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To all of you who have followed Hart and Gracen (and Lucien) through all of these books. You are the reason Gracen has made it this far. Grab your blankie one more time and hang on.
 
In 3… 2… 1…
 



 
 
 
 
“Hell is Empty…
All the devils are here.”
William Shakespeare
The Tempest



CHAPTER ONE
 
JESSUP HART BLACKWELL SAVED THE WORLD.
Not that anyone will ever know.
Not that they’ll remember.
But I know.
I remember.
That’s my curse.
I don’t agree with how he did it.
I wish it had been me that died. Lord knows we would’ve all been safer if I’d been the one instead of Hart.
But he couldn’t let that happen.
He couldn’t live with it.
How am I supposed to live with it?
The pain.
The remorse.
The pressing feeling that something inside me that I can’t control is still there… dormant but not dead. Ready to pounce. Ready to kill again.
Hart saved the world, that’s true.
But he couldn’t save me.



CHAPTER TWO
 
FOR FIVE MINUTES — MAYBE MORE, MAYBE less — I can’t let go of him. He’s lying in my arms, blood coating him, me, the floor. His body is turning cold, but I can’t make myself move. I can’t take my eyes off him.
I can’t let him go.
Slowly, reason comes back to me. He needs help, my help. And I’m sitting here doing nothing?
What do I do?
WHAT DO I DO?
I run downstairs to grab the phone and call for help. I’m not sure who I want to call, but I’m not exactly thinking clearly. There’s a dead man in my apartment, my dead boyfriend, and although I can explain it, I don’t think any sane person will understand. Most 9-1-1 calls don’t involve someone telling the dispatcher that someone has a dead demon in their apartment in the form of their boyfriend.
Because that’s weird.
But I’m not thinking about that. I’m thinking how I’m not thinking about anything but panic. Panic and numbness and all kinds of things I don’t want to remember.
How can you cope when someone you love, when someone you aren’t supposed to love, dies by his own hand in front of you? Even when it’s to save you — to save the world — there are no manuals on how to deal with that. There’s no episode of Dr. Phil to save you. I wasn’t prepared.
I’m still not prepared.
I still can’t believe what’s happening.
Ten minutes since Hart died, I run back upstairs with my phone shaking in my hand. I’m still trying to figure out who to call and what in the world I’m supposed to do, when I stop in my tracks and fall to my knees on the floor.
Hart’s body is gone.
Disappeared.
The blood is still there.
But that’s it.
No body.
No knife.
No hope.
No goodbye.
I cry for the longest time.
I’ve thought it before. Hope is a dangerous thing. One of the most dangerous things in the world. For the shortest time, I had hope that Hart wasn’t really dead. That he’d faked it somehow. That he disappeared when I was gone, and he’d gone on to watch over me while I lived my life.
That’s the hope I have for a few days.
Then the hope starts to fade, just like the blood I scrubbed off the floor in his room.
If he had disappeared and was alive somewhere, wouldn’t I know it? Wouldn’t I be able to feel it somehow? And if he’s truly alive, wouldn’t he have contacted me — at the very least in my dreams.
I didn’t dream now.
Not at all.
No dreams.
No nightmares.
No Hart.
Every day that passes makes the reality of his death that much more apparent. He isn’t coming back. He isn’t alive somewhere. He’s dead. Dead.
Dead for me.
Dead for the world.
And I never got to say goodbye.
It takes until September for it to hit me the hardest. I go to class, expecting to see him somehow. I do see Lucien, however. And he acted like he didn’t know me from Adam. I suppose he doesn’t now that we’ve turned everything back. It’s sad really. He’ll never know about his brother or of his sacrifice. Lucien will never know that he helped save the world.
He’ll never know what it took to get us all back here.
He’ll never know that I know he’s an angel.
And he’ll never know that his brother is dead. Lucien will never remember he even had a brother to start with.
Time, they say, heals all wounds.
Hope, I say, is the most evil thing of all.
Because time comes and goes.
Hope rises and falls.
I had hope. God help me, I had hope that Hart would come back to me again as he had before.
But I’ll never see Hart again.
The realization that he’s never coming back throws me into a deep depression that I don’t think I’ll get out of. How can you get over watching someone you love die? How is that even possible?
How am I supposed to live with that?



CHAPTER THREE
 
November
 
THE WOMAN ON THIS SHOW IS seriously messed up.
I’m sitting on the couch at half past way too late, eating some cherry ice cream that sounded much better in the store, watching one of those late night shows that airs when everyone else is sleeping.
This particular program is a very low budget science fiction movie.
Doesn’t mean it lacks a good storyline. Things that are low budget can be just as important as million-dollar productions. I truly believe that.
This program, however, does not shine low budget in a good light.
But I can’t stop shoving this ice cream in my mouth while I fight sleep for the fourteenth night in a row, and I can’t stop watching the woman on the screen. Because, even with the production value at near zero, I can understand this woman’s motivations.
This woman is in love with a demon.
I shove another bite of ice cream in my mouth.
I can relate.
Only this program on television — I hate to call it a movie — has a demon that’s too pretty for his own good, brooding and fighting the good fight. And the girl? The girl’s not me, and truth be told, she could use an extra brain cell or two.
I’m sure there are people who think that about me. If anyone knows my story, I’m sure they say… actually I’m not sure what they say.
I’m as confused as anyone.
I know what Hart was, what he did, those people he hurt, what he did to my aunt, about his need for revenge on his brother. In no manner of speaking, should I ever have loved him.
But I do.
And he loved me.
That much I know for certain.
Human Hart and Human Gracen could’ve had a great thing together. Demon Hart and Abomination Gracen? Not so much.
The demon dude on television is going to sacrifice himself for the love of his woman. People, or things, shouldn’t do that. Just let the world burn, and let everyone else go down with it.
Do I sound bitter?
I’m not.
I’m trying not to be.
Hart sacrificed himself to save me, to save the world. Which wouldn’t be easy for anyone, much less a demon. But Hart did. He saved everyone and everything on this miserable planet, and no one will ever know.
The next day, the sun came up. People went on about their lives. They went to school or work and fought with their husbands and wives. They complained about the color of their kitchen cabinets and the size of their breasts, and none of them, not one, knew that if it weren’t for Hart Blackwell, they would be dead.
Because they were dead before I turned back time.
They were dead.
I was dead.
And now I’m not… only I feel more dead on the inside than I ever did before, and that’s saying a lot.
Tina hasn’t messaged me. I’m not sure if she’s still around, or that since the Abomination threat has been taken care of, she has any reason to even remotely pretend to be my friend.
My mother calls once a day. I think she’s worried about me, well, more worried than normal. I believe she knows something is going on with me, something I can’t tell her.
And I can’t tell her.
How in the world do you tell someone that?
She’d lock me up next to Aunt Willow, a woman I’ve never actually known. I wonder if she knows me. I wonder if she could see me through Hart’s eyes when he possessed her.
I wonder where he is?
I wonder if he’s okay?
Or if the demon-killing knife does what it says it is does, and Hart is in fact, most sincerely dead. No Hell. No afterlife. Nothing. Gone. Dead.
That option hurts worst of all, and I stick another bite in my mouth to try to dull the pain.
It doesn’t help.
I know what I’m craving, and it sure isn’t this big bowl of red ice cream.
It’s something else red. And liquid. And intoxicating.
Technically in this time line, I haven’t had as much demon blood as I had the first time. Toward the end, he was loading me up with it.
However, he did have me drinking it on and off since I was born. In different forms of course: juice, punch, wine. So even though I haven’t technically had as much, I still have the taste of it, the craving, the nearly overwhelming need.
I wonder if Seth and Hart considered that when they came up with that plan in the future.
The whole point of going back in time was to reset and make it where I could never turn into the Abomination.
That’s why killing me would’ve made more sense. Too bad Hart was too much of a gentleman for that. He said he couldn’t live without me.
How the hell am I supposed to live without him?
Guess he didn’t care about that when he was stabbing his stomach with the knife.
Guess the dude on this movie doesn’t care either. He’s standing outside, waiting for the sun to come up and destroy him. Technically, I guess he’s a vampire. Demon, vampire… oh well.
I hit the clock button on the remote. Good glory, it isn’t even five a.m. yet. This night is going slower than all the others. The first few weeks after it happened, I tried to sleep. Then I cried most of the night. Then I paced and tried to make myself tired. Heck, I even drank warm milk. Nothing worked.
I’ve taken a few naps so I’m not entirely sleep deprived, but what I am afraid of is that I’m not dreaming. No dreams. No nightmares. It doesn’t take a psychiatrist to know that’s a very bad combination.
I’m almost out of ice cream.
Hopefully the sun will be up soon.
I have class today.
I’ll see Professor Mitchell, who has been mysteriously absent for two weeks. I haven’t seen him since the day I turned back time. If I weren’t so tired, I’d have thoughts on that. Lots and lots of thoughts. As it is, I’ll chalk it up to him just not giving a crap and getting the heck out of Dodge. Wish I could.
I haven’t gone to class all week.
I don’t care anymore.
I just… I want it all to be over.
I want to not be here. Alone.
I want… I need the sun to come up.
The last bite of ice cream is gone just as vampire man is pulled out of the sun’s rays by his human chick. She saves him. Good for her. Now they have to figure out another way to save the world. But I’m sure they will — by golly.
In the sequel.
Just as I start to get up and throw my bowl in the sink, my phone dings. This is especially surprising since my phone doesn’t normally ding at four in the morning, and most importantly, I don’t talk to anyone online. Not since my one friend went away.
Curious, I pick up the phone and slowly turn it over to check the see who in the world messaged me.
I blink a few times just to make sure I’m seeing what I think I’m seeing.
It’s Tina. She says hi.



CHAPTER FOUR
 
I MUST’VE DOZED OFF.
That’s the only way I can explain it.
I read Tina’s message again.
I stare at my phone for at least two minutes trying to figure out what in the world I should type back. It isn’t like I’d talked to her since I’d been back, and then all of a sudden I get a hi. How does a person respond to that?
Well, if you’re a normal person, you say hi back. But I’m not a normal person, which is sort of the reason I’m in this mess.
Anyway, I finally get the connection from my brain to my fingers that I need to write something back, but the next thing I know, I’m standing in the doorway at Hart’s bedroom — technically Sam’s bedroom — and I’m holding a box in my hand.
The red numbers on his nightstand change, letting me know that it’s now seventeen after six.
Seventeen after six.
Almost two hours since I checked my phone in the living room, two hours since I checked my phone and saw Tina had messaged me.
Two hours I can’t account for.
And apparently those two hours were spent sleepwalking.
I slide down to the floor, still holding the little wooden box in my hand, but not really feeling it. I don’t feel the weight of it in my hands. All I feel is the weight of the world on my shoulders.
Sleepwalking is something I did the first time around. When I killed those girls, or when the Abomination part of myself killed them.
Thank God when I reset time, those women, and everyone else I saw in the Abyss, came back to life. They had their second chance and had no idea they’d even used one of their nine lives.
Now, I’m sleepwalking again, losing time… only I don’t even remember going to sleep. I don’t remember anything. I don’t remember coming into Hart’s room.
I don’t remember getting the box…
The box.
I don’t think I’ve ever seen it before. No, I know I haven’t. I’m not saying I went into Hart (when he was Sam)’s room all the time and looked through his things. I didn’t. I didn’t have a reason to. But I have been in his room from time to time, all times when Sam wasn’t there, and I had to put some things up, or that one time I was looking for one of my DVDs that he borrowed. And I know for a fact that I haven’t seen this box before because if I had I do believe I would’ve noticed the carving on the outside which strangely is the same as the one on the demon-killing knife, which I buried outside after Hart died.
What do I do first? Do I freak out over sleepwalking again? Or do I freak out over finding this box in my hand with the stupid demon carving on it? Or do I freak out about losing time? Or about the fact that Tina messaged me for the first time in two months?
What exactly should I be losing it over? Because, in my mind, they all seem like good reasons to flip my lid.
I have to laugh at that. Reasons to flip my lid. Like I haven’t lost it already. I could be sitting next to Aunt Willow at Shadybrook for all I know. I close my eyes and take a very long, very deep breath. I open my eyes and focus on the box. It’s the closest thing to think about at the time, so it seems rational — as much as any of this seems rational — to open it first.
There is a little lock on the lid. A key. I need a key. I don’t have a key. Where would I find a key?
I put the box down on the ground to search for it. It’s got to be here somewhere. There has to be a reason I’m in this room!
I pull out the drawers next to his bed, throwing everything he owned into a pile on the floor.
I don’t get much further than that because my doorbell rings. My doorbell never rings. Even my mother just texts me before she gets here, and I let her in. But my phone is downstairs. There is a chance that she did message me and I didn’t hear or get it.
The doorbell chimes again, and my first instinct is to ignore it. It’s probably someone selling something, if people even still do that.
I don’t want to answer the door. I don’t want to talk to anyone. I just want to live my life, or what’s left of it, hole up in my house, and for this little sliver in time, I want to find that blasted key to open the stupid box.
Is that too much to ask?
The doorbell goes off for the third time, and I blow the hair from my eyes.
I’ll kill whoever is on the other side.
Resigned that the person was not going away, I get up and walk out of Hart’s room. I close the door behind me, and make my way very slowly down the steps. If I take my time, hopefully whoever is on the other side will simply just go away. That would be extremely nice of them. To go away.
There goes that hope again…
On the fourth knock, I open the door, all ready to give whoever it is a piece of my mind, and I stop.
And I stare.
His eyes look sad, confused even. His back is straight, and he looks like someone on official business.
I blink a few times to make sure it’s really him.
Then, without waiting for an invitation, in a move I can only say was prompted by extreme sleep deprivation, I fling myself into his arms and hug him tightly.
Lucien does not return the embrace.



CHAPTER FIVE
 
Lucien
 
I CAN’T HUG HER BACK, THOUGH I want to. If I do, she’ll know that I know, and that would be a terrible thing.
For the first few months in class, I wanted to talk to her. Heck, I wanted to talk to someone about it. I died, literally died, all because I wanted to get back to Heaven. And the next thing I know, I’m thrown back here.
And I’m an angel again.
Gracen’s angel.
Tasked with keeping her from turning into the Abomination — again.
Tasked with protecting the world my brother tried so hard to save.
Not an easy thing when the object you’re guarding stops coming to the class you’re supposed to watch her in. I get it. She’s mourning. I gave her space as long as I could, but now… now enough is enough.
Gracen’s body tenses, I assume from the realization that I’m not hugging her back. I imagine her cheeks are tinged pink with embarrassment. She shouldn’t be embarrassed. Never. Not around me. I don’t deserve it.
I know she trusts me.
She shouldn’t.



CHAPTER SIX
 
Gracen
 
WHAT AM I DOING?
He doesn’t know me, doesn’t know the history — or I guess the future — we have, and here I am hugging him like he’s my long lost relative. This is insane. I’m insane.
I slowly release him and back away. I can feel the heat on my face, fiery, red, embarrassed. I knew better than that, but there I went, acting on impulse again.
Stupid. I’m a moron.
“Uh, hi” is my intelligent greeting.
“Hello.” He bows his head slightly, making me smile. Lucien Blackwell. Always the gentleman. “You are Gracen Sullivan, I presume.”
I can feel it. Hope sliding down the back of my spine and out of my toes. I hadn’t realized how much I’d hoped Lucien would remember me, that there was some part of him that still knew what happened. That way I wouldn’t feel so alone.
I hate hope.
I hug myself tightly, fighting with everything I have to keep the tears from stinging my eyes. That’s the last thing I need, to start crying on a man who has no idea who I am or why I’m upset. He’ll think I’m insane for sure.
He wouldn’t be wrong.
“I’m Gracen Sullivan. You’re Professor Mitchell’s assistant, right?” And an angel, but I don’t add that part. It seems a bit wrong at this point.
He nods and his lip quirks up in a smile. “I am. I’m glad you remember me. I don’t believe we’ve had the chance to speak formally.”
We’ve spoken formally many times. He kept my father from killing me. He went to Hell for his brother. He helped us save the world from the evil Abomination inside me.
“No, no I don’t believe we have. I’ve seen you in class though.”
He shifts on his feet and looks over my head, which isn’t hard since he’s a lot taller than me. Not as tall as Hart, but still tall. Course, I’m short so that goes well together. I can’t tell if he’s examining the state of my apartment, but I hope he’s not. I haven’t cleaned since, well, it’s not clean. There are pizza boxes around, full of uneaten pizza. It’s just a mess, and I don’t have the desire to clean it. What’s the point? “That’s kind of the reason I’m here. To check on you. Marcy and I have noticed you haven’t been in class in a few weeks.”
Marcy. I miss Marcy. I’m glad she’s okay. She wasn’t in the Abyss. To be fair, none of us were okay in the Abyss.
“I’m fine.” I smile through the lie.
“Fine? Really?” He looks over my head again. I’m starting to get paranoid. As if I wasn’t already. “Are you sure you’re fine? I mean, it looks like a frat party had a frat party in here.”
“That’s tactful.” My face burns. “But I can see your point. I’ve not been feeling terribly well lately, and I’ve let some things slide.”
He nods and bites his bottom lip. “Sometimes, Gracen, we have to learn to take care of ourselves. You’re as important as anyone else on Earth, and you need to treat yourself like you are.”
“I do.” I hug myself tightly. “I take care of myself.”
“When was the last time you took a shower?”
That’s pretty forward. “I don’t smell that bad.”
“I’m not saying you do. I’m saying… look, okay, when was the last time you slept?”
I have to say, I’m tired of his attitude. I don’t want him worried about me. I don’t want anyone worried about me. I’m not the important one here. They are. They all are. I’m just the thing that never should’ve been born. I cross my arms and glare at Lucien, angel or not.
“That’s none of your business.”
“It is if you’re missing class because of it.”
“If I’m missing class, that is none of your business either. It’s my college career, not yours. Not Marcy’s and not—”
“Professor Albright says she’ll throw you out of her class if you don’t start coming back.”
“Who says I want to come back? Who says I want to go to any of my classes?” Who says I want to do anything but sit here at home and drink, sleep, and cry?
“It’ll look bad on your college transcript if you don’t.”
“Who says I care about that either?” My voice is shaking, and I can feel the angry tension rising in me. Lucien can disappear back to wherever he came from. He doesn’t remember me anyway, so why does he care if I come to class or not?
I try to shut the door in his face, but Lucien places his hand on it. He’s strong, I’ll give him that, and there’s no way that door will move. “Look, I don’t know why you’re here or why you think you have the right to come here and insult me—”
“I didn’t think I was insulting you.”
Jerk. “But know that I’m fine. And I’ll consider coming back to Professor Albright’s class, but not because you came to check on me.”
He takes a deep breath, shakes his head, and a small smile pulls on his lips. “I suppose that’s all I can ask for. “
I think he’s leaving. Instead of taking a step back, he takes a step toward me. He’s so close he could reach out and touch me if he wants. His eyes are staring straight into mine. Straight into my soul.
“I know you’re going through a trying time right now. Anyone with eyes can see that. But know that you’re not alone. There are people who care about you, and who want to help you. Maybe get out of the house some. Rest. Relax. Go to class. Something to take your mind off what happened to you.”
I barely squeak out a thank you before I slam the door in his face. I place my back on the door and slide down to the floor. I don’t cry. I don’t think I have any tears left to cry. It isn’t until I’ve sat there a while that I realize exactly what he said. Something to take your mind off what happened to you.
How does he know anything happened to me?
How does he know anything at all?
I stand and wipe the sleep from my eyes. I think it’s time to head back to history class. Seems a good place to go for answers.



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Lucien
 
I SLAM THE DOOR HARDER THAN I mean to when I come back to my room at the dorm. I take that back. I meant to slam the blasted thing. I meant to wake up every freakin’ girl in that dorm and then yell at them for being awake.
I’m not being rational. I don’t feel rational. I feel mad and angry and upset and…
“Bad day?”
I’ll kill him again. “Yes, Hart. I’ve had a bad day trying to console your girlfriend, who isn’t doing well by the way, because you decided this was the way to play it.” I sling my keys on the table next to the door and fall onto my couch. I throw my hands over my face and let out something between a muted scream and a groan.
Yes, I remember everything that happened in future time. I don’t know why I remember. I don’t think I’m supposed to, but I do. Yay me. In remembering, I now have a roommate I don’t want and have to keep lies I don’t want to keep. And, on top of all that, I have to keep Hart hidden from the other angels because, surprise, they sort of want him dead.
If they ever find out about me… I don’t even want to think what will happen. Oh, I know what will happen. I’ll be thrown out. Not just out. Back down there where they put all fallen angels. I can’t go back to Hell. I remember it too. Another thing I wish I didn’t.
All of that was in that one screaming groan. I don’t think Hart understood any of it.
I hear one of my table chairs turn around and Hart plop down in it. I don’t have to open my eyes to see him, him in all of his Sam Asher glory, straddling that seat like he owned the place. He’s been here way too long for that.
“Is she that bad?”
“Well, how do you think she is? She watched you die, Hart. Or she thinks she did. She’s been all alone. She’s been afraid to go out. Her living room looks like one of those houses on Hoarders, and not the ones with the little knickknack hoarding, I mean the ones with the food issues.”
“Ugh.”
“And on top of that, she’s having to carry all of this on her own because she thinks no one in the world remembers.”
“No one is supposed to remember. That was the deal with Seth.”
“Well, that deal with Seth seriously backfired. On everyone.” I take the time to move my hands from my eyes and sit up to look at my little brother who has died more times than I can count. He’s sitting, just as I had pictured, straddling the chair, his bare feet on the floor, a light blue button up shirt, my shirt actually, thrown on haphazardly. His brown hair falls messily all over his head. He looks like, in my perfectly unbiased opinion, a bum. A really old bum.
And he’s playing with the demon-killing knife like it holds all the answers in the world. He twists it in his hand. Studying it like it has some secret meaning. When he catches me staring, he says, “Good thing I had a replica made, right? You know, just in case I ever needed it. Who knew I’d need it to kill myself?”
“You’re a genius.” I deadpan. I’m glad he’s not dead. I am. I’m just… I’m ready for this all to be over. I’m ready to move on and not have the threat of the Abomination ending the world hanging over me.
“Aren’t I, though?” He sighs and tosses the knife on the table. He puts his elbows on the back of the chair and leans on his arms. “You know it hurts, physically hurts, when I think about how much pain I’ve put her through, right?”
“Then tell her that.”
“I can’t.”
“Why? What good is it doing staying hidden here?”
“You don’t like me here?” He has on his mock little brother whiny voice which is almost like his honest little brother whiny voice, only a tad less nasally. “I thought we were bonding.”
I glare at him. Honestly, words won’t come into my mind. Well, words do come. Words an angel should never say, but those words can’t come out. No words come out. I stare. I shake my head. I just…
“What?”
“Nothing.” I shake my head again and head into my small kitchen nook for something to drink. I wish I had something harder than Coke at my disposal. Hart has snuck in a few beers. Sometimes being an angel isn’t fun.
“No.” He won’t let it go as I open the top of my Coke and let it burn my throat on the way down. “No, you have something shoved up your ass, might as well get it out… in a manner of speaking.”
“Hart.” I’m done with this. I’m so done. “Just drop it, all right?”
I set my drink on the counter, not even caring that I just opened it, and head into the one place I have privacy — my bathroom. I’m the only resident that has a private bathroom. I’m such a lucky duck.
Or I would be a lucky duck if my brother didn’t follow me inside.
“Excuse me?”
He looks at himself in the mirror, fixing his hair and all that other annoying stuff. “Oh, you’re excused.”
I’ll smack him upside the head. “Hart.”
“Do you think Sam’s hair is receding? Because I kinda do, and I kinda think mine wasn’t. It’s going to take some adjusting to. Or maybe I can find a new body with great hair I can take over…”
“Hart.”
“I don’t know, though. I’m kinda attached to Sam’s body. I mean, I was attached to mine, but when we dug it up…” He lets his voice trail off. When he does, my mind goes back to that night…
The night Hart stabbed himself to save the world he disappeared from his bedroom — while Gracen got the phone to call for help — and ended up at my dorm door. I remembered everything that had happened, the being dead and all that, so I was trying to get my bearings about myself when bam bam bam, there’s a knock on my door. And not just any knock, my brother who was supposed to be dead.
Only he wasn’t dead.
He was there with me. I was happy to see him. Really confused, but happy. We drove to Stones River to see if we could dig him up. It sounded like a plan at the time. But when we finally found him… yeah, he didn’t look like he did when the Abomination brought him back from the dead. He looked like a corpse who’d been underground for over a century. We never found my body. I don’t understand all the ins and outs of being an angel either…
We came back home. Hart hasn’t talked about it much since then. I know it was hard on him, seeing himself like that. He’d been human again. For the briefest of moments, he’d been human and now to be back like he had been… to be a demon in Sam’s body. It has to be hard. And I get it. I do.
I love my brother, but I don’t love the predicament his being here puts me in.
Hart sighs. “Look, I get how big of a risk it is for you to be here, and I know how hard it was for you to go see Gracen for me. I appreciate it, by the way. Truly. I had to know that she was all right.”
“Well…” I hesitate. “She’s not. She’s so far from okay, I don’t know if she’ll ever get there. She misses you, man.”
“I miss her too, but this is for the best. She has to think I’m dead. They all have to think I’m dead.”
“Seth has to think you’re dead.” I clarify. That’s what we’ve been doing for the last few months when we weren’t grave robbing.
“Until I find him and stick this knife through him first.” Hart’s nose flares, and I see the ring of red form around his pupils. He gets this way every time we talk about Seth. “That’s why I couldn’t use the real knife on myself, Lucien. You know that.”
“I know what you told me. You said you couldn’t because you couldn’t trust Seth not to come after Gracen. You said you wanted to kill him first. Stop the threat of Gracen turning again that way.” It was a good plan, though I didn’t want to admit it. I didn’t trust Seth either — not by a long shot.
“You of all people should understand that,” Hart says. “He played you, brother. He told you everything you wanted to hear, how you’d get to go back to heaven, be an angel, if you killed yourself and let us use your human heart to get Gracen’s soul back in her body.”
He tells me this like I wasn’t there. Like I didn’t live through the horribleness of it firsthand. I know what went down. He doesn’t. He has no idea what’s really going on here — and there’s no way I can tell him. I love my brother. But he’s a demon. I can’t trust a demon. I can’t trust anyone. I barely trust myself now.
Hart places his hands on my shoulders and looks me directly in the eyes. “I promise you this, I will do everything I can to find Seth and kill him. He deserves it and so much more. Then, I’ll let Gracen know about me.”
“And if she’s moved on by then?”
Hart’s lip twitches, and his fingers ease up on my shoulders. “If she moves on, then good for her. Because as much as I love her and I think she loves me, if she can get away from me and away from this freak show of a life, then more power to her. I wish she would move on. For her sake.”
“Do you really mean that?”
Hart blinks a few times before releasing my arms and backing out of the doorway and disappearing from my sight.
My brother, trying to do the right thing. Course, when has that ever boded well for any of us?



