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      Whoever said the road to Hell is paved with good intentions has never actually been to Hell. For one thing, it doesn’t even have roads. Besides even if they did, they sure wouldn’t be paved with anything. Trust me. I’ve lived in Hell my entire life and as my dad likes to remind me, I’ll rule it all one day.

      That’s what being the daughter of Lucifer gets me. Yes, that Lucifer—rebel angel and leader of the Fallen. He gets a bad rep thanks to the Archangels spreading bullshit about him. Maybe I’m biased, but I like to think he’s a decent guy who fought to better the lives of people who couldn’t fight for themselves. Still history is always written by the winner and they obviously think their shit doesn’t stink.

      At the moment, I was lounging in dad’s chair in the board room. He likes to keep things modern. His throne had been a cushy office chair with the family crest—falling stars—for as long I could remember. He was probably off checking on all the other people who lived here. He’s good like that. The door to the office squeaked open on its hinges and a familiar face appeared.

      Damien, my best friend and partner in mischief since we were in diapers.

      “Thought I’d find you in here,” he said and slid into the seat next to me.

      “Were we supposed to hang today? My head’s been a little off lately,” I said, not meeting his gaze.

      “Nah, we didn’t have plans, Z. I know you’ve been stuck in that big brain of yours. Your mom again?”

      I sighed. I’d never met my mother since she’d died in childbirth. She’d been human and by all accounts, the love of my father’s life. I could count the number of half siblings I had on one hand, spread out through millennia. Their portraits hung on the walls in our house. Many of them had lived short lives. Dad was a one-woman guy and it took him a really long time to get over losing someone. “Are you absolutely sure you can’t just peek behind the veil just this once?”

      Damien’s father is the Angel of Death. It’s not as grim or creepy as it sounds. If I were into guys, I’m told his dad is pretty hot actually. But inheriting his dad’s powers meant Damien could reach across the veil past death and pull a soul back to Hell. It would cause too much shift if he tried to do it on the earthly plane, but Hell was off the radar enough it could work.

      “Even if I was strong enough, it’s against the rules. Some rules you just don’t break, Zuri,” he answered, leaning forward enough to reveal the starting swirls of the tattoos that circled his forearms.

      “What about your dad? Can’t you convince him it’s a birthday present for your best friend?” I pressed.

      Damien shook his head. “He loves you like a daughter, but he can’t risk pissing off the cosmos or whatever. Have you thought about asking your dad?”

      I leaned back against the leather. “It’s too painful for him. I think if he saw her again, he’d lose his shit like for real. Anyways I’m not ready for all of this,” I replied, gesturing to the room around us. I was only eighteen.

      “Sorry, Z. I know you really want this, but I don’t think it’s gonna happen,” he said, patting my hand.

      “Whatever. It’s fine.” I waved my hand in the air to emphasize the need for a change in topic. “What about you? Things work out with that cute barista?”

      He snorted and rolled his eyes. “No. She got a little too interested in my family for my comfort anyways. Is that a mortal girl thing? Wanting to know everything about you on the first date?”

      I laughed. “Fuck if I know. I can’t remember the last time I went on a date. Mortal just isn’t my speed and no one around here wants to take the risk of pissing off daddy.”

      “Seriously, that happened once, Z.” The accompanying eye roll told me he thought I was being stupid and making excuses.

      Maybe he was right, but I had my whole—very long—life ahead of me to find the right girl. I didn’t need to rush into things. Damien was the one who wasn’t truly happy unless he was bitching about his latest failed romance. He wasn’t picky though. He’d already dated his way through most of Hell, even some of the demons. Boy had balls; I’d give him that much.

      “Come on, let’s get out of this boring ass office and do something fun,” Damien said, leaping from his chair and taking two long strides to the door.

      “Why not?” I answered and pushed myself out of the chair. As I eased the door shut behind us, the tiny hairs on the back of my neck tingled. I opened the door a crack, but there was nothing out of the ordinary.
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        * * *

      

      Like a lot of days when we were bored, we ended up in what passed for Hell’s history museum. Most of the Fallen who had fought by dad’s side during the Heavenly War kept away from it. Something about bad memories or maybe PTSD. If humanity had learned one thing in the span of all existence, it was that therapy could be a good thing. Most of the angels I’d known growing up could have really used time on a couch breaking down their feelings. The museum was more a gathering spot for the younger generations.

      Given it was almost eight o’clock at night—according to my phone—it was completely deserted which suited us just fine. The place was locked up at night. I pulled a blank ID badge from my pocket and studied the lock on the employees only door. The card rippled between my fingers, configuring itself to fit the lock and any matching scanner inside the building.

      “I really wish I could do that,” Damien sighed as I slid the transformed key card into the lock. A tiny beep signaled we were in.

      I just rolled my eyes at him. He had plenty of cool angelic powers of his own. With mine I could do what amounted to parlor tricks with my forgery skills. Granted, it had gotten me out of some serious shit in school growing up. Dad had sent me to public school in New York in the hopes of socializing me with mortals. I’d lost count of the number of times I’d been told to “go to Hell” over the years. But hey, at least I knew what a Starbucks was and had a healthy Instagram obsession just like any teenage girl my age.

      “Where are we going?” He whispered as I walked down the hallway to the lobby.

      “You know where,” I answered without looking to see if he was keeping up. The sense of being watched was back, but I ignored it. No one would be dumb enough to jump us.

      “Is that a good idea?” He continued to talk in hushed tones.

      “Like I care? It’s technically my property, too.” We wound our way through the west hall through ancient, but well-maintained suits of armor. Continued past the hall of paintings reminding the denizens of Hell what they’d fought for. Canvases that portrayed images of humanity in bondage and landscapes with the sky on fire. I wasn’t so sure it wasn’t some twisted way to punish the Fallen for losing the war and getting banished here.

      We stopped just outside a room marked ‘Restricted Access.’ A black velvet rope presented the first barrier which we easily stepped over without issue. The lock on the door wasn’t a key card this time. It was a fingerprint scanner. I pressed my thumb to it and it beeped twice. The lock hissed as it released and I shoved the door open. Inside sat the few items from the war that were deemed too dangerous for public viewing like Dad’s emblem. It was a seven-foot-tall standard with the family crest. He’d told me bedtime stories as a child of how he used it to lead his troops into battle against his brothers—Michael, Gabriel, and Uriel—and it had kept him safe. I didn’t entirely understand its power. Still I knew every time I was near it, I felt it calling to me like a magnet pulling at something deep inside me. Today of all days I could feel it calling to me even from a distance.

      “This place creeps me out,” Damien said.

      “Pussy,” I snorted and stepped up to the emblem.

      “We’ve seen it. Can we please go now?” He whined.

      “Fuck, dude. Stop being such a wuss,” I snapped as my fingers pressed onto the glass case around the banner.

      Maybe I put too much pressure on the case—sometimes I don’t know my own strength—but the glass shattered beneath my fingertips. Tiny shards embed in my fingertips as I skidded back. The feeling that had drawn me here sang out to me like a siren lures sailors to their doom. My hands trembled as I reached forward only to find myself flat on my back, Damien straddling me. It’s not as sexual as it sounds, though.

      “Get off me,” I said, shoving against his considerable weight.

      Before he could answer or move, a flash of movement caught my eye. Someone had been following us after all. A tall figure in what had to be a school uniform darted past us, snapping up the emblem in their grasp before running away.

      “Move,” I said, my wings unfurling against the ground, pushing me upward.

