a carnival ride.

Lucien set me up.

My eyelids win, and my body shuts down. Despite everything I will to happen, the darkness takes me over.

I can’t help her.

I have to help her.







CHAPTER TWELVE
Gracen I’M COLD.

And I’m wet again.

And my head hurts.

And I think I’m lying on concrete.

I can’t be sure, though.

I don’t even think I can really get my eyes to open fully.

I keep trying.

With all the screams going on around me, I’m not sure I want to open my eyes. I don’t want to see. Not really. A big part of me needs to see. A big part of me has no intentions of seeing the world die around me. I know what’s causing it. I know what’s killing all those people.

I am.







CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Hart

I’M COLD.

And I’m wet again.

And my head hurts.

And I think I’m lying on concrete.

I can’t be sure.

I don’t even think I can really get my eyes to open fully.

I keep trying.

I will them as hard as my brain, which doesn’t like me at the moment, can, and I beg and plead with it to make my eyes open, make my legs move, make my body react on command. Because that’s what normal bodies do. They react on command.

I can hear, though. Well, some. I hear Lucien’s voice somewhere really far away. I think he’s talking to someone. Probably Seth. Probably giving him the play by play of what he did to me. They’re probably discussing what they’re going to do with Gracen.

I hate to tell them, but they aren’t doing anything with Gracen.

Whatever the big plan is, Seth must not have done it yet. When my eyes flutter open I can see purple lightning outside the really small, really high window on the other wall. I think I’m in a basement.

Awesome.

A basement.

My eyes roll around a few times, trying to focus on something. Anything. I’d take a freakin’ rat if it helped me see what’s going on. If there’s something around me that can help, not that I think there will be. I don’t have that kind of luck.

No, with my luck, this basement is in Hell, and when I finally focus on something, Amelia will jump out at me with that sledgehammer she loved so well and say, “Surprise!”

A light flickers on a few feet from me.

It’s so bright I cover my abused eyes and scurry up until I’m sitting as straight as I can, my back against the wall, my knees drawn to my chest.

I feel like a cornered animal.

I don’t like feeling like a cornered animal.

I pull at the chains, trying to break them and get away. It’s no use… since they are chains and all. And I’m human now. I hate my life.

“Calm down. It’s just me.”

I don’t have to see him to know it’s my brother. Of course it’s my brother. Who else would have me chained in the basement while the world is ending?

How messed up are we that this is our life?

How messed up that I killed him because an angel whispered in my ear that he shot me?

How messed up…

Shit.

“You drugged me.” I don’t sound as mean or as intimidating as I want to sound. I sound tired. Really tired. My voice is scratchy like an old man that has smoked for fifty years. Not sexy at all. Good thing I’m not going for sexy. I’m going for… Hell, I don’t know what I’m going for. I’m mad that he drugged me, obviously. I’m scared that Gracen will kill the world. I miss her. I want to save her. I have no idea how something like me, a nobody, can save her. I can’t even save myself. I pull at the chains to remind me of that.

Stop… stop I have to focus. One task at a time.

One: See.

Two: Talk some damn sense into Lucien.

Three: Get out of the basement.

Four: Find Gracen.

Five: Save the world.

Easy.

Though at the moment, seeing seems to be as difficult as saving the world.

“Can you cut off the light? It’s sort of burning a hole in my incredibly old retinas.”

He does. I’m thankful.

I blink a few times, and my eyes adjust slightly.

Even though it’s dark outside, when the purple lightning flashes, I can see things. Shapes mostly. Shapes is a kind word. Blob is a better word for it. I see blobs. A blob in the shape of my brother—actually, I’m assuming it’s my brother—stares at the far left side of the room, and the room, from what I can tell, is sorta big. Well, bigger than I expected a basement would be in this house. Course it could just be black on black on black makes it look universe big. Funny, I suppose it should make everything feel smaller, more claustrophobic.

I don’t have time for claustrophobic.

Truthfully, I don’t have time for whatever game or plan or brilliant excuse for a moral compass my brother thinks he’s doing right now. I take a very long, very deep breath and cough up a big spitball that is probably filled with hundreds-of-years-old dirt and worm carcasses. Eww… I spit it on the floor. Thankful, for once, that I can’t actually see.

There are some other big black blobs in the room. I think whoever owns the house uses this room for like a garage or something. There are some things hanging from the ceiling on chains. I guess they are chains. I guess they are tools. I guess this dude is a carpenter or mechanic or tinkering scientist and not a psycho serial killer. They’d all have chains on their ceiling.

And on walls…

To chain people up.

The cold of the steel against my wrists is very evident right at this moment. “Uh, Lucien.”

“Yeah?”

“What kind of a house is this?” I pull on my chains, making them rattle, making my point very clear.

“Relax. I put the chains on the walls. It’s just like a gardening basement or something.”

“Ah.” I lean my head back against the cool concrete blocks that I’ve grown to hate. “That makes everything so much better.”

“Hart, just… would you listen to me?” Lucien turns the light on again, blinding me… again. I’ll kill him.

Kill him dead.

Kill him again.

“Would you stop doing that?” There are other words I want to use, like son of a bitch, bastard, jerk, and all other kinds of unkind words that I don’t say because I don’t. Maybe Lucien has earned a little bit of a right for payback. Maybe.

Maybe this isn’t the best time, but he’s earned it. Slightly.

Jackass.

“Oh, stop your bellyaching. You’re lucky I just drugged you.”

“Yeah, I feel incredibly lucky.” I blink about a thousand times to try to see. Finally, slowly, I can. The light is so bright I’m sure I’ll get a migraine, but in the scheme of things, a migraine isn’t the worst thing that can happen.

“You should. Seth wanted me to hit you over the head with a mallet. I thought this was more humane.” Lucien smirks.

I smirk back because he’s my brother, and it sort of comes out before I can stop it. “Well, then. In that case, thanks for drugging me.”

“Anytime.”

Lucien is fiddling with something in his hands. I can’t tell what it is, but it reminds me of when we were kids. When he got nervous about anything—and let’s face it, that was most days—he would get something and start fidgeting with it. They’d probably diagnose him with something now. A nervous disorder or something we didn’t actually have back in the day, or at least we didn’t try to call it anything. It was just Lucien playing with a stick.

Lucien’s Stick Syndrome.

Yeah, that’s not going to catch on.

I clear my throat, trying to make it sound the least bit like a dude in his twenties, and look in the general direction of the way-too-bright lamp and my brother’s legs. It’s all I can see of him. His legs. He’s sitting in a chair, wooden by the look of it. I can’t see anything else. I don’t guess it matters if I can or not.

“So what’s the plan? You gonna keep me in here until the world ends? Brother bonding until the end of time?”

“And whose fault will it be if the world does end? Huh, Jessup?”

Jackass.

“That’s wonderful, Lucien. It does so much good to play the blame game. Especially now. No, no, the world is ending, and I’m the only person in the world with a connection to Gracen, and you have me locked down here. That’s really great planning, brother. Really. I see why people call you the smart one.”

“Connection? You don’t have a connection to Gracen. Not a real one anyway.” Lucien scoffs. He crosses his ankles, and for a moment, I want to break them. When did I get so violent? Oh yeah…

“As much of one as anybody.”

“You tortured her for years.”

“I took care of her.” I yell. I don’t know why I feel it’s important for Lucien to get that through his thick skull, but I do. Maybe as much for him as for myself. “I took care of her, Lucien. Me. When her mother wanted to abort her, I talked her out of it. When Seth tried to kill her, I saved her.”

“Yeah, you’re a real hero.” I can hear Lucien roll his eyes. Hear it. He’s not even trying to hide his disdain for me.

Well… if we aren’t pretending anymore.

“What about you, Lucien?”

“Me?”

“Yeah, you. You were an angel. A soldier for God. Good and pure and all that crap, and you couldn’t save her. You were her guardian angel! You above all things in this world and the next should have been the one to protect her. And you failed. You didn’t kill Seth, and you didn’t save her.” I’m shaking. My insides feel like they are going to explode. I hate being chained down. Hate. It reminds me of…

I need out. Now.

I need away from my brother.

I need Gracen.

I need this conversation, this useless fight that will fix nothing, to end.

“You’re right.”

I stop pulling at my chains. I wasn’t expecting that.

“You’re right, Hart. It was my job to protect her. It was my one duty. I was supposed to save her by any means necessary. Seth doesn’t know this. Heck, Gracen doesn’t either, and I’m not surprised you don’t, but I wasn’t supposed to even let Gracen get as far along with you as she did. I was merciful because I couldn’t do what she wanted, and look where it got us! So, yeah, I guess all of this, as usual, is my fault, you big, self-centered jerk.” Lucien’s voice shook through his entire speech. I just stare at his feet. It’s all I can see of him. I don’t even know what to say. I want to say something all smart-ass back. There’s nothing to say.

“Oh, for the love of…” He moves the lamp over so he’s sitting in the dimmer portion. I appreciate it.

I can see him.

I wish I couldn’t.

My brother looks like my brother.

His blond hair is still curly.

His jaw is still set like it always was when he was cross with me.

Now, his shoulders are slumped, and he’s breathing hard.

He’s staring at me so hard I want to look away.

I can’t look away.

I deserve this.

“Wait… who told you to do what to Gracen?” Because that’s the important part of this conversation.

Lucien sits back and runs his fingers through his hair. His jaw clinches, and to me, it looks like he’s ready to throw something at a wall. Good for him. I’d love to too. Maybe one of Farmer Serial Killer’s torture instruments hanging from the ceiling. Oh look, a handsaw.

“Doesn’t matter.”

He did not just say that.

“Lucien! You ass! You brought it up, not me. Who told you to… what did they tell you to do? I’m…”

“A jerk.”

“Confused.” I correct him because he’s being, well, he’s being my brother. I slightly like it. I haven’t had anyone to bicker with in years. Gracen wasn’t as fun. She got mad, and I made her cry. Lucien doesn’t cry. He used to just hit me on the arm. He’ll probably just break my nose or something now. “I’m confused. What are you babbling about? Who wanted you to stop Gracen? It certainly wasn’t her father.”

Lucien leans back in the chair and rests his hands on his stomach. He looks like a man who’s so tired, who has lost so much. I can relate. I feel the exact same way, only I don’t have time to feel like that. I have to get Gracen back. I have to make Lucien let me go.

I have to care.

Of all the people in the world who have to care at this particular time, it has to be me. Because the world is a screwed up, messed up mess. And I’m at the center of it, or I would be if my brother didn’t have me chained to a wall—stalling.

He’s stalling.

Why is he stalling?

“No matter what you think you know, you don’t know everything. The angels, we knew Seth was up to something for a while. An angel can’t make a baby with a human and the angels not know. We were told to keep it quiet and see how it played out.”

“How it played out? Wow, that’s a great plan. It seemed to have played out rather well.” Morons.

Lucien glares at me. “She wanted me to kill her.” He says it so calm, so dark, that it makes the hairs on my arms stand up.

“Who wanted you to kill whom?” Part of that question is stupid. I know who… Gracen. She’s the Abomination, and if she’d died, then we wouldn’t be here right now, would we?

But who was the other she? I don’t know any other shes except my mother, and Amelia sure wasn’t working with the angels. Well, she might have worked with Lucien. He’s Mommy’s favorite. She’d probably fight the devil himself for her precious little boy.

Side note: I’ve never seen the Devil. Heard all about him, though. That’s one dude I’d rather stay away from, thanks.

“She…” Lucien laughs. “She… she is the angel who told me that to save everyone, I needed to kill Gracen. She’s the one who told me that if I didn’t, the entire world would suffer. And I said no… that she hadn’t done anything wrong. That she was a pure soul, and it would be murder to do something to her without a reason.”

“Not because she was pure. Because you were sweet on her.” I don’t say it snarky or even like I’m mad. It’s just a fact. I remember that. Gracen, when she talked about Lucien, made me realize that she might like him somehow. I couldn’t have that. Not again. Not like Colleen.

“I wasn’t…” He sits up and puts his elbows on his knees. He throws the stick he’s been messing with down on the floor. It falls with a clank. Not a stick. A nail. He’s been playing with a nail. Um, what was he going to do to me with a nail?

I don’t want to know.

“I wasn’t sweet on her, Hart. Not really. She was a nice girl who didn’t deserve the hand she was dealt in life.”

“Like Colleen.” I don’t know why I say it. I just do. It comes out before I can stop it. I look at Lucien, hoping he didn’t hear it. But of course he did. It isn’t like I said it really low, and it isn’t like there’s any other noise besides us talking. And the thunder.

“I didn’t remember Colleen at the time, but yeah. I suppose like Colleen. I didn’t want to hurt Gracen if I didn’t have to. It made her so mad. She wanted me to take care of the threat so we could get on with our lives. She wanted Seth stopped. She wanted the world not to end, but I convinced her to just let me deal with it. I’d stopped you before. I’d stop you again.” He takes in a deep breath.

“Then I screwed it up.”

I can hear the pain in his voice. I’m pretty sure he’s about to cry. Nope, that can’t happen. I can’t handle a brother bonding moment. Not now. My heart won’t take it. Unless I can use it to my advantage and get him to let me go somehow.

“I screwed it up. I was too late getting to the Hell gate, and then I found out you were my brother. And I remembered everything, including the promise I made Father to keep you safe.” He rubs his eyes and leans back. “So I did. I kept you safe. I took on demon blood, and I jumped into Hell, and by doing that, I killed everything. Because I was weak, and I couldn’t do what needed to be done in the first place. I wasn’t sent to the world to save or protect Gracen, Hart. I was sent to destroy her. And I failed.”

“I wouldn’t have let you.”

“Let me what?” He sucks in a breath and looks down at me.

“Let you hurt Gracen. It was my job to protect her. It was my job, and I was not going to let anyone hurt her.”

“You couldn’t have stopped me.” His eyes narrow. “You wouldn’t have stopped me. You never saw my true power, Hart. Never. I barely lifted a pinky finger and still sent you back to Hell more times than I can count. Imagine if I was truly, truly motivated.”

Never in my life, and it’s been a long life, have I ever heard Lucien use his big scary voice. It’s slightly… intimidating.

I won’t let him know that, though. “Like you could’ve stopped me. Not you. Not with all the power of Heaven behind you. Face it. I would’ve stopped you from hurting her. I would’ve protected her.”

“Because we both did such a grand job.” He sighs.

“Who is she?” I ask again because it was very convenient that he didn’t mention it the first time or two I asked. “I thought Seth was your superior angel, and he sure wasn’t wanting you to hurt his revenge plan.”

“Not Seth. Another angel. Another angel who knew what Seth was up to and wanted me to deal with it. The one I had to convince to let me do my own thing and try to save Gracen without killing her.”

“And… her name?” He’s stalling. I’m not happy about this. Got things to do. Worlds to save.

“Tina. Her name is Tina.”

I smack the back of my head against the wall.

Ouch.

Of course it’s Tina. Of course it is. “I thought Tina was Seth.”

“Nope. Tina is Tina. Why? How do you know her?”

How indeed. “Look Lucien. It’s been awesome catching up and doing this brotherly stalling dance we have going on, but you have to let me go now. I have to find Gracen. I have to save her.”

“You don’t know how.”

“And you do?” I actually wouldn’t care if he did. I mean, as long as it was a good plan.

“Seth is working on it.”

“Uh-huh.” I pull at the chains and rattle them really hard for extra effort. “Let me out of these, Lucien. I mean it. I need to get to Gracen. You know I’m the only one she’ll listen to. The only one who can save her. Save the world.”

Hart Blackwell. Former demon. Future world saver.

I want it on my tombstone.

“It’s not Gracen anymore. You know that. It’s the Abomination. She doesn’t have a soul. You can’t help her. You can’t even help yourself.” He stands and kicks the chair back against the wall. He’s pissed. This isn’t the way I wanted this to go.

No…

No. No. No. No. No.

He reaches for the lamp. “No! Lucien. Come on, man. Let me go. I can’t be here. I need to help. You need me to help!”

“I don’t need anything from you.” He turns off the lamp, and I’m flooded by darkness, which is almost as blinding as the light was earlier.

I hear footsteps and then boots on wood. Steps. “Lucien! Don’t do this! Don’t leave me down here! You can’t do this!”

He doesn’t say a word. I hear the hinges of the door at the top of the stairs creak and then the door slam shut.

“Lucien!” I scream into the darkness as I pull at my chains. I need out. I need out! “Lucien, get down here! Let me go! Lucien!

LUCIEN!”

He doesn’t come back.







CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Gracen

IT TAKES TIME FOR MY EYES to adjust. Not because the world is big or bright or anything. But because it’s the opposite. It isn’t dark here. It isn’t sunny. It’s… gray. It’s not like a foggy gray or even a gloomy-day gray. It is more like the inkwell setting on Instagram. Gray scale. A little brighter than black and white. Just a little.

It hurts my eyes, and it takes time for them to adjust.

Finally. Blessedly. They do.

I guess I’m happy about it.

I have no idea where I am, except I know exactly where I am. I’m home. Well, Crimson Ridge. I’m on the street where I live with Sam… with Hart. I’m lying on the sidewalk next to one of the trees someone planted about twenty years ago to spruce up the place. They aren’t my favorite things. They sort of just get in the way. Now, though, I’m glad it’s here because it gives me something to grab onto.

Everything feels funny.

I feel funny.

My arms and legs both feel like they have weights attached to them. It’s hard to move, hard to get motivated to move.

I hear screams. They aren’t mine. At least that’s something.

The last thing I remember?

I was home. In my room. My mother was possessed. Hart was fighting Lucien. I tried to save my mother. I stabbed Hart, and I thought everything would be okay. I thought… and then he died. And everything inside me felt like it was on fire. Then, I was thrown out the window and ended up here.

Here on the ground.

Here in gray world.

Here where the screaming is so loud it hurts my ears.

Here where I can’t find the ability to move really well.

The image of Hart looking down at me and smiling flashes in my mind. I know exactly what he’d say to me if he were here.

I decide to suck it up, buttercup and try my best to roll over. It takes about five tries, but finally I do.

The next scream is mine. Not some random noise far away, but me. Mine. My voice.

The body is looking right at me. A woman. I know her. Marcy, Professor Mitchell’s Teacher’s Assistant. Marcy, who had always been nice to me. Marcy with the gay goldfish and the plans and the life. She’s staring at me. Her eyes fully open. Unseeing. Her body broken. I crawl over to her and try to shake her, but my hands go right through her, causing me to back up until my back hits the tree I’ve grown to like. I scream again.

This isn’t real. It’s another dream. Hart’s doing this to me, right? He has to be. It’s Hart or the demon blood or something. It’s not real. It can’t be real. It can’t be real.

“Marcy,” I whisper. “I’m so sorry.”

I know it’s my fault all of this happening. I know it before I see me walking down the middle of the street. Her hair is black, black as night. That’s not all that’s black. Black wings extend out of my back, so big they extend from one side of the street to the other.

“No.” I don’t say it loud. Not loud at all. Doesn’t mean she doesn’t hear me. She—I—turn toward my direction. My eyes are white, pure white. Pure evil.

I duck behind the tree just in case. I don’t know if she can see me. I don’t know if it would be a good thing or a bad thing if she can or can’t. All I know is that I don’t want anything to do with any of this. She turns away from me and keeps walking down the middle of the street. I see people screaming. I see people falling. I see their souls leaving their bodies. They don’t go up or down. They are stuck here like me. Either that, or they don’t know how to go up or down.

“Gracen Sullivan?” I turn and see the gray, ashen face of Marcy the TA staring at me. She looks terrified. I know the feeling. “What’s going on?”

I shake my head. I can’t tell her. Not because I don’t know, but because if I say it, it means it’s true. If I hear the words coming from my lips, then it means that it’s really happening, and I can’t live in my incredibly screwed up bubble.

“Gracen!” Her voice is shaking. “Am I dead? Are we dead?”

I don’t mean to, but for a split second, I look down at her body. She does the same.

She falls to her knees without a sound, without a scream, without a whimper. “You did this,” she says as simply as the sky is blue, or rather gray. “I saw you.”

“We all saw you.” A voice from behind me makes me stand up and face it.

Not just an it… a bunch of its.

A bunch of people.

People looking at me.

People remembering me as the last thing they saw before they died.

“We all saw you.” A man who looked to be over six feet tall is leading the pack toward me. I don’t think they’re going to put me on their shoulders and carry me around like a hero.

I shut my eyes and ready for the inevitable impact. This is going to hurt.

The pain never comes.

I open my eyes, and I’m not on street. I wish I were. Facing that mob might be better than where I am.

I’d rather be anywhere but here.







CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Lucien

HE WANTS ME TO FORGIVE HIM.

I don’t know if I can.

It’s not just the fact that he shot me in the stomach when something whispered in his ear. And he doesn’t trust me, but he trusts something that he doesn’t know… in a voice he doesn’t recognize… to shoot his brother. And he does it.

It’s not just the fact that he took, or tried to take, Colleen from me.

It isn’t even just the fact that he allowed Gracen Sullivan to turn into the Abomination and freakin’ fell in love with her, or that she’ll destroy us all.

All of that is bad.

All of that is crappy and terrible and things that I never want to happen again. In fact, a brain wipe of it all wouldn’t be a bad idea, if that were possible. I don’t know if it is. I’m sure the Abomination could do it if she wanted… I’m sure she can do a lot of things. I’m sure I don’t want to know what she can do.

I’m sure of a lot of things.

No, the real reason I can’t forgive my brother, who’s going hoarse from screaming at me in his little basement prison, is that I know it’s just an act.

None of it is real.

None of it.

He isn’t sad about me or what he did to me or anything like that. He’s not even sad about Gracen, about what he did to her, about all the hell he put her aunt through. No he’s not upset about any of that. Nope, he’s upset because he got caught, because he can’t get away, because he wants to get his girl back… and he will say anything to make that happen. He wants me to let him out. I don’t blame him. I’d want him to let me out too.

I also would want him not to shoot me.

Oh and not hate or resent me because our mother loved me best.

The door is as cold as the basement was when I lay the back of my head against it, put my hands in my pockets, and shut my eyes, all the while listening to Hart’s voice grow more and more hoarse.

There were reasons Mother liked me best. Reasons I had no control over. I couldn’t control how obstinate Hart was to our mother. She’d ask him to do something, and he’d defy her nine out of ten times. Then he’d get mad if she became cross with him. And it isn’t my fault that she favored me more than him in the first place. I can’t control her. I can’t control anybody. If I could, I would’ve controlled Hart better—both then and now.