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Hart
 
I GRAB MY COAT AND SLAM the door behind me.
I don’t know where I’m going, but damn if I’m staying in that dorm room with him.
Yes, I know Lucien means well, and yes, I understand the risk he’s taking keeping me hidden. Not just because of the angel/demon thing, but because he’s not even supposed to remember me at all. That was the deal I made with Seth, and now I have no damn idea how he remembers anything.
I’m glad he does.
It makes it easier, being away from Gracen, knowing that I don’t have to carry this alone. But the sad fact is, that when you aren’t the only one carrying something, the other person believes he has the right to talk about it. It means you have to share your feelings, and hell, I don’t like doing that.
Lucien doesn’t make me talk a lot, and I appreciate it. But sometimes, sometimes like tonight when he pushes me and pushes me, I lose it. And I need to get out before I do something I regret.
I’m a demon after all.
Back to being all fire and brimstone.
I don’t have the same human heart I had before.
I can snap at anytime, and the angel and the demon can go a few rounds.
Then, inevitably, one of us would send the other back to our normal locations, and word would get out that we were fighting again. Seth would learn and—
That’s not a bad idea.
I’ve been looking for Seth since we got back. The plan is to kill him. It’s not like he doesn’t deserve it, and there’s no way I trust a world with Gracen in it alone with her father. I know that man, and I know he had something else up his sleeve when he went all high and Team Hart in future time.
I don’t know what his plan is. I don’t care what it is. All I know is that I’m going to kill him before he has that chance.
I won’t let him get away with hurting Gracen.
I can’t let him.
Seems funny coming from me that I want to punish the person who hurt her, when I was one of the ones that did. I keep telling myself that it was only in her dreams — I only hurt her in her dreams — but that’s not entirely true. I’m the one who gave her the demon blood. I’m the one that got her closer to becoming the Abomination. I’m the one who worked with Seth so he could get revenge on God for breaking up his family…
Which, if I’m quite honest, I think Cain probably had it coming. Killing his brother and all.
Okay, maybe if I think about it, I can relate to Cain because I killed my brother too.
I stop and shove my hands into the pockets of my thick winter coat. It’s only November, but it’s a cold November. It’s as if the seasons remember that time went backward and are in their own sort of state of shock. I think we all are in one way or another.
I face my apartment, Sam’s apartment. Sam’s apartment with Gracen.
I shouldn’t be here. That’s why I sent Lucien in the first place so I wouldn’t be seen in this neighborhood. I don’t know where these people think I’ve disappeared to. I know Gracen thinks I’m dead. Gracen should think I’m dead. I should be dead.
But here I am… watching her.
She has most of the curtains drawn. I can barely see in the living room, and the light is on in my room. I hope she’s not in there looking for any kind of answers.
She won’t find them…
I take that back. Yes she will. If she knows what she’s looking for, she’ll find one thing. One thing I hope she never finds. One thing I never wanted her to know about.
One thing I wish I’d thrown away years ago. I should have, but I couldn’t do it.
It was all I had of her.
I stand.
I stare.
I wish I were in there with her.
I ball my hands into fists and bite my lip hard to keep from doing something I would regret. It would be incredibly stupid to go in there and let Gracen know I’m alive. It would. She needs to think I’m dead. So does everyone else. That’s just the way it is.
Doesn’t mean this doesn’t hurt.
What I have to remind myself, what I have to remind everyone, is that I’m not a good guy. I’m not the hero of my story. I’m not the bad boy turned good who gets the girl at the end because he’s changed so much and turned into such a nice person.
Maybe I could’ve been nice once. When I was human.
Now… now all those old familiar urges are coming back. Being a demon again was like a kick in the gut. I didn’t know how much I missed the power until it was gone, and now that it’s back, I feel like I can take on the world. I believe I could send Lucien back to Heaven with no trouble at all.
But I don’t try.
Because I need him.
I watch Gracen because I have to see her.
She looks sad.
I feel the same way.
Life doesn’t seem to want me to be happy. I guess I should be used to it by now.
I sound like a pussy. It isn’t life’s fault that this happened. I made the choice to go back, and I made the choice to let Gracen think I was dead… and I should be dead. If I trusted Seth even in the slightest, I would be dead right now, living out my eternal whatever somewhere other than here. I couldn’t do it, though. Not with Gracen’s life on the line. Not with Lucien’s.
How could I know that he’d bring Lucien back?
Or keep Gracen safe?
How could I trust anything he said?
I couldn’t.
Because Seth Mitchell is a liar. He’s always been a liar. He always told me everything I wanted to hear, fed into every insecurity I had, every bit of hate I had for my brother — that I have for my brother.
I wish I could say everything was better. That we got over it and are just fine and dandy. I wish I could say that we were moving on and everything would go back to normal, except normal was never normal.
I love my brother, but I can’t deny that something was always weird in our brotherly bond. And it isn’t only because Mother loved him more. It’s something else. Something I’ve never been able to put my finger on.
My fingers are freezing, so I put my hands in the pockets of my jeans. I should probably go back to Lucien’s. If I stand here much longer, someone will notice me and more than likely call the police.
If I stand here long enough… maybe Gracen will feel me looking out for her and come to the window and see me.
Then we can be together again.
If I stand here long enough, I won’t be able to deny this growing feeling inside my chest. I won’t be able to fight it, and I’ll go running to the front door, knock it down, and pull Gracen into the biggest kiss she’s ever been given.
If I’m not careful, these thoughts will spiral, and I won’t be able to control myself.
I am a demon after all
Control isn’t exactly our strong suit.
The curtains jiggle, and for the briefest of moments, I think that maybe it’s her… maybe she feels me. Maybe she’s looking out to see what’s drawing her attention. I could get inside her head and make her — I can feel the back of my mind buzzing at our proximity.
For a split second, the hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention and my back stiffens. My eyes focus on that second story window alone. Screw all the others. My room. My window. My Gracen.
Though she’s never really been mine.
Not the demon Hart’s.
He hurt her.
He lied to her.
He gave her demon blood and led her to her death, and while I was human, I could say that wasn’t me anymore. I wasn’t that man — that thing. Except now I am. I don’t have that lie to tell myself.
I should walk away.
She’d be better off without me.
She’d be safer alone.
Lucien is still here in town. He’s still her guardian angel. He can take care of her.
I need to leave.
I can’t leave.
My feet physically will not move as my unblinking eyes stare at that light in the window.
Please see me…
Please see me…
Please see me…
The wind stops blowing.
The curtain gets still.
It’s too much to hope for. I smile sadly as I kick a rock beside my foot and walk away.



CHAPTER NINE
 
Gracen
 
THEY SAY YOU CAN FEEL PEOPLE when they aren’t there.
I feel Hart now.
I don’t know why or how, but when I was in my room changing into my pajamas, I felt him. Almost like he could see me. Almost like he could see inside me.
I shrugged it off at first because surely I’d lost my mind. I mean… Hart is dead. I saw Hart die.
Still…
The urge was too much. The feeling….
Please see me…
Please see me…
I run through the hallway toward Hart’s room. The light is on, and if I can just get to the window and look out, I’ll see…
I’m not sure what I’ll see. Probably nothing, but the draw is too powerful, too intense.
Gravity also proves to be too intense. Just as I pass the bathroom door, I trip over my foot — it’s the only logical thing I can think that I tripped over, even though I don’t remember doing it — and land face down on the floor.
Ouch.
I groan and try to push myself back up.
It takes longer than I expect. I’m tired. I’m worn down. I haven’t slept in days and… I’m weak.
I hate being weak.
By the time I make it to Hart’s room and to the window, I don’t feel the pull anymore. I look outside anyway, just to tell my crazy brain to shut up.
There’s no one out there.
No one across the street.
No one walking by.
I smile sadly to myself and slide down beside the curtain. My body feels heavy as I lean my head against the wall. The first wave of sobs hits the hardest.
I pull my legs to my chest and let the tears come, praying for the flood to come and wash me away.



CHAPTER TEN
 
Lucien
 
I FALL INTO MY MOST COMFORTABLE chair, and that’s not saying much, and open the first random book I can find before Hart walks in. I should chide him for using his key and not just popping in, but I don’t. I don’t have the heart.
I know where he’s been and what he’s been through. He’s my little brother. No matter what, I do feel bad for him.
But he couldn’t have seen her.
He just couldn’t.
It would’ve ruined everything.
And I have my orders.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
Hart
 
I SLAM THE DOOR A LITTLE too hard when I walk in. I’m not sorry about that. I walked home. I mean I walked back here. This isn’t my home. I don’t have a home anymore. My home was that room with Gracen. Technically, my home is Hell, but who wants to use that as their home address?
Anyway, I walk to Lucien’s instead of popping in because I needed time to think. And to be quite honest, what I thought about wasn’t good.
I thought about Gracen some, thought about our weird relationship, but mainly I thought about Lucien and Colleen.
“Your book is upside down,” I mumble as I accidently kick Lucien’s foot and go into the kitchen. I need something stronger than a beer. Too bad deputy do-good won’t let me have anything.
I’d hit up a liquor store, but it’s too late. Most of them are already closed.
“Yeah… it is,” Lucien says all nervous-like and lays the book back down on the end table next to him. “So, where did you go?”
“Out.” I open the milk top and swig. It’s as rebellious as I can be right now. I’m a terrible disgrace to demon-kind.
“I got that. Where did you go out?”
I don’t stop drinking until the milk is gone. Only then do I see that it’s out of date. Screw my life.
“I don’t think it’ll kill you,” Lucien so wonderfully and helpfully tells me.
“Might be better if it did.” I throw the container in the trashcan and fight the urge to run away again. That familiar tightening is invading my chest again, and I just want it to stop. I need out and away from Lucien — from myself. I just need a break. I wish there was a way to just escape from your body. To not have to be you anymore. To just relax and take a mini-mental holiday.
The only person in the history of the world you cannot get away from is yourself — which is okay if you like yourself. If you don’t, well, it is Hell. Your own personal Hell.
Lucien rolls his eyes and sighs. “Gracious, Hart. Are you back on this dying kick again?”
“I love it when you say things like gracious. It makes my toes all tingly.” I lay my head over on the table and shut my eyes. I want to be the big bad brother. I mean, he’s the big brother, but he’s the angel and I’m the demon, and technically I should put up bigger fights than I do. But I don’t. I just throw a jab in here or there, nothing major, and go on. I don’t even really feel like I have that in me tonight.
I wanna sleep.
I wanna go away and never come back.
I want it all to be over.
I raise my weary eyes at Lucien to tell him all of that.
“And I love it when you cut the crap and tell me what’s going on with you.” Lucien looks like an angry housewife with his arms crossed and his brows furrowed in that certain special way Lucien does.
I can’t help it. I laugh. Not a big laugh. Nothing earth shattering, but my brother looks like a moron, and it wouldn’t be proper for me not to laugh at that. I’m nothing if not proper.
Southern gentleman at its finest.
“Hart Blackwell. Have you lost your mind?” Lucien puts his hands on his hips, and I can’t help it… I laugh harder.
“Okay, I guess that answers my question.”
I take a deep breath and wipe the tears that have run down my cheeks, my tears from laughing. Not from crying. I haven’t cried, well I haven’t cried today. And I’d never cry in front of my brother. Not now. Not as a demon. I have my dignity. “No, it doesn’t answer your question. Excuse me for having a bit of fun in my life. I’ll go back to being emo and moody now.” I slam my head on the table to make my point. I feel like an angry teenager. I’m nowhere near a teenager.
“You never stopped being emo and moody.” He so helpfully reminds me. Without waiting for me to say anything, he pulls out a chair, and I hear him plop down in it. Oh good, looks like we’re going to have a talk tonight. Talking is another thing I hate.
But it is Lucien.
And I did kill him.
So I suppose I owe him all the talks he wants. I wonder how long one can feel guilty about killing one’s brother? It’s been over a century…
I lean back and link my fingers behind my head, all the while trying to think of something clever to say. Something that would make him back off. I don’t succeed. “What do you want from me, huh? Do you want to chat and have a powwow? Maybe hold hands and sing?”
“I want you to be okay.”
I have to admit. I hadn’t seen that coming. Lucien is always full of surprises. “Me? I’m fine. I’m only dead on the outside.”
“Hart—”
“Lucien, I promise. I’m fine. I don’t want to talk about anything. There’s nothing to talk about that we haven’t already talked about for the last two weeks.”
He won’t stop staring at me.
“Fine, what do you want to talk about? How much I miss Gracen, that’s a given. Of course I miss her. Of course I feel guilty. I feel… I feel things I shouldn’t feel and things I shouldn’t have to think about. It sucks, Lucien. Okay? This all sucks, and I can’t make it better.”
“You saved Gracen. You helped save the world. Some people would consider you a hero.”
“Those people are morons.” I jump up and head to the door. I need out. I need to go somewhere. I don’t know where. I just know I can’t be here anymore.
My hand is on the doorknob when Lucien’s words stop me. “You can’t see her.”
I hesitate. My hand on the knob. My mind racing.
“It isn’t fair for her. And it isn’t fair for you. What if she sees you? Then what?”
“I could possess some other unlucky bastard. Maybe become her new boyfriend. Her new friend. Her new Tina. Something.”
“That wouldn’t work, and you know it. She can sense you now. She won’t be fooled, and then what? What if you could trick her? What good would that do? A relationship born from a lie. When has that ever worked?”
I back my hand away from the knob slowly, ready to turn around. He’s not wrong. But I have one question. How did he know I’ve been going to see Gracen?
I don’t get to ask.
“A relationship built on a lie didn’t work with Colleen.”
One minute, I’m staring at the door. The next, I have Lucien by the collar of his stupid shirt with his back planted against the wall so hard it makes some drywall chip onto the floor. His feet are off the floor, and his hands are gripping my wrist tightly. I think he’s scared. Good.
“Don’t ever mention Colleen to me, brother. Don’t you dare.”
He clears his throat and pushes me off. Damn angel powers. My back hits the refrigerator, and I fall to the floor. When I look behind me, the appliance has a dent in it. I don’t feel bad. Lucien is the one who pushed me.
“Maybe I should mention Colleen. Maybe I should remind you of what happens when you get obsessed with something or someone you shouldn’t.”
I stand on shaky legs. I’m not in the right frame of mind for this little chat with my brother. “I’m not obsessed with Gracen. And I was not obsessed with Colleen. If I remember correctly, it was you who went all puppy dog, goo-goo eyed over her.”
His lip twitches. “You don’t know the relationship we had before you butted in.”
“If you had such an amazing relationship, it wouldn’t have mattered if I tried to butt in. She would’ve never given me a second glance if she loved you like you say she did.”
He smiles and shakes his head. “Jessup, you don’t have the slightest idea, do you?”
“Lucien, you have no idea what you’re talking about.”
I bump his shoulder as I walk by him. I’m leaving this time, and I’m not sure if I’m coming back. To hell with this body. I’ll get another one. I’ll possess someone else, live in their house, eat their food, ignore my brother the damn saint angel of all, and check on Gracen whenever I damn well please. I don’t know why I feel connected to this body. I guess because it’s my crazy way of hoping she’ll see me and know it’s me. I don’t care anymore. I just want out and away from him.
Lucien grabs my arm before I can leave. I take a swing at him, but he ducks. I’m not so lucky when his right knuckles connect with my nose. I stagger back as far as I can. He hasn’t let me go.
“You listen to me. I loved Colleen Channing. Loved her. And don’t you stand there and tell me she didn’t love me back. And don’t for a second think you know what went on, because you don’t.”
“Oh, I know more than you think I do.” I wipe the blood away with my hand. I know so so much more than him. Things I never wanted out, things I promised Colleen’s aunt I’d never speak of. I believe I’ve kept my promise.
“So, you know mother cast a spell on us then, don’t you?” He sounds so smug. I’ll smug him in a minute. “Hart, did you hear me? You knew about the spell, right? You knew Mother was a witch?”
A witch? I stand up straighter, lights flickering in my eyes. Lucien hit harder than he looked like he could. A bitch, maybe. I can see my mother as a bitch, but a witch…
Lucien’s eyes narrow. “You didn’t know, did you? And you think you know so much.”
“How did you know?”
“Demons aren’t the only ones who gossip.” He turns a chair around and sits down. He looks as exhausted as I feel. I just stand there and let the blood trickle down my nose and onto my lips. It’ll fall to the floor soon. I don’t care. It’s Lucien’s floor. He can clean it up.
“Mother wasn’t… she wasn’t a witch. We would’ve known.”
Lucien rolls his eyes at me. “Oh give me a break, Hart! The book with the strange marks. How she got sick. How you saw her in the woods on the day of our picnic…”
“I never told you that.”
He keeps right on going. “Mother set this up from the start. I don’t know how far back exactly, but I do know that she was working with Seth for a very long time.”
“While she was human?”
“While she was human.” Lucien lets out an exhausted sigh. “She set us up, brother. She set us both up. And we fell right into her trap.”
I shake my head, not wanting to believe any of it. It sounds like something she would do. I mean, I’ve thought the same things about her before, but to think that my relationship with Colleen was based on something my mother did — no. I refuse to believe that. Not after everything, not after…
“You’re wrong.” My voice is barely above a whisper.
I turn to leave and Lucien yells my name. “I’m not. She played us Hart. Played us for years. Set us up to fall for the same girl. She knew we’d be in that battlefield. She handed us over to Seth on a silver platter.”
“She didn’t make me love Colleen.” My hand is on the doorknob again. “I did that myself. Loved her and…” I almost say and the baby. Almost.
Lucien looks at me like he’s expecting more. He should because there’s so much more to tell. None of which I’ll get into tonight. I don’t have it in me.
I disappear before Lucien can stop me.



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
Hart
 
IN OVER ONE HUNDRED YEARS, I’VE never mentioned the baby to anyone. Not a soul. I was good. I kept my promise, not something a demon is exactly known for. I didn’t do it for Colleen’s aunt, but for Colleen — for the baby. The baby who deserved so much better for a father.
It’s strange to think that if everything had gone as it should, I would’ve been a father. A Father! Me.
Some things in the world make no sense.
I try not to think about Colleen or the baby too often. It hurts in ways I can’t explain, in ways I don’t want to think about. A family, I would’ve had a family, and death took it all away.
Death takes everything away in the end.
Death, in a roundabout way, took me away from Gracen.
Gracen isn’t Colleen. There isn’t a baby. There isn’t a promise of a family, but…
I end up under the willow tree at the Prospect Cemetery. The wind is gently blowing the fall leaves around the dying grass. Everything is dead here. So many different lives, different fortunes, different futures taken too early and fed to the worms.
It’s beautiful here… well, beautiful for a graveyard. I think Colleen would’ve liked it. I didn’t pick the place myself, as if her aunt and uncle would’ve allowed me anywhere near Colleen after her death, but her aunt picked a beautiful location. That’s one thing we both agreed on, the one and only thing.
The leaves crunch under my feet as I squat next to Colleen’s grave marker and wipe the debris away. She has no family now. None still living. The Channing line died when her uncle did. Her aunt died not long after Colleen. I heard later it was heart trouble that did her aunt in. I say it was the liquor store Aunt Bea drank after Colleen’s passing. Another death to add to my belt. I’ve been responsible for a lot of them. There’s no way I can ever atone for them all, not even saving the world will save me. I didn’t expect it to.
Every time I come here, I see a flower on her grave. A single red rose. Just one. I have my suspicions as to who puts it there. I know Lucien thinks he was under a spell and that’s why I loved her… why we both loved her. Nothing is further from the truth. Perhaps Mother did put a spell on us and perhaps we were under some sort of magic, but I will never believe that my feelings for Colleen were anything but pure, and I will never believe that the child we conceived together was the result of black magic.
I loved Colleen.
I love Gracen.
Love… the most horrible of the four letter words.
Love, hope, all things that should be banned — stricken from ever existing.
I place three fingers to my lips and kiss them gently before placing them on Colleen’s tombstone. “I’m sorry I haven’t been here much to see you. It’s just… I can’t. I hope you understand that I haven’t left you. I haven’t forgotten about you. I could never forget about you.”
I slide down to the ground and take a deep breath. Maybe, after all these years, there are some things that need to be said. Yes, Colleen and I talked when I was tied up in the farmhouse by Lucien in the before time, but that was then. This is now. I can’t live like this.
“Colleen, I never meant to hurt you. I hope you know that. My brother… he says that we only loved you because of a spell cast by my mother. He says magic is what drew me to you, but he’s wrong. Magic did draw me to you, however not the kind he implied.
“I loved you from the moment I saw you. It was instant, although maybe love is a strong word. Lust. I lusted after you. I wanted you. Truth be told, I have no idea why you took me into your bed that night after Mother died. You never should have. You would’ve lived longer if you hadn’t.
“Being pregnant killed you, and I did that to you. It’s my fault, and for that I can never tell you I’m sorry enough.”
Tears stream down my face as I think about Colleen, our wedding. How sickly she looked in her hospital bed, smiling at me as we became man and wife. I believe she loved me, and I’ll be damned if I believe it was a spell that drew her to me. Spells can’t make someone feel as we felt for each other — well, as I felt for her. I have no idea how she could’ve loved a man such as myself.
“I’m sorry I took your days away from you. I’ve thought a lot since then, and believe me, I think on this every night, every day… every…” The words are so difficult to get out. “I knew from the beginning that I should’ve stayed away from you. It would’ve been smart and the right thing to do. If I’d just stepped back, stayed out of your way, you could’ve had a life with Lucien. A family, a child… you could’ve had so much!”
I wipe the tears from my face. The words I need to say next are caught in my throat. I don’t want them to come out because I know when I do, it’ll truly be over. I know I can’t do this to anyone else. I can’t hurt anyone else… I can’t be selfish.
“Colleen, as much as I loved you, as much as I still do, I’m in love with someone else now too. And… I can’t be selfish like I was with you. I can’t hurt her like I hurt you. I can’t… I can’t allow her to be hurt because of me.
And I tried to stop it. I told myself in the future time that I’d come back and let her kill me so it would save the world, yes, but so it would save her from me as well. But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t leave her, and here we are. Here I am.”
The letters chiseled on her rock have faded so I can barely feel them when I run my fingers over them. It’s almost as if time itself is erasing history. Those who don’t learn from history and all… I’m doomed to repeat it if I don’t learn.
“I can’t see her again.”
The realization hits me like a brick to the chest, and I lean back on my knees. My heart hasn’t had time to catch up. My chest is about to explode, not from an actual heartbeat, I don’t have one of those, but from the pain I feel inside.
“I can’t see her again. Lucien was right. It’s too dangerous for her. I can’t… I can’t be responsible for someone else I love dying. I can’t. No more looking in on her. No more wishing for her to see me. No more living close to her to keep an eye on her. She has Lucien for that. He’ll take care of her.”
I can’t stop my bottom lip from quivering. “I can’t have her life turn out like yours because of me. I couldn’t live with it. I can’t—” My voice breaks and I stand, unable to stare at the painful reminder of my failure, my worst kind of failure.
I take a deep breath and try my best to steel my nerves. It goes against everything in the world I think about, everything I feel. I want to go see Gracen right now. I need to pull her into my arms and hug her for eternity. I am dying to touch her again, kiss her, take care of her.
Those things will never happen.
It’s too dangerous for me to be around Gracen.
I knew that then.
I know that now.
I touch my fingers to my lips and blow one last kiss toward Colleen and disappear out of the cemetery. I won’t bother Colleen again.
I won’t bother Gracen.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
Lucien
 
FOR THE LAST TWO WEEKS, ALL I’ve wanted was the dorm room to myself. Just five little minutes so I could think, try to figure out what in the world I should be doing, who I should believe, what side I should be on.
Even angels have doubts sometimes.
My doubts of Tina’s plan were many.
I never told anyone of them.
I was a good little soldier who had earned his way back into Heaven. Seth kept his agreement there. And I’d do what every good little soldier did — listen to his commander. Tina was my commander… and Seth was hers.
My foot has been tapping so long I don’t even hear the sound anymore. I’m watching the door, waiting for my brother to come in. He didn’t go to Gracen’s. I already checked there.
He’s been acting strange.
I know it’s weird to call Hart strange, or any of this strange for that matter. Some words just fit. Strange fits Hart.
I’m afraid he’ll do something stupid, truth be told.
Something even more stupid than he’s already done.
Yes, I’m glad he’s alive. Very glad. That said, he should’ve done what he promised Seth — kill himself. End the line in which Gracen would turn into the Abomination.
The gene, the mutation, the DNA, the whatever is still inside of her. That can never be taken out. I know it. Tina knows it. Seth knows it. Even Hart knows it. He’s in denial, though. He thinks since Gracen turned the clock back that everything’s a-ok and we’ll all live happily ever after.
He’s dead wrong.
There are some (read: a lot) of people in the world who feel uneasy with Gracen Sullivan walking the world. Even if her soul is human, her body is Abomination and always will be. Kill the body; kill the threat.
We all agree the Abomination is the worst threat of them all.
The fact that Hart hasn’t come home yet worries me to no end. I’m sure he’ll do something stupid like try to kidnap Gracen or put her into a deep sleep until she dies, all the while giving her good dreams so she won’t know she’s dead.  I’m pretty sure he’s thought of every single dumb plan under the sun to keep Gracen alive and not the Abomination, except one.
I hate to think it too. Lord knows, I really like Gracen. She’s smart and funny. She’s kind. She will sacrifice herself for others in a heartbeat, and I know… I know if she truly understood the horrible risk she was putting on the world by simply by being alive, she’d choose to end this charade of a life.
The clock strikes midnight.
Something isn’t right. Well, a lot of things aren’t right. Not by a long shot. Hart should’ve been back by now. Even when he got mad in the last two weeks, and there were several times, he came home.
He’s doing something stupid.
I know he is.
I grab my coat and head out the door.
There’s a white envelope waiting for me.
It is addressed: To my brother.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
Lucien
 
THE WORDS IN THE LETTER CONTINUE to ring through my mind: By Any Means Necessary
I don’t want to do this. I’m standing in the back of the room, in as much of a shadowy corner as I can find — looking like a stalker or an emo poser — waiting for Gracen to come through the doors at the bottom of the auditorium. She’s not come to history class in weeks, but here I am, acting like I expect her.
My arms are crossed as I wait. My toes tap some melody from a song I can’t recall. I don’t care to recall it.
My mind is racing.
Part of me wishes Gracen would show up today. It’d set the plan in motion and finally stop the stalemate we’ve been in since she turned back time and we ended up here.
Part of me hopes Gracen never comes back… that I never see her again. I wouldn’t even mind if she disappeared off to wherever Hart is holed up. They can be together, away from me, away from the world, and I wouldn’t have to do what I have to do.
By any means necessary.
Most people think of being an angel as all fun and games, harps and singing, praising and (if you are a guardian angel), general badassery.
Nothing could be further from the truth.
Being an angel, I missed it when it was ripped away. I missed Heaven. I missed being part of something good.
I didn’t miss what that good cost me, cost everyone.
Ninety-nine percent of the guardian angels in Heaven are put on Earth to protect their charges from anything bad that might happen. Yes, bad things still happen, but those are pre-ordained. I don’t understand it. I just go with it.
The other one percent of guardian angels are chosen to put the greater good above our charges.
Everyone who’s ever lived has had a guardian angel.
Everyone.
From the saints to the most evil sinners.
Everyone is protected by something.
And sometimes those guardian angels are put there for something other than protecting.
That’s what I am to Gracen.
That’s what I still am even after everything that’s happened.
Hart thinks I’m going to protect her.
I wish to God that were true.
No, I take that back.
I wish to God that my charge wasn’t the freakin’ Abomination that’s going to kill the world. I saw what she can do, a snippet of it, and I’m so glad we got to turn back time and start over.
I’m just praying we don’t make the same mistakes.
Because I can see us making the same mistakes.
And I don’t want to.
I see Gracen come in through the doors, right on time.
My heart sinks.
I don’t want to do this.
I’ve never wanted to do this.
But I have my orders.
I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and push away all the kind and compassionate thoughts I have about Gracen Sullivan. I can’t have them for what I’m supposed to do.
For what I have to do.
For what I don’t want to do.
I’ll save the world, though, and that’s the important thing.
Right?
The world will go on.
But if I do this, I’m not sure that I will.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
Gracen
 