      Damien staggered off me and I took off sprinting. I didn’t recognize the uniform, but only someone with angelic or demon blood could get in here. I was pretty sure that demons weren’t into the whole uniform thing so that left angel. Once outside I kicked off the ground, letting my wings buoy me into the air as I scanned the surrounding area for the thief.

      “There!” Damien shouted, gesturing off to the right.

      I raced after the figure. Even on the ground, they seemed faster than me. Then, wings sprouted from their shoulders as they slung the pole of the emblem across their back. Short wavy black hair rippled in the wind as they made a break for one of the portals back to the earthly plane.

      “Zuri, what are you doing?” Damien yelled, coming up on my left.

      “That asshole stole something that belongs to my family. I’m getting it back.”

      He shook his head, but kept pace with me as we neared the portal. Our thief darted through and we followed. Traveling through to Earth isn’t like what most people assume. Time doesn’t exist, but neither do things like gravity or air. You may be in there for only thirty seconds, but that feels like an eternity as your lungs and brain crave oxygen.

      We both tumbled out of the portal onto soft grass. I coughed as my body reacclimated to gravity and air. My body felt heavy for far longer than it should have as I struggled to my hands and knees. I had to focus on retracting my wings. They weighed me down until finally they disappeared from sight.

      “Where are we?” Damien wheezed.

      Getting to my feet, I looked around. I could see a dark ocean sparkling in the moonlight. Tall gates rose up in front of us and I squinted to make out the words crafted in metal at the top, Celestial Academy.

      “Well fuck,” I swore.

      “Oh ... Oh that’s really bad,” Damien added.

      “We need to find a way in there. If some Archangel asshole stole Dad’s Emblem, who knows what sort of shitstorm they could cause.”

      Damien grabbed my arm. “You are seriously suicidal today, Z. You can’t go in there. Like literally, you cannot enter the grounds.”

      I was about to test that theory. Besides, Fallen only assumed we couldn’t set foot on campus grounds. We had no proof it was actually hallowed or sacred. I pressed my hands to the bars of the gate. No shocks or anything remotely like turning me to ash happened. I dug the toe of my boots in and scaled the gate, landing softly on the other side.

      “I am not going in there,” Damien said with a nervous shake of his head.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll be in and out before you know it.” Now I just had to figure out a way to sneak in without getting caught.
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      Sometimes I wished my life was like a musical full of flash mobs, choreographed singing, and dancing where everybody knows all the dance moves even though they’ve never practiced. It would make my usually boring day totally amazing if—instead of just walking down the halls at school—everyone sang and danced with some hidden orchestra accompanying us. I would be the star of my own life musical and all attention would be on me. That’s the problem, see, I needed attention. I needed someone to sing about how amazing I was so I could feel amazing about myself. I wasn’t exactly proud of it, but it is what it is. The sky’s blue and the grass green. Miryam bat-Michael needed attention to feel worthy.

      Notice me. Notice me. Notice me. That would be the refrain in the musical in my mind. You’d think it would be easy to be noticed when your dad was an actual Archangel, but I guess not. People never paid me any real attention, anyway, except maybe Chris. Everyone else just sucked up. I never thought when Mom told me I was Archangel Michael’s kid that I would end up being so lonely.

      “Hey, Miry, I love your hair,” one of the newbie kids said as I walked by her, my black Mary Jane uniform shoes clicking on the hallway’s marble floor. The start of a new school year and new semester always brought in a crop of eager angelic and saints’ kids looking to be my friends. Dad locked himself away in his office so much, the fastest way to impress him was to impress me. I didn’t tell them that they were sucking up to the wrong person. An endorsement from me meant absolutely nothing to Dad. Just like I meant nothing to Dad.

      Mom told me who my dad was all the time when I was growing up. It was practically a religious experience for her with all her candles, shrines, and alters. “You’re special, Miry. You’re special. Don’t let anyone else tell you otherwise. You are meant for great things. If you weren’t, your father wouldn’t have chosen me to bring you to life.” Mom was never great at telling the truth. It sounded super crazy, so it must be super crazy. My Celestial Academy acceptance letter changed all that though. I had thought I could escape Mom and her particular brand of crazy. All Celestial Academy got me instead was a daddy complex.

      I shook my head to banish the memories. Mom was proud of me and I should be proud of myself.

      “Miry, can I get a selfie with you?” One of the newbs called.

      “Miry, what do you think about my new haircut?” Another one said.

      “Miry, can I ask your advice later?”

      Blah, blah, blah. It’s all so meaningless. The one good thing about your dad being the actual Archangel Michael and not some crazy dude that told your mom he was Archangel Michael meant I was kind of like Angel royalty.

      Notice me. Notice me. Notice me. I hummed to myself, making up the tune as I went. I wasn’t as good as Cecelia—or CeCe as she liked to be called—but no one was. It’s only nine a.m., but I’ve been wandering the halls to avoid a summons from Dad. He called me for a meeting two hours ago and I hadn’t shown up yet. I knew that wouldn’t win me any good-daughter points, but I’d rather stay away than have him look at me with those accusing eyes. Making me feel as if all he could see was some dirty half-human instead of someone who truly deserved the wings on my back.

      “Hey, CeCe, do you have that music theory homework you promised me?” I stopped short when I saw her in the hall. She doesn’t get out of her duties just cause my head was in the clouds instead of on the ground.

      CeCe dug around in her backpack before pulling out a typed double-spaced report on Gregorian chants that was due today. “Here you go, Miry. I have your next topic in mind, too. I call it ‘Harping on Harps: Angelic Music or Stereotype.’” She looked at me with bright puppy dog eyes as if my happiness was her happiness. “What do you think?”

      “I guess it will do.” I flipped through the report, but didn’t bother to read it. “Just make sure you get some things wrong next time so it doesn’t look like I know too much about music.”

      CeCe nodded until it looked like her head was about to fall off. “Of course, Miry. Anything you say, Miry. Is there anything else I can do for you, Miry?”

      I waved my hand dismissively and she scurried away like a cockroach. We don’t have cockroaches here, but if we did, they would scurry exactly like CeCe just did.

      Dad would be more disappointed in me than he already was if he ever found out about my network. The thing is, if I cared about school, I would do my own homework instead of getting everyone else to do it for me. I had built a whole network of homework helpers over the last six years. That also meant I had a whole network of favors and secrets to call in whenever I felt like it. Sometimes I do, sometimes I don’t. I liked to keep my network guessing.

      “Attention students,” the daily kidnapper update piped all over the Academy. “Today’s count for total number of missing students has risen to fifty-four. Remember to use the buddy system and always report suspicious activity. That is all.”

      Suspicious activity, my ass. Someone’s kidnapping kids and the board (including Dad) act like it’s some videogame where the higher the body count, the better the score. I wasn’t worried, though. The kidnapper would have to be epically stupid to kidnap me. Dad would bring down all of Heaven and Earth, and maybe even Hell to find me, too. At least I thought he would. I didn’t plan to get kidnapped to find out.

      “Hey, Ant!” I called when he ducked behind one of the soaring pillars to try to get away from me. He couldn’t hide that easily, after all he had my math homework. “Don’t you have something that’s mine?”

      Ant stepped out from behind the pillar. He adjusted his glasses as if he wasn’t being all sketchy. Nice try, dude. “Hey, Miry. How’s Chris?” He attempted to distract me. It was a good tactic as far as tactics go, but I had math in thirty minutes. I needed my homework.

      “I haven’t seen Chris today,” I said. “Maybe he got kidnapped.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Stop playing dumb. You know why I’m talking to you. Did you forget to give me something yesterday?”