Still, with all that, with everything that man has done to me both as a person and as a demon, I still jumped into Hell for him. I still love him more than anything else in this world. More than myself. More than our mother… or rather the thing she became. I don’t know if she tortured me in Hell like Hart seems to think. I do know that place has a way of making you see things you don’t want to see—maybe even things you do. I don’t know why I saw Gracen. Maybe because I felt guilty about her.

Hart isn’t wrong. I could’ve killed her before. I should have. Tina ordered it. I talked her out of it.

If I could just focus, if I could just make her see things my way, then she wouldn’t turn. I’d fight Hart, and boom, everything would be all right.

Except, as we all know, none of that happened. None of it. I should’ve done my duty as an angel to protect the world… to protect Gracen. If I’d destroyed her then, she would’ve been rewarded in paradise. Now, her soul is gone. Gone into the Abyss, if I had my guess. And everything is wrong.

Because I couldn’t do my job.

Because I thought with my heart instead of my head.

Instead of whatever else I had to do, whatever things I told myself.

Truth be told, I never thought we’d lose. I always imagined we’d take Seth down, and the world would never know. Gracen would go on. The demon Hart would go to Hell. Seth would be cast out. I would be promoted… possibly into Tina’s spot because she would undoubtedly fill Seth’s vacant spot. Life would go on. People would never know.

People know now.

They know Heaven screwed up.

That I screwed up.

Will Hart stop yelling?

It won’t do any good.

As much as I hate Seth, and as much as I wanted it to be him that closed Hell, I have to trust him now. It’s all I can do. I can’t go after my mother or even Gracen by myself. I have no powers. I have nothing. I never was a strong human. Sort of the reason I liked being an angel.

“Lucien! Please! We can stop her together. Lucien! Don’t do this!” Hart’s voice is raspy. Undoubtedly sore. “I know this is strange coming from me, but who would you rather trust? An angel who royally screwed you over, or me… your brother.”

“Who royally screwed me over?” I can’t help saying it. It’s true. The irony hasn’t escaped me. Both of the people I have the choice of trusting are people that I have a history of hating.

Though, truth be told, I love Hart more than Seth any day.

I take that back. I don’t love Hart. I can’t love Hart. Hart is a damn, ugly, evil, son of a bitch demon. He’s killed people. He’s lied. He’s manipulated. He’s a horrible, horrible… thing.

Who I love is Jessup. My little brother. The one I used to hunt and fish with. The one I used to keep up at night telling scary stories to—the one who ended up in my bed because of those stories. His personal favorite was about the soldier with a hook for the hand. Personally, I loved that one. Mostly because it scared Jess so much.

I miss my brother. I miss Jessup.

As much as I want to make myself believe that that thing in there is my brother, I know that really, he isn’t. Jessup died way before Stones River. Way before the war. Maybe even, in a way, way before Colleen. I don’t know when it happened, but I know it did. I miss him so much.

I wonder if he misses me.

I wonder if there is any part of Hart in the room behind me that is Jessup? I wonder if he misses me too.

This stupid tear that’s hanging on for dear life can lump it! I don’t want it to fall. I don’t want to shed any sort of tears over this. I have one job. Keep Hart locked up and away from Crimson Ridge and Prospect while Seth locates the book and finds a way to defeat the Abomination. That’s all. I have orders. I follow them.

I try not to think about Hell or the torture or giving over to the evil of it all.

I try not to think about what Gracen or Amelia or whoever did to me.

I know that if I think about it too much, I’ll remember. If I remember, I won’t be able to forget. I know enough to know that I don’t want that.

“The Battle Hymn of the Republic” slices through Hart’s wails, and I fiddle around with my pockets until I find my phone… the phone Seth gave me before he left. I don’t know where he got it. I don’t know where the people went that lived here. I don’t know much of anything except Seth said to stay put and maybe he’d get me into being an angel again—and I want to be an angel again. So I don’t trust him, but I need him.

I sound pathetic.

So does my phone singing in my pants.

“LUCIEN!” Hart screams my name along with a whole bunch of extra expletives, but I sort of just ignore him. It’s Seth. I need to know what’s going on.

“Has he talked yet?” Seth asks. No pomp. No circumstance. No nothing. No hello. No kiss my butt. Nothing. Just the question.

“Not yet.” Mainly because I haven’t asked Hart. I sort of forgot about it. I actually had two things to remember. One: Keep Hart here. Two: Ask him about the book. “He’s keeping its location to himself… if he even knows. For all we know, Gracen took it.”

“Listen to me, and listen to me well, boy. There is no more Gracen Sullivan. She’s gone. She’s dead. Do you understand me? You and your brother made sure of that, made sure that you killed the entire world along with her. Choices have to be made, son, hard choices, and you have to be willing to make the sacrifices.”

He sounds like a stuck-up old pig giving a pep talk, like he’s not the cause of all of this. He’s slightly right, though. Hart and I screwed up Seth’s already screwed up plan.

“I looked in the car at Gracen’s mom’s house. I looked at the hotel. I looked everywhere I can think of, and I can’t find the damn book.”

“You said the book wouldn’t help. You said that she can’t be stopped.” I like reminding him of things he’s said in order to piss him off. Because that’s what the world needs right now… to be pissed off.

“And do you know of any other mystical books from Heaven that mentions the Abomination and possible ways to deal with it?”

I don’t like it when he’s snarky. “No. Do you?”

“No.”

Great.

“So, in the meantime, Lucien, go into wherever you have Hart stashed, ask him about the location of the book. Tell him anything you need to for him to trust you enough to tell you the location. We’re running out of time. It’s bad out here, incredibly bad.”

“How bad?”

“What part of incredibly bad don’t you get?”

Click.

He actually hung up on me. That little twerp.

“Lucien!” Hart’s voice has nearly faded. Most of the fight is gone.

I don’t know if his spirit is giving up, but I think his body is. I wonder if these bodies, our old bodies, are going to last. Or will they speed up and die now that they are out in the wild, now that we should be dead?

“Lucien, please. I have to get out of here. I have to help her. Any way I can, I have to help her.”

Anyway I can. Seems like the Hart Blackwell way.

I grab the key from my pocket and turn to open the door when he says something I never in my life thought he would say. “I’m so sorry. I’m sorry, Lucien. I’m sorry about everything. I’m sorry… I’m sorry for Colleen.”

Colleen.

The keys drop from my hand.

Tell him anything you need to tell him.







CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Hart

“LUCIEN BLACKWELL, GET YOUR LITTLE SELF back here now!” I’ve tried everything I can think of to get Lucien back here. I’ve begged. I’ve yelled. I’ve called him every name I can think of… and then some. I’ve been the loving younger brother. I’ve been the jerky little brother. I’ve been the demon who tortured him…

Maybe that one wasn’t a smart idea.

The point is that I’ve tried everything to get my big brother in this little room to unchain me so I can save the world, and he hasn’t even said one word to me.

I heard him talking to someone behind his locked door. I guess it’s locked. I don’t suppose it would mean anything if it wasn’t. Not like I can break these chains or anything.

I used to could.

Oh, there was a time I could’ve broken these chains. Easy. Child’s play. It’s very difficult going from that thing that can destroy people, can talk people into killing themselves (not my finest moment if I have to be honest), and get into people’s minds to this… this… human. This body that can die and hurt. That, even though I can’t see, I can tell that I’ve gotten bruises on my wrists from trying to break out of my chains and failing.

Failing.

Miserably.

It’s dark.

It’s cold.

It’s miserable.

I’m weak.

I’ve always hated being weak.

I never thought Lucien would get the upper hand on me.

I’ve very ashamed that he did.

He cooked me breakfast? How did I not see right thought that?

He was nice to me. After everything I’ve done to him… not just as a human, not just as his brother, but as the demon Hart… and I expected everything to just be all right. To just be okay and go back to the way it was before.

Am I really that naïve?

I used to tell Gracen she was the naïve one. The one who didn’t know anything about the world. The slow person who wouldn’t know anything about anything unless she was told, and even then she was as slow as Christmas.

I didn’t believe any of that. Not really. I always thought Gracen was the smartest person I’d ever met…. Well, I mean she could be dense at times. We all can I suppose. Like when she forgot to charge her phone before we left for vacation once, and we got lost because we had no GPS… demon senses be damned, sometimes a thing just gets lost. And the time I trusted my brother to cook us a nice meal and didn’t even think about it being a trap.

I’m a moron.

A complete and utter moron.

I never thought Lucien would do anything like this to me. Not after he realized we were brothers. I guess I sort of wanted to go back to how it was before. Wouldn’t that be wonderful? I mean before the hate and anger and resentment. You know, when we were like… eight.

Maybe the big brother in my dreams, the one I miss so badly is just one that I never actually knew. Maybe it wasn’t our relationship. Maybe, just maybe, it was something I made up. I want that relationship with my brother, the closeness, the friend. I don’t know if we can get there again.

I don’t know if we ever were there.

Truth be told, I don’t know if Lucien is even here in the house with me. He could be long gone for all I know. Not like I could stop him.

I can’t stop him or Seth. I’m just a damn human chained to a wall. Watching the world end around him though a little window too small to crawl out of.

I swear I’ll break my wrists to get out of these freakin’ chains!

“You son of a bitch. You have no right!” I scream. I’m well beyond mad. Well behind any type of rage imaginable. I want him to let me out… now. I pull at my chains, hurting my wrists, but I don’t care.

“Let me out!” I lean against the wall, more like collapse against it. Defeated. I’m out of air. I’m out of options. I can only see when the lightning lights up the sky, which is pretty terrifying actually. Lightning shouldn’t be purple. It just shouldn’t. Sweat pours from my forehead, and I wipe it away with the inside of my elbow. I can’t see how I’m sweating and freezing at the same time. My luck… I’m getting the flu or something worse.

I seem to recall feeling a bit sickly in the army around Christmas. I don’t remember if I ever got over it.

Exhausted, hoarse, tired, I lean my head back against the cool wall and shut my eyes. I listen for any sign that Lucien is outside the door, upstairs, anything. I hear nothing but the thunder outside, which sounds like trumpets, and my own breathing.

My own breathing.

It sounds so strange.

It feels even stranger.

My old tired body relaxes, and my eyes become heavy. I flutter them open, but it is impossible to tell if I’m awake or asleep. It’s so dark. It’s so …

“Hart.”

A woman’s voice. Not just a woman’s voice, but her voice.

A voice I haven’t heard in so long.

I have to be dreaming…

“Not dreaming, Hart. Or should I call you Jessup?”

A soft yellow light fills my sight, and I open my eyes to see what’s doing it. The lamp is on at the same place Lucien was sitting before, only the light isn’t as harsh. The light doesn’t hurt my eyes nearly as much. Maybe I’m dreaming… no matter what she says.

“You never did believe me.” She smiles sadly.

Her.

Colleen.

She looks just as I remember. Long brown hair in ringlets, ever so perfect. They fall around her shoulders in a beautiful cascade. It’s pulled partway up behind her ears, and little curls fall around her entirely too white face. Her lips are barely visible. Her eyes are a milky white color. Not the same white as Gracen emits from time to time, but more of a cloudy color. Like an older person with cataracts.

Colleen never got to be old. I saw to that.

She has on a long white lacy dress that goes up from the floor and stops right under her neck. She still has the flowers in her hair. She looks exactly how she did when she died.

I wish she didn’t.

“What are you doing here?” Normally I would say something snarky. It’s who I am. Snarky would be a good thing to be. Except there’s nothing snarky coming to mind at the moment. And I don’t want to be that way with her. I don’t know if I’m dreaming or if I’m seeing a ghost or if Gracen did something and it wasn’t only me and Lucien who crawled out of our grave. But Colleen is here. I can see her. I wish I could reach out and touch her. Just one more time.

“I think the better question is what are you doing here?” She smiles at me warmly. She should never smile at me.

“My stupid brother locked me in here. No big deal.” I show her my chains. Like she can do anything about it. Who knows, though? She got herself in here. Maybe she can get us both out. “You’re dead,” I say ever so helpfully.

“So are you. Technically.”

“Touché. What are you doing here?” I can’t imagine she can do anything important like help me. It’s probably my crazy brain doing what my crazy brain does when it’s gone crazy… God, I sound like Gracen.

“She’s why I’m here actually. Gracen.” Colleen stands and walks toward the middle of the room. The light goes with her. It wasn’t coming from the light at all. It was coming from her.

“What about her? Do you know something that can help?” I want to say so many things to her—to Colleen. I need first and foremost to say I’m sorry. It’s my fault all of this happened to her. I need her to know how sorry I am… I need…

“It isn’t about what you need, Hart. It’s about what the world needs.”

“Why do you call me Hart?” Because that’s the logical question right now. “You never called me Hart.”

“It’s what you like to go by now, right? I’ve watched you… for many years. I’ve watched the man you’ve become.”

I want to die.

I’ve felt pretty shitty about myself for the past few days, every since the whole hey, guess what… your brother didn’t shoot you. But that was nothing compared to this. Colleen saw me. She’s watched me. All this time. She saw the thing I became.

I never wanted that for her.

I never wanted to become this thing, to be honest. Ever.

And she’s seen me at my worst.

I lick my lips because they have become so incredibly dry. “Colleen, listen. I know you must hate me. You have every right.”

“I don’t hate you.” She tilts her head like I have seventeen eyes and stares at me. “I could never hate you.”

“Then I know this is a dream, because the real Colleen would never say any of that to me.”

DreamColleen kneels in front of me. I can smell her… not decaying. Lavender. She smells like lavender. Just like Gracen used to smell.

“I don’t hate you. I never have. I never could. Do I like what happened? No. Do I wish it was different? Yes. But—”

“Do you know?” I cut in. My already raspy voice cracks, and I have to fight back tears. Funny how I was never really an emotional person when I was first human. Now it seems all I do is try to keep from crying. I’m a mess. Must be my hormones. “Do you know what I did to Lucien? That I killed him.”

She looks down, averting my eyes. “I know.”

I bite my lip and blink back those damn tears. “Then how…” Stupid freaking sniffles. “How can you say that nothing is my fault? How can you say that I’m a good man when all the evidence points to me being a bastard in every since of the word?”

Colleen reaches toward me… her hand flows through mine, and my bones feel more chilled than before. She seems sad that she can’t touch me. I feel the same way.

“This is just a dream, Jessup, if you’d rather I call you that. When you wake up, you’ll convince yourself that I was never here. That I never talked to you.” She leans over and her barely there lips slide over my cheek, leaving a trail of chill bumps in their wake. “That I never kissed you. You will convince yourself because that’s the type of person you are, Jessup Hart Blackwell. And you’re right. It is a dream. But you are also wrong because I truly am here. I’m here right now with you. And I have a message.”

“What kind of message?” I don’t want to shut my eyes. If I do, I’m afraid she’ll go away.

I don’t think I’ve ever felt so calm.

My body is relaxing.

Relaxing.

Relaxing.

My breathing is easing.

The weight I’ve carried on my shoulders for so long is fading.

Fading away.

Fading…

Fading.

I hear Lucien yelling my name.

I don’t care.

I’m with Colleen.

In a dream, but still. With Colleen.

And for the first time since whenever, I feel… at peace. “I’m watching out for Gracen. I saw her. I saw her soul, her spirit.” I try to move, but I can’t. I’m too tired. I can’t even keep my eyes open.

“You rest now, and I’ll watch out for her. I promise. I’ll bring her back here with me, and we can come up with a plan, together. It’ll be all right, Jessup. I promise you that.”

Just like that.

The warmth is gone.

The light is gone.

The feeling is gone.

The calmness is gone.

I’m being shaken, rather violently, by I’m assuming, if I could see, my brother. He has his massive hands clamped to my shoulders, shaking and shaking until I’m pretty sure my brain is going to explode through my eye sockets.

“Hart, snap out of it! Hart!”

“Stop it!” I try to push him off, but the stupid chains won’t let me, so I kick him instead. Next time, chain my legs too, idiot. “Stop shaking me. I’m fine.”

“You aren’t fine.” He moves the lamp away so it’s not blinding me. Small favors and all that. “You weren’t breathing.”

“What? No… yes I was. I was just dreaming.”

You won’t believe I was here. You’ll say you were dreaming. And you are. But I am here. I am…

“No, you were busy not breathing and scaring me half to death.” He slides down the wall next to me, and there we are shoulder to shoulder.

“Ain’t this a Hallmark moment?”

“It’s something.” Then Lucien gets very quiet and very interested in his fingernails. Not something I like to see. “Did you really mean it, or were you just saying anything to get me in here and let you out?”

“Depends. Which part?” I said so many things. Some I meant. Some I didn’t. I suppose they all have a little bit of the truth thrown in there for… something.

“About Colleen. Are you sorry about what you did to Colleen?”

I don’t even have to think or hesitate. “Yes. You have no idea.”

He seems to accept my answer. I don’t know if he accepts my apology, though. “Unchain me. Let me go so we can get to Gracen.” I mean Gracen’s spirit like DreamColleen said. Lucien doesn’t take it that way. Nor should he.

“What do you expect to happen when you do find her?”

“I expect to talk some sense into her. Make her stop. Make her fight what’s going on inside her and stop this madness. I expect to get her back.”

Lucien shakes his head. I don’t like it when he shakes his head. Add that to the list of things Lucien does that I don’t like.

“Let’s say I let you out? What then? What if you find her but can’t stop her with your considerable charm? What then? Are you prepared for what might come next? Are you prepared for the fact that Seth might find, if we are incredibly lucky, some way to destroy her… are you prepared to do what has to be done even if it means killing the person you love more than anything in this world?”

I turn toward Lucien and look him directly in the eyes. “Yes.”

I don’t flinch.

I don’t hesitate.

It isn’t the first time I’ve lied to my brother.

It won’t be the last.







CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Gracen THEY SAY YOU CAN’T GO HOME again. For my part, I wish it were true. I don’t want to be here. I’d rather be out there on the street with those souls or whatever coming after me like I did this to them. I guess to them it looks like I did. I look like the thing that destroyed them… save for the black hair and big ole wings on her back.

She’s pretty scary.

And she’s standing in my living room.

Well, my living room in the apartment I share with Sam.

And she’s looking right at me.

And she’s smirking.

Smirking at me.

I don’t say anything. I don’t even know for sure if she can see me, but if she can’t, I’d be surprised because she sure looks like she can see… something… with her big ole white eyes and terrifying grimace. Grimace is a good word. Much better than smirk.

She’s grimacing in my direction.

I just stay still in case she’s not looking at me.

I can live in denial.

I’ve lived here for years.

I concentrate on the room. It’s tangible and not terrifying, except it sort of is. Like the street, it’s in black and white. Well, more gray scale. Truth be told, it looks a lot like the house on Beetlejuice when Beetlejuice got a hold of it and turned it weirder. It’s gray, but a sharper gray and sharper angles and just weird. It’s weird.

Weird isn’t a good word for this.

It’s so much more than weird.

“It looks strange to you, doesn’t it?” When she speaks, it sounds like me, only way weirder. Like my voice has gone through one of those synthesizers the musicians use. Her voice is deeper than mine, but more musical. It’s like if an angel and a demon had a baby. I suppose that’s exactly what happened, didn’t it?

I don’t answer. I don’t know if she can hear me or see me or if she just assumes I’m here. I figure the best thing to do is just be quiet and see where this takes me. I move toward the stairs. And her eyes don’t follow me. That’s good. It means something. Not sure what, but something. Maybe it means she can sense me, but she can’t see me. Thank goodness for small, basic favors.

The steps don’t squeak when I put my foot down. It doesn’t make any sound. I just now notice that. Because I’ve sort of been focusing on all the other weirdness and strangeness and, oh yeah, death. I don’t seem to make any noise. Like any. Ever. I just sort of move around like a ghost, but I don’t feel like a ghost.

I’m cold.

Like that’s anything new. I’m always cold, or I was before I turned into the almost abomination thing. Until I drank all the demon blood.

I miss it.

The demon blood.

I know it sounds weird to say.

It should sound weird to hear.

I miss the demon blood.

I miss the feeling it gives me.

I feel like I’m a person and not a thing floating around in this gray ether. This gray Beetlejuice movie.

Well dang, I’ve said Beetlejuice three times… he has to come and do something now. Hell, maybe he will. He could come out for all I know. Or maybe I’m him.

I don’t feel dead. Then again, I’m not sure how I’d feel if I were dead.

My body’s not dead.

I don’t look dead.

But Sam didn’t either. When he was in Hart’s body. He was alive. So my body is alive, and I’m watching it do all kinds of things like just standing there and staring.

I feel like I should be freaking out. And I am. I think I am. I believe I am.

I’m also, I don’t know… calm somehow.

I don’t know how I’m calm.

I know that the world is ending.

I know I’m the cause of it.

But I think there’s a different feeling now that I know it’s my body, not me. Not really. I’m here. I’m standing, very silently, on the stairs. She’s there. The Abomination. She’s got my body, but she’s not me.

Maybe she’s part of me.

I don’t know how any of this works, but I feel slightly better knowing that it’s not me in control. Like maybe I have a chance to stop her.

Except I have no damn idea how.

I can’t even touch anything.

I’m not even entirely sure how I ended up here. I closed my eyes and, bam, here I am.

With her.

With me.

She tilts her head to the side like she’s listening for something.

“I know you’re here, Gracen. I can feel you. Funny, I can’t feel anything… but I can feel you. I guess we’re connected.”

I want to say, “Probably because you are wearing my body,” but I don’t. I’m afraid to talk because if I do, she might hear me, she might find me and then where would I be? I remember the feeling I had when I was her… me… whatever. That feeling, all that powerful, was intoxicating, and I would do anything to get it back…

No.

No…

I don’t want it back.

That’s not what I mean.

I don’t want it.

I don’t want her to have it.

I don’t crave the demon blood.

I don’t crave the power.

I don’t miss Hart.

Except I do.

I so do.

“You don’t have to talk. The stench of guilt is nearly overwhelming. I can’t believe you and I ever inhabited the same body.” She turns and heads toward the hutch, the same hutch with the little red cup lying beside it. The little red cup that I dropped when I found out Hart was giving me demon blood. I hate that cup.

I want to lick it.

Stop it!

She, the Abomination, leans down and opens the bottom drawer and rummages around in there for a bit. I don’t know what she’s looking for. We never put anything in there. Nothing really. I think I have some school books that I’ll never need again, but I don’t want to throw away, just in case. Maybe a Bible or two. Kinda ironic now.

After a few seconds, she smiles—side note: it’s freaky to see yourself smile when you aren’t looking in a mirror—and pulls out a very heavy, very golden, very sacred, very important, very bad book.

Seth’s book.

The one he used to try to open Hell.

The one Hart hid from me to try to keep me from turning into the Abomination.

The same one I’m holding right now… or she’s holding.

How did it get here?

It didn’t…

Hart.