WHAT AM I DOING HERE?
I mean, I know what I’m doing here. I came here to hopefully get answers, to possibly see Lucien, and to maybe, just maybe get some normalcy in my life.
Though I’m not sure I deserve normalcy.
Danika is in her normal seat.
Danika who will never know she died such a horrible death by my hand.
I’m grateful for that, but when I walk by her, she smiles. It takes everything I can to force the smallest hint of a grin before I hug my books tighter and climb the steps to the desk I’ve claimed as my own at the far end of the room, back corner, back wall, semi-shadow.
I throw my bag on the floor and sit down quickly. No need to draw more attention to myself than necessary.
Except no one in the room is really looking at me. Some are reading their notes. Did we have a test today? Hell if I know. I haven’t been here in weeks. I’m sure my GPA will suck. I’m sure I don’t care. My mother will have a cow, though. It’s not like I can tell her the truth.
I’m just glad she’s alive and I can talk to her on the phone whenever I want. I want more than I do. I don’t know what to say to her, so I avoid her calls. I’ll have to answer soon, or she’ll come up here to check on me. I can’t have that happen. I want to stay away from her as much as possible.
Truth be told, I want to stay away from everyone as much as possible.
I still don’t trust myself.
After watching my body kill all those people, I can’t look at anyone without seeing their frightened faces, without hearing their screams.
I want to go away.
I don’t know where I would go, but I know I shouldn’t stay here.
It’s wrong, and it’s stupid.
I should leave.
Go to a remote mountain location and live out my days.
Or end them.
Course, I know I can’t do that. Who knows how much demon blood is in me? If I die, will I simply die? Or will I turn into the Abomination again? I have no idea, and the only Abomination handbook available has disappeared.
Such is my life.
I can feel his eyes on me, boring holes into my head with the burning of his retinas.
Lucien is in the room.
I glance up to where I felt him not a second before. He’s gone.
Gone like his brother.
Just gone.
“Class, are we ready to get this show on the road?”
My heart nearly beats out of my chest when I see him, and I drop my pencil on the floor. It echoes throughout the room.
Professor Mitchell glances up at me, his eyes almost jovial. I sit up straighter, and the hairs on the back of my neck tense. “Let’s get started.” He claps his hands together so loud the sound echoes throughout the room.
I flinch and shut my eyes.
I shouldn’t be afraid.
I’m terrified.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
Gracen
 
EVERY CELL IN MY BODY, FROM the human to the Abomination, wants to run away. I wasn’t expecting Seth here. Why anything he does anymore surprises me, I have no idea. Still, the fact remains, I can’t stay here in this room with him.
I don’t know if he remembers future time.
I don’t know if he knows anything about what we went through.
I don’t know if he knows I’m his daughter.
I have no idea what he knows… but I know what I know.
I know all those things.
I know he’s an angel that made me to give the finger to God.
I know he decided that might’ve been a stupid idea.
I know he, in the end, helped save us all.
But even with all that, I can’t look at him.
My heart feels like it’s going to jump out of my chest. I need out.
Now.
Automatically, my gaze turns to the doors behind me. The ones at the top level of the class. I’m not too far away from them. I could make them if I…
Lucien is standing in front of them. His eyes are downcast at Seth. Lucien’s arms are crossed, and his jaw appears taut. From everything I gathered from Lucien, he doesn’t remember future time. He still thinks he’s working for Seth and Seth is a good ole boy angel who only has the world’s best interests at heart. Who knows what Seth is, to be honest. He’s incredibly hard to read, even on his good days.
Right now, he’s standing in front of the class, talking about the Civil War and brothers fighting — killing each other. Seems I’ve heard this lecture before.
I could go past Lucien to get out. It’s not like I think he’ll question it, not really. He might follow me out. He might talk like he did at the dinner that night. He might…
Honestly, I don’t know what he’d do.
A weight has landed on my chest, constricting my heart tighter and tighter until I’ll explode if I don’t get out.
And I need out.
Now.
I grab my bag and look to my right.
Stupid me sat at the very end of the aisle, and every seat from me to the stairs is full. Funny how this is the only full row in the entire auditorium.
It’s as if the entire world is against me.
Like maybe the world remembers what I am and what I’ve done, even if the people in it can’t. Maybe the world is trying to stop me from turning dark again.
When my chair squeaks, every one of those people sitting in my row look at me. All at the same time. They stare me down. Unblinking. Unsmiling. Un… Unnaturally.
All the air escapes my lungs, and I admit I’m terrified. Perhaps it would’ve been wise to stay in my apartment. Maybe I never should’ve left if this is going to be my life.
Seth is talking about how brothers sometimes hate each other and how there were always reasons for one brother picking the North or the South. His voice, though, sounds like he’s speaking through water. His words become more and more distorted as the people in my row keep staring at me.
Can they not blink?
Seth says Danika’s name. That certainly gets my attention. She stands, and I can’t understand her words. I can’t make out anything about her. I try to blink away the film that’s over my eyes. It does no good. Danika points back at me. Blood drips from her finger. “Murderer.”
The word echoes through the room, through my head. I might not be able to hear much, but I heard that. Clear as can be.
I cover my ears to stop the echo.
It does no good.
Murderer… murderer… murderer… murderer… murderer… murderer…
The people next to me keep staring. They glare at me, condemning me.
Murderer.
Tears sting my eyes, and I shut them tightly to make the room go away. To make these people next to me go away. To make myself go away.
A scream bubbles up inside me, but I don’t let it out. My mouth won’t cooperate. Nothing does. The echo doesn’t stop. The words assault my mind, sticking into every piece of my psyche.
I’m a murderer.
I might’ve gone back and fixed my mistakes — the sins of the Abomination — but that doesn’t take away from the fact that at one time I killed Danika. And so many others.
Their blood is on my hands.
My hands…
My eyes fly open, examining my hands for actual signs of blood. There are none.
There are no people staring at me.
There are no people sitting in the seats next to me.
Seth is lecturing in the front like he had been.
Danika is sitting in her normal seat taking notes.
My breath shakes as I slide down the aisle and up the stairs.
I need out of this room.
Now.
Lucien isn’t even blocking the door.
I don’t see him anywhere.
I leave everything I’d brought behind as I burst through the huge wooden doors and run as hard as I can down the empty hallway. I don’t stop when I pass the bathroom, my intended destination.
No, I keep running and running until I smack my face into a brick wall… a blue shirt covered brick wall.
I don’t have to look up to see who he is.
“It’s rude to run away from your class.” His words drip sugar, but his body is tense. “Especially when it’s taught by your father.”
So many things I need to say to him, want to say to him. I want to tell him to shove it, to leave me alone, to get away from me. Nothing will come out of my mouth. Nothing.
My lips are as dry as a desert. My tongue is stuck, unable to mouth the first utterance.
This man, yes he is my father, but that doesn’t mean he has the best intentions for me. He wants me dead. He has every reason to.
“Gracen!” He yells, making me jump. He grabs me by my arms and shakes me hard enough to make my teeth rattle. “Girl, this is no time to clam up. You’re supposed to be dead. I should’ve known better than to trust Hart. Now, look at you,” he seethes. “Just a worthless girl who doesn’t even have any powers.”
Worthless…
Worthless.
I feel a spark of fire inside me, twinkling down in my stomach, beyond my soul into something deeper, something I didn’t know I had.
The spark ignites, rising up toward my heart, my throat, my brain. I can feel it warming my cheeks, and I don’t care. In fact, I embrace it. It feels so good to let go.
I see the fire in his eyes. He’s terrified. He should be.
I glare at him, feeling power I didn’t know I had fight and crawl out of the pit inside me and toward my father.
Worthless.
Heat burns my cheeks so hot I feel feverish. It doesn’t stop me.
Worthless.
I’ll show him who’s so damn worthless.
Seth doesn’t move. Doesn’t flinch. I’m not sure he can. He keeps staring into my eyes, which are reflecting orange in his. I don’t know how, but something tells me I could destroy him if I wanted.
All I have to do is want it bad enough.
And I do want it.
Heat, more intense than anything I can remember, pulses through me. My hand surges with power as I reach toward Seth. It feels like the most natural thing in the world. I’ll end him. It’ll be over. It’ll be done. I’ll be free.
I’ll be free.
She’ll be free.
My hand hovers over Seth’s forehead. Sweat runs down his temples, yet he doesn’t move. Why doesn’t he move? I’m not sure he can.
Something inside me says that if I touch him, he’ll be dead. Simple as that. No more worries. No more threats from my father. No more Seth.
Worthless.
I’ll show him worthless.
I can hear my heart beat in my ears. Faster. Stronger. Steadier.
Seth cringes under the shadow of my fingers. He knows his time is up. It should’ve been up a long time ago.
“Gracen!” Lucien yells at me from down the hallway. “Gracen, stop!”
Hearing my name breaks me out of the trance, and I let Seth’s shirt go. He staggers back against the wall. He coughs a few times before he disappears. Stupid angel powers.
I’m breathing heavy. Part of me wishes I’d done it. Touched Seth and been done with it. The other part, the bigger part, is scared shitless because of what I almost did. That was power. And that power came from only one source…
The Abomination.
Hart hadn’t saved the world after all.
I glance up at Lucien who is looking at me like one would a rabid puppy.
“Gracen?”
I don’t stay. I take off and run down the stairs, outside the building, through the quad. I don’t hear birds. I don’t see people. The only thing that’s real is my heartbeat pounding in my ears.
I don’t stop until I get home.
I lock the door.
I slide down beside it.
I pull my legs to my chest.
I can’t stop shaking.
What did I just do?
What did I almost do?
There’s a voice, a very faint voice in my mind, telling me that I know what’ll make it all go away. What’ll make me feel better, make me feel stronger. Hell, I bet there’s still some in the kitchen. I know I didn’t throw it away. I should have. Something wouldn’t let me.
My mouth waters, thinking about the wine in the refrigerator. Not the wine exactly, but the demon blood inside.
It’d make me feel better, stronger, able to control this. It’d take away all this pain, if just for a little while.
I need it.
I want it.
I haven’t had any since I’ve been back, and here I thought I’d been so strong to resist it. What good had all that righteousness done me?
I hold on to my legs for dear life as everything I have within me begs me to go get a sip, just a sip. One tiny sip…
Just one.
Just to make myself feel better.
It’ll take the edge off, ground me, make me feel like a whole person. It’ll make this screaming in my head stop. God knows, it needs to stop.
I could’ve killed my father today.
I wanted to.
What person in their right mind wants to kill her father?
My whole body is shaking.
I thought this was over.
Stupid naive child.
I can’t…
I can’t do this anymore.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
Hart
 
IT TAKES EVERYTHING I HAVE NOT to run back to Crimson Ridge and let Gracen know I’m alive, that I’m with her, that she’s not alone.
Three hours ago when I stood at Colleen’s grave, it all seemed so simple. Hart is bad. Girl is good. Hart will hurt girl if Hart stays. Hart should leave girl alone. Girl lives many happy years.
And that was all well and good.
And it’s right. I know leaving Gracen is the right thing to do.
Lucien will look after her. He’s her guardian angel after all. Why else were they made if not to be loyal watchdogs for their charges? Nauseatingly loyal watchdogs if you ask me.
But when it comes to Gracen, Lucien can be as loyal and stubborn and nitpicky as he wants to be. As long as he keeps her safe.
I didn’t tell him where I was going. Didn’t even tell him I left. I just did. I was afraid if I talked to him, I wouldn’t have it in me to leave again. He’d call me a coward for running. This is my mess and I should fix it, he’d say. It’s what Father would say.
Mother? Well, she’d smack me upside the head and call it a day. Not like she had much faith in me anyway.
So, why in the world am I back home? In our home. The home that was remodeled. The one Lucien killed himself in during future time. The home I swore I’d never be in again if I could help it.
I wish I had the answer to that.
I drove… and I drove… and I ended up here.
The house has been completely remodeled from what I remember. Rooms were added on, thankfully. I don’t think a three-room house without a bathroom would sell very well now. My barn is still there, thankfully. My barn and my loft, where I spent most of my time as a human. Writing in my diary.
I wonder if Gracen will find it now that I’m gone. No doubt she’s gone though my room looking for some kinds of answers. I should’ve burned that journal when I had the chance, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Like I said, it’s my one confession for what I did to Colleen, for the promise I gave her aunt.
If Gracen finds it, perhaps she’ll hate me enough to forget about me. Maybe she can move on with her life and have some sort of normalcy. That’s what I want for her more than anything.
I shut my eyes, and I’m up in my loft. The smell of molded hay and century-old wood assault my nose. I don’t flinch. It’s kinda nice. Smells like home. And they say you can’t go home again.
I pull up an old wooden rocking chair, not my family’s that I can recall, and slide it to the edge of the loft next to the window opening. Fresh air blows past my face, and I smile. It’s a genuine smile. Memories of when I did this in my human years flood me. Not all memories were bad.
I remember once when Lucien and I fought in this loft over… I can’t remember what. We couldn’t have been more than nine and ten. Lucien ran after me. I swerved, too late of course, and we both flew out the opening and down to the ground. I was sure I’d broken my leg and Lucien’s neck.
Thank the Lord above, all we got were bruises, both of us. Mother would’ve killed me dead if she thought I hurt her baby in some way.
Funny how she never asked how we got the scratches on our face and hands or the bruises on our legs. I was sore for a week. Lucien recovered overnight.
Maybe there’s something to what Lucien said. Perhaps Mother was a witch. I saw that door close by itself, didn’t I? And I saw the strange cards on the table… saw her talking to someone who wasn’t there.
I close my eyes and shake my head. I didn’t leave Gracen alone so I could come here and wallow about my mother. I could’ve done that at Lucien’s dorm with a six-pack on my lap and girls on my television.
Gracen will be fine.
The world will be fine without me.
I doubt they’ll even notice I’m gone.
The bullfrogs start their nightly chorus.
I’m home.
I’ve never been more alone.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
Gracen
 
I SHOVE NEARLY MY ENTIRE FIST down my throat to make it come back up. It… the wine.
The blood.
What the hell did I do?
The pull was too strong.
I wanted it.
I needed it.
I took it.
I want it out.
I hate myself and how weak I am.
I know better… I know better!
I remember how it felt, though. When the demon blood flowed through my veins, how strong I felt…. how normal.
Even now I can feel it, singing in my veins, in my head. Like I’ve found some missing part of myself, of my body. There’s something missing inside of me, something I can’t fill with anything but the blood.
Or rather that there’s something inside me that I can’t control without the blood.
And that scares the heck out of me.
I shove my fingers down my throat farther, making myself gag violently, but it isn’t enough. The blood needs out. Now. I can’t turn into that thing again.
I can still see them, those people who she… who I… killed. All those faces in the Abyss, screaming at me, glaring at me like I was the most evil thing in the world.
Because I am.
I shove my fingers so far back, my stomach lurches, and everything I believe I’ve ever eaten comes out in a bath of blood.
I throw up and sputter, I cough and gag… I want it out.
Mostly I want it out.
Weak, I fall onto the floor and spit the rest of the blood out of my mouth. I’ve gotten as much as I can out. Not all of it, though.
I can still feel it, singing in my mind. The Abomination is happy. She’s been fed.
I dry heave as tears drip down my face.
What am I supposed to do?
I can’t go on like this. Not because I nearly killed Seth. Seth deserves it, but because I nearly killed Seth. Me. The entire point of turning back the clock was to keep the Abomination from becoming, and here we are. Here we freakin’ are! I still have powers and crave blood. I can still hear her in my mind.
Nothing has changed.
I may not be as powerful yet, but the potential is still there.
She’s laughing at me.
Inside my mind, she’s laughing at me, taunting me, telling me I can never win. She’s right. If we keep this up and keep going the exact same way we are now, I’ll lose and so will the world.
The Abomination will come out, and no matter how much I tell myself that it won’t happen, it’s all a big lie. All of it. The glint of the razor catches my eye, and I crawl over to it. I grab it with shaking fingers and lie back as I examine the sharp blade.
I should end this.
I should.
No matter what Hart says, the world will be better without me in it. No one will miss me. Not really. To them, I’m just a number, just another meaningless person in a sea of other meaningless people.
If I die tonight, who would care?
If I die tonight… if I die right now in this bathroom… the world will not only be a much safer place, it will be a much better place.
Who needs me anyway? My mother? She died because of me. Hart? He died because of me too. Aunt Willow? She’s out of her mind because Hart possessed her for so long — to keep me safe.
It’s all because of me.
Every bit of it.
This is what the world needs.
This is what I need.
The blade trembles over my wrist. It’s for the best.
It’s for the best.
I can never allow myself another moment of weakness.
The Abomination yells so loud it hurts my ears.
I smile. Such a fitting goodbye.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
Hart
 
I WONDER IF I SIT HERE long enough, will I just turn into dirt and scatter away? It would be a fitting end to me.
The sun is low in the sky. Soon it’ll be gone, another day passed, another wasted opportunity.
I could sit here forever, admiring nature and the wonders God put in the world. I’m sure it’s strange for a demon to talk about God or even admire His handiwork. I might be evil, but I’m not blind.
Nature is a wonderful thing, beautiful and brutal, amazing and rip-your-throat-out scary.
“Even the lowest of the low can admire God’s majesty.” I flinch at his voice. I take an incredibly deep breath to keep my calm. In reality, I’d rather get up and rip out his heart, if he has a heart. He doesn’t. I’m not sure any of us do at this point.
“Seth, good to see you.” I sound tired. I am tired.
“Hart. You figuring this is the closest you’ll ever get to Heaven?” He sits in the chair beside me like we’re old buddies fixing to shoot the bull. I’d rather just shoot him.
“I’m figuring if Heaven let you in, it must not have high standards. I might make it someday.”
“Don’t hold your breath.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it.”
An awkward silence falls between us, which is just wonderful. Nothing better than to be sitting in the barn of my old farmhouse with the angel I hate more than anyone in the world.
“Saw Gracen today.” Well, that awkward silence didn’t last long.
“That a fact?”
“Yes, and since the plan was for you to live and her to die, you can appreciate why I’m a bit perplexed by the situation.” Underneath Seth’s calm if not hawdy tone, there’s something dark. Like subliminal messages in a song telling the listener to go kill a cat or a dog or grandma or something, Seth has all the right words, with all the wrong meanings.
“Your plan sucked.”
“My plan was the only way to ensure the world kept spinning. Or have you forgotten that?”
I glare at him then. How dare he? How. Dare. He? “Are you seriously going to paint yourself the saint? You’re the entire reason everything went to Hell in the first place! Need I remind you that Gracen is your daughter! Your flesh and blood. If not for you, none of this would be happening.” I let out a shaky breath, waiting for his response. I have to be ready to bite back at whatever lame excuse he comes up with next.
He tilts his head to the side and narrows his eyes at me. “Is that what you want, son?”
“Don’t call me son.”
He doesn’t act like he heard me. “Do you really wish I’d never made Gracen? The supposed love of your life. The woman you risked Heaven and Hell for — are you saying you believe I made a mistake?”
I sit here, his words echoing in my ears, the weight of them on my heart. I love Gracen more than anything, more than the world, more than Lucien, more than myself. I can’t imagine the world without her in it, and she’s in it because of Seth. I have to be at the very least a little grateful for that because a world without Gracen… I just, I can’t imagine. I don’t want to imagine. There’s no way I ever want to live in that world.
However…
If Seth had never had his stupid revenge plot against God for what he says God did to his brothers (Cain and Abel as it were), then there’d be no Abomination, and the world would be as safe as it ever was. There’d be no threat to ending it, not a supernatural threat anyway. People and bombs and wars and disease — they could wipe the planet out as easily as anything otherworldly could ever do. Still, if I’m not thinking of myself, if I’m thinking of the world, then yes, it would’ve been better if Gracen had never been born.
I swallow hard. I won’t allow the tears to fall from my eyes. Not around Seth. In no way can I imagine a world without Gracen. I just can’t. I won’t.
“Answer me, boy.” Seth’s words are dark, deep. I’ve never been afraid of Seth, not really. Angel or not, he’s one of the biggest pussies I’ve ever met in my life. Just the way it is. However, the way he’s looking at me now, his normally blue eyes dark, his jaw hard and with a slight flare of his nose, something bubbles inside me that I don’t want to call fear… but… if I have to be honest, it is. “Do you wish I’d never had sex with Gracen’s mother? Do you wish that Gracen had never been born? Do you believe she’s a mistake?”
I bite my lip so hard I can taste the blood seeping out. The inside of my body is shaking. I’m torn between two answers, two truths that are both equally important, equally true.
“Hart!” He screams my name. “Do you believe my daughter is a mistake?” He’s yelling, almost standing in his seat.
I stare straight into his eyes. “Yes.”



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
Lucien
 
“GRACEN!” I KEEP POUNDING ON THE door, even though I’ve been pounding for what seems like the last five minutes. “Gracen Sullivan, please open the door!”
It’s nearly dark. The streetlights have come on, and a few glaring people have walked by. I’m sure they’re wondering what I’m doing. Truth be told, I’m not exactly sure.
It’s part of the curse of being a guardian angel. Some angels love it, guarding people, taking care of them. I’ve always found it difficult, mind numbing, frustrating. You have to save your charge from making a mistake and doing something stupid to keep them alive. One wouldn’t think that would be difficult…
It’s nearly impossible.
Free will… free will and a whole lot of Heavenly Hosts on your side.
I’ve never liked being a guardian angel. Not really. I always liked the action, the fighting, the throwing demons back into Hell. The things that get your adrenaline going and make you feel, even for the slightest of moments, human. Guarding Gracen is not a walk in the park. Not in the least bit.
When she’s in trouble or when she needs my help, even if she doesn’t know she needs it, I can feel the lightest of tingles in the back of my neck. Honestly, I don’t feel it all the time. Thinking back, I believe it has something to do with how much demon blood she has ingested to know if I can hear her, feel her, or not. Right now, it’s more like a scratching inside my mind, at the very back of my head. I know it’s from her. She’s doing something stupid, something I need to save her from.
Something I hope I can save her from.
“Gracen! Gracen, it’s Lucien. Let me in!”
Times like this I wish I could pop inside her house. Stupid Hart and his blasted angel warding. I can’t see inside. I can’t pop in. I need to tell Gracen to not do whatever she’s thinking about doing, but then she’d know that I remember everything. I can’t have that.
I pound on the door harder. “Gracen!”
“What’s all the fuss?” A kindly looking older lady — well, older compared only to physical appearance because I’m sure I am much older than her — opens the door to the apartment next door and tilts her head toward me. “Is there something going on I need to know about?”
“No, ma’am. Just worried about Gracen, that’s all.” I smile as warmly as I can, all the while fighting the urge to break the woman’s neck and going on with my life.
Angels aren’t the nicest of creatures.
“Do you know her?”
“Yes, ma’am. We go to the same school.” Not a lie. Not. A. Lie.
“Ah.” She smiles warmly at me. I can’t help but feel something is off about her. Something isn’t exactly right. She seems nice enough, and that’s what we need right now — nice. “Well, I saw her a few minutes ago, or I guess it was a half an hour now. She came running down the street, ran home, turned all the lights and sat there on her bed. You see, she didn’t close her blinds so I could see inside.”
“Can you see inside all her rooms?”
She nodded. “Most of them if I want, but I’m not perv though.”
“No, ma’am. I know that. Do you know where Gracen is? Can you see her? Can you tell me where she’s located?”
The woman blinked a few times. When she smiled, I saw for the first time how old and black her teeth were. “Of course I know where she is, young man. Gracen Sullivan is in Hell.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
Hart
 
