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CHAPTER ONE
 
MY MOTHER SAID I HAD AN old soul. She doesn’t say anything now and hasn’t said anything for the last two years.
The rain beats on the barred window of my room. It’s barred from the inside and the outside because this place thinks I need protection from both the inside and the outside. It wouldn’t be wrong.
It’s dark out, my least favorite time of all. During the day, I can hear the other patients talking, laughing—if not always coherent, there is life in this place. Southern Psychiatric Hospital has been my home for the last two years, ever since I was sixteen. I haven’t left this room more than four times in that two years. None of those four times were pleasant.
Mainly, I lie on my side with my covers thrown off and puddled on the floor, my knees pulled up to my chest and my white gown covering… well, not much. Some days I wear light-blue, drawstring pants with a fitted white shirt. I don’t feel like that tonight. I’m hot even though it’s October. That happens sometimes, getting hot when I’m supposed to be cold, or rather when everyone else is cold. I don’t know if temperature change is something that affects only me, but I do know that the last time I got this hot was the night my parents died—the night I saw my first demon.
I twirl a strand of my nearly black hair around my finger and listen. When the sun is out, people walk the halls. People visit their loved ones who have been locked up in here. I hear babies crying. I hear Mama’s shushing. I hear patients screaming.
I stopped screaming months ago. It never did any good. Screaming. Not screaming. The nightmares still came: the visions that send spikes in my brain and blur my eyes with a white cloud until something horrible appears. The whatever. I can’t stop them, so I stopped talking about them.
The nurses and doctors leave me alone now. I think I scared them away. The only people I see are the folks bringing breakfast, lunch, and dinner. I’m a good girl. I eat most of my meals. I’m not suicidal. I just know I’ve lived past my time.
I was supposed to die with my parents.
I saw it.
I know it.
And every day here is my own personal Hell until I make it to the afterlife.
Nighttime at Southern is a totally different place. Dark and terrifying. Sounds creeping around the hallways, not always screams. Growls and scratches. Cackling laughter makes me flinch ever so slightly. I hug my pillow tighter. If anyone was in the room with me, they wouldn’t see the subtle way my fingers clutch the less-than-fluffy thing under my head. Normal nights are rough here. Storm nights are rougher. Stormy nights when I’m this warm are unbearable.
Tonight, I’m not sure why, but something is different. There is more electricity in the air, more fear radiating off the other patients, wafting down the hallways and settling into my room.
I don’t blink as lightning flashes in my one-and-only window to the outside world. I do flinch, though, which surprises me.
The old familiar pressure crashes against my chest. I know, I know as sure as I’m lying here, as sure that I’m eighteen years old, as sure as my name is Mercy Manning, that something is in the room with me.
Something is happening tonight. I had the same feeling the night my parents died, the night I was supposed to die.
I hear the growl before I notice my door is open. My door hadn’t been open in a while. I change my own sheets. I clean my own room. The staff leaves me alone mainly, I think, because they are scared of me. I’m scared of me too.
So, when I feel the cool breeze blowing on the back of my legs, causing goosebumps to crawl up my skin toward my spine, I close my eyes and try to steady my nerves. Whatever is in here with me, I can deal with it.
I can.
The second growl, louder than the one before, makes my eyes fly open, and I sit up straight in the bed. My door’s closed. The cold air has stopped running up my legs.
A nurse is standing at the bottom of my bed. Normally, the nurses here wear white pants and shirts. Occasionally, if it is dress-down Friday, they can wear any color scrub pants and a t-shirt. They’re very progressive here.
The nurse in my room has on black scrubs. His hair is jet black and cut slightly above his ears. His eyes are nearly as dark as the night sky. He holds his hands up to show he means no harm. I hope that’s true.
The temperature in the room has gone up ten degrees at most and not because the nurse is hot. I mean, he is, but I’m literally sweating here.
He’s probably not very much older than me. His black scrubs cause his body to nearly blend into the darkness. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”
“You didn’t.” My voice is hoarse from not talking in so long. I run my fingers through my hair. It needs washing. I’ll get to it, eventually.
“My name’s Sumner. I’m your nurse tonight.”
“Must be new.” I cross my legs and try to pull my shirt over my knees. Of all the days to not have on pants. Not that it matters, not really. He’s a nurse, and I’m crazy. So there’s that.
I’m not sure what I expect him to say. Over the last few months, a few new nurses have come to check on me. I think it’s a hazing ritual for the new folks on the floor. “Or, I must be very, very old.
“So very old.” I catch the tone in his voice, the hoarseness, the growl.
The growl.
My voice catches in my throat, and I try not to scream. Is this another vision? Is the nurse really here, or am I imagining it?
Nurse Sumner tilts his head, studying me. He starts with my toes and slowly, very slowly, studies every inch of me up to the top of my head. I can feel the heat burning my cheeks. Is he real? If he is, what does he want from me? On second thought, I don’t want to know what he wants from me. He’s looking at me like he knows me. Like I’m someone he can just do whatever with. He looks like he’s a man in a girl’s room, late at night, during a storm.
I don’t have much, but I’ll play the insanity card if I have to. “I have to warn you. The nurses here are afraid of me.”
He laughs. He actually laughs. “That a fact? I don’t see anything to be scared of.”
“Seeing can be deceiving.”
“That it can be.” He sighs lightly and strolls toward me with his hands behind his back. “Why are they scared of you?”
“I see things.” I sit up straighter. Instinctually, I look for exits. That’s what my dad always used to say. He told me when I felt uncomfortable to look for exits. I’m in a freakin’ hospital. Between the barred windows and locked door, there are no exits. I should say that I can kill a man with my bare hands. That would be smart. I’ve never been accused of being smart.
“I see things too. It’s called vision.” He’s a snarky one.
“That’s not what I mean.” The closer he gets, the hotter I get. Sweat eases down my forehead. That’s embarrassing.
“I know what you mean. You see things. Visions, nightmares, and whatnot.”
“You say that like you believe me.”
He grabs the chart that is forever attached to my bed. Sometimes I read it to pass the time. It’s not interesting. It says I’m allergic to food coloring, won’t eat peanut butter, watched my parents die, have survivor’s guilt and superhero ideation (if that’s a thing). It says I have to take one small white pill every day and two big white pills twice a day. I don’t know what they do. Probably nothing. Probably keep me tired. I don’t care, to be honest.
Nurse Sumner is reading all about me. That’s lovely.
“Why not believe you? You are in here, aren’t you?”
Touché. “It’s not time for my meds. I already took them.”
“I know.” He says, still studying my chart.
“You know, that won’t give you the answers to the universe.” I grumble. I think I’m more tired than I thought. He needs to do whatever he came to do, hopefully not illegal, and let me go back to being scared in the storm.
I can’t stop thinking about the growl, though.
“Maybe not.” He flips the page up. “But it might give me some insight on why you’re so special and why they protect you so much.”
“Protect? Who protects me?” Nobody had protected me since my parents died. Nobody.
“You have no idea, do you?” He scoffs. “I wonder…” He tosses my chart down. It clanks on the floor just as lightning flashes outside. “I wonder how long it’ll take him to come.”
“Who?” I try to yell, but the word comes out in a broken stutter.
He looks at me, and his eyes glow red.
With a guttural growl that radiates through my entire body, echoes throughout the room, Sumner jumps on top of my bed, crawling toward me like a contorted spider. I try to back away until my back hits the metal backboard of my bed. I barely move out of the way and fall to the floor before his clawed hand swipes the air between us.
He’s going to kill me.
“It’s not real. It’s not real.” I slide into a corner, closing my eyes and rocking back and forth. It’s not real. Not real.
“Seems pretty real to me, darlin.’” Sumner jumps next to me and lies down with his hand, bent backwards, propping up his chin, his bright eyes glowing in the darkness.
God, help me.
“Good girl. Pray.” He seems almost giddy. What the hell is he?
“Who are you?” I scoot back as fast as I can. This room is pretty empty. Four walls. Four corners. That’s about it. Nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide. “What are you?”
My back hits the concrete wall, and a yell escapes from my lips. Sumner, if that’s his real name, slams his hands on either side of me and leans so close I can see the black swirls in the whites of his eyes.
“We’ve been looking for you.” He leans closer and runs his nose up my cheek, stopping to smell my hair.
I shake uncontrollably. Would it do any good to scream? Would anybody come? Would anybody let me go? Does he have balls I can kick? Would it hurt him if I did?
“I have a deal for you,” he whispers in my ear. I don’t have any choice but to listen. “I won’t hurt you. I could, but I won’t. If you do one little thing for me.”
“What?” The word catches in my throat, refusing to come all the way out.
“Scream.”
So I do. I scream and scream until no more screams come from me. Sumner’s nose flares, and something—I’m not sure what—flashes in his eyes. He moves away from me and leans back against the concrete wall perpendicular to me. He bends one leg up and lays his arm over it. For the first time, I notice his black fingernails, not actually black but painted black. He has three black rings around his thumb and a black bracelet around his wrist.
He flinches a bit and rubs his fingers together. “Stop,” he demands.
I don’t stop. The man, or whatever he is, said to scream, and by golly, I’m screaming.
“Stop!” he orders so loudly it echoes through the room.
So, I clamp my mouth shut. I’m still shaking. I wish I knew what’s going on. Right? Don’t I?
Sumner shakes his head and bites his lip like my mom used to do when she was annoyed with my dad. “Why isn’t he coming?”
“W-who?”
Without answering me, he slides back to his knees and crawls back over to me. He places his hands on each side of my face, his skin so hot it feels like it’ll blister my cheeks. “I am sorry about this. I hope you know that.”
“Sorry about wha—” A sharp pain erupts in the back of my head.
And all I see is darkness.
Next thing I know, I’m being carried. I fight against whoever has me in their arms. I want it to stop. I need the pain to stop.
“Would you stop fighting me?” an angry, gruff sounding voice tells me so close to my ear. I immediately open my eyes and am met with the brightest blue eyes I’ve ever seen. The bright-blue eyes and dark curly hair of an angel. Okay, so I’m not sure he’s an angel, but he’s my angel because he’s not Sumner.
Sumner…
“Where is he?” I wiggle until I can figure out where I am, what I’m doing. I’m still in my hospital room. The walls are scorched, though. Black and white scars running up and down my concrete walls. My mattress is covered with claw marks. The floor is covered with blood.
I don’t see Sumner anywhere. “Where is he?” I ask again, ready to fight this big handsome brute of a man if I have to.
“Hold on. Stop freaking out, okay?”
“Okay. Okay?” I want to kick him, but he’s about twice my size, and I have a feeling he’d have the upper hand. And for all I know, he could be the same thing Sumner was.
I can’t stay here and wait for that. I need to get out. I need out of this room.
Etiquette be darned. I claw at his face, my nails leaving three scratch marks in their wake. With a surprised yelp, he drops me to the floor with a thud, and I crawl for the door. “Is that the thanks you have for your guardian angel?”
Guardian angel? I slowly turn toward him as he wipes the blood away from his cheek. He shuts his eyes and glows so bright I can barely see. Silver wings stretch out around him so far the tips touch each side of the room. Instantly, the three claw marks I made are gone.
It’s not real. He’s not real. It’s my crazy mind making it up, for some reason. I’m probably in a nightmare—in a dream—waiting to wake up. I’ve learned not to trust my eyes. Still, every so often, I can’t help it. “What are you?”
“Angel. A.N.G.E.L.” He spells out for me with an irritating roll of his eyes. “Come on, we have to go. Sumner will be back soon.”
“You didn’t kill him?” I asked as I try to stand on my shaky legs. I have to lean on the door for support. It’s wide open. Did no one else on the hall hear what just happened?
The angel’s wings tuck inward and disappear, leaving only the appearance of a man who had to be in his early twenties, maybe younger, with wide shoulders; a black form-fitting, long-sleeved shirt; and blue jeans.
Blue jeans.
I could swear his cheeks tinged pink. “He got away. Demons are like that.”
“D-demons?” I’d always seen things, things I shouldn’t have. Dark shadows around a corner, a bus that shouldn’t be there appear, black eyes on a baby. I’ve always suspected something was out there that we couldn’t see. I suppose I was sensitive or something. Everything got worse after my parents died though. Since then, the headaches have gotten stronger, the content of the nightmares has gotten worse, and sometimes I wake up with unexplained scratches.
The angel takes a deep, highly annoyed breath, and crosses his arms. “Demons, vampires, werewolves, angels, Heaven, Hell… they’re all real, okay?” He says this like I am a two-year-old who should know this by now.
“Then why would a demon want me?”
He tilts his head to the side and smirks like he approves of my question. “Why indeed?”
“That’s not an answer.”
“It sort of is.
“It’s sort of not.” I appreciate that he saved me from Sumner. I do. But how can I trust him? For all I know, he could be worse than Sumner. He could be trying to manipulate me.
This angel could be evil.
His face falls. “I expected more oohs and awws.”
“Sorry?”
Okay, so I have a guardian angel. Great. Grand. Woohoo. But why hadn’t he been with me before now. Why hadn’t he saved me when my parents died? Why did he let me rot in this room for the last two years?
I sincerely hope he can’t read my mind. That would be awkward.
“Do you have a name?” I ask as he runs his fingers through the dark-gray ash on the walls of my room.
“I do.” He keeps on rubbing and examining the room.
After a few seconds, I ask, “Care to tell me what it is?”
“Ramsey,” he answers without giving me a second glance. “We need to get out of here. Get you somewhere safe.”
I hold my hands up to stop him. He’s barreling toward me like he has this thing all planned out. He needs to chill. “Wait. I can’t leave. This is where I belong.” Immediately, my mind goes to the first responders who saw me after my parents’ death. They said I belonged here. They said I belonged locked up.
Ramsey flinches for some reason. “Maybe you do belong here.”
Thanks.
“But I’m not going to let Sumner or anyone else hurt you. I promise.” He says it with such a stern and demanding voice that I almost believe him. “Besides that, I have my orders.”
“Your—”
Before I could get the words out, the angel takes me by the arm. A bright light fills the room and suddenly, I’m home.



CHAPTER TWO
 
THIS LOOKS LIKE MY HOME. SAME brownish-red brick fireplace. Same popcorn ceilings my mom hated. Same light-beige carpeting that had been in the house since as long as I can remember. Same picture window with the crack in it where Daddy ran over a rock and catapulted it though the glass. Picture windows are expensive to replace, so we never did.
Now we never will.
I’ve not been home in two years. After the accident, I was taken directly to the hospital, which, after a series of my own missteps, landed me in Southern Psychiatric Hospital. I’d dreamed of being home again, but not like this.
Everything here looks… dead. Someone, and I can’t imagine who, came in and covered all the couches and chairs and lamps with white fabric. Since the lights are out in the house, only the streetlight across the road, shining in through the picture window, and the occasional streak of lightning give me any indication of what my house looks like. Everything looks like ghosts, floating in stillness, waiting in the quiet and dim light to be brought back alive.
Why hadn’t anyone sold our house? What were they waiting on? Me to come home and take it over? Did they actually think I’d be well enough to come back home, live a normal life in the house that I lived in with my family before. Before.
If that’s the case, then I guess I’m not as bad as I thought. If they thought I’d be okay to come home and take care of the house eventually, then they had hope for me. I don’t have hope for me. I’m happy that they think I’ll be okay. I hope I’ll be okay.
I look over and see the man that brought me back to the house, the man with the silver wings. Oh yeah, that’s what normal people see.
I’m losing my mind. I mean, it’s even more gone than it was before.
The one thing my mother liked about the house is the open floor plan. Apparently, our house had it before it became a thing. From my position in the middle of the living room, I can see into the dining room and kitchen. The tables are covered. The chairs are stacked on top of the dining table. My mother would have a heart attack if she saw that. The table belonged to her grandmother, a hand-me-down my mother didn’t want scuffed or hurt.
I have to tilt my head slightly to see into the kitchen. Someone has cleaned it since we left. Cleaned it out, most likely. All the food we had on the island is gone. Strangely, I hope the refrigerator has been cleaned out too. I can’t imagine how bad it will smell if it hasn’t been.
So, someone came in to clean the house, but they didn’t sell it? Who had taken care of it? It’s not like I had any family. My grandparents on both sides died before I was born, and my parents were both only children. It was just us. Now just me.
I make a full circle, taking everything in. My house, which isn’t my house anymore. All the memories of happy Christmas parties and family gatherings. My mama smiling. My daddy laughing. All of it.
“What are you thinking?” my guardian angel asks. He’s given me time to think, which I appreciate. I don’t know him well enough to know if he cares what I’m thinking or if he wants to know if I’m too far gone to save. I wonder if that’s why he’s here with me, to save me.
I point to the nook in the room where the front door opens. “That’s where I saw my first ghost.”
His eyes widen ever so slightly, and he turns and looks. “Don’t see one there now, do you?”
I shake my head with a small laugh. When the people at the hospital did talk to me, before they gave up on me or were terrified of me, one of the biggest things they tried to drill into my head was there were no ghosts, no monsters, nothing out to get me.
I bet they’d say there were no angels either.
“Good. Me either.” He makes his way over to the covered couch and, with one swift move of his hand, jerks the white cover away. A dust cloud that I’m sure would choke a vacuum cleaner filled the air. “Sorry,” he mutters.
I cough until I can’t cough anymore and decide it’s best to plop down in the middle of the floor. Less dirt to stir up that way. “How did you know where to bring me?”
He shrugs. “I didn’t. We just sort of ended up here.”
“We just… How?”
“The less you know, the better.” He raises a perfectly arched brow. “For now.”
“Ah.” Good to know my guardian angel isn’t the talkative type. I’ve talked more in the last few hours than I have in the last few years. “Okay, maybe there are some things you can tell me. What’s your full name? Do I call you Mr. Ramsey, Sir Ramsey, Ramsey the Magnificent? Have you always been my guardian angel? What was that thing back there at the hospital?”
“Ramsey is fine,” he answers without looking at me. He seems to be taking the entire room in, looking around as if lost in some sort of memory. “No. And you know what that was, remember. We talked about it. It was a demon.”
Okay, so his name is Ramsey. I can remember that. He hadn’t always been my guardian angel, which kind of surprises me, and I have no idea what that was. “I really don’t.”
His eyes focus on me. I get the feeling he’d rather be anywhere but here. His foot won’t stop shaking, his eyes are shifty, and I think—no, I know—he knows a lot more than I do. “Sure you do. Think about it. If I’m an angel, that thing was a… say it with me.”
“Demon?”
He smiles the biggest fake, mock smile I’ve ever seen. “Gold star for you, sweetheart.”
The demon had called me darlin’.
“I don’t mean that. I got that he was a demon, but what kind of demon?”
“Only one kind. The bad kind. The kind that need to die.” His jaw twitches, and I can tell that Ramsey most certainly doesn’t like demons. Makes sense.
I have questions. So, so many questions. They all swirl around my head in an endless loop of noise that fills my ears and my mind until I want the noise to just stop.
Ramsey jumps up and stalks toward the picture window, looking out like a man on a mission. “Where is she?” he mumbles loud enough that I can hear him.
“She who? Who else is coming to our sad little party?”
“This isn’t a party,” he says matter-of-factly.
Well, duh.
“I know.” My head hurts. It isn’t from the injuries from the d-demon. It’s from the stress of being back here, the dust being flopped everywhere from Ramsey shaking the sheet.
“She, Deborah. My boss,” he answers my previous question.
“There are boss angels?” Cause that would be cool.
He doesn’t even have the dignity to turn around. “You know, for someone who sees a lot of supernatural things, you sure know nothing of the other side.”
My angel likes to make fun of me. Yay. “Just because I see things doesn’t mean I know what they are.”
“Obviously.” He scoffs.
I’m not a violent person. Even when things were the worst, the only person I hurt was myself. I never even went after the nurses at Southern Psych, so I’m not really sure why they were afraid of me, but whatever. The point is I’ve never wanted to kick someone as much or as hard as I do right now.
The feelings are real.
“So, Ramsey. How long have you been a guardian angel?” Yes, it’s the stupidest question I could ask ole grumpy pants, but I’ve been out of the conversational topic sphere for a while now. I’ve never talked to an angel that I know of, so I have no idea what to say except I have to say something because this silence is getting to me. I can hear things scratching behind the walls when it’s quiet. I’d rather not hear them.
I’m sure the scratches are totally coming from mice behind the walls. Totally.
He turns toward me, slowly, deliberately, like I didn’t just ask him that. “How about this? How about we don’t talk to each other or ask any questions until Deborah comes so I can get back to my job and she can do whatever she wants with you?”
“Wait, what?” Whatever she wants with me? Why would they zap me out of Southern Psych just to do something with me?
He opens his mouth, probably to let me know how silly I am for asking, when bright light fills the room. I have to squint to keep my eyes from burning in their sockets, and even then, when the light fades, I’m left with black shadows in my vision.
I only see her feet at first. And her shoes: sensible white patent-leather pumps. As the shadows fade, I can see her white slacks, very well-tailored. She has on a white blazer, and her hair is the most beautiful blonde I’ve ever seen. The strands seem to have gold in them, gold or silver. Whatever it is, it’s shiny. She has it pulled up in an intricate French braid with small curls falling around her angelic, for lack of a better word, face. Her skin is porcelain white and her eyes are the same brilliant blue as Ramsey’s.
Ramsey, who of course isn’t as amazed as I am, crosses his arms and huffs. “Deborah. Took you long enough.”
“Ramsey. Figured you’d want to get to know your charge.” She smiles. Funny how her smile doesn’t make me feel any more comfortable in this situation. She turns to face me, her hand extended. “Hello, Mercy. It’s so nice to finally meet you.”
Her smile, like her skin, is warm, but not hot like Sumner’s. “Nice to meet you too, ma’am. Miss… um…” Should I bow? Cause I think I should bow.
So I do.
Ramsey rolls his eyes.
Deborah stops me. “No, no child. I’m not royalty. I’m simply a heavenly being doing her job.”
Well, if that’s all…
Ramsey claps his hands to break up this lovely meeting. “Okay, introductions are over. Mercy.” He nods at me. “Deborah.” He glares at her. “It’s time for me to leave. I’ve got people to save and all that.”
He snaps his fingers just as Deborah says, “Wait.”
Nothing happens.
I’m not sure what’s supposed to happen, but I can tell by the look on his face that he expected to be somewhere else and Deborah blocked him.
“Let me go, Deborah.” He nearly growls.
“Go?” She doesn’t seem intimidated. “Go where? Your job is right here.”
She looks at me.
Ramsey looks at me.
I wish I wasn’t me.
“Her?” He points at me with enough fire I’m surprised he doesn’t burn me. “Her? You want me to stay with her?”
“Yes.” Deborah’s tone is level, even. She has the slightest hint of a smirk on her face, and I’m not sure why. I’ve only known that angels really exist for like five minutes, but they seem more angry business folks than celestial beings.
Ramsey rakes his hands through his hair and bites his bottom lip so hard it could have drawn blood, if he were human. Do angels have blood? “You can’t be serious.”
“I’m very serious,” she answers.
“There are angels dying out there!” He points out the window just as lightning flashes.
Angels are dying? Angels can die? I know better than to ask any of those questions because Ramsey gets snippy over little things. Death of his fellow angels would more than likely send him over the top. Don’t really want an angel mad at me, especially when I seem to have ticked off the demons too. I’m a lucky girl.
“Yes,” she answers solemnly.
“And you need me out there! Protecting people. You know as well as I do, Deborah, that there aren’t enough guardian angels to go around.”
“I know that,” she says darkly. “Better than you ever could.” Her voice breaks as her eyes darken.
Ramsey doesn’t back down. “Then you know, dear leader, that we’re all doing the best we can to protect everyone. Nobody has their own guardian angel anymore. Nobody. There aren’t enough of us now.”
“She does.” Deborah points a well-manicured, white-polished finger at me.
I do what?
Ramsey doesn’t answer. He only stares at Deborah. I swear there are tears, probably angry tears, watering his eyes.
Deborah sucks in a deep breath and claps her hands in front of her. “I understand your pain.”
Ramsey scoffs, slamming his hand into the picture window so hard it rattles but doesn’t break. That thing must be made out of steel.
“You have no idea about my pain!” he yells at Deborah and then focuses his attention on me. I’d rather he not. “You don’t get your own guardian angel. You get saved like everybody else. When it is needed.”
“Not your call, Ramsey.” Deborah reminds him.
“Oh, I say it is.” He stalks toward Deborah. Though he is much taller than me, he’s only a few inches taller than her. “People have been wanting to knock you off your high horse since the murders started. Maybe that time has come.”
“Maybe.” Deborah pulls the sleeves of her blazer down gently as if his words mean nothing to her. “You should take it up with my boss.”
Ramsey sneers, his blue eyes blazing. I have no idea what’s going on, not really, but I know I don’t want to be in the middle of it. “Uh, ma’am, your majesty or whatever.”
Deborah and Ramsey both look at me like they’d forgotten I was there in their little argument. “I don’t need a guardian angel full time. I mean, I appreciate the offer. I truly do, but I’m not special, and if no one else has a full-time one, then I shouldn’t either.”
“See.” Ramsey motions at me. “Even the human has more common sense, more compassion, than you.”
“The human has no idea,” Deborah says. “And until further notice, you’re not to leave her side.”
Ramsey shakes his head and mumbles no a whole bunch of times. “Why? Why is she so special?”
I’d like to know that myself.
“If Sumner wants her, she’s special.”
At the mention of Sumner, my legs shake, and it takes everything I have not to fall to my knees. Sumner is terrifying. Sexy as the day is long, but terrifying. And a demon. So, he has that going for him.
Ramsey’s back straightens, and his nose flares slightly. “Sumner is toying with me.”
“Maybe. Maybe not,” Deborah answers. I think she’s tired of this conversation. I think she’s ready to go back to her office or her cloud. Wherever angels go. “It doesn’t explain the fact that Sumner went after this girl. For some reason, she’s his target.”
I don’t want to be anybody’s target.
“You’re to stick to her, Ramsey. Take care of her, watch her more than any angel has watched a human in years. In the meantime, since you are so dead set on taking on the responsibilities of your dead brethren, you’re to go out into the world and slay the monsters who slayed them.”
I don’t like the sound of that.
“You can take me back to Southern Psych.” I can’t believe I even suggest that, but I’m one little person, and in the whole of the planet, Ramsey’s right, he needs to be out saving the people who need saving. “Isn’t there like a symbol or a ritual or something that could keep Sumner away from me?”
Ramsey glares at Deborah. He’s not saying any words, but his expression reads, “Seriously, this is what I have to deal with.”
“No, child,” Deborah says without looking at me. “There’s no symbol or ritual to keep Sumner away. He’s much too powerful.”
That’s lovely. A powerful demon. After little ole me.
It might be better if this were a nightmare.
“Which is why,” Deborah continues, “you need Ramsey to watch out for you. To never leave your side. Because we have no idea when Sumner will attack next. He can’t have her, Ramsey. He can’t win.”
I feel all the blood rush from my face. Win? I’m not a freakin’ prize! I’m an orphan who just wants her parents back and her life back, and okay, it wasn’t so great back then. Mama and Daddy had their weird moments, and I saw ghosts, but still, ghosts weren’t demons who, for some reason, want to kill me!
I don’t want Sumner attacking me. Once was bad enough. I didn’t do anything to him. Heck, I didn’t even know he existed until today, so, you know, he can find someone else to torture. I didn’t do anything to him. I don’t know him. And I most certainly don’t want to be attacked by him again.
“How am I supposed to do that dragging a human along behind me?”
“Figure it out.” And just like that, Deborah is gone. No bright light. No incredibly big hallelujah chorus. One minute she was there and then poof. I prefer the poof method myself, less eye-gougy.
“So,” I say as I try very hard to not faint, and Ramsey slowly turns my direction. “I guess we’re partners.”