      Ant fidgeted—he adjusted his glasses, put his hands in his pockets, and bounced on his heels. Pretty much doing anything to stall. “Chapter 26 Calculus, right? I got it right here.” He rummaged in his backpack and pulled out some crumpled-up sheets of paper. “You should copy it into your own handwriting. It’s not like I can type your math homework for you. Everything you need is right here. Easy A.”

      “I guess this will do.” I tapped my foot, making sure I looked disappointed in his efforts and the fact that I had expected Chapter 26 last night—not this morning. “But just remember the dirt I have on you, Ant. You wouldn’t want my dad to learn about your secrets, now would you?”

      Ant’s pale face managed to go even whiter. “If you don’t tell your dad, I’ll take your Calc test for you too. All you have to do is keep quiet, see, and we’re all good.”

      I made a big show out of thinking it over, but really it was a pretty sweet deal for me. No homework to do. No test to take. Why would I say no? “Just don’t let it happen again,” I said. “This is cutting it way too close.”

      Ant adjusted his glasses again. Jesus. If he kept doing that, I would break them myself. “Got it, Miry. Say hey to Chris for me, okay?”

      “Sure. Whatever you say.”

      “Attention students,” the kidnapper announcement rang through the halls again. “The current total number of kidnapped students has now risen to fifty-five. Remember to always use the buddy system and report any suspicious activity. That is all.”

      Buddy system, my ass I thought again. I ignored the warning like I always did. Instead, I headed for the little alcove by the school knave where I liked to hang out when I didn’t want anyone to bother me. It was the perfect place to copy my homework. I needed to make sure I got some of the answers wrong. Ant was way too good at Math and I wasn’t.

      I almost made it to the alcove. I say almost, because as I passed by the janitor’s closet, someone grabbed me and pulled me inside.
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      The damn campus was deceptively big for being situated on a tiny island. I’d wasted most of the night wandering the grounds trying to find a way—any way—into the buildings. I’d finally had to just sit and wait for someone to come outside so I could slip past them inside.

      Damien had blown up my phone all night with dire texts like ‘you’re going to die’ and ‘if they don’t kill you, your dad will.’ I’d turned my phone off around midnight. He was being an alarmist. At least with the part about my dad killing me. I could start World War Three and he’d still defend me. Although Damien wasn’t wrong about what would happen if I got caught by an Archangel.

      As morning light filtered through the windows, I huddled in an alcove, fighting off the urge to sleep. Giving in to exhaustion was a good way to get caught. Besides, this building was huge and the thief could be hiding anywhere. As I sat there with my knees pressed to my chest, I wondered why someone who was supposedly on the “good” side would want Dad’s Emblem. Besides, I didn’t think they could set foot in Hell. Just like we can’t step back into Heaven. Dad had told me it was a way to keep the sides at a stalemate. Everyone seemed to agree that Earth was neutral territory. Don’t want to terrify the humans. Still the Emblem had some kind of power. It wouldn’t have protected Dad during the war if it didn’t. I had to get it back.

      Blowing out a breath, I stood up and marched down the hall like I was supposed to be there. My wandering led me to the entrance hall, currently decked out in silver and gold streamers with balloons. A giant banner overhead proclaimed ‘Welcome New Students.’ An idea formed in my head. It was foolish and dangerous as shit, but it was still a plan. I needed to blend in long enough to track down the thief and get the emblem back. I couldn’t do that walking around as Zuri bat-Lucifer.

      Luckily, I’d studied religious history on my own time. Sometimes humans could be beautifully useful. In the Jewish tradition, when someone wanted to avoid an encounter with Azrael, they changed their last name to Hayyim. That way, he would be looking for someone with a different name. It seemed like a stupid trick. Azrael was no idiot, but he insisted if the name didn’t match, he couldn’t take the soul.

      So, I had a name. I could be Zuri Hayyim. Still this was a school and a preppy one from the looks of it. My clothes weren’t going to cut it. I studied the photos hanging on the wall of the hall and saw prepubescent kids all the way up to older teens. Which meant young kids came here and probably for years too. I needed an explanation for why I was just showing up now. I could say I only just found out about my angelic parentage. It was a weak excuse. I caught a tiny gold name plate below one of the pictures: graduating class of Middle Eastern campus with Archangel Gabriel.

      Gabriel stood at the back of the pack and even in the photo he looked distracted. “Perfect”.

      “Hi,” a young voice said from behind me.

      I whirled to find a boy no older than twelve standing there in a school uniform that looked remarkably like what the thief had worn. He clutched a piece of paper in his hand.

      “Hi,” I replied. Could he be the thief? “What’s your name?”

      “Max. What’s yours?”

      “Zuri. You new here, too?”

      Max nodded and brandished the paper. “Got my letter. Mom wasn’t sure if I had to bring it with me.”

      “Can I see?”

      He handed it over without question. Damn, he was trusting. I unfolded the single page and skimmed the text. Pretty standard stuff about congratulating him on being accepted to the school. It provided a list of supplies he’d need—things I could probably bribe my way into—and it told him to bring the letter so they could verify his parentage. I turned my back to Max and hastily grabbed a brochure, making a copy of his letter with a reference to my transfer from the Middle East campus. Forging Gabriel’s signature was a crapshoot. Having never seen his handwriting, I winged it.

      “You must be excited,” I commented, handing the letter back to the kid.

      “Is it your first day, too?” He pressed.

      “Yeah. Well, here. I just transferred from the Middle Eastern campus.” I held up my forged letter.

      His brow wrinkled. “I don’t want to sound rude, but you don’t sound like you’re from there.”

      I gave him a disarming smile. “I’m not. My mother is in the military and she was stationed there. She got special permission to bring me along when we got the acceptance letter,” I lied effortlessly.

      “Is it as cool as it sounds? All the classes and meeting the Archangels?”

      “I think every campus is different. They’re run by different angels. We didn’t see a lot of Gabriel,” I continued, hoping he believed my words and that there was some truth to them. Lies always went down easier if they contained a little fact.

      Max pointed to my clothes. “Where’s your uniform?”

      “They lost our luggage when we were coming back. I’m sure they have some spares I can use.”

      “Oh.”

      The front doors opened again and a massive wave of uniform-clad students poured in. Some headed in other directions while some gathered in small clusters in the hall. Max moved to chat with kids his own age. I needed to find a way to snag a uniform. A large winding staircase rose up to the second floor and I spotted a man standing there, lording over the whole thing. He looked tired, almost like this was all such a bore for him. His gaze fell on me and everything changed. His demeanor sharpened and the dullness in his eyes vanished. He rounded the banister to the top of the stairs and strode down. I caught the hint of a limp, but he walked without aid. I stayed put.

      “I don’t recognize you and as head of this campus, I make it a point to know all of my students,” he said in a clipped tone.

      I held out my forged letter. “I’m a transfer from the Middle East campus.”

      He took the letter, unfolded it and skimmed it. “I see.” He tucked it under his arm and scanned my outfit. “You know you aren’t permitted to be out of uniform during the week.”

      I glanced down at my boots, hoping he took the gesture as embarrassment. “I know. My mother and I just returned from her tour of duty. Our luggage hasn’t arrived yet. I was hoping you had some spares?”

      A speaker crackled and an announcement echoed in the space. “Attention students, the current total number of kidnapped students has now risen to fifty-five. Remember to always use the buddy system and report any suspicious activity. That is all.”

      “We can do that. Follow me,” he said, as if the announcement about kidnapped students hadn’t just blared through the whole damn building.