THERE AREN’T MANY THINGS IN THE world that surprise me anymore, being incredibly old has that effect on a person. However, I wasn’t expecting the pain in my jaw or the taste of blood that followed.
Next thing I know, I’m on the floor, holding my mouth like that’ll do any good, and Seth is standing over me. The moonlight casts an eerie shadow over him. Half of him light, and half of him dark. “What the hell?”
“You think my daughter is a mistake.” His nose flares. “You of all people, who were only put on this earth to die, calls my daughter a mistake?”
I can’t say I understand where this reaction is coming from. Seth has only ever had one agenda with Gracen: use her to tempt God and then kill her. I’m not sure about the tempting God part. He sure hasn’t seemed too interested in what we’re doing here, not made his presence known or anything helpful like that, but I sure as hell know he wanted her dead. Tried twice…
Well, technically he tried once. At the Hell gate, Seth was bound and determined to kill her. Said it was to keep her from turning into the Abomination. Too much demon blood plus killing someone you love equals Abomination for someone who is half angel like Gracen is. None of this is her own doing. None of it. She has been dealt the crappiest hand in the history of the world, and now she has to live with it.
I’m not making it any easier.
None of us are.
“What do you care?” I spit blood on the floor, conveniently next to Seth’s incredibly ugly and incredibly expensive — if I had my guess — shoes. “She’s never meant anything to you! You tried to kill her. You wanted me to come back here and kill her. Hell, I bet you went to her house to kill her after I left!”
He flinches.
Bastard. “So, who are you to say that I have no right to say what I did when you’ve done so much worse? Do I love Gracen? Hell yes! I love her with my whole heart.”
“You’re whole black heart.” He pauses. I have no comeback. “And isn’t she a lucky girl to have your love. You… a demon who would throw her under the bus in a second if it gained you anything.”
This has been fun, but I’ve had enough. Time to make him taste his own blood.
Pain radiates through the side of my head, and I fall to the floor again. For as old and weak as Seth looks, he sure as hell can pack a punch. I’ll get up — someday — and when I do, Seth had better watch out.
I’m seeing stars. My vision goes in and out, from black to almost black tunnels in my sight. I’ve never hated Seth more. Then again, if he’s in here with me, he’s not hurting Gracen. No matter what he says, how much he’s pretending to be father of the year — for what purpose I have no idea — he’d be at Gracen’s trying to hurt her right now if he could. He’s playing me. I know he is. He has some agenda. I don’t trust him. You don’t trust men — things — like Seth Mitchell. It’ll never turn out good for you if you do.
“I’ve known men like you before. A whole heap of them, so don’t for a second think that you’re special. Cause you ain’t. You say you love Gracen…”
“I do.”
“My brother Cain loved too. He loved our brother. And do you know what happened there?”
Of course I know what happened there. Everyone knew. “Cain got jealous that he wasn’t as good as Abel, so Cain whined like a baby, threw a tantrum, and killed his brother.”
Seth’s eyes turn black. I didn’t know angel eyes could do that, but they can. Seth grabs me by the collar of my shirt and pulls me toward him. Sam is a tall body, but Seth is massive. When he holds me up, my feet dangle off the floor, my toes barely touching the old hay.
“You have no idea what really happened. None.”
“Enlighten me.” I smirk at him. I’m fairly sure Seth will kill me tonight. I’m fairly sure that I don’t care. If it weren’t for Gracen, I would’ve done it myself. Now that I can’t see her again, I’m not sure why I even try to hold on. Maybe that’s why I come back here, back home. Maybe I wanted a reason to end it all. End it where it began.
Seth picks me up higher. The weight is pulling on my collar. If I had to breathe, I couldn’t. Thank God for small favors, I suppose. “Cain was a good man. He had darkness inside him, but who doesn’t? I dare you to find a human, an angel, who doesn’t have some darkness in his or her soul.”
“And what of demons? Are demons purely dark? Only evil?”
Seth tilts his head slightly. “No, Hart. No, I can tell you with absolute certainty that not even demons are completely evil. Some, like your mother, hide any spark of goodness they might have inside them, any spark of compassion or… or the possibility of love.”
The possibility of love.
“Cain wasn’t perfect, I admit that. But neither was Abel. You don’t hear that part of the story.”
“I thought you were born after Abel’s death.” Hadn’t I read that right? It’s been a long time since I picked up a Bible. My mother made us go to church to be social, but given what I’ve learned about her, I understand now why we didn’t have nightly Bible readings.
“I was. Doesn’t mean I don’t love him. I tracked down Cain when I was old enough to leave home. I wanted to find him and ask him why. And do you know what he said?”
I don’t have it in me to answer with some snarky reply. “No.”
“He said that Abel had it coming. Said he deserved to die for showing him up to God. Said that’s all it was, a way for Abel to show how much better he was than Cain, that he was bragging, that he’d always bragged and Cain had taken all he could take.”
I clear my throat and grab Seth’s wrists. Enough is enough. I push him back with as much strength as I have. He only staggers backwards a few inches, but he does let me go, and my feet finally touch the floor.
“Why are you telling me all this? Honestly, I don’t care about your family or their drama. I only care about Gracen and doing what’s right by her.”
“You said she was a mistake.”
“The Abomination is the mistake.” I clarify. “It’s the thing that should’ve never been made, never in a million years, and you should burn for doing that.”
“I will.” His eyes find the floor for a brief second before they rise back up to mine.
He looks like a man who feels remorse. Part of me believes him… that part scares me because if I believe him, then what happens? He could be playing me for all I know, and most likely is. I can’t trust him. I trusted him once and look where that got me. I killed my brother because of him. I am Cain in his story. So, why is Seth defending himself to me?
No, I push any compassion I feel for this man down as far into my soul as I can. I can’t feel this for him… not Seth. Seth is a master manipulator. He’s the one who lied to me so I’d kill Lucien. He’s the one who flamed all those revenge thoughts I had in my head all those years just so I’d help him with Gracen, help him open the Hell gate and then kill her. I can’t… I can’t trust him. I shouldn’t even be here listening to him.
Yet here I am.
I can’t leave.
I can’t stay.
“Why are you here?” I inch toward him. “Why are you wasting your time and mine in this stupid barn? Why aren’t you doing something productive?”
“Oh I am, Hart. Believe me, I am.”
I should smack him upside the head. “What do you want, Seth?” I bite through my teeth. I’m tired of all the running around. I didn’t come up here for a Cain and Abel history lesson. I came up here… I’m not sure why I came up here, but I know shooting the bull with Seth wasn’t it.
“I want to save Gracen.”
“Bull…”
“No, I do.”
I smile. Actually smile, cause there isn’t anything else for me to do. I think I’m losing my mind.
“You can’t save her, Seth.” My voice is calm. It shouldn’t be. I should be yelling at him, cursing him. I’m not. I don’t like the calm, but it’s all I have left. “You can’t. No one can. What you did to her… it’s part of her. Part of her DNA and nothing you can do, powerful angel or not, can fix that. Remember, we tried before. When Gracen was in the Abyss and the Abomination was free to roam. Remember that? Gracen and the Abomination are one body. Whatever happens to one happens to the other, so I don’t see a choice here, Seth. I don’t see any good options.”
Seth narrows his eyes. “You’ve answered your own riddle, and you don’t even see it, do you?”
“See what?”
He starts to answer, or I think he is when he hesitates and blinks a few times. When he looks at me again, his eyes — which have gone back to blue — appear terrified. “Go home, Hart.”
“I am home.” I scoff.
“Listen to me, you idiot. Go home. Gracen needs you. I’ll find you soon with a cure.”
“With a what?”
Seth is gone. Just like that. Popped out of here like he’s got better things to do than sit and trade wits with me.
Gracen needs me…
The pull to go back home is so strong. I can’t, though… It hasn’t even been four hours since I told myself at Colleen’s grave it would be for the best if I never saw Gracen again. And it isn’t… I shouldn’t go back.
Still…
What Seth said…
I’m an idiot to believe anything Seth says. Fool me once and all that.
I can’t get the feeling out of my mind that something is wrong. Even the devil tells the truth when it suits him.
Okay, so maybe going and checking things out wouldn’t be a bad thing. I can pop over, see that Seth is a big huge liar, and leave. No harm, no foul.
She doesn’t even have to know I was ever there.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
Lucien
 
SOMETIMES I’M INCREDIBLY SLOW, WHICH ISN’T a good thing for an angel to be. One minute I’m talking to a sweet, helpful, semi-strange old lady next door to Gracen’s apartment, and the next I’m on my back, staring up into the black eyes of a demon who has possessed said body of the sweet, helpful, semi-strange old lady next door to Gracen’s.
I should’ve seen it all along. I’m losing my touch. Maybe I have too many other things on my mind to be searching for demons.
None of that is helping at the moment.
This old lady is strong, and she has me down on the ground, my hands held over my head. A smile curves around her black teeth. “You can go find Gracen in Hell if you want, angel. I’d be more than happy to send you there myself.”
I push up on her neck to get her off of me. It does little good. Little old ladies are scary enough; they’ll beat you with a cane if they need to. Little old ladies possessed by demons are a whole other ball game. They’re tough as nails.
Nails are what this lady is digging into my chest, right over my heart. It won’t kill me. It hurts like hell, but it won’t kill me. She’s not lying, though. One bad move on my part, and she can send me to Hell. It’s rare, but it has happened. I’ve been there once. I don’t want to go back.
“Lucien?”
I turn my head as much as I can, which isn’t much given the state of my body at the moment. Hart is standing there, staring at me, not offering to help.
“Go get Gracen!” I yell as the demon sticks the old lady’s fingers deeper into the flesh above my heart.
Hart doesn’t hesitate. Doesn’t flinch. Doesn’t even stop to throw the demon off me. He makes his choice quickly, though I suppose it isn’t much of a choice. He’ll always choose Gracen over me. He’ll always choose a woman over me.
In a split second, he’s gone. Disappeared into the house I can’t enter because of the damn angel warding.
It’s not a good thing for this old lady demon that I’m pissed off.
I kick my legs up, throwing her off me. She rolls onto her back. Before she has a chance to get the upper hand, I roll on top of her, pin her arms to her side. My hand lights up as I touch my fingers to her forehead. The demon inside screams as my light rips it from the old woman’s body. It claws at me, trying to stay above ground. Not even demons like Hell.
This demon has no idea who it’s dealing with today, or how irritated I am at the world. Killing one demon will do me good.
I draw it out.
I enjoy every second of torture I give this unholy creature. I listen to its pained screams, and I savor every minute of it.
Finally, when I’m good and ready, my light gets brighter and a black hole opens under the old lady’s body. She won’t enter. She can’t. Just the demon. With a scream that would break glass if it were audible to the human world, the demon is gone.
And I’m left straddling the hips of an elderly woman who blinks a few times and stares at me.
“Ma’am, what’s your name?”
“Faye.” She blinks a few times.
“Faye. My name is Lucien. I’m incredibly sorry for the pain I’ve caused you.” I try to get up. Faye grabs my legs with her hands and holds on.
“What’s your hurry?” She says as her eyes twinkle.
It appears Faye is a cougar.
Oh. My. Could be worse.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
Hart
 
“GRACEN!” IT’S BEEN TOO LONG SINCE I’ve been home, back in the apartment. It doesn’t even really look the same, though nothing has changed.
My first stop is the kitchen where I find an empty and broken wine bottle on the floor.
No… no… not after everything. Not… she couldn’t have drunk it. She wouldn’t have.
Gracen hates the Abomination part of herself more than anyone. She wouldn’t give it a chance to come back.
Would she?
“Gracen! Where are you?” I shut my eyes and try to connect to Gracen, try to get in her head like I did way back when I was Sam and I got into her dreams.
Nothing.
I can’t find her.
Can’t feel her.
My chest hurts as panic starts to build.
Not Gracen.
No.
She wouldn’t do something stupid.
“Gracen!” I scream at the top of my lungs and race up the stairs two at a time. I check her room first. Nothing. It’s a mess, though. Her bed covers are in disarray, not like the Gracen I’d known. She couldn’t have given up on life so easily. There’s no way losing me would’ve affected her so much.
No way it should have affected her so much.
I run to the bathroom and barely stop because there’s no way she’s in there… she’s not…
She’s lying on the floor.
Her eyes are closed.
Blood is all around her.
“No.” I choke on the word as my world stops around me.
There are times in a person’s life that move in slow motion. It isn’t planned. It just happens.
This is one of those moments.
I can barely make my feet move. My eyes can’t look away from her.
My sweet Gracen.
Lying in a pool of her own blood.
I finally make it to her and fall to my knees at her side. Blood soaks through my pants. There’s so much blood.
I place my fingers to her neck, trying to find a pulse. I’m not gentle with her.
Nothing.
I feel again, my fingers shaking. My entire body trembling. “You can’t do this to me. You can’t. Wake up!”
No pulse.
I check her over to see where the blood’s coming from.
I know. From the moment I walked in here, I knew.
I pick up her arm. My stomach lurches as I imagine what I’ll see when I turn her wrist over.
Not Gracen.
Not my Gracen.
If she’s dead, she’ll go to a place I can never follow. I’ll never see her again. Ever.
Forever this time.
I’ll never get to hold her again or love her.
I’ll never get to tell her how sorry I am for my part in all of this.
If she’s dead…
If she’s dead.
No… no, she’s not going to die. I won’t let her!
I scoop her up in my arms, a razor blade falls from her lap and clanks on the floor.
It stops me for a second, as the sick feeling intensifies in my stomach. I don’t have time to think about it. I need to save her.
I run down the steps and out the door, screaming Lucien’s name. He meets me at the top step, as close to the door as he can get. “Save her.” I beg as I lay her down at Lucien’s feet. “Please, I’ll do anything. Just save her.”
Lucien staggers backwards and settles on the top step. “Hart…”
“No, no, don’t give me that crap. Save her. You’re an angel. Her guardian angel. Guarding her. Save her. I know you have the power to do it!”
He hesitates. That little bastard is seriously hesitating. I smack him upside the head. I’ll do it harder if I have to. “What are you waiting for?”
Lucien looks up at me. His eyes are wet with tears. For the first time, I see the old lady he was fighting when I ran in. She’s sitting under the tree, looking no worse for wear. “Hart, what if this is for the best?”
He didn’t just say that. Before I have a second to think, I jerk that little shit up by his shirt collar and slam him against the house. This has been a long time coming. “Never have I asked you for anything, Lucien Blackwell. Never. And I damn well have never asked anything of an angel. Well, here I am. Begging. Pleading with you to save her life.”
“What if she doesn’t want to be saved?”
I slam him harder against the brick. A crack forms through a few of them. Good. Let it fall. Let it all fall. “She doesn’t know what she wants. She doesn’t want to be evil. I get that. She doesn’t want to kill the world. I get that too. But that doesn’t mean she gets to go out like this!”
“I think she’s made up her own mind.”
“I think you’re full of it. I think you don’t want to save her because you think it’ll fix everything if she’s gone. Well, let me tell you one thing, brother, it won’t. If you don’t save her, if you don’t bring her back to me, I’ll rain a fire of death and destruction that you’ve never seen onto the world. I’m a demon, Lucien. A demon. Evil. Ruthless. Reckless. I’ll do whatever I damn well please if I don’t have Gracen by my side. You won’t have to worry about the Abomination when I’m finished with everything. You have my word on that.” My fingers dig deep into his neck. So deep I can see red droplets of blood pooling, fixing to run down my fingers.
“You’d do that? For one person.”
“No.” I shake my head and let his feet fall to the concrete steps. “I’d do that for her.”
Lucien stares at me like he’s trying to figure out if I’m bluffing. I’m not. Gracen is my rock. My constant. The one thing that keeps me even the slightest bit human. You take that away from me, and I won’t be held responsible for what I’ll do. And I’ll do it, just to spite Lucien.
“Come on, man,” I say. “She doesn’t deserve this. She doesn’t. She deserves to live.”
“She deserves to not have that thing inside her.”
Lucien makes a good point. I hate it.
“Seth is working on something.”
He tilts his head at me. “Seth? He told you that?”
I nod.
“And you believe him?”
No… yes… I don’t know. “I don’t know.” I’m finally honest for once in my life. “I’m not sure if I should listen to Seth or not. I don’t even know anything right this moment, but I do know…” I point down at Gracen, whose lips have turned a sickening shade of blue. “I do know that I can’t live without her. I can’t. And she shouldn’t have to go through this either. Lucien, Seth has a plan. He thinks he can save her, but if she’s dead, it won’t matter. I can’t lose her, brother. I can’t. You know she doesn’t deserve this.”
Lucien’s hesitation is killing me.
I don’t have time for this!
I grab him by the back of the head and force him to look at her, force him to see what we’ve all done to her. “Does she deserve this, brother? Huh?”
Lucien shakes me off and then turns and punches me in the nose. Blood oozes down my lip, and I lick it off. “Feel better?”
“No.” He grumbles as he kneels beside Gracen’s lifeless body. He takes a deep breath, closes his eyes, and holds his hands over her. A bright white light sings from his fingers, a light so bright I’m afraid if I look at it I’ll explode.
Screw it. I’m tired of being afraid. Gracen needs me. I need her.
I sit down beside her and take her hand in mine. It’s cold and lifeless. She’s gone, and I couldn’t stop it.
Gracen’s hand flinches in my grasp, and I nearly fall down from shock. “Gracen?” I rub my fingers on her cheek, leaving blood in their wake. I don’t care. “Gracen, open your eyes for me. Come on, please. Please.”
Her eyes roll in her head, and her jaw clicks a few times.
“That’s it. Focus on me. Look at me.” I put both of my hands on either side of her face and train her eye line on me. She has to look into my eyes. She has to fight. “Look at me.”
Her eyes roll around a few more times before finally, blessedly, they stop on mine.
She blinks a few times and smiles.
“Hart?”
I don’t wait any longer. That’s all I needed to hear. I pull her tightly to my chest and hold her in my arms. I’m shaking so hard I’m not sure I’ll ever quit.
I am sure of one thing.
I’m never letting her go.
Never.
Lucien nods.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
Gracen
 
I DON’T EXPECT TO SEE A white light.
Something like me would never be allowed into Heaven.
I keep waiting for something, though. A dark tunnel… a boat to take me to the other side… Death with his black robes and scythe.
Something to lead me out of this world and into the next.
I didn’t want to die.
I still don’t.
It’s better for the world, especially if I can’t contain my cravings.
I see a light, a big bright light, and I stare at it because this isn’t what was supposed to happen. Nothing with demon blood can enter Heaven. That’s one hard and fast rule I’ve learned. It makes sense after all. So, why am I seeing the light?
Why am I hearing his voice?
Hearing Hart…
The darkness comes again, and I embrace it, allowing it to hug me like a close friend. It’ll be okay. I’m doing the right thing, I know I am.
Doesn’t mean I’m happy about it.
 

 
I THOUGHT HELL WOULD be, I don’t know, less comfortable.
I have no idea where I am, not really, but it’s dark and, dare I say, comfortable?
It feels like I’m lying on a cloud or a mattress or something — something I know I’m not.
Hart used to say that Hell played with you. I can see that. Why not play with a new soul? What else were they going to do for all eternity?
I hear whispers, words I can’t understand from voices so far away I can’t recognize them.
I realize that I’m not in a dark place. It’s dark because my eyes are closed.
I have to make a choice, a choice I don’t know if I want to make, truth be told.
I need to open my eyes… see what I’m dealing with even if don’t want to see, even if it would be better to stay here in my hidey hole. An ostrich in the sand as it were.
No, I’ve made it this far. I might as well go all the way.
Of course, opening my eyes proves to be harder than I expected. One would think it wouldn’t be difficult to open one’s eyes. One would be wrong.
Something grips my hand and makes me jump. I don’t want to see what it is, but I know it hurts… not hurts, not really. It’s pulling me up, though. Up to places I don’t want to see.
I try to make the hand let me go. My heart is beating so hard I can hear it in my ears. Strange since I imagine I don’t have a heartbeat anymore.
It feels like I’m being pulled from the deep end of a pool after I’ve decided to give up and drown there for all eternity.
Up and up, the water rushing all around me, dark water that takes my breath. My lungs fight me, wanting more than anything to be released. I pull on the hand to make it stop.
It doesn’t.
Without warning, I break the surface, and my eyes fly open and are assaulted by the brightest light I’ve ever seen.
I gasp for air, trying as hard as I can to take away the ache in my lungs.
I sit up, to get the air in faster. All the while my eyes can’t focus. Everything is too bright here. Nothing is what it’s supposed to be. I think I liked the dark better.
My body, which is fighting to gain air, is snatched into a vice, and all the air that had been in my lungs is going away fast.
I’ve had panic attacks before. That’s what this feels like, only a million times more intense.
I try my best to fight off the vice. I need to be free; I need to breathe. Is this what Hell is like? Because if it is, I should’ve really thought through my choices better. An eternity of panic attacks sounds like the worst Hell that I can imagine.
I hear a voice, a male voice by the sound of it. It’s far away, like I’m still listening through the water even though I know I’m not. The bright light is still fighting my eyes, and I blink several times to make it stop.
I wanna go home.
As quickly as the vice grips me, it lets me go, and I’m free again — free to sit, free to blink… free to breathe… free to see.
The first thing I notice is a little white desk a few feet from me. The brightness is almost unnaturally blinding. Like a glow is radiating from it and making everything else in my vision blurry, all but the desk. Or the thing on the desk.
I see legs dangling from it.
“Gracen? Can you hear me?” The words echo painfully through my head, making me wince.
“She’s having a hard time.”
“Yes, thank you for your excellent medical diagnose.”
“Look, you wanted me here. I did what you asked.”
“I think you broke her.”
“She’s not broken, she’s…”
“She’s what?”
Footsteps.
“She’s what?”
The footsteps go farther away. The more faint they become, the less bright the room is. I peek through my lashes toward the desk. Still white, although not as bright, which my eyes appreciate.
I blink a few times, and it feels like an ice pick stabs me behind my eyes. So Hell is all ice picks and panic attacks, good to know.
I take a long deep breath, resigning myself to my fate, when I hear his voice, clear as day. Right next me. “Gracen?”
I jump. Gravity, or whatever, takes over, and I’m falling off the cliff I’m sitting on. Who knows how far it is to the bottom.
Hands grip my wrists and pull me back to safety. I blink a few more times as the face that goes with the hands comes into focus.
“Hart?” What is he…
He’s in Hell with me. He figured out a way to come down, and now he’s with me. In my own selfish way, it makes this almost bearable.
Tears sting my eyes. He shouldn’t have done that. He doesn’t deserve to be here, not really. Not more than me.
He doesn’t hug me. I appreciate that. Instead he traces my cheek with his finger.
“Don’t you ever scare me like that again.”
I nod.
I don’t know what he’s talking about.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
Hart
 
MY FINGERS TRACE THE LINE OF her cold, pale cheek. I’m still shaking, still trying to process everything.
For a moment in time, my world stopped, and I felt exactly what Gracen felt when she thought I did the same thing to myself. I felt the pain, the fear, the earth shattering terror of seeing someone I love dead.
I hated it.
I’m not sure if I’ll ever recover.
The way she’s looking at me with her eyes half open and the dazed expression on her face… I don’t think she knows where she is. I know she doesn’t know what just happened.
I run my fingers through her blood-soaked hair. “Gracen, it’s me.”
“You’re in Hell too.” It isn’t a question. She didn’t yell it at me or scream it. The fact that she’s not freaking out is making me nervous.
“We aren’t in Hell, though some would consider Crimson Ridge the same thing.” I try my best to smile, but it doesn’t work. This is too overwhelming for me to make light of.
“Yes, we are. You died. I saw you die. And then I…”
I place my hands on both sides of Gracen’s cheeks and tilt her head until her eyes are looking directly into mine. “Gracen Sullivan. I’m not dead. You aren’t dead. By some miracle, we’re both still alive, and I intend to keep it that way. Don’t you ever do anything like that to me again.” I can’t hold it in anymore. I pull her to my chest, feel her blood soaking through my shirt, and hold her as tightly as I can.
Slowly, finally, her arms wrap around me, and she cries into my shirt.
I want to hold her forever. As long as I’m holding her, nothing bad will happen to her. I can protect her. I know I can. I won’t allow anything bad to happen, and I won’t let her inner demons, as it were, cause her to do something like this again.
I won’t lose her.
Not this time.
I’ll be the kind of man who can protect her, one she deserves. Though I have no idea how the hell I’m supposed to do it.
Lucien clears his throat behind us. Funny, I’d forgotten he was here. I shouldn’t. He saved Gracen when he didn’t have to. I know everything he had in himself was telling her to let her go, that the world would be better off without her in it… that all the Heavenly Hosts could breathe a sigh of relief with the threat of the Abomination gone. The Abomination would be gone, but so would Gracen… so would my reason for being good. If they thought the Abomination was bad, they’d never seen me when I didn’t give a damn. I always kept myself in check. Even when I was working for Seth, I had revenge on my mind, which strangely kept me grounded. It made me not go out and go all crazy.
Then I had Gracen.
Now I have…
Now my job is to protect her like I couldn’t protect Colleen.
I won’t lose Gracen again.
“Hart,” Lucien’s voice is soft and gentle. Funny how I never thought he could make it sound that way toward me. “We need to get Gracen inside before the neighbors start talking.”
“The only neighbor I see is that old lady, and I think you’ve taken care of her.”
He gives a frustrated sigh. I feel the same way. “I’m serious, Hart. We need to get her inside before someone sees and calls 9-1-1. They won’t be able to help her.”
I know he’s right, and it irks me. No one likes when his brother is right, especially their angel know-it-all brother.
Resigned to the fact that I do indeed need to move her, I scoop her up in my arms without breaking any contact between us, and I walk inside.
“Hart…”
I turn toward the door, my brother standing there like a little lost puppy. He motions at the door, and I remember the angel-warding symbols I put up weeks ago.
Normally I would’ve smirked and teased him about how a demon could walk into a house but an angel couldn’t. I’d make him say please, nicely, before I let him in. I’d draw it out, let’s say.
Today, I close my eyes, focus on the symbol and burn it off the door. Lucien nods, and he’s inside in a heartbeat.
I want to be alone with Gracen, but my brother has earned the right to be here. He’s the one who brought her back after all. I owe everything to him. He heads into the kitchen, investigating I suppose. I know what he’ll find. The same thing I found, the broken wine bottle on the floor. Then, I suppose, he’ll question if he in fact should’ve brought her back from the dead. I’d hate to be in my brother’s shoes.
I sit on the couch, Gracen still in my arms. I should probably put her down. Then again, I never want her out of my arms again. She looks up at me, tears running rivers through the blood on her cheeks. “You’re… not dead?”
The way she says it breaks my heart. If she went through half the pain I went through when I thought she was gone, I hate myself for it. How could I have done this to her?
I start to answer her. Lucien beats me to it. “Hey,” he whispers from the kitchen. I look, and he tilts his head to follow him.
He’s found the broken wine glass, that must be it. And Lucien being Lucien will freak out over it. He’ll regret that he didn’t let her stay dead. Well, it’s too late to do anything about it now.
I mouth that I’ll be there in a second. He glares at me, but he’ll have to accept waiting. Gracen has been through so much. I need to make sure she’s okay. That’s stupid… she won’t be okay, but I have to at least make sure she won’t fall over at any minute.
I kiss her on the top of her head and hug her tighter. She leans back and slowly smiles at me. She traces my face with her hand, careful to hit every curve, every small indention. Her fingers run over my lips, and I can’t help it, I close my eyes. Though it hasn’t been very long since I last saw her, I’ve missed her so much.
I think I hear Lucien clear his throat from the kitchen. He can lump it. I’m connecting with my woman.
Her fingers slide up to my cheek, and my eyes open lazily. I expect her lips to meet mine at any moment.
I didn’t expect to hear the crack or feel the pain radiating through my cheek and around my head.
Ouch!
My eyes fly open, and Gracen is rubbing her hand. She slapped me, slapped me so hard I bet her hand is stinging. I deserve it. Doesn’t mean I like it.
She’s glaring at me. Tears are welled up in her eyes, and if looks could kill, I’d be as dead as she was a few minutes ago. “You’re not dead.”
“You aren’t either.”
“You… how?”
I don’t want to have this conversation now. There will be time for that later when she isn’t pissed off. Course then that would piss her off again, and we’d be in the same boat we are now. Why can’t things just stay in perfectly happy moments?
I run my fingers through her hair and try to get back to the happy moment we had a few seconds ago. She ain’t having it.
“What happened, Hart? How did you get out of Hell? How are you not dead?”
“It wasn’t easy…” I start when I hear Lucien’s “ahem” from the kitchen. I’ll kill him again.
“Truth is, I never went to Hell.”
“Well, you didn’t go to Heaven, no offense.”
Those little wheels keep spinning in her mind. She’ll figure it out if given enough time. Time is something we don’t have a lot of.
“Truth is, I never died.”
Her head tilts to the side. “You… but I saw you. You stabbed yourself with that knife. I held you in my arms as you took your last breath. I saw you. I saw the blood. I… how?”
“Gracen—”
“Tell me!” Her voice is very loud and trembling.
I’m about to either give her the best news of her life, or it’ll be the last straw, and she’ll decide she wants nothing to do with me. It’d be for the best for us to not have anything to do with each other. I don’t know if I can do it, though — I just got her back. I don’t want to lose her again. I don’t know if I can let her go if she decides she wants me to.
I don’t get nervous very often. I’m a demon after all. However, right now I’m a nervous wreck. I bite my lip and my mind races, trying to figure out some way to tell her this without making her hate me.
“It was a fake knife.”
She blinks at me a few times… “A fake. Knife. It was a fake knife.”
“Yes.”
“Why? Why would you make me think you were dead?”
“I lied, okay. In future time, when I told you Seth wanted me to die when we came back here, it was a lie. He wanted you to be the one to die, to stop the Abomination from ever coming back. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t.”
“So, you chose to pretend to kill yourself?”
“Yes, because I didn’t trust Seth. I thought he’d come back, see you, and finish you off. I wanted to end him before he had the chance, but I couldn’t do that if you thought I was alive. I wanted to give you a clean break, a chance at a normal life.”
Her eyes widen and, at the same time, turn incredibly dark. “A normal life.”
She turns her arms over and shows me her wrists. The scars are gone. Doesn’t mean her point is any less true. “A normal life? Do you know the Hell I went through thinking you were dead?”
“Yes.”
“Yes?”
“I do now.” I can barely get the words out.
“You do now. Well good for you!” She gets up. Immediately, all the warmth she always gives me is gone. She’s pacing the floor. Her hands are on her face, and I can’t tell if she’s mumbling to herself or if she’s trying to find the words to tell me off. Maybe some of both.
“Gracen, I thought I was doing the right thing. I thought I was protecting you.”
“Protecting me! You killed me!” She’s shaking, looking down at me like she wants to rip my heart out. “You… I mourned you. For weeks and weeks I mourned you! I couldn’t live with the pain of not having you. Can you imagine what that felt like?”
“Like I said, I can now. Seeing you tonight… dead… there’s nothing I can say to tell you how sorry I am.”
“You’re sorry.” She huffs. “I’m so glad you’re sorry! Do you have any idea what has been going on? Do you!”
“I’ve been watching you.” I hang my head and try to prepare myself for the verbal assault she’ll no doubt throw my direction. I deserve it if I made her feel a fraction of what I felt tonight.
“Watching me?”
“Yes.”
“Then you know I drank the demon blood. You know I nearly killed Seth using some of the Abominations powers inside me.”
She what? “No, I… how?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“Look…” I have too many things running through my head, so many things I want to say and need to say. Things I shouldn’t say. It’s like an editor editing a book or even a sentence. I need to say the right thing, but I’m a demon. It isn’t like the right thing is exactly easy for me to find. Where is my editor when I need her?
“Look, okay? I checked on you every night, up until tonight.”
“What happened tonight?”
“I decided, after talking to Lucien, that me being around wasn’t fair to you. If I was supposed to be dead, then I should be dead. So I decided to go back home, back to Prospect, and leave you alone.”
“But you came back tonight.”
I nod.
“Why?”
I think about Seth and our conversation. “Doesn’t matter. I did. Saw Lucien outside with your possessed neighbor. Lucien couldn’t come in because of the angel warding. I ran in. Found you dead on the floor. Brought you out. Lucien brought you back.”
She stops pacing and swallows hard. “So, I really was dead.”
The image of her lying there, still, pale, bluing lips — I blink the vision away. “Yes.” My voice cracks.
She turns toward Lucien. “And you were in on this? You remembered the whole time.”
It wasn’t a question. “I remembered after Hart showed up at my dorm room and made me remember. For the record, I think what he did to you was horrible.”
“Suck up.” I roll my eyes. He always has been the goody-goody. Jerk.
“Stop.” Gracen puts up her hands and shakes her head. I think she’s had enough. Good. We all have. We have so much more to deal with than petty things like who died when… course the fact that that seems petty is sort of sad. “Just… stop. I can’t deal with any more of this tonight.”
“I understand.” I also understand if she never wants to see me again. I wouldn’t blame her. Wouldn’t mean I’d let her out of my sight, but I wouldn’t let her know I was around either. Out of sight, out of mind. Because that worked so well the last time.
She nods and turns toward the stairs. When she puts one foot on there, she turns to face me. I stand to take whatever she is about to say. I steel my nerves… she hates me. I know she does.
“I’m glad you aren’t dead, Hart.” She doesn’t look me in the eyes. “More glad than you know.”
With that, she slowly walks up the steps and disappears down the hallway toward the bathroom.
I shut my eyes when she’s gone. That could’ve gone better. Then again, she could’ve stormed out. The fact that she stayed home is a plus, or that’s what I’m thinking.
“That went well.” Lucien is being sarcastic, my least favorite quality in him.
“Yeah.” I don’t have it in me to fight with him. I’m worried about Gracen, extremely worried. She’s not in her right mind. She snapped tonight and slit her wrists. If I hadn’t been there… if Lucien hadn’t… she’d be dead now. We’ll have to talk about it soon. For now, I’ll give her space. I just hope she doesn’t do anything like that again before I can help her.
How in the world can something like me help her?
“Come here. I have to show you something.”
Lucien disappears into the kitchen, and I follow him finally. I see what he sees, the broken wine glass.
“So?”
That gets his attention. “So? So?”
I shrug. “Yeah, so. So there’s a broken wine bottle on the floor. Doesn’t mean anything.” It means everything.
“Are you seriously in denial? Can you not smell the demon blood?”
“Nope.”
“Liar.”
“Angel.”
“Demon.”
“Ugh, okay fine. I smell the demon blood. I’m the one who put it in there.”
“And you aren’t concerned that it’s broken on the floor.”
“No.”
“And you aren’t concerned that there’s no liquid on the floor.”
“No.”
“And you aren’t the least bit worried that there’s no liquid on the floor is more than likely due to the fact that Gracen drank it all before she smashed it?”
I shake my head. “Nope.” I walk away before Lucien can ask me any more stupid questions. Of course, I’m worried about it. Who in their right mind wouldn’t be?
He stops me before I can leave the kitchen. “Hart, what if Gracen wasn’t trying to kill herself? Not outright anyway.”
That certainly gets my attention. “What do you mean?”
“What if… what if those cuts were her way to try to get the demon blood out?”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
Gracen
 