CHAPTER THREE
 
“WE AREN’T PARTNERS.” RAMSEY GRUMBLES AS he sits on the passenger side of my Dad’s vintage Mustang. This isn’t the car my family had our accident in, of course. That car was totaled. It had been a light-beige Tahoe. Huge. Beautiful. Not strong enough to beat whatever it was that caused us to wreck.
The Mustang was my dad’s baby. It’s bright red, shiny, and amazing. I’ve loved it forever. He always said I could have it when I got grown. I never wanted it to happen this way, though.
Never thought I’d be driving an angel around either. Earlier, he’d wanted to poof out. I reminded him that too much poofing might be bad for me. Also, we’d be less likely to weird people out in a nice, normal car. Truth is, I want some sort of normal. Angels, demons, Deborahs all freak me out. I don’t want to be in their world, but if I am, I’d rather have some part of home with me, something to remember my family in and who I am.
That and I’d only had my license like two weeks when my parents died, and I haven’t gotten to drive that much. I still have a few selfish issues in me.
“Uh huh.” I smile to myself as I drive down the lovely country road toward the interstate. “So, where am I driving you?”
“To the insane asylum,” he mutters.
“Oh good. I know how to get there.” I look over at him and wink. To my big and enormous surprise, he shakes his head and smiles. I never thought he’d ever smile at me. Good to know he can. I figured his lips wouldn’t allow it.
“Okay, look, this is how it’s gonna be.” He turns in his seat so he’s facing me, not that I can look at him with more than a glance. I’m a careful driver. Or I am now. It’s weird being back in a car. The last time I’d been in a moving vehicle was the ambulance after the accident. I assume anyway. I don’t remember any of it. I still have a scar on the side of my forehead from my head slamming into the window. At first, they blamed the head injury on what I said happened that night.
It wasn’t the head injury. I wish to God it was.
Ramsey continues. “I’m stuck watching you, for whatever reason, and I have all these other people to save. So, we’re going to drive to their house or wherever they are, you are going to stay in the car, and I’m going to go defeat evil.”
“Sounds fun, for you.”
“Trust me. It isn’t.”
“Ever?”
He looks away, and a small smirk pulls on his lips. “Okay, sometimes it’s fun.”
The windshield wipers swish against the rain, the rain that doesn’t seem to want to stop. It’s about dawn on my first official day of freedom from Southern Psych, and it occurs to me that I haven’t taken my medicine this morning, nor have I eaten in a while. Now, I don’t think the eating will bother me. I can always find food. The no-medicine thing might be an issue. They were giving me pretty strong psychiatric drugs in there. I’m not sure which ones, but I assume they were for anxiety and depression—not sure what else. I also remember from my time before Southern Psych that my mom took Paxil for anxiety, and the doctor told her that she was never supposed to stop cold turkey.
I probably need my medicine.
What will happen if I don’t get it?
And is that something I should ask Ramsey about?
Can he heal me where I don’t need my medicine anymore? Or at the very least, make me not dependent on it?
I really, really, really hope this isn’t an issue. It won’t be an issue. I won’t allow it.
That only leaves my need to eat. I didn’t eat much before, but I guess I’m up and moving more now, so I’m a bit hungrier, which Ramsey notices too when my stomach growls loudly. “Seriously? Are we going to have to stop and feed you?”
“You might even have to let me out to pee every so often and, dare I say, sleep.”
Ramsey slams the back of his head against the seat and shuts his eyes. “Deborah was so busy being high and mighty that she never thought about the people who are going to be hurt because I’m stuck babysitting you.”
Babysitting me. Hearing the words make me flinch. I mean, I guess I know that is what’s going on. I don’t know why or how I’m so special to get a full-time guard, but hearing it coming from his lips makes me sad. I don’t want to be a burden.
The last thing in the world I want to do is have people get hurt because of me. “If you need to pop out and save someone, that’s fine. I’ll be fine.”
“I’m not supposed to leave you.”
“I was alone for two years.” I remind him. “I mean, basically alone. I can handle myself.”
“Like you handled Sumner.” He has to remind me.
“I’m not perfect. I’m just saying if you want to go save someone, save them. Don’t worry about me.”
“I’m not worried about you,” he whispers, making my heart sink ever so slightly. If a guardian angel isn’t worried about me, what does that say about me? “But if something happens to you on my watch, Deborah will have my head.”
“Doesn’t seem like she has any extra angels hanging around to take your spot.” I don’t mean it bad. In fact, I mean it as job security. He doesn’t seem to take it that way.
“Maybe you should stop talking about things you don’t know about.”
Maybe I should. “I’m just saying…” Because obviously now that I’ve started talking again, I can’t shut up. “Maybe I was wrong saying we had to take my dad’s car, and maybe if it’s easier for you to just pop us places, then that’s what we should do.”
He takes a deep breath. “If I pop us places, as you say, then you’ll be in the middle of a fight, a spiritual, supernatural fight that could get you killed, which would defeat the purpose of me watching over you.”
“You’re darned if you do and darned if you don’t.”
“Exactly.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It is what it is.”
“No.” I stop him. “I’m sorry that I said darned. I shouldn’t cuss around angels.”
Ramsey looks at me, really looks at me. His brows raise incredibly slowly. I don’t know what he’s thinking, but I think, in some way, I’ve amused him. “Just keep driving. We’ll know where we are going soon.”
“How?” I fan my fingers on the wheel, enjoying the feeling of moving, of not being stuck. I’d been in that blasted room for so long, and now I’m free. I close my eyes. I’m free.
“Mercy!” Ramsey yells. My eyes shoot open as the steering wheel is yanked from my hand. Surprised, I slam my foot on the break, causing us both to jilt forward. A large eighteen-wheeler truck roars by on the other side of the road as my dad’s car slams to a stop. My head hits the steering wheel so hard that I see stars.
My poor forehead. It’s had some trauma in the past few years.
I hear Ramsey talking to me, yelling at me. He looks angry. I can’t hear his words. Then, the more he looks at me, the more his face contorts into some sort of frustration. I don’t have it in me to care what he’s thinking or what he’s saying. There is a tunnel trying to take me home, and by golly, I feel like I’m going to let it.
“Mercy!” He shakes my shoulders; this time frustration is fading into worry.
A demon couldn’t kill me, but my driving will.



CHAPTER FOUR
 
I’M WARM, WHICH IS ODD SINCE I don’t remember being actually warm for a long time. Hot, yes. Hot like when I felt Sumner in my room. That’s a different feeling. That feeling is terrifying. This feeling is comforting.
I had a blanket at Southern Psych, after they’d decided I wouldn’t hang myself with it, but the dank room never allowed my bones to get really warm. Or maybe it hadn’t been the room at all. Maybe it was me.
Whatever the case, I’m warm now. Not hot. Not burning. Not sweating. I’m warm and sinking into the fluffiest cloud ever.
Maybe Ramsey took me to Heaven. Maybe I’m floating on a cloud to see Jesus and God and all of creation. Then again, I haven’t thought I’d actually make it to Heaven in years. Where I’m going, it’ll be warm all right. Warm and hot with fire and brimstone.
My eyes fly open, and I sit up so fast my head starts spinning. I can tell I haven’t eaten in way too long. My head hurts. My stomach hates me. Such a fun time being me.
“Would you stop that?” Ramsey sits on the bed next to me, waves his hand over my face, and bam, my headache’s gone.
I reach up to touch my temple, which had been pounding a few seconds ago. “Cool trick.” I mean it. If I could heal myself or someone else any time I wanted, I’d do it all the time. Where was he when I’d been in the hospital after the car wreck? He could have just zapped me back to physical health. Can he do the same for mental health?
“It’s not a trick, and I wouldn’t have to keep healing you if you’d stop getting hurt.”
Well, he had a point there.
I throw my feet off the bed and let my bare toes dangle; the tips barely hit the floor as I rock them back and forth. Okay, I need to think. I’m in a hotel room. That’s fairly obvious. I’m in a rather rundown hotel room. The walls are dark paneling. Some of the panels are bending up from the actual wall, and if I look close enough, I bet there are even peep holes for weirdos to look in at the people in here doing Lord knows what.
Oh God, there’s only one bed.
There is a certain smell of mustiness mixed with mold mixed with other smells I’d rather not analyze. There’s a door in front of me with a dent in it. The bathroom, I’d say. I can’t see much in there except the light is on, the glow is orange, and I think a flamingo is staring at me.
“I’m sure these aren’t the accommodations you’re used to.” The bed moved behind me, letting me know he’d gotten up.
“I was in a mental institution for years. Anything besides the smell of bleach and hospital cleaner is heavenly.” I hope he bought it—cause, yeah, it was nice to be somewhere other than my room—but I also have my mom’s voice yelling in my head that there are probably bed bugs here. I’d probably lain in them, and I’m probably infested.
Oh good, my arm’s itching.
“Where are we?” I ask to try to get my mind off the invisible critters taking over my body.
“I don’t know actually. It’s the first hotel I saw. You hit your head. Blood all over the place. It was a bit of a mess. So, I brought you here. Healed you. Watched you sleep.”
Watched me sleep? I turn toward him and raise a brow. “You realize how creepy that sounds, right?”
“You realize how little I care, right?” His own brow arches. “I have people to save, people with no guardian angels, but I’m stuck here with the girl who can’t even keep her eyes open when she drives.”
Touché. “I take it you’re mad.”
Ramsey wipes his hands hard across his face while pacing. I’m sure this is frustrating for him. It’s frustrating for me too. “Look, Mercy. I get it. I do. This is all new for you. I get it. You may not think I do, but I do. But you have to understand that I can’t babysit you. I have people to save, things to kill, and I have to do it. If I don’t, there isn’t anyone else.”
I clear my throat, wishing he’d just left me in the hospital, left me to Sumner to snack on or whatever he wanted to do with me. “What’s happening to all the angels?”
Ramsey flinches as he paces. Obviously, it’s a difficult topic. “I don’t know.”
“You don’t know?”
He shakes his head. “They’re dying. That’s all we know. We keep finding them dead, en masse, and we have no idea who is doing it or what their end game is. Used to, we had enough guardian angels for every person in the world and then enough to let everyone have a rest between when one person died and another charge was born. It was beautiful, and it was efficient.”
“And now it’s gone.” My heart breaks for him. I can tell by his slumped shoulders and quickening posture that this is difficult for him to talk about. Those angels were his coworkers at the very least, his family possibly—not that I’m asking how the whole angel thing works right now. And something is killing them. And not even Heaven knows what.
“Now it’s gone.” He leans back on the TV stand that wobbles under his weight. Ramsey doesn’t flinch though. He crosses his arms and stares into some unforeseen spot on the wall. “We all have hundreds of charges now. And we only have time to step in when something catastrophic, something outside of the normal realm of death, occurs. Problem is, those are occurring more and more frequently.”
“Like me and the demon.” I shiver, not wanting to remember how nice he’d looked, how he said it wasn’t personal.
Why wasn’t it personal?
“That’s different. That’s…” He bites his lip and stands, clearly done with this conversation. “We need to get you some food. There’s a restaurant a few buildings down. I don’t guarantee any sort of great food, but it has to beat nothing.”
“You think I have time to eat?”
Ramsey sighs. “Mercy, I can heal your body. Any cut, any injury, any unnatural ailment, I can cure.”
“Can you heal my mind?” I say the words before I think better of it. I wish I could tell him to ignore it. I don’t want to talk about being crazy, and I’m sure he doesn’t want to deal with it either.
Ramsey bites his lip, studying me. There’s something in the way he looks at me, something I can’t quite place. Is it compassion? Fear? Frustration? I can see the figurative wheels in his head churning away, and I know as well as I’m sitting here, that there is much more to his story.
“I take that as a no.”
“Physical and mental are completely different issues. And besides, whatever is going on with you, I don’t think it’s an illness. I think it’s something born in you.”
“You think I see things because I was born with a gift or something?”
“Or a curse.” He adds ominously.
“Great.” I roll my eyes and fall back on the bed. Once my hair hits the sheets, I suddenly remember Mama’s warnings of bedbugs and roll to the floor.
Ramsey watches with what I assume is interest. “Just because your visions got worse after your parents died doesn’t mean it is anything to do with you—”
“How do you know that?” Bed bugs and peeping Toms are the last thing on my mind right now. “How did you know they got worse after my parents died?”
“I didn’t. I assumed.” Ramsey is a terrible liar.
“You’re keeping something from me. What is it?”
“It’s nothing.” He stands tall and lets his arms rest at his side. In Southern Psych, there was a nurse named Ned. Ned was in his late fifties and had been his team’s star basketball player during his time in high school. I know all of this because he got drunk and told me one night. Anyway, I always thought Ned had wide shoulders. Ramsey’s are twice as wide as Ned’s. Ramsey reminds me of a puffed-out peacock.
“So, there’s something…”
He groans and runs his hands through his hair. “You can think that if you want, but I’m heading to the diner, which means you’re coming to the diner. I can’t cure your rumbling stomach.” He heads for the door. “And the sound is driving me crazy.”



CHAPTER FIVE
 
“HOW ARE WE GOING TO PAY for this?” I whisper to Ramsey over the remnants of the best cheeseburger and fries I’ve ever eaten. They were greasy and marvelous. Ramsey hadn’t shared my love for my lunch.
“Pay?” His brows draw together. “We have to pay?”
Oh glory. “Yes, angel. Yes, we have to pay. People feed you; you pay them.”
“Why don’t they just feed you out of the goodness of their heart?” Unlike before, when he was obviously lying or at the very least holding something back from me, I can’t tell if he’s playing with me or genuinely curious.
“Because people aren’t as sweet and kind as angels,” I say with only the slightest hint of sarcasm in my voice. I’m proud of myself.
He smirks at me. “Funny.” He doesn’t sound like he thinks I’m funny.
“No, seriously. How are we going to pay for this?” I don’t have any money, a fact I should have considered before I took my dad’s car and started on this trip with Ramsey. I don’t think I’ve had many good ideas lately.
Ramsey isn’t listening to me anymore. He’s staring over my head, which is easy since he’s like twice my height. His eyes narrow like he’s concentrating very hard. I can’t help it. I turn around, stealth-like, to see what has his attention.
Of course, it’s a beautiful blond.
A blond with long legs, a short skirt, and her hair in ringlets around her head like a halo. “She your type?” I half joke. I don’t even know if angels have types or romantic emotions—or physical emotions.
I can’t imagine asking him that question: Hey, Ramsey. So, can you, like, have sex?
I can feel my cheeks blushing as I turn around and pick at some of the salt left over from my fries. They were extra salty. I extra appreciated it.
“My type?” Ramsey’s voice is far away. So is his gaze. “No. That’s not why.” His voice trails off as his eyes dart to the left. His pupils dilate ever so slightly, and he finally casts his attention back to me. “Mercy. Don’t leave this table. I mean it. Don’t get up. Don’t do anything stupid. Stay. Here. I’ll be back.”
“What? Why? Deborah said we were supposed to stay together.” Not sure why I care what Deborah said now, but I do. As selfish as it might be, I’m the only person in the world with her own guardian angel, and I’d like to keep it that way. Yup, totally selfish.
Ramsey barely gives me a second glance. He’s up before I register what’s going on. “Stay here.” With that, I watch as he follows the blonde out of the restaurant, leaving me all alone.
Seriously, how am I supposed to pay for this?
“Need some more tea, sugar?” the waitress asks, making me jump. I hadn’t heard her coming up to me.
“Uh, no. I’m fine.” I’d hate to take more from this restaurant when I’m not sure how I’m going to pay for what I already consumed. “I’m just waiting for my friend to get back.”
My waitress is a short little thing, even shorter than me. She’s short and round, cute as a button with wild red hair and matching red lipstick. Her name tag says Lyra. She turns toward the door and puts her pen behind her ear. “He left you?”
“Just for a second.” I don’t want to sound like a total loser.
“Hmmm…” She clicks her tongue a few times. I’m sure she’s seen her share of eat-and-ditch in this fine establishment. She probably thinks that’s what we’re doing. Funny how I never even considered doing anything illegal until I got in cahoots with an angel.
“He’ll be back.” I smile my biggest fake smile.
She smiles back and then frowns. “Sweetheart, I hate to tell you this, but you have ketchup all over your mouth.”
Automatically, my fingers find my lips. Again, I can feel embarrassed heat filling my cheeks. “I do? Wow, thanks for telling me.” How did I not know? I pick up my napkin and dab my mouth.
“Sugar, it’s already dried. You should go in the bathroom and wash it off before your feller gets back,” she says with a twinkle in her eye.
“He’s not my…”
The twinkle gets brighter.
“He told me to wait here.”
She puts her hand on her hip like she’d never seen such a controlled woman in her life. “I mean, if you want to sit here and look like Pennywise, you be my guest. As for me, I’d want all that mess off before that stud of a man comes back. Bathroom is literally three steps that way.” She points to my right, and sure enough, I see the ladies’ room.
She has a good argument. “Thank you for letting me know.” I stand and put my napkin on my tray.
“Anytime. I’ll tell him where you are if he comes back before you do,” she answers with a wink.
No matter what title Ramsey might have, I’m convinced Miss Lyra here is my real guardian angel.
“I appreciate it.” I smile at her before disappearing into the bathroom and lean my head against the door. It’s the first time I’ve been alone since I left with Ramsey. From someone who is used to being alone, this whole buddy-comedy thing we have going on is hard on my nerves, and not just because demons and angels and all that.
The bathroom is pretty okay for a bathroom in a small Southern restaurant. There are two stalls with brown, chipped paint. Mary is loose, and Sam is ready for a good time. I take a few minutes to go into stall one and read all the gossip that has ever spread in this town since the mid-nineties. When I can’t stand to think about what Bessie’s big talent is, I go wash my hands. The water is warm, nice and warm and relaxing. The dim light above me flickers ever so quickly as I stare at myself in the dingy, old soap-crusted mirror. I look horrible. I feel… well, not horrible, but definitely not well.
I wonder if Ramsey is back. I wonder why he went after the blonde woman. I wonder what he saw.
I wonder a lot.
Needing to clear my head, I bend down and splash some water on my face. It’s warm and wonderful. My pores love me. I love them. We are a big loving family.
I stand up, see my reflection, and scream.
Lyra is behind me, her big red hair perfectly quaffed, her big red smile going from ear to ear.
Literally from ear to ear.
“What are you?” I screech just as her eyes flash black. She lunges toward me, and I duck out of the way, causing her to hit her head on the sink.
She’s startled a bit, and I run for the door. This can’t be happening. Not again. Not to me. Where the hell is my guardian angel?
My foot is swept out from under me, and I slam hard onto the floor. My right knee hits so hard that I yell a word I haven’t said in forever. Without waiting for Lyra to grab me, I crawl toward the door. A cold hand wraps around my ankle and pulls me back. My belly hits the floor with a smack, and the breath is knocked out of me. I sputter and try to suck in air all the while kicking at the thing that’s after me. I roll over on my back to see her better and immediately wish I hadn’t. It’s no longer Lyra, the sweet, sassy waitress.
It’s Sumner.
“Don’t hurt me. I don’t know anything. I didn’t do anything. Please, don’t hurt me.”
He holds my hands above my head and puts his finger to my mouth. “Shh. I just want you to give him a message for me. Can you do that?”
I nod. What else can I do? His eyes are bright-red angry. The black ink swirls in the whites of his eyes.
“Good.”
He bends down, leaning as close as he can to my ear. “Tell Ramsey he couldn’t save her. And he won’t save you.”
I barely listen as I summon every bit of strength I have. I hope demons are like most men, and I knee him hard between the legs. Sumner screams and backs off me.
My chest hurts. My leg hurts. I don’t think about any of those things. I refuse to look behind me and see how close he’s gotten. It’ll freeze me up, and I can’t be frozen. Not right now.
“Help! Ramsey!” I yell, pounding on the door.
“Oh darlin’, we might as well stop this now and let me drag you to Hell if you think Ramsey will help you. It’ll be easier that way. Cause we both know he won’t protect you. He left you to follow a pretty girl out of the diner. He. Left. You. Mercy. He left you because he doesn’t care, and he doesn’t care because you’re just a human that’s keeping him from doing what he thinks is his job.” Sumner smiles. “But let me let you in on a little secret. Ramsey can’t save you, and when I get tired of this little cat-and-mouse game, I will end it. Once and for all. And Ramsey won’t be able to save you. He’ll try, but he won’t succeed. He can’t. See, he’s not got the power. Bottom-of-the-barrel angel, you know. Not full-blooded.”
“Open the door!” I pull as hard as I can and fall back on my bottom.
The door handle is in my hand, and the door is wide open. The diner is empty, empty from the living. Everyone who had been in there earlier, laughing, eating, living, are all gray and blue. Their eyes are staring blankly at me, their mouths are full of flies.
A few of the lights are shot out, giving the room a ghastly glow. Glass lies on the floor, on the tables, on the chairs, on the bodies.
“Oh God.” I can’t process it all. I can’t look away. This is Hell. It has to be.
“I don’t think He’ll help you. Just saying,” Sumner says behind me.
My shoes crunch on the glass as I run as fast as I can toward the outside door. Behind me, I can hear Sumner laughing. “Don’t forget to tell him! I’ll see you soon, darlin’.
I run through the outside door. I expect the same broken glass and carnage that is inside the diner. I run through the door and right back into the diner.
Behind me, I see the bathroom. The light is on, and it looks bright and cheery. Sumner is nowhere to be seen.
The jukebox is playing an old Elvis song.
People are laughing, having a good time.
Alive.
No glass is broken.
No tables have been turned over.
Ramsey walks in through the front door, his hair is a little disheveled, but other than that, no worse for wear.
His gaze catches mine, and I swear he looks confused.
Not as confused as I am.
With tears stinging my eyes, I run past him and out the door. To hell with the check.
To hell with it all.



CHAPTER SIX
 
“I’M ALL RIGHT. THANKS FOR ASKING,” I say all snarky because I feel all snarky. It’s been all of two minutes since a demon attacked me, and he’s not asked how I am once.
“I didn’t ask. And that’s the problem.” He doesn’t have to walk very fast to keep up with me. Me? I’m practically power walking toward… I don’t know where? My car is in the shop. Should be fixed by tomorrow. Still not sure how we’re going to pay for it.
All I know is that I need to get away from that diner and Sumner. I’d like to get away from Ramsey, but for the life of me, I’m more hurt that he hasn’t even pretended to care that I was attacked or that he wasn’t there to save me.
Men go after pretty blondes.
It happens.
I’m not happy about it, but it happens.
Expected more from an angel, though. Maybe Sumner is right. Maybe he’s not much of an angel.
“I know you didn’t ask. I was being sarcastic, and why is it a problem that I’m all right?”
Instead of answering like a normal person, Ramsey takes about five long strides and ends up in front of me. He stops, and since he’s a gargantuan mountain of a man, I have to stop, which irks me to no end. His eyes squint so much I can’t even see his irises anymore. “What makes you so special, Mercy Manning?”
“Probably my sparkling personality and delicate bone structure.” I step to the right. He steps that way too.
Jerk.
Lord, forgive me for thinking an angel is a jerk.
And just like that, we are zapped back into the grungy hotel room. It happens so quickly my mind is still on the sidewalk, and I’m fairly sure I’m going to throw up. “I thought you were going to stop doing that, Ramsey.”
“I didn’t do it,” he answers, and then I see what he’s talking about.
Deborah stands in the middle of the room in her perfectly pressed white pantsuit, looking around the place like just being here will give her cooties. “Such lovely accommodations for the girl, Ramsey. You’re supposed to keep her alive, not give her Tetanus.”
Ramsey is standing in front of me like he was in the restaurant. He looks down at me and rolls his eyes. Oh, he does not seem to like Deborah much. “I wasn’t giving her Tetanus. She forgot how to drive and hit her head, and we ended up here.”
“Interesting.” She doesn’t sound interested. “So, in less than twelve hours, your charge—yours, Ramsey—has been attacked twice by the most powerful demon in Hell and nearly died in a car accident.”
The. Most. Powerful. Demon. In. Hell.
I need to lie down.
“Nearly isn’t dead.” Ramsey counters.
“It’s close enough. Sumner could have killed her.”
“But he didn’t.” Ramsey paces. “He didn’t, and your precious little charge here ran out of the diner, so I couldn’t even go check out the bathroom to see if he was still there. I could have ended it then and there if I didn’t have to keep an eye on her.”
“Like you kept an eye on me with the blonde.” I shouldn’t have said it. It kinda slipped out.
Deborah and Ramsey both stare at me. Deborah in shock, and Ramsey like he wants to strangle me. Slowly, they turn to face each other. Ramsey holds up his hands. “I can explain.”
“You left her.”
“I had to! That blonde was a demon. I went outside to destroy her, and I did. She gave a bit of a fight, but she’s gone.”
It all makes perfect sense, as much as it can. “We were set up.” All cylinders start firing in my brain. “The blonde lured you out. Lyra, the waitress, came over to me and told me I had something on my mouth. I went to the bathroom, and Sumner was there.”
Ramsey stands straighter, and his blue eyes glow. I back up on the bed before I can help myself. I don’t want an angel mad at me too, and I have no idea what I said wrong.
“Calm down, Ramsey,” Deborah orders.
Ramsey ignores her. “What name did you say?”
I don’t answer fast enough.
“What name did Sumner use, Mercy?”
“Lyra,” I whisper. It’s a pretty name. Don’t know why Ramsey is getting so upset over it.
Without looking to Deborah for approval, he heads to the door.
“Ramsey, stop!” She sounds serious.
“I’m going to kill him. Once and for all.”
“You have to protect Mercy.” Deborah sighs. I think she’s seen Ramsey angry before. I haven’t. I don’t like it. “She’s special. She’s…”
“Why!” Ramsey turns toward Deborah and yells so loudly the windows shake. My legs give out, and I plop on the bed.
Deborah’s wings unfurl, bright golden wings that seem to shine in the dim light of the motel room. The golden splendor belongs in a museum or Heaven, not in a rundown place like this.
Ramsey backs up just a tad, and his next words are still forceful, but he seems to heed whatever warning Deborah is giving him.
“Why is she so special?” He points to little ole me. I’d like to know the answer to that too.
Deborah’s wings fold back against her body, cool trick, as she ignores Ramsey and squats in front of me on the bed. She’s careful not to touch the dingy comforter, and I don’t blame her in the least. “Mercy, did Sumner say anything to you? When he had you in the bathroom? Did he say anything?”
That’s a good question. One I don’t want to answer. I don’t want to tell them what Sumner said because, to me, that feels like Sumner won. And I don’t want Sumner to win. That and I don’t want to make Ramsey angrier. I have a feeling knowing what Sumner said will do that.
“Tell us.” Ramsey steps closer. He crosses his arms in a stance that shows he means business.
Who am I to argue? “He said, basically, to tell Ramsey that he couldn’t save her and he wouldn’t save me.”
Deborah rolls her eyes and stands. “Lyra. Always about Lyra. Heaven and Hell fighting continually over one stupid…”
Ramsey lunges toward Deborah so fast that if I blinked I could have missed it. But I couldn’t miss the thunder in his voice or the lightning pouring from his body as it starts to glow. “Don’t you ever mention Lyra like that. Do you understand? It wasn’t her fault!”
Deborah, I have to give her credit, doesn’t back down in the least. “My dear boy, of all the creatures in this world, I know whose fault it was most of all. As much as I dislike Sumner, he is right.”
Ramsey staggers back and his nose flares, but he doesn’t say anything.
“You can’t lose focus with Mercy like you did Lyra, or Mercy will end with the same fate.”
Ramsey’s hands clutch at his side, but at least he’s not glowing anymore. “A warning? On losing focus? From you?” His voice is deep. “And tell me, how am I supposed to focus on being thousands of people’s guardian angel when you have this human ball and chain attached to me.”
Well, ouch.
“That human ball and chain, as you call it, is important.”
“Why?” I raise my hand to ask, like I’m at school. Maybe if I don’t scream it at her like Ramsey did, she will answer. Seems like if they’re talking about me, I should at least be part of the conversation.
Deborah glances around Ramsey and meets me with a compassionate gaze. “We don’t know.”
Now, when an angel, a head guardian angel or whatever, tells you they aren’t sure why you’re important, I admit it stings a little. I always thought if there were angels, that they saw the good in everything, and if they protected people, then wouldn’t the people they protected be important? Like the old saying, everyone is important, and if I’m not important, then maybe I’m reading too much into this.
“I know I’m not important.” I shuffle my feet on the floor, trying not to sound like a baby. “I mean, of my entire family, I was the least of them, and I know that. I knew that then. I wasn’t the one who was supposed to live. But I did. I was saved.”
“You misunderstand me,” Deborah says with the patience of a used-car salesman. “Everyone on Earth is important. It’s true. That’s why we’re charged with risking our lives to save each and every soul here. And we do it. Demons attack more people in a year than you can comprehend. They relish in dragging souls to hell who are deemed for Heaven. They love messing with people. It’s like their little game or something. There’s something about you, though, that seems to bring about more than the average number of demon attacks.”
Chill bumps run up my arms, and I hug myself. Even Ramsey seems to notice. “How many attacks on average?”
“Most people? None. Lots of people go through their entire lives and are never touched by a demon. Others, once. And even those are small disturbances. Small demons that we can defeat easily.”
“And what about me?” Do I want to know? I really don’t want to know.
“You…” Deborah clears her throat, and her eyes ever so briefly flash silver. “You, my sweet child, have been attacked by major demons, powerful demons from the deepest pits of Hell, a grand total of four times. And counting.”
“But she’s not dead.” Ramsey interjects.
I look at him, waiting for him to continue.
“She’s not dead, Deborah. All those major demon attacks, and she’s still alive. Why? Why is she still living? Sumner could have killed her in the hospital. He could have killed her today. Why didn’t he?”
“So I could give you the message,” I answer.
Ramsey shakes his head. “No, it’s more than that. Lyra, yeah, we have our history over her. But there has to be more to it than just a message. You should be dead, Mercy. And we have to figure out why you’re not.”
A knot forms in my throat, and the wind gushes from my chest.
“You have the bedside manner of a serial killer.” Deborah glares at Ramsey. I’m too busy hyperventilating to pay too much attention.
“I know this is a lot to take in,” Deborah says to me “Which is why I hadn’t intended on telling you, but you and Ramsey pushed, and here we are.”
“Don’t blame Ramsey.” I shake my head, trying to wrap my brain around all of this. “I needed to know. I’ve needed to know for a long time. Four demon attacks?”
“Four major demon attacks, yes.”
“One today.” I count on my fingers. “One at the hospital.”
“One when you were one year old. Marcus smote that demon. And one when your parents died. Marcus wasn’t as lucky that time.” Deborah, to her credit, looks away.
Ramsey’s jaw is tight, as if it could get any tighter.
Marcus must have been my guardian angel before everything went crazy. He’s dead.
“So now,” Deborah continues because of course there’s more, “after Sumner found you and attacked you in the hospital, we have to keep you close so we know why he wants you so badly.”
“And why I’m not dead,” I add helpfully. My ears ring from the sound of those words.
“Mercy.” Deborah can’t even say anything helpful. No positivity from this angel.
“He’s doing it to taunt me, Mercy,” Ramsey chimes in. Oh good. Let’s let him talk about me not being dead some more. That’s ever so much fun.
“You said it was more than that.” I remind him in case he needs reminding. I most certainly don’t.
“If you’re going to take everything this hard, we won’t be able to get anything done.” He glares at me.
“If I—”
“Children.” Deborah cuts in. “Maybe Sumner is going after Mercy to taunt you, Ramsey, or maybe not. You weren’t Mercy’s guardian angel, so why would Sumner go after her family?”
Ramsey gets very quiet, like he has a big mystery and the weight of the world on his shoulders.
I try to get this information train moving. “Do you think, whatever is wrong with me, is it a good thing? Or an evil thing?” What could be so special or important about me that the most powerful demons in Hell want me dead? I’m nothing. A nobody. A person this shouldn’t be happening to, but it is and it’s insane.
I have to laugh. I’m insane.
Ramsey blinks at me. “What in the world could you find funny about any of this?”
I chew on my bottom lip, trying to find the words. “The highest angels in Heaven think I’m something special.”
“Important. Not special.” Ramsey clarifies.
Ouch. Okay. “The highest angels in Heaven think I’m important. And the lowest demons in Hell seem to think it too, but I’m here to tell you, you’re all wrong. I’m not. I’m just me. Mercy Claire Manning. Eighteen years old. Daughter of Paul and Martha Manning. The most remarkable thing I’ve ever done is save a bird from dying once. That’s it.”
“Be that as it may,” Deborah says, “if the demons want you, then we must know why. To know why, we have to keep you protected. To keep you protected, Ramsey has to do his job and stay with you at all times.”
“Ramsey.” He counters. “Was fighting a demon in the parking lot, remember?”
“And did you kill it?”
He nods.
“Good. At least one good thing came out of this. But I’m telling you now, Ramsey, we can’t lose this girl.” She points to me, her crooked finger shaking. “She’s more important than you will ever know. More important than you and all the angels in Heaven. We just have to figure out why.”
And with that, Deborah is gone.
“She’s lovely.” I try to get off of the bed without actually touching it. No telling what sort of fluids have ended up here in the past.
“That she is.” Ramsey is leaning his bottom back on the dresser, his arms are crossed, and he looks incredibly stressed. I’d say we all are. I wish he didn’t feel like he had to protect me. Honestly, I can see how it would sting, your boss telling you that some random human is more important than you are. That has to be horrible.
“How long have you worked for her?” I hope small talk is appropriate because I’m in need of small talk.
He sucks in a deep breath and blows it out. “Deborah? A few centuries, which I understand is a very long time in human years, but a blink to an angel. She’s always been a bit different. Always hard on the rules. Hard on the nerves.”
“So, did she get promoted, or how did she get the job?”
Ramsey stands quickly. Yup, I think he’s done with small talk. “Look, someday, I’ll let you in on all the angel-hiring secrets, but for now, I have to figure out how to do my job and keep you from getting dead. I hate to admit it, but Deborah was right. Sumner played me. He got to you, and he could have killed you.”
“No, he could have, but he didn’t. He wanted me to give you a message. He needed me alive to do that. And besides, like you said, not killing me, as bad as it sounds, is a clue. Maybe he can’t kill me?”
“Or maybe he wants to do it slowly.”
“You’re not helpful.”
“Not trying to be.” He shrugs and paces the floor.
Okay then… I don’t want to ask. I don’t want to ask. “Who’s Lyra?” Darn my big mouth.
Ramsey stops and glares at me. “Someone very important. And as much as you might need me to, I can’t talk about it… about her. So please, don’t ever say that name again.”
I nod and swallow hard. Whoever Lyra is, it’s obviously a sore spot for Ramsey, and Sumner knew it too.
Ramsey runs his fingers through his hair and blows out a breath. “I told you to stay in the seat, Mercy. I could see you from where I was outside if you’d stayed in the seat. Why did you leave?”
I really, really, really, incredibly don’t want to tell him.
“Mercy,” he says a tad loud.
“I told you. The waitress told me I had something on my mouth.”
“The waitress who was really Sumner.”
“You could have told me he can shapeshift. Would have been important information.”
Ramsey tilts his head ever so slightly, studying me. “You nearly died because you cared about how you looked?”
Technically, I nearly died because I cared that he cared how I looked, which makes it worse, so I don’t dare mention that. “I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”
He rolls his eyes. “Something tells me it probably will.”