Hart must have brought it back.

When?

Before I killed him, obviously… but why hide it there? Not like it’s the most secure place in the world.

I wonder where Hart is now that I stabbed him. Is he in Hell again? Will he be there long?

Will I ever see him again?

Or is he gone? Just gone. Never to be back again. Never to hold me or tell me that everything is going to be okay?

I never thought I loved him.

That’s not true. I always knew I did in some twisted way. I just never thought it would be the kind of love that would destroy the world.

Love is weird.

This is weird.

The Abomination opens the book, and a gust of wind fills the room, making me gasp. She hears it and smiles in my direction. “There’s my girl. Let’s go watch the show.”

She takes the book and walks toward the French doors that lead outside. She throws it down on the newly filled in graves, those demons that Hart drained for me, and snaps her fingers. The fire lights up the outside, so bright I have to cover my eyes. She laughs.

I fall to my knees as Seth’s book, the one book that can tell us anything about the Abomination and stopping her, is engulfed in flames.

Through the flames, her eyes meet mine. “Now try and stop me.”

Thunder rumbles overhead as the fire grows, embers fly off into the dark afternoon sky.

It’s the end.

There’s no way to stop her.







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Lucien

I WANT TO HATE MY BROTHER.

I need to hate my brother.

Hating my brother would make this so much easier.

On the other hand…

I want to trust my brother.

I need to trust my brother.

Trusting my brother would make this so much easier.

He says he can destroy Gracen if we ever get the chance. If Seth finds the book. If there’s something in there that can stop her. If… if… if…

I hate the word if.

I never liked it as a human the first time. I hate it even more now.

Hart is looking up at me with those big, puppy eyes that make everything better in his world. He thinks he can get away with anything when he uses them. He thinks he can just do whatever and then say he’s sorry and whatever. “Who were you talking to before?” I can’t keep myself from asking. I don’t think it matters. He was probably talking to the wind, but I ask because I’m not ready to let him go, and I’m not ready to believe him.

“Who was I talking to?”

“Yeah, before I came in, I heard you outside. You were talking to someone. Then you weren’t. And I came in and found you nearly dead. Who was it?”

Hart clears his throat and looks away.

I don’t think he’s going to tell me.

I can wait…

Actually, I can’t because the world is ending and all.

“I told you… I can help you. I can help you stop Gracen, and you’re here asking about things that don’t matter to anybody. What’s your problem?”

“You.” I shrug. It’s only partly true. He’s been my problem for years. Not when we were little. Not even because I hate him. I don’t. I never have. It’s just… Hart is good at making mistakes and then expecting other people to clean them up for him. I don’t want to clean up his messes anymore, but damn if this isn’t the biggest mess in the history of the world.

“Me?” He smiles and shakes his head. “Brother, we have a lot more to worry about than me.”

“I don’t know. Right now, you are the only thing in this world I can seem to control.” Tired. That’s all I am right now is tired. Just… tired. I don’t even have the energy to pick my feet up as I head over to the chair next to the wall and fall against it. Hart flinches. I don’t even care why.

“Always trying to control me.”

“Never trying to control you. If you saw it that way, that’s your issue. Not mine.”

I expect some sort of smart-ass remark.

Instead, he slams his fist against the concrete wall so hard that blood splatters, turning the gray a nice shade of nasty red. “We don’t have time for this! I already told you I’d help you stop Gracen. I told you! Why are you stalling? So Seth can call again? Grow up, Lucien! He’s not helping you. He’s out for himself. And here you are, trusting him again! My God, you’re a hypocrite.”

The fire leaves him, and he slumps against the wall. Blood drips from his contorted fingers, and he doesn’t flinch.

My little brother is chained to a wall in the basement of a house I don’t know. He’s bloody and hurt. And I’ve done it to him.

My little brother that I used to play games with and laugh with.

My little brother who isn’t so little anymore.

My little brother who I promised our father I’d protect.

My little brother I jumped into Hell for.

I can’t lose him.

Not again.

I just can’t.

I’m his big brother.

I have one job, well two jobs right now. Stop the Abomination and protect my brother. That’s it. That’s. It.

I can’t tell him any of this, though. He can’t know that I’m on his side or that I want him so badly to somehow fix Gracen. He can never know because then he might, I don’t know, try to risk his life to save mine. I can’t let that happen.

I don’t know what to do.

But I can’t sit here and do this.

“Do you know where Seth’s book is?”

He rolls his eyes and looks at me like he’s going to start an argument again. No. Not this time. Not this time. “I’m asking you… as your brother. Do you know where Seth’s book is? I swear I won’t tell Seth. I won’t leave you here, but Hart, we have to work together.”

I think Hart wants to say something snarky. Maybe like “How can we work together?” or something like that. Instead, he bites his lip and his eyes glisten. “Yes. We do.”

He doesn’t say yes. I don’t have to hear yes. I take it as he took the book and moved it at some point. I’m trusting him. Dear Lord, this could go all kinds of wrong. But I do it. I trust him. I stand and pull the keys from my pocket, head over to Hart, and unlock the chains.

I don’t even hesitate.

Hart groans as he pulls his stiff arms down to his side and rubs the circulation back in his hands.

“Is your hand broken?” I reach down to help him up. It seems the least I can do.

Hart clears his throat, looking down at his hands just like me. Then…

I feel the pain in my jaw before I actually understand that it was his fist that connected with it, and I stagger back. I fall against the lamp, pulling the cord from the wall and engulfing us into darkness.

“It might be now.”







CHAPTER NINETEEN
Hart

OUCH.

Just.

Ouch.

Punching my brother in the jaw with my already probably broken hand wasn’t the smartest thing I’ve ever done. Felt good though, so I don’t regret it.

Yes, I know where the book is.

No, I don’t want to tell him.

No, I don’t trust him.

I have to tell him, and I have to trust him, which incredibly sucks.

“Let’s go.” I walk past him, in the dark, toward the steps and hold on tight with my non-broken hand as I try not to fall and break my neck. That would do people some good, wouldn’t it? Lucien might like it better. Except they’ll never know where the book is. Bummer for them.

Bummer for the world.

Okay, I’ll try very hard not to fall. I can hear Lucien climbing up behind me. I hope his jaw hurts as much as my hand. If it doesn’t, well, that would be a shame because he deserves it for drugging me and chaining me down here.

It’s something I’d do.

And he’s supposed to be better than that.

Lucien is the good brother. Never broken a rule in his entirely too long life. I guess in his weird, freakish mind, what he did wasn’t anything bad. He locked up a bad guy. Did what an angel told him to do. Because he’s good like that.

Good people can kiss my ass.

When I get to the top of the stairs, I open the door and am expecting to be met with light. We had light before. Hell, the lamp downstairs works… but nope. No light. No… nothing.

“Why would you turn off all the lights? Saving Mr. and Mrs. Nobody money on their electric bill?”

I feel for the switch on the wall. I finally run my hand across it and push the switch up.

Nothing.

So I push the switch down.

Nothing.

“Uh, Lucien.” I would say this can’t be happening, but it wouldn’t be right if it wasn’t going on right now. This is our life. Our screwed up Murphy’s Law life.

“Don’t tell me the electricity is out.”

“Okay, I won’t tell you.” I knock a picture down with my shoulder as I try to move through the hallway without hitting something. It smashes on the floor. Glass everywhere. Glad I have on shoes. That would’ve been unpleasant. Course, none of this is really pleasant.

I hear “The Battle Hymn of the Republic” and stop in my tracks. That’s Lucien’s phone, and I dare say there is only one person who would be calling it.

Seth.

The screen lights up Lucien’s face as he answers. He stares me right in the eyes as he says a whole series of uhs and okays and then, “No, everything is under control here” and “I’d never let Hart take advantage of me.” I make a face at that one to try to make Lucien weirded out. He glares at me. Mission complete.

“Yes, he told me where the book is.”

I stop making stupid faces at him as this becomes all too real.

I’ll kill him.

Wait… did I ever tell him where it was?

“Yeah. It’s at the hotel room. He hid it in the office. I know, right? Moron. Okay. Yeah.” He hangs up the phone and stares at me with a cocky little grin that I’d smack off if my hand wasn’t all kinds of messed up. “What?”

“You told him it was at the hotel.”

“And?”

“What if it was at the hotel?”

“Like you’d be stupid enough to stash it there.”

I say nothing.

“At least you’d better not be.” He pushes past me and uses his phone as a flashlight. He’s smart like that. “If you aren’t smarter than I think you are, Seth will have the book before you can get to it.”

Like that thought hadn’t crossed my mind. “You shouldn’t have told him anything.” I don’t know why I keep bickering. I guess it’s more fun to have a pissing contest with my brother than a hitting one. I know my knuckles appreciate it more.

“What would you rather me tell him? That I let you go? That we were going to find the book ourselves and go after Gracen? Because I’m sure that would have gone over super well, and he wouldn’t have come back here, killed me, and tortured you until you told him exactly where the book was…”

“Well…” I have nothing. “Whatever.”

I’ve always been known for my witty comebacks.

“Where are we going? Do you have a plan?”

Lucien makes it to the back door and fiddles around until he finds the doorknob. He opens the door, and it was not, in fact, the back door. It was the garage door and sitting inside is a very new looking black Charger. Or I think it’s new and black based on the limited glow from Lucien’s phone. I wish I had one of those. The phone… not the car. Course, I like the car too.

I head to the driver’s side to which Lucien, being an idiot, pushes me out of the way and gets in. I call him a jerk. He doesn’t seem to let that bother him. He slides right behind the wheel, takes the keys out of his pocket, and turns the thing on. I’ve never been so happy to see headlights in my life.

“Oldest drives the car. Youngest gets in the passenger seat and shuts the hell up.”

I do it, although not because he tells me to do it. That would be insane. In no world would I ever listen to my brother and actually do what he tells me to do. What kind of little brother would that make me?

No, I slide in the passenger seat and don’t say a word about it because my hand hurts, and I don’t want to drive anyway. I’m letting him drive. I’m nice like that.

He starts to back up when a very real concern crosses my mind. When the car rolls backwards, I clamp my hand on the wheel and hold up my finger to get his attention.

“Um, Lucien. Have you ever actually driven a car before?”

He glares at me. I think it’s a valid question. “I’m over a hundred years old. Of course I’ve driven a car before. How do you think I got from place to place?”

I shrug. “Poof.”

“P… poof? You think I poof everywhere?”

Again I shrug. “How should I know? Not like I hung out with many angels.”

He forcefully, if not gently, takes my fingers off the steering wheel one at a time, and I’m incredibly grateful that it isn’t, in fact, the hand that I’m fairly sure is broken. “I don’t poof everywhere. That might be a tad bit suspicious. I know how to drive.”

He backs up, thankfully the garage door is wide open, slides around, and takes off down the road toward… somewhere. “So, where are we going?” Lucien has his hands on ten and two.

“To get the book.”

“Where’s the book?”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t hear you. Did you say, ‘Hey, Hart, want to drive?’“

“No, I said, ‘Hey, Hart. Quit being a dick and tell me where the book is so I can drive us to it and possibly save the world.’“

I still don’t completely trust him, which leads us to a bit of a problem. My initial idea was to just get out of the basement. That was it. It’s not like I planned much further than that. Get out, find the book, save Gracen… unfortunately, what to do with my brother was never in the plan. How to ditch him was.

Now he’s driving, and I can’t exactly steal the car from him.

So… do I lie, or do I tell him the truth?

“Hart.” He’s getting irritated. I say getting like he’s not been this entire time already.

“Crimson Ridge.” It’s a good enough answer.

“Where at in Crimson Ridge?”

I actually decide I’m going to tell him. Why lie? Well, besides the obvious. Then, of all things, his cellphone starts singing.

There’s only one person who has his number. I know that. He knows that. When he reaches for his phone, I do the world an eternal favor by grabbing it from him, with my hurt hand.

Lucien yells at me.

“I’m trusting you, Lucien.” I don’t have any sort of sarcasm in my voice. In my entire life, I don’t think I’ve ever been as serious as I am right then. “Do you understand me? I’m trusting you.” I roll my window down and throw his phone out. It ends up somewhere on the side of the old dirt road to nowhere. “But not that much.”







CHAPTER TWENTY
The Abomination I KNOW SHE’S HERE. THE SOUL formerly known as Gracen. She watched me burn the book. Excellent. Now she knows that nothing can stop me, and she can just watch the world burn like the rest of them.

It’s nothing personal.

Just business.

Just divine business.

A cleansing as it were.

The flood.

The fire.

I’m the fire.

Course, fire isn’t as easy to come back from as a flood.

No Ark this time, folks. Just me. Just the end.

They should be thanking me.

They should…

They…

I don’t want to die.

Please… please stop it.

Why does it hurt so much? Where’s my mommy?

I have to get home… why can’t I get back in my body?

I stop, and I listen. I don’t want to listen, but I have no choice. All these voices invade my head like a swarm of bees. Annoying little bees that have no business inside my head.

It reminds me of when Gracen was in here and Hart would get inside her head. He would make her see things, hear things… I hear things now.

Only now it’s real. Very real.

I can hear them.

All those souls I ejected from their bodies.

They’re all around.

Unable to cross over because I sealed both sides shut.

They are stuck in the Abyss.

Alone and scared, not sure what to do or where to go.

Doesn’t matter where they go now. They won’t last much longer anyway.

But…

They won’t shut up.

They won’t stop screaming and whining and complaining.

I cover my ears to try to make them go away. They get louder and louder until I can’t take it anymore. I don’t feel their pain. I can’t feel their pain, but I can hear it. It nearly knocks me down. The volume of it. The number of people. All of it. Just… I can’t handle it. It needs to stop. I’ll make it stop.

I run through the house until I make it to the street outside. All those dead bodies strewed on the street like they are nothing. A few buzzards are happy. The souls aren’t happy, though. They aren’t… I can’t take it…

It needs to stop.

All the voices.

Just stop.

Just stop.

I shut my eyes and fall to my knees with my hands on my ears. The souls are annoying and painful, and they need to stop! I feel the light coming from inside me before I actually see it. When it comes out, it’s pure white. White and beautiful. It erupts slowly at first. Then, in one big boom, it engulfs the city and keeps going in all directions.

My body shakes as the light shines brighter and brighter.

The light spreads.

Thankfully, the voices shut up.

All but one.







CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Hart

MY BROTHER IS DRIVING THE BLACK Charger down the little stretch of dirt that I’d never classify as a road.

Lucien hasn’t said a word to me since I threw his phone out the window.

And I can kinda get his point. I did throw away his form of communication, our only form of communication. And, yeah, maybe it would’ve been a good idea to use the GPS to find our way back to Crimson Ridge since we technically don’t know where we are or how to get back.

Still, all in all, I’m glad I threw it out the window.

At the very least now I don’t have to worry about Seth calling.

About Seth finding us.

Anything about Seth.

If I never had to think about that damn angel for the rest of my days, however long or short they may be, I’d be okay with that. Totally and completely okay with that.

I think Lucien feels the same way.

I sure hope he does.

He should if he has brain one in that melon of his.

I lean back in the seat and try to get comfortable. It isn’t hard since the seat is leather and soft and amazing. My old bones enjoy it. I enjoy it. Hell, I could go to sleep right now if not for the world ending.

Then again, if the world’s ending, wouldn’t it be best to be asleep at the time? That way I’d never have to see it. I’d never have to feel it or worry about it.

I won’t do it, of course.

I’m too good for that.

Too involved.

I have to save the girl and my brother and all that jazz. I’ll have to be the one that sacrifices for them. I don’t know how I know. I just do. It’s my job. My responsibility. I killed the world. I’m the one who made Gracen what she is, and I’m going to be the one to fix it.

I have to fix it and her, even if it means hurting myself. It’s the right thing to do.

“You are being scarily quiet.” Lucien drums his fingers on the wheel. The owner of the car had the oldies station playing, which means Nirvana is feeling their Teen Spirit. Yeah, the oldies station indeed.

I feel old.

“I could say the same thing about you.”

He shrugs, never taking his eyes off the road. “Nothing really to say.”

Now, that doesn’t seem right. There are tons of things we need to talk about. Tons. But I’m like him. I can’t seem to make any small talk about any of it. It all sounds so trivial now. I mean… in the scheme of things. I’ve already told him I’m sorry about Colleen. He has no idea how sorry. I don’t know if he believes me or thinks it was just a ploy to get out of the basement. I hope he believes me. It’s true. I’m sorry.

I’m sorry for so many things.

I can’t make myself tell him that, though.

Two little words mean nothing. I’m sorry. Really? I’m sorry… and that’s supposed to make it all better?

And my favorite: I’ll make it up to you.

How the hell would I ever make this up to Lucien? Gracen? How could I ever make it better for either of them? There’s no way.

He says nothing.

I say nothing.

Savage Garden wants me.

“I’m sorry.” I swear, the words surprise even me. One second I’m staring out the window at big black blobs—trees going by—and the next, it just came out. Had I not just told myself how stupid it was to say I’m sorry. It fixes nothing. The only thing it’ll do is open a huge can of worms that I don’t want to think about.

But the words are out now, and I can’t take them back.

You could cut the tension in the car with a knife, as the kids say. Lucien sits up straighter, and his nose flairs ever so slightly.

My heart feels exactly like it did in the house when we first went in, when I spent the better part of eternity in that closet having a panic attack.

I’m fixing to have another while I wait for my brother to say something, while I wish with everything that I have to be able to throw words back into my mouth.

Gracen told me once while I was pulling out her toenails in dream world that she wished she lived in a world with backspaces. How life, real life—not that life people lead on the Internet where you can be whoever and whatever you want to be without any consequences—would be so much easier with a backspace. You could erase your mistakes, all the stupid things you said, all the apologies that don’t mean anything. I’d use it all the time.

I wish I could use it now.

My heart wishes I could run away.

He clears his throat and cracks his neck. That’s uncomfortable. “I know.”

“You know? You know I’m sorry. Like I’m a sorry person, and you know it?”

He takes a second to glare at me before he focuses on the road and swerves to miss a tree that had fallen in the road. “No, jerk. Like I know you’re sorry.”

“What do you know that I’m sorry for?” It sounds snarky. I mean for it to be snarky. I’ve read that sometimes people use sarcasm as a coping mechanism. I’m using it because I have nothing else to hide behind. This is all very raw and very real, and I’ve run from these feelings for over one hundred years. I can’t run anymore.

I want to run some more.

I’m not ready for this conversation.

Why did I have to tell him that I’m sorry?

Because I am.

“Why don’t you tell me, Hart?”

I’ll kill him. Again.

“Come on. You said you’re sorry. Sorry for what exactly?”

“You know what…”

Apparently, he wasn’t done talking. “What are you sorry for specifically, Hart? Huh? The fact that you killed me? We’ve been over that. You listened to a stupid voice in your stupid head and thought the worst in me. You were looking for a reason to kill me.”

“No.” That’s not right… it’s not.

“No? See from where I’m sitting you were looking for a reason because you have blamed me all this time for what happened with Colleen!”

I stop. I just stare at him. That’s not… no. “Colleen? I don’t blame you at all for what happened with Colleen. Why would I? She… her death is on my head. Not yours. Never yours.”

“You say that now.” Lucien sniffs, and I’m afraid he’s fixing to cry.

God, please don’t let him cry. Big brothers shouldn’t cry. He’s the strong one. He always has been. I knew it then. I acknowledge it now.

“But I know how you looked at me then. Or rather didn’t. You couldn’t look me in the eyes for weeks after it happened. You blamed me.”

“No.”

“You did, and you should. And you went into the war ready to think the worst about me. Ready to believe anything. Looking for a way to get your revenge.”

“You have no idea how wrong you are.”

He scoffs. “Really? I don’t? Then how else do you explain it, Hart? Huh? Tell me! Explain it to me! You’ve hated me all these years. You believed that I shot you! That I would ever hurt you! You believed it so much… despised me so much… that you kept your humanity in Hell. That’s something I couldn’t even do. I lost myself there, and you kept your soul because you hated me so much you didn’t want to forget!”

“I was wrong.” It sounds almost as pitiful and pointless as I’m sorry. It hurts to not tell him the truth. I should. Colleen’s family is long gone. No one would be around to judge her. To judge us. Maybe it would make Lucien feel better to know that I never blamed him. Never. I couldn’t look at him… not from hate but from guilt. Because of my actions, Colleen died and no one could ever know.

Lucien is breathing heavily before he whips the steering wheel to the right, and we hit lots of bumps before we unceremoniously stop by the side of the dirt road. He jumps out of the car and walks into the light of the headlights while running his hands through his hair.

Well, looks like he’s having his own meltdown.

He stops pacing and stares into the darkness.

Might as well have this knock-down-drag-out over with. Truth be told, he has every reason in the world to hate me. I don’t blame him. I deserve it. So if he needs to do this, then he does.

I open my door and head toward the front of the car, but I stay in the shadows. Seems poetic. “You know… I was so excited when Father told me Mother was going to have a baby. So excited. I wasn’t terribly old myself, but I knew I wanted a brother so badly.”

“And you ended up with me.” I bow my head and kick some dirt with my shoe, or rather the shoe of whoever owned the house.

“And I ended up with you. You were so sickly. Took so much of Mother’s attention. Never happy. Always needing something.”

Sounds about right. I feel my chest tighten. I say nothing. He’s earned getting all of this off his chest.

“But no matter how much you needed, or how many times I caught Mother crying because she didn’t know how to help you, I never once stopped loving you. Never. We’d go outside by the pond and play in the old tree, do you remember that?”

I nod. It’s those times I miss the most. They are the times I tried to forget about in Hell because they reminded me that my brother was real, he was human, he was part of me, family. And not something or someone to get revenge on.

He nods back at me. He has yet to look in my direction. He’s leaning against the car with his hands in his jacket pockets. “I was so excited to have a brother. Someone to play with and share secrets with. Someone to play pranks with. Someone to never be alone with. And we were good together. Even through Colleen. We were good. We fought, but we were good.”

He shakes his head. “And then she died, and we weren’t.”

I bite my lip, willing the tears to not fall. He’s not wrong. But I never blamed him for Colleen. I blamed myself. I need to tell him…

Lucien keeps talking before I can find the words to tell him the truth. “Then the war came, and we went our separate ways. I remember thinking that maybe I’d see you on the battlefield. That maybe, just maybe, I’d get to see you, sneak over and talk to you. Hug you. It got lonely, Jessup. I missed my family. I missed you.”

“I missed you too,” I want to say. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to make words come out of my mouth again.

“Then I saw you. Across the battlefield. You’d been shot, and you were dying. Scared the hell out of me. I couldn’t lose you. I didn’t want to lose you. I remember thinking that, no matter what, I would carry you off that battlefield. Hell, I’d have taken you to the Confederate camp and risked being imprisoned if you would’ve been okay. That’s all I cared about… you being okay.”