THERE’S SO MUCH BLOOD IN HERE.
Blood on the floor.
Blood on the walls.
Blood in the toilet.
Blood.
Blood.
Blood.
Some of it’s my blood. Well, I imagine a lot of it’s my blood.
A lot of it’s the demon blood I drank because the pull, the desire, was too strong.
I lean my hands on the sink and look at myself in the mirror. My eyes are red and bloodshot. My hair is matted with blood. My lips are so pale they can barely be seen.
From the corner of my eye, I see the razor blade on the floor. It makes me sick to my stomach.
I was dead.
Now I’m not.
I should be.
Not that I want to be. I don’t have a death wish, which I suppose is strange. But I don’t. If I were normal, I’d want to live until I was old and gray. I’m not normal. I’ll never be normal, no matter how hard I want it.
No matter how hard Hart wants it.
I get why he did it, why he pretended to kill himself. It was to protect me. I get it. I hate it, and it hurts so damn bad, but I get it. Doesn’t mean I like it. Doesn’t mean I don’t want to smack him upside his head. Again. I don’t even know if I can trust him again — course, he’s a demon, so technically I never should’ve trusted him in the first place.
My life is a mess.
I have to laugh at myself.
Mess is an incredible understatement.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
Hart
 
I STAND OUTSIDE THE DOOR FOR a few minutes and listen to make sure I can still hear her. I want to give her space, but damn it, I also want to make sure she doesn’t end up dead. Of course I would fall for the one thing in the world that’s hard to keep alive. I think I’m cursed: Gracen, Colleen, they both died — both because of me.
Yes, I realize how much better the world would’ve been if I weren’t around. So many lives I’ve ruined. So many girls I’ve hurt. If I really sat down and thought about it, I know it would drive me insane. That’s why I don’t think about it too much. I can’t change the past… well, I sort of can. We are trying to change it now. Why else did we get Gracen to turn back the clock? A fresh start.
And here I am messing it up for the second time.
Every time I think I’m doing the right thing, it ends up going wrong. Maybe there’s a lesson there. Maybe I should stop thinking. Nah, what good would that do?
I hear Gracen crying. If I want, I can get inside her mind and see what she’s seeing. Hell, I can make her see me. Lord knows I’ve done it before. Not my greatest moments.
That seems to be the wrong thing to do, though. Gracen needs her space. She especially needs her space from me. I never wanted to hurt her. Never. I thought she’d be better off without me, and look where that got us.
I meander toward my room, my old room that I haven’t been inside in two months. It looks the same, even the blood stain is gone. I can imagine her on her hands and knees scrubbing it away. It kills me.
The room, the fear and despair inside it, suffocates me and I back toward the door when I see it.
Lying on the bed is a box I never wanted to see again.
A box I can tell Gracen has tried to open.
A box that holds all my darkest secrets, at least my darkest human secrets.
Where had she found it? Why had she been trying to open it? I go to the closet, reach the very back of the top shelf until my fingers run across an old key. I take a deep breath before pulling it down and taking it to the bed.
I don’t want to see what’s inside the box. After everything that’s happened today, I don’t think I can stomach it. But I have to not be selfish. Maybe what’s inside this box can help Gracen understand. Maybe it’ll make us both understand.
The key hesitates in the lock, and it takes quite a bit of force to pry the lock off. I haven’t looked in here in forever. I don’t want to now.
My fingers shake as I open the lid and see the brown leather exterior of my old journal. Everything is in here. Everything with me and Colleen, about my human fights with Lucien… here they are.
I should’ve thrown this box away years ago.
I couldn’t do it.
Colleen is dead.
Gracen tried to kill herself…
Well, wait.
Could Lucien have been right? Maybe she hadn’t been trying to kill herself over me… but maybe she was trying to get the demon blood out of her? That possibility would make more sense. I would love it if she’d had second thoughts and wanted to fight her way back to me. There goes that damn hope again.
I wish I could take all her pain away. If I could, I would. Hell, I thought I was taking it away when I died. Little did I know that this new reality would be almost as messed up as the old one.
I rub my hand over my face to clear my thoughts. I need a drink.
Then, I realize I don’t hear her anymore.
“Gracen? You okay?” I knock a few times, gently at first, and then when she doesn’t answer right away, I knock harder. “Gracen!”
After the longest seconds of my afterlife pass, the lock clicks. The door doesn’t open, so I turn the knob and push it. Gracen is standing in front of the vanity. Her hands are on either side of it, and she’s looking at herself in the mirror.
I desperately want to know what she’s thinking.
Again, I talk myself out of poking around in her mind. After everything we’ve been through, everything I’ve put her through, that sort of invasion seems so wrong. I love her too much for that.
“Hey,” I whisper, trying to smile. She doesn’t look at me. “Are you… I was worried about you.”
She keeps her gaze on the mirror, staring straight into her eyes. This bathroom is a bloody mess. I’ll clean it up for her. It’s the least I can do.
When she doesn’t answer me, I make my way to the small linen closet to the right side of the tiny room and grab a towel. One towel won’t clean up this huge mess, so I grab three more. Water would help, but I don’t want to move Gracen from her spot. She’s holding on for dear life. I should respect that.
I kneel down and start wiping up all the blood. God, I’ve never seen so much, and that’s saying a lot since the war, Hell, torture.
Wordlessly, I get to work. Some of the blood has dried. It’ll take more than a few towels to get everything. I sigh and scrub harder. The blood coats my fingers, buries under my nails. Gracen’s blood. My blood. Mixed together into this toxic concoction.
“Thank you,” Gracen says finally, surprising me. Her eyes are still trained on the mirror.
“For what?” Cause I really don’t know. I haven’t done anything to be thanked for. In fact, if she wanted to slap me on the other side of my face, I wouldn’t fault her.
“For not getting inside my head. For giving me space. I know it must be difficult for you.” Her words are hollow, dead on the inside like she’d just been on the outside. I wonder for the briefest of moments if maybe Lucien hadn’t brought Gracen back. If maybe her soul was gone, and I was in the bathroom with the Abomination 2.0.
I take a step back as my stomach twists. Oh God.
What if…
“You need time.” I try to sound calm. I’m by no means calm. “I get it. I’m worried about you, is all.” And now I’m worried about me. Previously, Gracen had to kill someone she loved for the Abomination to come alive. She hasn’t this time, but who the hell knows what’s up anymore? I decide to proceed with caution, can’t be too careful.
“I appreciate it. I just…” Her chin falls to her chest, and she lets out a big breath. I’ve seen her do the exact same thing before, mainly when she gets into fights with her mother.
“You just what?”
She hesitates. It’ll do no one any good if she clams up again.
“Gracen, come on. Talk to me. Please. You can’t keep it all in.”
She smirks at that. “Why? You think it’ll drive me crazy. Make me do something I can’t take back?”
“Something like that.” My hands are covered with blood. I pause before I ask the question I have to know the answer to. Everything else we can figure out. This, though, this is something I hope has an answer that doesn’t scare me to death. “Why did you drink the wine tonight?”
She flinches. “It wasn’t the wine I was after.” She sounds so tired.
“I know. Gracen—” I’m trying to be as delicate as I can “—why did you drink the blood?” I want to add, “because you know what it does to you,” but I don’t. What good would it do? She drank it. Probably freaked out and tried to get it out of her system. The fact that she drank it, though, knowing what it is and what it can do, concerns me more than I want her to know.
She blinks a few times at her reflection. “I went to class this morning. History. Seth hadn’t been there in so long, and I’d been cooped up here for the most part since you died… since I thought you died… I thought it would be for the best to get out of the house. Plus, Lucien came here and talked to me. I didn’t think he remembered you, God, I’m so stupid.”
“You aren’t stupid. You’re caring and loving, trusting…”
“To a fault.”
I smile sadly. “To a fault, but you’re not stupid. Lucien came here because I asked him to. I was worried about you.”
She nods slightly. “Well, when he came, I decided that there might be a way for me to get on with my life. I wanted to go back to school, get back in some sort of routine. Normal eighteen-year-old stuff.”
Eighteen years old.
Sometimes — okay, a lot of times — I forget Gracen is so young. Eighteen. So young to have gone through so much. It isn’t fair. “What happened?”
“I had a nightmare or something. I don’t know. All I do know is that Seth was there. He kept looking at me, scaring me. Even though he helped us in the future time, I still don’t trust him. Who knows what he’ll do to me, or what sort of agenda he has?”
“I feel the same way. That’s why I faked my death. So I could hunt him down and kill him before he did anything to you.” It seemed like a good idea at the time. Now that I’m cleaning up all this blood, it doesn’t seem like the best plan in the world.
“I ran into him in the hallway outside of class, Seth that is. And… I almost killed him. I felt it rising within me. The power I thought only the Abomination had. I wanted him dead, and I could’ve let it happen. I wanted it to happen until Lucien stopped me.”
She can’t have powers. We fixed that. We reset everything. We… “We fixed it.”
She scoffs. “We fixed nothing.”
I don’t know what to say to that. There aren’t many times I don’t know what to say. This is unfortunately one of those times. “I should’ve told you my plan with the demon-killing knife. I know that now, and I’m sorry.”
“I wish you’d told me.”
“I know. I wish I had too.” I’m the most truthful that I’ve ever been in my life. “If I could take back any of the pain I’ve ever caused you, I would. I need you to believe that.”
She nods without conviction. Oh God, I hope she believes me.
“Anyway, I got scared and ran. I came home. Once I got here, I don’t know… I started craving it, the blood. I needed it more than I’ve ever needed it before.”
“I guess because I haven’t been here to keep it in your system. There must be some sort of biological need you have for it, like a druggie who needs cocaine.”
“Something like that. I tried to fight it. I did. The pull was too strong, and before I knew it, I’d drunk the entire bottle. I freaked out. Came up here and threw most of it up. Then I sat down, saw the razor, and…”
“And what?” I need to know. “Why did you cut your wrists, Gracen? Was it to get the rest of the blood out of you or…”
“Or?” She looks down at me now. Black and blue bags are under her eyes. I’ll take that over the pale lifeless body she’d had when I’d found her in here moments ago.
“Or…” I can’t finish the sentence. The entire time I’ve known Gracen it seems like we’ve done this dance. One of us sacrifices ourselves for the other. One says they need to die to save the world. Life and death. Struggles that no one should have to deal with. No one should think of suicide as much as Gracen and I do. I don’t think either of us wants to die, not really. I think it’s because we believe the world would be a better place without us. It would be in my case. I refuse to believe it would be better off without Gracen. The real Gracen, the one who is hidden somewhere in there behind the mask and fear of the Abomination.
Gracen focuses back at the mirror. I fight so hard not to look into her mind. I want her to tell me what’s going on without me having to dig around for it. It’s a battle I don’t know if I can win.
“I just—” She stutters. I’m not even sure she knows the exact words to say to describe what’s going on with her.
I blink.
The mirror shatters as glass rains down on the floor.
Little shards cut into my skin as I throw my arm over my eyes to protect them. When the rain stops, I jump up, and in an instant I’m by Gracen’s side. Her hand is bleeding, her knuckles contorted. Shit, she’s broken it.
“You need a doctor,” I say as I gently examine her swelling hand.
“No.”
“Fine, Lucien can fix it. He’s still downstairs. If he can bring you back from the dead, he can most assuredly fix one small broken hand.”
Gracen is still looking ahead like she’s staring at her reflection, only there’s nothing there. The mirror is in a million pieces on the floor. “I can’t be fixed,” she answers, unblinking.
“Don’t talk like that. You can. It’s just a broken hand. It isn’t even really that bad.” I lie. She hit it so hard I’m surprised bones aren’t poking through the skin. Her knuckles are bleeding. I grab a clean towel from the closet and hold it around her hand. At this rate, we’ll be out of clean towels in no time.
I hold her hand firmly in mine to keep pressure on the bleeding. I don’t want to hurt her, but I don’t think that’s an option right now. In fact, I’m not even sure she can feel anything.
She keeps looking at where her reflection would be if the mirror wasn’t broken around our feet. “I can’t be fixed.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
Lucien
 
THE ONLY THING I KNOW TO do at the moment is clean up the broken bottle from the floor. I’m worried about Gracen and my brother. Heck, I’m worried about the state of the world.
I grab the broom I find next to the sliding glass door and start sweeping up the shards. One thing about broken glass, it takes forever to clean up, and a person could conceivably step on a small tiny shard for years to come.
That is the least of our worries.
Gracen drank demon blood.
Not only that, she’s craving it now.
What does that mean for the Abomination and saving the world and all that? I have no idea.
I like Gracen. I really do. She’s a sweet girl who I don’t think would hurt a fly. The Abomination part of her, though, would kill the fly, bring it back, and kill it again just for the fun of it. The body of Gracen Sullivan is in two separate parts, like every person’s really, but Gracen’s is more complicated than most. Gracen’s soul is Gracen. It’s essentially her entire being. Her body, thanks to the demon blood and her angel DNA, is Abomination — evil.
It isn’t her soul’s fault that the body is evil. It isn’t the body’s fault that the soul is good. It is what it is, and what it is sucks.
I get all of the glass I can find, pray it’s all of it, and bend down to fill the dustpan when my phone sings in my pocket. I drop the broom and dustpan with a loud thud, wincing because I don’t want the people upstairs to hear me. There’s only one person (well, maybe two) who would be texting me.
The fact that it’s Seth doesn’t surprise me: Call me if you can. Text me if you can’t call me. I have some information for you.
Calling would most likely be best, but Hart has his super demon hearing, and I don’t want to chance him hearing what Seth is going to say. I have a feeling my brother won’t like it. I have a feeling I won’t like it either.
As quietly as I can, I sneak to the French doors that lead to the small lawn behind the house, pull them open as quietly and slowly as I can, and go to the shed at the far end of the property and dial Seth’s number.
He answers on the first ring. “Took you long enough.”
“Busy.” I hate it when he has that tone. That I’m-better-than-you-and-calling-you-so-you’d-better-drop-everything-and-answer-your-phone tone.
“I’ll be sure to tell Tina that when she asks why the Abomination is killing the world again. ‘I’m sorry, ma’am. Lucien was tired and needed to take a little rest.’”
“Like you talk to Tina.”
“Like I don’t.”
“What do you want?”
“Did you get my message this morning?”
“The one at my door? The one that said I needed to watch Gracen by any means necessary? Yeah I got it.”
“Did you know it was from me?”
I roll my eyes. “Yes. What do you want? I’m busy. If I’m not back in the house in a few minutes, Hart will listen in and find things out he doesn’t need to know.”
“Relax.” Seth sighs. Sometimes I think he gets tired of me. That’s good. Sometimes I get tired of him too. “I just wanted to make sure everything’s okay. Is Gracen still among the living?”
“Yes.”
“You do realize that it’s a bad thing, do you not?”
“Depends on who you ask,” I say truthfully. I don’t want him to know that she died, and I’m the fool who brought her back to life. I just got my wings back. I don’t want them to be taken away for ignoring direct orders.
Damn Hart and his ideals.
“The girl is drinking demon blood again.” It isn’t a question or even an argument. He simply states a fact, a fact I have to wonder how he knows. It isn’t like we plastered it on billboards.
“It’s being taken care of.”
“You see, somehow I think it isn’t. I think you and your brother are playing cat and mouse with this poor girl.”
“This poor girl is your daughter.”
“I understand that.”
“I’m not the one who gave her the nightmare in class today. That was you.”
“I understand that too.”
“Then what are you saying?” Part of me wishes I’d gone out the front door so I would’ve had room to pace. I could’ve walked around the neighborhood. Something, anything but stand here and fidget in this little postage stamp of a yard.
“I’m saying that even Gracen knows her fate, and you two yahoos keep taking that away from her. She knows she has to die. It’s the only way to keep the world safe. And then you two come along and keep her from doing it. It’s no wonder she’s going insane with y’all around. She’s going to lose it more than Colleen ever did.”
The mention of Colleen makes the hairs stand up on the back of my neck. “Don’t bring her into this.” My voice is low.
“Son, you have no idea what part Colleen played in all of this.”
My nails dig into the fleshy meat of my palm. I won’t yell. I won’t give Seth that much satisfaction. “Keep Colleen out of this. She’s been dead a long time. Let her rest in peace.”
Seth scoffs. “If you think she’s resting in peace, you have another thing coming. You have no idea what really happened to her, do you?”
“Spider bite.” Though I’ve always thought that seemed strange. I hadn’t ever heard of a bite causing death so quickly. Then there was the way Hart had acted afterwards.
“Spider bite, uh huh. Sure it was a spider bite.”
“What do you know?”
“Thought you didn’t want to bring Colleen into this.”
I want to smack the smugness out of his voice. “Tell me.” I grit my teeth to keep myself in check. I don’t lose my cool very often. I pride myself on that. Seth knows that and will use it for my fall. I can see it.
He sighs. “Ask your brother. I’m sure he’d love to tell you all about it.”
“He doesn’t know.”
Seth actually laughs. “Lucien, you poor naïve child. Hart was there when she died. He is the one who… you know what, no, just ask your brother. I’m sure he’d love to tell you.”
I swallow hard, fighting back the urge to ask more. I won’t allow Seth to play me. Not again. He pitted me and Hart against each other for so many years. I have to be strong… I have to put it all in the back of my mind. Colleen has been dead for years and even though she’s been the only girl I’ve ever loved, still, she’s gone. Whatever Hart had to do with it, I know he didn’t cause it. Not outright… so I won’t ask Seth to elaborate. My God, I wish I could.
“As for Gracen,” Seth continues. “I’m working on something that might benefit everyone, but I need to speak with Tina first to get the details.”
“Then go to Heaven and find her.” I’m snippy.
“Wow, Lucien, that’s a great idea. Except Heaven isn’t exactly happy with me at the moment. Seems some of them remember future time and how Gracen is my daughter and whatever. Some want me thrown into the bottom of Hell.”
I wouldn’t mind if he were.
“Whatever your personal beef with me, know that I can help. I always keep my word. In future world, did I not keep my promise that you’d be an angel again?”
I want to say no… I can’t deny that I’m in fact an angel once more. All thanks to Seth, I suppose, or at least he’d think so.
“Go to Heaven. Talk to Tina. Convince her that I need to speak to her. I promise I have a plan on how to deal with Gracen and the Abomination.”
“And if she doesn’t listen?” Cause I don’t see Tina listening to Seth after the stunt he’s pulled. Tina is a very strict-by-the-book angel. You mess with her book, and she throws you out of Heaven. Simple as that. She’s good at her job, and she had no love lost with Seth.
“You have to make her listen. Tell her that I have a plan to fix all of this. I’ll need her help, of course, but I do know how to fix it.”
“How’s that?”
He scoffs. “I’m not telling you, kid, sorry. Not that I don’t trust you, but… I don’t trust you. I need some security that I’m not left out of the loop here.”
“Always thinking of yourself.”
“Not always,” he says before the phone goes dead.
I hang up and put it in my pocket. I look up at the second story window, the light is on in the bathroom, and I can see Hart and Gracen standing, talking. I can’t hear them, not even with my angel powers.
My most pressing concern should be getting Tina so I can help Gracen. That should be number one.
However…
Just as Seth predicted, and I don’t for a second think that he didn’t do this on purpose, I can’t get what he said about Hart and Colleen out of my mind. What did he mean Hart knew what really happened? If Hart knew what really happened he would’ve told me. Even back then, he wouldn’t have lied and said it was a spider bite.
Right?
For all these years, I’ve wondered about the validity of the spider bite tale. And now when I need to focus on keeping Gracen safe, I have Colleen in my mind.
I should ask Hart.
No, he has enough on his plate.
Still…
I have to know.
How did Colleen Channing, the love of my life, really die? And what did Hart have to do with it?