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
I’M LYING IN THE BATHTUB OF the dingiest hotel room I’ve ever been in. Ramsey and I thought it would be best to go ahead and rest here tonight and head back on the road tomorrow when my car gets fixed. I asked him how we’d pay for it. He said he’d take care of it. I ask how he’d know who needed helping, and he said he’d take care of that and for me not to worry about it. I got sad, so I came in here to soak in a nice hot bath. I haven’t taken a bath in so long. The hospital only had showers.
I shut my eyes and try not to think about the peeling brown and orange wallpaper or the way the toilet seat doesn’t match the toilet. Or how the sink has what looks to be little drops of blood stains under it. With my eyes shut, none of that matters. I’m home. My home. My parents are still alive. They’re laughing in the living room—actually, it’s Ramsey listening to some horrible sitcom with an even more horrible laugh track, but I’m not dwelling on where I really am. The water isn’t hot. It’s not even warm. I’d call it the cold side of lukewarm, but that doesn’t matter either. I’m immersed in it. My body with all its bruises feels good soaking in the water. I’m sure I could ask Ramsey to heal me like he did before. I don’t want to yet, though. Maybe it’s one of those things where people only get so many healings. Or maybe he will say no, and I’ll look like an even bigger liability.
I know Ramsey is mad at me. It doesn’t take a psychic to see that. He told me to stay at the table, and I left. He gave an order, and I didn’t listen. His first time trusting me to be alone and that’s how I repay him. I wonder if he’ll trust me alone again.
I mean, he must. I’m in this bathtub, in a totally different room than he is in. There’s a door between us, so that’s a small amount of trust, right? Not a locked door. That was my call. I don’t want it to be too difficult for him to come get me if Sumner somehow gets in. I’m not sure how he/she/it does it, but I know it wants me.
Me.
For the first time since all this happened, I have a second to myself so I can ponder what in the world Sumner and all the other demons want with me. I’m not special or important like Deborah seems to think. Okay, occasionally I have these visions. I see shadows that no one else sees, ghosts no one else sees—but like, that’s nothing special, I don’t think. Just a glitch in my brain. And look, what I’m seeing or think I’m seeing might not even really be there.
Except I saw the thing that came after my parents that night on the road. It was late. I was half asleep. But I saw it as big as day, sliding up the road, the shadow blacker than black.
I can still feel the catch in my throat as I point out the window. Words wouldn’t form. My parents wouldn’t listen. They told me I was seeing things. That they were worried. When the top of the car got pulled back like a tuna can, I think they believed.
I saw the angel.
I saw him die.
I saw it all.
I still see it.
Just as clear and clean as it was that night.
I sit up in the tub. The water slushes over the side, and I rush to turn the faucet off. I’d gone to sleep with the water running, and I couldn’t care less. I can’t breathe.
I know I’m in a hotel room. Rationally, I know it. Inside, though, in my vision, I’m in that car. Only the scene has rewound, and I can see the demon, the monster, as big as the trees with bright-red eyes and sharp teeth crawling toward my car. Each time its clawed foot hit the road, it would crack. The thing’s legs were as long as the light poles, which shook with every step. The lights flickered and went out, and when they did, the demon came for us faster.
Came for me faster.
Then, like a flash, the demon is gone. So is the car and my family. I see a house, a bedroom actually. It’s dark outside, but inside, there’s a little rainbow nightlight. The room is pink, a light pink with white shelves on the walls and matching scalloped curtains blowing through the open window.
There is a little girl in the bed, hugging her teddy bear tightly, so tightly I can feel it. I’m standing in the corner of the room, unable to speak, unable to get her to talk to me, but I can feel it. I can’t make out her features exactly in the dim light, but she seems young. Maybe seven or eight. A Nashville Predators picture is the only non-pink thing in the room, and it’s taped on the wall above her head.
She’s scared. Terrified.
I’m not sure of what until my breath turns foggy.
So does hers.
Then the noises start: grunting, growling, groaning.
She hugs her teddy tighter.
I want to help her. I can’t move, though. I can’t do anything but watch.
Suddenly, I’m not in the room anymore. I’m outside next to the mailbox, looking up at a two-story, brown brick house sitting at 333 Stratford Drive. There is an open window, and white curtains blow inward.
A shadow moves through the room, past the nightlight so I can see it. The shadow is blacker than black with orangish-yellow eyes. It turns its head and smiles at me through the window, and then the girl screams.
I can’t breathe. I can’t think. I know I’m in a bathroom. I know it, but I don’t see it. I only see the house and the room and the girl. I hear the girl’s screams and the demon after her. She’s terrified. He’s going to kill her.
I roll out of the tub, freezing, shivering, yelling. I claw to the sink and pull myself up, staring in the mirror. I’m somewhere between here and there, between this room and that house. I need to get there. I need to save the girl. I need…
“Mercy?” Ramsey bangs on the door.
I can’t answer him. Not in the middle of this. I flip back and forth between the house and the bathroom. At the house, I’m frozen. I can’t move. I can’t do anything. I can’t help the girl who’s terrified. I picture her holding her little brown teddy as the sharp-toothed demon lords over her. Long strands of clear saliva pour from its lips. It makes me sick. It all makes me sick.
“Mercy!” Ramsey opens the door, and I don’t even flinch. I fall to my knees and rest my head on the sink. I close my eyes and will the vision to go away. I need to be present here now.
I feel my towel being draped over my shoulders, and it occurs to me that I don’t have on any clothes. I guess I should be embarrassed by that. I’m too out of it to care. Ramsey pulls my wet hair out from under the towel and firmly grips my shoulders. “What’s wrong, Mercy? Talk to me.”
“I saw… Gah, it had to be a nightmare. It had to be. I’m sorry. I just… I fell asleep. That’s all.” If I told the people at Southern Psych what I saw, they’d make me talk to the shrink for days. I don’t want Ramsey to do the same thing.
“Hey.” He gently turns me around. His total one-eighty-degree demeanor change confuses me. Last I’d seen him, he was mad at the world. What changed? I can barely look at him in the eyes. I try. I don’t want to show him any weakness, but I can’t. I’m sitting here naked on the bathroom floor of the dingiest hotel ever after having a massive nightmare panic attack. I can’t look at him. Not now. “Mercy, talk to me. Okay? I need to know what happened. To keep you safe.”
I slide all the way down on the floor and pull my knees to my chest, becoming more and more aware of what Ramsey is seeing of me. For his part, without missing a beat, he pulls another formerly white towel over and drapes it over my chest. It falls over my knees, and finally, I’m completely covered. “It was nothing. Like I said. Nightmare.”
“Didn’t sound like a nightmare. Sounded like you were dying.”
“Really bad nightmare.” I counter.
“Sweetheart, you’re shaking.” He rubs his hands over the towel on my legs to stir up heat. “We need to get you warm, and then you need to talk to me.”
I open my mouth to say something when he stops me.
“And don’t say it’s nothing, because it’s obviously something. Something’s going on inside you. Whatever it is, the demons want it.”
At the D word, I shudder harder.
“Look.” He sighs. “I know you don’t want to hear it, and we both know I’m not the coddling type, but whatever it is inside you, it’s important and it’s valuable. We have to know what it is and why they want it if we have a chance of saving you.”
Of saving me. I’m going to throw up. I close my eyes and lay my head back, willing and praying for the feeling to go away. “Can you give me a minute? To get my pajamas on, brush my hair, all that. I’d like to be less naked when we figure out what’s inside me.”
He smirks. This time it’s less than a coy one. This smirk is downright massive. “Usually people are naked for that.”
“Ramsey!”
His eyes twinkle mischievously. “Tell me I’m wrong.”
“I won’t tell you you’re right.” I can’t help but smile back. It’s a small smile, but genuine.
“Once you are clothed, I’ll be waiting for you right outside, okay? But you have to promise to yell if something happens. If you have another vision.”
Visions. I’d wondered if I’d been having visions too a few years ago. Then, I’d put the silly notion aside. They were just nightmares brought on by my parents’ accident. I kept seeing demons, because that’s what I saw the night they were killed. Nothing more. Nothing less. “I think that would be the easy explanation. To think there really was something special about me. That I could see the future or whatever. I think maybe it’s just me, and my head is wired differently.”
“Oh, you’re definitely wired differently.” He laughs lightly. “But I don’t think that’s it. I’m okay talking like this if you are. Trust me. It’s nothing I’ve never seen before.”
Apparently, my angel isn’t virginal. Either that, or he’s a peeping Tom.
I’d still rather have some clothes on when I tell him this, but okay, if he wants to do it this way. His phone rings, and I’m literally saved by the bell. He rolls his eyes when he sees the name on the caller ID. “Deborah,” he mouths.
He answers it as I ponder the irony of potentially non-virginal angels using cellphones. One, what did they use before cellphones were invented? And two, they were freakin’ angels. Couldn’t they use some, I don’t know, higher power to communicate?
And if he was non-virginal, did he have to use protection?
I shake that thought from my head. Some things weren’t meant to be discovered.
Ramsey doesn’t yell at Deborah, but his voice does rise a few octaves. He turns the phone off with a curse—didn’t know angels cursed—and runs his fingers through his hair. “Get your clothes on, your actual clothes on, and do it quick. We have a situation a few miles down the road.”
“Situation?”
“Demon situation. 333 Stratford Drive. Let’s go.”
He opens the door and leaves me to get ready. It takes everything I have to stand up and even attempt to dry off. That’s the address I saw. That’s the house I saw. If it’s brown brick, if it’s two-story, if there’s a little girl there being attacked by a demon…
“Mercy, let’s go!” Ramsey yells as he throws some things in a bag. I shut the door quickly and start getting clothes on.
What in the world had I just seen?
What am I?



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
WHO KNEW ANGELS WERE GOOD AT breaking and entering? I add that to my list of all the things angels do instead of playing the harp.
We needed to get to 333 Stratford Drive. ASAP. Ramsey didn’t think beaming me there would be a good idea since I’d had so many head injuries in the last two days. He didn’t want to chance scrambling my brain any worse than it is.
How kind of him.
Since we couldn’t beam there, Ramsey went to the garage and got my car back in the middle of the night while I got ready in our motel room.
I hope he left money.
I’m not going to ask.
Ramsey tapping his foot in the passenger seat does nothing to make the car go any faster. If anything, it makes me more nervous, which makes me concentrate more on my driving and the speed limit and all that. It’s not like I’ve been driving long.
“Humans are so slow,” he mumbles, now smacking his knee. Like that’ll make anything go faster.
“And angels are grumpy,” I say cause it’s true.
He turns and glares at me. “And demons are dangerous. This demon could be gone from that house right now if you don’t hurry up.”
“Then zap there if I’m not fast enough.” I wish he would. Take a lot of stress off me.
“If I zap there, I’ll have to leave you, and we all know what happens when I leave you.”
He doesn’t have to remind me of that. “Well, then don’t worry about my head injury. I’m just the least important person on the planet, right?”
“I never said that.”
I know he thinks it. “Doesn’t matter. You’re right. Let me pull the car over, zap us to the house, and then you can save the little girl.”
Ramsey takes a deep breath and pinches the bridge of his nose. I think I give him a headache. I think he gives me one too, so we’re even. “I could. Yes. But what if I zap, as you say, you into a demon fight? How would that protect you?”
I’m so tired of having to be protected. “How much farther is it to the house?”
He checks the GPS on his phone, which I think is hilarious. How did angels protect people before GPS? Oh yeah, there were enough angels for each to stay with one person way back then. Oh, how the mighty have fallen. It’s really sad actually. I feel bad for them. “Five more miles. Not far, but you need to step on it.”
So, I do. I push the gas pedal so hard that I nearly lose control of the car again. I grip the steering wheel tighter and correct the car between the lines. The address is no coincidence. I dreamed about that house, and now we are going toward it because Ramsey got an SOS. I know what’s there, or at least I think I do. I don’t want to be right about this.
We arrive at Stafford Drive less than two minutes later. It’s a small neighborhood. Not even a gated community. Most of the houses look the same, beige or brown brick, which I can tell because they are lit up at this time of night with flood lights outside. Probably to keep burglars out. The moon is big and bright tonight. That’s never been good for my nightmares. Seems like when there’s a full moon, I see more things.
I stop my car in front of the mailbox, the exact same one I saw in my nightmare. It’s light-brown brick just like the rest of the house. I hit the brakes so hard, Ramsey and I slam forward, and he complains. “Easy.”
I’ll easy him in a minute. I don’t have time to say anything snarky though because just like in my dream, a dark shadow, tall, thick, monstrous—with orangish-yellow eyes and a slobbering smile—looms around the corner of the house and heads around the side and toward an upstairs room. White curtains—curtains I can see because there’s a small glow in the room, presumably from a night light—blow out from the open window. Who has their curtains open in October? They’re just inviting demons in.
The shadow demon slides up the house, careful not to break any of the glass, and disappears, hooved feet first, into the room.
He has. Hooved. Feet.
Does Sumner?
I grab Ramsey by the arm. He turns toward me. His brows are drawn together, and he looks pissed. “There’s a girl up there, Ramsey. A little girl. Hugging her teddy bear. She’s scared. You have to help her.”
He hesitates, staring at me like he’s convicted about something. He doesn’t have time for this. Isn’t that why I drove like a crazy woman to get here? I practically push him out the door. “Hurry up! Go!”
Ramsey looks up at the bedroom window, studying it. “It could be a trap.”
Now isn’t the time to think that. “Don’t worry about me. Go save the little girl.”
He cuts his eyes toward me. A half-smile pulls on his lips. “I have to protect you.”
“I’ll be fine.” I promise, and I will. “I won’t get out of the car. I won’t follow some sweet woman into the bathroom. I won’t let Sumner get me. I promise. Here.” I take the keys from the ignition and throw them at his chest. They clank when he catches them. “Take the keys with you so you’ll be sure I won’t drive away. Just go save her.”
Next thing I know, Ramsey is outside the car. The door locks click. They won’t keep me inside. I’m not a child, and I can unlock doors, but maybe it’ll keep something out. It’s a small measure of safety.
“I’ll be right back!” he yells at me.
Guess he’s never seen horror movies. That’s the last thing you want to say.
I wish I could see inside the room. Actually, I probably don’t. I already saw it, in my vision. Quiet girl hugging her little teddy bear who is supposed to make her feel better. I hope she’s not too scared. I hope she’s okay and that she never knows what in the world is happening inside her room.
Why did this demon choose this girl to attack? Why did I see the vision of it before Deborah called? What does any of this mean? I have a feeling it will be a long time before I know any of the answers. I wish I knew them now. I’d always had visions, a few anyway. But ever since the demon on the road with my parents, the visions have been super charged.
It’s like I can feel the panic the little girl is going to face if Ramsey doesn’t hurry up and get to her.
It’s incredibly hard to just sit here and do something. I love doing things. Even in the hospital, I’d keep my mind occupied with riddles and whatnot.
The little girl suddenly shows up in the window. She’s looking down at me like she knows I’m there. Like she wants me to help her, but she knows I can’t. A bright light fills the room, so bright even I flinch from down here.
Then it’s over.
Ramsey pops back to the side of the car and knocks on the glass so fast I jump. I should be getting used to that by now. I unlock the door, and he slides in. “Did it go okay?”
He glares at me like he’s all offended. Wonderful. “Lesser demons are easy to send back to Hell. Even I can do it.”
“I didn’t mean…”
He doesn’t stop talking. “Not as high on the food chain rank. He was simply there to scare some poor little girl.”
“Sounds pretty evil to me.”
“Yeah.” He turns toward me like he knows what’s going through my mind. “The little girl will be fine though. She saw the demon go, so now she knows she has a guardian angel with her that can take care of any sort of bad thing that’s after her. And I won’t let it, you know, hurt her.” Ramsey looks away, and I swear he has tears in his eyes. This has to be difficult for him, having the weight of all these souls on his shoulders. He does seem a bit overdramatic about it, though.
“Were you always this girl’s guardian angel?”
He shakes his head.
Another angel dead. I wonder how many are still in Heaven. Are there more than demons, cause if there are more demons than angels, that’s a terrifying thought. “Is every case this easy? I mean is every demon so easy to kill?”
I hope he says yes.
Ramsey runs his hands over his eyes. I think he wants me to think he’s tired. In fact, I think it’s him trying to wipe the tears from his eyes. I’m sure he’d never want to let me see him tear up or get emotional about anything. “It is for an angel. And even more easy if the demon isn’t Sumner.”
“Is Sumner like the big boss demon?”
“Sumner is the biggest badass demon of all. He’s an original, you know. One of the original angels, not one of the puny ones who were once human. Those are weak. Sumner, he’s strong.” Ramsey seems pretty proud of that fact.
I have no idea why.
I’m not sure where to drive to now. Sure, it’s the middle of the night, and I’d like to sleep somewhere, but we turned in our key at our five-star establishment earlier, and now it’s still the middle of the night with nowhere to go and nothing to do.
We sit in the car. I drum my fingers on the steering wheel, unsure what to do.
Ramsey leans over me and peeks up at the window the demon crawled through. “Weird night, huh?”
“To say the least. And look…” I need to get this off my chest. “I’m sorry for everything that happened in the bathroom earlier.”
Ramsey’s brows rise, and a smile pulls ever so slightly on his lips. I didn’t think it would make him smile, but okay. “Oh no, nothing to be sorry about. I’m sure it was perfectly consensual.”
Okay, not really. “You were smart to figure it out. I had this nightmare vision, and I saw this. I saw it all.”
Ramsey sits up straighter. “You saw it all? Before it happened?”
“You know that.” Right? Didn’t he figure it out?
“Tell me about the nightmare vision thing. I need to know all the details.”
“You figured out a lot of them.” I counter.
“Humor me. Tell me what you saw.”
Oh, I could, but I really don’t want to. It might be a clue, though, of what I am. Instead, I decide I’d rather know about the people in the house, about the girl.
“How is she?” I ask, as if he should totally know who she is.
“Tell me about the thing you saw in your nightmare.” Ramsey pushes.
“It was a demon.” How many different ways could one describe a demon?
If he sighs any harder, he’s going to implode. “What did it look like, Mercy? What color were its eyes?”
“Orangish yellow,” I answer, shivering when I picture it.
“Like the one I just killed?”
I nod.
“And you know that because you saw it in your vision?”
Again, I nod.
“Orange-yellow eyes mean it’s a lesser demon.”
“Lesser than what?”
“Lesser than original demons. They aren’t as powerful.” I recall what Sumner said about Ramsey not being an original angel. Does that make him a lesser angel? Is he not as powerful as Sumner? That would be my luck.
Ramsey shifts in his seat where he’s facing me. “How did you know there was a girl inside?”
I don’t answer straight away.
“You saw her, didn’t you? That’s why you freaked out in the bathroom. You saw the demon and you saw her.”
I still see her in my mind, hugging her teddy bear, so scared. Her eyes were closed, and maybe, just maybe, she was praying.
Ramsey looks at me strangely. It’s never good when an angel does that. “How did you see a vision of what was going to happen?”
And that’s when it occurs to me that I’m talking about the nightmare vision thing whether I want to or not. I’m a moron, a total and complete moron. Everything that happens from now on is my fault because I can’t keep my mouth shut and stop asking questions.
“I assumed there was a girl inside.” I’m not convinced.
Neither is Ramsey. “What’s going on with you?”
“Nothing.”
It occurs to me that lying to angel isn’t the smartest thing ever. I’m pretty sure he knows. That and I’m the worst liar on the planet. That’s how I ended up in Southern Psych. I couldn’t lie my way out of it. So, Mercy, it was a car you saw coming after your parents, right? No, sir, a demon with big eyes and dripping fangs. No, Mercy, it was a car… a car.
Nope. Demon.
And that’s how my two years at Southern Psych began.
“Mercy!” The deepness of his voice and the urgency of it smack me out of my memory. “What aren’t you telling me? This won’t work if you aren’t completely honest, remember. We have no idea why the demons are after you, but if you tell me what’s going on, I might figure it out, and we can know what we’re dealing with. I can put the pieces together, but I need you to say it.”
I’ve never thought of myself as a what before.
“Why?” I bite back. “Why do I have to say it?”
“Because there is power in words.”
He sounds like a freakin’ new-age guru.
“Mercy, come on. Talk to me.”
Fine. He wants me to talk. I’ll talk. I clear my throat and look away, willing for the darkness to swallow me up so I won’t have to deal with all this mess. It won’t, though, and Ramsey is waiting. “Back at the hotel. When I was taking a bath, yeah, I must have fallen asleep. I saw the girl and the demon.”
And…
“What else?”
I don’t want to tell him. I don’t want to think about it. “I… I dreamed about the night my parents died and what I saw on the road.”
I hear Ramsey shift in his seat. “What did you see?” His voice is low, almost like he’s regretting opening this can of worms again. I know his angel friend, Marcus, died that night. I don’t want Ramsey to have to think about it. I don’t want to have to think about the single worst night of my life either.
I go on. “Not important. Not now anyway. The point is that memory sort of fizzled out, and I was in this bedroom. There was a little girl there. She held her teddy. Terrified. Then this demon came in, and I was outside. I saw the mailbox, and it said 333 Stratford Avenue.”
Ramsey clears his throat and runs his hand over his face. “And you didn’t think to tell me this when I told you we were going to 333 Stratford Avenue?”
“I thought it was a coincidence.”
“Oh, come on, Mercy. You’re smarter than that.”
I’m not sure if I should be offended by that or happy. He thinks I’m smart.
“What else have you seen? And don’t lie to me.”
I close my eyes, not wanting to think about it. All those years alone in my room, seeing things, not knowing if they were real or if I imagined them—and which scenario would be best. “When I was little, there was this girl who lived under my bed. She had on a white gown, had beautiful big brown eyes, and her neck was broken at a horrible angle. No one else in my house saw her. They thought I’d made her up. It bothered my mama when I told her about the girl’s neck, so I stopped talking about her altogether. She slid out from under my bed every night, though. She was nice. Sometimes if I was scared, she’d rub my feet. If there was a storm, she’d hold my hand. I wanted to help her, but there wasn’t any way. I knew she was dead, but I don’t think she did.”
Bile rises in my throat, and I look at Ramsey. “She was a ghost, wasn’t she? Like they exist. It wasn’t a demon pretending.”
He holds up his hand to stop me. “I’m sure she was just a ghost,” he said with more compassion than I ever thought he’d have in him. Especially since I didn’t tell him about the entire dream. I figured he’d be furious, and he might be, but at least he’s not showing it now. I appreciate it. “Ghosts are real. Just as real as demons. Ghost, werewolves, vampires—”
“Vampires are real?” I sit up straighter, like a full-blown fangirl.
He smirks and shakes his head. “That would be what you cared about. But yeah, they are real. But they aren’t made like Hollywood says they are made. They aren’t made by a virus or being infected by another vampire. They are made by demons.”
I shiver at the word.
Ramsey smirks ever so faintly.
“Why would a demon make a vampire?”
He shrugs. “Why not? Maybe demons get bored and want to play with people. Maybe they’re giving the finger to God. Maybe because demons can control them and, in theory, make a vampire army. Maybe… maybe they are simply bastards.”
“All possible answers.” I blow out a deep breath. “How does a demon make a vampire?”
“Easy. Blood. Death. Resurrection. Blah blah. Nothing exciting. And…” He playfully nudges me with his arm. “I hear vampires like teenaged girls with brown hair most of all.”
“Ha.” I smack him on the shoulder, and it sure doesn’t budge. Is he made of rock or something?
Ramsey glances down at his arm and then back up at me. There’s something in his eyes, some expression I can’t decipher. His eyes have darkened just a bit, but he doesn’t seem mad. He seems surprised.
“Anyway.” I clasp my hands in my lap to keep from touching him again. “So that was the first supernatural thing I saw. I couldn’t have been more than four. After my mom had such a negative reaction to me telling her about the ghost, I stopped telling them anything I saw. Like the hitchhiking man on Route Two toward Granville, who didn’t have eyes and whose head was on the wrong way. Or the lady at the library with the pink dress who floated in the nonfiction section.”
“What were you doing in the nonfiction section? That’s the boring section.”
“One, not the point. Two, it’s not the boring section. You just haven’t read the right nonfiction books. They’re very good.”
“I feel very enlightened now.” He chuckles, leans his elbow on the window, and lays his head on his hand. “Please continue your monster journey.”
“I saw a backwards-walking crabman on the interstate once. I thought he was just a weird monster at first, but now I think it could have been a demon.”
He shrugs. “Could have been. They’re all different. Different classes. Different powers. Different looks. None as handsome as Sumner, but you know, you have to be careful. Demons can shapeshift into anything they want.”
“As I know now.” I look up at the house. Why is there a bright light? I just saw a bright light a few minutes ago.
“As you know now.”
“Makes life interesting.” I turn to smile at Ramsey.
And see Sumner.
He smiles back for the briefest of seconds. He grabs my arm and pulls me toward him. Without letting go, he uses his other hand to run a few strands of hair behind my ear. “Twice in one night. I’m getting good.” He pulls me toward him and kisses my forehead. “Never boring, that’s for sure. See you in your dreams.”
Before I can scream. Before I can move, Sumner is gone.
Ramsey runs toward the car, keys in hand. He pounds on the window. “Mercy!”
This can’t be happening.
The doors unlock, and he runs to the passenger side. He opens the door and climbs in where he’d… where Sumner had sat not two seconds before. I’m shaking so hard my teeth chatter. I don’t think they’ll ever stop. “God, what happened to you? Are you cold? Did you have another vision?”
“You were right.” I barely get the words out.
Ramsey reaches toward me, and I flinch away. I can’t help it. All I can think about is touching him before touching Sumner. The look in his eyes, the way he seemed to enjoy my company. I’m going to throw up. God, I’m going to throw up.
As if sensing bad things coming, Ramsey shoves my keys in the ignition and turns the air conditioner on full blast. I don’t care that it’s October and a chilly night. The air feels good to me.
“How do I know it’s you?” My words chatter out.
“What? Of course, you know it’s me. Why would you not?”
I don’t answer. I simply look at Ramsey who, in return, turns pale. “What did Sumner do to you?”
I lay my head on the wheel and wish for all of this to be over.