      I turned back and caught Max’s wide-eyed look before following the man down the hall and into a large office. A massive sword hung behind the desk and the nameplate read Headmaster Michael. The Michael.

      My stomach churned and my blood turned cold as the being responsible for my father’s expulsion from Heaven sat down behind the desk and rifled through papers. I wanted to punch him in the face, take that sword, and chop off his pompous, self-righteous head. Instead, I sat on the edge of the chair opposite him and said nothing.

      “I’m sure Headmaster Gabriel will be able to confirm your transfer. You’re about eighteen, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “And your father …?”

      “Never met him,” I lied.

      “Are you aware of who your father is? We have specific courses for our secondary level students based on parentage.”

      “I know he was an Archangel.” There was no way I was going to be able to hide my wings so I didn’t even try.

      “I see.”

      “All I know is he’s not one of the ones everyone knows,” I added.

      Michael nodded. “Fine.” He passed me a paper with a schedule blocked out. “Here are your classes. You’ll be rooming with my daughter, Miryam.”

      “I don’t need a roommate, sir,” I said.

      “School policy, I’m afraid,” he answered. He waved me off with a dismissive gesture. “I have a meeting with my daughter.” He checked his watch. “She should be arriving shortly. Until then, please remain here.”

      I remained seated, irritation making my neck warm. I needed to be out looking for the thief not sitting here waiting to meet the daughter of my father’s greatest enemy. Michael busied himself with looking over papers and I pulled out my phone, turning it back on. A single new text from Damien waited.

      ‘If you’re being tortured, I’m not saving your ass.’ It read.

      I typed back. ‘That’s up for debate. But I’ve got an in. I’ll be out of here in no time, D. I promise. Just keep things quiet back home, okay?’

      After a few tense seconds, the tiny trio of dots materialized on the screen, indicating he was writing back. ‘Zuri, what exactly are you doing?’ I didn’t need to hear his voice to know the words carried a mixture of annoyance and curiosity.

      ‘What I do best,’ I typed back and stowed the phone in my pocket. I’d suffer through meeting this asshole’s daughter. Then it was time to fool all these suckers and get what was mine.
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      A strong hand clamped over my mouth as an equally strong arm wrapped around my chest. Was this it? Was I being kidnapped by some asshole with my dad only a flight of stairs away? I struggled; my screams muffled by his hands. He pulled me closer to him. OMG, dude was getting off on this. I bit down on what I could reach of the dude’s hand closest to my mouth. He yelped and let me go, shoving me toward the door.

      “Christ, Miry, settle down. It’s just me.”

      I pushed my hair out of my face and turned back around toward the sound of my boyfriend’s voice. “Chris? What the hell is wrong with you? Didn’t you hear the announcement? I thought you were the kidnapper.”

      He waved his wounded hand before sticking his index finger in his mouth. “Would it be so bad if I were?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest, determined to make him work for my forgiveness. “Seriously, don’t joke about something like that. Fifty-five missing kids isn’t a prank.”

      “Guess we’ll just have to be better about using the buddy system.” Chris blew on his hand. “Do I need to get a tetanus shot for this?”

      I held out my hand, palm up. “Get over here.”

      He placed his injured hand in mine. I put my other hand over the top of it and hummed. It was a song older than time. Uncle Raphael taught it to me to see if I had any of his healing abilities. Turned out I did too. I couldn’t bring people back from the dead or anything that extreme, but I could heal small wounds. The space between my hands glowed gold as I hummed. When I lifted my top hand, Chris was healed. He waved his hand again, as if testing out my skills. I’d been at Celestial Academy since I was twelve. I easily knew how to heal a bite wound by now.

      “Thanks.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest again. “What are you doing pulling me into a coat closet right after the kidnapper announcement anyway?”

      He hopped up onto a dusty folding table. “It’s not a coat closet, it’s a janitor’s closet.”

      “Same difference,” I sighed. “What do you want, Chris?”

      “Do I need an excuse to want to hang with my girlfriend? I missed you, Miry. Is that such a crime?”

      “It is when I’ve already kept my dad waiting for three hours when he summoned me for a meeting.”

      Chris hopped off the table and walked slowly toward me. He smiled, which he knew was like a flashy fishing lure to me. Cast the smile, lure me in. Between the smile and his classic boy next door—blonde hair, blue eyes—good looks, he appeared more angelic than most of the actual angel kids here. My feet moved on their own accord. Lure me in. I ended up meeting him halfway across the empty classroom being used as a janitor’s junk closet.

      “Fine,” I said. “What do you think you can do in thirty minutes?”

      His smile widened to a grin. “Oh, you know what I can do in thirty minutes.”

      I tip-toed to kiss him. Lure me in.
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      “You’re late,” Dad barked when I finally appeared in his office. “Hours, in fact.”

      I adjusted my skirt, school uniform tie, and double checked that all my shirt buttons were buttoned correctly before answering. “Sorry. I lost track of time.”

      Dad stood. He was wearing what I called his ‘regular clothes’ today instead of the Greco-Roman red toga and armor he liked wearing to look more like the religious paintings of himself. It impressed new students to see the expected Archangel Michael look. I thought his suit and tie were more intimidating than any armor he could ever throw on though.

      “How many times do I have to tell you, when I call, you come?” Dad moved from behind his desk. He limped slightly. It was an old War in Heaven injury that seemed to plague him as much as I did. “You don’t ignore a summons, Miryam ... Ever.”

      “I said I was sorry.” I scuffed my toe on the Venetian tile floor. “I was doing homework.”

      Dad’s nostrils flared which was never a good sign. I closed my eyes, waiting to be torn into for what I knew he saw as my lack of potential leadership ability and, really, just inability to follow his rules.

      “We have a new student,” Dad said. “She is your responsibility now.”

      I cracked an eye open. Wait, what? A new student? That wasn’t what I had expected him to say. “Define responsibility?”

      “You will learn the full meaning of ‘the buddy system.’” Dad paced the room, his hands laced behind his back. “Starting now. That includes sharing a room with our new student.”

      “Share my room?” I shake my head as if being upset about something would change Dad’s mind about it. “But what’s the point of having you as my dad if I can’t get some perks like a single dorm room? Chris says—” I clamped my hands over my mouth. Holy Hell, I almost brought all manners of angelic wrath down on Chris and I both by outing our sleeping arrangements.

      Dad narrowed his eyes. “I’m well aware where Christopher sleeps at night. He is lucky I’ve looked the other way for this long. Your new roommate is Zuri Hayyim.” He motioned toward the shadows of his ginormous office. A girl stepped into the light. She wore all black—black shirt, black pants, black combat boots. She was either goth or from Hell. I’d say “or both,” but I know there’s no way anyone from Hell could get into Celestial Academy. We have wards for keeping out the riff-raff.

      “Hey.” The new girl sounded just as enthusiastic about our arrangement as I was, which meant not at all.

      I rolled my eyes. “Hey. Let’s get this over with. I’ll take you back to the room and loan you a uniform. I’ve got plenty. You can keep your boots.” That was just the sort of rebellious act that would drive Dad nuts.

      The new girl followed me out of Dad’s office and down the big winding staircase to the main lobby area of campus. I walked fast to my dorm room, not bothering to check if she kept up with me or not. Buddy system, my ass.
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      I resisted the urge to ditch Michael’s daughter the moment we were out of his line of sight. It was clear that neither of us wanted to be in this situation, but maybe getting close to her wasn’t such a bad thing. After all, she was bound to know all kinds of secrets.