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
Hart
 
IT TAKES AN ACT OF CONGRESS, but I finally get Gracen to let me help her to her room. To do this, I have to promise her I’ll cover up all the mirrors. I don’t want her smashing them with her fists again.
I help her pull her bloody clothes off with the intention of putting clean ones on her. Except when I see how much the blood has soaked through her, I tell her she needs a shower to get all the blood off. She doesn’t fight me, simply walks back toward the bathroom, naked, walks through the broken glass like it’s nothing, and gets into the shower.
She hasn’t said anything in about thirty minutes, and it’s scaring me.
I need her to be okay.
I don’t think she will be.
I stand outside the shower curtain to give her privacy. I’m here, though. Just in case she needs me. “Gracen?”
No answer. Oh good. I need to tell her this, though, even if maybe this isn’t the right time. I’m not sure what the right time is anymore. “Gracen, I went into my room earlier and saw my box on the bed. Were you trying to open it?”
Nothing.
“I’m not mad if you did. I just wanted to explain it. Look, I have no idea why I kept it. God knows I shouldn’t have, but I did. I kept it, and I kept it here with me to remind me of how much I hated my brother and how much I loved Colleen.” This is so much harder to say than I thought it would be.
“Gracen, inside that box is a journal. I wrote in it when I was human and, well, I’m not articulate. Not in the least, but you know that. But I needed to get my feelings out one way or another. And that’s what’s in that book. I made a promise to Colleen’s aunt that I’d never tell another living soul what happened to her, to Colleen… how she really died.. I guess I should tell you so maybe you can understand why I did what I did.”
I need her to talk to me. Instead all I hear is water splashing on the tub.
“Colleen… she was… she was expecting my child.” It doesn’t feel any better to get that off my chest. “She had complications and died during a miscarriage. I married her before she went, as per the wishes of her aunt and uncle. More her aunt really. I think her uncle wanted to skin me, and he had every right to do it. Gracen, I need you to understand that when I left you before, when I made you think I was dead, it was to protect you. I couldn’t lose you like I did Colleen. I can’t live through that again. But know that I understand how you feel. I had to watch her die in my arms in a gush of blood and screams. I know how you felt watching me die. Don’t think I don’t. I get it, but Gracen, you are stronger than I ever was. Not because of the Abomination, but because of you. I’ve never seen anyone as strong as you. Damn, most of the things you’ve been through would’ve broken most people. But not you.
“Not you. You can’t let it break you. Is telling you I was a father for the briefest of moments a wise decision right now? Probably not. Is admitting that Colleen was my wife in the eyes of God smart? I have no idea. What I do know is you have to believe me when I say I understand. And I’m sorry for everything I’ve ever put you through.”
I lean my head against the wall. Maybe I needed to get all of this out. Maybe… She might hate me, but at least she’ll know the truth. That’s something, right? “I lost my wife and our baby. I refuse to lose you too. I promise you that. I’ll do everything to keep you with me, keep you breathing. That’s all I ask is for you to keep breathing.”
There’s nothing more to say.
I wait for her reply, something to let me know that she at the very least heard me, even if her answer is to cuss me out or yell at me to get out.
She does neither.
“Gracen?” I peek in past the curtain and see her sitting on the floor, her knees pulled up to her chest. Her eyes are closed, and the water is washing over her. I don’t know if she even heard a word I said.
“I’ll go get something to clean up this mess. Don’t go anywhere.” I get up and let out a sigh. This whole confession thing didn’t help me in the least. I still feel horrible. Maybe Gracen feels better about… something.
“I’ll be right back.” I carefully make my way through the broken shards in the bathroom and then down the hall until I make it to the kitchen. I grab the broom and dustpan from the middle of the kitchen floor. It seems Lucien was in the middle of cleaning up the wine bottle when something else got his attention. He is currently walking up the patio steps toward the kitchen, a worried expression pulling on his lips.
I tell him that when he opens the sliding door and steps inside.
He jumps like he hadn’t noticed me, and then his eyes narrow. Oh Lord, what now?
“Why were you outside?”
He shrugs. “Needed some fresh air. How’s Gracen?”
“Funny you should ask. She’s in the shower getting rid of all the blood, Lucien. I have to tell you. I’ve never seen so much. It’s…” I was going to say scary, but I don’t want my brother to know I’m scared of anything. Pride and all that. “It’s a lot.”
“More than you’ve ever seen. Hmmm…” He has this tone like he wants to ask me something and not ask me something at the same time. He’s acting more weird than usual. That’s it. It must be the house. It’s driving people crazy left and right.
I can’t stay and chat with Lucien. I need to get back to Gracen as soon as I can.
“Yeah, okay. I’m going to clean upstairs.”
“A broom won’t clean up blood,” he says ever so helpfully.
“Not blood I want to clean up. Gracen broke the mirror.”
“Bad luck.” He shakes his head.
“That’s what you’re getting out of this? That she’s going to have bad luck. I hate to say it, brother, but I don’t think anyone has had as bad of luck as Gracen in their life.”
His gaze averts to the ground. When he looks back up at me, his normally blue eyes are turning black. What in the world? “Except maybe Colleen.”
What the… Can I not get away from her? “Colleen? What made you think about Colleen?”
He shrugs. “Been thinking a lot about her lately, that’s all. About how much I loved her. How much I miss her. Do you ever think things like that?”
All the time, I want to say. She was my wife after all, not that many people in this entire world knew that. “I rarely think of Colleen, truth be told. I’ve sort of moved on. It’s been over a century, brother. Maybe you should look into moving on yourself.”
I walk away with my broom and dustpan in hand when his voice stops me cold in my tracks. “It might be easier to move on if I knew exactly what killed her.”
That same fear I felt when I found Gracen dead fills my body. Not because I think Lucien will kill me, but because I’m afraid if he finds out the truth, it will kill all the good things and progress we’ve made toward reconnecting as a family. “You know what killed her.”
“Spider bite… right?”
“You don’t believe it?”
“Hart…”
I turn and face him. Ready to fight to keep my secret if I had to, not because I promised Colleen’s aunt, but because I don’t want to lose my brother. This world is screwed up enough right now. I can’t lose him too. I wouldn’t be able to live with it.
“Lucien, what does it matter? She’s dead. She’ll always be dead. Drop it.”
“No.” His nose flares. What has gotten into him? “No, you tell me right now.”
“I’m not answering anything.”
“I brought Gracen back from the dead… for you! So, guess what, you owe me, brother! I could be thrown out of Heaven for helping you, so you’d better make it worth it!”
“Fine!” I don’t stop to take a deep breath or to find the right, kind words. He wants to know what happened. By God I’ll tell him what happened. “Colleen died due to complications.”
“Complications?”
“She lost the baby. There was too much blood. She died.”
Lucien’s big mouth shuts, then opens… then… he looks like a dying fish trying to breathe. “The baby?”
I step toward him. He wants to know. Fine. I’ll tell him. It’ll do me good to not have this over my head anymore. Screw ‘em. Screw ‘em all! “Colleen was pregnant. In her fourth month, she had a miscarriage. There was so much bleeding, and the doctor couldn’t stop it. Her aunt called for me to come to the mercantile to see her.”
“Why you?” Lucien’s eyes have turned completely black.
“You know why.”
“Say it.” He challenges.
“She asked for me because she knew it was my child. There? Are you happy now? You have your blasted truth!”
I turn to leave. When I do, Lucien is standing in front of me, blocking my way. So this is how it’s going to be. “You couldn’t have been the father. She was a virgin.”
“If that’s what she told you…” I step to the left. He steps to his right.
“When? When did you sleep with her?”
I glare at him and smirk. Sometimes the old Hart, the old demon comes out. “There wasn’t much sleeping that night,” I say with a wink.
I duck before his right can connect with my jaw. “What’s the matter, Lucien? Can’t take the truth you so longed for? Wish you’d just accepted that it was a spider bite and moved on?”
“How did her aunt know?” He won’t stop asking questions, and he won’t get his ass out of my way.
“She caught me leaving the next morning. Any more stupid questions or can we both move on with our lives?”
I can see the wheels turning in Lucien’s mind. They are probably slow and rusty at this point. “Why would she have sex with you?”
There’s a question I wasn’t expecting. “Probably because she loved me.”
“Or felt sorry for you. Or you made her — did you do something to her?” He grabs me by the shirt and pushes me until my back is against the wall next to the outside door.
“Back off, Lucien!” I drop the broom and dustpan and push him off me. “I didn’t make her do anything. The night Mother died, she found me! I was a wreck. She took me back to her room, and one thing lead to another. Then at the funeral, she saw our fight and it scared her. Rightfully so! Then her aunt found me, said she was with child and that I should do the right thing by her.”
“They had you marry.” He seems to be cooling off now. That’s not good since all I want to do is punch someone or something.
I nod. “They dressed her in a white dress. Put flowers in her hair. She looked… she was beautiful.” I’ve never talked about this out loud to anyone. It hurts. Strangely, it feels like a weight is lifting off me too. “Her aunt wanted Colleen’s reputation to stay intact. The plan was to marry, and when she got well, we’d leave, come back with a baby, and lie about its birthday. Simple. Except…”
“Except. Colleen didn’t make it.” I think I hear compassion in Lucien’s voice. He shouldn’t have any compassion for me.
“She didn’t make it. A few hours later, the bleeding came back with a vengeance. I lost my wife and child in one day, and I could never tell anyone. That’s why I joined the Confederates, to get out of Prospect. To get away from the pain of what I’d done.”
Lucien slowly nods and bites his lip. He looks down at the floor, and I think he’s trying to process everything. It isn’t every day you learn your little brother slept with the woman you loved and got her pregnant, which led to her untimely death.
When he finally looks up at me, his eyes are red with unshed tears. I see the punch coming before it connects. I don’t try to dodge it this time. His fist connects to my jaw so hard I see stars. I fall to my knees as a wave of nausea takes me over.
Finally, I decide I’m not going to pass out. My vision comes back. Lucien is gone.
I’ve lost my brother and the woman I love all in one day.
Some things never change.



CHAPTER THIRTY
 
Lucien
 
I CAN’T STAND TO LOOK AT him any longer. I disappear back to my dorm room before he has a chance to tell me anything else about the night Colleen died. It’s my fault for asking. I never should’ve pushed. Some secrets are meant to stay secrets. And this one has been a secret since the 1800s.
I should’ve kept it there.
My brother slept with the woman I loved.
And she… allowed him to do it.
She was to have his child.
She married him!
And for what? What good did it do her?
She died.
The child died.
Part of me died that day.
A spider bite… why did I have to know the truth?  I wished I still believed the spider bite story.
What am I going to do now?
I have so much to do: watch Gracen, find Tina for Seth, keep the world from ending. But where was my guardian angel when my human world fell apart? Where was Colleen’s? Why do all these bad things happen? I’m an angel, and I still have no idea. I don’t question it, or rather I used to not question it. Now it seems like it’s all I do.
I need something, some way to get all this anger out.
Anger isn’t good for an angel to carry. It messes with us, turns us into something we aren’t. Seth had a lot of anger at God for what happened with his brothers Cain and Abel. That anger festered in Seth until he decided to do something about it and made Gracen open up the gates of Hell.
If I allow this anger I have for my brother do the same to me, there’s no telling what I’ll do. Angels aren’t perfect. We don’t have any easier time being good as say a human. We are flawed, but we try to hide it behind a mask of righteousness. We’re angels, we think, we are perfect and good… we’re better than those demons. Why? Because we didn’t fall? Or is it because we believe the lie?
I fall to my knees in the middle of the living room and pray as hard as I can for guidance, for the ability to forgive, and for this pain inside me to go away before it causes me to go dark. The world has enough darkness in it.
When my eyes open, I know what I have to do.
Find Tina.
See if she’ll talk to Seth.
And try my best to forgive my brother.
Though, at the moment, it doesn’t seem possible.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 
Hart
 
MY ENTIRE BODY IS TREMBLING. I had no idea I’d held so much in all these years. I take that back. I knew I held it in. What I didn’t know is how many emotions I’d kept locked inside me. I’d always had hate, hate toward my brother and myself. Revenge on my brother had gotten me through many a lonely night.
But this is new… I’m glad Lucien knows. I’m glad Gracen knows. I am. Well, mostly I am. Now, no one can blackmail me with this knowledge. I don’t think he’ll ever speak to me again. I’m glad he didn’t find out until after I needed him to bring Gracen back to life. That would’ve been awkward.
Speaking of Gracen… I’ve been away from her too long.
I grab the broom and dustpan before popping back upstairs. I still hear the water running. That’s a good thing I suppose.
“I’m coming in to sweep up the glass, okay?”
No answer.
Every time she doesn’t answer, it makes me uneasy. Surely to goodness she didn’t do something bad while I was away. I just got her back, and I know Lucien won’t help me again.
“Hey?” I open the door a crack. The steam from the shower hits me instantly. If I had breath, it would be taken away by how hot the room is.
Silence.
Why does she do this to me?
I open the door all the way and go in. The shower curtain is drawn closed. The water is running so hot there’s steam everywhere.
I lay the broom and dustpan down, not caring if I step on the glass or not. I have much bigger concerns. “Hey, Gracen?”
Nothing.
My body is going into shock, I’m afraid. All the tension and death that’s gone on the past few hours… I know demons are supposed to be all powerful and able to handle certain situations. I, however, am a horrible demon. I always have been. I did keep my humanity after all, and that humanity is what hurts me so bad right now. I slowly make my way to the tub. The white shower curtain is splattered with blood, I pray — yes, pray — that it’s from the incident before and not new blood.
“Please…” I whisper under my breath. “Please.”
Glass breaks under my shoes. I don’t care. It can cut me as much as it wants as long as Gracen is all right. I never thought I’d love someone, not after Colleen. Definitely not as a demon. Yet, here I am so worried about her that I want to scream for help. There’s no one who can help me now.
My brother will never talk to me.
Seth? Even though he came and talked to me, I still don’t trust him, so I won’t be asking for his help.
God? Do I really think God would help someone — something — like me? Hell, He’d probably smite me Himself if He heard my prayers.
I’m on my own.
I’m all Gracen has.
That’s a terrifying thought.
Of all the people and all the things to help this poor girl, I’m the least qualified. Lucien should be here. Lucien is her angel, not me.
My hand trembles as I reach for the curtain. It does that a lot now — shake, tremble — almost as if my insides can’t contain me anymore.
“Gracen?” I decide it’s best to do this like pulling off a Band-Aid. On the count of three, I rip the curtain back and see her on the bottom of the tub.
Blood mixes with water as it runs down the drain.
She’s sitting there, naked, with her legs pulled to her chest, allowing the scalding hot water to run from her head all the way down to her toes.
The only part that matters is that she’s breathing.
Her eyes are open, which has to hurt with the water running in them. By her expression, I’m not even sure if she’s in there. But she’s breathing. I can deal with anything as long as she is breathing.
I leave the curtain open, but let her be. I finish sweeping up the glass and clean up the blood that’s all over the room. When I finish, the water is cold.
I pick Gracen up from the shower and help her dry off. She hasn’t said a word. I don’t either. I wrap her in the big white towel and pick her up in my arms. I take her to her room and lay her on her bed. She doesn’t make a motion to move.
I think she’s broken.
I think we all are.
I should get her some clothes or something so she doesn’t freeze to death. I should go inside her mind and try to find her, talk some sense into her. I should lie next to her and warm her up, tell her everything is going to be fine, when it’s not. There’s nothing fine about this. Not one thing.
I sat next to Colleen in a bed very much like this one.
I lost her.
I’m not losing Gracen.
If it’s the last thing I do, I will get her back.
I just have no idea how to even start.
Gently, I wipe the wet hair from her forehead. Thank goodness it isn’t red anymore. The blood is gone. Outwardly, you’d never know anything that happened today: the demon blood, the nightmares, the death.
Gracen knows, though. And, after fighting all this time, I think her mind has broken.
“Can you say something?” She can yell at me if she wants. Smack me. She can scream at me, curse me, tell me how much I hurt her when I pretended to be dead. God, she can do anything, anything, right now. She can tell me to go to Hell. But I need her to speak to me. I need to hear her voice.
I’ve lost my brother.
I can’t lose her too.
I’ve never felt more alone in my life.
I take her hand in mine and gently rub her fingers. This isn’t her broken hand. That hand… I should take her to the doctor and get it fixed. However, they’d ask questions, and I’m not sure if I can control that many people at one time. I’ll have to try, though. I don’t want her to hurt.
So…
I’ll get her dressed.
Take her to the doctor.
Get them to fix her hand.
Make them forget all about her and her inability to speak.
Come home…
And she’ll be fine.
She will be fine.
I lie down beside her, pressing my body as close to hers as I can. Maybe that’ll warm her up, or at the very least make her snap out of this trance she’s gone into. I place my head against hers, fighting so hard not to invade her thoughts. She deserves time alone… she deserves to be helped.
What if she needs me? What if she is in her mind screaming at me to help her and I don’t? What if I can help her, but I don’t try?
I close my eyes and decide to screw what I said earlier.
When I open my eyes, I’m in Gracen’s thoughts.
I wish I weren’t.



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 
Gracen
 
THIS IS MY HAPPY PLACE, THOUGH I’m not sure why. It shouldn’t be. My happy place should be at home, my real home with Mama and Aunt Willow. I wish my happy place were my childhood bedroom, except it can’t be now. It’s where Amelia killed Willow and took control of my mother.
I can never have a happy memory there again.
So, here I am, sitting near the pond next to the old dead tree. The farmhouse is in the distance. The wind swirls around me. It’s calm here, mostly.
Something isn’t right. I feel an undercurrent. I wish I could describe what it is. Maybe it’s me. Maybe I know that I’m not supposed to be here.
I’m in my dream world. The place I go when I want to get away from everything, Hart included. It’s strange. To get away from Hart, I go to his old house. That’s the way my crazy brain works.
I need to rest my mind. It hurts so bad to even form a thought. I feel all this anxiety and guilt building inside me. Mainly guilt.
How could I have allowed myself to drink that blood? I knew what could happen, and I did it anyway.
The Abomination part of me smiles.
I really wish I could get away from it, from the Abomination.
I’ve heard of people who want away from themselves, even for a short length of time. These folks get annoyed with themselves or hate something about themselves and they want so badly to just escape, for however long they can.
That’s me and her.
If I could somehow be cut away from her, if there were some way to separate us, I’d be a much happier person. Course I know that can never happen… She is my DNA. I can’t change who my father is just like I can’t change who I am. An angel had sex with a woman and made me. Simple as that. Nothing I can ever do can change that. I can never be washed clean of this.
There’s no saving me from myself.
The Abomination is me… as much as I want to fight it, there’s no running from it.
I was right to try to end it. It was the best thing to do under the circumstances.
I don’t want to hurt anyone else. And if the Abomination is part of me, then I have to be the one to end it all.
No matter what my soul wants.
My soul wants to stay here, peaceful… I suppose that’s what all souls want, to live in a nice, peaceful place.
I sometimes wonder how other souls feel, stuck in the body they’ve been given. Do they wish they could change? Do they suck it up and go on, living with the hand they were dealt? Is a soul that separated from a body? Or is that just wishful thinking?
I don’t want to think that I’m the Abomination, that the soul and the body are connected that much. I guess I want to believe there’s some way to save me, though I don’t see how it can be done.
I’m Gracen Sullivan. Eighteen years old. Freshman. In love with a man.
I’m Abomination. Eternal. Evil. Unable to feel love.
Two polar opposites pulling me in two separate directions so hard and so passionately I’m not sure which way is up.
So, instead of figuring anything out or helping Hart and Lucien come up with a plan, I retreated into myself and came here.
Truth be told, I had a plan. A good plan, one that solved every problem in one swoop. I killed myself. I ended the Abomination.
That should’ve been the end of it.
Damn Hart and his inability to let me go. I let him go. He should’ve had the same courtesy.
Gracen… Abomination… doesn’t matter. Same coin, different sides. It’s the same coin that’s the issue.
I watch as the dark clouds start rolling in. Thunder cracks in the distance. The water is becoming choppy, and the brown grass blows in silent waves.
Storm is coming.
I’m not ready.
Off in the distance I see someone. I don’t recognize him at first. He’s so far away I can barely make out his face. I blink, and he’s closer. Dressed all in black. Watching. Observing.
He seems familiar, but I can’t quite put my fingers on where I’ve seen him before. He’s dressed all in black, from his head to his toes. Black clothes. Black hair. Young looking features, from the best I can tell.
He’s not saying anything to me. Just watching.
His hands are clasped in front of him. His eyes are staring, unblinking at me.
The thunder gets closer.
I don’t know who this guy is, but he’s messing up my happy place. He needs to go away. This is mine… it is mine!
“Go away!” I scream at him, my voice couldn’t become any louder if I tried. I don’t want him here! My happy place is mine, this memory this… whatever… is mine! I won’t allow him to take it away from me!
“Who are you yelling at?” I turn and Hart is standing right behind me. His white clothes are too bright for this world and are hurting my eyes. He looks like himself now, not Sam, but Hart. My Hart.
He can never be my Hart.
“What are you doing here?” It isn’t that I’m not happy to see him, well… I guess it is. This is my safe place — the place where…
It hits me. I’ve been a moron. “You’re in my head.” It isn’t a question. I know he is. I can tell by the look on his face that it’s true. “You promised you wouldn’t get back inside my head.”
“That was before you went catatonic.”
“I’m not catatonic. I’m….” Hell if I know what I am. I’m standing in a field, feeling the wind in my hair, smelling the dirt below me. I know I’m here, but I also know it’s all in my head, a place my imagination takes me when it no longer is able to deal with the crap in my real world. I suppose everyone has a happy place. I hope they do anyway. Of course, I hope they can leave it once they feel better.
I don’t know if I want to leave mine.
“You’re lying in your bed at home, not talking, not doing anything,” Hart says. From the corner of my eye, I can see the other person. The one in black. He’s farther away.
“Am I breathing?”
“Yeah.”
“Then I’m doing something.” I laugh. Yup. I’ve lost it. Totally and completely lost it.
I want to be mad at Hart for the Hell he’s put me through. I think I’d feel better if I did. The sad thing is that I understand why he did it. Leaving me was a smart move, just like I believe what I did with the razor blades was a smart move. Not smart for me per say. Smart for the world.
He rolls his eyes at me. “Who are you screaming at?”
I sigh and resign myself to the fact that for some unknown reason I’m dreaming about Hart too. I mean, there are worse people to dream about. I could be dreaming about Seth or something. Still…
“You aren’t dreaming, Gracen.” He takes my hand in his. The warmth is amazing. I want to fall into him and let his arms warm me. I used to always be cold. Then, thanks to the demon blood, I wasn’t anymore. Now, the coldness has returned. I miss being warm. I miss so many things.
“I am.”
“No, you aren’t.” He places his hands on my shoulders firmly. I’m cold once more. I hate it. “Listen to me, Gracen. For once, okay? You are in some kind of mental state. You… I can’t even explain it. You aren’t dreaming, though, know that. You are like I said…”
“Catatonic.” And here he says I don’t listen.
“Yes. You are there, but not. Your mind is here.”
“Because I couldn’t handle the world anymore. Not the world or you… or my father… or your wife. Your wife. Colleen was your wife and you never told me.”
“I didn’t know how.”
Such a convenient lie. “I needed a break.”
He sighs. “I get that. I do, but listen to me, Gracen, this isn’t real. It isn’t a real place.”
I feel the wind kissing my nose and the thunder clap closer. The grass bends lower to the ground now. The storm is getting closer. “It feels real, Hart. I can smell it. I can feel it. And, you know what, it’s a hell of a lot better than being in Crimson Ridge.”
I want him to leave. He needs to get out of my happy place because he’s ruining everything.
Is that what life with Hart would be like? One big disaster after another? How can I love someone like I love Hart when all we do is hurt each other? Not that we mean to, not like that. We do it because we feel like we’re protecting the other person. I know one thing for sure, if we don’t stop that, there will be nothing left of any of us.
The man in black is standing across the pond. His features are distorted, making him unrecognizable. His black coat is blowing in the wind.
He can go away too.
“Because it isn’t real!” he yells back, making me jump. “Listen to me, Gracen. We can fix this. In the real world, we can fix this. I know we can…”
I laugh. I mean I laugh so hard I double over. He looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. I have news for him. “Fix this? You think you can fix this? Hart, I’m not something you can fix. I’m not broken! I’m doing the exact thing I was made to do. I was made to destroy the world, and I did that.”
“You stopped yourself…”
“That time. But what if it happens again.” I pause. I’m so ashamed to say this. “You know what I did?”
He bites his lip. The man in black is far away on the hill behind Hart. “With the wine?”
“With the blood.” I correct. “I drank it, Hart. I couldn’t take fighting this feeling I have inside myself any longer, and I drank it. The Abomination is me, and I am her.”
“No.”
“Yes. And the quicker we understand that and deal with it, the better off everyone in the world will be.”
“And what about you?”
His question gives me pause. “What about me?”
“You’re in the world, Gracen. You are as important as anyone else here! I refuse to let you die, by your own hand mind you, to save a bunch of people who could care less about you.”
“Isn’t that what you did? Kill yourself so all those people could live?”
His nose flares. “Don’t know if you noticed, but I faked that.”
“Same difference.” It’s not, but I’m losing patience with him. Why can’t he understand that all I want to do is the right thing? I can’t save the world from her.
“Gracen,” he huffs. “Are you listening to yourself? Do you know what you’ve done today?”
“Yes, I tried to right a wrong.” I glare at him. I’m breathing so heavily I feel like I might hyperventilate if I keep it up. Stupid dream world physics.
The man in black is standing right behind Hart.
He smiles at me.
His black teeth are the shape of razors.
“I love you,” I say as I push Hart toward the man. The man in black opens his mouth wide enough for Hart’s entire body to fall through. Just like a black hole, he disappears.
The man in black licks his lips.
I turn my back to him and sit in the grass, watching as the storm rolls in.
He sits beside me, only it isn’t a man anymore.
The Abomination smiles as she watches the storm in the distance.