CHAPTER NINE
 
AT AROUND SUNRISE, I PULL INTO a little diner on the side of the road with a large, ten-foot rooster, looking like it was crowing at the sun, on top of the building. The blinking light outside promised fresh bacon and homegrown eggs. My stomach tightens as I think about bacon and eggs. Last night’s supper disappeared a few hours ago.
“You know we’ll have to talk about it eventually, right? Whatever Sumner did in the car.” He keeps asking me to talk about it, and every time, I change the subject. I’m not ready to talk about Sumner yet. Mainly because he didn’t do or say anything that is remotely important—except vampires being real. That’s kinda creepy. I’m sure Ramsey already knows about that, though.
I think Sumner was there to get information, and I gave it to him. He knows I have visions. He knows I see monsters. Is that why they all want me? Is that why I’m special?
The angel knows and the demon knows, so I guess that’s everybody important that knows. I told Ramsey a little about it on our drive over because it was either talk about my nightmare or talk about Sumner. I chose the nightmare and only answered briefly. I’d learned my lesson about spilling my guts.
“You thought he was me,” he says a bit sadly. Like, how in the world could I not know that something that looked like him wasn’t him? How dare I?
I take the time to glare at him. “If it looks like a duck and quacks like a duck…” My daddy used to say that.
“I’m not a duck. I’m an angel.”
“I know that.” I groan and rub my forehead. “It was like he was you, but not you. Like, he knew some things, but other things, I don’t know, I thought you’d just forgotten. And the way he looked at me…” I stop myself from going further. Ramsey doesn’t need to know about that. Stupid me for opening my mouth and saying too much. I knew better than that. All those years at Southern Psych had taught me better. I’m just tired. I haven’t had my medicine, and I’m feeling antsy. I need my medicine, as much as I hate to admit it. They aren’t the kind you can quit just like that, and here I’ve quit them, just like that.
“We need some sort of code word, if you can’t tell an angel from a demon.”
“I can’t if that demon looks like you.”
“Demons can shapeshift. I thought you realized that after the diner.”
“A little bit of a warning that he could turn into you would have been nice.” He’s not pinning this on me. How was I supposed to know that Ramsey wasn’t Ramsey? Just because he was nicer than usual. “You’re right, I should have known, though.”
“Thank you.” Like he’s won.
“Sumner was much too kind to be you.”
Ramsey raises his brow at me and narrows his eyes. I think he wants to discuss that some more, but he doesn’t seem to know what to say.
Ha.
“Code word. How about fire?” he says instead.
“Fire? That’s the best you can do? How am I supposed to put that into a conversation?” Now I’m the grumpy one, and I don’t care. Soon, I’m going to have to figure out how to get medicine. These withdrawals aren’t fun. I’m not sure how to get medicine, though. The thought of asking Ramsey makes me sick to my stomach.
“Do you have a better suggestion?”
“Umm…” Not really, but I’m not letting him win, so I say the first word that pops in my mind, which is really random and weird. “Kiss.”
“K-kiss?” Ramsey stutters. “That’s the code word you want?”
I shrug.
“You think you can fit that into a conversation with Sumner?” He sounds jealous, but I know that’s not what he is. There’s no way he’s jealous of Sumner or me, for that matter.
I think about the way Ramsey—Sumner—looked at me in the car and the way warmth spread through me. I feel my cheeks burning, so I look away. Ramsey doesn’t need to witness my blushing.
“Fine.” He gives in much easier than I thought he would. “You’ll probably remember it easier than fire anyway.”
Well, thanks. “Sometime soon we need to discuss ways to make money.” I remind Ramsey.
“Money. Yes. The vilest of all human inventions.”
“Vile?”
He nods. “Think about it. God says if your neighbor needs food, feed him. If he thirsts, give him drink. Humans took that logic and invented money. If your neighbor needs food, give it to him—if he has the means to pay for it, if he is worthy of what you have.”
“Anybody ever told you you’re a bit of a Debbie Downer?”
“Several times.” He opens his door and shuts it before I even get my seat belt off. I miss how easy he was to talk to when we sat outside the little girl’s house earlier. It was nice talking to him. I haven’t talked to anyone who didn’t think I was crazy for so long. And that makes it worse because it hadn’t even been Ramsey. I was comfortable talking to a demon. A badass demon at that. What does that say about me?
I release my seat belt and reach for the door handle when the door disappears. I’m not even sitting in the car anymore. I’m at a house, an old house, run down. Abandoned I suppose is the right word. There’s furniture around me, but it’s covered with white sheets blowing in the non-existent wind. I hear crying, loud sobs coming from upstairs. Reluctantly, I head up the stairs. The old wood creaks under my feet, each step making the old house groan. Mirrors of all shapes and sizes are on the left side, on the wall. Black mirrors. Mirrors that reflect what I look like, and I look rough. Black and purple bags hang under my eyes. My long gray hair sticks out all over my head, over my shoulders. I need a comb. I also need to look eighteen instead of a crazed middle-aged serial killer.
“Help!” I hear a man screaming upstairs. It’s more than a scream. It’s a gurgle. I run, taking the steps two by two until I reach the top. The floors are wooden up here too. Wooden and polished, not old and covered like they are downstairs. When I look down to confirm, the floors on the first floor are shiny and new. The piano is uncovered, clean. The grandfather clock ticks away the seconds.
I don’t like this house.
At all.
Where’s Ramsey, and when can he get me home?
“Help me!” The man’s voice rings out again, gravellier than before. I run past the three open doors; three open doors that close as I run past them. I stop in the doorway of the last open door, the one on the far side of the room. A man who looks to be middle-aged sits there. He looks like he’s maybe in his late fifties. His hair is salt-and-pepper colored. He has on a white button-up shirt and brown pants, like he is about to head to church or somewhere special.
“You need help?” I ask, squatting down to him. From the corner of my eye, I see the foot of a bed with a fluffy white comforter on it.
He looks at me. I’ve seen television shows before where an older man’s eyes are sort of milky colored. That’s how this man’s eyes are.
“Hey, don’t be afraid of me,” I tell him, reaching my hand out.
The man looks at my hand for the longest time. He doesn’t seem scared now. He seems intrigued. He looks up at me, and red starts mixing with the whites in his eyes. Blood.
He coughs and blood sprays all over me, all over him, and runs down his chin into a puddle on the floor.
“Doppelganger.” He says barely above a whisper.
“What?”
He slumps to the side, coughing up more blood.
He needs help Now.
I reach for him, and when my fingers find his icy skin, I’m pulled backwards out of the room. My feet slide out in front of me, and I’m pulled past the closed doors, which open back up when I pass, and down the stairs, bouncing with each step. The mirrors are gone. Instead there are pictures in the frames. One picture in particular. The same girl, me. I have brown hair falling in long ringlets around my shoulders. My eyes are scratched out. I think I’m screaming. I hit the first floor and twist until I’m heading backwards through the house. The first door gets farther and farther away as I’m being dragged somewhere I know I don’t want to go.
It’s bright.
And it’s scary.
“Mercy!” Ramsey yells.
I open my eyes and am immediately struck by how dark it still is even though the sun is coming up. Ramsey is kneeling in front of me. The door is open, and he’s holding my hands.
“Where did you go?” He sounds scared. When your guardian angel is scared, crap is going down.
“Good question.” I lean my head against Ramsey’s chest. I feel him hesitate, and then his fingers run through my hair and he holds me.
He’s warm.
And he’s comforting.
I’m safe.
For now.
I really don’t want to have these visions anymore.



CHAPTER TEN
 
I DON’T FEEL LIKE EATING, BUT Ramsey pushes me to at least eat one bite. He doesn’t want to stop every five minutes, so in his mind, me eating on a schedule will be less of a headache. Must be nice to be an angel. Don’t have to stop to eat or use the bathroom. I don’t know if he sleeps. Our first night together, I slept obviously. Not sure if he did. Will he tonight?
I have to laugh at myself. Look at me, worried if he’ll sleep or not when I’m the one who probably won’t sleep for the rest of my life. Not peacefully anyway. Not that I ever really expected to again once I got out of Southern Psych. No, I take that back, I never thought I’d sleep peacefully again after the car wreck that killed my parents. I didn’t tell the people at the hospital, but I used to hear them, screaming, yelling at me to hold on. Yelling at me to stop talking about the giant spider-like thing ahead of us.
To get the cobwebs out of my brain, I shake my head and move my egg around my plate. It was very nice of Ramsey to get some food for me. Again, I have no idea how he’s planning on paying for it. I don’t really care at this point. My head is pounding. My medicine is gone. The visions, or whatever they are, are getting stronger. I can tell by the vice-grip-like feeling they leave in my head. If only they were becoming clearer, that would be great.
“You gonna tell me what went on outside, or are you going to make me guess? Did Sumner do something?” Ramsey has nothing in front of him. He only ordered water—or rather I ordered it for him because it makes me feel incredibly self-conscious to sit here in front of him guzzling my food when he has nothing.
“How could Sumner do something? You were literally right beside me.” I snap. Withdrawal is fun.
“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Ramsey mumbles.
“I bet you could guess.” Okay, so the sausage does look pretty good, and my stomach is hurting a little. I’m not sure if it’s a side effect of the vision or the being attacked by a demon last night, but something is making my stomachache. I choose to believe that, like a regular person, it’s hurting because I’m hungry, so I stuff a piece of sausage in my mouth. I also enjoy the fact that it gives me a minute or two to make Ramsey wait. I don’t have much to do in life, but I’ve found that annoying Ramsey might be the most fun I have.
I chew.
He grumps.
All of life’s problems stop in that one exciting moment.
“You had another vision,” he says finally.
“Good job, Sherlock.” Harsh? Maybe. I should be nicer to him, I guess, but like I said, it’s the only enjoyment I have in life right now.
And Ramsey doesn’t seem to be upset by it. In fact, Ramsey doesn’t seem to understand the reference. “I’m not Sherlock. I’m Ramsey. I thought you knew that.”
Oh Ramsey. I do so love him. “Yes, you’re right. Ramsey. I must have forgotten momentarily.” I try to hold in a smirk. It doesn’t work.
“Why do I feel like you’re mocking me?”
“I’d never mock an angel.” I can’t even hold in the straight face. I must be losing it. Yup, totally gone.
To my utter and complete surprise, he smirks back. A twinkle even makes a way to his eye. “I highly doubt that. I think you like torturing me.”
“Eh.” I shrug and shove some eggs in my mouth. Man, these are good. I haven’t had good homecooked eggs since, well, since Mama died. The hospital had eggs that tasted like they were left over from Easter—five years ago.
“Okay. Okay. Enough of that. You had a vision. Seemed painful.”
Oh, did it now? “You could say that.” And you’d be right. “Some hurt worse than others. I’m not sure why. I never know why. It’s just how it’s always been. And, honestly, I never knew they were visions. Not really. Not until last night actually.”
“So, you went this entire time thinking that what you were seeing was just in your head. That you were crazy?”
I stop mid-bite. “I was in a mental institution, Ramsey. Kinda par for the course.”
He clears his throat and looks away ever so briefly. I don’t like thinking about being there, but I do decide to talk to Ramsey because I have nothing else to do, and well, he’s easy to chat with. It’s not like he can leave me. I can offend him, accidently of course, until the cows come home, and he can’t leave. I guess there’s something nice about that. Not having to be on guard so much. It’s what I liked about the hospital. It’s what I hated about high school before I was sent there.
I continue and tell him all the things I’d thought I’d already told him, when he was Sumner. “When I was little, I’d have these dreams. Dreams about monsters, dreams about things that would happen. I dreamed that Donald Trump would be President way back in twenty thirteen. Who would have ever seen that as being true even in the future?”
“I see your point,” Ramsey says.
“At the time, I pushed them aside, chalked it up to an overactive imagination. Like I said, uh, to Sumner, not to you. I saw the girl under my bed. My mom hated me talking about it, so I stopped. I never told them about the other visions either. The other monsters. I figured they weren’t real either. They were just in my head. I told them about—”
I can’t finish the sentence. I start to say I told them about the monster—the demon—that killed them. I saw it flopping and scraping down the road toward us. But I can’t tell him. I don’t want to think about it.
“Told them about what?” He tilts his head slightly and seems genuinely interested in hearing what I have to say.
Too bad for him, I can’t get the words out. I throw the last remaining piece of toast in my mouth and toss my napkin on my tray. I’m done. I’ve eaten nearly a fourth of my plate. That’s enough. “Let’s go. Call Deborah, or whoever, and tell her you know where to go next. See if she has coordinates.”
“Coordinates?”
“Address, GPS, whatever. I don’t know. Just see if she can get us there. We need to stop whatever it is.”
Ramsey reaches out and takes my arm, gently, so gently goosebumps radiate out from where his skin touches mine. I’m not sure if he notices, but by the way he lets me go as quickly as he grabbed me, I say he notices something. “Tell me what you saw. In your vision.”
“Ramsey…”
“Please.” His eyes soften, and Lord help me, I give in and tell him everything.
When I’m finished, Ramsey nods a few times, like he’s soaking it all in. I wait for what seems like an eternity for him to answer. “It was an abandoned house, Mercy. Nothing urgent about it. The man was probably a ghost. A ghost haunting an abandoned house is the best-case scenario. Trust me.”
“But I had a vision.” And I think that means something.
“Did your vision happen to give you an address this time?”
Wouldn’t that have been convenient? I shake my head and sit down in my seat, defeated.
“We sit tight, Mercy. Okay? Deborah will message soon. Or we’ll find someone around here that needs help. Put the abandoned house out of your mind, okay?”
I don’t answer.
“Okay?”
“Okay.” But I don’t mean it. I’m not saying I’m a psychic or anything. I wouldn’t even know if I was. And I’m not saying I see every supernatural creature in the world. Who knows if anyone can? Who knows if even Ramsey can? What I’m saying is the last vision shocked me. I’d been lying in the hospital dreaming these things, seeing these horrible things, things of nightmares that felt so real—smelled so real—looked so real. And I thought it was just me and my crazy brain.
But what if that’s not what they were at all? What if, I don’t know, what if I’m special? What if my visions are Ramsey’s link?
“I think we need to look into it,” I say a bit more determined than before.
Ramsey seems surprised by my decree. “I know you do, but until we hear from Deborah, we need to sit tight.”
“He needs our help.”
“He was a ghost, and I’m not in the business of saving ghosts.”
I don’t know why that offends me, but it does.
Ramsey notices, too. “Ghosts are monsters, Mercy. Monsters like vampires and werewolves, they are all real.”
I hate to tell him that Sumner has already told me all of that.
“Ghosts aren’t people to be saved. They are people who can’t be saved. Do you understand me?”
“So, not everything can be saved?”
“No.”
“Not even me?”
He sits back, and his nose wrinkles ever so slightly, like he’s torn between being disgusted and being confused. “You aren’t a ghost.”
“Same difference.”
“It’s not.”
“I’m a monster.”
“We don’t know that.” He shoots back, crossing his arms.
“Can I be saved?” My voice is so loud a few people sitting around the restaurant turn in my direction. I can see them out of the corners of my vision, but I don’t take my eyes off Ramsey.
His hesitation speaks volumes.
I’m going to be sick.
I scoot my chair back; the loud scraping of the wood on the linoleum is worse than fingers on a chalkboard. More people turn to look at me. I don’t care.
“Mercy.” Ramsey grabs my arm and keeps me from running out of the restaurant. Where would I go? No idea. But I need out. I need away from Ramsey, away from it all.
“I need to go.” I pull away, and he lets me. I stumble back a bit and catch myself on the table next to me. A little old man in a golf hat, black rim glasses, and bright eyes huffs at me. “I’m sorry.”
He rolls his eyes and mumbles to his much younger breakfast companion.
“Where are you going?” Ramsey whisper yells across the table at me.
“I’m going to the house, and I’m seeing what I can do about the man.”
“About the ghost.” He corrects me.
“Says you. You don’t know what he is, and you won’t find out, and since I can’t be saved…” I turn on that note and storm away.
Once I’m out of the restaurant, cool fall air hits me, and for the briefest of moments, everything feels okay. Then, just like that, bam. Ramsey is in front of me. “You promised to never leave me again.”
“I didn’t think that counted now.” I try to walk around him, but he won’t let me.
“Of course it matters. Look, I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”
“You didn’t.” It’s not even a lie. It’s not that he hurt my feelings. It’s that he confirmed my worst nightmare. That I can’t be saved. But one person, one thing can.
“I did.”
Enough of this. “Look, I’m telling you, the person in the house is your next person to save. I don’t know where it is, and I don’t know how, but I know there’s someone in that house in need of a guardian angel. Are you going to step up or what?”
I think he’s decided on the choice or what. He slides his fingers through his hair, clearly aggravated. “We should wait for Deborah.”
“You do that.” I turn and storm off in the other direction, away from my car. I’ve clearly lost any rational sense.
“Wait, I suppose we do have time to kill before Deborah gets to us with our real case.”
I stop and listen, but I don’t look at him.
“Guess we can look into it, but you’ll have to remember a lot more details than the ones you’ve told me.”
Finally.
I want to jump into his arms and hug his neck, maybe even kiss him for agreeing to come with me. Despite my strong position, I wasn’t looking forward to solving the mystery in my head myself. Instead, I pivot and walk back to him. “So, what do we do first?”
“First…” Ramsey sighs, defeated, and a small smile plays on his lips. “First, we get a close intimate view of the inside of your head.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
“I DON’T LIKE THE SOUND OF that.” And I don’t. An intimate view of the inside of my head. An intimate view of the inside of my head. “I don’t even know what it means.”
He arches a brow mischievously and crosses his arms over his chest, all cool and confident and relaxed. I’m none of those things. “You won’t like it.”
“I doubt I will.” I suck in a breath to hopefully make me a brave little trooper. “But I’m getting these visions or premonitions for a reason, right?”
“According to you. You could just be hallucinating.”
I glare at him. “For a guardian angel, you’re very pessimistic.”
“For a human, you believe in seeing the future a whole lot.”
“Been living it for years.”
“Been seeing what happens to optimistic people for years.” He counters.
“What happens to them?” I challenge, matching his stance.
His cocky, sure-of-himself attitude fades away. Seriousness fills his face, his eyes harden, and his jaw flinches. “They die, Mercy. Optimists die.”
Okay then. That seems like a conversation for another day. Or never. I click my tongue and decide to change this runaway train. “So, what do you mean I won’t like what you have to do to get inside my head?”
He closes his eyes briefly, I imagine trying to control his inner irritation, and then focuses back on me. “I mean, you probably saw more in that house than you remember or more than you can tell me. There might be something, someone on the wall or a smell or something that will give us a clue of where it is, but you might have missed it.”
“So, you want me to tell you all about it in excruciating detail?”
“No.”
Oh Lord.
“I want you to let me see it for myself.”
I’m not sure what I thought he’d say, but it certainly wasn’t that. “See it? For yourself?”
He stares at me. Would it kill him to nod? To shake his head? To do something?”
“How?”
“Glad you asked.” With a twinkle in his eyes that I could have lived forever and not seen, he winks. He actually winks. “Let’s go.”
I head toward the car while he goes inside and somehow pays for our—my—breakfast. I climb into the driver’s side of the car and anxiously tap my fingers on the steering wheel. You know, I could just leave, leave him here and go on my merry way. I could stop in some small town somewhere, get a job in a small diner. Get my own place. Have a cat. Make a life for myself. I don’t have to be tied to Ramsey or these visions. I can ignore them and live my life.
The thought is so tempting, and before I really consider what I’m doing, my hand is on the key, ready to turn the car on and drive away without Ramsey. Would I really go through with it, though? Could I live life knowing there were people out there tormented by demons and I did nothing about it?
Then again, what can I do really? I could have been blessed with more gifts. It’s horrible to see the monster and not have any way to do anything about it. I have no other powers. It’s not like I can protect people or even drive the monster away. All I can do is tell my grumpy guardian angel, who would rather get his information from Deborah, his boss, and hope that he believes me.
Is it worth it?
Wouldn’t it be better to just disappear?
The thought creeps into my mind almost like a whisper. The one small tug, the doubt, the idea. I could leave. No one is stopping me. Deborah might send Ramsey out looking for me, but I’m not a prisoner of bad diner food and horrible hotels for the rest of my life. I can leave Ramsey anytime I want.
Anytime.
Even if they track me to the ends of the Earth, nothing says I have to help them.
Almost immediately, I see the man’s face in my mind: the man crying for help from my vision. I remember him sitting on the floor, looking at the empty bed, so sad. Why was he sad? Who was in the bed? Even if he’s a ghost, maybe I can help him move on? Wouldn’t that be better than to stay in a condemned house?
My hand slides from the key in the ignition. My shoulders slump, and I think for the first time I really see what I’m in for. Ramsey hops in and fastens his seatbelt, even though I’m sure a car crash won’t kill him. Gotta always be a good example for the kids in the audience.
“Now what?” I ask. So far, he’s been all cryptic about all of this, and I don’t like it. Does he think my vision is stupid? Probably. Did he promise to help me find it? Yes, which I’m sure annoys him.
“You’re from the area, right?”
“Yeah, few hours down the road. Why?”
The dimple on his right side shines. “Do you know of any secluded places? Places where we can go and actually talk, perhaps be engulfed in quiet or whatever.”
“Depends on if you’re going to take me there and kill me.” I counter, only half kidding.
He smiles darkly. “If I were going to kill you, don’t you think I would have done it a while ago? Maybe let Sumner get you. Come on, Mercy. I thought we had some level of trust.”
Do I really want to trust anyone? The answer is no. No, I don’t. “We can go to the dam. The river is up from all the rain, so the dam probably won’t be generating. It’s pretty quiet and not too far away.”
“Sounds like a plan to me. Drive that way.”
My hands shake as I turn the car on and back out of the parking lot. I can’t get the thought of how he’s going to do this out of my head. Will he have to root around in there? Will it hurt? Will I lose memories? Will my brain get all scrambled? Or, I suppose, more scrambled would be the most accurate description.
It only takes about ten minutes to get to the dam. The road curves a few times, welcoming us. A large mansion is on the right. It used to be an antebellum house, and now it’s the residence house for the park ranger here at the lake. Thankfully—at least I think thankfully—the coast is clear, and I drive a relatively short way to the end of the road. I park at the farthest place away from the entrance. It’s about twenty parking places from my car to the restrooms. Water is roaring from the dam, turning and combusting, making power for the people in town. We’re only about fifty miles from my real home. I expected I’d be farther away. Feels like I drove forever yesterday. Instead, here I sit, away from things just like Ramsey asked. Once we’re here, he doesn’t appear to walk or talk. I suppose he’s the kind of person who wants to be clever and defiant.
He turns toward me. His knee brushes up against my hand on the gear shift. I jerk back, and he holds up his hands. “Didn’t mean anything by it. I promise. But maybe this won’t work.”
“What? Why?”
“You have to stay calm, be still, and focus. I’ll enter your brain and see what you saw.”
“That sounds so creepy.” I shiver. It does. I’m sorry, I know I drove out here and all, but the thought of having someone else inside me isn’t making me happy.
“Look it’s either this or we forget it and wait until Deborah has a job for me. This is just us killing time until she does. Got it?”
I nod, unhappily. I get it, but it’s so not fair.
“Good, now while we’re in your memory…”
That sounds so weird.
“I need you to hold my hand the entire time. If you let me go, I’ll be back out here, and you’ll be in your memory alone.”
“Is that bad?”
“It’s not good.” He clarifies like mud.
Suddenly, I really don’t want to do this. Do I really need to know what this vision is about? Heck, it might not even be a vision. It could be, I don’t know, a dream or something. It could be my brain doing what my crazy brain does and not mean anything. And sure, the house with the kid and the street number and all that looks suspiciously like I had a premonition, but it could totally be a coincidence.
Who am I kidding? It was more than a coincidence. All those years in Southern Psych, I had these dreams and maybe they were really people who were hurt and hunted by the most horrible monsters I could ever imagine. Maybe I could have stopped them if I had been out, if I had an angel with me.
Do I really have to hold his hand?
I lean over and wipe my hand on my pants just to make sure it’s not sweaty, and I figure he might as well get started. We don’t have all day, and it feels like we’ve ruined it talking about things that weren’t important. It takes everything I have, but I clear my mind the best I can, close my eyes, and take a few deep breaths. I sit up straighter and keep my eyes closed as I tell Ramsey, “Please only look for the vision memory. Don’t look for anything else. You won’t like what you see.”
“Promise.” He seems sincere. I hope it’s not an act. He holds out his hand for me, and I look at it. His hands are strong, calloused, working hands. It’s also intimidating to hold. Yes, he’s touched me since I’ve been with him. No, I didn’t freak out over it. But hand holding, while rooting around in my brain, seems a total next level thing.
“We doing this or not?”
We are. I place my hand in his. Mine is instantly swallowed up. Warmth fills me, and for a second, I swear Ramsey’s breath catches. Gently, he places the tips of his fingers on his other hand to my temple. He closes his eyes. So do I. “This may sting a little.”
I laugh because I think he’s joking about the sting.
He wasn’t.