“Can we stop?” My voice cracks. I can’t take it anymore. Lucien deserves to say all of this, yes, but I can’t handle it. A tear drops down my nose.

I can’t…

“And the next thing I saw was you with a gun. Pointed at me. And I remember thinking at first that you must be pointing at someone behind me. Surely you wouldn’t come after me. Surely… I was your brother, and I knew you hated me, but…”

“I never hated you.” He has to believe that. If he can’t believe anything else, he has to believe that. “I didn’t… I mean… I did when I thought you’d shot me, but I didn’t before then. I didn’t hate you. I hated myself. I hated everything about myself, Lucien. I wish you could see that. I wish you could see how sorry I really am. For Colleen. For all of it. You need to know the truth—”

“You never gave me the benefit of the doubt.” He shakes his head like I haven’t spoken. He’s lost in his own story, his own memories. Maybe he’s snapped. Maybe he’s just reliving it all over again. It isn’t like he remembered it the first time. He’s not had to think about it since that day. He lost his memory when he became an angel. I never forgot. Ever. “You just believed the lies. His lies. Believed that I’d actually shoot you. And you shot me back. Just like that. Just… like that.”

These tears need to stop. They aren’t doing me or him or the world any good. I can’t tell him I’m sorry anymore. There’s no need in it. I’ve said it. It doesn’t cover all my sins. It never will. “Lucien, I can’t take back what I did no matter how much I wish I could. If I could redo it, I swear to God that I would. Believe me. I will tell you everything. I swear it. But right now… right now, I can’t change it. If by the grace of God we actually survive and the world doesn’t end, you can do whatever you want to me. Beat me up. Kill me. Shun me. I don’t care. Whatever it is, I deserve it. But for right now, we have to get back in the damn car and get to Crimson Ridge to find Gracen before Seth does and—”

And… What is that?

He finally looks at me. I can see him out of the corner of my eye. Of course, my brother isn’t my primary concern at this very moment. It’s that incredibly bright ball of light coming toward us like a massive, fast moving storm cell. “Lucien…”

“Get in the car.” He’s around to the driver’s side before I can even process what he’s saying. I’ve seen that light before. It’s the same light that shot out of Gracen that kept us safe during the wreck. I don’t know if this light will protect me or hurt me.

“Hart! Get in the damn car!” Lucien doesn’t seem to want to find out.

I don’t either.

I slide in and don’t even have time to shut the door before Lucien has his foot on the gas. We are heading backwards, and dirt is flying from our tires and fogging the windshield.

It doesn’t shield it enough from the light.

We can still see it.

It’s coming.

And coming fast.

“Hold on…”

It’s the last thing Lucien says before we abruptly stop.

My head hits the dashboard, splattering blood all over it and me.

The sound of glass breaking fills the car. Sharp, painful shards pelt the back of my head. Lucien moans, slumped over in his seat, unconscious. His window is shattered, and there is red dripping from his cheek to his shirt.

“Lucien…” I grab his shoulder and shake him. He has to wake up. We have to get out of here before the light gets to us. “Lucien, come on man, hold on. It’ll be okay… just… don’t leave me.”

The light is right over the ridge from us, moving faster like a tsunami of white and, probably, death.

This is it.

Blood flows down my nose and onto my lips.

My head is pounding.

I hold on to Lucien and try my very best to make whatever sort of peace I can, since this is the end.

This is where I die.

Forever.

The light moves through the trees and covers the front of the car.

“I love you.” Lucien’s head is heavy on my shoulder. I hug him tighter. “I’m so sorry I did this to us.”

Like a coward, I shut my eyes.







CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Gracen

“STOP IT!” I SCREAM AT HER… at me… at the Abomination who is crouched down in the middle of the road with her hands over her ears. The light, the horrible bright light, is still coming from her like a pulsing energy. I remember that light. I did the same thing in the car on the day of the wreck. Only it wasn’t this long or this bright or this… deadly.

I run over and try to shake her shoulders. If I could just get her to listen. Get her to stop…

“She can’t hear you. No one can hear you. No one alive anyway.”

Her voice comes from behind me, and I turn as quickly as I hear it. She’s wearing a long white lacy dress with long sleeves and a high neck. Her dark hair is falling around her shoulders. Part of it is pulled back and little ringlets fall around her much too white face. The strangest thing of all is that she has yellow flowers in her hair. She looks like someone out of Hart’s time.

“Are you Colleen?”

She smiles. “Jessup talk about me much? I mean… did Hart?”

“Once. He took me to your grave.”

I flinch after I say it because no one wants to be reminded they have a grave. That’s one thing I’ll never have, a grave or a tombstone or anything like that. I’ll just be… here. Until the world ends by this bratty girl who is having a breakdown in the middle of the street.

Colleen doesn’t flinch like me. Instead, she smiles again. “That’s nice.”

That’s one way to think about it.

“After I died, both my boys lost their way.”

It’s hard to take my mind away from the blinding light that’s killing the world, but her speaking of her boys does the trick. “Your boys? As in both of them?”

“As in, I had feelings, very real feelings for both of them, truth be told. And those feelings ending up setting things in motion that I could have never seen coming.”

I watch the light coming from my body, and I have to say that’s an understatement. “You played them against each other.”

“No.” She’s very clear about that. “I didn’t.”

The Abomination stops screaming and falls to the ground. The light is gone. The world is black.

All I can see is Colleen, but I feel all kinds of eyes on me, though. All those souls. All looking at me like I did this. Like I killed them.

“Let’s get you inside.” Colleen reaches for my hand.

I’m actually all for that. I can’t take the eyes, the looks. I didn’t do this… she did.

But when I look down, I see my mom. Amelia in my mom’s body, I suppose.

She smiles.

She’s gone.

Disappeared.

So is the Abomination.

“Come on.” Colleen takes my hand, and the next thing I know, we are in my bedroom in my apartment. The door is shut. Everything looks the same, just like I’d left it when I left with Hart. “How did you do that?”

Colleen simply smiles.







CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Hart

WHEN MY EYES OPEN, I’M NO longer in the car. I’m no longer in the woods. Hell, I’m no longer sitting. I’m just sort of plopped there. Standing in the middle of an old rundown room that looks vaguely familiar, but not really.

A few candles light the room, candles are much more welcome than the bright light of death. I mean, I guess it would’ve lead to our death. It didn’t kill me before, but then again, she wasn’t as powerful then as she is now. Who knows what sort of damage it did?

Honestly, I bet HE does.

Seth Mitchell, aka brother of Cain and Abel.

Backstabbing angel to the fiftieth power.

He’s leaning in the doorframe with his teacher wear on. His arms are crossed over his chest, and he’s glaring at me.

I’ve got news for him. I can glare too.

And I’d glare longer if I didn’t hear Lucien moan from the sofa beside me.

He’s holding his leg, and his face has blood on it. The blood makes me remember mine, and I put my hand to my head. Instantly, I regret it. There’s a knot as big as an egg to the left of my temple, and blood is still oozing down my nose. I hate life.

“A thank you would be nice.” Seth looks at me when he says it. He must’ve hit his head incredibly hard too because there’s no way on Earth that I’d ever tell him thank you for anything. Except for maybe dying. I’d thank him for that. His death. Not mine. I have too many things to do before I reach my end. Young and bucket list and all that.

“When Hell freezes.”

My comebacks always sound better in my head.

“If it weren’t for me zapping you two idiots out of the car, the Abomination’s light would have destroyed you, just like she has destroyed everyone else in Crimson Ridge, in Muller County, in damn near all of Middle Tennessee.”

I was afraid of that, but I try not to let Seth know. “Before the white light didn’t hurt me or her. It protected us.”

His brows rise very high on his already incredibly big forehead. “You thought that light was going to protect you? How hard did you hit your head?”

Hard enough to feel woozy, that’s for sure. I stagger back until I find a chair, a moldy, musty, old leather chair that has seen better days, and I don’t care. I fall into it and cringe when layers of dirt come flying out. That does it. This chair will kill me. Kill me dead.

I’m a goner.

Not going to get the I-survived-the-current-Apocalypse t-shirt this round.

“Where are we?” Lucien asks the logical question, cause he’s all logical and smart and stuff.

“You don’t recognize it? Boys, I’m ashamed of you. You’re home.”

Home… home. I’d had so many homes over the last, well, forever. My apartment home with Gracen. My Willow home with the Sullivan family. A few odds-and-ends houses from time to time. Hell. My family home in Prospect.

My family home in Prospect.

“It was torn down.” I thought it had been, or I heard it had. Maybe I wished it had. “Then how do you explain sitting inside it, genius?” Seth is really getting on my nerves, and that’s saying a lot because my nerves can’t take much more from anybody.

I don’t have an answer, but I’ll sure give him the best smart-ass remark I can muster. Lucien beats me to it, not that his answer is smart-assy in the least. Smart. But yet not smart-assy. Suck up. “It has to be close to two hundred years old, Seth. How is it still standing?”

Seth looks at Lucien.

Then back to me.

Then to Lucien.

Then me.

“You boys seriously want an HGTV tour of your house before you will believe that it’s yours? I don’t know the details.”

We both keep staring at him.

“Okay, fine. I do know the details. It was renovated in the early 60s. It’s been abandoned since the late 90s. I think there was a murder here… or a suicide… or the bank foreclosed. I don’t remember. But it is your house.”

Good to know. Memory lane will be so much less painful here where Lucien was my brother instead of anywhere else. Maybe if I can just picture it as a horrible 60s house, and not my childhood home, then maybe I can get through this without having another panic attack… or without killing any of my present company, myself included.

“Why are we here then? Why are we in Prospect and not Crimson Ridge? The light came from that direction.”

Seth places his hands behind his back and starts to pace like he does in his lectures. I hate his lectures. “Because this is where we need to be. Trust me.”

Of all the words he could’ve chosen, those were the worst two. “I’m not trusting you, I’m not working with you, and I’m definitely not telling you where the book is. Can I make myself any clearer?”

One minute Seth’s in the doorway, and the next he’s kneeling eye level in front of me, so close I can smell his breath and see his bright blue eyes with the ring around them start to glow. Even Lucien sits up straighter and calls Seth by name. Seth doesn’t pay him any attention.

“Boy, you don’t have a choice.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Gracen

ONE MINUTE WE’RE STANDING OUTSIDE WATCHING my body have a complete breakdown and kill half the state, and the next we’re standing in my bedroom. I’m not sure which is worse.

A person would think that standing and watching herself kill everybody—well the ones she hadn’t already killed—would win in the worst-experience-ever category, and that person would be right.

However, I think I’m numb.

I hate what she’s doing, what I’m doing.

But there isn’t anything I can do to stop it.

I want to. I’d do anything if it meant stopping her and fixing all the mistakes we’ve made. I don’t see how that can happen. I don’t know how to fix it.

So instead of watching the world burn, I’m standing here freaking out because I’m back in my old room with the white walls and my messy comforter. I never took the time to fix my bed after I spent three days in my blood-induced coma. Hart was in such a dang hurry to leave that fixing my bed, a bed I never thought I’d see again, seemed a bit pointless.

I think that’s why being in my room is so hard right now. I never in a million years thought I’d get to see it again. When I walked out to go back to Prospect, I never thought I’d be back. I never expected my life to be normal again, not that this is normal. It isn’t. It’s so far from normal.

Then again, I suppose I’m better off than those other people in the world. They don’t know what’s happening. They’re just going on with their normal lives when, bam, they die. No warning. No nothing. No bang. No whimper. Just the end.

And if they’re anything like me, they’re stuck in the Abyss.

Not singing in Heaven.

Not burning in Hell.

Here… in the Abyss. In the gray nothingness that is nothing like I ever thought I’d be in.

I get why I can’t enter Heaven. The demon blood and all. The fact that I’m the Abomination doesn’t help matters much. But I don’t understand why they can’t enter Heaven. Why there are people in the Abyss with me, why Marcy is here. And Colleen.

Colleen.

I turn to face her, and she’s still there. Still standing like she’d been on the street.

Not smiling.

Not frowning.

Just… there.

I can see what Hart and Lucien saw in her. She’s beautiful, with the darkest eyes I’ve ever seen. “I don’t understand. Why are you in the Abyss with me? Why aren’t you in Heaven?”

I don’t ask why she’s not in Hell because that seems rude.

“Doesn’t matter.”

“Colleen…”

“What matters is getting focused and fixing the mess Hart made.”

“The mess Hart made? The mess we all made.”

She smiles sadly. “He was mine, Gracen. He and his brother, and I loved them both dearly. What I don’t love is what became of them after I died. What I don’t love is watching my family getting ripped out of Heaven. What I don’t…”

“Wait…” What the… “Ripped out of Heaven?”

Her head tilts to the side. “What did you think destroying everything means? Heaven is a thing. It’ll be destroyed along with everything else. When the Abomination is finished, nothing will be left.”

“Will everything go into the Abyss?” That sounds crowded… and horrible.

She shakes her head. “I have no idea. All I know is that I’ve seen people I haven’t seen in much too long and should’ve never seen again. Things are bad, Gracen. Bad everywhere, and it’s up to you to stop it. That’s why I’m here.”

“To help me stop it?”

She nods. “I’ve been in the Abyss a very long time. I know some of the short cuts. I learned by trial and error. You don’t have the time or the luxury. We have to get you to Seth.”

That one statement is the most surprising thing she’s said this entire time, or at least the thing that gets my attention the most. “Seth? No, not Seth. He tried to kill me.”

“Seth is the only thing, the only angel, who can save you. That can save us all.”

I stare at her, not sure what to say.

You’d think when the world ends, there’d be a lot of screaming. Car alarms at the very least should be blaring. Crying. Whaling. Something. I hear nothing. I think that’s the worst part—although there are so many worst parts—but the worst worst part is that there’s no sound except for Colleen talking, and now I’m not even convinced I’ve heard her at all. Maybe I’ve just been imaging her lips moving. Maybe I just heard her in my head.

But the thought that Seth is the one thing that can save everything is pretty hard to swallow. “Did he tell you that? He has a record of telling people lies and spinning the world on its side.”

“It’s true, though. Seth is a very powerful angel. All he needs is the book, and then he can fix things.”

“He did tell you, didn’t he?” I run my fingers through my hair and instinctively look at the mirror in my room on the dresser. I don’t except to see my blond hair like I used to have. I don’t even expect to see much of anything resembling what I looked like before.

But I do expect to see something, but there’s nothing.

No reflection.

Not a hint of movement.

Nothing.

I’m not anywhere anymore.

“He’s not wrong, Gracen. He can help.” Colleen sounds as brainwashed as Hart did when he thought Seth would help him get his revenge on his brother.

“I’m sure there are more powerful things in the world. Not him. You can’t trust him.”

“If you know any more powerful things we can call off hand, please, let me know. I’d be more than happy to give them a try, but for now, Seth is all we have.” She disappears from in front of me, and when she speaks again, she’s beside the window. The curtains moan on their rods by how hard she pulls them back. Moving things isn’t something I can do yet. I should learn how to do that.

“Look out there, Gracen! Look! See all those souls.”

I don’t have to look to remember all of them out there.

Colleen’s eyes narrow, and she disappears from in front of me. Then I’m pushed from behind toward the window, before she reappears in front of me, holding the curtain back again.

“Look, Gracen! Look what’s going on out there!”

I see it. I wish I didn’t. There are many more souls now. Wandering. Scared. Confused. Husbands and wives. Babies. Children. Marcy. Marcy is sitting with her back to the building across the street. Her knees are pulled up to her chest, and she’s rocking very slowly. Her eyes are trained straight ahead. I think she’s had a mental break. I think we all will soon.

“I can’t help her.”

I try to turn away, but Colleen grabs my wrist in a death grip and pushes me until my face is touching the glass. “Look at them! Look. That’s what you did to them. You, not Seth.”

“Seth made me.” Like she needs reminding. Maybe she didn’t know that. I don’t think she’ll care.

I’m right. “And he was wrong to do so. What you are is a thing that should never exist. But you do, and now we all, everything that has died and will die, everything in Heaven and in Hell, the Devil… God… we all have to deal with it. We all have to stop it. And I’m telling you, Miss Sullivan, that in order to do that, we need you to quickly learn how to maneuver in the Abyss. We need the book to get any kind of answers. And we need Seth to work his powers. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes.” I can’t fight her off because I have no idea how to make things move now. I need her to help me learn, but I don’t need her to tell me that working with Seth is a good idea. It isn’t. And I won’t. She doesn’t need to know that, though.

“Good.” She moves back, and I do too. I would say it was nice to breathe again, except I can’t breathe. I haven’t since I left my body. “Lesson the first, we need to teach you how to move objects and, truth be told, how to move from place to place. What did you do before?”

I shrug. “No idea. I got scared because these people were coming after me, and I closed my eyes and pictured my apartment. Boom. I was there.”

“Well, you have part of it down. The closing your eyes and picturing where you want to be, but we need to work on accuracy. You need to get to the exact place you want at the exact time you want. It took me years to perfect it. You have five minutes.”

Story of my life.

“Okay, first things first. Pay close attention. When you want to hold or move something, it isn’t as simple as just holding it. You have to mentally tell your hand what to do. For example think, ‘There is a cup. I will grab it. It will have weight. I will wrap my hand around it. I will pick it up. I will not let it fall.’“

That sounds incredibly… stupid.

“It works. Trust me.”

She trusts Seth. I can’t say she’s someone I really want to trust. I don’t see as I have any other choice.

“We don’t have time to try it out. Just remember those steps. In the real world, things are solid. There’s no question about it. Here, in the Abyss, you have to tell yourself that they’re solid. You have to remind your body that you are whole, that you can move things, and that there’s no way you’re going to let the things defeat you.”

I nod, terrified that I won’t be able to move things when the time comes. I don’t know what time that will be, but in my experience, time always comes. Whether you’re ready for it or not.

“Lesson the second, where do you want to be, Gracen?”

I clear my throat and have every intention of telling her I want to be wherever the Abomination is so I can stop her. I want to tell Colleen that I’m ready to fight no matter what, and if I have to stuff my soul back into our body through the Abomination’s mouth with a crowbar, I’ll do it…

Instead, I say, “I want to be with Hart.”

A soft smile pulls on her lips, and her face looks warm again. Not the scary, determined you-will-do-this expression she’s worn for the past few minutes. “Don’t we all.”

“I don’t mean…”

She takes my hands in hers. I can feel the heaviness of it. It’s strange. This entire time, I’ve felt light. My hands have felt light, and I keep just passing through things. This time, I feel solid, and I have no idea if it’s Colleen causing it or me. I’m guessing Colleen since I have no idea what I’m doing.

“Close your eyes and focus on Hart. Don’t focus on where you think he is, but focus on him. On his soul. On his spirit. Relax your mind. Get all of the other clutter out of there. Release all your fear. All your anger. All your insecurities… all your guilt. Only focus on Hart. Focus on your feelings for him. Focus on his feelings for you.”

It’s incredibly difficult to push past all the fear and anger. Especially the guilt. I have so much guilt. All of those souls out there are lost because of me.

“Focus.” Her voice is nice and calming. She’s rubbing her fingers over my knuckles. “Focus on Hart’s smiling face.”

I don’t know if I’ve ever seen Hart’s smiling face…

Yes, I have. At the motel. He smiled at me. That was Sam, though. Hart in Sam’s body. He’s smiled at me at the farmhouse… in my dreams.

He would stand me up while the wind flew through my hair, pull me toward him. I’d have to lean back to look at him because he’s so tall. He’d look down at me like I meant the world to him.

He means the world to me.

My mind feels empty except for that dream. I focus on Hart’s smile, on the gentle wind, on the sweet smell of spring flowers. I focus everything I have there.

My hands fall to my side. The hands that were holding them are gone. My eyes fly open, and I notice that I’m not in Kansas anymore.

I’m not in my apartment or anywhere I’ve ever seen.

Colleen is gone.

Replaced by three strapping men. Well, two strapping men and an old fogie.

I made it.

I made it to Hart.

He’s not dead! He looks okay. Well, semi-okay. He’s here. I don’t know how he’s here, but he is. He looks different—like himself. I don’t know how, and I don’t know why. It doesn’t matter. I made it to him!

I yell Hart’s name, and he doesn’t even flinch.

My heart sinks.

This isn’t good… not good at all.







CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Lucien

MY HEAD IS POUNDING.

It’s not a pleasant feeling.

I haven’t had a headache, body ache, any sort of sickness since I died all those years ago. One of the perks of being an angel.

One of the many perks of being an angel.

Some people might not be all about the Heaven life, but for me, I loved it. I miss it. When all of this is over, I want to go back to Heaven. Not just Heaven. I want to be an angel. I want to do good and help people.

Not that what I did with Seth was good… not that disobeying Tina was good. It wasn’t, and the world will burn for it. Heaven would never take me back. Even if I didn’t have demon blood in me. Even if I were the same Lucien I used to be, it wouldn’t want me back. I guess we all have a hand to play in the end of the world. Seth is Gracen’s father, the angel who had sex with a human. Hart is the demon who gave her the blood that changed her. I’m the angel who was too stupid and too self-confident and so prideful that I didn’t listen to a direct order from Tina. She wanted me to take care of Gracen while she was still human, but I couldn’t. I liked her, was fascinated with her, and I didn’t want to take her away from the world if I had any other choices.

I made the wrong choice.

One person’s life isn’t worth all the countless others who have died today because of her.

So a little headache in the scheme of things is small potatoes. Nothing. I deserve much more.

My brother deserves a lot more.

I lean my head back against the arm of the couch and tilt my head toward Hart and Seth’s little pissing contest. Hart is slouching in his chair, and Seth is kneeling in front of him. If looks are any indication, I believe Seth is going to rip Hart’s head off. Too bad he can’t, because if he does, he’ll never find the book. The one book that maybe—and that’s a big maybe—bring some order back into the world. It might stop Gracen like I should’ve done myself before it all got out of hand.

That’s on me.

That’s my burden.

That’s the thing I have to bear.

“I’ll never trust you again.” Hart’s voice is very low and deep and, I’ll admit it, scary. He sits up and pushes Seth in the chest. Seth, being a big bad angel, doesn’t budge. Bet Hart is really missing his demon powers right about now. I know I’m missing my angel ones.

“You don’t have a choice.” Seth bites back. The snarkiness is over. It’s time to get real. Bad things are happening all around, and it’s time to get over our issues and work on a plan.

Except I don’t see these two doing that.

“The hell I don’t have a choice. The last time I trusted you, I shot my brother, became a demon, and killed the world.”