      “So, where’d you say you were from again?” She asked, traipsing onward down a hallway I hadn’t noticed before.

      “The Middle East campus,” I said. I was repeating the lie so many times, I was starting to believe it myself.

      “Uncle Gabriel wasn’t around much. He and Uncle Uriel are supposed to run the other campuses, but they are here a lot,” she said.

      “Yeah,” I muttered. Did she really see the other Archangels as family? Would she feel that way about my father?

      I glanced down at the class schedule Michael had foisted on me before his cherubic daughter showed up. Celestial History, Archangel training, and something called a service project. Fuck that.

      “You don’t talk much, huh?” Miry said.

      “It’s been a long day. Getting used to this time zone is throwing me,” I replied. It was probably the first entirely truthful statement I’d made since leaving Hell.

      We finally stopped walking and she unlocked a door leading into a spacious dorm room with two beds. One side of the room was clearly lived in, if irritatingly neat. The other was a blank canvas. One I would fill until I got what I’d come for. Being around so many Archangels made me nervous. If her words were true, Gabriel and Uriel were both on campus giving me more suspects to investigate. Miryam crossed the space to a dresser and pulled out a skirt, blouse, and tie. She passed over a pair of socks next.

      “I’ll let you get changed,” she said and started for the door.

      I rolled my eyes. “What, like you’ve never seen tits and ass before?” I quipped before I realized the words had spilled from my mouth.

      Her cheeks burned bright pink at my words and she turned her back to me. “I’m just not used to having a roommate.”

      “Not a female one, anyway,” I muttered under my breath. I pulled my shirt over my head, glancing over my shoulder. She turned back around, a fresh wave of blush creeping over her face at the fact she’d been caught looking.

      “You really don’t seem like the other kids who come here,” she said.

      “I’m going to try and not take that as the fact that I’m black,” I commented.

      She gave an audible gasp. “Oh, no. I swear I didn’t mean anything like that. It’s just … well you seem kind of edgy. Not like the other angel kids. That’s all. I really didn’t mean to offend you,” she rambled.

      “Good to know. And aren’t we all works in progress?” I answered.

      “I guess we are.”

      The borrowed blouse and skirt ended up being a little tight on me. Not that I’m averse to tight clothes, but the whole Catholic school uniform look wasn’t really a turn on for me. I flopped onto the neatly-made bed and studied Miryam. She really did have the rosy, chubby cheeks of those stupid little statuettes humans loved so much. She had a decent cup size in proportion to the rest of her. If she wasn’t the daughter of my father’s sworn enemy, I might have thought she was cute.

      I could hear Damien’s commentary in my head. “Leave it to you to fall for the one person you literally can’t be with.”

      “So, Miryam, what’s the deal with the kidnapping announcement? Is that like some scare tactics for the new kids or something?”

      She flipped her strawberry blonde hair over one shoulder. “You can call me Miry. And no, it isn’t a prank. Every year, kids go missing. We don’t know why, but the announcement is to remind everyone to be vigilant.”

      “Yeah? And how’s that working out? You can be vigilant all you want. Still if you don’t know what you’re supposed to be looking for, how can you expect to stop it?”

      She sighed and flung herself down on her own bed. She propped her chin on the heel of her palm. “Dad says it’s important. Personally, I don’t understand it either. Don’t they like have the same thing at the other campuses?”

      She’s testing me. “Nope,” I said confidently. “Maybe it’s just an American thing.”

      Miry’s gaze narrowed, but she seemed to buy my answer. “We don’t get a lot of transfer kids, especially not ones in the secondary program. You must have been really special.”

      “I’m not, really. Just the daughter of an angel who probably forgot I even existed.”

      Understanding washed over her face. I’d seen the way Michael spoke to her. She may be his daughter, but he wasn’t happy about that fact. He probably wished she didn’t exist. “However, you don’t know what that’s like. I mean, look at your dad,” I said, luring her in.

      “Being his daughter isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. Don’t get me wrong, I love it here. But sometimes I feel like he doesn’t see me. Not the real me anyway. Mom was her own brand of crazy, but sometimes I almost miss it … just being the two of us. At least then I didn’t have a person to physically disappoint. Now, I can count on his disapproving looks like clockwork. You can’t tell anyone I said that, okay? Everyone else thinks we have this amazing relationship. Ugh … I don’t know why I even told you that.”

      She was needy and desperate for attention. I could definitely work with that. “I won’t say a word.” I mimed zipping my lips. “Since you are the Headmaster’s daughter, I bet you know everything there is to know at this school.”

      She tilted her head to one side, drumming her fingertips against her lips. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, I bet you’re well connected. Come on, every school has their Queen Bee. Don’t tell me that’s not you.”

      Her lips quirked into a smile and she bounced into a seated position. “Well, I mean … everyone knows me and likes me, if that’s what you mean.”

      “So, maybe you can help me. See, when I got here, I saw something bad. Something I’m sure your father would want to know about.”

      Her eyes widened and she leaned forward. “What?”

      I crossed the room and put a hand on her shoulder. I couldn’t influence people like mind control, but I did find that having a physical link with someone helped when I wanted them to believe what I had to say. “There’s a thief who stole something really important to angelic history and I think they’re hiding here. Can you help me find them and bring them to justice?”

      Miry’s eyes widened to the size of silver dollars and her mouth hung open. It was almost cute. Almost. “We’d never harbor someone like that.”

      “Of course not, but I know for a fact they are hiding out here. We can’t let them get away with it. Let’s bring them to justice.”
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      “Saving angelic history and bringing a creep to justice will be like the best service project ever!” I hopped off my bed and did a little squee dance that involved a lot of clapping and bouncing. Zuri looked at me like I’d lost my ever-loving mind.

      “Uh, sure, like totally,” she said.

      She was probably mocking how I talked, but I didn’t care. Saving angelic history would prove to Dad once and for all that I wasn’t some screw up. I could be noble and worthy of his name all at the same time. Either that, or he would still count all of my wrongs against me and not even look at any of the rights. Dad was tricky that way. I hadn’t found a way to impress him yet, but that didn’t mean I would stop trying.

      “Let’s buddy up on the project.” I stopped squeeing long enough to get words out. “It’s better than anything I could come up with on my own and Dad will love it. Saving angelic history and all,” I added in a stage whisper. “This is going to be amazing!”

      “So, you’ll help me?” Zuri looked confused, though, duh, I had just told her it would be a group project. Wasn’t she listening at all?

      “Let’s go see if Chris and Ant want to help! First though, I should probably bring Chris back his stuff.” I crouched down and pulled a cardboard box out from under my bed. Some people gave their significant other a drawer in their dresser, I gave mine a cardboard box under my bed. I stood with the box in my arms. “Unless … how do you feel about, like, inter-dorm visitation and noise canceling headphones? I could go either way, but would totally continue my—umm—nocturnal activities if you’re down with it. It’s your room too now so thought I’d ask.”

      Zuri’s eyes glazed over somewhere around ‘like’ and ‘totally.’ She blinked, frowning. I’d call it a smirk, but that was too close to a smile and I doubted she could smile. “What is wrong with you? You chatter away like a wind-up doll that someone wound up too tight. Slow down, alright? I’ll take those noise canceling headphones right now just to cancel you out.”

      I bit my bottom lip. “That’s not funny. I’m just trying to be nice.”

      “Well, you’re being annoying so stop.”

      I set the box on my bed. I’ll decide what to do with it later. “C’mon. I’ll show you around campus a bit more and introduce you to Chris and Ant.”