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
AS QUICKLY AS THE PAIN CAME, it disappeared. I’m standing in the same abandoned house as before, at least I think it is. All the cloth has been taken off the furniture, and it doesn’t resemble the early nineteen hundreds to me now. There’s wood everywhere. Every. Where. The floor. The ceiling. The staircase.
“This isn’t how I remember it.” I look around. It looks almost new.
“This is supposed to be your memory.” Ramsey is looking around too.
“Well, I’m telling you it’s not.”
“Interesting.”
I’m growing to hate it when he says that, because while it is interesting, it never really means it’s good. I look down, and sure enough, we’re still holding hands. I wonder what we look like, sitting in my car at the dam. Are we still holding hands there too? Are we lying down with our heads back and our tongues sticking out halfway like a zombie?
I’m guessing on the zombie.
What will happen if people drive up on us? I can imagine that would be a sight. They’ll probably think we’re on some kind of drugs. Quite the opposite really. I’d love my drugs around now.
Medicine. I’d like my medicine right now.
Maybe if anyone sneaks up on us, they will think we are dead. Maybe we are dead.
In here, we look like we did before we took the trip inside my mind. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to saying that. Holding Ramsey’s hand, I notice how much taller he really is than me. I barely come up to his shoulder. He’s a stout feller, that’s for sure. I wonder if all angels are built like him.
I mean, that can’t be true, because he was a human at one time. I can’t help but wonder about his backstory. When did he die? Did he die, or was he such a good man that God just sent him on up to Heaven to be an angel? Who is Lyra? It has to be someone special or important for Sumner to taunt Ramsey with it.
So many questions are running through my mind all at once, and I hope Ramsey doesn’t hear any of them. We’re in my mind after all. I chance a glance up at him, to see if he’s shifting around or looking uncomfortable or angry or anything. Instead, he’s looking around the room.
I should probably test this. Ramsey has the best butt of any angel.
And I wait.
After a second, he looks down at me. “Thanks.” His eyes twinkle, and I kinda want to crawl into a hole.
“It was an experiment.”
“Uh huh.”
“To see if you can hear my thoughts.”
“We’re inside your head, Mercy. What else would I hear?”
Good point. I’m going to have to keep all thoughts of his angelic body to myself from now on. If that’s even possible…
A little laugh escapes his lips. Glory, he heard me. This is going to get me in trouble. “And you aren’t wrong, you know?”
“Wrong about what?”
“My sexy ass.” He winks and leads me farther into the house.
I bet my cheeks are blushing in the real world cause they sure are blushing now. “You cussed.”
“As Sumner told you, I wasn’t always an angel.”
Well then.
“Where was the ghost of the man?” Ramsey asks, bringing me back to the task at hand.
“Upstairs. Last door at the end of the hallway. It looks so different here now. People must live here. It’s been fixed up.”
“I wonder if you saw what happened then, and now you’re seeing that there are people there now who are affected by what happened then?”
I shake my head. “You lost me at wonder.”
He sighs. “Let’s check it out.”
He starts walking toward the staircase, so obviously I have to go with him since something not good will happen if I let his hand go. With his long legs, he takes the first set of stairs two at a time.
I clear my throat while trying not to stumble.
He looks down at me. “What?”
Really? “For an angel, you sure don’t think about other people very often.”
“For a human, you really have short legs.” He grins like that’s some sort of hilarious joke.
I decide I’d better not counter with what I want to counter with. Weird and slightly rude or not, he is an angel after all. And we are inside my head.
He might have complained about it, but Ramsey takes the next set of stairs one at a time and slowly. I think he’s doing it out of spite; however, I do appreciate it. We get to the top of the stairs, and just like in my dream, all the doors are open. Three doors on the left, two on the right, one in front of us where the ghost boy was.
The floors are dark hardwood, but the walls are painted a light beige, different from the paneling I’d seen earlier. All of the open doors had trim that matched the floor. Three small, three-bulb chandeliers hung down the hallway.
“Fancy.” Ramsey pulls me beside him and looks around the hallway. It’s now I notice how much bigger his hand is than mine. Sure, he’s a big dude, so I expected big hands, but his nearly swallow mine whole. I’m true to my word, I’m hanging on to his hand, probably too tight if I’m honest with myself. I bet he doesn’t even feel it, or if he does, he probably doesn’t notice that I’m hanging on for dear life. I don’t like being this dependent on him already. I don’t like being dependent on anyone, and I suppose I’m not. He needs me way more than I need him. If I let him go, he’s the one that disappears. We’re in my head, not his. I have control.
Except I’ve never felt more out of control, and that’s saying a lot.
Still, I keep a firm grip on his hand to make sure he doesn’t slip away. I’d rather not screw this mission up. Someone out there could need our help, and this is how we’re going to find out who.
“Yup, very fancy. A whole lot different than before. It was old before. Dirty. Abandoned. Definitely more modern. Why are my memories different?”
He shakes his head as he looks from door to door. “No idea. Kinda new territory for me.”
“That’s comforting.” I groan.
“Wasn’t meant to be.”
Ah Ramsey. He’s so good with the pep talks.
“End of the hall, right?”
“Right.”
I keep my eyes trained straight ahead as Ramsey and I move toward the door at the end of the hallway. Just as we pass the first one, it slams shut, making both of us jump. “I dreamed that.” I nearly bounced up and down from excitement. “I mean the slamming doors happened in my vision.”
“Score one for you.” He’s biting the inside of his mouth, and he continues to look around the hallway. He pulls me along as other doors close in our wake. “Something’s off here.”
I’m not sure if he meant to say that out loud, because when he does, he flinches and hesitates before taking another step.
“You don’t say.” It’s my turn to be sarcastic.
“No, Mercy. I mean something’s off with your brain.”
Oh, okay, I admit that hurts a little.
“It’s not right in here.” He continues to dig himself a deeper hole. “It’s, I don’t know, stuffy, moldy, old. It looks new, but it doesn’t feel new.”
“That’s me, an old soul in a new body.” I try to kid, but I don’t feel very funny. Mostly, I just feel the beginnings of a headache.
He stops just as the door beside us slams. Ramsey takes the time to look down at me, study me.
“I was kidding,” I say when things start becoming really uncomfortable. He needs to stop looking at me like that, like I’m some puzzle for him to figure out. I’m not. I’m Mercy Manning. I’m eighteen years old. I’ve been crazy for two years—legally. That’s all he needs to know. He needs to stop looking at me with those big blue eyes and those big pouty lips that he bites when he’s thinking really hard.
He needs to stop squeezing my hand, pulsing it like he’s trying to figure out some secret to my crazy brain. Well, I have some news for him. We’re all trying to figure out something.
After what seems like forever, he blinks a few times and clears his throat. “I wish I knew everything that goes on in your brain, inside you.”
“You really don’t, and we need to go. We need to get back to our sleeping selves before someone sees us.”
“Technically we’re still with our sleeping selves. We’re simply inside you.”
“That sounds gross.”
“Again, human once.” He smiles, all sultry, and I roll my eyes.
“Human now. Let’s go.”
With one last grin, Ramsey starts leading me toward the room at the end of the hallway.
I decide to try something, just to see if it works. “Kiss.”
He stops suddenly and grips my hand tighter. “What?”
“Kiss.” I look at him expectantly. Surely, he remembers.
His eyes light up, and some strange emotion I can’t quite read passes quickly. “Yes, Mercy. It’s me. And we should have gone with fire.”
“Still don’t know how I’m supposed to put the word fire in a sentence.”
“I still don’t understand how you think you’re going to put kiss in a sentence.”
I quirk my brow all sweet and evilly. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”
The closer we get to the room at the end of the hallway, the more nervous I get. I really don’t want to see that little boy’s ghost again. And then again, it will scare me if we don’t. Maybe Ramsey will think I made it all up. Maybe he’ll think there is no hope for me. So many maybes. So little time.
When we get to the room, the door is open just a bit. Last time I saw the door, it had been open all the way, so something had happened to make it close in the time we moved from one side of the room to the other. Ramsey peers down at me and squeezes my hand just a second before pushing the door open. It takes everything I have in me not to cover my eyes. The man is in here. I know it. Even though the house is different, I know he’s here, waiting… watching… toying with me.
“See anything?” I ask Ramsey as I pretend to look around behind us, everywhere but in front of us. I don’t want him to become suspicious.
“Nothing resembling a person.” He walks farther in the room, taking me with him.
The room is, well, not as updated as the other room, meaning it has been changed. But for some reason, they didn’t do that with the other parts of the house, as if the owner decided to leave the original charm. There’s an iron canopy bed with a white curtain draped all around. It matches the white curtains blowing in the breeze from an open window. It also matches the curtains in the house with the shadow we just visited. I have to laugh at my own ignorance. Lots of houses have white curtains. It doesn’t mean it’s related or anything. Would be nice if it was anything but white though.
Ramsey taps his fingers on the top of my hand like he’s thinking, pondering the mystery of my messed-up brain. I wonder the same thing too. “There’s got to be something here, something we’re missing,” he says as he looks around the room like a detective on a mission.
We need to hurry up. I hope no one finds us in the parking lot, calls the cops on us. Technically, I’m a fugitive from a mental institution. They could drag me back at any moment.
Dark clouds filter across the windows, and the breeze blowing the curtains grows harsher. Ramsey looks toward them and then back at me. “You need to calm down.”
“I’m not…” But I realize I am. “So, if I’m all happy, a rainbow with kittens and unicorns is going to appear outside?”
I mean it sarcastically. Ramsey the angel simply shrugs like it might happen.
We walk hand in hand around the canopy bed, examining the curio cabinet with the antique dolls in it, hand painted clowns with some of the paint chipping, dolls with their heads turned backwards. While Ramsey surveys the other side of the room, I catch a glimpse in the mirror above the cabinet and stop, horrified. My reflection is me. Gray hair falls around my shoulders. My eyes are sunk in with black circles under them. My face is ghostly pale. Black smoke or liquid or who knows what circles in my irises just like Sumner’s. With my free hand, I punch the mirror, shattering it. The sound echoes through the room. Even Ramsey flinches. “Mercy, what in the world?”
With his free hand, he reaches for my battered one. I expect so much blood. There’s none.
The mirror is perfectly positioned on the wall.
No cracks.
No shatters.
No damage.
My reflection is in it, only I’m me. The me before the accident. My hair is light brown, natural brown from my mother. My eyes are bright and green. My cheeks are rosy, and my skin has life in it.
Seeing myself, how I used to be, hurts worse than the first reflection. I shut my eyes and move away quickly, not wanting to see that person, knowing I’ll never be able to get her back.
“Come on.” Ramsey doesn’t sound angry or agitated. He seems to genuinely want to get on with this. I have to agree. We’ve spent way too much time in this house anyway. I don’t see anything that needs investigating actually. No ghost man. No weird rooms. It’s been fixed up. Obviously, someone lives here now, and if those people are okay, then we should be golden. The mirror is weird, but mirrors are always weird. And we are in my brain after all.
Guess it was a glitch or something. Or maybe the entire reason for this house was for me to come back here and see my reflection. Cause wouldn’t that be ironic?
“I don’t see anything.” Ramsey confirms my analysis. “Don’t notice anything is really off either, except for the doors and that could—” He stops himself.
I finish for him. “That could be my own weird imagination, like with the storm outside and the mirror.” Let’s face it, my mind is a freaky place. I don’t want to stay here any longer than I have to. Let me rephrase that. I don’t want Ramsey to stay in here any longer than he has to. I guess I’m stuck with my mind all the time.
“How do we get back?” I feel defeated, like this entire thing has been for nothing, and the worst part is that it was my idea. I was so sure there was something wrong, that I had some gift or something, that I didn’t consider that my mind was just wired wrong.
“I’ll let go first.”
It takes me longer than it should to realize he means our hands.
“Then, you simply wake up. We’ll both be in the car.”
“Easy as that?”
“Easy as that.” He takes one last look around the room, as do I. It’s a normal room. Weird canopy bed, sure, but nothing else is strange about it. Nothing that can’t be explained by a simple dream. “I’m sorry, you know? I know you wanted this to be something.”
I shrug, though I feel like crying. “It’s fine. I guess it’s good that some ghost demon thing isn’t after the house. Makes one less in the world, right?”
“Right.” He smiles, and his dimples shine. For a brief moment, a very brief moment, I feel calm. He should smile like that more often. It seems to lighten the darkness. “Okay, so when I let go, you’ll have to wake up immediately, all right? Remember, I can’t come back in and get you.”
“I hate that rule.” Though I’m kinda glad he can’t get in my head without me wanting him too. That’s a nice perk.
“I know. Ready?”
I nod, as ready as I’ll ever be.
“See you on the other side.” He gently lets my hand go, and I watch as he slowly disappears from the feet up. With one last smile, he’s gone.
Okay, time for me to wake up too. How does one wake up from a dream anyway?
I saw a movie once where the guy had to wake up from a dream—technically, it was a dream within a dream and whatnot. Anyway, to do that, they had to fall, and the feeling would be a kick and he’d wake up.
“Or…” says a man’s voice from behind me. I turn quickly to see the man from my dream hovering over the floor. His skin is pale, falling off the bone. His eyes are black, and his salt-and-pepper hair is disheveled all over his head. “Or, I could just kill you.”
When he smiles, his teeth are black.
I step back, wishing for Ramsey to be here.
“Had to wait until your angel was gone,” he says like he can read my mind. “Had to wait to get you alone.”
“Why?” I stumble backward, hitting the wall. There’s nowhere else to go.
It’s just a dream. It’s just a dream.
“Because you’re special, Mercy. Your parents knew it. You know it. All the demons in Hell know it.”
“Why!” I yell, praying to wake up and be with Ramsey again.
The man disappears and reappears inches from my face. He smells like a rotten corpse, and his black eyes stare into my soul. “You’ll find out soon enough. Or, if you like, you can come find me. Bring your angel boyfriend, and we can have a proper chat. I know Ramsey would love it. We go way back. Way, way back.”
I’ve only seen this man in my vision, but something now looks incredibly familiar, something… “Sumner?”
“In the flesh.” He smirks. “Or rather, in your head.” He leans in as close as he can. The closer he gets, the more the man’s corpse-like face dissolves toward the floor, exposing Sumner’s chiseled jaw and big, red eyes.
“What do you want from me? Really.” The last scent of decay stings my nose, makes me gag. Then, another smell takes over. One of earth and soil. One of fire.
Fire.
Yeah, that should have been the code word.
“I want you to remember. More than anything, I want you to remember this place.” He leans his forehead against mine. “Remember me.”
My legs shake, and my mind races. Thunder and lightning curse the sky. The room shakes as loud screams wail outside through the open windows. Screaming. Horses whinnying. Canon fire. Gunfire.
“This place, this house, is real, Mercy. Don’t you remember?” He places his hand on my cheek. It’s so warm, I flinch.
I shake my head no because it’s the only thing I can do. Sumner’s hand falls from my face, my skin continues to burn from the contact. As quickly as he had turned on the charm, it fades away. His eyes darken as the black swirls cover the white parts of his eyes, just as they had mine in my reflection in the mirror earlier.
“Very well then, Mercy. We’ll have it her way. This house, this man, the danger… it’s very real. Just because I scrambled with the details a bit doesn’t mean they don’t need your help, or rather that I don’t need your help. It’s up to you. I have no doubt you’ll find me. Come here and find me, Mercy. Come here and save the family. Come here and die. Whatever you want to do, just come… here.” He raises a twisted finger to my forehead.
With a sneer, he touches my skin, and I sit up in the car, unable to breathe, unable to think.
“Mercy?” Ramsey’s hands clasp around my shoulders, making the panic attack worse. I scramble from his grasp, all the while fumbling with the door to open it and get out. All I know is I want out. I need out.
Finally, the hinge gives way, and I practically fall to the ground. I scramble away, the asphalt cutting at my pants, eating away at my knees. I don’t care. I need air. I need away, away from Ramsey and myself. I hear the car door open and slam behind me, but I keep on crawling, keep on cutting my knees. I don’t stop until I reach the guardrail separating the parking lot from the rocks leading to the dam. I hold on it for dear life, praying I finally breathe again.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
I CAN HEAR RAMSEY’S FOOTSTEPS. I can see his feet, but everything is in a hazy slow motion. Everything is off, nothing feels real except for how cool the metal of the railing feels against my skin as I hug it for dear life. I don’t feel stupid. I don’t feel anything but fear. I’m sure the stupid will come later when I can think.
Right now, I panic.
Ramsey is saying something to me. He squats next to me, and I flinch away. I don’t want to be touched right now. I can’t get the man’s face, with his dead eyes and his sickening smile, out of my mind. It wasn’t a man, now was it? It was Sumner, who had gotten inside my mind again.
How many times was I going to let him pull one over on me? When would I learn?
“Talk to me.” I finally hear what Ramsey’s saying, and I take a few deep breaths to try to find words, but my mind is on auto-panic, running around mode. I see the man, the demon on the road when my parents died, Sumner as the nurse in my room. Flashes of them all go back and forth in my mind until they whirl into a swirl I’m afraid I’ll never break free from.
“Mercy.” Ramsey’s voice is firm, but not angry. I’d be angry if I were him. I’d be angry that I have to babysit a weakling like me. He should be out saving the world, not stuck with me. I hate having to be this way.
I hate me.
I start crying. Lord help me, I’m crying and can’t stop. I haven’t cried since before my parents died. I didn’t cry the day of their funeral, not that I got to attend. I was busy being evaluated at Southern Psych, but I didn’t cry then. I didn’t cry all two years in my tiny home away from home. I’m crying now, next to Ramsey, like a loser.
I try to stop it, and it won’t.
Gah. Inside, I know it’s stupid. It was a dream. A dream with Sumner, sure but just a dream. Was it seeing myself as I am now that got to me so badly? Or seeing myself as the girl I used to be? Whatever it is, I don’t like it.
And the angrier I get, the harder I cry.
“You’ve got to stop this and talk to me. What happened to you after I left?” He must have noticed my knees because he adds, “You’re hurt. You can’t go one day without getting hurt, can you?”
Well, that sets off the waterworks worse. He’s confirmed my biggest fear that I’m a burden to him.
“No. I didn’t mean… Okay, actually I did mean it. But it’s not your fault, okay, Mercy. It’s not. I need you to calm down and talk to me. Something happened after I woke up. I saw you. You were twitching, sweating, screaming. Who was it? What happened? I need you to talk to me.”
He sits me up, and I let him, drained of all fight in me. I open my eyes and look into his. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he’s concerned. As it is, I know I’m a burden to him, so if there is concern, it’s because either all the other angels are making fun of him for having to babysit me or he’s concerned that his mission has totally lost her mind. Either way, it’s not that he’s concerned about me personally.
“Look in my eyes and take deep breaths, okay?” He breathes in. I breathe in. He breaths out. I breathe out.
I wish he knew how difficult it was to concentrate on breathing when I have to look into his massively pretty blue eyes, but I do it because he’s right. I do need to calm down.
“Good.” He smiles uneasily. “Now, you keep breathing, and I’m going to fix your knees, okay? Anything else hurt? How about your palms?” He wrenches my arms from around the guard rail and examines my hands. I concentrate really hard on breathing. It’s not as easy as it sounds. “A few scrapes.” He wipes his hand over mine, and the scrapes disappear.
“Handy,” I say through ragged breaths.
“Physically, I can fix any ailment.” He wipes his hand over my knees, and the scrapes fold into themselves and disappear. Not even scars remain. “Mentally, though…”
He lets the words trail off, and I know what he means. He can’t fix crazy. He can’t fix panic attacks. He can’t fix the mess that’s going on in my mind.
I get it.
Too bad he can’t though. It would make things a lot easier for a whole lot of people.
He slumps next to the tire of the car, away from me, but close enough that he can get me if he has to, which I appreciate. “Tell me what happened.”
As quickly as they’d disappeared, the images come back, and I close my eyes to fight them away.
“Mercy,” he says sternly. I open my eyes and focus on him. “You’re safe out here with me. I won’t let anything happen to you. That’s my job. But to do my job, I need you to be honest with me. What happened to you?”
I’ve always been suspicious of telling the truth. Learned it from an early age. I didn’t tell my parents about the ghost under my bed once I saw how upset it made my mother. I stopped telling the doctors and nurses at Southern Psych about the things I saw in my dreams when all it got me was extra medication and more therapy—neither of which I wanted. So being honest isn’t something I’m comfortable doing. But there’s something about Ramsey, though, and I don’t think it’s because he’s an angel. I think… I don’t know, I think it’s because I know he doesn’t care one way or another. He wants to do his job and do it well. If I lie to him, it’ll make it harder for both of us.
“Well? Mercy, what happened after I let go of your hand?”
I miss his hand in mine. It was almost calming. “Kiss.”
He sits up straighter. “Yes, Mercy. It’s me. God, what happened to you?”
“Sumner.”
He raises up a bit. “Sumner? Why do you think it was him?”
“Because he told me it was him.” I hope he gets my sarcasm.
If he does, he doesn’t show it. “Why would Sumner be in your head?”
“Because he can. He said he was waiting for me to remember, something. Only I don’t know what I’m supposed to remember. He got all weird and, like, this switch happened in him. One minute I think he’s going to kiss me.”
“Kiss you?”
“The next, he turns on the dark-eyes brood. Is that normal for demons?”
“It is for Sumner,” Ramsey answers darkly.
“This is stupid, Ramsey. You’ve got to tell me. Tell me what happened between you two. Tell me what I have to do with it.”
Ramsey bites his lip and shakes his head. “I can’t.”
“You can. I would very much like to know.” I really wouldn’t, but it would be nice to know what in the world is going on.”
“It was a long time ago.”
“Not to him.”
He hesitates, driving me insane.
“Ramsey.” I nearly yell. “Tell me.”
“It was over a girl.” Ramsey averts my gaze and then quickly meets it again. I think he wants to know what I think about it. Why would he care?
“Lyra,” I answer, a few of the pieces coming together.
He nods sadly. His nose flares like he’s going to cry.
“What about her?”
“Nothing that concerns you.” Ramsey stands and wipes the dirt from the back of his pants.
I do the same. “Oh, I say it does. I say I’m smack in the middle of it.”
“That’s what doesn’t make any sense. You shouldn’t be. You’re just a girl.”
Just a girl. Thanks. “Sumner says I should remember something. What should I remember?”
Ramsey shakes his head and then blinks his eyes every so slightly, like I’m a puzzle he’s trying to figure out. “I wouldn’t worry about it. He’s Sumner. He lies.”
“Told more of the truth than you have lately.” It’s a low blow, but it’s all I have right now.
Ramsey flinches, and I do feel bad about it. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”
He’s already backing toward the car.
“He’s in the house, waiting for me to get there. I think he’s tired of chasing me, and he’s told me where to meet him, physically. Face to face.”
“And why would you go there? If we know he’s there, then we know not to go there. Easy as that.”
Not so easy. “Because there’s a family there too. He said he’ll torment them until I get there. Maybe even kill them.”
Ramsey roughly rubs his hand over his chin. “I don’t like this. I don’t like the house or how much attention Sumner is giving you.”
“Trust me. I don’t like that either.” I shiver.
Ramsey lets out a deep breath and examines the water flowing in controlled waterfalls from the dam. “I’ll protect you from him, Mercy. I promise you. I won’t let him hurt you.”
It’s one thing to say it. It’s another to do it. “You can beat him, right? I mean, yeah, he’s a major demon from the Fall and you were a human once, but you said you’d beat the rest of them.”
Ramsey lowers his head, and my stomach sinks. I don’t want to think about what that means. “There’s a reason he’s lasted so long, Mercy. He’s ruthless, powerful, cunning. He’ll stop at nothing to get what he wants.”
“And what he wants is me.” The sides of my vision start to tunnel black as I feel myself slipping back, passing out more than likely.
Ramsey places his hands on both sides of my cheeks. His fingers are cool, calming. “No, no. Don’t do that. You have to stay strong for me, got it? I can’t worry about you passing out and Sumner and whatever cases Deborah sends my way.”
I don’t want him to have to worry about me and Sumner and all the other things he said either. Heck, I don’t want to worry about me and Sumner and blah blah. I focus on my breathing and his words. The tunnel starts to fade, and I use the guardrail to try to stand.
“Let me help.” Ramsey places his hands under my arms and helps me get steady.
I do my best to stand on my own, and when I do, I nod at him. “Thanks.”
“No problem. It’s a useful way to use my angel powers.”
“Was that sarcasm? Cause it sounds like sarcasm.”
“Maybe a little.” He grins. I don’t think he can stop himself from grinning around me. “Come on. Let’s get you back in the car and figure out where to go next.”
“Can I just sit here a minute? Let the cool air go over my face. Watch the water come off the dam. It’s relaxing.”
He opens his mouth, and at first I’m sure he’s going to protest. He’s a busy angel, and he has oh so much to do. He doesn’t have time to relax or rest or generally take care of me. Then again, I’m only a human who needs human things. A break is one of them.
“I’ll check in with Deborah. See if she has any open cases around that she wants me to attend to. Tell her about Sumner and how many times he’s been close to you. She won’t be happy.”
“Cause she’ll think I’m some sort of freak.”
“You are a freak.” He so helpfully adds. “You see demons and have premonitions of the future. Kinda the poster girl of freak, but that’s not why Deborah won’t be happy.”
“Then why?” this freak asks.
“Because I’m supposed to keep you safe, and so far, I’ve failed miserably.”
“You haven’t.” I try to make him feel better. I don’t think it’s working.
“Deborah has this thing with Sumner, though. Like she’s obsessed with him. She gets grumpy whenever his name gets mentioned.”
“I thought she was always grumpy.”
He laughs. Glory, I actually got a laugh. “Don’t let her hear you say that.”
Walking away, he pulls out his phone from his pocket. He turns toward me and mouths, “But you’re not wrong.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
I’M NOT SURE HOW LONG RAMSEY is gone. He’s walked a few yards away with his phone to his ear, talking to Deborah. I sit with my bottom on the guardrail, watching as the water flows over the dam wall. The violence of it, the magnificent controlled chaos draws me in, and I can’t look away. How amazing to have that much power, but to use it for good, in a controlled way.
A few fishing boats are down there, but not too close. There are signs all around that there’s turbulent water and boats don’t need to be down there. I want to be down there, floating in the chaotic waves, bouncing around until all I can think about is staying at the surface, not thinking about what’s under me. It would be quick and easy, to let the chaos take control, to let go and let the current take me under. Under into the darkness. Into the peace.