He has a point.

“Well, this time you should listen better.”

Hart’s fist balls up, and I’m fairly sure he’s going to punch Seth’s lights out. Or at least try. He won’t get far, if I know Seth. And I know Seth.

Seth keeps right on talking. “We’ve been around and around this, boy. You don’t have to like it. I sure don’t like it, but it’s what has to be done to keep the Abomination from destroying the world. She’s already killed thousands of people. We have to stop this bickering before she kills more. You know I’m right. You know we have to stop her before she stops everything else.”

Hart is breathing heavily. His chest looks like it might explode. I feel like mine will. I don’t have as strong of feelings for Gracen as Hart seems to have, but it seems an impossible choice. I don’t envy him. Not on this matter anyway.

Hart’s nose flares slightly. “We need to get her soul back inside her body.”

Seth blinks a few times. “We… what?”

Hart bites his bottom lip so hard I expect to see blood trickling down his chin like it is from his forehead. “We get her soul, and we put it back inside her body. Then she makes the Abomination stop.”

“You really think that’ll work?” They both look at me like they’ve both forgotten I’m here. No hard feelings. I’d like to forget I’m here too.

“I think it’s the only choice we have.” Hart sounds very, very serious. I don’t like it when he sounds serious.

Seth shakes his head and paces toward the door. “Let’s say we take you up on your rather insane idea and attempt it. We have no idea how to put Gracen’s soul back inside her body. You hid the book, remember? We have no idea if how to rejoin her body and soul is even in there.”

“It has to be. Something in that book has to help.” Hart heads toward the door.

Seth stops him. “Where do you think you’re going?”

My thoughts are that he’s going to go get the book. Guess he’s decided to trust us after all. I hope that’s a smart move on his part. “Get out of my way.” Hart tries to move past Seth, but Seth just moves back to block the other side of the door.

“Not until you tell me where the book is, so I can zap over to get it and bring it back here.”

“Why don’t I believe you?”

“Why wouldn’t you believe me?”

I have a feeling Hart’s blood pressure is going sky high. “Get out of my way, you stupid son of a bitch angel.”

“Not until you tell me where the book is, you stupid son of a bitch human.” He says human like it’s the lowliest word on the planet. It is.

Hart’s had enough. He balls up his fist, pulls back, and as if we are in slow motion, he hurls his fist toward Seth’s jaw.

I yell his name and try to jump up and stop him.

I hear a glass break from the kitchen. Nobody is in the kitchen.

It is loud enough to get Hart’s attention. He doesn’t let Seth go, but he holds on to him with one hand balled up in the professor’s vest.

I look at Hart.

Hart looks at me.

“She’s here, Mr. Blackwell.” Seth smirks. “Gracen is here in the house with us.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Hart

HE’S TRICKING ME. THAT’S THE FIRST thing I think when Seth says Gracen is there. She’s not there. She can’t be there. Why, in all the world and in all the places, would she be here with us?

“No, she’s not. You lying bastard.” I push him back against the doorframe. Guess he’s too busy pretending to see ghosts to stop me.

Seth points. “She’s right behind you.”

I’ll break his finger. If he so much as points again, it’s gone.

“Stop… just stop. I don’t know what game you’re playing, but it’s cruel. Incredibly cruel, and you need to stop.” To make my point even clearer, in case he needs it, I wrap my fingers around his neck and start to squeeze. It won’t kill him. But it’ll make me feel better. I think it’ll make me feel better. God, I hope it makes me feel better.

Lucien yells my name, but I don’t stop. I can’t stop until Seth stops lying. He’s gotten away with it long enough. I’m not putting up with it. Not anymore. It needs to stop.

“She wants you to stop.” He grunts through his limited breath.

“I bet she does.”

“No, she really does. She wants you to stop because she doesn’t want you hurting her father.”

I knee him in the stomach for that.

“Okay, maybe that’s not what she said, but she doesn’t want you to hurt me. She says things are bad in Crimson Ridge, and she thinks I’m the only one to put an end to it.”

“Now I know you’re lying. There is no way on God’s green Earth that Gracen would ever side with you. On anything. I think I know her better than that.”

Seth doesn’t try to fight me off. Why would an alligator fight off a gnat? Instead, he snaps his fingers, and I flinch. When an angel snaps his fingers at you, it can’t be good. Those things are powerful, and they can, in theory, make you either burst into flames or send you places you don’t want to go.

Seeing the fear I can’t hide, Seth smirks. “Turn around.”

Um… no thanks. I’ll stand right here with my hands wrapped around his neck, thank you.

“Hart.” It’s Lucien this time. Like I need to be reminded of my name. “You need to see this.”

“Don’t tell me you’re on his side too? You can’t be buying this… not you…”

The stream of words won’t connect from my brain to my mouth. I think I’ve said everything that needs to be said about fifteen thousand times today. I’m not helping Seth. I’m not bringing him the book. I’m not doing anything to hurt Gracen. I’m not…

“Hart? You’re alive?”

I quit squeezing Seth’s neck.

In fact, I quit everything.

I’m suddenly very aware of every molecule in my body because they’re all vibrating.

I look up at Seth, who simply nods.

It can’t be her.

Not here. I’m not that lucky.

“Hart?” She says again, and I close my eyes to let the sound linger. I had put on a brave face and kept saying that I would see her again. Hold her again. Touch her again. A small part of me never thought I’d actually ever see the day that it would happen. I never thought I’d actually get to see her or touch her. I never thought I’d hear her voice…

I let Seth’s neck go, and I turn.

There, standing next to the chair I had just been sitting in, in the glow of the candle placed on the little end table, stood Gracen. My Gracen.

In living color.

“Does it suck to be wrong all the time?”

Seth can bite me.

I’m to her in two seconds. I don’t care that I’ve never actually touched her as Hart or that I’ve never truly let my feelings be known. All I care about is pulling her to me and giving her a big hug. I need to hug her. I think she needs it too. I need her to need it too.

A second after I reach her, I’m on the other side of her.

Walked through her like she wasn’t even there.

“She’s a soul, Hart. Like a ghost. You can’t touch her. She can’t touch you. You wouldn’t even be able to see her if not for me, so how about giving me a little credit?” Seth straightens his tie and his shirt while he speaks. I can see him doing it, even though I’m looking at Gracen. Looking right through her.

“Fine. I’ll give you a little credit.” I don’t care that it isn’t as snarky as I want. I don’t care about Seth at all right now. I have Gracen with me, and that’s all that matters.

That’s all that has ever mattered.

“Don’t give him too much credit.” I like snarky Gracen. Seth’s glare lets me know that he doesn’t appreciate it very much. “Seth didn’t get me here. Colleen did.”

I stop and stare at Gracen. “Colleen? You saw Colleen?” Fear fills me. Fear and panic and all sorts of bad thoughts. What if Colleen told Gracen everything? What if she told her about how I’m responsible for her death? What if… what if Gracen can never love me again?

What if she never truly did?

What if…

Seth doesn’t stop for my panic attack. “I’m the reason those idiots can see you. If it weren’t for me, they’d never know you were here.”

“I broke a glass.”

“Mice can break glasses.” He counters. “Without me, you’d be nothing more than a residual haunting.”

She steps toward Seth. The old floorboards don’t even creak. “Without you, there wouldn’t be any Abominations in the first place.”

Touché.

Then again, without Seth and his little revenge plan on God, there never would’ve been a Gracen. There never would’ve been a person for me to love. Not again. Not after Colleen. It’s so strange to both love and loathe something. I love Gracen, and I loathe myself for what I did to her. I loathe Seth for what he did to me and Lucien, but a part of me feels grateful that Seth did what he did. Without it, there would never have been a Gracen for me to love.

Life is weird.

Even when you’re dead.

“Can we not do this right now?” Lucien sits on the edge of the couch and places his palm to his forehead. The pain has to be pretty intense or he never would show that he’s hurting. Maybe he’s just too tired and stressed and whatever we all are to try to hide it.

Personally, I wish he’d hide it. I don’t want to think of my big brother as hurting. I want to think of him as someone who is ready to do what has to be done—except for hurting Gracen—because that means he’s healthy. It means he’s sharp.

It doesn’t mean he’s as green as he is now. “You okay?” I ask the stupidest question in all of creation. I step around Gracen, because stepping through her is weird, and sit down on the coffee table in front of him. He doesn’t try to back away or shrug me off or smack me. He just sits there with his head down.

“Not really.”

“Yeah, steering wheels can really be bitches to foreheads.” I can’t help but remember the last car accident I was in. The branch stuck through my midsection, back when I was a demon and things like that were no worse than a toothpick stabbing the meaty part of your thumb. That white light saved us, Gracen and me. That’s why it’s so hard to wrap my mind around the fact that that same light wiped out everybody it touched.

Maybe I’m missing something.

I have to be missing something.

Seth said it was because she was stronger now. What if that isn’t it? What if there is something else going on? If I’m not careful, I’m going to be in the same shape as Lucien.

“Tell me about it. My eyes feel really funny.”

“They are old eyes. I imagine it would be weird if they felt normal.” I try to make light of the situation because that’s what I do. I make light of things when what I really want to do is turn and run the other direction.

I can’t run. My brother needs me. Gracen needs me.

Such a strange turn of events.

I take Lucien’s face in my hands and tilt his chin up until I can see his eyes. In the candlelight I can see things aren’t great. His pupils are dilated, and I think he might have a concussion. During moments like this, I wish I’d used my considerable time to go to medical school instead of tricking young girls into committing suicide.

Hindsight and all.

“Here, lie down.” I push him back gently and put his feet up on the couch. “Keep your eyes closed and try to relax. Don’t go to sleep though. I think sleeping is bad.”

Seth snickers. “Look at you being all Florence Nightingale.”

“Go to Hell.” It isn’t much of a comeback. Truth be told, I don’t care about comebacks. I want my brother to be okay, and I want Gracen to not be a hovering clear… thing.

“If we don’t stop the Abomination, we will all go there. One way or another.”

I’ve just about had it with him…

“He’s right.” Gracen stops me in my tracks. She can’t be serious right now.

“He’s not right. He’s never been right. About any of this.”

Lucien seems to be settled, as much as he’s going to settle at the moment, so I get up and go back toward Gracen.

It’s so difficult not to be able to touch her.

Back when she was human, and I was Sam, I had every opportunity to reach out and take her hand. More times than not, I didn’t. I told myself it was because I was doing what Seth wanted. I was hurting her like Seth wanted so I could get my revenge on my brother. In reality, I think I was scared. What if she found out about me? She’d hate me. She should hate me.

And then my little pretend life would be over.

I liked being Sam.

I liked being Gracen’s boyfriend.

I liked everything about it.

I hate that I didn’t kiss her enough.

I hate how much I hurt her.

I hate that I never pulled her into my room and made love to her.

I hate so much.

I hate myself more than anything.

Except I can’t dwell on that now. Gracen is here. I’m not sure how long she will hold out, though. And I think we’re all on the same page about putting her soul back in her body. Well, I’m not sure if her soul is okay with it… we should probably talk about it. I hope she doesn’t freak out and disappear.

“I saw her,” she says, getting my attention. Seth’s too. He’s right next to me before I know what’s going on. That old man can move when he needs to.

“You saw who?” I already know, but I guess I just feel like saying something dumb.

“Me… her… the Abomination. She was in our apartment.”

Gracen looks at Seth. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything—human, demon, angel, or soul—look so sad. “I saw her kill everything.”

“How?” Seth puts his hands behind his back. I can see the wheels turning in his old professor head. That can either be really good or really bad.

“She got really upset. I think the voices were getting to her.”

“Voices?”

“Lucien, stop listening and relax.” I warn. I can’t worry about him on top of everything else.

“Hart, stop bossing and shut up. Gracen, what voices?”

“The voices of all the other people she killed or took their souls from their bodies or something. I don’t know what she’s doing. I don’t know if she knows what she’s doing. I think she’s scared.”

“Scared? The Abomination can’t be scared.” Seth scoffs.

“I’d be scared if I were here,” Gracen says sadly.

If I could only hug her and make it better.

I’d give anything to make it better.

“Marcy was one of the souls. I talked to her.”

I really wish she hadn’t mentioned Marcy. Lucien sat up straight and winced from his idiotic move. “Marcy’s dead?”

Marcy and Lucien were TAs for Professor Mitchell. Lucien is visibly torn up over her death. Seth? Well, Seth doesn’t even flinch.

“What made her stop?” Seth asks like he never heard anything about the girl he used to spend a lot of time with.

Gracen’s eyes find mine. “Amelia. She made her stop.”

“Amelia.” Of course it was her. Of course it was. Like things can’t get any worse than to bring Amelia into it. I’d almost forgotten about her. I guess I figured she’d disappeared somewhere, into some deep hole in the world to hide out and wait for the end of days and hope she didn’t get stuck in the fall. I should’ve known she had some plan up her sleeve. She normally does.

I wish I were more like my mother.

“Yeah. I don’t know where they went or what they’re doing, but I know they disappeared together. Amelia still has my mother.” Gracen looks up to Seth. “Do you think my mother is still alive in there?”

Please don’t answer that… please don’t answer that.

“I have no idea.” Seth actually sounds sympathetic, which isn’t something I expected. “I hope she is. Believe it or not, I was fond of your mother. I wouldn’t have chosen her otherwise.”

“That’s… disturbing to know.” Gracen shivers. “What I need to know is can we stop the Abomination? Is there any way or form or spell or anything that we can do to make her stop?”

“You might not like it,” Seth says before I can stop him.

Seth’s simple stupid statement gives Grace the one thing I don’t want her to have—hope. Hope is a dangerous thing. The most dangerous thing on the planet. Hope kills more dreams than anything. Hope, if we aren’t very careful, will kill the world.

“So there’s a plan?” Gracen’s eyes light up like Christmas trees.

“No… no, not exactly.” I back peddle.

She looks from Seth to me… and from me to Seth. “Is there a plan or not?”

I say no at the same time Seth says yes.

He pops me on the back of the head.

I elbow him in the stomach.

Fun times.

“Hart, tell me. Don’t try to protect me or think that I can’t handle it. I can handle it. I promise, but I need you to be honest with me. Is there a plan? Is there any way to stop her? Is there anything I can do?”

I take a very long deep breath. She won’t be satisfied if I lie and tell her no. She won’t stop until she finds some way, period.

“Seth thinks there’s a small chance—incredibly minute, a chance so small it doesn’t even matter—that we might be able to put your soul back into your body. You take back control, and you don’t end the world.”

Gracen turns and paces toward the kitchen. “I’m in.”

Of course she is. “Did you not hear the part about the small, minute chance?”

“All I heard was chance. And that’s all we have right now.”

I can’t believe this. No, actually I can believe this. This insanity is always where we were headed. Gracen, being all filled with guilt, is going to do something stupid and horrible to save the world, and I’m going to have to do something stupid and horrible to save her.

The circle of life.

“I was there, Hart. I saw what she did to those people. I had all their souls looking at me like I was a monster. I know that if I can stop it, then I’m going to try. I can’t sit around and do nothing so if Seth has a plan, let’s hear it. The time for grudges is over.”

The time for grudges is never over. “It’s not like that, sweetheart. I’m not holding a grudge on Seth.”

“Could have fooled me.” That wasn’t even far enough under his breath for it to count as under his breath.

“It’s about being realistic and practical. You know the old saying: fool me once, shame on me. Fool me twice? Well, darlin’ this is our twice. We’ve… I trusted Seth once, and everybody in this room has suffered for it. I can’t do that again.”

“It’s not just up to you.” My brother is trying to sit up and throw his two cents in. I don’t want his two cents. I know he’ll throw them Seth’s way, and no, I don’t have any other plans, but I know we can’t trust Seth.

I know that.

I don’t think we have a choice.

“Hart, Seth has as much to lose here as we do, right, Seth?” He doesn’t answer at first. He just stands there with his hands behind his back and his eyebrow raised at me. I hate it when he does that. “Right… Seth?”

“Right.” I don’t know if he’s trying to make me feel better about life, but he isn’t. Not by a long shot. “All we need is the book…”

“The book?” Gracen is in front of me before I know what’s going on. It’s weird looking through her and into the eyes of Seth. I guess no weirder than any of this, still… weird. “I know where the book is.”

If I could grab Gracen by the arm and drag her away for a private conversation, I’d do it. This isn’t one of those things you just blab to people. Especially not people like Seth.

“Gracen.” I warn.

She either doesn’t get it or doesn’t care. “I saw it at my apartment. The Abomination had it.”

Seth speaks to me right through Gracen. That has to be strange for her. “You took it to your apartment?”

I shrug. Not like I had a terribly long time to hide it.

“Yeah, well, it’s gone now.”

“What do you mean?” I don’t think I’ve ever seen Seth afraid. Even at the Hell gate. He wasn’t afraid. Interested, maybe. Mad as hell, yeah. But not really afraid. Even in Gracen’s bedroom with Amelia, he didn’t seem afraid. Now, though, I can see it written all over his face. He’s afraid of what’s going to happen, afraid of what he’s created.

Doctor Frankenstein is afraid of his monster.

“I mean I saw her take the book out back and burn it.”

Seth tilts his head to the side. “Burn it? You saw the book burn?”

Gracen nods. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. If I could’ve gotten it out of the fire, I would have. I… The Abomination said that nothing could stop her now. I think we’re up a creek, Professor Mitchell.”

I can see the wheels turning in Seth’s big cranium. “Maybe. Maybe not. In your backyard you say?”

“What are you thinking?” Because if it isn’t “Hey, I’m going to help these people I screwed,” then it is the wrong kind of thinking.

“Nothing. I’m thinking nothing.”

How did I ever believe anything Seth said? He’s a horrible liar.

“You’re going to go after the book, aren’t you?” Lucien puts the pieces together before I do. Even with a concussion, he’s faster than me. I’m not happy about this.

“There’s nothing to go after. The book is gone. Burned up. It won’t do you any good. And what if it wasn’t? The only thing it mentioned about an Abomination was that it could only be stopped by a human heart, and we have no idea what that means.” Gracen has a very good point.

“I think one would have to actually read the book slowly and not skim it on the floor of some rundown hotel room in order to fully comprehend the word of God.” I think he’s going to go after it. I think I’ll need to stop him.

“You aren’t going after that book.” I step in front of Gracen, like I could even protect her, and glare at Seth. “I won’t let you.”

He laughs. Actually laughs. “Like you can stop me. You’re human now. Weak as a kitten. If not for me dragging your sorry butts out of the car, your little girlfriend would’ve killed you with the light. So you can take your little threats and your distrust, and you can shove it. We need to at least see if the book is there.”

“And bring it back here?” Gracen asks, walking up to my side. “Bring it back here so I can help you stop her. Right?”

He doesn’t answer.

“You aren’t doing anything to Gracen before we can figure out how to save her soul.” My fist balls up, and I’m ready to knock him out if I have to. The world is one thing. I’m all for saving the world, but a world without Gracen Sullivan? No, I’m not ready to live there. I thought she was dead, and that was the worst feeling I’ve ever felt in my life. I can’t do it again. I won’t do it again.

If we can’t save Gracen, we aren’t saving everybody.

Let it burn.

Let it all burn.

I expected a comeback. What I got was the sound of wings flapping, and then Seth was gone.

I yell his name, but I know he won’t answer. He’s probably already at the apartment. He probably already has the book, the book I bet wouldn’t burn. And he’s already trying to figure out how to destroy the Abomination and his daughter in the process.

“We have to stop him,” I tell Lucien. He’s so pale, even through the lamp’s light. Much too pale. Oh God, he can’t do this to me now.

“He’ll be out of Crimson Ridge before you can even get down the steps on the porch. We just have to trust that he won’t do anything to jeopardize the world.”

“It isn’t the world I’m worried about.” I turn around and face Gracen. Face her soul. It’s much brighter than I thought it would be. I thought maybe I’d made it dark with all the things I’d done to her, all the things she had me do. All the feelings she’d had. But it isn’t dark. It’s bright. She’s glowing. She’s beautiful.

She’s crying.







CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
The Abomination I SHOULD CARE THAT SHE’S INSIDE my mother.

It seems the logical thing to care about. One of the most powerful demons in Hell is in my—in Gracen’s— mother’s body and I can’t seem to care.

The only thing I care about is that she took me away from all that screaming, all that pain. Pain I caused.

It isn’t like I wanted to leave or even thought about it. I just wanted it to stop. And it did.

And Amelia brought me here.

The Hell gate.

Nice and quiet and peaceful.

I don’t think I can hurt anybody here.

Or maybe this is where I end it all.

Amelia sits down on the rocks that surround the glass, which covers the gate. It’s funny how she looks like Gracen’s mom, but she doesn’t. Her eyes are different. The way she carries herself is different. It’s her, but it’s not.

Like me. I look like Gracen, but I’m most certainly not her. Thank the Lord.

“Why did you bring me here?”

She smiles. “Can’t a mother spend time with her daughter?”

That’s about as wrong of an assessment as this can get. “Sure they can. But I’m not Gracen and you aren’t Ruby, so this isn’t bonding?”

It takes her a minute before she says anything, and in that minute, I swear I hear something in the caves behind me. A rat, probably. A really, really big rat. I wonder if I’ve killed the animals too like I’ve killed the people? I wonder which one I should mourn the most: animals or people.

“I brought you here because you’re missing the big picture. You’re just reacting to things, to feelings, and not doing anything with a plan.”

“A plan?”

“You’re the most powerful thing the world has ever seen. Ever. You don’t need to just use your powers when you are freaking out over something. My God, girl, you need a plan. A vision. A cause.”

“I thought my cause was to destroy the world.”

Amelia smiles warmly at me. “Only if you want it to be.” She stands up and starts walking toward me. “You can take this curse and do something good with it. You don’t have to make everything burn. You can change it. Change your destiny.”

“Change it to what? Your destiny? Is that why you brought me down here?” I know I should move away. I don’t have a soul or a heart, so moving back should be easy. I’m not attached to this woman in any sort of way. She’s Gracen’s family—Hart’s, not mine.

Not…

Amelia touches my cheek, and I instinctively lean into her touch and shut my eyes. I don’t know what’s going on, but just for a split second I want to feel whole, loved, complete. I haven’t cared about anything since my soul left; that annoying, whining little Gracen who never stood up for herself and would do anything to make people like her. And now here I am, allowing Amelia to manipulate me.

Because I know deep down that’s what she’s doing. She manipulating me so I will do what she wants. And what she wants is for me to open the Hell gate, let everything down there out so she can rule over them all.

Big career goals, this one.

I know her plan.

I know she’s using me.

I can’t seem to care.

I place my hand on top of hers gently and open my eyes.