      She begrudgingly followed me out the door. Her combat boots paired with the knee-high socks I loaned her looked totally badass. I couldn’t get away with something that edgy. The edgiest I got was wearing colored socks instead of the white.
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      “This is the vestibule.” I motioned at the gold-gilt walls and high ceiling. “It’s where all the campus wide meetings are held. It’s the only place big enough to fit the whole student body.”

      Zuri jerked a thumb at the maroon draped wooden benches that lined the room in two long rows. They faced a dais with a podium set up front and center. “It looks—”

      “Churchy?” I guessed. “Yeah. Dad did that on purpose. He says the more gold, the easier it is to glow. Hey, do you have your wings yet?”

      Zuri pursed her lips. She looked like one of those duck face videos on YouTube. “That’s kind of a personal question.”

      I gave a little squeal and jumped back. “Oh, sorry. Did I offend you again? I’m just curious. I didn’t mean any harm in it. I got mine this year. Wanna see?”

      “I’m not into playing ‘I’ll show you mine if you show me yours,’” Zuri said. “Especially with someone like you. I haven’t had enough booze to make that even the least bit appealing.”

      I couldn’t tell if she was teasing or making fun of me again. I decided to laugh it off either way. “Oh … ha ha. You’re funny. Do you mean to be funny?”

      “No.” She crossed her arms over her chest, the buttons on her loaned shirt straining to hold in her assets. One wrong move and those thingies would pop off and everything would come spilling out.

      I looked around for a distraction. I spied Chris and Ant talking in the corner of the vestibule. “Hey, guys! Over here!” I bounced up on my toes and waved. Chris noticed me first. He smiled and waved back. I blew him a kiss. “That’s my boyfriend Chris,” I said to Zuri just in case she didn’t have eyes and couldn’t figure it out herself. “That’s Ant with him. They’re saint kids. Did you know a lot of saint kids at the Australia campus?”

      “I, uh, didn’t hang with saint kids all that much,” Zuri gave another one of her less than detailed answers.

      I cocked my head to the side, my hair falling over my right shoulder. “Seriously? Why not? I mean, angelic powers are awesome, but like, saint kids are where it’s at. Their specialized abilities are so amazing. It’s totally useful for all sorts of situations.”

      “Hey, Miry.” Chris leaned in to non-tongue kiss me once he and Ant reached our spot near the last pew. He’s totally respectful considering how much the vestibule looked like a church. “Who is your new friend?”

      “New roommate if you can believe it,” I explained. “Dad went totally bananas about me not following the buddy system rules and … ta da! … this is the result.”

      “I thought I was your buddy in the buddy system scenario,” Chris said. Zuri grimaced, looking like she might lose her breakfast or lunch or whatever she last ate all over her kickass combat boots.

      “Chris, you know I’m not into role play.” I giggled and leaned into him, tucking myself against his side. His left hand slid to the waistband of my skirt. Now I was positive Zuri was going to lose it all over her boots. “And, to answer your question, this is Zuri from Australia.”

      “Australia, huh?” Ant extended a hand to shake, which Zuri ignored. “G’day mate. Time to put another shrimp on the barbie.”

      “It was the Middle East campus, actually. And you know people from Australia don’t really talk like that, right?” Zuri’s mouth twitched into the closest thing to a smile I’d seen from her since Dad sprung her on me in his office. I think it was because she was internally laughing at us, but hey, you take what you can get.

      Ant pulled his hand back and ran it through his red hair as if that had been his plan all along. “Oh. Sorry. Hey, are you a saint or angel kid?”

      “Angel.”

      “Zuri loves one-word answers and not giving as much detail as she should.” I grinned. “Oh! Tell her your heritage and abilities! She didn’t hang with many saint kids in the Middle East.”

      Chris straightened a little as if reciting something ultra-important in Celestial History class. “Saint Christopher. Patron saint of travelers. I can provide safe passage to anywhere. I haven’t tried it much outside of school so don’t really know the implications and ramifications in a real-world setting, yet.”

      “Oh, you should totally do that as your service project.” I patted his chest. I don’t take my hand away when I’m done. “Dad would love it.”

      Ant was up next. He gave Zuri a flourishing mock bow. “Saint Anthony. Patron saint of lost things. I can find anything that’s lost. Unlike my boy Chris here, I have tested my abilities in the real world and they rock.”

      “Lost things, huh?” Zuri sounded actually interested in Ant’s abilities. “Can you find something for me?” She grabbed a ‘Welcome to Celestial Academy: Your Heavenly Home Away from Home’ orientation brochure from the pew closest to us, produced a pen from seemingly nowhere and scribbled a picture on the back of the brochure. She held it out for us to see. Some banner looking thing with falling stars on it. “Can you find this?”

      “I’ll try.” Ant took the drawing from Zuri. He closed his eyes and mouthed the words of the Prayer to Saint Anthony. The ink of the drawing turned from black to gold. Ant swiveled in a semi-circle toward the entrance to the bell tower, his arm raised as if on its own accord to point in the same direction. “There. What is lost is there.”

      We all looked in the direction he indicated. A slim person with white shoulder length hair wearing a Celestial Academy uniform stood in the shadows. The weird part to the whole thing wasn’t that I’d never seen that student in my whole life. The weird part was that their eyes glowed red in the darkness.

      “Beelzebub,” Zuri muttered. “You’re not going to get away with this!” She glared up at the weirdo student before they vanished.
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      I stared after Beelzebub as they vanished from sight. This didn’t make sense. Why would they have stolen dad’s relic?

      “Come on. They’re getting away,” I huffed and started to follow.

      “Sorry, but like who is Beelzebub?” Miry asked.

      I looked to her friends, but they, too, lacked recognition. “Former Ruler of Hell, Leader of Demons,” I answered. What are they teaching at this place?

      Miry shook her head so vigorously her hair bounced against her cheeks. “That isn’t possible. No one who is from Hell can come here.”

      Stupid, naive girl. “Well … I’m telling you that is Beelzebub. They are a shapeshifter.” Which made sense with how they could have gotten in. I’d been able to scale the gates and not turn in to a pile of ash probably, because despite being Fallen, my father has angel blood. I didn’t know the extent of Beelzebub’s power, but if they could change their appearance then why not their blood?

      “Sorry,” the kid with glasses interrupted. “Why do you keep calling him they?”

      Maybe it was just a trick or my imagination, but I could swear I heard a frustrated wail in the distance. I grabbed the front of his shirt and pulled him close. His Adam’s Apple bobbed in his throat. “You know what the worst thing you can do is?”

      He shook his head, his glasses sliding down his nose. “Misgender the fucking Leader of Demons,” I bossed.

      “Let him go,” Miry’s boyfriend said, laying a hand on my arm.

      I released my grip and the kid stumbled backward. “We are wasting time.”

      I marched off in the direction Beelzebub had gone, not looking back to see if my unwanted roommate and her friends were following me.

      “How do you know all of that stuff?” Miry asked, falling into step with me.

      “How come you don’t?”

      “I ... I don’t know. I mean we learn all the important stuff or at least that’s what Dad says. We start training our abilities early on, but we don’t get to Angelic History until this term.”

      “Let me guess, they don’t want to scare the little kids.”

      “Don’t tell anyone, but it kind of scares me, too. Like thinking about all the evil that happened. It’s just really awful you know?”

      More than you know. “Got it, you’re a wuss.”

      “No, I’m not! You know, we need to work on your sense of humor. It’s not that funny.”

      “I don’t mean to interrupt, but the … um person we are looking for went that way,” Glasses said and pointed off to our left.