Then again, that probably sounds morbid.
The wind is picking up. I imagine it’ll rain again soon. My hair whips around my head, and I can see the silver flying in front of my eyes. I used to have beautiful hair. Now I have this.
The chaos of my hair, the chaos of the water, the chaos of my mind.
“Deborah has a new lead for us,” Ramsey says behind me, making me nearly jump from the railing and down to the boulders that lead to the river’s edge. I’d most surely go in then, tumble headfirst into the cold water.
“What is it?” I say when I catch my breath. He doesn’t even say he’s sorry he scared the heck out of me. Probably because he’s not.
“A house about ten miles away actually. There’s this family. The Holidays. They’re being terrorized by something, and it’s my job to get rid of it.”
“Don’t you mean our job, since I’m your partner now?” I say it because I know it makes him angry. It’s fun to see him angry.
“You aren’t my partner, and this job requires subtly.”
“You can’t just go in and zap the demon to hell or whatever like you did the last time?”
“The fact that you ask that lets me know how little you truly know of the supernatural world.”
“I could have told you that.” I mumble under my breath. I don’t claim to know anything about the supernatural world except that I’m apparently smack dab in the middle of it.
“Some people we can save by stopping whatever is causing their untimely distress. We can get rid of it, fight it, zap it as you say, and disappear before anyone knows we were there. And sometimes, the thing doing the tormenting isn’t something we can zap away. It’s something cunning, ruthless, cold, calculating. It could be a demon. Those are the easy ones. It could be a monster such as a vampire or werewolf.”
“I hate that monsters are real.”
He quirks a brow at me. “You say as you talk to an angel.”
“Okay.” Good enough for me.
“Anyway, so yeah, sometimes it’s a monster that we can’t just poof away. This is one of those cases.”
“What do we…”
He raises his brow higher, letting me know there is no we.
“What do you do when it’s a case like that? When it’s a monster?”
“We have to be subtle.” He smiles so big his dimple nearly swallows his chin. “Let’s go. I’ll explain to you on the way.”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
I DON’T LIKE THIS IDEA.
I don’t like this idea at all.
Ramsey says that I have to be part of this because he can’t leave me alone. I get that. Especially with Sumner after me. Who says he’ll stay at the house? He could come after me where I am. It’s not like demons are known for their honesty.
So, yeah, I’m supposed to stick by Ramsey’s side like glue. And I do: all through the clothing store where he tells me to pick out new clothes, all through the shoe store where he tells me to pick out some new shoes, all through the gas station where I change into a nice pair of burnt-orange linen pants and a black button-up shirt. The white shirt looked better, but I swore I’d never wear white again. I’ve worn enough of it in Southern Psych.
Fixing my hair is laughable. I wasn’t ever the best at it. Not like my mom. She could braid my hair into the prettiest designs. If I ever wanted anything done with my hair, Mama could do it. If she didn’t know how, she’d look it up online. She was crafty like that. I’m not.
Or at least I’ve never had to be before. Who cared what my hair looked like in the mental hospital? As long as it was combed and basically knot free, nobody mentioned it. According to Ramsey’s plan, though, I need to look older than eighteen, and I need to look like a happy, giddy lady in love.
“It’s not going to work.” I grumble as I slide into the driver’s seat.
“Who here is the expert?”
“I wouldn’t exactly call you an expert if this is your idea of protection.”
He slides the sleeves down on his well-tailored, dark-gray suit and hands me a clipboard. “Watch and learn. Watch and learn.”
I turn the key and Daddy’s—my—Mustang roars to life. I keep my eyes on the road, running all the possible ways this could go wrong through my mind. I don’t want to mess this up. I don’t want to assume Sumner is Ramsey. I don’t want to keep Ramsey from helping the family. I want to hurry and get this finished as quickly as we can so we can go to the house I saw in my vision.
The one where Sumner is waiting for us.
Not that I’m incredibly happy to see him again.
The hairs on the back of my neck stand on end like someone is watching me. I turn my head quickly toward Ramsey who faces back toward the road. Why had he been looking at me? Was it because he didn’t think I could handle where we are going? He’s probably worried I’ll screw it up.
My stomach tightens as I think about all the ways I can screw this up.
“Have a little confidence,” Ramsey says out of the blue.
“That’s easy for you to say. You’re an angel. Chosen by God. And all that.”
I glimpse at him fast enough to see his expression fall. “I wasn’t always an angel. And I wouldn’t say I was chosen by God.”
I’m intrigued. Unfortunately, our time in the car has run out.
We park in front of a two-story brown brick house, and I’m immediately taken aback by how beautiful it is. It looks like something out of a dream or a movie. More likely a movie since my dreams are full of demons and bad things.
“Ready?” Ramsey asks.
I snort as a response.
He shakes his head. “Keep it together. Stay with the plan. We’ll be fine.”
“I’m not worried about you.”
“You’ll be fine.” He corrects. I take a second to look at him. I don’t see the irritated boy who wants to be rid of me. I don’t see the man who is ticked I’ve messed up a mission. In his eyes, I see compassion. I’m not sure what to make of it. “You remind me of her.”
“Who?”
“Lyra,” he says as he opens the door, shutting it before I get a chance to reply.
I remind him of Lyra. I’m not sure if that’s good or bad.
We grab our small overnight bags from the trunk. As we walk up the sidewalk through the perfectly manicured grass, I notice a wooden sign painted white with the words Sanford Bed and Breakfast written on it with pink and lilac flowers decorating the borders. Quaint would be an appropriate word for it.
Around ten steps lead up to a large wrap-around porch. It’s beautiful and peaceful with its white rocking chairs and hummingbird windchimes blowing in the breeze. This place reminds me of peace, not evil. I’m not even sure why we’re here. Surely nothing evil can be here. Stranger things, I suppose.
“If this is a bed and breakfast,” I whisper to Ramsey when he rings the doorbell, “then why are you dressed like an insurance salesman?”
He glances down at me and rolls his eyes. I suppose I’m supposed to watch and learn.
Ramsey opens the door and ushers me inside. Inside is just as beautiful as outside, in a different way. Where outside seemed light and airy, inside is dark and cave-like with dark-brown floor-to-ceiling paneling, floors, and ceiling. The stairs on my right that led to the second floor were also wood but a lighter color. Black-and-white pictures of people from different periods of clothing hung on the walls in black frames. I don’t see a speck of dirt anywhere. I’d hate to clean this place.
A smiling older woman with gray hair like mine, but I bet hers is natural from age, greets us from behind the tall wooden desk nestled in the nook of the staircase. She has a beautiful purple shawl around her shoulders and wears a white button-up shirt. She’s shorter than I am, which is a feat since I’m pretty short. Once she sees us, she smiles brightly.
Ramsey grabs my hand. Oh Lord. Here we go.
“Ma’am. My name is Ramsey, and this is Mercy and we—”
“Are in love.” She claps all giddy.
I can feel my face blush.
“Oh, honey, don’t be embarrassed. Love doesn’t come easily, and the fact that you and your beau here have found it at such a young age is wonderful. Reminds me of me and my Clark.”
“Sounds like a lovely story.” Ramsey smiles so big I think he’s glowing. “We’d like a room please. We got sidetracked on our way to our honeymoon and won’t be getting to Nashville before dark.”
“I wouldn’t want to drive there at night either.” She shivers. I wouldn’t either, truth be told. She picks up a notebook and flips through a few pages.
She has a notebook—not a computer, but a notebook. We have apparently traveled back in time. “I have one room. King bed. Is that okay?”
My legs turn to jelly. One bed. I’ll be sharing a bed with Ramsey, who gently squeezes my hand again to calm me down. “Yes, that would be great. Thank you.”
She squeals and starts writing. “I’m sorry if my excitement is confusing to you. I’m just so happy, and I can’t contain it.”
“Happy is good, ma’am.”
She looks up at Ramsey, and all kinds of flattery fills her expression. “You’re the first young man to call me ma’am in a long time. I appreciate it. It’s something people don’t normally do in this day and time.”
It’s Ramsey’s turn to blush. “My ma taught me manners.”
I imagine his mom did, probably in the manger next to Jesus.
The lady smiles brightly. “Your ma must be very proud.”
“I hope she is.” Ramsey swallows hard. I can tell he’s trying to keep the easygoing smiles on his face. It’s my turn to squeeze his hand to let him know I’m there with him. I don’t want him to feel like he has to go through any of this alone.
“I’m sure she is, sugar. My name is Misty Holiday. I’m the owner of Sanford Bed and Breakfast with my husband, Clark. That’s why I’m so happy to see you two lovebirds, you see. You remind me of us when we were younger.”
“Sounds like a lovely story,” I say, to be helpful.
“It was. We were in love for twenty good years, and then my Clark got deathly ill, deathly. Hospice had already been called.”
“What was wrong with him?” I ask.
She shakes her head. “Cancer. They said he had months to live. He went down fast, couldn’t eat and barely sleep. It was hell.”
“I’m so sorry.” I feel the tears sting my eyes. I hate she had to go through that. She seems like such a nice woman.
Mrs. Holiday wipes her eyes and stands straighter. “Don’t be, my dear. Don’t be. We prayed and prayed for a miracle. I always sat with Clark, never left his side. One night, I felt the strongest urge to go to the front porch and pray. And I did. It was chilly, remember that unseasonably cold one from last week?”
Can’t say I did? It was basically always the same temperature in Southern Psych. I nod, though, so she’ll continue with her story. “Well, that was the night. It nearly froze my toes off, but I prayed, and I cried to God, and I begged. I begged Him to let my Clark live.”
“What happened?” I ask, deeply interested in the story. Ramsey has seemed to zone out. He’s looking around the room, soaking in every detail.
“I felt a hand on my arm.” She demonstrates by placing her right hand on her left shoulder. “I jumped at first. We’d closed the bed and breakfast indefinitely, figuring no one would want to stay where a man was dying. I turned around, and there was Clark. My Clark.” She puts her hand on her heart. “Clark was up and walking. His eyes had life in them again, and he was alive. He pulled me into a hug, and when I asked how it was possible, he said it was a miracle. Can you believe that?”
“I can,” I say because it sounds like the polite thing to say. I’m not sure how I really feel about it though.
“He’s been here ever since, fine and dandy, no issues. I’m a very blessed woman.” I’ve never heard someone have a miracle, a true miracle, before. I’d heard all kinds of demon possessions and scary things when it comes to the paranormal, but to have a true miracle… I peek up at Ramsey to get his take on it. He’s still not listening, and if he is, he’s very much pretending he isn’t.
“Anyway,” Mrs. Holiday goes on, “how will you be paying for your stay, and how many nights?”
“Credit.” Ramsey surprises me by pulling out a card I didn’t know we had. I wonder if angels have to pay interest on those things. “And only one night. We’ll be on our way to Nashville in the morning.
“Hopefully, you’ll wait to head out after you’ve had breakfast. It’s not called a bed and breakfast for nothing.” She laughs at her own joke. She’s so cute.
“Wouldn’t miss it.” Ramsey smiles brightly at her.
Mrs. Holiday writes down our information on a piece of paper. “You’ll be in room 203. Second floor. If you go up the stairs, it’s to your left at the very end of the hallway. If you need the elevator, it’s located at the back of the building; you’ll take a right once you get off. Breakfast is set at six. Lunch at twelve. Supper at seven, so in about an hour. I clean up at nine thirty and then retire to my quarters with Clark.”
Ramsey and I look at each other. If Ms. Holiday notices, she doesn’t say anything. “Do you have any more bags?”
“Just these for the night,” I reply.
She nods. “I’ll show you to your room. Be sure to come down for supper. We’re having pot roast, potatoes, carrots, corn, and cornbread.”
My stomach turns. All the food sounds amazing. “Wouldn’t miss it.”
“Good.” She smiles brightly. With a crooked pointer finger, she motions for us to follow her up the stairs. She comes around the big desk, and we fall in line behind her.
Ramsey pulls me to him like we’re in a loving embrace, but we’re far from it. “Something is off here,” he says cryptically.
“What is?”
“Coming?” she asks, already on the middle step. She can move fast when she wants to.
“Of course.” Ramsey plants a kiss on my cheek, sending shivers all the way to my toes. Mrs. Holidays’ eyes light up, and she nearly bounces as she leads us up the stairs.
Guess it could be worse. At least Sumner isn’t here to kill me.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
“DID SHE SEEM ODD TO YOU? Like, maybe a little?” I repeat apparently to myself because Ramsey is too busy looking around the room like he’s never seen a country-style house in a bed and breakfast before.
“Ramsey?” I’m all snarky with his name when he doesn’t answer me. I’m tired. I don’t feel well. I’m slightly insane. I still haven’t had my medicine. And I’m not in the mood for Ramsey to ignore me.
“This place is amazing.” He’s grinning from ear to ear, and I can’t help myself. I smile back.
“I take it in all your years of life you’ve never seen a bed and breakfast.”
He shakes his head. “Normally, I go in, kill the bad thing, go back to Heaven. Never really been on a job that takes longer than a few minutes before. I’m not sure what the deal is with this one.”
“I thought you’d done this kind of thing before.” I remind him of our earlier conversation.
“I have, kinda. I’ve gone into places undercover and killed the bad thing while the humans weren’t looking. This feels different though. This feels, I don’t know.”
“Like home.” It really does remind me of my home in feel. The look is totally different from what my mom had at our house. Where my house was French country inspired, this room is simply country. The walls are wood paneled with pictures of farms and flowers on the walls. It’s not tacky, though, like I would think it was if someone described it to me. The bed, the single bed, is covered by a black-and-red plaid comforter, and my land, it has a matching canopy. Okay, that part is a little tacky.
Ramsey disappears into what I assume is a bathroom and sticks his head out with his eyes twinkling. “There’s a tub. With jets,” he adds like a kid at Christmas.
“You should try it out.” I offer as I kick off my shoes and blessedly fall into the most comfortable mattress I can ever remember. It swallows me in a cloud, and I know I’ll be asleep in no time. I hope I don’t dream, but right now, I don’t even care.
“I can’t leave you,” he says sadly.
I roll my eyes. “Geez, Ramsey, it’s literally attached to this room. We’re practically in the same room. We can’t be together twenty-four seven or we’ll kill each other. You take a bath, and I’ll lie here and ponder what things this canopy has seen in its life.”
I can tell he’s having a difficult time deciding. “It’s jets, Ramsey. Jets. Bet you’ve never taken a bath with jets.”
“It’s been a while,” he admits.
I wonder what his story is, what things he’s seen. What things he’s done besides killing demons and monsters, saving people.
“How about you leave the door open, then that way we will technically be in the same room?” Once the words are out of my mouth, I kinda regret them. Ramsey turns a slight shade of green, and I’m not sure his eyes can bug out any more than they are right now.
“I promise I won’t look. Your nether regions are your own private business. I promise. Okay? Take a bath. You’ve earned it.”
“Don’t get any ideas about sneaking out, okay? We need to stick together.” Good ole stubborn Ramsey is back. I’ve missed the grumpy ole feller.
“I wouldn’t dream of it.”
He leaves the door to the bathroom open all the way. I had meant for him to only open it a smidge, but my angel only does things one hundred percent. I can hear him moving around in there. First, he turns on the water. I hear his clothes fall to the floor, and I have to force my eyes to stay focused on the canopy. The way the tub is positioned, I can’t exactly see him. Fully, anyway. I’d have to roll over and stretch to be able to see. It’s tempting
“Crap!” Ramsey yells.
“What?” I nearly jump out of bed. I do roll over enough to see him. He’s standing, buck naked, with his toe in the steaming water.
His eyes find mine and widen. I can feel the heat rise in my cheeks as I instantly apologize and roll over, hiding my head under a pillow.
I expect him to come out and yell at me. Instead, after a few of the longest minutes ever, I hear water softly splashing in the bathroom. He must have settled in. I wonder if he’s embarrassed that I saw him. I mean, not all of him. Only a torso, legs, maybe a little cheek. I hope I don’t go to Hell for that.
That’s what I get for being helpful.
As I listened to the gentle lapping of the water from the bathroom, my eyes grow heavy. I’ve never been as tired as I’ve been in the last few days. Part of it is because I haven’t been out of my room in so long. I’m not used to physical activities. Part of it is because I need my freakin’ medicine. And part of it is these visions or nightmares or whatever they are. I won’t tell Ramsey, but every time I have one, it takes something out of me, drains me of some sort of energy like my battery is running low. Thanks to taking Ramsey into my last vision, my battery feels nearly dead.
Slowly, I feel myself drift off as the sweet sound of “Amazing Grace” fills my ears. Ramsey is singing. Ramsey can sing?
I feel myself slipping under, falling into sleep. It’s dark here. Dark and warm. Much too warm.
I turn around. Sumner’s face, from when he was a nurse in my hospital room, fills my vision. He’s inches from my face. I can practically feel his breath on my skin. “People die around you, Mercy.” He takes his fingers and gently runs them through my hair. “He’ll die too.”
I jump up when I hear the screaming. It doesn’t register that it’s me until Ramsey comes running in with a white towel draped around his waist. He jumps on the bed, his black hair soaking wet and little curls sticking to his forehead. He grabs my face, looking me over. “What happened?” His eyes are wide, frantic. “What happened?” He yells this time, hurting my ears.
He’ll die too.
I hear Sumner in my head. Laughing.
I curl my legs to my stomach, unable to stop the shaking. I expect Ramsey to leave me alone and get dressed. Instead, he pulls me to his chest and holds me. This seems to be our go-to position when I freak out.
People die around you, Mercy. Sumner’s voice echoes in my head.
Ever wonder why? This time, it’s not an echo.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
RAMSEY HOLDS ME FOR WHAT SEEMS like forever. I don’t try to move away, and he doesn’t push me. Instead, he wraps one arm around my shoulders, and with the other, he lazily twirls his fingers through my hair. It’s calming to be held. Nice. Quiet.
Eventually, the shaking eases. I still hear Sumner in my head, but it’s further away.
I should tell Ramsey what happened. He doesn’t like it when I keep things from him, and honestly, I wouldn’t either, especially when it comes to this.
“What’s on your mind?” He runs his fingers through my hair, making my eyelids flutter.
“Why can I hear him?” I don’t want to talk to about Sumner now, but I need to.
Ramsey hesitates, and my hair falls back on my face. “You can hear Sumner?”
“Yes.” I barely whisper the word. “That’s bad, right? It’s bad I can hear a demon in my mind.”
He doesn’t say anything at first which makes my heart beat harder again. I don’t want to be a freak. I don’t want to hear the most powerful demon in Hell in my head. “Lots of people hear demons.” Ramsey’s voice is tight. I can tell he’s trying to remain calm to keep me calm. I don’t think either of us is calm.
“You think it’s just one of those things?” I laugh lightly, even if there’s nothing really to laugh at.
“No, I’m sure there’s a reason.” He sits up and turns so I’m facing him. His intense gaze draws me in, and for a second, I can’t breathe. He blinks a few times, as if breaking for a daze, and shuts his eyes. “Mercy, I don’t know what to say. Okay. I’m not good with people. I’ve never known the right words or the right actions to make everything okay when…”
“When you aren’t sure it will be okay.” I finish for him. It’s okay. He has other things in the world to worry about besides me.
Embarrassed that I even brought it up, I sit up and throw my legs over the side of the bed. “I’ll get ready for supper. We should go downstairs and mingle if we’re going to figure out what big bad is here, right?”
I don’t wait for an answer before my bare feet hit the hardwood floor and I head for my bag.
“It’s more of a small inconvenience than a big bad, I’d say.”
“What?” I turn to face him. He’s still not looking at me.
“Whatever is in this house. I’m not sure what it is exactly, but I dare say it’s not a big bad like you said. I’d save that term for Sumner or other things. This is more of a small inconvenience.”
“Ah.” I scoff lightly. “Good to know. Thank you.” I grab my bag, ready to disappear into the bathroom. I guess I can’t close the door with Ramsey’s we-can’t-ever-be-apart rule. But I can get into the corner I noticed when he was in there that’s hidden from view. I need a few minutes alone, to process all this. It’s a lot to think about.
“I’m not an original,” he says as I disappear into the bathroom.
I turn to face him, hugging my bag tightly. “Excuse me?”
I heard him, or at least I think I heard him. I heard Sumner in my head too a few minutes ago. I don’t think I’ll trust anyone speaking unless I see the words come from their moving mouths.
“An original angel. I’m not one.”
Why is he bringing this up now?
“That’s why I can’t shapeshift or do everything Sumner does. Truth is, there aren’t any of those original angels left. They all either fell with Lucifer or died in battle.”
“How does an angel die?” I can’t stop myself from asking, even though I know it’s rude and the answer can’t be pretty.
Ramsey looks at me then. “Like everything else, Mercy. Painfully.”
I can see his eyes shine with tears, and I don’t want to make him think anything else about dying. I never should have brought it up. I’ve not been around people in so long, and I’m not used to taking social cues or what I should and shouldn’t say. Ramsey admits to having the same problem. Maybe we can teach each other how to act human, since I suppose neither of us truly is.
“Keep the door open.” He slides down in the bed, punching the pillow until he has it just right. He closes his eyes and inhales a deep breath. I know he’s not sleeping, but hopefully he’s resting.
“I will.” I don’t promise not to disappear into that corner, though. I take my bag that we bought in one of the stores of our shopping spree and dig until I find my toiletries bag. I brush my teeth and then my hair, careful not to look into the mirror. I don’t like mirrors. They reflect what’s in front of them, and what’s in front of this one is me.
I strip off my shirt and pants, settle on a yellow, vintage-looking dress with small flowers of different colors as a pattern. It buttons under my ribcage and ties right over the button. The hem falls to my ankles and swishes when I move. It wasn’t my first choice in a dress, but Ramsey’s eyes had lit up when he’d seen it. I don’t think he noticed that I noticed though. And, he couldn’t look away when he’d seen me in it after I tried it on. I guess I’m wearing it for him tonight to supper so he won’t be so sad.
And I’m wearing it for myself because it’s yellow. Golden yellow. The color of the sun on a beautiful autumn day. Not drab. Not white as I’ve worn for the last two years. Yellow represents life, and that’s what I want to have, as long as I can have it—life.
The water faucet runs in the sink.
I hear Sumner snickering in my head, and I close my eyes quickly to shut him up.
“Get out of my head,” I whisper, pressing my eyes tightly.
Okay, I’ve had my eyes shut for a good minute. Everything is fine now. I’ll open them, and things will be normal. I’m just freaking out over nothing. I’m fine. He’s fine. I open my eyes and look at myself in the mirror. My gray hair falls around my shoulders in lifeless curls. The skin on my face is taut and black bags hang under my eyes. This isn’t me. This is a woman twenty years older.
This is the person I saw in the mirror in my nightmare.
When the lights flicker, catching me off guard, I yell for Ramsey. “Did you see that?”
He doesn’t answer.
That either means he’s not there or he didn’t hear me. Neither possibility sounds right, knowing him. I lean my palms on the sink and close my eyes. Not everything in this life means something. Sometimes a flickering light is simply a flickering light, and there’s nothing malicious about it. This is an old house. It possibly has current issues. It doesn’t mean there’s a demon or a ghost, except we’re here to discover paranormal activity.
Paranormal being the operative word. Paranormal, not flickering lights that can be explained by a power surge. It’s an old house after all. A newly renovated old house that had sat abandoned for no telling how long before Misty and Clark bought it and turned it into their bed and breakfast.
It had been abandoned.
The house pops in my mind from my dream.
It had been abandoned.
Something is trying to connect. Something is trying to make me either remember something or put pieces of a puzzle together. I’ve never liked puzzles or riddles.
I take one last deep breath to steady my nerves and open my eyes. I’m met by my reflection in the mirror. I turn away because I hate seeing myself, but something out of the corner of my eye draws me to the look again.
Movement.
And not from me.
It’s freezing in here now. I feel goosebumps forming on my arms, and the hair on the back of my neck stands up. I’ve seen a lot of things in my life, had some insanely crazy nightmares, but this feels different. This feels here.
Slowly, I turn, needing to know but not wanting to know. Sure enough, the mirror has fogged over. Actually, more than fogged over. It’s frosted over, like a car window when it’s cold outside in the morning. With a shaking hand, I reach up and barely touch the glass before recoiling back. It’s freezing. There is a smudge where my finger barely touched the mirror, and in that smudge, I see an eye.
It’s not mine.
“Ramsey!” I yell, staggering backwards until my back hits something solid, something cold. I turn quickly, and two hands grab my shoulders. It’s a man, much taller than me, with salt-and-pepper hair combed ever so perfectly back. His eyes are dark, black, cold.
He tilts his head up and down my body. Under his scrutiny, I can’t move. For some reason, he must like what he sees. He smiles.
I scream.
His teeth are long and sharp, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say he looks like a vampire.
Frigid breath floats between the vampire-looking man and myself. He bends down, scraping his nose across my neck. As he does, I can feel the sharp fangs of his teeth. I can feel the slightest sting, like a papercut across the sensitive area of my neck. I need to scream for Ramsey again.
Would it do any good?
As quickly as the blood flows on my neck, the vampire-like man stands straighter and pushes me away so hard my hip slams against the sink. It’ll leave a bruise. I know it will.
“What are you?” He growls, wiping his lips like my blood burned him.
“What?” I’m breathless. This can’t be happening. It can’t.
The vampire’s eyes bulge out of his head as the veins on his forehead pulse under his thin skin. He spits out blood, my blood, and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand.
“Monster.” He glares at me.
“What?” My legs shake. I’m breathing so hard that I’m going to hyperventilate soon. There are already black spots in my vision.
“Monster.” He sneers before he disappears like he was never there.
I turn and rest my hands on the sink, steadying my nerves.
The sound of the water running shocks me so much, my eyes automatically open. The water’s running like it had before. Everything is exactly where it should be. I examine my neck. No marks. No blood.
I look behind me in the mirror and see nothing. Not one thing there.
“What the crap?” I fall to my knees on the floor.
The thud must have alerted Ramsey, because I hear the bed springs creak, and Ramsey is next to me in a flash. He holds my face, examining me.
“What happened?” His brows are pulled together, and he looks worried. That makes two of us.
“It didn’t happen. Did it?”
“Did what? Mercy, talk to me. Did you see something else? Was it Sumner? The other house? What?”
I have no words for him. No answers.
Monster. The word echoes in my head. Whatever it was, real or not, vision or not, called me a monster. A literal monster called me a monster.
What if I am?