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
 
Hart
 
I JUMP UP FROM GRACEN’S SIDE and don’t stop until my back is against the wall, and I’m sliding down it. My hand covers my mouth as I keep a scream from escaping. If I scream, I might scare her. I’m Hart Blackwell, I don’t scream.
Course if I did, this would be a good time to do it.
What I saw… what happened to me, there are no words.
She pushed me in to that thing’s mouth.
It’s razor teeth cut me and clawed at me while I fell and fell until I ended up back here.
In Gracen’s room.
Watching her.
Her eyes are open, staring unseeing at the ceiling. Her mouth is moving, like she’s mumbling to some unseen force.
I have no doubt she’s seeing it, though, somewhere in her mind.
I have to get her back.
I take time to gather my thoughts, which takes longer than I expect. I let out a big breath, steel my nerves, and go back to Gracen’s side.
Carefully, I sit next to the bed. I’m not sure why I’m careful. I tell myself it’s because I don’t want to hurt Gracen. Mainly, I’m afraid of what will happen if I startle her.
That man in her mind was very real. As real as anything. I felt him, felt the razors in his mouth as I passed through them.
I push back one nagging thought that won’t leave me alone: that the man was more part of Gracen than I want to admit.
Maybe that’s what the Abomination looks like, the real Abomination that lives inside Gracen.
I don’t want to think about that.
No way could that thing be the Abomination… it just…
I take Gracen’s hand in mine. It doesn’t matter what it was or why she pushed me into its mouth, all that matters is I get Gracen back. She chose the dream world over the real one because she thinks it’ll be easier there than here. I’m not saying she’s not right, but I know I have to get her back. This is no way to live.
“Gracen.” I rub my thumbs over her knuckles. Her hands are cold, like they used to be. “Darlin’ you’ve got to fight this. I know you’re scared. Hell, I’m scared too. Don’t think I’d admit that to anyone but you. I am, though. Scared out of my mind. I can’t lose you. No matter what I thought before, I can’t lose you. I don’t want to live in a world you aren’t in.” I bring her knuckles to my lips. “I love you, Gracen Sullivan. I always have. I always will.”
A tear falls down my cheek. I let it run down and fall onto her fingers. No one is here but the two of us. What does it matter if I cry now? “You have to fight back to me. Fight back to live your life. Please…” I sigh. “Can you hear me?”
“She can’t, but I can.”
I jump like I’ve been shot. I know that voice. I don’t want to know it. “What do you want, Seth?” It occurs to me that I took the angel warding down to let Lucien in. It also occurs to me that I should’ve added the warding back after Lucien left.
I’m a moron.
I turn my back to him and sit back down next to his daughter. I take her hand in mine and try to tune him out. Anything he says won’t be something I want to hear.
“Such a tender moment.” He doesn’t sound snarky or even sarcastic. That worries me.
I don’t respond to him. I try to get back into Gracen’s mind, but something is blocking me. Something or someone.
It scares the daylights out of me that I can’t reach inside Gracen’s mind. I always had that to fall back on, even when I said I wouldn’t, I knew I still had the option.
Now that option appears to be gone, and it’s terrifying.
“She’s in there.” Seth sits on the other side of her. He doesn’t take her hand. Good. I’d rip his hand off if he tried. He got her into this mess. He needs to get her out.
“I know that.” Gracen hasn’t blinked. Hasn’t stopped staring at that one damn spot on the ceiling, mumbling something I can’t make out. I remember back when I used to go inside her dreams every night, and she’d be tied down to the metal table. She had one spot she always looked at, kinda like this. It was black and moldy, and it spread. Every night it was bigger and nastier. I always wondered why she made it or what it meant. I still don’t know, but her expression right now, reminds me of it. I wish I could take all of that back. It makes me sick to think about all the things I did to her.
“Do you? Cause you look like a person who has given up on her.” Seth has no right to give me a lecture.
“I’m the one person in this world who hasn’t,” I say all defiantly, but inside I feel that maybe he’s right. I don’t want to give up on her. I don’t have any idea what to do to save her.
He raises a brow very high at me. “You can tell yourself that if you must, however I know the doubts that are running though your mind.”
“You have no idea what’s going through my mind.” I glare at him all the while imagining ripping his head off and kicking it out the bedroom window. Man, it would be nice. One problem out of the way.
“I’m fairly sure I can guess.” He chuckles like an old man. “I imagine it has something to do with killing me, probably in some horrible way.”
“Well, look at that, you can read my mind.”
“That said, I feel it’s my obligation to tell you that you can’t, in fact, kill me because you need me to help Gracen.”
I start to tell him that I’m afraid there’s no way to save her. Gracen is gone, and I’m not sure anyone can bring her back. “I told you that I know how to help her, and I do. I’m working on it.”
“You’re sitting here with me.”
“Fine, I have someone else working on it.”
“Who?”
“Doesn’t matter. What matters is that I can help her. I can save the world. I can undo all the bad things I caused.”
“You’re a real saint.” I don’t try to hide my sarcasm. Seth isn’t my favorite person in the world, but honestly I do sort of believe him. Then again, I know what happened the last time I believed him. I ended up murdering my brother, going to Hell, and becoming a demon. Fun times, those.
“I try.” He smirks. “I’m serious, though. Don’t give up on her yet. I have a plan.”
“That makes everything better.” I’m on a snarky roll. A very small voice inside me sees this as hope. Hope is a dangerous thing. I don’t want hope, but the small light it ignites inside me is too warm to ignore. Maybe Seth does know how to help Gracen and maybe it doesn’t involve killing her. Maybe he’s turned over a new leaf… maybe, just maybe…
Hope.
I should know better than to give into hope.
“It will. I promise.”
I start to tell him where he can stick his promises, when he cuts me off. “Look, you have no reason to trust me. It isn’t like I’ve ever been the most honest of Abes to you. But know that no matter what I’ve done in the past, I… now… don’t want anything to happen to Gracen.”
“Why?” Of all the things. Of all the people to change. “Why now? Why after everything you did and everything that happened would you care what happens to Gracen now?”
He shrugs. “She’s my daughter.”
“She’s always been your daughter.”
“No, before she was a means to an end. I never got to know her. I never wanted to know her, really. I wanted you to do your worst with her, get her to the Hell gate, and kill her. She was a means to an end, and now that end doesn’t mean what it used to mean.” He gently takes her hand in his. I don’t snap his fingers off. “I would assume you’d understand how the need for vengeance by any means necessary would suddenly fade away thanks to love.”
“This has nothing to do with Lucien and me. Yeah, I had a vendetta against him and now I don’t, but…”
“It has everything to do with you and Lucien. Six months ago, you hated the man, hated him! You wanted nothing more than to end him, to make him suffer, and don’t tell me you didn’t. I was there, Hart. I saw you, I listened when you went off on your I-hate-my-brother rants.”
“Things change.” I say, cringing at how I thought of my brother all those years. I wish I could take it all back. Maybe Seth feels the same way.
“Yes, things change.”
He says nothing for a few minutes. Neither do I. We sit and watch Gracen, who doesn’t blink. I need to do everything I can for her.
“Do you love her?” I ask, surprising myself.
Seth doesn’t answer right away. “I love her soul.”
It’s an honest answer. I feel the same way. The Abomination part of her is terrifying. Her soul is pure.
“Me too.” I say as I bend down to kiss her forehead.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
 
Lucien
 
I HAVEN’T BEEN TO HEAVEN IN what feels like an eternity.
I missed it so much.
I wish I could stay here, forever, find my own little piece of paradise, and enjoy the rest of my afterlife in peace. Heaven has different levels, all kinds of climates, and an infinite number of locations to settle.
One of my favorite places is the lake. It’s a small place, small by Heaven’s standards, in reality it’s more like one of the Great Lakes in the middle of a green field. The wind always blows. The sun always shines. The water always sparkles. And allergies never affect anyone. It’s the perfect temperature, not too hot, not too cold.
Some souls run around the lake. They seem happy, laughing even. Some folks lay in the sun, taking a much-needed rest after a life of hardships.
There are some houses on the outskirts of the lake. Some are mansions. Some are cabins. I recently saw a tiny house which surprised me, but to each his own. Heaven is a reward, after all.
I want to stay here at the lake. Unfortunately, I can’t. I have a job to do, a job for Seth, to beat all. No, I can’t think of it as a job for Seth. It’s for Gracen and my brother. Seth thinks Tina can help. It’s my job to make that happen.
Then, I’m hanging up my angel wings. I’m turning in my time, and I’m going to come back to this pond and this warmth, and I’m resting.
After everything I’ve been through, it seems like a nice way to spend my eternity.
I close my eyes and think about Tina. I focus really hard on finding her as quickly as I can. Gracen doesn’t have much time.
Tina isn’t near the lake. I didn’t expect her to be, but darn it, it would’ve been nice. No, Tina, of course, is in the biggest city in Heaven. The city doesn’t have a name, not exactly. We call it Utopia for lack of a better word, however, in my experience, this piece of land is the real Utopia.
Tina is on the fifty-fourth floor of a massive one-hundred-and-one story building, the tallest in all of Utopia. It overlooks the entire city, some people’s afterlife would be one horrible experience if we forced them to live near the lake in the great outdoors. The building (called The Chapel) is where all the high-ranking angels work. They get their assignments (I’m assuming from God), hand them to the lower ranking angels, and generally keep everything running smoothly. There’s a lot of work that goes on behind the scenes to make a truly utopian world. But Paradise this is. I sure would much rather pick it over the other place.
I focus on Tina, and when I open my eyes, I’m in the office with her. She’s looking out the window with her hand behind her back. She’s wearing a navy blue blazer with a matching skirt. Her hair is in its usual bun. The only thing on her desk is a black laptop, probably one from the late nineties. It’s open, and I have no doubt Gracen’s Facebook page is on it. Tina has been messaging Gracen for months, trying to keep tabs on her. I think, though, in the time Tina spent with Gracen, Tina grew to see Gracen more than a mission. I think Tina saw Gracen as a friend.
Tina hasn’t turned to face me, nor has she acknowledged my presence. I think she knows I’m here, though. I really hate being ignored.
I clear my throat, unsure really of what to say. I know my time is short. I know Gracen’s time is shorter.
“Lucien Blackwell.” She sighs. It’s never a good thing when Tina sighs. “Do you have something you’d like to tell me?”
“No, ma’am.” I know what she’s getting at. I don’t want to talk about that though.
“Interesting, because I have something I’d like to discuss in great detail with you.”
She still doesn’t face me. I can see, though, how rigid her posture becomes when she talks to me. I like Tina. I do. She’s a great angel. Sometimes, though, I think she forgets what it’s like to feel human emotions, how sometimes you have to react to a situation where there’s no good solution.
“I couldn’t let her die.” I don’t for a second feel bad about that. I do, however, feel bad about bringing the Abomination back from the dead. Can’t have one without the other. That’s the way of the world.
“You could have. It would’ve been for the best. Your job would’ve been completed, and not even by your own hand. Clean, easy…”
“There’s nothing clean or easy about any of this.” I miss that lake. That was clean and easy. This… this is bull. “Gracen is a person. A soul. If I remember correctly, she was your friend.”
“I was her only friend,” Tina answers wistfully. “And she mine.”
“Then how could you want her dead?”
Tina faces me then. Her eyes are rimmed red with tears, something I never thought I’d see on Tina’s face. Tina had always been the strong one, the one to hold us all together when things seemed to fall apart. Earth isn’t like Heaven, stay long enough and an angel can lose himself. Tina was our rock. Now, it feels like our rock is crumbling just like everything else.
“You think I want her dead?”
“Is that not what you’ve been saying… forever?”
“I want the Abomination gone. Not Gracen. I l—”
I know she almost said she loved Gracen, which is a big no-no for us angels. Love is acceptable, yes. Love for a neighbor as in Corinthians. However, friendship love can lead to all kinds of not good things. Case in point, Gracen Sullivan. The threat to Earth would’ve already been destroyed if not for my love for my brother… and Tina’s for Gracen. Love is an ugly four-letter word that destroys even the best of intentions.
“Lucien.” She begins with her hands clasped behind her back and her head bowed. “I admit I got too close to Gracen Sullivan. I never should’ve messaged her. I never should’ve connected as much as I did, but it made me feel…”
“Human.”
She nods.
Back in the day, Tina had a husband and kids, before they were all killed in a school house explosion in 1903. I think she used her conversations with Gracen as some sort of therapy, maybe to pretend that her little family was back together.
“I think we all feel like that.” I wish there was more to say. I wish there was more I could do.
Tina takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly. When her eyes meet mine once more, she appears to be the same in control person I’ve known for so long. “Why are you here, Lucien? You have things to do on Earth.”
“I realize that. But I came in hopes you can help me with that.”
She raises a brow. “How do you mean?”
Oh boy, this is either going to go really well or really… not well. “It has to do with Gracen.”
“I gathered that.”
“And Seth.”
She twitches ever so slightly. Funny, I expected a more violent reaction from her. “What about him?”
“He thinks he has a way to save Gracen.”
“To save Gracen would mean saving the Abomination.”
“Not necessarily.” I so hope there’s truth to this and not something Seth told me to keep me away from Gracen while he did something stupid. My chest starts hurting at that frightening realization. “He says there may be a way to separate Gracen from the Abomination.”
“The body from the soul?”
It’s my turn to nod. “Is he right? We know when the Abomination took over Gracen’s soul was thrown in the Abyss. What if we do something to separate the soul from the body? Instead of letting the Abomination take over, we destroy it.”
“Hmmm…” She strolls toward her desk, clearly deep in thought. “You are suggesting separating them on purpose. Throwing the soul out and destroying the Abomination.”
“Yes.”
“The Abomination cannot be destroyed.”
My heart sinks. “Then we throw it into the deepest part of Hell. It’s part angel. It can go where the fallen angels go.”
She shakes her head. It appears all compassion she showed earlier has gone by the wayside. “No, it’s too risky. With the soul inside the body, the Abomination can be contained… it can die.”
“And so can Gracen.”
Tina glares at me hard. “Everything dies, Lucien Blackwell. Best get used to that. Some just die for better causes than others.”
She tilts her head up, not an ounce of compassion can be seen in her face. “You will go back to Earth, and you will finish what the girl started.”
“No.”
“You’ll do what she had the guts to do. You will kill her, kill the Abomination inside her. And you’ll save the world as you do it. Do I make myself clear?”
I shake my head. I can feel the anger welling up in every bit of my body. Anger isn’t something normally felt in Heaven, which makes the sensation that much more intense. “Was loving Gracen all an act?”
“Love is why I’m doing this. Gracen doesn’t want to be carrying a bomb around inside her. Who would? This is the only way to ensure the Abomination will not come to pass again, that the world will not end.”
“What kind of a world will it be if I do this?” I challenge back.
“One that continues to spin. One where ordinary mundane people go on with their little lives not knowing that a young girl’s death saved them all.”
Tina walks around the table and stops when she’s only a few feet from me. She’s a lot shorter than me, coming only to my chest. At the moment, she feels like a giant. “It’s your duty to end her, do you understand me? Gracen Sullivan was a child that was never meant to be. What Seth did was reprehensible, and he will pay for his sins. Do what must be done before we all have to pay.”
“If I do this—” I can’t stop my voice from cracking “—then I’ll have paid dearly.”
She steps closer to me. “If you don’t, I’ll throw you out of Heaven, and this time, you will never be able to return.”
Never…
“Think about this, Lucien, why would Seth want to save Gracen now after all that time trying to kill her. To use her? There’s always more to the story.”
“Then tell me.”
“Think about it. Think hard. Why would Seth care if Gracen dies? Things aren’t always what they seem, especially when Seth, son of Adam, is involved. Whatever you do, don’t trust him.”
I scoff. “And I should trust you?”
“I’m all you’ve got.” With that, she snaps her fingers, and I’m no longer in her office. I’m next to the lake. People laugh around me, kids fly kites, dogs run free with their people.
It’s the place I want to spend the rest of my afterlife.
If I don’t do as Tina says, I’ll never see this place again.
With one last look around, I shut my eyes and crash back on Earth. I know what I have to do.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
 
Gracen
 
I HEAR HART SAYING MY NAME, begging me to come back to him.
I won’t, of course.
I like it here.
It’s peaceful here, so peaceful.
A storm is coming, but it’s a beautiful storm. Full of lightning and magnificent colors: purple and blue, yellow and pink. I can see it over the hill, coming closer.
The wind whips my hair around my head, my hair that has turned black like it had before. I’m not sure why. I’m not the Abomination anymore.
She is…
I look beside me. She does the same. She does everything the same. We are one, mirror images. What I do, she does. What she does, I do.
One in the same, we are.
Her hair is black too.
She’s watching the storm roll in.
I bet she hears Hart yelling at us.
She says nothing.
Neither do I.
Thunder gets my attention, and I focus back on the storm. It’s coming closer.
The sweet smell of blood fills my nose, intoxicating.
“When do you think it’ll get here?” we say at the same time, her voice echoing in my head as does mine.
“Soon,” we say.
Soon.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
 
Hart
 
“WAKE UP, DAMN IT!”
It takes everything I have in me not to shake her shoulders until her eyes open. Course I’m so mad and scared and upset that if I were to shake her arms, I’d more than likely break her neck. So I do the next best thing, I sit there next to her and clench my fist so tightly that my nails bring blood. The blood drips from my fingers onto Gracen’s pretty white sheets.
Oh well… she should’ve woken up.
“What’s taking so long?” Seth mutters ever so helpfully from his perch. He quite honestly reminds me of a pirate, sitting on Gracen’s desk with one leg in the chair and the other propped up on the desk. He keeps checking his pocket watch, though. He’s waiting for something, and I’m not sure if I want to know what it is.
“What’s taking too long?” I need something to distract myself from Gracen. She still hasn’t blinked. This is it… something is definitely going down tonight. I’ll be glad to get it over with, whatever it is. I’ve always dreamed of spending hours in Gracen’s bed, except I always imagined it with less clothes involved and her being conscious.
“Your errand boy of a brother.” He checks his watch once more. I’m sure the second hand moved all of a tick since the last time he checked. “He had one job.”
“What job was that?” Cause any job for Seth isn’t a job anyone should do. I learned that from personal experience.
“Don’t worry your pretty little head.” Seth smirks half-heartedly and ignores me to stare out the window.
It’s a gloomy day outside, as it should be. The sun shouldn’t be shining today. People shouldn’t be happy. They should be mourning and terrified; mourning this girl who tried to give her life for them, terrified of the thing inside her if she isn’t stopped.
I’m done talking to Seth anyway. He can lump it for all I care. My sole focus is Gracen and somehow bringing her back to me. Seth mentioned separating the body from the soul. We know that can happen. We’ve seen it before. Hell it happens every time someone dies. The trick would be how to separate it and what to do with the Abomination once she’s released. The Abomination is a scary bitch who has more power than anything in the world. Controlling her won’t be easy, but if there’s even a slim chance.
Hope is a horrible feeling.
I block out Seth and focus on Gracen. I try to push into her brain like I had before, back when she pushed me into that scary dude’s razor-filled mouth. I focus on her, on her breathing, on her soul… I focus harder than I’ve ever done before.
I can’t reach her.
No matter what I do or what I try, I can’t breach the fortress surrounding Gracen’s thoughts.
She must’ve put the wall up there for me, to keep me out. I don’t know if she’s trying to protect me or run me off. I’ll settle on protecting me. It sounds better than thinking she doesn’t want me here.
Though I’m not sure why she’d want me here at all. It isn’t like I’ve brought her anything but pain and suffering. She has every right to throw up that dark wall around her mind. She should’ve done it sooner, though I’m not sure if it would’ve worked back then. Gracen must have gotten stronger in the last few days.
Stronger… or the Abomination is taking more control.
Who knows how the rules have changed since we came back from future world.
I lean down to Gracen’s ear, wishing for her to blink, something to let me know she’s there. “Stay with me,” I whisper, trying my best not to fall apart in front of Seth.
I need out of here. I need something to punch or maim. Hell, I’d settle for beating the crap out of Seth if I could. I have all of this tension building up inside me that I have no way to let out, and it’s killing me.
My nails dig into my fingers deeper. Blood flows freely down my palms and onto the bed. I don’t care.
Gently, like Prince Charming with his Snow White, I place my lips to her cheek. This always works in the fairy tales. Dude kisses the girl. Girl wakes up.
Except we aren’t in a fairy tale. We’re in the real world, and the real world sucks.
“What did she say?” I think Seth is talking to me at first. Last I checked, it was only him, me, and Gracen in the room together.
I know Lucien is there before I see him. I can feel him. He smells like Heaven. Literally Heaven. Not that I know exactly how Heaven smells, but I’ve battled my share of angels in the world and the ones who just came from Heaven have a particular scent. It’s a mix of honey and annoying righteousness.
My next thought is what did who say. Who is she? Tina? Did Lucien go to Heaven to ask something from Tina? Did she say yes?
Did she say no?
Although I still have my lips on Gracen’s cheek, my mind is elsewhere. I’m trying as hard as I can to listen and see what in the world they are talking about. I won’t say that’s my first mistake because I’ve made so many mistakes. I will say it was a stupid thing for me to do.
I’m listening to Seth and Lucien, not focusing on Gracen. Next thing I know, I’m thrown to the floor. My arms are pinned over my head, and Gracen’s legs are like grips on either side of me. It happens so quickly that I can’t think.
Gracen is looking down at me. Her eyes still unblinking. Her mouth moving in indecipherable words. She pulls my hands toward her, and I remember the blood.
I. Am. An. Idiot.
Seth yells Gracen’s name.
Lucien yells mine.
Gracen’s growls sound like the screams I used to hear in Hell.
Hands grab each side of Gracen’s shoulders. I don’t know if the hands are Lucien’s or Seth’s, all I know is that I can’t let whoever it is hurt her.
Gracen, my Gracen, is in there somewhere, trapped in this body by something she can’t control. It isn’t her fault, just like none of this is.
Lucien grabs for Gracen’s neck. I know he’ll try to break it, try to stop her from drinking my blood, killing me, and turning into the Abomination for good. I can see it in his eyes. He wants to hurt her.
“Lucien, stop!” I scream. My voice is muffled when Gracen puts her hand over my mouth. I try to fight her off, but she’s too strong. I think the Abomination is winning. I can’t let it win. It can’t end like this.
Gracen’s head twists unnaturally to the right, and I scream. I scream and scream, my voice lost in her hand.
This is now how it ends.
It’s not!
My brother is not taking the one thing I love most in this world!
I shut my eyes and let all the pain and anger I feel out. Heat erupts from my chest, heat and fire, so blinding I have to close my eyes.
It’s Lucien’s time to scream. I can’t see him to see what’s going on. If my thoughts are any indication, it isn’t good.
I hear two thuds, and then the door slams shut. The lock clicks.
The light fades away as quickly as it came.
Gracen is still on top of me. She blinks a few times; those blinks are the best things I’ve ever seen in the world.
She falls from my lap and slumps against the bed. She’s breathing, that’s all I care about.
Everything else can be fixed. Everything. I have hope in that. As long as Gracen is breathing, I can handle this. As long as there is hope, I’ll be okay.
I see the blood on the sheet, my blood. I’m an idiot! Quickly, I throw it out the window, I’m sure the neighbors will think there is some weird stuff going on in here tonight. They wouldn’t be wrong, just not the same weird stuff they were expecting.
I dig in her closet until I find something to wrap around my hands to stop the bleeding. Idiot is too good of a word for me. I’m much worse than an idiot. All this time, I said I wanted to protect Gracen, when I’m the one who set her off. I’m the one who bled the demon blood. I’m the one who did all of this.
I’ll flog myself later. Now, I have to clean up my mess.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
 
Lucien
 
“WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING?”
Seth slams me against the wall so hard the picture behind me shatters on the floor. It’s of Gracen and Hart… Sam… they look happy.
My heart breaks, and I try the best I can to hide it. “I talked to Tina.”
“And?”
Like he has to ask. “She says that there’s no way to separate the Abomination from her soul.”
“Tina is full of it. We saw it, remember?”
He’s not wrong. “Right, okay, she said it’s possible, but to do it is incredibly stupid and not worth the risk.”
“Oh, I think it’s worth the risk.”
“The risk of ending the world?”
“The risk of saving my daughter.”
Of all the… “When in the world did you decide Gracen was your daughter? Huh? Was it when you tried to kill her in the cave? Or wait, how about when you helped my mother kill her? When exactly did you decide, ‘Hey, I wanna be Father Knows Best?’ Cause from where I’m standing, it’s too little too late.”
Funny thing, I’m no longer standing. Seth has hit me so hard I fall to the ground and cut my hand on the glass from the picture frame. My blood drips on top of Gracen’s smiling face. Poetic, I suppose.
“You have no right.” He’s breathing heavily. “None. Do not presume to know how I feel.”
“That’s just it, Seth. You flip flop around so much none of us know how you feel or what you want. You sent me a message that said to keep an eye on Gracen. Called me brother and all that. You saying you wouldn’t have sacrificed her in a heartbeat then?”
Seth hesitates. It isn’t much, just enough for it to catch my attention. Tina’s words echo in my head. Things aren’t what they seem. I sit up straighter, ignoring the cuts on my hand. They don’t hurt anymore. I need to know the truth.
“Tell me, Seth. Tell me what’s really going on.”
“I saved you from killing Gracen. That’s what’s going on…”
“No, no… there’s more to it than that. What’s really going on? What aren’t you telling me?”
No answer.
I swear to my soul… “If you don’t answer me, I’ll go back in there and finish what I started.” I pray he doesn’t call my bluff.
“Hart will stop you from killing her.”
“He can try. He won’t succeed. It’s the only way. I know that now.” I’ve never been the best liar. I’ve always carried my heart on my sleeve, and this time, I’m only telling partial truths. I won’t hesitate to kill Gracen if I have to, but I don’t want to have to.
“I won’t let you.”
“Why?” I lean my head back against the wall. “Because you love her so much?”
He grits his teeth. “Because… we are bonded, her and I.”
“As her father?”
“As her father.”
“Which means?”
He glares at me like he wants to strangle me. I wouldn’t blame him if he tried. No matter what, though, I need to know. “Which means God put in a punishment for angels who mated with humans. A clause I didn’t know about until recently.”
“The book?” I remember that blasted book. The only one in existence that told anything about Abominations and what to do about them. Of course, Seth would’ve been interested in what happened to their fathers.
“The book…”
“What did it say?”
“It said…”
Can he drag this out any longer? “Spit it out, or I promise…”
“It said that when the offspring of an angel and a human dies…”
“Go on…”
He suddenly finds his fingers very interesting. “It says if the offspring dies, the father dies as well.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
 
Hart
 
I SLOWLY CROUCH DOWN NEXT TO Gracen. Thank the Lord Lucien didn’t break her neck. I would’ve broken his if he had.
I reach to touch her and then hesitate when I see the bandages on my hands. They are soaked in blood. “Son of a…”
I run to her closet and find another shirt to shred, so I can stop the blood. I’ll buy her a new shirt. Hell, I’ll buy her a new closet if she doesn’t leave me.
There. That’s as good as I can do.
I don’t understand why demons pray, I never did, but I’ve prayed more in the last few weeks than any other time in my life, even when I was human. I expect God is upstairs, laughing at me, probably mocking me. A demon asking for God’s help, nothing good can come out of that.
Except it’s all I can think to do right now.
I have no other answers, no other options for help.
Lucien and Seth are arguing on the other side of the locked door. Their words are mumbles, so I can’t exactly make out what they’re saying. I will say that if I ever see my brother again, I might murder him for what he did to Gracen. He deserves it this time.
Gracen is breathing. I can’t ask for more than that. I slide to the floor beside her, moving like one of those people on an animal show trying to interact with a wild animal. I have no idea what Gracen is going to be if and when she opens her eyes. Will it be Gracen or the Abomination, or some mix of the two? That’s incredibly terrifying.
I can handle this if I think there’s a way to fix it. If I think of Gracen as two separate things: body and soul. If they have mixed together into some sort of horrible, horrible thing, then I don’t know what to do.
Lucien will try to destroy her.
That’s what he’s supposed to do, following orders I suppose. Doesn’t mean I will let him, but I understand.
Seth… who knows what Seth’s deal is? He’s got more sides than a two-headed coin.
Me? If there comes a choice between saving the world and saving Gracen, I’ll save Gracen. The world can screw itself for all I care. There’s no world without her, no reason to live, no reason for the sun to shine. If she can’t be alive, then no one should be able to live.
Just my two cents.
I say her name gently as my nervous fingers hesitate above her brow. I want to rub her skin, let her know that I’m here and everything is all right. It’s the biggest lie of all, of course. Nothing is all right.
She doesn’t flinch.
Her eyes are closed, not blinking, not staring. Closed. God, I hope she’s resting and not somewhere with the Abomination.
Her chest rises and falls.
Rises and falls.
The rhythm of her breathing eases my nerves, and my fingers finally find the soft skin of her forehead. Her head tilts ever so slightly at my touch. I take that as a good sign.
“Darlin’, I don’t know what’s going on inside you. I know it’s scary, and I know that I can’t fix it. I’m so sorry for that. I thought if I went away and stopped feeding you blood, then… I actually don’t know what I thought. Wishful thinking I guess.”
I settle down beside her and throw caution to the wind by taking her hand in mine. “I never wanted this to happen, Gracen. You have to believe that. You also have to believe that you are incredibly strong, the strongest person I know. Who else could have kept the Abomination at bay for so long? You are incredible, strong, and you needed to know that.”
I take a shaky breath.
“Because you’re in for the fight for your life, love. You are. I realize that I’ve tried to save you. In our own ways, we’ve all tried to save you. And you’ve fought us because, I think, you knew the truth. The only person who can save you is yourself. You have to fight the Abomination inside you. You have to make her go away. You have to throw her out. You have to be the brave one.”
I touch my forehead to hers. Please… please wake up. “If I could do it for you, I would. You know I would. I don’t want you going through this. Sweetheart, you have to fight, though. I can’t see inside your mind anymore, and I have no idea if you can hear me, but please, Gracen, please. Fight. Fight to get rid of her, fight for your life.”
My lips touch her forehead. Her skin is cold. “Fight for me.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
 
Lucien
 
“YOU DIE IF SHE DIES?” I
don’t know why I repeat him. It makes perfect sense. Of course, God would make a failsafe to keep angels from making his own Abomination. Now to me, it would have made more sense if the angels knew of this clause before having the bright idea of having a child with a human. What do I know?
“Yes. So, you can imagine, I am very invested in keeping her alive.”
“Does that mean like… forever? If she dies at a ripe old age, you die with her?”
Seth bites his lip and admires a spot on the floor. Interesting. “Wow, that’s… quite a clause. And you get to go back to Heaven?”
Seth doesn’t look at me. “You don’t get to go back to Heaven, do you?”
He shakes his head. “Not unless I get salvation, after what I’ve done, I don’t see that happening.” He sighs. “I’ll end up where all fallen angels go. It’s where I deserve to go, don’t you think?”
Well, yeah, it’s where I think he should go. He’s done nothing but hurt me and my family. “I take it you don’t want to go there.”
“And you would?”
I shake my head. “Then what do you propose? I talked to Tina. She said there’s no way to separate Gracen from the Abomination.”
“We did before.”
I don’t want to think about that time. It’s never an easy decision to take your own life like I did. I did it because I thought it was the right thing to do. I regretted it instantly. Now I have my second chance, and I don’t want to waste it. Not many people get it.
“I think that’s Tina’s point. We can separate her, technically. But what are we going to do with the Abomination if we do? It’s not like we can kill her. And what about Gracen? Where will she go? Stuck in the Abyss for the rest of her days doesn’t seem that pleasant.”
“More pleasant than the hell she has going on in her own mind right now,” Seth counters.
“Not by much.”
Seth sighs. I can see the wheels turning in his brain. This is either going to be really, really good or really, really bad.
“Come with me,” he says finally and walks away.
“Where?” Cause going with him is the last thing I want to do. No, that’s not true. The last thing I want to do is to go and see my brother after I nearly killed his girlfriend. Our next meeting will not be one I look forward to.
Seth doesn’t stop walking. I have to run to catch up. Wherever we’re going, I hope it works. I don’t want to be in a showdown with my brother, but I will if I have to.
The Abomination will not be free to run amuck and destroy the world I love. I will not lose out on the chance to return to Heaven for anyone, not even the love of my brother.