      He looked at me for approval. I’m not sure Beelzebub ever considered them self a person, but it was still better than ‘he.’ I strode onward, suddenly missing my own clothes instead of being forced to wear this ridiculous school uniform. The stupid skirt was so constricting. Clothing issues aside, I should have known Beelzebub would have ducked into a populated area where they could hide in plain sight. Our search led us right into a giant gaggle of preteens. I skimmed the faces, but nothing demon-like caught my eye.

      “Did you lose them?” Miry’s boyfriend said to Glasses.

      “I’m trying. It’s like they can tell I’m looking and are hiding from me,” he answered.

      “Smart demon,” I said under my breath.

      “What do we do now?” Miry’s lower lip protruded in a pout and damn it, if it wasn’t the tiniest bit adorable.

      Anger washed over me in a wave and I had to fight every instinct in my body telling me to sprout wings and take flight. I was foolish to think these do-gooders could be of any real use. They couldn’t understand the real danger of the Emblem falling into the wrong hands.

      I shoved Glasses forward. “Look harder.”

      “You need to stop pushing my friend around,” Miry’s boyfriend snapped, putting himself between us.

      “I’m all for like preserving angel history and everything, but you didn’t really explain what it is we’re looking for,” Miry added.

      I grit my teeth to keep from biting her head off. I’d managed to convince them I belonged here so far. Still if I slipped and said the wrong thing, I’d tip my hand and they’d know I was an imposter. “It’s one of the original relics from the War in Heaven. From what I know, they are insanely powerful and incredibly dangerous in the wrong hands. Like Beelzebub.”

      “Oh. Right. Yeah. We should tell Dad what we know,” Miry suggested.

      “Or, we keep looking. They can’t hide forever. Eventually, they’ll make a mistake and we’ll catch them. Though we’ll need to be careful since they can change form,” I said.

      “They could be anyone,” Miry gasped, her gaze flitted over her friends.

      “Guess we’ll just have to keep a very close eye on each other,” her boyfriend said, sliding a possessive hand over her ass.

      “We should get to class. If we don’t want to panic everyone, we need to make it look like everything’s fine,” Glasses said. “That way it’s a bigger win for us when we actually take them down.”
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      I expected class to be some trite torture about being a good person or whatever the service project garbage was, but we ended up in what the others described as Self-Defense. They led me into a large room with padded walls and mats on the floor. At the far end of the room, a man—at least I thought it was a man—sat in a meditative pose.

      “Good morning students. I hope you’re ready for the day,” the man said and stood up in one languid motion, rotating to face us. He wore a flowing kimono and no shoes. His gaze met mine and I was almost reminded of my father.

      “That’s Uncle Uriel,” Miry whispered helpfully in my ear.

      The ends of his shirtsleeves were singed with ash. Dad had insisted I know about the other Archangels so I could protect myself. Uriel may look unassuming, but he had a penchant for lighting shit on fire. He shed the kimono, eliciting a few gasps from other students. He wore tight camouflage pants and a tank top underneath.

      “We’re going to be studying swordplay today. Can I get some volunteers?” His high-pitched voice took a hint of glee.

      Everyone around me shuffled back. Either no one felt comfortable with swords or this was some elaborate hazing ritual for the new girl. Either way, I didn’t care. I’d show all of them. With my chin jutting out at a confident angle, I marched forward and held my hand out for a weapon.

      “Let’s do this,” I said and accepted the hilt of the blade.

      “Anyone else?” Uriel called, his gaze drifting over the assembled students. He pointed the blade of the second sword at Miry’s boyfriend. “Christopher. Lovely, thank you for volunteering.”

      “I didn’t,” he mumbled, but stepped forward anyway.

      “Hope you don’t mind being humiliated in front of your girl, Saint Boy,” I taunted, getting into a fighter’s stance.

      “Do you even know how to use that thing?” He hissed.

      I gave it a swirl, finding the center of balance. “Guess you’ll have to find out.”

      “Enough flirting. It’s time to test your skills. Now, there are no failing grades in this course, but it pays to be the victor,” Uriel said and clapped his hands, ushering the rest of the class back.

      Miry’s boyfriend took a step back and leveled his blade straight at my chest. Boy was he in for a surprise. He charged—complete with a less-than-intimidating yell—and I sidestepped him, slapping the end of the pommel into his shoulders. A rasp passed his lips as air fled his lungs.

      “You can do better than that,” I goaded.

      “I was just giving you a chance to look good before I wipe the floor with you,” he answered and spun to face me.

      The tips of our swords touched and he advanced with a much more professional approach. He didn’t have bad form, but it was clear he hadn’t been trained to my level. We thrust and parried around the room before I landed a solid kick to his solar plexus. He crumbled to the ground, wheezing. I stood over him, blade pressed to the sensitive flesh above his carotid artery.

      “Guess I don’t really need a lesson in self-defense,” I said, eyeing the Archangel watching from across the room.

      “It would appear not. Maybe you’d like to share your expertise with the rest of the class.” Uriel gave me a smirk and a wink. I felt my skin crawl in response.

      I already didn’t know how I was going to sleep here. I didn’t need the added nightmares of someone that humans might consider related to me hitting on me. Even if with a quick glance he looked very feminine.

      “Everyone pair up. Our new star pupil is going to teach us all,” Uriel said before shoving Miry at me.
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      I held the sword with the pointy end down. If I had to use two words to describe my views on sword fighting, they were “ew” and “gross.” I don’t mind watching. It was exciting to watch. But fight? No thank you.

      “What are you waiting for, Miryam?” Uncle Uriel taunted. “Have at her. The floor is yours. Show us what you got.” A fire ball flashed in his palm. He threw it at me, forcing me to dodge. It hit the padded wall behind us, leaving a smoking, black singe mark.

      “Uncle Uriel, you know I don’t do my own sword fighting,” I reminded him. “That’s what Chris is for.”

      “Christopher can’t always save you.” Uncle Uriel circled the room, his palm glowing with yet another fire ball. “What will you do when there’s no one around to protect you, but yourself?”

      “Um, probably die?”

      “Wrong answer!”

      He threw a fire ball and another and another. Right when I dodged left, another would come at me from the right.

      “Just pick up the damn sword and fight already,” Zuri snapped. “It’s what he wants. Parry and thrust. That’s all you need to remember. Parry and thrust. Parry and thrust.”

      “I ... Can’t.” I sat on the floor. If there was a class for freaking out and crying, I’d ace it. “You don’t understand. Swords and me—”

      “There’s no excuses and no crying in my self-defense class,” Uncle Uriel barked. “Now, get up and show me what you got, or die trying.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t. Please don’t make me, Uncle Uriel.”

      His eyes glowed red to go along with the fire ball resting in his palm. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “What is your problem?” Zuri stepped in front of me, sword raised in a fighting stance. “Do you get off on scaring little girls? She may not want to fight you, but I do.”

      Uncle Uriel grinned. “Insubordination on your first day. I like it.”

      All Hell broke loose. Instead of just targeting me, Uncle Uriel lobbed fire balls at anyone and anything in the room. Zuri deflected them with her sword—hitting them as if she was hitting a homerun at a baseball game—but most everyone else just screamed as they ducked and covered. I yelped when a fire ball nicked me on the thigh.

      “Miry!” Chris slid on his knees out to the center of the classroom. He recited the Prayer to Saint Christopher so fast I wasn’t sure that’s what he was even saying until a force field rose from his outstretched palm, protecting the kids from Uncle Uriel’s rampage. “Anyone who wants safe passage out of class has it. Go now!”