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
ONCE RAMSEY GETS ME TO MY feet, I slick down my dress and notice him staring at me. Not just at me, but me in the dress, the pretty yellow one he loved so much from the store.
He must notice what he’s doing. He closes his eyes, and when he opens them, he’s meeting my gaze. “What happened in here?”
“I yelled for you,” I said, still holding out hope that I hadn’t had a vision or some sort of real nightmare.
“No, you didn’t.”
“Yes, I did. You never came.”
His brows knit together. “Mercy, I promise you. You didn’t yell for me.”
I cross my arms. Why it is so important for me to win this argument I’m not sure, but by golly I’m winning it. “Maybe you fell asleep.”
“Angels don’t sleep.”
“Maybe you’re the exception.” I march past him and into the bedroom. It’s not a huge room by any means, but it’s bigger than the bathroom, so it doesn’t feel as claustrophobic.
“Stop.” He’s leaning against the doorframe with his arms crossed, watching me.
“Stop what?”
“Stop hiding things from me.”
And here I thought I’d been so good at it. I keep my back to him. There’s no way I can look at him. Not with those big blue eyes that I’m sure can suck the secrets from my soul. “I’m not hiding anything.” I hear the lie in my own voice.
“Lying to an angel. Never a good thing.”
I spin around, so mad and angry that my hands are shaking. “Good Lord, why? Why can’t I lie to an angel? What are you going to do? Smite me? And if you recall, I did try to yell for you to help me, but you didn’t come.” I get to him before I know what I’m doing. I’m inches from him, my finger pointed in his face. “You. Didn’t. Come.”
He has much more composure than I have at the moment. He clears his throat and looks me over. I’m sure to see if I’m hurt in any way. Maybe he’s trying to see inside my head to see what sort of weird things are there. If he has any idea what I am, I’d love it if he could enlighten me.
“It was a vision,” he says finally like this big light bulb went off over his head.
“It wasn’t. It was real.” If I say it enough, it’ll be real. Then again, would it be good to be real? Which is better? An actual vampire—an actual vampire who called you a monster—or a vision of something. I honestly don’t know the answer to that.
“What was real? You said you called for me. Okay, I’m sorry I didn’t come. But I’m here now. Tell me what happened?”
I want to. I’ve never wanted to talk to someone more in my life. If anyone would know what’s going on with me, I expect it’s Ramsey. He would believe all in the supernatural and wouldn’t think I’m crazy like the people at Southern Psych.
“I was getting ready—”
“Mr. and Mrs. Manning?” It’s the lady from the front desk. I think Misty is her name. She’s knocking on the door and calling for us. Mr. and Mrs. Manning. There is a weird sound to that. Mr. and Mrs. Manning were my parents. Not me and Ramsey. We should have used Ramsey’s last name to check in, if he has a last name.
“You don’t have to answer her. Talk to me.” Ramsey sounds like the last thing he wants to do is figure out what is tormenting this house. He’s worried about me—or maybe worried about what I am.
“Yes.” I answer Misty instead, earning me a frustrated eye roll from Ramsey who steps back and runs his fingers through his dark curls. They fall back into place perfectly. I wish my hair could do that. Such a strange thing to think of when you were visited recently by a vampire.
“Supper is on the table.”
“Thank you. We will be there shortly,” Ramsey answers for me. Anyone with a brain could hear how irritated he is.
“With all due respect, Mr. Manning, it will be cold shortly.”
“Wouldn’t want that.” With my mind made up, I turn on my heel, grab my purse, and open the door to see a smiling Misty Holiday hunched a bit over like she’s trying to look through the keyhole of our room. Instead of being cross with her or berating her for being nosey, I simply smile my brightest smile at her, thankful for a chance to get out of this tomb of a room, and say, “I’m famished. Where’s the dining room?”
Misty smiles brightly, overly brightly in my opinion. She glances from Ramsey to me like she’s just walked in on some forbidden lover’s quarrel. She probably expects us to make up soon. I have news for her. We aren’t lovers. Will never be lovers. And there’s no making up to do.
“I’ll show you the way. If you’re ready.”
“Actually—”
“We are. Lead the way.” I speak over Ramsey, only feeling a little sorry about it. I’ll tell him about what I saw in the bathroom. I will. After dinner. After I’ve had a chance to think. After I’ve been able to process what in the world is going on. After I’ve been able to stop hearing that thing chanting the word monster over and over in my head.
Misty nods and begins down the hallway. I follow her. The only way I know Ramsey is behind me is because I hear the door shut. I don’t turn around. I don’t walk slowly, even though on the hardwood I can hear every one of Ramsey’s footsteps.
Once we hit the top of the stairs, I have to stop. Misty isn’t the fastest person going downstairs ever. When I do, Ramsey grabs my elbow and pulls me toward him. He bends down enough to whisper in my ear. “This isn’t over.”
I don’t expect it is.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
TELLING RAMSEY I WAS FINE ISN’T the only lie I’ve told today. I also lied to Misty when I said I was famished. I’m not. Honestly, seeing food reminds me of the waitress at the first restaurant we went to who ended up being Sumner and attacked me.
No, the last thing I want to do is be stuck here eating across from Ramsey. One, he doesn’t eat, and two, he’s fidgeting like he’s ready to be back in our room talking. I’m sure he sees this as a waste of time. We have a job to do, he has people to save, and here we are, eating. Not only eating, we’re eating next to some really, um, lovely couples. They’re finishing up their meals since we’re late, but that doesn’t mean they don’t have a lot to talk about.
Michael and Nessie Graham are here on their thirtieth wedding anniversary. This is their first vacation by themselves in years. They renewed their vows before coming to the bed and breakfast on their way to the ocean.
Liz and Jason Long are taking a break from reality with a weekend retreat. He’s working on his master’s, and she’s a successful writer, so this is the perfect place for them to chill, though Jason is a bit miffed at Liz that she needed just one hundred more words in her manuscript before they came to dinner. Writing, she says, allows her to make it a tax write-off. Seems pretty legit to me.
Nessie, because she’s nice, asks me about my job and how Ramsey and I found this particular bed and breakfast. I’ve told lies so much today that I don’t even hesitate when I answer. “I graduated high school a year early and have been traveling the world until I decide what I want to do with my life. About six months ago when I came home, I found what I loved, making cupcakes with my mom.”
“You traveled all over the world and found your place at home.” Nessie smiles. “I love the sentiment in that.”
Sentiment indeed. “Yes, well, we started baking for other people, making cupcakes for family, friends, etc. Then the word got out, and we opened our own business. We’re doing really well for ourselves, if I can brag for a minute. And Ramsey…” I stare at him over my water glass. “Ramsey was one of our most loyal customers. He loved the angel food cake.”
Ramsey raises a brow.
“One thing led to another, and we’ve been together ever since. We got married early this morning. Being here, it’s his way of getting me away, away from work and life. To simply be me again. I’ve forgotten who I am.” That last part isn’t a lie at all. I’ve completely forgotten who I am, who I am really. I’ve been in my room all alone for so long, and I’ve kinda forgotten how to be a person. That’s a scary thought.
“That’s so nice.” Nessie smiles and nudges her husband. “Isn’t that nice?”
“It’s nice,” he answers, tearing a piece of bread in half and dipping it in the leftover sauce on his plate.
We need to get this conversation away from me and Ramsey. Ramsey has the same idea. “Mrs. Holiday, this place is beautiful.”
“Thank you.” She grins from ear to ear.
“How long have you worked here? Is it a family estate?”
Leave it to Ramsey to get the information he needs in the least obvious way possible.
“It’s actually not. I bought this place with my husband, oh, two years ago. It was run down. Horrible condition. We fell in love with it, though. There’s something about it, some feeling that we simply love. It’s homey.” She takes a sip of her wine. “It’s a place we felt safe.”
“Safe?” Ramsey asks. “Safe from what?”
Okay, maybe not so not-obvious.
“I don’t know.” She laughs nervously and takes another sip of red wine. “Safe from the world. It’s like this place is our own little haven. Our own little special place in the world. We love it.”
“Love, as in present tense? It’s very lucky your husband didn’t die.” Ramsey’s questions have made the room noticeably uncomfortable. If I could reach his leg, I’d kick him. Darn short legs.
She swigs the entire glass back in one sip. “We’re very lucky. Here, I feel like I’m close to him. Here is where our miracle happened.” Picking up her napkin from her lap, she dabs her eyes. I glare at Ramsey like he should know better.
He ignores me. “I imagine you do. Where is Mr. Holiday? Will he be joining us this evening?”
“You know, he was, but unfortunately right before dinner was served, he became very ill. Pale even. He said he needed to run to the drugstore and get something for an upset stomach.”
I sit straighter. Pale. Sick to his stomach. Had to leave?
Oh God.
Ramsey finishes his water and stands and greets the rest of the people at the table. “Liz and Jason. Michael and Nessie. I want to thank you so much for a lovely meal. I’m afraid Mercy and I must retire to our room. We’ve had a long drive.”
“But you’ve just got here.” Misty protests. “You’ve barely eaten a bite.”
Ramsey does something I’ve never seen, something I assume took all of his acting powers. He looks at me with hearts in his eyes and a crooked smile on his face. “Mrs. Manning, you interrupted something earlier, and I’d like to finish that something with my wife.”
Not subtle at all.
Misty gets it instantly and begins to fan. “I’ll fix you a plate to go. You’ll need your appetite in a few minutes.”
“Minutes?” Ramsey seems horrified, and Michael snorts a laugh.
“Hours, dear. I mean hours.” She leans toward me and covers her mouth. “Minutes.” She says with a wink and begins putting pot roast on a plate for our post marital activities feast.
I’ve seen a lot in my life. Never have I been subjected to this.
Michael stands and lays his napkin on his plate. “Ramsey, I’m with you. We’ve had a long drive, and I’d love to have some quality time with the missus.”
The missus, as he called her, smacks him on the arm with a playful giggle and stands as well. “See you at breakfast tomorrow.”
And without waiting for anyone to answer, they hold hands and practically skip out of the room. I can’t help but smile at them. Maybe if Ramsey and I were going to go and do what I imagine they’re going to do, it might make me want to leave more quickly.
I have to laugh at myself. There’s no way we will do anything like that. I’m annoyance to him. Plus, the fact he’s an angel, and I, apparently, am a monster.
“We need to settle in as well,” Liz says, standing. “Long drive tomorrow.”
“Long drive,” Jason repeats and pushes his chair out. “Misty. Mannings. Nice to meet you all. Please, don’t be loud, you two lovebirds.” He reaches for Liz’s hand, and they exit the dining room, leaving just the three of us.
Misty fills the plate enough for me, Ramsey, and the vampire who called me a monster to eat on for a week. She covers it with tin foil and hands it to us with a twinkle in her eyes. “Don’t worry about bringing the plate back down tonight. I understand if you need some time to recover. And, I need to clean before bedtime. I have to prepare for breakfast. No rest for the weary.” With a little wave, she disappears through a pivoting wooden door into what I’m assuming is the kitchen.
Leaving Ramsey and me all alone.
Again.
He plops down in his chair, leans back all floppy, and glares at me. “Okay, talk. You know something.”
“That’s why you ran everyone away? Because you think I know something?”
“Don’t play dumb with me. Something Misty said bothered you. About her husband. What is it?”
I can’t exactly put it into words at the moment.
“Why don’t you want to talk to me?”
“Because…” Because I have no answer. There’s literally no reason I should be afraid of talking to him except I am. I guess I’m afraid of what he’ll say, of who he thinks I am, of what he thinks of me, which is stupid. Because when all this is over, he’ll leave me and be back to being the guardian angel he needs to be.
He groans and hangs his head. “Because isn’t an answer. Do you want to know what I think?”
Oh land. “Sure.”
“I think you saw a vision, and you’re scared to tell me cause you think I’ll freak out or something. Newsflash, Mercy, angels don’t freak out. I’m not a human anymore, remember?”
“I remember, but you’re wrong. It wasn’t a vision.”
“Then enlighten me. Please. Tell me exactly what happened in the bathroom.”
How do I even explain it?
Irritated, Ramsey slams back against the chair and shakes his head. “The point is I’m supposed to take care of you, and I can’t if you don’t talk to me, so please make this easier on all of us and talk to me.”
I would if I could find the words. Vampire and I’m a monster seem inadequate.
Frustrated, he jumps from his seat, comes around the table, and to my surprise, holds out his hand. “Come with me.”
“Where?”
“Just come with me.”