“What do you want me to do?”







CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Gracen

“WHAT DO YOU WANT ME TO DO?”

The old tree we are standing under looks exactly like the old tree I used to dream about. Except now I can’t see the whole picture. Only what the lantern will allow me to see. I never thought I’d miss the sun so much. The sun… Oatmeal… my body.

I miss a lot of things.

I miss being about to touch things. Funny how people take that for granted until they no longer have the ability to touch anything. I’m standing here with Hart, but I’m not. It’s like we’re in two different dimensions. I suppose we are.

He’s in the real world. Leaning against the tree, breaking a twig into a bunch of little pieces, and looking up at the dark, cloud-covered sky like it holds some sort of key to the universe.

I’m in the Abyss. Everything is the same, black and white and gray. Everything is distorted just a tad. Just enough to make me feel uneasy. Course, I think I’d feel uneasy anyway. I don’t know where Seth went. That’s not true. I know where he went. He went to get the book. What he’ll do with it, I don’t know. For all I know I could be standing here talking to Hart when, boom, I’m cast somewhere else and destroyed.

It makes me sad to think about it.

But if it saves the world, who am I to complain?

Me.

My feelings for Hart.

They don’t matter in the big picture.

People are dying.

If I can stop it, no matter the cost, I have to do it. There’s no other way around it. Do I want to leave Hart? No. Not when I’m just now realizing my feelings for him—those feelings I never actually realized until it was too late. We have things we need to talk about, things I’m pretty sure neither of us want to talk about, not with however long we have in this world. But we need to talk about them—it—whatever is going on between us. It has to be addressed and realized before we can deal with all the rest.

I have to know that Hart is willing to do whatever it takes to take down the Abomination, even letting me go. He made me a promise once that he wouldn’t let me kill my mother. I took it to mean that he would kill me first. Turns out, he had other ideas.

Things like that can’t happen when we go after the Abomination. We have to be on the same page, even if that page is the saddest, most painful in the book.

“Hart…”

“Don’t.” He stops me before I can say anything else. He’s still breaking the twig into small pieces.

“Hart, we have to talk.”

“Talk about what? There’s nothing to talk about.”

“Nothing… nothing to talk about? I killed you, Hart!”

Hart flinches but doesn’t say a word. Whatever wall he’s putting up, whatever game he’s playing, it needs to end and end now. It doesn’t do anybody any good, and who knows how much time we have left.

If I could grab him and shake him, I would. “Damn it, Hart. Talk to me! Please.”

He throws the remaining microscopic part of the twig on the ground and finally looks me dead in the eyes. His gaze is white hot, electric, terrified. “What do you want me to say, huh? You took Seth’s side over mine.”

“Seth is the only way we can stop the Abomination. You know that.”

“What I also know is that he doesn’t give two shits about you. He could, right at this very moment, be doing something stupid the book told him to do. There’s no telling what’s going to happen to you, and you don’t even care!”

“I don’t care!” I didn’t mean to yell. I didn’t want to spend the rest of my time with Hart yelling at him. Seems to be where we are, though. Maybe yelling at him is easier than facing whatever we have between us.

“And that’s the problem, Gracen. In a nutshell, that’s our problem.” Hart is breathing heavy, and he’s looking down at me like it physically hurts him to do so. “You are much too good for this world, do you know that? You… You would sacrifice yourself—hell, you already did, if I hadn’t screwed it up—so others could live. You don’t want to be alive if it means hurting other people in the process.”

“What exactly are you saying? Because I’m not following.”

He takes a deep breath and reaches out toward my face. His fingers tickle as they pass through my skin. He sighs as tears fill his eyes, and he pulls his hand away.

“You may be okay with sacrificing yourself for others. But I’m not okay with losing you.”

I stare at him, unable to form words. I have lots of words, lots of things going around my mind. Mainly how this isn’t right. How we can’t have these feelings for each other. He tortured me. Hurt me…

He kept me safe.

He kept my family safe.

He took care of me.

He never hurt me outside my dreams, and even then, it was my own brain doing what my crazy brain did.

This is all too fast, too quick. How could a stupid curse know I love someone before I did? I can’t love him.

I can’t…

He runs his fingers through my skin again, and I shiver. I want more than anything to reach out and touch him, actually touch him. Like I did with the glass when I wanted him and Seth to shut up.

“I can’t put myself above the others, Hart. I just can’t. If I can save them, then I have to. I couldn’t live with myself otherwise.”

I swear a tear is about to drop from his eye. It’s strange talking to Hart like this, in his Hart body. I don’t know what happened, and I don’t know how he’s alive, but I’m grateful for it.

“And I can’t lose you again. So I guess we are at an impasse.”

“Not really. Just two people talking about the same thing. Just one of them being more stubborn than the other.”

His lip quirks. “Don’t talk so bad about yourself. You aren’t that stubborn.”

It’s nice to see him joking. Reminds me of Sam before Sam went weird. I loved that about Sam. He could get me smiling when no one else could. He could make me want to smile when I didn’t think I had anything to smile about. Guess Hart can do the same thing.

He suddenly gets very quiet. I don’t like it when that happens. It isn’t normal for Hart not to have something to say. “What’s wrong?” Like there aren’t a million things wrong right now.

He shakes his head and looks everywhere but in my eyes. “Hart, tell me. This isn’t the time to keep secrets or baggage or anything else. We have to be honest with each other.”

“You saw Colleen.” He finally looks at me. His voice is strained.

It’s my turn to look away. “I did. In the Abyss. She seems… I can see why you loved her. She’s special.”

He smiles sadly. “Yes, she is. She was…” He clears his throat and kicks some dirt with the toe of his shoe. “Did she tell you?”

“Tell me what?”

“Tell you about me? About the reason she died?” Nervous energy pulses off of him, almost too thick to breathe.

I shake my head. “No. She didn’t tell me anything. And it doesn’t matter now anyway. What happened back then is in the past.”

He scoffs. “In the past… Gracen, it could happen again. I can’t lose you like I lost her… I can’t. If you wonder why I can’t watch you sacrifice yourself, that’s why. I can’t lose someone else I…”

He stops his sentence abruptly. I assume he was going to say love, but I could be wrong. We don’t have time to dwell on this. I wish Colleen had given me a message to give him. Something to make him feel better about everything. Then again, Hart seems to be so full of self-loathing, I wonder if anything she could say would make him feel better.

The best thing to do is to move on, not talk about Colleen and the past anymore. We need to talk about stopping the Abomination so we can have a future.

“It’s strange, seeing you like this.” It’s my best idea to change the subject.

“This?”

“In your Hart body. Your real Hart body. Was there not… never mind.” I don’t think I want to ask him that… I don’t think I want to know.

“Was there not what?”

His eyes are twinkling, and I can tell he’d much rather talk about this than talking about Colleen or how we are going to destroy the Abomination. I feel the same way. I’d rather talk about this too, but the simple fact is that no matter how much we try to ignore it, the Abomination will always be there. Like a time bomb. We have no idea how long we have before she goes off, and I think we should make the best of our time by making plans.

However, I really just want to relax. Stop fighting. Stop talking about the past and Colleen, even if that makes me a bitch. Just be… here… for a few minutes. Here while I try to sort out my crazy feelings for Hart, who may or may not be a zombie.

Think about it.

“Was there not… um… residual damage from being buried all that time?” There. I asked. Now it’s up to him to figure out what the heck I mean.

“Um… No? I crawled out of the ground this way. Well, I mean dirtier. Took the clothes from a farmhouse. No big deal.”

“And you’ve eaten?”

He narrows his eyes. “Yes…” he draws out. “Why?”

“Just wondering what sort of thing you are now, that’s all.” That’s all… when in the world did everything get so screwy that “I just want to know if you are a zombie” is a normal part of a conversation?

“I ate normal food. I took a normal shower. No demon blood. No human blood. No nothing. For all I can figure, I’m human again. I’m… me.”

“And Lucien’s Lucien.”

I didn’t mean to make him worry about his brother, but one mention of him and it was like a switch went off in Hart’s mind. “I haven’t seen him in a few minutes.” He stares through me and into the house. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to this.

“I should check on him.” He moves.

I move.

I don’t mean to move. I mean, I do. I move so he can get by me, and he moves so he can get around me, but the way he stepped to the side and I stepped to the side caused him to step right through me.

Not just through me, but inside me. Like we stop at the exact same spot at the exact same time.

I freeze.

He freezes.

We just sort of stand there. Connected but not.

Feeling each other, but not.

Warm.

I feel warm, and it’s strange because all I’ve felt since I became a soul was cold. Just like I had at the beginning. Cold.

But standing here with Hart, I’m warm. It’s like a wave that is traveling through me. Warm. Calm. Happy.

I can see things too.

Things in color.

I can see the house, even though my back is to it, and I realize that I’m seeing through his eyes.

He blinks.

I blink.

He’s warm.

I’m warm.

I can feel his heart beating.

Something I never thought I’d feel.

The real heartbeat of the real Hart Blackwell.

I can feel his breathing. It feels so strange to feel breathing, though I suppose it’s because I don’t have to anymore.

I don’t, and he does.

This isn’t how I thought our lives would turn out.

I guess that’s a good thing because if I had imagined it, it would’ve meant I was insane. No normal person would dream up a world like this.

Why would they?

“Gracen?” I hear Hart, but not with my ears. It might not make sense. I’m pretty sure it doesn’t. I don’t hear him like normal. I hear him in my head like I used to when he was a demon.

“How are you doing that?” I think back.

“I’m not doing anything. I’m just… this is weird.”

“Understatement.” I laugh, and the sound comes out of his mouth.

Whoa.

“Stop that!” he says in my mind.

I can’t help but laugh, and again it comes from his lips. “Don’t like being controlled by someone else?”

I can hear him sigh. “We can’t stay like this forever, you know? I don’t think I can move.”

Hart’s nose feels itchy so I reach up and scratch it. Holy cow, I moved it! I moved his hand!

“Did you feel that? Did you feel it!”

“Feel what? My nose was itching so I scratched it.”

“No… no that’s not what happened. I moved it. Me.”

Hart breathes harder. “Gracen, it wasn’t you. It was me. I swear it. Now as much as I love being inside you, all puns implied, I need to go and check on my brother. Are you going to be okay if we separate?”

“Pft. Sure. I don’t need you.” I am a totally non-convincing liar. I shut my eyes and get ready for the bitter cold to bite me in the butt again.

“Sorry, but I need to get to my brother. I need….”

His voice trails off followed by a very quiet, “What the hell?”

I open my eyes and expect to be looking at the business end of a tree. Instead, I’m standing in the living room, still inside Hart. “How did you do that?”

“I have no idea,” I say before I step out of him to avoid transporting us to Roanoke or something. Just as I expected, the cold hits me hard when I’m not connected to him anymore. I turn and look at me, and he’s giving me the same exact worried expression he’s given me on so many occasions. I wish I could make everything better for him. I wish I could promise that everything would be okay. But I can’t.

I can’t even lie to myself about that.

I think we see Lucien at the same time. He’s slumped over on the couch, just like we’d left him. But there is something very different about him. Something…

“Lucien?” Hart runs over to Lucien and shakes his shoulders. “Lucien… Lucien wake up.”

“Lucien?” I kneel down beside Hart. It’s horrible to feel powerless, like there’s nothing I can do. And there isn’t. There isn’t one thing I can do for him.

Hart leans his ear to Lucien’s chest. “He’s not breathing. He needs a hospital. Now.”

“Call an ambulance.”

“No!” Hart stalls for just a second. Just one second before he says, “Get inside of him.”

“What? No!”

“Do it Gracen! You were inside me, and we ended up here. It could work with Lucien.”

“I don’t even know how I did that!” He can’t put all his hopes on me. It won’t work. I know it won’t.

Hart’s hands are trembling as he reaches for his brother’s pulse. “You have to. Please. Please at least try. I’ll call 9-1-1, but in the meantime, you get inside him. You think about the hospital, and you get him there.”

Hart gets up and grabs Lucien’s cellphone, which is on the floor under his hand. While Hart’s dialing, he’s giving me instructions. I keep my eyes on Lucien, trying to think of what I could do for him. Will Hart’s crazy plan work? I got him in here, didn’t I? Can I really move Lucien?

“Damn it! Nobody’s answering!” He clutches the phone in his hand and beats it on his forehead.

“Everybody’s probably dead there.” The cold reality hits me. Everyone is dead because of the Abomination. Men, women, boys, girls, doctors, nurses… EMTs.

Hart pauses and looks as me as the horror of what I’ve said hit him. Nobody can be saved because nobody is there to save them. Because she killed them all. Injuries from a car accident, injuries that could’ve been fixable, will kill Lucien because there’s nobody else around who can save him.

“I’m not going to let that happen. I’m not letting my brother die.” He slides down next to me. “I’m counting on you, Gracen. You’re his only hope. Get inside him. Take him over. Do whatever the hell you have to do, and you get him to a hospital in freakin’ China for all I care. Do it. Save him.”

I’m shaking now. I can’t do this. I can’t save anybody.

“I don’t know how.”

Hart gets very close to me. Thunder rumbles overhead. “Figure it out.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Gracen

FIGURE IT OUT.

That’s easy for him to say.

Figure it out.

Like it’s the instructions on a pack of popcorn or something.

Like I even know how to freakin’ get inside someone, much less how to move them to make them do what I want.

I don’t know what I’m doing.

I also know I’m Lucien’s only hope.

There isn’t anyone alive around here for miles. We can’t carry him anywhere, and I don’t know how to take care of him at home. Hart might have learned some basic first aid in the army, but I don’t know if he could do anything for Lucien. I think he’s in shock anyway.

“I’ll try.” I swallow hard and rack my brain, trying to figure out some way to do this. Colleen said I can do anything and move anything as long as I concentrate hard enough.

So I do.

I stand up and sit right on top of Lucien’s body. It feel so strange to be sliding in, all the while watching Hart. He’s counting on me, and I’m not sure I can do it.

If I can’t, Lucien will die.

I know that as plain as I know my name.

He doesn’t have much time.

When I get into position, I shut my eyes and concentrate on Lucien. Or at least some of the very few memories I have of him. I remember when he met me at the cafe one night to tell me he was an angel. He made me feel warm, something I hadn’t felt in a very long time. He made me feel like I had someone in my corner, even though later I found out that he hadn’t been sent there to save me, but to kill me. To keep me from killing others.

What a great job he did there.

“I saved your butt. Give me a little credit.” I can hear Lucien the same way I could Hart, with my mind, not my ears.

Unlike Hart, I don’t see the house. I guess because Lucien’s eyes are closed.

We’re in a forest. Green trees are all around us, birds are chirping; we are standing face to face, and he seems… peaceful. I don’t think I like that he’s peaceful.

“Gracen.” He smiles at me, and I smile back. Just like his brother, his smile is infectious.

“It’s going to be okay. I’m going to get you to a hospital. Just hold on.” I shut my eyes in the dream world, praying for some sort of miracle to actually pull this off.

“Gracen, stop.” He places his hands on my shoulder. It’s nice and solid. And I open my eyes. “Stop. There’s nothing you can do for me.”

“You aren’t dying. Hart won’t be able to handle it if you do.” I feel the panic taking over. It’s one thing to try to save someone. It’s entirely another when that person doesn’t want to be saved.

“I don’t want to die, sweetheart. Believe me. I want to help you guys fight the Abomination. I just… I’m tired. I’m old. And I want to go home.”

“You are home.” My voice cracks.

“Not my childhood home, though it was good to be back. My Heavenly home. I want to go home. Let me go home.”

He sounds so sad, so eager, so… I don’t know what… convincing, I suppose. He almost wants me to go home too. “You can’t. The demon blood…”

He shrugs. “None of that happened to this body. It was the angel Lucien, not me… not really.”

“Your soul. It was your soul.”

He shakes his head. “I don’t know how it all works, but I know one thing. I need this to happen. And so do you. And so does Hart. So does the world.”

He’s not making any sense. I knew he was hurt, but I didn’t know he was hurt this badly. I feel his body start to shake and convulse. This isn’t right. It’s not right.

I shut my eyes and think of any place that might have a hospital. I won’t let him die. Gah! I can’t move him! When I was in Hart, all I had to do was think. With Lucien, it won’t work. Why won’t it work?

“Tell Hart it’ll be okay, that I’ll be okay. That it’ll all work out in the end. This is the last ingredient. The last piece of the puzzle. Tell him that we fought the good fight together. Tell him I forgive him, and tell him that…” Lucien starts to disappear. “Tell him that I love him.”

“Lucien! No!” I scream just as I’m ejected from his body and fall onto the floor. Hart reaches down to help me up before he realizes that he can’t touch me.

“Why are you still here? Why didn’t you zap him somewhere?”

If I could save him this heartache, I would. “I couldn’t. I tried, and I couldn’t.”

Hart’s fingers tremble as he reaches for Lucien’s neck. He touches where Lucien’s artery is. And waits all of two seconds. He moves his fingers down and pushes. “Come on… come on.”

He moves his fingers again, up and closer to Lucien’s chin.

He waits.

I wait.

I hold the breath I don’t even need.

“Damn it, Lucien! Breathe! Do something. Don’t do this to me!”

He won’t give up. Even when it’s obvious, Hart won’t stop trying to find a heartbeat.

He feels Lucien’s neck again, his wrists, back to his neck. “Please… please,” he whispers over and over. “Please.”

It’s too late.

“Lucien.” Hart sobs and pulls his brother into his arms. He buries his face in the nook of Lucien’s neck. He sits there holding Lucien for what feels like an eternity. There are sounds no one should ever hear—the sound of a grieving brother is one of them.

I just sit there. Useless while I stare at Lucien’s paling body.

I couldn’t save him.

Something catches my eye under the couch that I didn’t see before. I scoot over and try to grab for it, like an idiot. When I can’t on the first try, Hart comes over and scoops it up for me. “What is it?”

“Prescription medicine?” He opens the lid and shakes the container. “There’s nothing in it. Gracen… it’s empty. Why would there be…”

There are times when things become clear. Times when you think you know things, but you have no idea. This is one of those times.

“Who was the last person on his caller ID?”

“What does it matter?” Hart hasn’t put two and two together yet. No wonder. He’s mourning his brother.

“Check.”

He wipes his red eyes and checks his phone. “Last call was from Seth Mitchell. What the hell?”

I stand because I can’t take looking at Lucien like this anymore. I turn my back and walk toward the front door. I feel like I’m going to throw up. If I could, I would have by now.

“What’s going on? Gracen? What did Lucien do? Surely, he didn’t take all of these pills. No way would he have killed himself. He wouldn’t do it.”

“Unless Seth told him to.” I have no emotion in my voice. I should feel sad, scared, mad. I should feel so many things. Instead, I feel nothing. That’s not true. I do feel something. I feel regret. And so much anger.

“Why would Seth tell my brother to kill himself? Why would my brother even listen to him if he did?”

I swallow hard and try to get myself together before I turn toward Hart. I’ve never been able to watch men crying in movies or on TV shows. Not that I don’t think men should cry. Quite the contrary. I think everyone should cry if they have the need. It’s hard for me to watch because it makes me hurt for them. When I see how scared Hart is, how upset, how his world has literally turned upside down, and not just from the wreck and injuries from the wreck, but from what appears to be a suicide. I can’t… I don’t know how I can tell him.

He’s to me in two steps and towers over me. “Gracen, he told you something, didn’t he? When you were inside him. What did he tell you?”

“He said…” I have to clear my throat. “He said to tell you that it’ll work out in the end. That you fought the good fight. That this was the last ingredient, and that everything would be all right.”

“The last ingredient?” Hart backs up but keeps his eyes locked on me. “The last ingredient.” Understanding washes over him. “Damn him.” He whispers as he stumbles over to his brother’s side. Helpless, I stand there and watch as Hart takes Lucien’s hand in his. “Damn you.”

I don’t know if he’s talking to me or his brother. Maybe both.

Lucien’s gone.

He died to save us.

I don’t know if Hart will ever forgive him for it.

I don’t know if Hart will ever forgive me for it.







CHAPTER THIRTY
Hart

OLDER BROTHERS AREN’T SUPPOSED TO DIE, especially when they’re already dead.

I can’t say that I fully understand what happened, but I know enough to know that’s Seth’s fault.

It’s probably mine too.

It was bad enough when I thought it was injuries from the car crash that killed him, but to know that it was by his own hand…

Why?

Gracen seems to have a theory.

I don’t care about any theories or why.

I just care that my brother had a second chance, and then he took it away from himself.

I pull him into my lap, rocking him back and forth. I can’t process this. Not really. It’s like a bad dream, a nightmare that someone put in my head to make me go crazy.

I just got him back, and now he’s gone. No goodbyes. No making up.

I never got to truly tell him I’m sorry for shooting him.

Funny how I didn’t mourn him the first time he died. I was happy I did it.

This time… there is no happiness.

Even if Lucien had a good reason for doing what he did, I can’t handle it.

I hear my sobs.

They don’t even feel like they’re coming from me. They sound like something out of a horror movie. I can’t stop it. I can’t stop them. I feel like I can’t stop anything, and there’s nothing I can do.

I can’t go on without my brother.

I don’t want to go on without my brother.

I know we’ve had a lot of differences. Hell, I fought with him for over a hundred years, but I’d just gotten him back. Neither of us were supernatural beings. We were both humans. Humans who could reconnect, and I thought that was what we’d do.

I guess we’re reconnecting.

I’m reconnecting over a corpse.

I can’t breathe.

I can’t think.

I can’t let my brother go.

I rock him like our mother used to do when we were little. If I could think of that song she used to sing, I’d sing that too.

I wouldn’t care who was listening.

He’s dead.

I have to get him back, somehow. I don’t have any idea how or even if I can, but I’m not okay and I won’t be okay until this ends.

I’ve lost my mother.

I’ve lost Gracen.

I’ve lost my brother.

How is it okay for them to be gone when I’m still alive? It makes no sense. It’s crazy, and I won’t let it go down like this.

Something smacks me on the shoulder, and I turn around, ready for battle. If it’s Gracen, I’ll back off. I’d never hurt her. Not now. Not ever again.

If it’s someone else, I’ll beat the living shit out of them.

It’s Seth.

I’ll beat the living shit out of him.

I lay Lucien down gently and stand face to face with the monster that I know had something to do with my brother’s death. I ball up my fist and swing it through the air, hitting nothing.

I turn and find Seth standing with his back against the doorframe and the book hugged in his arms. “Are you finished yet?”

“I’ve not started.” I run toward him and swing again. Again I get nothing but air, and Seth is standing next to the kitchen. “Damn it, Angel. Stand in one spot so I can kick your ass. What were you doing, telling Lucien to off himself? What possible bit of good could that do? Did Heaven need another angel? Is that it?”