CHAPTER FORTY
 
Gracen
 
THE STORM IS HERE.
Wind throws my hair around my head, tossing it in violent knots. Rain soaks my clothes, soaks everything. The dead tree behind me threatens to fall and the grass bows to the force of the storm.
Shingles rip from the farmhouse and disappear over the hill. If this storm doesn’t ease soon, the entire house will be blown apart, piece by piece.
I don’t move.
I’m sitting close to the pond. My knees are pulled up to my chest and my dress with the little yellow flowers is sticking to me thanks to the rain. My feet are bare. My hair is black. My eyes focus on the storm.
“Beautiful, isn’t it?”
I face her… me. She’s sitting exactly like me. Her hair is whipping around her head in violent knots. Rain is forcing her white dress with little yellow flowers to stick to her body. Her legs are drawn to her chest. Her eyes are black.
I wonder if mine are too.
The only difference between the two of us is that she’s smiling, and I’m not. I’m not scared, not really. I don’t fear the storm. In fact, part of me, an incredibly huge part, wants to embrace it, to let go of everything inside myself and accept the fate I’ve been handed, the storm.
I heard Hart’s voice a few moments ago. It was low and mumbled. Far away. She heard it too. It made her laugh. It made my heart ache.
I miss him.
I wish I’d chosen him instead of pushing him away. I did it for his own good, for mine. Now, I’m not so sure it was a good idea.
If he were here, he could…
He could what?
Save me?
Is there anyone who can actually save me now?
This has gone way beyond anything I ever imagined. I know the place I’m sitting isn’t real. It’s a place inside my mind where I go when I need to escape. I know the storm is real, though. Real and terrifying because of what it means. The Abomination is getting stronger. I know it. She certainly knows it.
I turned back time to keep this from happening. Turns out, the only thing that did was give me a few extra days, days I spent missing Hart who wasn’t even dead, and it brought back all those poor souls who died thanks to the Abomination, thanks to me. Except, if this storm keeps brewing inside me, if I can’t control it, then all those people, all those innocent folks I saw in the Abyss, those freaked out and scared people who had their lives cut short, they’ll die again.
There are no rules now.
The Abomination part of me is stronger than ever, only this time she doesn’t want to just be free from me, she wants me to join her. If I allow her to take control, it’ll completely throw off the entire balance of the Book, the Prophesy, maybe even good and evil.
I’m so tired though. So tired of fighting her.
“I’m not going to hurt you, you know?” She’s happy. Lightning streaks the sky.
“I know.” I know she’d never hurt me, unless she had to. If I gave her a reason, she’d do something to me in a heartbeat. I think, though, that she needs me. For what, I have no idea. Maybe she’s more powerful if she has a soul as a battery. I don’t know. I don’t care. All I care about is resting. I’m so tired.
Fight for your life.
Hart’s voice echoes through my mind. I wonder if it does the same for hers. She doesn’t act like she hears it. She’s too busy admiring the storm.
How in the world does he want me to fight? She is me, and I am her. Two sides of the same coin. We were naive to think I was anything but. I appreciate him loving me, I do.
But sometimes love doesn’t win. Sometimes… sometimes there has to be more.
What that more is, I have no idea.
“Are you ready for this?” The Abomination, who is my twin in every way, stretches her hand to me.
Am I ready to join her, allow her to take over, rest while she rips apart everything?
My fingers move slightly toward hers. The pull is strong, like a magnet attracted to another charge.
If I touch her fingers, it’ll be it. There will be no turning back.
I’ll be one and the same as the Abomination. I’ll be the most powerful thing in the world.
I won’t be dead.
I won’t be in the Abyss.
I’ll be in here, with her.
My fingers reach for hers.
Fight for me.



CHAPTER
FORTY-ONE
 
Hart
 
THERE’S NOTHING I CAN DO FOR HER.
Nothing.
It’s the most helpless feeling in the entire world. I want to fight the demons inside her mind for her. If only it were that easy.
I let my lips linger on her forehead. My arms are wrapped around her small body, and I rock her gently. I don’t even realize I’m doing it for a few minutes. I don’t stop.
“Please,” I whisper into her hair. “Please, fight.”



CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
 
Lucien
 
I DON’T LIKE THIS IDEA.
Honestly, it’s one of the worst I’ve ever heard, and that’s saying a lot coming from Seth. He’s never really had a good one.
This one though…
It’s madness.
Shadybrook is a nice enough place, for what it is anyway.
The nurse lets us in without asking any questions. She’s tired, she’s afraid her husband is cheating on her, and her dog died last week. I find all of that out by reading her mind.
From her, I find out that the patient hasn’t eaten in years, that she’s been on a feeding tube, that her only visitor is her sister, that she hasn’t spoken in the two years she’s been here, and that she was once a beautiful soul, until… well, the nurse wasn’t exactly sure what happened. She’d heard rumors of possession, all of which she, of course, decided were hogwash.
Nurse Susan left us at the steel door with a nod and a “You break her, you buy her” warning.
I don’t know what that means.
Seth looks at me. I look at him.
Yes, this is the worst plan he’s ever had.
It’s also one of the most brilliant.
“Willow?” he whispers through the slit in the door. “Willow Sullivan, can you hear me? Is anybody home?”
I peek through the slit too, as much as I can. A woman in her thirties or late forties is sitting on her white bed, surrounded by white walls, wearing white pants and a white t-shirt. An IV pole is the only color in the room, and it’s a dull gray. She’s staring straight ahead, unblinking, unseeing, unliving.
I close my eyes and focus into her mind. I want to see what she knows, what she sees, who she is.
All I see is blackness.
Nothingness.
I search longer than I should, but I can’t quite believe it.
Seth smacks me on the arm, and a wide grin crosses his face. “That’ll do.”



CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
 
Hart
 
“YOU KNOW THERE’S NO WAY TO save her.”
I jump and can feel my eyes turn black as I ready to fight off whatever thing that has come in here to take Gracen from me.
I don’t recognize her.
I’m pretty sure I’d remember her if I’d ever seen her.
Her hair, a curly dull brown, lays right above her shoulders. She’s wearing a black jacket and black pants. A suit I suppose. She’s perched on the desk: one foot is propped up on the desk chair while the other is fidgeting back and forth.
“Seein’ as how you don’t know her, I don’t think that’s for you to decide.” I don’t know this lady, but I know I sure don’t like her.
I can smell her. Heaven. Just where Lucien had been. “So you’re an angel.”
“And you’re a demon. I smelled you miles ago.”
“Same.” I groan. I refuse to let this angel take Gracen from me. She’ll have to kill me first.
“My name is Tina,” she says like it’s supposed to mean something to me, and it does. It really does. I remember Tina, Gracen’s friend who she’d never actually met but talked to for all hours of the night on the Internet.
“I know who you are.” I lie. I’ve never liked not having the upper hand. I certainly don’t now.
“That a fact?”
“That’s a fact.”
She leans back and smiles from one side of her mouth. If I didn’t know better, I’d say she’s flirting with me. I’m sure she has reasons that have nothing to do with me for what she’s having to do. “Go away.” I grumble, tired of this crap.
“Not until the Abomination is dealt with.”
“She is being dealt with.” I seethe.
“I mean in a Heavenly manner. No offense, but I don’t see a demon such as yourself having Gracen’s best interest at heart.”
I have to laugh at that. This woman is a complete and total moron if she thinks I’m buying that. “You have her best interest at heart? You sent Lucien to kill her!”
“And I see he’s done a bang up job of it. Tell me why your brother has such a hard time following directions.”
I shrug. “Maybe he hasn’t been around you long enough to turn him into a complete asshole.”
“Or maybe he’s been around you long enough to corrupt him.”
I have to laugh at that. “You really think my brother would allow me to corrupt him? Seriously, he’s like the most righteous of the righteous.”
Her eyes narrow. “You have no idea how much your brother truly loves you, do you?”
No, I don’t. And no, he shouldn’t. “He tried to kill Gracen. That isn’t something he’d do if he loved me.” I’m trying to stay mad about that. It isn’t working.
“He could’ve if he’d had his heart set on it, and you know it.” She hops down to the floor and kneels beside Gracen and me. I hug Gracen tighter, worried that Tina will do something to hurt my love. If Tina does, I’ll end her first.
“Hart, do you know what it takes to be a good angel?”
“A cold heart and no feelings?” I’m being sarcastic. Instead of being offended, she nods.
“Yes.”
I… don’t understand that. “But you’re angels. Full of light and love and God and all things Heavenly.”
“We are. And we also have to make hard choices for the greater good of the world. The greater good of the world is for Gracen Sullivan to die. Her soul would go to Heaven. I’d make sure of that. And the Abomination would be destroyed. The world would live on. It would be best for everyone.”
“Everyone but Gracen.”
“Maybe, maybe not. You don’t know the Hell she has going on inside her right now.”
I look down at my sleeping beauty. She doesn’t appear peaceful. She’s breathing heavily, and she looks like someone who’s having a very bad nightmare, only her nightmare is real.
“She’s going to fight this.” I don’t sound as sure as I felt before.
“You don’t know what you’re asking her to do. Hart, trust me when I say I love Gracen too. I was her friend, her only friend, for years. She confided in me about everything, about life, her mom… her boyfriend Sam…”
Hearing Sam’s name hurts so badly.
“She worried she wasn’t good enough for him.”
“She shouldn’t have. She was the good one of us.”
Tina places her hand on my shoulder. I think it is a gesture of compassion. I don’t need or want her compassion so I shrug her hand off. She needs to leave. I’ll take care of Gracen myself.
“Hart, trust me when I say Gracen cannot win the battle between herself and the Abomination. She can’t. She isn’t strong enough.”
“You don’t know her.”
Tina continues like I said nothing. “When the Abomination takes over, and she will take over, Gracen will no longer exist. Her soul will be gone, destroyed by that evil thing inside her. There will be no Heaven. No afterlife. Nothing. All that will be left is an evil shell of a thing hell bent on destroying the world.”
I don’t want to admit that Tina’s words are affecting me. “You’re wrong.”
“You know I’m right. You have to think for a second, stop being selfish like you were with Colleen.”
That certainly gets my attention.
“It’s time to let her go, Hart. Let her go. Let her soul rest. She deserves to rest.”
I shut my eyes as a tear rolls down my cheek. I don’t care that I’m crying in front of Tina. What I care about is Gracen, and damn Tina for making good points.
Damn them all.
“I can’t lose her.”
Tina places her hand on mine. “I’m so sorry, Hart. But you already have.”



CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
 
Gracen
 
BEFORE MY FINGERS TOUCH HERS, I hesitate, just for a moment.
Is this really what I want to do? Join with her.
No more fighting.
No more death.
Peace.
I can imagine the peace.
The storm is so violent I can’t think. Rain assaults me so hard, I can’t see. I can’t feel.
I want to go home.
That’s the one thing I know for sure.
I want home.
I want Hart.
I want…
The Abomination’s fingers graze mine.
They are cold and dead, dead like I’ll be if I do this.
Cold like I’ve felt my entire life.
It isn’t me that’s been cold, not really. It’s been the Abomination lying dormant inside me, waiting for the day when she could get out and take over.
And here I am, giving her that chance.
I blink to get the water from my eyes.
She’s looking at me, her eyes black. Her smile twisted.
If I don’t join with her, she’ll kill me.
If I do… I’ll destroy everything I care about.
Is there a third option?
“Take my hand, Gracen.” Her voice is hard, screaming through the rain and wind. She’s desperate, and I can only wonder why.
Why doesn’t she take my hand and force me to join with her? She could. It isn’t like I’m that far away from her. “It has to be your choice.” She answers for me. “Free will and all.”
My choice.
What is my choice?
I take a deep breath and try to calm my nerves. I know what I have to do.
I reach for her hand, making her twisted smile shine brighter. I’m doing the right thing, for everyone.
“Goodbye, Hart,” I whisper as I ball up my fist and punch her right in the mouth.
Blood pours down her lips, down mine. Hurting her will hurt myself. There’s no way I can make it out alive. I’m okay with that as long as she doesn’t either. I’ll be damned if I let her out into the world.



CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
 
Hart
 
“OH GOD!” BLOOD SPILLS DOWN GRACEN’S lips. She coughs and convulses so hard I let her go so I won’t hurt her. She falls to the floor, and her body jerks. I’m on my knees beside her. Tina’s on the other side.
“What’s going on?”
Tina’s eyes are as big as saucers. “She’s fighting.”



CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
 
Gracen
 
I HIT HER AGAIN, SO HARD I can feel my jaw breaking. I don’t care. She will not win this fight. She will not take over. She will not hurt anyone else I care about!
She crawls away. Go ahead, crawl. I’m stronger than you… I can beat you!
The Abomination turns toward me, her teeth shining. “Dammit,” I mutter before she lifts up her own hand…
And breaks it.
I scream as the pain radiates up my arm and through my entire body.
She takes her hand, my hand, holds the pointer finger in one hand, slowly, carefully breaking the bone in three places.
I fall to the ground, holding my hand against me, praying for her to stop.
I crawl toward her, the pain too much to bear.
“You won’t win, Gracen. You’re a weak soul! You can do nothing without me, and you know it!”
She breaks her middle finger to make her point. I scream, but keep right on after her. I don’t know what I’ll do when I get to her, but still I keep going. I’m not going down without a fight, and she’s not going to win.
“I’m stronger than you think I am!” I slip in the mud, causing her to laugh.
“Yes, you are a most powerful soul. I’m terrified.”
I sit up on my knees. The pain in my hand is forgotten. The rain, the wind, the thunder — all gone. It’s only me and her. Me…
I’m staring into my own face, like a mirror that only shows the worst part of you. That’s what the Abomination is, my worst parts. The parts I hate about myself. The parts I wish I could get rid of.
I want to get rid of her forever.
She’s wrong. I’m much stronger than she realizes.
“You can’t beat me. You’ll only hurt yourself trying, and I’ll still take control and destroy the world. I’ll make a new kingdom and a new Earth all in your image, and you’ll have no say in it because you’ll be dead.”
“No.” I glare at her. A feeling I’ve never felt before courses through my body. It makes me feel strong, brave. I have nothing left to lose. Nothing. My entire life, I’ve known I was broken, a freak. I knew that there was something evil in me that I couldn’t fight.
Now here’s my chance.
I hate her.
I hate myself.
I hate…
“And your hate will be your undoing.” My mirror image smirks at me.
She breaks my other hand with a pop that echoes throughout the valley.
I don’t flinch.
Her brows narrow, and she pops her shoulder out of joint. Mine does the same.
I don’t flinch.
She smiles. “Look at you, trying to be all strong. It won’t work. I’m stronger than you.”
“No.”
“I’m better than you.”
“No.”
“You… you’re just a girl who’s in way over her head. You’re a loser. An idiot. You make the wrong decisions every time. You fell in love with a demon… a DEMON! You’re worthless. Do you hear me? Worthless. And you think you deserve to live?”
It’s a question I’ve often asked myself. Do I truly deserve to live? Would the world be better off without me? All through my life, even before I knew about the evil inside me, I thought yes, yes it would be better off if I were dead. My mom would be better off because she wouldn’t have to deal with me. Willow most definitely would’ve been better off.
The world as a whole would be much better off without Gracen Sullivan in it.
But…
And you think you deserve to live?
Fight for me.
I hear voices in the distance. Voices I hadn’t heard clearly until now. I can’t place who they belong to, but they are there.
You want to do what?
And she’s okay with this.
She’s tired. She’s ready to go.
It’s the only way.
I focus on the Abomination, who tilts her head in my direction. “Seems the folks have a plan. It won’t work.” She grins. “Because in the end we both know why, because no matter what they do, no matter what sort of plan they’ve cooked up, we both know it won’t work. It all comes down to you, my dear. And you know as well as I do that deep down, you know you deserve to die. The world won’t miss you, Gracen Sullivan. And you most definitely aren’t strong enough to fight me. You are weak. You are a nobody. You…”
“Yes,” I say, the new feeling filling me, replacing the darkness I’ve carried for so long. I stand and look down on her. She’s so… frail. So small. All this time I’ve been afraid of her, of the voice in my head telling me I’m not good enough, not worthy. And when I look at her now, I have to wonder who the hell she thinks she is.
“Yes?”
“Yes. Yes, I’m worthy.” I walk toward her and kick her in the face. She falls to the ground, and I spit out a tooth. “Yes, I’m good enough!” I kick her stomach. She coughs up blood, so do I. “Yes! I’m stronger than you!” I kick her again in the stomach, as hard as I can. The force knocks the wind out of me, and I fall to my knees beside her.
“And yes, I’m in control of you.”
The light grows within me. It radiates throughout my body, erupting into such a bright light that it coats everything around me in white. The storm is white. The thunder is silenced. The rain is gone.
Glowing, I reach inside the Abomination’s body and wrap my broken fingers around her heart.
And Hart said I didn’t have one.
She gurgles, her eyes pleading. “Don’t do this… please…” She begs. Such a little liar. She isn’t stronger than me. She never has been. I’m in control of everything, everything! And I’m taking control…
Now.
“Goodbye, you lying bitch.” I rip her heart out through her chest. The light envelops me. Light. Warmth. I’m finally warm.
I’m finally at peace.



CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
 
I BLINK A FEW TIMES, UNSURE where I am. If I’m in Heaven, I’d be happy. It would be a pleasant surprise.
My eyes hurt when I try to open them. Almost like I’m using them for the first time.
I totally blame the white light. It was too bright. Probably burned out my retinas. Oh well, it did its job.
I stretch and, for the first time, feel the softness under me. I’m in a bed, a soft bed, but a bed that doesn’t feel like mine.
I sit up, and my head spins. What in the world…
I want to lie back down, but I figure that would only make the world spin worse. I don’t want the world to spin anymore.
I throw my legs over the side of the bed and stretch. I wiggle my toes. Funny, they aren’t pink. I remember painting them pink.
I stand up and scoot over to the window.
I’m in a room I don’t recognize. The second floor, from what I can gather. It’s a pretty room, white and light. A renovated old farmhouse from what I can tell.
I’m in a white gown that goes past my knees. Must be something they do for you in Heaven.
When I make it to the window, I pull the curtains back and lean on the sill to catch my balance. My bones feel like they haven’t moved in so long.
I see the pond.
And the tree.
And the tall grass.
And the hills.
No…
I force my legs to run past the bed. I never left the dream world! I never…
I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror by the bed. I stop.
I stare.
I scream.
I open the door to run… I’m not sure where but to get out of there because… no!
I run right not a brick wall, a warm brick wall, but still, a brick wall. I bounce back and look the brick wall in the eyes.
It’s Hart.
My Hart.
“You… you’re okay?”
“I am now.” He pulls me to his chest and buries his face in my hair. I hold on to him as tightly as I can, my mind racing, trying to figure out what the hell happened.
“Hart?”
“Hmmm…”
“What’s going on? Why are you in Heaven?”
He laughs, his breath tickles my neck. “Yeah, I don’t think they’d let me in Heaven. Tina might have something to say about it.”
I push him back a little, but not too far. I don’t want to ever let him go. “Tina? Is Tina here? You saw her?”
“I did.”
“Wow, that’s more than I’ve ever done.”
“Yeah, she’s a pistol, that one.”
I nod, not really sure what I should say. My mind races, and I’m very confused. Things make sense, but not really.
“We need to talk.” Hart takes my hand and leads me to the bed.
“I say so.”
He sits beside me. “What do you remember?”
I don’t want to think back, but I do. “I… I killed her. I ripped her heart out.”
He smiles sadly. “You ripped out your own heart. And I had to watch.”
That… “What?”
“Everything that happened to you in dream world happened to you in real life. You started coughing up blood, spitting up blood, and then you reached into your chest…”
“Okay, stop… just… stop.”
“No, you need to hear this.” He reaches to the vanity and hands me the vintage silver mirror. “You need to see yourself.”
“I saw myself.” I shudder. “In there.” I point to the mirror next to the bed.
“Then you know.”
I turn the mirror over in my hand, hesitating before I catch a glimpse of my reflection again. When I do, I gasp. “My eyes are, they aren’t mine. My hair is red and curly. I look like…”
“Willow.” Hart says nervously.
“Willow? How…”
“Seth was right. You couldn’t be separated. There was no way. If you died the Abomination died, and so, it turns out, would he.”
“That a fact?”
“Apparently that’s the reason he worked so hard to keep you alive — once he found out of course.”
“Of course.”
“He and Lucien brought Willow to our apartment right when you pulled your heart out. Lucien caught your soul before it went away and put it inside Willow’s body.” He rubs his fingers over my knuckles. “You get to live, Gracen. Live a normal human life, without having to worry about the Abomination. You get to see the world. You don’t have to worry about the voices in your head or in your heart. And if you never want to see me again, I understand.”
“Where’s my Aunt Willow?” I can’t… it’s so hard to comprehend. I mean, it makes as much sense as any of this, but…
“Willow’s soul is in Heaven.” Hart looks like he has the weight of the world on his shoulders. “What I did to her… the stress of having a demon possessing her for fifteen years, it broke her. It caused her soul to shatter, but not break. It was trapped inside her body, screaming to get out, but no one could hear her. She’s free now. You’re both free.”



EPILOGUE
 
MY MOTHER HAD A HARD TIME dealing with my death, with Gracen’s death. The police called it a violent home invasion. They never found the culprit.
It was good that Mom’s sister, Willow, woke up the same day.
I took care of her, tried to get her to move past it. Though a mother never really gets over a daughter’s death. I wish I could tell her the truth, that I’m Gracen. She’d never believe me though. I live it, and sometimes I don’t even believe it.
Mom was also very confused, and not really excited, when Gracen’s boyfriend, Sam, started courting Willow. She was even less excited when we announced our engagement.
She came to the wedding, though. That was nice.
Lucien was Sam’s best man. He smiled the entire time. He and Hart are trying their best to build up the relationship they lost so many years ago. We’re going putt putt golfing next week. I’m hoping we survive that…
Tina was my maid of honor. She looked beautiful in her white dress and flower crown, like an angel.
Seth wasn’t there. I haven’t seen Seth actually, not since I walked down the stairs at the farmhouse with Hart the day I woke up. He saw me in Willow’s body, kissed me gently on the cheek, and left. I often wonder what happened to him. I don’t ask.
Tina says the Abomination is gone. She says she died when my body died and we’ll never have to worry about her again. I rarely think of her now, and when I do, it’s like a bad dream. I’m not that person anymore.
Hart and I bought the old farmhouse. He complained that he had to buy his own house, but did it anyway. I love living here. The pond is my favorite place, under the old dead tree, which, just last week, sprouted green leaves. I suppose I’m not the only one with a new life.
I don’t know what the future holds. Sam doesn’t age. I do.
I don’t worry about that.
I take one day, one moment at a time. I enjoy the sunlight and the rain. I go back to college and become a teacher.
We even adopt our first daughter. We call her Hope.
When fifty years have passed and the kids and grandkids are grown, I lay under the shade tree, the formerly dead — now fully alive — shade tree that’s been a playground for many kids, and settle into Hart’s lap. He’s still as young as ever. Me, not so much. I won’t complain. I got more time than I ever imagined.
We’ve had a life filled with happiness and love, fights and frustrations — and many hours spent making up from those fights and frustrations.
He holds me, rubbing his fingers lightly through my graying hair. He still looks at me like he did when I was young, when I was the old Gracen. He told me once that he saw my soul, not the body I wore. I do the same to him.
He’s not Sam to me, though that’s what I have to call him in the world.
He’s Hart.
My Hart.
My hero in so many ways.
Jessup Hart Blackwell kisses my hair.
“Stay with me.” He whispers.
“Always,” I say as I happily drift off to sleep.
 
The End



AUTHOR'S NOTE
 
I'M GOING TO CRY.
Seriously.
I thought I'd be okay with the Heartless series ending. I mean, more than a year of my life has been dedicated to writing Gracen's story. Wow… I can't believe that.
I thought I'd reach the end of Reckless and feel, I don't know, finished. And I am finished, to an extent. I am going to miss Hart and Gracen. I'm so happy for Gracen and Hart. I love the ending of their story. I don't know how you feel about it, but I don't think it could have ended any better (and believe me, it went through a lot of different endings lol).
I thought I'd be ready to move on.
And I am…
And I'm not.
I'm so grateful for Gracen's story. It has been an amazing ride, one that I won't ever forget.
But I'm also glad it is over… not for me, but for Gracen and Hart. Bless their hearts (no pun intended), they have been through the ringer! I'm happy they can finally have peace.
That's how I feel when I think about Gracen… at peace.
That is a great feeling. She deserves it.
So, for the last time in the Heartless series, I want to say thank you so much for reading! Thank you for reviewing. Thank you for being cool and awesome and emailing me your thoughts. I really do read them and try to respond.
You can email me at kelly@kellymartinbooks.com.
I'd also love it if you joined my street team/nerd group on facebook called Nerds Unite!
https://www.facebook.com/groups/1451773008377850/
AND, if you want to know when I have new releases, join my new release mailing list (not a newsletter) by emailing EMAIL SIGN UP to kelly@kellymartinbooks.com
Okay, I think I'd better end this note now. Thank you SO much to Tia Bach for the awesome editing, Laura Heritage for the amazing covers, Rachel Sanford for the wonderful proofreading, all the folks in the Nerds Unite, and everyone who has commented, liked, shared, bought, reviewed, read, looked at, thought about, stopped to look at while you scrolled… the series. You guys are AMAZING!
Much Love,
Kelly
10/6/2016
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