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
RAMSEY DOESN’T SAY A WORD AS he leads me through the hallways, up the stairs, and into our room. He closes the door behind us, locks it, which I admit makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand up, and faces me. He must see my expression because he says, “It’s to keep others out. Not you in. You aren’t in Southern Psych anymore, Mercy. You can come and go as you please,” he adds with a pointed laugh. “Though, it’ll make it more difficult to protect you if you leave and don’t tell me.”
I’m so tired of needing protection. “I wish you could leave.”
I don’t mean it bad, just that I wish he could go and protect the others like he wants to protect them and not be stuck here with me. Instead, his eyes narrow, and he tilts his head slightly like I’ve kicked him in the gut. “I know I’m not a picnic to be around, but—”
“No.” I wave all those negative thoughts away. “I don’t mean that. I mean, look, I know I’m a burden. I know that. You have so many other people to protect, and you’re stuck with me. That’s all I’m saying. I wish I wasn’t around so I wouldn’t need protecting, or heck, that I wasn’t me, that I was normal.” I plop down on the foot of the bed, allowing all the self-pity in the world to wash over me.
Ramsey bites his lip and shakes his head like he has no idea what to say or where to begin with me. I imagine he doesn’t have to council his other humans. He simply goes in and kills whatever needs to be killed. I’m different, in every way. “Bull.”
I look up at his little outburst. “Excuse me?”
“Bull. I won’t add the second word because I don’t curse, generally, but yeah, you get the point. You’re so busy feeling sorry for yourself that you’re actually making this harder than this has to be.”
There’s his grumpy side coming out. I’d almost missed it. “Well, excuse me for feeling bad that I’m taking up your time.”
“You’re taking up everyone’s time, but that’s not the point. The point is I’m supposed to protect you because you’re special.”
“I hate it.”
“I know you do.” He calms a bit. “I know it. I know you didn’t ask for this, and neither did I. And I know humans have these complicated emotions like guilt. I get it, okay. I do. But you have to talk to me so we can get this settled. Maybe whatever is tormenting you, whatever is after you, maybe I can get rid of it and you can have that normal life you want. Ever think of that?”
I hadn’t actually.
He sits next to me on the foot of the bed. “This isn’t forever, Mercy. I promise you that. It can’t be. I don’t think either of us would survive being stuck together forever,” he adds with a little laugh and nudges me with his shoulder. “But for now, for the time we do have together, I need you to tell me everything. Don’t cut back on any detail. We have to be a team in this.”
“Thought you didn’t want to be a team.” I wipe a tear away that has fallen down my cheek. I hate crying in front of him.
“Maybe I was wrong.”
I open my mouth to call him out on that, and he raises his hands up to stop me. “Okay, okay. Don’t rub it in. I said maybe I was wrong, not that I was.”
“Oh, totally. That’s a big difference.” I smile back. I don’t feel the entire weight of this on my shoulders now, so that’s a huge relief. Don’t get me wrong, I still feel a lot of guilt, but not as much weight. I guess I can’t have everything.
“Now, tell me what’s going on with you.”
I don’t want to, but I figure I’ve stalled long enough. “When I was in the bathroom earlier, the mirror fogged up, and I saw these eyes in the reflection. And it felt like someone was behind me. I turned around and this… person, I guess, was there. He wasn’t a person. I mean, not really. He bent down and scraped his teeth against my neck.” Automatically, I reach up and rub the spot. There’s not even a scratch there now.
“Then what?” He nudges me on.
“I yelled for you.”
“I swear to you that I didn’t hear you. What did the monster do next?”
I have to laugh at that. “He tasted my blood. Said I was the one who was a monster and disappeared. Then, I was back at the sink like I had been before it all happened. Like nothing. It had all been in my head.”
He nods a few times like he’s trying to wrap his mind around all this. I feel his pain. I’m trying to wrap my brain around it too, and it happened to me. “Do you think it was real or a vision? I mean I didn’t hear you, so it could have happened in your head.”
“Sumner said it was in my head.” And right when I say it, I clamp my mouth shut and wish I hadn’t said a word. Not. A. Word.
Oh, he gets it all right. “Sumner? You think he has something to do with it?”
“Who knows? I have no idea. I hear him, clearly, every so often. Is it that far out to imagine he made me see a…”
“Vampire.” He answers for me.
“Vampire.” I resign myself to the fact that I saw or thought I saw an actual damn vampire.
“And you think this vampire is Misty Holiday’s husband?”
I shrug. “I mean, couldn’t it be? I don’t know much about paranormal things, but he was literally dying. Then this miracle happens, and I’m not saying God can’t do it or wouldn’t, but wouldn’t it be explained by being turned into a vampire as well? He tasted my blood. Called me a monster and left. Then he wasn’t at supper because he told Misty he had a stomachache and needed medicine. What if it wasn’t medicine he needed? What if he needed blood?”
“Since he couldn’t have yours.” Ramsey’s brows furrow. “Maybe he drinks the blood of the people in the bed and breakfast, makes them forget, and they have no idea what happened to them.”
“Can vampires do that?”
He nods.
“Then that must be it. Clark Holiday, or rather the vampire, must be what we were sent here to kill.”
“I hate to say this, but I think I need to ask Deborah.” Ramsey doesn’t sound happy about it. I wouldn’t either if I were him. But Deborah seems nice, and she can help us, or at least I hope she can. I hope she’s a nice angel and not someone who would rather just get rid of me instead of helping me.
“Do you think she’ll be helpful?” Honestly, I’d rather it be Ramsey and me. It makes me incredibly nervous to think about the entire angel army knowing about me.
“She’s never helpful.” Ramsey groans and pulls his phone from his pocket. “And she’ll probably gloat that I have to ask her something.”
“Then don’t. It’s fine. I never should’ve mentioned it.”
“No.” He stares me dead in the eye. “You should have told me sooner. Right when it happened. I should have known. Seeing a vampire is a pretty big deal.”
“So is being called a monster. What if… what if you call her and she tells you your next mission is to kill me?” I’ve thought it a few times, but once the words are out of my mouth, I feel my insides freeze.
Ramsey stares at me. I can see the wheels turning in his head. “Then I’d do what’s right.”
My chest tightens at his confirmation. What does that even mean?
“Mercy, I didn’t…” He shakes his head, clearly ready to be finished with this line of questioning. “Look, you should have told me sooner, okay?”
“I tried. I yelled for you.” That’s the hill I’m going to stand on until I die.
“And I’m sorry about that, but you shouldn’t have gone to dinner with Misty. You could have told me then.”
“Fine. I’m sorry.” I am sorry. I’m also sorry that I’m not sure if it happens again that I can be truthful and tell him right away. It’s not the way I’m wired, and though I do trust him, mostly, it’s hard for me to talk about things that are going on inside me even if I know I should, even if I know Ramsey will believe me.
While he dials, the most random, weird, out-of-place question flies out of my lips. Maybe I’ve finally, officially snapped. “If vampires are real, is Bigfoot?”
His thumb hovers over one of the numbers, and he gives me a strange look. “We call him Larry.” Ramsey deadpans so strongly I’m not sure if he’s kidding or not. Ignoring me, he puts the phone to his ear as it rings. “Deborah, please.”
There’s a pause.
“Now. I know she won’t care if you break up her bridge game. Tell her it’s Ramsey.”
He looks at me and rolls his eyes. It’s very human of him.
“Deborah. It’s Ramsey. I have a question. No, not a situation, a question about Sumner. Deborah—”
She’s standing in front of the bed, her phone to her ear, looking every bit like an irritated penguin. Her hair is pulled back into a sleek ponytail that she has lying across her right shoulder. Her pants are a light gray, which matches her blazer. Her shirt is off-white. A string of black pearls circles her neck. Her shoes, high heels that have to be at least five inches, match her slacks. This woman is gorgeous and obviously in charge. “What is it?”
Ramsey sighs and lowers his phone from his ear. “You didn’t have to come.”
“Didn’t have to not come either. You called. You never call. You don’t like me to know what you’re doing.” Her gaze shifts to me. “Is it about her? Sumner attack again?”
“Not exactly.”
Deborah taps her foot impatiently, which I think is making Ramsey very happy. She lowers her phone and clasps her hands in front of her. “If you haven’t noticed, there’s a war going on. Too many demons. Not enough angels, so I would appreciate it if you could, I don’t know, say more, and more quickly, than not exactly.”
But she has enough time to play Bridge? She needs to leave Ramsey alone… because priorities.
“See why I didn’t want to call her,” Ramsey whispers in my ears. I say whispers, but it’s definitely more of a loud chat. I’m sure he wants Deborah to hear him. And I’m sure she does.
“If you can’t handle a simple vampire, Ramsey, I’m going to start questioning you as an angel.”
“I can kill a vampire.” He stands straighter.
“Wait, you knew it was a vampire?” I ask Ramsey who shakes his head no.
“Of course I knew.” Deborah rolls her eyes like she does not have time for this.
“And you didn’t tell Ramsey?”
She shakes her head at Ramsey like this child knows nothing and looks at her watch “Talk. Now. You have thirty seconds.”
Deborah crosses her arms over her chest and waits. I’m sure she regrets popping in on us.
“It’s about Sumner. Can he get inside people’s minds?”
She rolls her eyes like that’s the most stupid question ever and he’s wasting all of her time. “You know he can, Ramsey. This isn’t news to you. Why did you have to call me about that? You know the answer, unless you’re as dumb as you are pretty.”
Ramsey flinches beside me. I’d have flinched too. Rude. “I know he can possess. I’m asking if he can get in people’s minds that he’s not possessing. If he can, I don’t know, speak to them.”
Deborah looks from Ramsey to me, back to Ramsey, back to me. “This has to do with you. You hearing Sumner now?”
“Once.” I admit to, though there have been more.
“When did it start?”
“Last vision I had, so this morning.”
“Hmm…” Deborah takes time, the time she said she didn’t have, to pace the floor. I don’t like this. She’s obviously thinking, and there’s no telling what she’s thinking of.
“Just the one time?” She raises her brow while she paces.
“Yes.” Total lie. Why can’t I tell them the truth?
“Well, it’s troubling, I’ll give you that,” she says finally. “But Sumner is an original angel from the Fall. His powers are greater than we can ever imagine, rivaling Lucifer’s. I see no reason he can’t get in someone’s head for a chat.”
I was afraid of that. “What am I supposed to do now?”
Deborah walks up to me and, to my surprise, squats in front of me. She gives me a compassionate look that makes me even more nervous that I had been before. “As long as it’s just the once, I’m sure it’s fine. But if he talks to you more, we need to know what he says and how often he’s talking to you.”
“Could it be bad? That he’s talking to me at all?” I don’t want to know, but how can I not ask?
Deborah pats my knee as she stands. “Let’s cross that bridge when we get to it. Speaking of…” And with that, she disappears.
Ramsey and I are in this room alone. I’m closer to him than I was before, which means somehow I’ve scooted over.
“She’s annoying.” Ramsey says what I’m thinking.
“And scary.”
He scoffs. “Don’t let her exterior scare you. She’s a little baby at heart.”
“Oh, I’m sure. A little baby lion.”
“A mountain lion at most.”
“You’re not helping.”
“I’m not trying to.”
Sometimes I don’t know if Ramsey has an really dry sense of humor or if he honestly has no idea how he sounds. More than that, he probably doesn’t care. “What do you think we should do now?”
“I think a lot of things.” He bites his lip, apparently deep in thought.
“If this is the house I dreamed about, if it’s the house Sumner said he’d be at…”
“Then we’ll deal with it when it’s time to deal with it. We can’t know for certain. Does it look like the house?”
“No, not really, but it could’ve been renovated. Remember, Misty said they renovated it about two years ago.”
“Seen any little ghost men?”
“Seen a grown-assed vampire man.”
“Not the same.” He shakes his head, and a small smirk pulls on his lips. I hope he’s not enjoying this, cause I’m certainly not.
“Truth is, we can’t know, not exactly. You didn’t get an address, and the house looks different. Heck, it looked different between your vision and what you showed me, so who knows anything anymore?
I laugh. I can’t help it.
“What’s so funny?”
“You say heck. It’s hilarious. Bad boy grumpy angel.”
He rolls his eyes, but I do notice a grin.
“Whatever it is, we have until morning to figure it out. I suggest we get started.” My stomach aches as I’m thinking about investigating the house, or maybe it’s aching because I didn’t eat much supper. The food Mrs. Holiday sent up with us smells wonderful. She’s right. I’m tired and hungry, but not because of any consummating that might have occurred in here.
Tired of talking, I grab the plate, rip off the tin foil, and dig in. I might be sick to my stomach, but this is the best food I’ve ever eaten.
Ever.
Ramsey has the decency to not say one word to me, though I can tell that he’s watching me with a bit of enjoyment. It’s hard for me to think of him that way, now that he’s said he’ll do what’s right when, if, the monster I am becomes a full-blown monster.
Do what’s right…
“Feel like going for a walk?” I lay the plate down, the empty plate, and wipe my mouth. I’m so ready to have the subject changed from Sumner and the house and whatever to other things, like walking in this renovated house late at night.
“You sure you don’t want to rest first? It’s been a bit of a day.”
I’m touched that he cares, and then he adds, “And I don’t want you tripping over something on the floor and kill yourself. Deborah would have my head for that.”
Ah, Ramsey, the feeling is mutual. “I’m fine. I just want to get out of this room and stretch my legs some. See the rest of the house. It’s beautiful.”
“It is. But what if we run up on someone?”
“Then we hold hands and pretend to be a young married couple looking through the house for… I don’t know what.”
“That’s the worst plan I’ve ever heard.” He laughs as he stands.
“You’d know all about bad plans.” I wink.
“Ha.” He unbuttons the first two buttons on his shirt followed by the buttons on his sleeves. After he unbuttons them, he rolls his sleeves up to his elbows. That man most certainly has some forearms.
Wow.
I’m not looking.
I’m not looking.
I’m also not dead, yet.
My eyes go where my eyes go.
And they go to his arms.
Whew.
I blink a few times and look away. I should know better than to ogle some angel’s forearms. An angel of all things. I’m sure there’s a special place in Hell for someone like me. Heck, I was sure of that before the forearms.
What was I saying?
“So, you’re going?” I hear the strain in my voice, and I inwardly scold myself. This isn’t the time for such thoughts about my guardian angel—there are so many things wrong with that sentence.
“I have to if you go. Kinda the whole point of sticking together.”
There’s that.
“Okay, well, let me get on some more comfortable shoes.” I jump up to get my sneakers from my bag.
“Mercy.” The sadness in Ramsey’s voice makes me turn around quickly. He’s eying me, up and down, in my flowery golden-yellow dress. “Can you… Would you mind leaving the dress on? It’s just… It reminds me of someone I used to know.”
“Lyra?”
He nods.
“Someday, you’ll tell me about her, right?”
“Someday.” He has a sad smile.
What a fun honeymoon.
“This dress will look weird with sneakers.”
Ramsey shakes his head, his eyes not leaving mine. “No, it won’t.”
He scans the dress one more time. Then he slams his eyes shut with a frustrated groan and turns his back to me.
I wonder who Lyra was, exactly.
I wonder what we will find in the house.
I wonder… I just wonder why I saw a vampire, why he said I’m a monster, and why I feel like maybe he was right.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
THE ONLY SOUNDS IN THE HALLWAY are the grandfather clock ticking the seconds away and our feet scuffling between the hardwood on the sides of the hall and the vintage-looking runner down the middle of it. There’s also the sound of laughter coming from one of the rooms on this hall. Either the Grahams or the Longs are getting lucky tonight. Luckier than we are, that’s for sure.
The walls in the hallway are cream-colored, just as they are downstairs. Brass lamps light up the hallway with fake flickering lights in glass hurricane lamp covers. The effect works. This house looks like we’re walking back in time. When the house was new, people were laughing and living, and the eighteen hundreds were milling around. Like any moment, we’d run upon a lady in a long, elegant gown, with a bonnet and corset, walking towards us, and a man in a light-gray suit, tie, bowler hat, passing by us.
I can hear music from a faraway phonograph passing us as we walk on our leisurely stroll. The music is upbeat, happy. It makes me smile as pictures of the house, the past, the history, flood through me. I close my eyes, and for a moment, it feels like I’m truly back there. I’m in the house when it was new. It’s a boarding house or something equally fun and exciting. Music is playing. People are going about their business.
Life is good.
I open my eyes and notice that while I’ve kept moving Ramsey is looking at me strangely.
“Is there something in my hair?” I reach up quickly and try to pull out anything that might be in there.
“No.” He smiles shyly and faces forward. As quickly as the smile appeared, it’s gone. “I’m just thinking.”
“That can get you in trouble. Trust me.” I’m only half kidding. Thinking has gotten me in more trouble than I care to admit to.
He nods. I can tell he’s ready to move on from this topic. “Do you hear the music?”
He hears it too. Oh good. Sometimes, okay a lot of times, I hear things that no one else can hear, no one else knows about. It’s comforting to know that Ramsey hears it as well. “I thought it was just me.” Thank the Lord above.
“Not just you. Where do you think it’s coming from?”
“Not sure. It’s a phonograph, so someone has to be in the room with it. Maybe Misty is still here. Maybe there’s a party no one thought to tell us about.”
“One, we’d always be invited to a party. Two, how do you know what a phonograph is? They were big back in my time.”
“Your time?”
As quickly as I ask, I can tell that he regrets saying it. “Nothing. Not my time, just one of my many times on Earth. I heard a phonograph. It was lovely, not like the music you have today, not like the devices you have. Phonographs weren’t perfect by any means, but to have sound, sound of a song that reminded you of a loved one, that you could play whenever you wanted… It was a miracle.”
A miracle. I don’t suppose I ever thought of a machine that played music as a miracle. I suppose, back when it was invented, it was, though.
As the music breezes through the hallway, I see the stairs a few feet away. It’s not a grand staircase by any stretch of the imagination, but it’s wide enough to allow both of us to go down side by side if we wanted. To the right of the stairs, the hallway went on about three feet more and stopped at a closed wooden door. Those three feet of hallway are cast in shadows, and a big part of me wants to investigate there.
Probably a closet. Then Ramsey would think I’m taking him into a closet, and he might question my sanity and my intentions.
“How old are you?” It’s nice asking about him and not me. I’m curious though. Was he part of creation? He said he was human at one time. When was that?
“Don’t you know to never ask a person his age. It’s rude.” He winks and practically runs down the carpet-covered stairs down to the first floor.
Another conversation stopped. I wonder if we’ll ever sit down and simply talk instead of changing the subject and moving on. Then again, if we did, I suppose I’d have to share my story with him too, all of my story, and honestly, I don’t want to do that. I can’t. I’m not ready to tell anyone that.
When I get to the first floor, Ramsey is waiting on me. Even though most of the guests have retired for the night, the lamps are still lit down here. It’s not my room in Southern Psych. We don’t have curfews here. People are allowed to walk around at all hours of the night if they want, which is strange to me. Even though it had been my idea to walk around, it still feels odd. Like it’s something I shouldn’t do, or Nurse Nell will come and drag me back to my room.
She did that once.
She never did it again.
“Where to?” I shake my head, trying to erase that unpleasant memory from my mind. If one thing good came from that encounter, it’s that none of the other nurses or doctors or patients ever bothered me again.
He shrugs and takes in the room, so I do too while I wait for his thoughts. The ceiling goes all the way to the second floor, a waste of space for a bed and breakfast, in my opinion. If they’d had the rooms all the way across, it could hold more people.
“It’s your idea to walk around. Where do you want to walk?”
Good question. I hadn’t thought that far ahead when I’d wanted out of our room. “Wanna find the phonograph? I bet it’s in one of the living rooms.”
“Parlor.”
“Excuse me?”
He smiles timidly. I swear, I haven’t seen anything like that from him before. I think his cheeks even tinge ever so slightly. “Parlor. It isn’t called a living room in a house like this. It’s a parlor.”
“Well, pardon me.” I laugh playfully, mocking. It adds even more mystery to who was my angel Ramsey in a past life, and I wonder if he’s having a difficult time sticking with me or if he’d rather go and save other people who might not have a guardian angel—which is, from what he says, everybody.
“You’re pardoned,” he says with an overdramatic nod. I can take the hint.
I take a deep breath and look around the room, trying to decide if awkward silence is the best or if I should try to think of something to say. Ramsey seems the kind who doesn’t mind silence, so I let it go and enjoy the décor. It’s much different than the hospital décor, that’s for sure. The hospital had white walls and smelled like cleaning supplies mixed with vomit. Not that I’d seen the halls very much when I was there. Like I said, I stayed in my room ninety-nine percent of the time. It was safer for everyone involved.
These walls were beautiful. Cream-and-gold wallpaper with matching ornate sconces, which held light bulbs that looked like flames. I imagine the flames were real back in the day. I prefer the fake ones. Less likely to make us all burn up in flames. I’d prefer not to go up in flames, thanks very much.
“What exactly are we looking for?” I say when we get to the end of the hallway.
We have two choices: go back down to the dining room or try to go through this locked door with way too many locks on it from the outside. Ramsey is an angel. I have no doubt he can push his way through it. I, on the other hand, don’t really want to go in the scary, freaky, locked door (from the outside, again, so that’s weird) and would much rather go down to the familiar dining room where there might be some leftover food. Then we can look around a bit, go back up to our room, and have a nice sleep. And if there’s a demon or monster or anything, Ramsey can kill it, and we can be on our way after we sleep and after we take a good, nice shower.
Such are my dreams.
Ramsey doesn’t ask me which way I want to go. He examines the door with way too many locks—ON THE OUTSIDE. There are seven locks. Some are deadbolts, one is a freaking combination.
Why would anyone want to have locks on the outside of a room? Simple, to keep the thing on the inside… in. There were locks on the outside of my room at Southern Hospital.
To keep the evil thing in.
“Shut up, Sumner.” I mumble, and thankfully Ramsey doesn’t hear me.
I shiver and rub my hands on my arms, willing the memory of that place away. Funny how weird I thought that room was because locks are on the outside when, in reality, I’m the same. I have lived in a place for two years with locks on the outside of my room to keep me inside.
How was I any better or any worse than whatever might be in there?
“Downstairs,” Ramsey says so quickly that it doesn’t register right away.
Here, I assumed he’d want to check out the creepy locked door, not down the safe way. He stood there, looking at me like he was waiting for it to register in my head what he was saying. I admit, it took a while.
“You know, down the stairs?” He wasn’t mocking me in the slightest. He seems to genuinely think I don’t know where downstairs is. I don’t know how I feel about that.
“I know where downstairs is.” I can’t help it. I laugh. “I just assumed you’d rather go in the locked, obviously evil door.”
He takes a step closer to me, his blue eyes blazing down at me. My breath catches in my throat, and I refuse to let him know it. I hope I’m covering it up well cause, hewboy, sometimes Ramsey can look at me and my toes go all sorts of tingly. I don’t like it. Okay, I do, but I can’t like it because he’s Ramsey, and to him, I’m at best a mission and at worst a thorn in his shoe that he has to babysit. Sounds lovely.
“One, locked obviously evil doors aren’t always evil. And two, you know what happens when you assume.” His bright eyes twinkle.
Bless him, he’s made a funny. “That’s a very dirty joke for an angel.”
“Maybe I’m a very dirty angel.”
I just… whoa.
He laughs, which breaks me out of any sort of images I have with him, and motions for me to follow him. “Let’s go. Maybe there’s a clue or something we missed earlier.”
It takes me a few seconds to get my feet moving again. I think I recover fairly well and quickly because I’m back to being on a few steps behind him as we descend the stairs.
With only a few lights left on down here, it looks like a completely different place. Freaky even. Scary would be a nice word for it. The hairs on the back of my neck stand up as I imagine all the things that might be hidden in the shadows, waiting to pounce.
“See any ghosts?” Ramsey asks a few feet ahead of me.
“Am I supposed to see any ghosts?” Cause I don’t want to see any ghosts. Freaky visions are one thing. Seeing ghosts is another.
He shrugs. “I’ve seen a few in my time. If there was ever a place to see one, it would be here.”
“Why?”
“Smells like death.”
I can’t help it. I shudder to a stop. “What do you mean by smells like death?”
He doesn’t bother to turn around. He’s too busy looking for something, probably death. “Death has a certain smell to it, distinctive.”
“Like rotting flesh and blood?”
“More like iron, salt, and pain.”
. . . and pain.
“Probably the vampire.” I run my hands over my bare arms, wishing for a shawl of some kind.
“Could be. We probably should’ve given you some sort of protection against him, if there really is a vampire here.”
Oh, that’s good to know now! “Like a cross and some garlic?”
“Like a stake you can drive through his heart.”
Fancy.
I don’t want to walk any farther. I could stay right here. No one would care. Technically, I’m right with Ramsey. If something happens, he can get to me. I don’t want to smell iron, salt, and pain. I want to smell… Heck, the smell of Southern Psych would be better than that.
Okay, maybe not.
“You coming?” he asks, way ahead of me.
“I’ll stay here, thanks. You go on your death mission.” I meant it to be funny. It didn’t come out as funny.
He considers it. We shouldn’t be separated. Bad things happen when we’re separated, but that doesn’t mean I want to go with him hunting a vampire. I’ll stay in the light of this room if it helps. And he’s fast, right? He can hunt and kill and be back in like five seconds.
“We need to stick together.” Like I need reminding.
“Yes, but I’m not going to fight a vampire. I’ll stay here. I’m safe, okay?”
He hesitates, considering. “Don’t wander off. Stay put ‘til I get back.”
“Okay.” Like I had any intention of walking off.
“I mean it, Mercy. Don’t leave where you are.”
“I got it.” I have a tone to my voice. I’m glad. I needed a tone with him for him to understand that I don’t, under any circumstances, plan on leaving this spot.
“I’ll be back in five minutes. If I don’t find anything by then, I won’t find anything.”
Five minutes is a lot longer than five seconds. “Then we go back to the creepy, evil locked room?”
“Then we consider going back to the creepy, evil locked room,” he answers. The light from one of the Tiffany-inspired lamps catches his silhouette as he turns toward me. I swear he looks me up and down. “Remember our code word. I won’t be gone long.”
“I’ll be here waiting.”
Ramsey disappears around the corner, and I’m alone. I hug myself tightly and wonder if it wouldn’t have been better to have just gone with him. I could have held on to him, if I needed to, or at least screamed.
I hum some silly song to keep my mind occupied and avoid seeing shapes manifesting from the shadows in the corners. It’s a song my mom used to hum when she was nervous. Of course, at the time, I never thought of my mom being nervous. Who would think their parent didn’t have all the answers? I thought my parents did. Turns out, they left more questions than answers with them.
Why had the demon gone after them of all people?
Why had it let me live?
How had I ended up in Southern Psych? I don’t even remember being in the hospital. Just a demon, a crash, loud noises, a padded room.
Why was Sumner so set on me?
It was enough to make me lose it, so I hummed louder, faster, willing time to speed up so Ramsey could get back quicker and we could go. He wasn’t supposed to leave me.
He wasn’t supposed to leave me.
Okay, fine, it was my idea that he left, but still, now that I’m thinking about it, it’s a bad idea.
“Ramsey, you know, this was a bad idea! I’m coming.” I start toward the scary-looking hallway. If I need my eyes straight ahead, nothing will bother me. Nothing will jump out at me. Nothing will…
Movement from a corner next to a tall curio cabinet catches my attention. In the limited orangish light, I can see the cabinet is filled with porcelain dolls. Holy cow, is there anything more terrifying?
I shut my eyes and hum so loud I think Ramsey has to hear me. I don’t want to yell and be all, “Ramsey, your weakling human is afraid. Come save her,” but I kinda want to. If I hum loud enough, I’m sure he’ll get the point and come running.
Closing my eyes was a bad, bad idea. I imagine opening them and having some ghost staring me right in the face. My heart nearly beats out of my chest, and I want to throw up. My nose burns, and I smell iron…
And salt.
And pain.
Oh God!
“Thought he’d never leave,” a low voice whispers in my ear.
My scream is muffled by a hand over my mouth, a large hand that covers my nose too. I kick and try to bite. I do everything I can think of. My eyes open, but I can’t see anything except the door in front of me. The door I need Ramsey to come out of and save me.
“Shh.” The deep voice tickles my neck. I recognize that voice. It’s the one from earlier in the bathroom. The one that said I was a monster.
The vampire. “I won’t hurt you.”
Somehow, I don’t believe him.
He spins me around so I’m facing him. He’s shorter than Ramsey. His hair is graying, and his eyes have laugh lines around them. His eyes, though, his eyes are red with black circles around the irises. “You need to get out of this house, Mercy,” he says. “Get out, get away from the angel, and never look back. Do you understand me?”
He takes his fingers away from my mouth and rubs them lightly along my cheek. His skin is ice cold, rigid.
“Who are you?”
He tilts his head ever so slightly. “Isn’t it obvious?”
Oh God, it’s Sumner. It’s Sumner!
“I’m Clark Holiday.” Not Sumner. It shouldn’t make me relax in the slightest, but it does. “This is my bed and breakfast. Sorry, I couldn’t come to supper. Since I had to leave your room so suddenly, I had to get my supper to go.”
To go.
My insides churn as I think about supper. I theorized that Clark wasn’t there because he had gone out and drunk supper. To hear it from his own lips, though, makes me sick.
“Misty said you were saved. She said you got really sick and were saved. You were changed. You’re a vampire.”
“You need a medal for stating the obvious.” He smiles. I can see blood on his long teeth. Fresh blood.
At the sight, I try to run, but he grabs me tighter. “You need to leave. Leave the angel, and you’ll be safe.”
“I can’t leave him.” My voice is shaking. I’m too terrified to try to stop it.
“If you want to live, you will. You know this house. You know who you saw in that room.”
I stare at him, my brain trying to process what he’s saying. “You were the one… in the room… in my vision… you were the one sick.”
“Dying.” He corrects.
“How? How did you know I saw it?”
“He told me.” Mr. Holiday pulls me closer to him. Every cell in my body is begging me to run, begging me to scream for Ramsey. Has it been five minutes yet? It feels like an eternity.
“Ramsey told you?”
“Stupid girl. Run. Run away from them all before you can’t run anymore.” Mr. Holiday pulls me toward the door and unlocks the locks. He swings it open, allowing the cold night air to chill my skin. The darkness outside is consuming. There isn’t even any moonlight.
“I can’t leave Ramsey.” I want to, though. I want to run and never look back. I want to be home, safe, with my parents. I want this entire thing to be a nightmare I can wake up from.
“It’s not the angel you need to run from. It’s…”
I’m pushed back so hard, my chest feels like it’s going to explode. Then, I fly through the air. My feet don’t touch the ground as I go backwards. My back hits the registration desk first. The shock is short-lived because then my head hits something hard, something I can’t see. Something that makes stars and white dots sprinkle around my vision.
I slide to the floor, my eyes still fixed on Mr. Holiday.
My eyes slowly close, and I feel the cruel hand of unconsciousness pulling me under. I can barely see, but I keep my eyes trained on Mr. Holiday. Every breath I try to take hurts, and I can taste blood in my mouth.
I blink, and when I open my eyes, Mr. Holiday is lying on the floor. His heart is outside of his lifeless body. His red eyes are unmoving and fixed on me. The door is shut behind him. Shut and locked.
Ramsey saved me!
I relax, feeling the tension running through my arms and legs and out my fingers and toes. It’s over. It’s over.
“Took you long enough.” I smile through the pain. At least, it’s over. Everything is okay. Well, today’s problems are okay.
Ramsey squats next to me. His fingers dance through my hair gently. When he pulls them back, they are covered with blood. “I’m sorry it had to be this way.”
“It’s over. That’s all that matters.” I cough and my lips feel wet, warm.
“You’re coughing up blood. We need to get you upstairs.” He bends down to pick me up, and there is one little issue scratching at the edge of my mind. One little thing I need to do.
“What’s the code word?” I ask, a small smile pulling on my lips. Ramsey will laugh and say we don’t have time for this. Then he will heal me. Why hasn’t he healed me before now?
Ramsey stares down at me, his jawline goes ridged. “You have a code word? Of course you do.”
“Sumner!” My eyes grow wide, and I start to yell.
Sumner, who keeps Ramsey’s form, pinches my nose and my mouth closed. I fight back as hard as I can. Mind numbing pain shoots in all directions throughout my body, but all I can think to do is fight back. I hate that it’s Ramsey’s face staring down at me. I hate Sumner more than he will ever know.
That hate is all I feel as the numbness flows through my body until I drift off into darkness.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
I DREAM I’M WITH MAMA AND Daddy. It’s warm here. Very warm and bright. They look happy. I feel happy.
Then, it thunders off in the distance.
A storm cloud is rolling in, covering our happiness and chilling me to the bone.
“I’m sorry,” Mama says as she backs away.
“You can’t come yet!” Daddy yells through the growing wind. “But you will. Soon. Very soon.”
“Mercy!” Ramsey’s bellowing wakes me up, and I sit up quickly, which is a mistake because the world starts spinning round and round and round and round and…
“Mercy.” Ramsey holds my shoulders and bends down to look in my eyes. His six bright-blue eyes are beautiful. Floating around the air like that.
“What’s the code word?” I can’t be sure it’s him. I can’t take that chance again.
“Kiss,” he answers, and I relax into his arms. “Are you okay?”
Such a dumb question. “Define okay.”
“Okay means you feel less than great but more than death.”
The man actually defined it for me. “Then I’m okay.”
It takes a second for everything to come flooding back, but when it does, I push Ramsey as hard as I can and get up on my knees. I don’t care if the room’s still spinning, I have to find him. I have to show him to Ramsey. “Mercy, ease up, okay? Don’t rush. You’ve hit your head pretty hard.”
“And my ribs.” I think I can feel every one of them, and every one of them is probably bruised or broken.
He puts his hand on my back, and I try not to scream as I feel every… One. Of. My. Ribs. Pop. Back. Into. Place. And ouch!
Ramsey pulls me toward him and holds me to his chest. We don’t have time for this, but I don’t fight it. Instead, I focus on how warm he is, how gentle his hands are, how I’m not hurting anymore.
Thank goodness for not hurting.
“Better?” His voice is soft, almost, dare I say, caring.
I nod. I want to stay in his arms for a little while longer, to feel warm and safe, but I can’t. He has to know. “I saw him,” I say as I force myself back.
“Saw who? The vampire? What happened to you?”
“He’s over there.” I point to the door. There’s nothing over there. No body. No heart.
No blood.
“He was right there!” I push Ramsey back and get up to see where Sumner’d gone. “He was right there!”
“Mr. Holiday?”
“Yes!” Why can’t Ramsey keep up? “He came up to me after you left. He said this was the house I’d been having visions of. That Sumner is here, waiting for me. And he was.
“Sumner was?” He looks around the room, but we both have to know that it’s too late. Sumner has hidden, again. Our cat-and-mouse game isn’t over.
I shake my head, instantly feeling dizzy. Guess Ramsey hadn’t fixed my brain. “I saw him. I saw Sumner. He was you… I mean, he shapeshifted into you, but he didn’t know the code word.”
“Wonder what he would have done with you if you hadn’t figured it out?”
I don’t want to know the answer to that question. “He didn’t kill me. Again. He had his chance, and he didn’t. What is he waiting for?”
“Revenge,” Ramsey answers simply. As if there’s anything simple about revenge.
“Revenge against who? Me?”
“Me.” Ramsey helps me up. “I think he gave you that vision.”
“What? No.” That vision came from someone else, something else. I’m not sure what, but I know they aren’t from Sumner.
“Think about it. It got us here, didn’t it? You saw the man, the house, the vampire. You wanted to help, and that’s why we’re here.”
“We’re here because Deborah sent us. How did he manipulate her too?”
Ramsey pauses, ever so briefly. “He had to have manipulated her too, somehow. He made the vampire. All Deborah knew was there was a need and I had to take care of it. A simple vampire case shouldn’t have taken too long.”
“If Sumner is that powerful, how are we going to get out of this house? How are you going to beat him?”
Ramsey looks around the room. “We need to get you out of here.”
I try to stand up too, but it ain’t working well. My bones feel well, but my anxiety and fear won’t let my legs work without shaking like a leaf in a hurricane. “Why? If he wanted to kill me, he could have. Why is he toying with me?”
Ramsey doesn’t say anything. He keeps scanning the room like Sumner is just going to jump out and say, “Here I am. Smite me.”
“Ramsey,” I say curtly. I’m done. I’m tired. I want answers.
Ramsey isn’t giving any. He pulls me into his arms and carries me up the stairs, past the creepy locked room—which is open—and doesn’t stop until we get to our room. He gently lays me on the bed and locks our door. He puts a chair in front of it and backs away. “Think that’ll keep Sumner out?”
“No.” His admission shakes me. “But it’ll keep you in.”
His words hit me hard, like a slap on the face. I know that’s not what he meant to do, but it hurts nonetheless. I jump to my feet and nearly fall over from dizziness.
Before I could hit the floor, Ramsey catches me.
“What are you doing?” He yells, actually yells. If it were anyone else but Ramsey, I’d think he cared. But it’s Ramsey, so I know… I know he doesn’t. He’s just mad I am taking precious seconds away from going after a demon.
“You can’t lock me in here.” I’m way past begging. I’m terrified. My legs won’t hold me up, and I can’t… I can’t be locked somewhere again.
“You’re being irrational.” He tries to hold me up. It doesn’t work. My feet won’t hold me.
“You can’t lock me in. Not again. Not again.” I repeat over and over, my mind back at the first time I heard the lock clank in Southern Psych. I knew I couldn’t get out, knew I was alone, and knew there was nothing I could do about it. The helplessness is the worst part. The knowing that no matter what, you’re at someone else’s mercy.
And here I am again, at Ramsey’s mercy.
“Mercy, breathe. Okay? Breathe.” He gets on my level and looks me in the eyes. If anything in this world could calm me down right now, it’s his bright-blue eyes. Unfortunately, not even they can help. My vision keeps moving from my hospital room to here, from my hospital room to here. The smells intertwine until my stomach retches, and it takes everything I have not to throw up on Ramsey.
“God, what did they do to you there?” he whispers.
He doesn’t want to know.
I won’t ever tell anybody.
I shiver, trying my best to pull myself together. Ramsey has other things, bigger things to do than take care of me.
He pulls me to him and holds me. He needs to stop doing that. We have more important things to do, but I don’t try to stop him. He’s warm, and I’m freezing.
“I didn’t think they’d do this to you.” He whispered so lightly that I don’t think he’s talking to me.
I cling to him and will myself to calm down. We have bigger problems than me being in a locked room. I’m freaking out over nothing, and it’s bothering me. How am I supposed to contribute to our partnership if I need him to comfort me all the time?
Then again, we aren’t really a partnership, are we? We’re more like a warden and his inept charge.
“Oh Ramsey!” Sumner’s voice booms through the hallway, through our locked door, and echoes in our room.
I rise up to look at Ramsey who is glaring at the door.
“I hate to break up your little bedroom session. Lord knows it’s been forever since you’ve gotten any. But I have something you need to see. Even more than that sweet young thing you’ve got in your room.” Sumner’s laugh echoes through my ears, and I wonder if I’m actually hearing his voice or just his words in my head. I hope it’s his voice. I don’t want him in my head.
To my surprise—he’s full of surprises—Ramsey doesn’t let me go. “This quarrel is out of hand, Sumner. Let the girl go.”
“Fine,” Sumner answers like he’s shrugging.
Ramsey is silent for a minute.
“You’re going to make me spell this out for you, aren’t you? You always were slow.”
“Spell out what?” I think Ramsey is stalling. I hope Ramsey is stalling.
“Your little pet can leave. I don’t really need her. She’s fun to play around with, though. Give her all those nasty little visions. Get inside her head. But I have to say, I’m bored of her. She’s no Lyra, that’s for sure.”
There’s that name again. Ramsey tenses up.
“You never told the new girl about the old one, did you? Tsk, Ramsey. And here I thought you were an angel.”
“What do you want!” Ramsey growls. His entire body shakes, and his eyes are glowing bright blue. He’s terrifying. I’d hate to be Sumner right now.
“I want what I’ve wanted for years, my sweet, sweet Ramsey. I want your head on a platter and your insides as a belt.”
“Lovely,” I whisper.
Ramsey ignores me.
“Okay, okay, I’ll spell it out since you obviously don’t understand anything. We’re going to do a little role play. A little… see if Ramsey can change the past. You know those lovely folks you had supper with tonight? And they really were lovely. I got to meet them, or rather Mr. Holiday got to meet them.”
“You killed him!” Ramsey yelled.
“I saved him from a loveless marriage to this thing.” He said thing like talking about the gum on his shoe. I imagined Mrs. Holiday was with Sumner. Oh God.
“Let her go,” Ramsey ordered.
“Oh, I will. It’s totally up to you though. Remember, history repeating and all that. Every one of the other guests at this lovely establishment is here, with me. Everyone yell.”
And they do.
My stomach churns. Ramsey’s jaw flinches.
“They are kinda tied up at the moment. You know how it is. Now, like I said, I’m tired of this game, Ramsey. I truly am. And I know you are too. I’m going to give you a chance to redeem yourself. It’s what you’ve always wanted, isn’t it?”
Ramsey doesn’t answer. I can tell by the way he’s glaring at the door that Sumner has hit a nerve. I’m sure Sumner knows it too.
“Let me set up this little experiment. Somewhere in this house, there are five people tied up. Someone, silly them, poured gasoline all over said five people, and oh my, there’s a candle. I’m sure you get the picture. You’d better come save them, Ramsey. Be your heroic self. They’re depending on you.”
“Sumner!” Ramsey yells as he lets me go and stands straighter.
“The catch is. To do that, you probably have to leave that sweet lady you’re supposed to protect. I mean, you could save her first, but I don’t think the people in here would last long enough for you to get Lyra… I mean, Mercy… out of the house and then come back and get them. Such a quagmire really. What to do. What to do.”
“What? If I just come down there and kill you, then this would all be over.”
“Try it. We both know you’ll fail, you weak, weak little angel wannabe.”
Ramsey turns to look at me. He’s torn. He doesn’t know what to do.
“Ready?” I hear the jubilation in Sumner’s voice.
There’s screaming, begging, and pleading for help coming from outside the door. I don’t know where the people are, but I know they’re going to die. I have a feeling it’s my fault. Just like my parents.
“Don’t do this! This is between you and me!”
“Whoops,” Sumner says.
I can already smell the smoke. Ramsey’s wings unfold, large massive, silver wings that stretch nearly from one side of the room to the next. In an instant, he disappears, the door is still locked, and I’m all alone.
I know he’ll save those people in the fire. I have no doubt. He’s a good angel. Then, he’ll come back for me.
He’ll come back for me.
The smoke starts creeping up under the door, causing me to cough.
He’ll come get me.
Soon.
I crawl to the window and try to open it, try to get some fresh air in. It won’t budge. I cough harder, unable to breathe. The room starts spinning.
Hands hold me around my shoulders, comforting hands, hands that are strong. “Ramsey, I knew you wouldn’t leave me.” I turn to him and smile.
Sumner smiles down at me. “Of course he would, my dear. Why would you think otherwise?”
With that, Sumner’s black wings unfurl out of his back as he picks me up and flies me out the window. Fresh air hits me, and I grip Sumner’s shoulders, thankful for air, but not happy with how I’m getting it.
My eyes open, and when I see how high we are, I grab him tighter. “Don’t drop me,” I plead.
Sumner looks down at me. His eyes glow red. His black wings, larger than Ramsey’s if I’m being honest, flap across the moonlight. “Don’t worry. I won’t. I’m nothing like Ramsey.”
One minute we are in the sky, and the next we are standing in the middle of what looks like an apartment. The windows are open wide, and from this vantage point, I’m not sure where we are, but there are most certainly tall buildings around.
“Drink?” he asks.
It takes a second for it register. “What? No. I want you to take me back.”
“Back to Ramsey.” He scoffs as he pours himself what looks like whiskey. “I saved you from him. You’re welcome, by the way.”
“Saved me? You killed Mr. Holiday.”
“Mr. Holiday was dying.” He takes a sip. “I gave him a few extra days of life. How is that evil?”
“You turned him into a killer to do it.”
Sumner slams back the rest of his whiskey and tosses the glass on the table. “We’re all killers, Mercy. Every single one of us. Every person on this planet, given the right motivation, is a killer. So, don’t preach to me about how I made poor Mr. Holiday evil, how I’ve killed. You would too, if given the right motivation.”
“I wouldn’t.” I hope I sound convincing.
“Wouldn’t you though?” His eyes narrow. “Wouldn’t you like to kill me for taking you away from Ramsey?”
He walks to a floor-to-ceiling glass cabinet and pulls out a weapon of some sort. It’s long and silver, almost like a spear, with curved edges on both sides. He twirls it in his hands like it’s nothing, nothing important at all. “This is the only thing in the world that can kill me.”
That’s good to know. “Why are you telling me that?”
He comes toward me, twirling the spear around like it’s nothing. “It was forged in Heaven of all places. Can you imagine? An instrument of death made in the place of light?”
Sumner stops a few steps in front of me and holds out the spear. “Take it.” He challenges me.
“What?”
“Take the spear. You know you want to. You know you want to kill me. I’ll prove my point that all humans, all things in this world, are simply evil creatures. I’m just man enough to admit it.”
I take the spear from him. My hands tremble as I hold the cold steel in my hand. It’s much lighter than I imagined it would be. Lighter and much easier to stab with. “No.”
“Hmm. What if I told you that I’m the one that killed your parents?”
“What?” The spear trembles in my hands. Not from fear, but pure anger.
“What if I told you I was the last thing they saw before they died that night?” He inches toward me, taunting. “What if I said I was the one who put them in the ground? What would you do?”
He stops when his chest is at the tip of the blade. My fingers squeeze the metal harder. The accident, the murder, flashes before my eyes, and I want nothing more than to kill the thing that killed them.
I don’t remember making the decision to do it. But I feel the blade slice through Sumner’s chest. I feel the pop of release when it exits through his back. I see the surprise in his eyes.
Followed by the smile. “Told you. When it all comes down to it, everyone is a killer.” He backs up, allowing the blade to slide back out of him. When it is completely out, red blood runs from the blade, down the handle, and onto my hands. “Even you.”
I drop the blade, and the metal clanks on the floor. “You tricked me.”
“Well, duh. Why would I give the actual thing that can kill me to a girl who actually wants me dead?”
“So, there is something that can kill you?”
He doesn’t answer. I can see he wishes he could take that back.
“Is there a point to this?”
“The point, my sweet girl, is that maybe I’m not the bad guy here?” His eyes are no longer red. They are dark brown, nearly as dark as his hair. “What if I’m actually the good one?”
“You killed my family. You’re a monster!” It takes everything I have not to lunge at him.
“I didn’t. I simply told you that to show you that deep down you want to kill the thing that killed your family. That you aren’t as different from me as you think.”
“I’m nothing like you.” I nearly growl.
He laughs. “You’re everything like me. You want revenge on someone who took what you love away from you. So do I.”
“You’re a demon. How could you ever love?”
The table flips quicker than I can react. Glass and liquor spray all over the floor, and I cover my ears to keep the sound from echoing. “I wasn’t always a demon! I was an angel. An original. Then, your supposed hero made me fall.”
“Ramsey? Ramsey made you…”
He’s shaking so hard, and I can see it. He stands over me and motions for me to stand back up. I do. I don’t want him to see any sort of fear from me.
“You naïve human. You only got one side of the story. I have no idea what really happened. What sort of a man, of a thing, your supposed savior is.”
“Then, what is he?”
He smiles ever so slightly, like he’s happy that I’m actually listening to him. I’m buying time. That’s all. I’m not really listening. I’m not. “Mercy, what if you needed saving from Ramsey? What if Ramsey isn’t the hero in this story?”
I hug myself tightly, not wanting to listen to Sumner. Thunder claps outside, and lightning streaks through the air. It reminds me of my last night at Southern Psych.
“What if, in reality, Ramsey’s the bad guy?”
“How? How would he be the bad guy?”
“Nicholas Ramsey was born sometime in the seventeen hundreds. I don’t know the day. I don’t care about the day. He died on January sixth, seventeen eighty. Right after he murdered the woman I loved.”
“No. He’s… No.” That couldn’t be what happened.
Sumner bends down and wipes his finger on the floor through some of the spilt whiskey. He stands so close to me I can see the hint of gold in his eyes, and then he brings his finger to his lips. “Everybody is a killer, Mercy. Except, Lyra. She didn’t deserve it. She didn’t deserve him.”
Sumner grabs my arm, and, in a flash, we are outside the bed and breakfast. The fire reaches toward the night sky, a roar of orange and yellow against the curtain of black. Liz and Jason are hugging each other next to the garden. Michael and Nessie are holding each other on the sidewalk. All are covered in black soot and blood.
Ramsey carries a shouting Mrs. Holiday outside. “He’s in there! Let me go back for Clark. Let me go back!”
Poor woman. She has no idea what really happened to her husband. And, if I have my guess, she’ll never know. She will always think that he died in the fire. Her miracle, gone forever.
Gone because of the feud between Ramsey and Sumner. “This isn’t over,” Sumner whispers in my ear, and his warm breath mimics the fire in front of me.
Just like that, he’s gone. Gone again.
On cue, the window in the room I shared with Ramsey explodes, sending wood and glass everywhere. I duck and cover my head, praying none of the glass cuts me. What a silly prayer that is. These people have gone through so much, have seen so much, and I’m worried about cuts?
I need to get out of here. I need to get away from Ramsey.
I need…
Ramsey screams my name as another explosion rocks our former room. He stares up at the room, clearly thinking I’m still in there. Before I can get his name out, he’s already in the room. I can see him from the blown-out window. There can’t be much left up there, but he’s there, searching for me.
“Down here!” I yell at him, waving my hands to let him know I’m safe. I hesitate after I do it, thinking about what Sumner said. What if Ramsey isn’t the hero? What if he’s the bad guy? What if all of this is because of him?
My hesitation comes too late. Ramsey sees me, and in a flash, he’s down on the ground with me. Before I can process what’s happening, he pulls me into a hug, a hug so tight I feel my insides breaking again. Normally, I wouldn’t mind, but Sumner’s words have poisoned me.
Ramsey pulls back, studying me. “How did you get out of the room? Where’s Sumner?”
“Gone.” I say. “He pulled me out.”
Ramsey shakes his head. Clearly confused. “Why? Why would he set this entire thing up just to save you?
To get me alone. To tell me about you. I don’t say that, though. Instead I say, “I have no idea.”
“Did he say anything to you?” Ramsey is holding both my hands in his. It’s now that I notice his fingers are trembling. He must have been scared to death.
“Nothing important.” I try to smile as sirens wail in the distance.
“Mercy, tell me. Anything could be important when it comes to Sumner.” Gently, Ramsey reaches out and rubs my cheek. “If I’d lost you, if I made the wrong choice and didn’t get you out in time, I couldn’t live with it.”
Technically, he didn’t get me out. Sumner did.
I start to tell him. I swear I do, when Mrs. Holiday’s screaming catches us both off-guard. She’s escaped Liz’s hold and is running back toward the house. Like a dutiful angel, Ramsey lets me go and catches her before she enters the house, before she steps over the burning corpse of her husband next to the door.
Ramsey holds her as she kicks and screams, yelling at him to let her go. The other couples hold each other as the scene unfolds, as the fire reaches toward the sky.
I slowly sink to the ground, all alone, just as I’d been in Southern Psych when all of this angel-and-demon stuff began.
All alone.
 
…to be Continued in Never Trust a Demon
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