“No, he’s not going to be an angel. I had to work some magic to sneak him in, demon blood and all that, so he’s going to have to lay low.”

“Wait.” It’s Gracen’s turn to speak up. “He said the demon blood didn’t count because he was in his human form now or something.”

Was he really dumb enough to believe that? “I had to tell him that and make him believe it so he’d go through with it. I know that going back to Heaven was priority one for Lucien, next to stopping the Abomination. I gave him exactly what he wanted, save for the wings. You should be thanking me.”

“You keep saying that.” I wish he’d quit saying that. “I don’t think you know what normal people thank others for.”

“And you do?”

I’m going to wipe that smirk off his face if it’s the last thing I do. It’ll take some time, and I’ll have to catch him off guard, but some day, some day I’ll do it. In my eyes, he killed my brother twice. Once when Seth made me do it and once when he talked him into doing it himself. There’s nothing good about Seth, son of Adam. No matter what he thinks.

“I know enough to know that normal people don’t talk others into taking their own life. That’s sick.” I’m shaking, and I’m trying not to. I wipe the tears from my eyes, refusing to let them drop again. I won’t give him the satisfaction.

“Hart, how long have you known me?”

“Too long.” Much too long.

“And in that time, have you ever known me to do something that didn’t have some sort of meaning behind it?”

I shake my head, unsure of where this is going, and I don’t think I want to know. “So, you’re saying you had a reason for making my brother kill himself?”

It sounds stupid and horrible in my own ears. Then again, I know Seth, and I’m sure he has, in his own warped imagination, a very good reason for it to happen.

I don’t give a damn about his very good reason. I want my brother back.

“You know it too, Hart. Think about it. You said it yourself that in order for the Abomination to be stopped, we needed a human heart.”

“I thought that meant figuratively! Like we needed to fill the abomination with love and kindness and whatever the hell else we could shove into her to make her see butterflies and fairies and good and love and mercy.”

Seth blinks a few times at me. “No, Hart. There’s a spell to get Gracen back inside her body. I found it in the book, as well as one of the ingredients.”

“The last ingredient,” Gracen says ever so helpfully behind me.

“The last ingredient,” Seth continues, “is a human heart.”

“Like a literal human heart?” I’m going to be sick. Not only did Lucien die, but now Seth wants to use his heart for some kind of soul-putting-back-in thing?

He nods. “Human heart. Angel blood. Abomination blood. We have the angel blood thanks to me, the human heart thanks to your brother, and Abomination blood.”

“Thanks to me,” Gracen says, but I don’t see how that’s possible. She’s sort of a ghost without the benefits.

“No. Abomination blood, thanks to Hart.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Gracen

“I DON’T HAVE ABOMINATION BLOOD IN me.” Hart sounds very convinced about that. I keep going through my brain to figure out what the heck Seth is trying to get at. I’ve got nothing.

Thankfully, Seth isn’t one to keep people waiting long.

Seth clears his throat and rolls his eyes in Hart’s direction. “Do you not remember in the hotel when you kissed Miss Sullivan so passionately that it cut your lip and you bled?”

Holy Hell. I remember that, too.

“Yes.”

“Well then, congratulations. You have Abomination blood in you. You’re connected to Gracen… to the Abomination… in more ways than you could ever imagine.”

“Is that why I could move Hart and not Lucien? Cause we were connected through the blood?”

The thought of Lucien lying over there, dead, breaks my heart. I couldn’t save him. Not after Seth had brainwashed Lucien into whatever thing Seth made him do.

Hart isn’t saying anything. He’s standing there, breathing all heavy, with his eyes narrowed, staring at Seth like he’s trying to think of ways to break his nose… or his face… or neck… or all of the above.

I don’t blame him.

We’ve all lost a lot. There’s no question about that. But Hart had just gotten his brother back. It isn’t easy when you’ve been caught in a lie, in a scheme that has nothing to do with you, not really. Hart only wanted revenge on Lucien because he thought he’d shot him. A lie. Seth’s lie.

Hart spent the better part of his life trying to make Lucien suffer, trying to make him pay, trying to get him back… and in some ways, I think, trying to get Lucien to remember.

He spent a lifetime to get back at his brother.

He only got one day, less than that, really to reconnect.

I think he’s mourning more than just his brother. I think Hart’s mourning all the things he didn’t get to do with his brother. I think Hart’s missing his family and, unless I’m projecting, he just wants everything over with soon.

And if Seth would just stand still, Hart would more than likely greatly appreciate it.

I wish I could read his mind and see what he’s thinking. There has to be some way I can help him, something I can do. Something I can do to save the world, because in the grand plan of it all, Lucien is just one person. Sad as it is, he’s just one man. Thousands have died already thanks to the Abomination. Marcy was one of them. Marcy was my friend. Marcy is stuck in the Abyss.

She didn’t have Seth pulling strings for her and getting her into Heaven.

“What’s your big plan, huh?” I’m surprised Hart even talks to Seth. I guess Hart figures we don’t have much time. He’ll kill Seth later. I’d like to watch it.

Seth holds the big golden book in front of him. “It’s all in here.”

“I gathered that, jackass. I mean, what’s your plan? You need a human heart. Fine. Why Lucien’s? What’s the actual plan? Why did you make him kill himself?”

Seth tilts his head to the side like he tends to do when he’s studying a person. “What makes you think I made your brother do anything?” His voice is low… He doesn’t move fast enough for Hart who connects his fist to Seth’s jaw, which quite frankly surprises the heck out of me.

Blood spews from his lip and onto the floor. Seth staggers back, and… smiles. “Exactly.”

“What?” Hart asks.

“Do you feel better now, Hart?”

“I’ll feel better when you’re dead and I have my brother back.”

“Your brother isn’t coming back. Not now. Not ever.”

“Because he’s in Heaven now,” Hart says with a sneer.

“Heaven.” Seth smiles back. It’s not good when he smiles like that. Not that it is really good when he smiles at all. “Yes, he’s in Heaven.”

Crap.

Crap…

“Where is he?” Hart has the same idea I have. Maybe not the same idea, but I think he knows something’s up. Of course it’s Seth, so it’s not like he’s going to be on the straight and narrow.

“He’s here.” Lucien comes out from the kitchen, staring at me with big ole eyes. He’s pale and clear and…

“He’s in the Abyss.” I walk toward him and throw my arms around his neck. I don’t go through him. My hands can touch him, not his skin exactly. I don’t think we have skin anymore. I don’t know what we have… but I can touch him, and I appreciate it. I pull him to me, and he hugs me back, tightly. He puts his face in my hair, and it feels nice for someone to hold me. For a split second, it’s like everything will be all right, except it won’t because Lucien is dead, and I’m a soul and my body is killing the world and Seth did something stupid… and Hart is staring.

“Lucien’s here?” His jaw flinches.

It hits me. Hart can’t see Lucien unless Seth lets him. And, since Seth is being an ass, I don’t see that happening. “He’s here.”

“Is he that big blob that you seem to be hugging?”

“Tell him I miss him too.” Lucien smiles over my head. I suppose he thinks it would be impolite to look through me.

“You killed yourself.” I smack him on the chest when I finally get the warm and fuzzies out of the way. “Do you know what you’ve done?”

“Apparently killed myself.” He leans on the doorframe. “Do you think I wanted to do it? Do you think if there were any other choice, I would’ve taken it? This is what we have to do. This is our one chance of stopping the Abomination. Seems stupid to get upset over dying when we’re all dying anyway.”

I feel like smacking him again. This time, I refrain. “You said you were going to Heaven. You said…” Oh Lord… no.

“It’s what he said.” Lucien motions toward Seth. “He said he could get me back inside the Pearly Gates if I did this for the world. When I saw you, that’s where I thought I was going. Turns out, I was a bit wrong.”

“He lied to you. He didn’t work his magic, and he didn’t sneak you back in.” I don’t know why it surprises me, but it does. After all the things Seth has done, after all the bad things he’s committed, why am I still surprised? Who is the stupid moron now?

“I didn’t lie.” Seth acts like he’s offended that we would call him a liar. “I will get him to Heaven. He has my word on it. For now, though, I need him as leverage.”

“Would someone please tell me what’s going on?” I think Hart is keeping it together as much as he can. However, I also think that any minute he’s going to go off and start throwing things. “You promised Lucien Heaven if he offed himself, and now he’s here and you’re holding him hostage for some weird reason that I don’t know if I want to understand.”

Sounds about right.

Seth wipes the blood from his jaw. “Hart, let me speak slowly so someone even of your lagging understanding can comprehend. We need a human heart. We have that with Lucien. We need angel blood. We have that with me. And Abomination blood. Thanks to you. Mix all three. Say a spell. Boom. Gracen is back inside her body.”

Hart’s nose flares. “Seems all cut and dry and easy, don’t it? What aren’t you telling us, besides the fact that your entire plan called for the death of my brother?”

“Stop being so dramatic. Your brother has been dead since 1863. And you’ve wanted to do away with his soul since that time, so don’t you dare get all high and mighty on me when we need him to save the world, the world, if I have to remind you, that you helped to destroy in the first place.”

I expect Hart to flinch. He doesn’t. “You think I don’t know that. I would gladly give up my life to save the world if I had to, but not Gracen’s and not my brother’s.”

Seth slowly walks toward Hart. When Seth’s so close he could head butt Hart, Seth stops. “Too bad your life wasn’t important enough to do anybody any good.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
Hart

SETH ALWAYS HAD A WAY ABOUT himself. A way to let you know that you weren’t as good as he is and never will be. He’s said crap like this before. Never has it hit me as hard as it does now.

Lucien is important.

Gracen is important.

Like he doesn’t think I know that?

I know that I’m the least important person in this operation. Why does he think I want to die?

No, I don’t want to die. Not really. It just seems to me that if there were a weakest link, it would be me. And that would mean that I should be the one to sacrifice myself for the greater good.

That… and the fact that I’m now the only human here. When it’s over… and if we win… Lucien and Gracen will go to Heaven. Seth too, unless someone throws him out.

And I’ll be here all alone.

I can’t take that.

I know I won’t be able to take that, so if I could go down swinging, go down for the greater good, then I’d be all for that. At least it would make my life mean something, my death, my revenge. It would make it all at least seem worth it. It would make it a lot more than worth it if I could save Lucien and Gracen along the way.

I don’t know how to do that.

I’m not even really sure how to do anything at this point.

“Why didn’t you send him to Heaven?” Seth’s breath is sweet, sweet like candy, which is an incredibly odd thing to think about at this very moment, but I can’t help but think about it.

“Leverage.” He seethes. “I know you, Hart. I know you’d try to come up with something or some reason or some ill-advised plan on how to save your brother, and I couldn’t have you do that. We have a plan, a mission, that’s bigger than all of us. But I knew you wouldn’t let Lucien stay in the Abyss forever. It might not seem like it now, but it’s a terribly unpleasant place. Lots of nasty, nasty things in the Abyss. Lots of time. Nothing to do. A soul can go crazy there. I knew you, being the loyal brother you are, would do anything to get him out of there. Even listen to me. Even do exactly what I say to do so, because at the end of this, I can get Lucien through the Pearly Gates.”

“You son of a bitch.” I can barely get the words out. No matter what I do. No matter what path I take, I’ll have to do what Seth wants to the letter or my brother is stuck.

End of story.

That bastard played me.

He played all of us.

“Let me see him.” If I can see him, maybe it would make it feel a little better. I suppose… I don’t know. I can see his body lying over on the couch. I should cover him or something. He’s cold and lifeless and not there. “Please… I just need to see him.”

Seth seems to consider it. “You can see Gracen. That’s enough.” He pauses. “Hold that thought.”

I step forward to let him know how wrong he is, and then he’s gone. Disappeared. Again. Only this time he isn’t anywhere else in the room. He didn’t just pop in and pop out, and then, bam, whack me over the back with the book. He’s gone. I’m left with Gracen, my dead brother’s body—and supposedly his spirit, the one I can’t see.

“Hart,” Gracen says, but I don’t look at her. I don’t even really feel anything. I’m too numb. I had finally gotten away from Seth and his demands, only to be back in his stupid clutches again. I hate it. I hate him.

I hate it all.

I hate my brother for listening to him.

Although I admire him for doing what he needed to do to save us.

Doesn’t mean my heart isn’t breaking, though.

I take off my jacket. It’s the only thing I can see that will do the trick. I walk over to him and fall to my knees beside his body.

“He says he’s here and you don’t have to do that.” Gracen means well. She can’t know how this hurts, though. I’m human. They’re not.

I don’t acknowledge that she spoke. Gently, I run my fingers over Lucien’s lashes, making his eyes close. There, maybe his body can rest now, even if his spirit can’t. I place my jacket over his face to give him at least a little bit of dignity.

I sit back on my knees and stare at the shell of my brother.

When this over, and we save Gracen and Lucien has gone to the great beyond, I’m going to make it my mission to make Seth pay. I don’t know how or when, but I know that I will. If there’s anything I’m good at, it’s waiting for revenge. I waited years for my chance to get back at Lucien. I can wait an eternity for my chance at Seth.

If things don’t go my way, and Gracen dies along with the Abomination, even if the Earth is saved, I’ll find whatever way I can to become a demon again. I’ll get my power back, and I’ll destroy Seth, one way or another.

Then I’ll destroy myself.

I owe them that much.







CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
The Abomination RED.

Amelia tried very hard to play me. She wanted me on her side, and she wanted me to play by her rules.

She thought she was important.

She was dead wrong.

She’s staring at me.

Her eyes all big and open.

Her jaw ripped from her body.

Her head on a spike.

She thought where she led me I would follow.

I smile at her in the Abyss. She’s just like all the others. Alone and scared. Alone with no hope. Alone where no one who can ever hear them or help them.

Red.

I see red.

A vibration starts at my toes and rolls up my legs toward my belly, toward my heart.

Let it end.

Let it burn.







CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
Gracen

HART IS SCARING ME.

I know that’s a strange thing to say about Hart because he’s spent the better part of forever scaring me. This is different. I’ve never seen him like this. He hasn’t taken his eyes off of his brother’s body, even though I’ve told Hart that Lucien’s not in there anymore.

Truthfully, Lucien is currently pacing the kitchen. Even he knows that something bad is going on. Worse than we could ever imagine.

Seth used the one thing Lucien wants more than anything—getting into Heaven—against him. Using it to control Hart also. I hate Seth. And I hate that we need him.

I turn to go talk to Lucien and nearly run into Seth, who just happened to pop back in.

“We have to hurry.” He throws the book down on the coffee table and throws Hart out of the way like he’s a rag doll. “Gracen, get me a bowl from the kitchen.”

I don’t move. I can only watch as he pulls the big knife, the demon-killing knife I used to kill Hart, out of the waistband of his pants and falls to his knees in front of Lucien.

Hart, of course, is having none of that. He runs over to Seth and tries to pull the knife from his hand. Seth, as we tend to forget sometimes, is a powerful psychopath angel and pushes Hart so hard that he lands against the wall. As he slides down, a trail of red is left in his wake.

“Children!” Seth roars. “We don’t have time for this! Our time is up! The Abomination has already killed Amelia.”

Oh God… if she killed Amelia then that means… “Your mother was long gone already, Gracen. She was dead the moment Amelia took over her body. She was playing you. It was all a stupid trick, and you fell for it. But if you don’t want even more people to die, good people, get your ass in the kitchen and grab me a bowl. We’ve got to do this. Now!”

I know our time is up. No more talking. No more blaming. No more anything. This is it, and Seth has the only plan in town. I head into the kitchen and start looking for a bowl. It’s difficult to open cabinets, not having a body and all, and I have to concentrate very hard on actually opening them. Lucien tries to help. Frankly, he’s more of a hindrance. I can’t explain to him about how to open things. I don’t have time. I have to find a bowl so Seth can cut his heart out.

I’m going to be sick.

I find one, grab it really tightly, and head toward the living room where I hear whispering.

“No…” It’s Hart. The fact that Hart is whispering—and to Seth—makes me pause and listen closely. I don’t think they’re sharing any girly secrets.

“Yes,” Seth says a little louder and then corrects himself. “Yes, Hart. This is how it has to play out. This is our plan.”

“There has to be another way.”

“There is no other way. It’s this or everything dies. I know you don’t like it. Trust me, I don’t either. But know that it’s the only way.”

Even I’m convinced, and I don’t know what the plan is.

“Fine,” Hart pauses. “But let me tell her.”

“Not in a million years.”

“You owe me that much. I’ll tell her while you… cut the heart out of my brother. You get everything you need and fix your little whatever, and I’ll talk to Gracen and make her understand.”

“You don’t think she will?”

“Do you?”

There is a pause.

“Fine. You tell her, but I swear to you, Hart Blackwell. If this goes south in any way, and if she doesn’t complete the mission, we’re all dead. And it’ll be on your head. Do not make me regret this. And don’t think I won’t go over the plan with her before we begin. Just to make sure we’re on the same page.”

“Wouldn’t expect any less from you.”

I hear the floorboard creaking, and I lose concentration on the bowl, which falls to the floor. Lucien is there, trying to pick it up. He can’t, of course. I bet he feels as useless as I do. I don’t think he heard the conversation, though. If he did, he isn’t commenting. I guess he has enough things on his plate, lots of other things to consider. His life, his afterlife I guess, is literally in someone else’s hands. He has no say in it. He’s totally at our mercy. I can’t imagine it’s very pleasant. It’s Hart that picks up the bowl for me. He stands. So do I. So does Lucien, though Hart can’t see him. “Gracen, we need to talk. Outside on the porch.” He moves his eyes around like he’s looking for Lucien. “Alone.”

“Don’t mind me. I’ll just stay in here and watch an angel cut my heart out. No big deal.”

I smile the best I can at Hart. “Lucien says he totally understands.”

“Oh, yes.” Lucien rolls his eyes. “I totally do.”

Hart takes the bowl to Seth and throws it at him. “I need your blood first, Hart.”

Without hesitation, Hart grabs the knife, cuts his arm, and lets his blood—blood tainted by the Abomination—flow into the bowl. I think he gives too much. Seth doesn’t seem to think so. He squeezes Hart’s arm to get every last bit before it clots over.

When Seth seems satisfied, he yanks Hart’s coat from Lucien’s eyes and throws it at Hart. “Cover it up. Stop the bleeding. We need you healthy. Now, go and tell her the sacrifice she has to make.”

Hart throws down the jacket, grabs a lantern, and doesn’t stop until we’re outside on the porch, down the stairs, and under our tree.

“I’m sorry,” he fidgets. “I’m sorry about your mother.”

“And your mother too. Amelia. The Abomination killed her too.”

He flinches. “That bitch was never my mother. Even when she was human. The things she did, the way she acted, like I was the Devil himself. When Lucien and I would get into a fight, it was me she’d lock in the closet and me she would break broom handles over. She said I was needy and whiny and she wished to God she’d never been cursed with me. I knew it from the time I was three years old and she put blisters on my ass because I dared to touch her old, stupid book. She carried that thing around with her everywhere at home. She finally laid it down. I got curious. I got caught. I got blistered. That was just the beginning. The things she did to me… So, no, I’m not sorry Amelia is gone. I hope she rots in agony.”

I can’t imagine having a mother like that. My mom wasn’t perfect, but I knew she loved me. Hart, he never had a mother to love him. It’s sad. Very sad. Thunder claps overhead. We don’t have much time. “What sacrifice am I going to have to make?”

Hart faces me now. His gaze is warm, but firm. He rubs his fingers through the skin of my face again like he did before. For a second I allow myself to lean into his touch and just feel him. I’d give anything to be able to touch him again. To give him a hug. To give him a kiss. I wish I could tell him I love him and convince him it’s true. I wish for a lot of things, but before I can tell him any of them, Hart gently places his lips to my cheek.

“I don’t have a lot of time to tell you this, but Seth has a plan.”

“I gathered that.”

“And, as much as I hate to say it, it’s a pretty good plan. And he thought I’d have a better chance of convincing you to go along with it than he would.”

That’s not how I heard it. I heard it like he asked to tell me, but I don’t stop him. “That doesn’t make me feel hopeful about it.”

He smiles sadly. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to worry you, and I wish I had more time to make this not as horrible for you to hear. But it is what it is, right?”

“Hart, tell me. I promise I can take it.”

I hope I can. I hope to God I can.

 



 

Lucien

IT ISN’T EVERY DAY a person watches another person cut his heart out.

I can’t say it is a good feeling or even a healthy feeling or even a feeling I can put into words. It’s… well, strange.

“It’s for the greater good, Lucien,” Professor Mitchell says as he cuts open my chest and moves a few ribs out of the way. I kneel down beside him, fascinated and freaked out all at the same time.

“What’s the plan? I mean, I get having all of this blood and getting Gracen back inside her body. What I don’t get is what good that will do. What happens then?”

 



 

Gracen

“THE PLAN IS VERY simple actually. Remember how you can turn back time, and not in a Cher way?”

I nod. I don’t think I like where this is going.

 



 

Lucien

“IT’S A VERY SIMPLE plan, simple as any of this is.” Professor Mitchell digs around inside my chest some more. “Gracen, before she turned, could turn back time. She did it on a few occasions, if you remember. She could turn it back, slow it down, speed it up. I believe that if we put her soul back into her body, she will have all the power of the Abomination behind her and can turn back time… turn it all the way back before any of this ever happened. A few weeks should do the trick.”

I don’t like where this is headed. “Then what? If we still go on the same path, we will end up here no matter what. Nobody ever learns from history.”

“We’re going to change that.”

 



 

Gracen

“YOU WANT ME TO turn back time to the second week of this semester?”

Seth nods. “Further if you can. You rewind as far as you can and then…”

“Then what?”

 



 

Lucien

“WHAT HAPPENS NEXT? WHAT’S she supposed to do after she turns time back?”

“She makes sure the Abomination can never be made. Period.” I watch as Seth pulls out my heart and drops it into the bowl, mixing it with Hart’s blood, mixing it with his. “She takes this knife, the knife Hart has hidden under his bed back in the past, and she stabs herself in the heart. If she isn’t alive, she can’t turn into the Abomination and kill us all. Gracen doesn’t want to hurt anybody else. She will sacrifice herself for the greater good. It’s the only way.”

 



 

Gracen

HART TAKES A DEEP breath and bites his lip. I think he’s trying to hold in tears. “Then… you…” He reaches for my hand, and even though we don’t touch, he keeps his hands on mine. “You take the knife, the demon-killing knife. I have it hidden under my bed. You get the knife… You get it, and you find me.”

“Hart… no.”

He nods and looks me right in the eyes. “You find me, Gracen, and you stab me in the heart with it. You take me out of the picture so I won’t feed you all that demon blood. I won’t help Seth get his revenge on God, and you won’t turn into the Abomination. It’s the only way, sweetheart. The only way.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
Hart

I DIDN’T THINK MY HEART WOULD beat this hard.

Truth be told, I never thought my heart would beat again, and now that it is, I’m pretty sure it’s going to beat out of my chest.

I hate lying.

I take that back. I don’t hate lying. And I don’t honestly hate lying to Gracen. It might make me a bastard, even more than I already am, but I don’t mind lying to her. I’ve done it for years. She believed me this long, why shouldn’t she now?

Why should she now? That’s the better question.

No, what I hate, what I’m worried about, is that she’ll question things and start to put two and two together in her mind. Yeah, I say it’s the only way the world can be saved. I’m damn sure there’s no way I’ll ever go on without her. It’s unacceptable. My brother is dead. I can’t live without her too.

It’s not healthy.

It’ s not right.

But it is what it is.

I’m a mess.

I accept that.

What I can’t accept is the way Gracen is looking at me, with the tears filling her eyes, and the way her mouth is hanging slightly open. I can see that she’s trying to work out if I’m telling the truth or if there’s another way around it.

Another way, like doing Seth’s idea.

I refuse to allow her to consider Seth’s idea. There’s no me without her. Plain and simple.

“That can’t…” She pauses long enough to bite her lip, that lip I’d give anything to touch one more time. “That can’t be the only way.”

She’s thinking too much. It isn’t good. She can’t think. She has to react. If she thinks, she’ll do something stupid.

It isn’t a knock on her or women or whatever. It’s the truth, the truth about Gracen. She’ll always do whatever she has to do to protect everyone else. She wanted to sacrifice herself so she wouldn’t turn into the Abomination. It’s the kind of person she is, so I’m taking a chance telling her this. I also know that it’s my only chance.

I agree with Seth. We have to do this. I’m on board. He doesn’t know that I’m taking the scenic route, though.

I’m okay with dying. I’m not okay with losing her.

“Seth said that it has to be this way. He said it’s the only way to reset it. He said you go back as far as you can possibly go. Then, you take my knife, and you slide it through my roguishly handsome chest.” I try to make light of this, I’m not sure why. Gracen isn’t taking it well.

“I don’t think this is funny.”

“No. It’s not. I’m sorry. It’s not. I just… I don’t like sad goodbyes.”

I cringe right after I say it. When the word goodbye comes out of my mouth, Gracen starts shaking her head and a little whimper comes out of her mouth. I’m pretty sure she’s going to cry. I can’t have that.

“No, baby. No. I don’t mean… I wish I could freakin’ hug you.”

My arms ache to hold her, to pull her to me and tell her everything will be all right, that I’ll be going to a better place, but I know I won’t be, and she knows I won’t be. I don’t deserve a better place, though I would like to go to Heaven someday—just to see what Lucien sees in it. I don’t see that in the cards. I see… I don’t know what I see. Hell again, I suppose. Hell and pain. Home.

At least I’ll know Gracen is okay. That she didn’t sacrifice herself for the world or for me. I’ll know no matter what corner of Hell I fall in, I’ll know she’s okay.

I hope to God I remember her.

Seth promised.

It was my one condition.

Please let him not lie about that.

“I’m not going to kill you.” A tear falls down her cheek. She’s fighting it. I wouldn’t expect anything less.

“You have to. I won’t remember anything.” Please let her believe me. I’m doing an awful lot of praying today. I don’t know if it’s going anywhere. I don’t know if God can hear me or if He cares what an ex-demon says. I have to try though. I don’t know what else to do.

I guess even demons pray when they don’t know what else to do.

I don’t know what else to do.

Please let her believe me.

Please let me remember.

Please don’t let the Abomination do something horrible before we get ready.

“When you go back in time, however far back you can go, I won’t remember you. You’ll be the only one who’ll remember anything that’s happened. Cliché, yeah. I know. I’m sorry, but it is what it is. You’ll have all the Abomination’s powers, but I’m not sure how long you’re going to be able to hold them, so you have to act quickly when you get in her… in your body… no hesitation. No goodbyes. You use your power. You go back. And you take care of me. Do you understand? I won’t remember this. I won’t remember any of what has happened the last few weeks.

“I won’t remember that I love you.”

I pause as I let those words fade through the air.

I know it’s very much implied that I love her, and even from the sheer fact that she turned into the Abomination, it means that she loves me. But I’ve never actually said it—not to anyone conscious. Not even Colleen, and I thought I loved her. I thought I loved her so much.

And I guess I did in my own way.

Gracen’s breath catches. “That’s why I can’t.”

Stupid restrictions! I want to grab her by her shoulders and shake some sense into her. “You don’t have a choice, Gracen! Don’t you get that? If you don’t do this, everybody will die. Everybody. That jerk you’re going to kill, he isn’t me. I swear, he’s not the man I am now. When you turn back time, and you have to, I’ll be gone. The man that’s standing in front of you right now will be gone. The demon, he’ll be there in Sam’s body. He’ll figure something is wrong really quick, because he’s smart like that, and he’ll try to stop you. The bad thing, Gracen, is I don’t know if you’ll still have your powers or not. The point of this is to stop you from getting them. So when you go back and you stop… you’ll be human.”

Human Gracen. God, I miss her.

“You can’t hesitate. Not for a second. When this starts, you have to do it. No stumbling. You take over your body. You turn back time. You reset the clock. You turn human, and by God, you stab the hell out of me. Remember me now as the person you… the person you care about. Don’t think about the demon. The demon deserves to die for what he did to you. You’re getting justice for everything he… everything I did to you.”

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t. I swear I won’t remember any of this. These last few minutes with you, it’s all I’ll remember. When you go back, and you have to go back—it’s the only way—I won’t be the man I am now. I won’t be the thing that has grown to love you so much. Trust me when I say this…  that thing has it coming.

“So, you have to promise me, Gracen. You promise me that when you get there, you don’t try to find this Hart in Sam’s body. He’s not there, and that Hart will overpower you if you try. He’s a demon. Powerful. Scary. Remember, he doesn’t know you know he’s taken over Sam. He’s still playing the part. Playing you.”

“You make it sound like you are two different people.”

I smile. I want to make it easier on her, so I lie. Truth be told, I’ve loved her ever since I became Sam. I loved her, and I took care of her. She can’t know that, though. Especially not now. She has a job to do, and I have to keep Seth from telling her the truth before it all goes down. That should be easy… not.

“We’re two different people. For one, I’m human now.” I totally hate being human. “And two…”

The earth starts to shake, not like in those romance novels when the earth shakes from some sort of magical moment. This earth shaking is an actual earth shaking, an earthquake. Purple and pink lightning streaks through the sky, lighting everything up like an incredibly screwed up Fourth of July.

“It’s time.” It doesn’t take a genius to know that whatever the Abomination is doing, it’s the big finale. The end. Kaput. Now or never.

“No… there’s not enough time!” Gracen screams through the wind, which is whipping her hair around her head even in the Abyss.

“It has to be, sweetheart.” There’s never enough time. We wasted so much time.

“Get in here! Now!” Seth screams out the screen door. He’s holding the bowl I gave him, and his hands are covered with blood. His blood. My brother’s blood. My blood.

“Time’s up! We have to do this now!”

Gracen looks up at me, and I can see her shaking. Tears are rolling, and I want so desperately to wipe them away. “See you on the other side?”

I have to be brave and strong and all that other stuff I don’t want to be. I want to break down and let her know that this is killing me. I can’t. I have to be strong so she can be strong. So she can kill me. So she can…

Lightning strikes the tree behind me, sending a limb crashing to my side. I jump out of the way, but not before it hits me on the shoulder and makes me fall to the ground. Son of a…

“Sic finem mundi. Sic finem mundi. In mundo odio habuerunt me gratis. Et mundus spernit me. Ego enim dabo vobis timere aliquid.”

Latin, I’m assuming it’s Latin, echoes through the clouds like a booming voice. When she speaks, the Abomination in Gracen’s voice, lightning fills the sky and thunder crashes.

“Sic finem mundi. Sic finem mundi. In mundo odio habuerunt me gratis. Et mundus spernit me. Ego enim dabo vobis timere aliquid.”

“Time’s up! Seth, do it!”

“No!” Gracen screams at Seth, but he’s already rubbing his finger through the bowl and saying some words I don’t understand. I think it’s a spell. I don’t know. I don’t care. He’s running toward us, stirring, speaking… maybe even praying.

“I can’t do this.” She kneels beside me. I have to be strong… I have to. “I can’t. You know me. I screw everything up.”

I refuse to let my voice shake. “Gracen Sullivan, you are the strongest person I’ve ever known. I know that. You had to be strong to put up with me all those years. Anyone would’ve cracked, but you didn’t. You hung around, and you made it. You can do this. I believe in you. You can do so much good in the world. You can have a great life and lots of adventures. You can grow old, and you can die in your bed when you are a hundred and eleven with all those kids and grandkids. But you can’t do that unless you do this. You can’t do that unless you take away the chance for you to become the Abomination. You cannot hesitate. You cannot second guess yourself. You cannot not do this.”

Seth is about a yard from us. His eyes are glowing blue. Bright white light is filtering through his skin.

“You can do this.”

Gracen bends down and places her forehead on mine. “I love you, you know?”

“I had a feeling you might.” I smile. It isn’t fake or strained or anything like that. I don’t see the lightning or hear the chants. I don’t see the world ending around me. All I see is Gracen.

It hits me then that this is my last moment on Earth. Sure, I’ll be alive in reverse world before Gracen stabs me, but honestly, that wasn’t living. That was… I don’t know what that was. Existing for a grand cause, I suppose. This… this is living. Being with Gracen, that’s what I want to remember. I want this to be my last memory on Earth, the one I will carry with me into the afterlife. The one I will carry in my heart.

I wish I could touch her one last time. The wind is blowing her hair around her face, almost in slow motion.

Seth throws the blood. It lands on Gracen, but she doesn’t flinch. She keeps her eyes on me.

“Don’t hesitate.” I remind her.

She doesn’t say a word.

“Whatever Hart told you…” Seth says before a big ball of bright white light engulfs us both. Gracen closes her eyes and tilts her head back before she shoots up like a rocket and disappears into the clouds.

I look at Seth.

He looks at me.

“What did you tell her?”

I shrug. “The truth.”

I watch as the rain starts to fall. “Only the truth.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
Gracen

IT FEELS LIKE BEING SHOT OUT of a canon, not that I know how it feels to be shot out of a canon, but I imagine it’s similar to this. One minute I’m standing with Hart, and the next I’m flying through the sky so fast the lightning and the clouds and all the scary stuff going by is just a blur. I’m not there long.

Then I’m…

I’m not sure where I am.

I’m solid, that much I know. I can feel the earth under me, and I can feel the weight of gravity, which is a strange thing to feel when you haven’t felt it.

No doubt about it, I’m back in my body. I blink a few times to get my bearings and notice for the first time that I’m at the Hell gate.

My mother is on the floor not three feet from me.

Dead.

Her head isn’t attached.

I try to hold myself together. If I don’t do this, more people will lose their loved ones.

I start to walk toward my mother’s body. There has to be something I can do to save her. Something…

Something.

“Don’t hesitate.” Hart’s words echo through my head. “Don’t hesitate. Don’t hesitate.”

I can feel her in my head, the Abomination part of me. She’s fighting, clawing to get out. She wants me out. How about that, I feel the same way.

“You aren’t going to win.” I smirk. “I’ve got you.”

Everything inside me starts to vibrate as I stretch my hands out to my side and slowly raise them up toward the heavens, or what would be the heavens if it weren’t for the top of the cave.

I can feel every bit of anger she has trying to fill me, flood me, take me over. She’s screaming at me that this is our purpose. We’re supposed to destroy the world. We have a destiny.

I ignore her.

“You really think you can stop it?” She seethes in my head. “No matter what you do, we’ll always end up here. Whatever you think you can do to stop it, you won’t be able to hold me in forever. You little, puny, sickly, weak soul.”

“I don’t have to hold you in forever.” I close my eyes and picture every bit of my energy to reach as far back as I can go. “Just until I get home.”

It bursts from my body like a radiating light. It fills the room, and even with my eyes closed, it burns them. I picture my room. Picture Sam. Picture my apartment. Picture being home. Picture my mother alive again. Picture Lucien alive. Picture everything back to how it was before.

Only I’m not the same as I was before. I’m stronger now than I’ve ever been. Not just because of the demon blood or the angel blood or the whatever, but because of me. I’m the one in control. Not the Abomination. Not Hart. Not Seth. Nobody. I’m in control of my own destiny, and that’s an incredibly powerful feeling.

I give into it, lean into it, hug it, embrace it. The feeling is much too powerful for me to contain, so with the world falling apart around me, I let the light take me over.







CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
Gracen

I FOCUS ON HART.

Not really Sam, though I suppose he’s the one I should be focusing on. I think about Hart, about how much I love him and want to be with him.

How I’m doing this for him.

How I’m doing this for everybody.

One minute I’m in the cave being engulfed by the light, and the next I’m in my room. My room in the apartment. My white walls. My purple curtains. My desk.

I grab my phone from the dresser next to my bed, my old phone. The one Hart broke. It’s Monday. Last Monday.

If it were last Monday, I would be sitting at the computer desk waiting for Tina to message me back. I would be thinking about Professor Mitchell and wondering why Sam had become so distant.

And I would be lamenting about how Hart had come back into my dreams.

I don’t feel her anymore.

The Abomination.

The power is gone, and I feel drained.

I look in the mirror, and my black hair is gone. My white eyes are their normal green color. My hair is back to blonde. I look like myself again.

Me.

Gracen Sullivan.

The girl who destroyed so many lives.

The girl who will save them all.

I remember what Hart told me about the knife, and I run toward his bedroom to get it. If it’s anything like last Monday, he won’t be home. I don’t know how I’m supposed to do what I came back here to do if I don’t see him.

First things first, I go into his room and flip on the light.

It’s just like I remember it.

Bare walls.

Messy bed.

Only two pictures on his nightstand. One of us at the fair last month.

The other… an old one folded so many times it looked like it had been taped back together: a picture of him, his brother, his mother, and I assume his father.

Hart had been so handsome back in this 1800s. Lucien too, truth be told. His father was a stately man, and his mother… well, his mother looked like a bitch.

Some things never change.

I slide my hand under his bed and feel around for the knife. It has to be here. Hart said it was here… he said.

“Looking for something?” Hart… Sam is standing in the doorway. His hands are behind his back, and his brows are furrowed. This isn’t right. He’s not supposed to be here.

I freeze.

This isn’t my Hart.

Well, he is.

But he doesn’t know it.

If what Hart said were true, this guy only knows what happened up until last Monday. He doesn’t remember the Abomination or the world ending. He doesn’t remember his brother dying or that he loved me.

Or that I love him.

He’s the demon Hart that hurt me every night.

He’s the thing that tortured me all those years.

He’s the guy that possessed my aunt.

He’s the demon that hitched a ride in a poor dead body.

He’s…

He’s the thing I have to kill if I want to stop the world from ending.

Hart said so.

It should be easy. He doesn’t remember everything we shared in the very short time we shared it. He doesn’t remember the night at the hotel or how he held me when I was scared. He doesn’t remember taking care of me for three days after the Hell gate. He only remembers that I’m the key to getting revenge on his brother. And he has no idea that his brother didn’t shoot him.

Hart will die never knowing the truth about his brother.

From the corner of my eye, I see the glint of the knife under the bed. I can grab it and charge after Hart, hopefully taking him out easy.

Hopefully…

“What’s up with you? Why are you in my room?” He doesn’t move. Don’t flinch. Something feels different about him, though. His eyes are… I can’t explain it. Softer maybe? I expected him to be madder about this. Instead he’s just standing there, like he’s expecting me to do something.

“Why are you home? You aren’t supposed to be home. You weren’t before.” The knife is so close. I can get it. I can end this all.

“I don’t know. Just felt like I needed to be here for some reason.” He tilts his head to the side. “Are you looking for something, sweetheart?”

Sweetheart.

Hart called me that.

Sam hardly ever did.

Tears sting my eyes, and Hart’s words hit me like they did before in the cave. “Don’t hesitate. Don’t hesitate.”

I need to grab the knife and do this. I have to stop the events from happening so I don’t turn. I have to stop Hart, because even if I didn’t want to kill him, and I don’t, he won’t go on the same path as he did before. He’ll still be a demon, a demon who hurts people, a demon who has killed people, a demon who will still be a demon unless I stop him.

“What are you waiting for?” He stands straighter and his nose flares. A little light flickers in his eye.

No.

No…

“You weren’t supposed to remember anything.” A tear slides down my cheek.

“What… What are you talking about? You’re acting crazy, and that’s saying something for you.”

“Stop.” I’m shaking. I know I’m not wrong. He lied to me. The bastard lied. “Just stop, Hart.”

“Who’s Hart?” He has no conviction in his voice. None.

I’m tired of pretending. I’m tired of all the games and being all prim and proper. I reach out from under the bed and pull out the demon-killing knife, the one I killed Hart with at my house. The one he’s cut me with every night. I stand slowly, letting the knife weigh heavy in my hand.

“You told me you wouldn’t remember.” He opens his mouth to say something I know is going to be a lie. “I’m not playing anymore, Hart. Can we just not? You told me you wouldn’t remember.”

In one second, my Hart returns. He’s not trying to pretend he’s Sam. He’s not trying to pretend that this isn’t screwed up. He leans against the doorframe and slides his hand through his hair. “It’s a deal I made with Seth.”

“Seth?”

“I told him I wanted to remember, so when you got back here, I’d make sure you went through with it. Or to stop you in case you thought of doing something stupid.”

“You didn’t trust me.”

He laughs softly. “I know you.”

I stare at him for what feels like forever. I feel the weight of the knife in my hand. It feels like the weight of the world. And it is. It’s the entire weight of the world, right in my hand. “You know, I still have the Abomination inside me. The potential to be.”

“You planning on chugging demon blood and dying after I’m gone?” Sarcasm. Lovely.

“You never know. Seth might not remember anything. He might still want revenge on God.”

“I don’t think Seth is doing anything. Lucien had a little chat with Tina, who happens to be a higher ranking angel than Seth, and she’s going to get him nice and contained.”

“Tina’s an angel?” I guess I should’ve known. She’s always been a guardian angel to me. She kept me going when I thought I was losing my sanity. She was my only friend. And she wasn’t real.

“She’s real.” Oh good, he can read my mind again. “She thinks highly of you. She must to listen to my brother.”

“You remember that too?”

“Yes.”

“Everything?”

“That comes with remembering.” He walks toward me and takes my hand in his. I put the knife behind my back, I don’t want him to get it and do something we’ll both regret, although I regret a lot of things right now.

“I told you not to hesitate.”

“Did you expect to come in and have me just come at you?” Now it’s my turn to be snarky.

I don’t know why, but I feel like there’s an urgency to this. Like some internal clock I can’t shake. “I’ve been feeding you demon blood for years. Remember, Gracen? You have some in your system right now. You aren’t the Abomination anymore, not yet, but you could be. If you die right now, you will.”

I stare at him while the wheels in my mind spin, trying to put together all the pieces. Hart… he set me up. “You made it where I couldn’t kill myself if I tried. If I did, I’d turn, and all of this would be for nothing.”

“I don’t know what would happen if you made the wrong choice and did something bad to yourself, but I know you well enough to know that you won’t chance turning into the Abomination. Not again. Seth didn’t think that part through when he…”

“When he what?”

Hart runs his fingers over my cheek. It isn’t like how it was outside. I can feel his skin on mine. I close my eyes and lean into his touch. It’s been so long since I’ve felt it, so long since I’ve allowed myself to enjoy it, to really feel it.

This is it.

This is goodbye, and there’s nothing I can do about it.

Nothing at all.

“I love you, you know?” Hart smiles down at me. The red ring around his eye glows brighter. “I love you more than anything ever in this world. Lucien won’t remember me, so please don’t tell him. I don’t want him to remember. I want him to get to enjoy being an angel.”

“He’s an angel again?”

“You spun the clock back, right? Everything is like it was before, except me and you remember. I’m glad I remember. I wouldn’t give up any time I’ve spent with you for anything.”

His fingers gently run down my cheek and down my neck, leaving goose bumps in its wake. “Didn’t you already die to save me once? It didn’t work out that well for you.”

He looks so peaceful when he smiles down at me. “It’s different this time. That time you stabbed me because I was trying to save you.”

“How is this different?” His fingers travel down my shoulder, nearing my elbow. I fight the urge to close my eyes. I want to look at him. Drink him in.

The knife trembles in my hand. The weight of it feels wrong, much too heavy.

I can’t do this.

I can’t.

“Because this time…” His fingers move from my elbow to my hand before I can react. One second, I have the knife in my hand. The next, Hart is holding it and backs away. “This time, I’m doing it myself.”

“No.” I plead.

“You really think I’d make you stab me? No, this one’s on me.”

“Stop it, Hart!”

“Don’t you dare do anything stupid. You’ve got Lucien as a guardian angel. And Tina. You live and have that life you always wanted. You have those babies and those great-grandkids. You have your farm on the hill with the pond and the tree. You find someone to love. Someone who deserves it. Someone who isn’t a reject from Hell… but not someone with better hair than me.”

He smiles as a tear slides down his face. “You go on, Gracen because you deserve it. You owe it to me to make all of this mean something. You’re so strong. Stronger than I ever gave you credit for. Don’t you dare waste it. Don’t you dare go back into that room and lock yourself up behind that computer.

“Damn it, Gracen. Live. Live life to the fullest. Live until you’re old and white-headed and die peacefully in your sleep. You owe me that much.”

I know what he’s saying is right. It’s logical. My heart is killing me, though.

And here he said I didn’t have one.

“I love you, Gracen Sullivan. Thank you for loving me. It has been an honor and a privilege.” With that, and one last nod, Jessup Hart Blackwell, the love of my life in the strangest of ways, takes the knife and slides it deep into his stomach. He falls to his knees instantly.

I run to him, grabbing him by the shoulder to keep him from falling face forward onto the floor. “Please, Hart… please. Don’t…” His eyes are rolling back in his head. There’s never enough time.

“Stay with me.” I tilt his head back so I can see his face. It’s Sam’s face, but it’s Hart’s eyes, his soul, staring back at me.

Blood oozes from Hart’s mouth and his body is limp against mine. But his eyes, his eyes are looking right into mine. “I love you.” I don’t know what else to say. I don’t know what else to do.

With crimson lips, he smiles at me. “I know.”
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