      He didn’t need to ask twice. Everyone ran screaming into the hallway. Chris wrapped one arm around me, helping me stand, while maintaining his force field with the other. Zuri glanced our direction, looking annoyed or—as I liked to think of it already as—her normal expression.

      “I had it covered, Saint Boy,” she lashed out at him. “I didn’t need your safety prayer or whatever the fuck you just did.”

      “I didn’t do it for you. I did it for Miry.” Chris checked the burn wound on my thigh, having to lift my skirt to get a good look at it. “We need to get you to first aid.”

      “Zuri can take me,” I said. “She needs to know where first aid is anyway. We’ll meet you in history class.”

      Chris doesn’t look entirely convinced with this change in plans. His force field wavered slightly with the lack of concentration, allowing Uncle Uriel to land a fire ball at our feet. “Are you sure?”

      I nodded. “Just get us safely out of here and I can take it from there.”

      Chris, Zuri, and I inched toward the door. Uncle Uriel’s fire balls bounced harmlessly off of the force field. I let out the breath I didn’t realize I was holding when we all three stumbled into the hallway.

      “Good class today!” Uncle Uriel called. “Shut the door on your way out!”

      “Sadist,” Zuri muttered under her breath.
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        * * *

      

      “Uncle Raphael?” I called after limping my way to the first aid room. Zuri wasn’t much help. She refused to put her arm around my waist to help me walk, even though I said it was okay. Chris wouldn’t mind, especially if it was because she was helping me. “Uncle Raphael? It’s Miry. Can I get some help out here?”

      “Ah, Miry, how are you—” Uncle Raphael’s expression went from kind to worried when he saw the scorch mark on my thigh. “Self-defense class again?”

      “Sword fighting,” I confirmed. “Uncle Uriel always gets, like… so strung out when it’s sword fighting day.”

      Uncle Raphael pulled white doctor-like gloves on. “He has his reasons. Now let me get a better look at that wound.”

      I hopped up onto the examination table. “This is Zuri,” I said by way of introductions. “She transferred from Uncle Gabriel’s campus. It’s totally her first day.”

      “First day on this campus,” she corrected. “It’s not my first day at any school.”

      “Pleased to meet you,” Uncle Raphael said as he worked his angelic healing magic on my fire ball burn. “There. It’s not healed completely, but it’s better than before. There’s only so much one angelic ability can do to counteract another. I expect you to rest for at least a half hour.” He glanced at Zuri. “Can you stay with her?”

      “Uh, I’m supposed to get to history class.” Zuri looked at the door and then back at me. I flicked my skirt down to cover the wound in case seeing that was making her uncomfortable. “But I guess I can stay.”

      Uncle Raphael smiled. “Perfect.” He leveled a long, thin finger at me. “Remember, young lady. Rest for thirty minutes.”

      “Thirty minutes,” I repeated. “Got it. I can totally do that. Maybe we’ll miss that pop quiz Uncle Gabriel likes to give at the beginning of class. Well, that is if he remembers to even give it.”

      Zuri and I watched Uncle Raphael disappear to his closet-sized medical research room. I patted the exam table next to me as an invite, but Zuri ignored it. “Thanks for staying with me,” I said. “You were, like, totally awesome at self-defense too.”

      “Why aren’t you?” She asked.

      I scrunched up my face. “Why aren’t I what?”

      “Why aren’t you good at self-defense?” Zuri sat in one of the hard-back plastic chairs across the small room. “Your dad is Archangel Michael. Using a sword should be second nature to you.”

      I cocked my head to the side, my hair falling over my shoulder. “You sure know a lot about my dad.”

      Zuri crossed and uncrossed her arms and legs as if the implied question made her nervous. “I’ve heard some things around home.”

      “Where’s home?”

      “Not here.”

      I laughed. “That’s all the answer I’m going to get out of you on that, right?” I stretched my arms over my head. Zuri looked at her boots. “Don’t worry. I’ll let you keep your secrets if you let me keep mine.”

      We’re silent. It’s not uncomfortable, just silence. Zuri ran a hand through her hair.

      “Seriously, though, what’s up with you and sword fighting?” She asked. “You should be able to handle yourself, not cower and cry like some helpless newb.”

      “I wasn’t crying, thank you very much.” I flashed a grin to show no hard feelings. “I was screaming too much to cry.”

      “That still doesn’t answer my question.” Zuri crossed her arms over her chest again. If she kept giving those uniform shirt buttons a work out, fire balls wouldn’t be the only thing flying around a room today. “Why let your boy handle swords? He’s not even that good at it.”

      “Handle swords,” I snickered at my own joke. “Chris is top in the class. He’s, like, golden. I can’t compete with that, so why bother?”

      “Answer the question, Miry.” Zuri tapped—more like stomped—her foot on the ground.

      I huffed an exaggerated sigh. “Fine, but no telling, okay?” I waited for her to nod yes before I continued. “Dad has this special sword that’s like a really big deal ... Huge. He used it during the War in Heaven to smite the wicked and all that stuff. He cast Lucifer down to Hell with his magic, special sword. As his kid, I’m supposed to be able to manifest it or call it to me or something like that. I’m not sure what to call it, because honestly, I’ve never been able to do it. Every time I think of the sword and try to call it to me, I start to panic and nothing happens. I don’t want to fight. I want to be a healer like Uncle Raphael.” I pointed at my rapidly healing wound. “I can do a little bit of minor healing, but not anything against angelic powers. That’s why I don’t like sword fighting. I don’t want to fight.”

      Zuri seemed to be thinking over what I said. I held my breath, waiting for her to call me a loser, to laugh or whatever else not cool she could think of (and I bet that was a lot). She didn’t laugh, though. Instead, she just pursed her lips and nodded.

      “For the record, your boy isn’t the only one who will step up for you in self-defense class,” she said. “The next time your crazy Uncle Uriel starts hurling fire balls at you, I’ll be first in line to kick his ass.”

      I laughed and ruffled a hand through my hair. “Thanks. I needed that.”
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      I didn’t know why I agreed to stay with Miry while she rested her leg. I had far better things to do like track down Beelzebub and kick their sorry ass. I still couldn’t figure out their motive. Dad had always been nice and even let them have full control over the demons in Hell. Why would they come here? The Fallen were looked down on by the Archangels, sure. However, demons were considered even lower in their eyes. The likes of Michael would never stoop to team up with Beelzebub, would he?

      “Uh, like did you hear what I said?” Miry’s voice cut through my thoughts.

      “Not a word,” I replied.

      She huffed and gave another pout. “Well, I said I won’t tell if you skip history. Lots of kids here owe me and I’m sure I could convince one of them to help with your homework too.”

      A snort escaped before I knew what was happening. Michael’s precious daughter actually had a bit of a bad side. Sure, it was kind of pathetic as schemes went. Still behind that little cherub face was a secret rebel. “You’re seriously telling me you make other kids do your homework for you? And they don’t rat you out?”

      She beamed. “They all want to be my friends, so of course they don’t.”

      “I think we have very different definitions of friendship,” I muttered, standing up from the plastic chair. “For your information I’m perfectly capable of doing my own homework.”

      Miry looked down at her hands. “I was just trying to be nice.”

      So, she kept saying. Girl wouldn’t last five seconds in New York public school let alone Hell. How had a child of the most powerful archangel turned out to be such a whiny bitch? Glancing at the clock I turned for the door. “Get up. We are going to class.”

      “Wait … Uncle Raphael said we had to rest for a half hour,” Miry protested.

      I didn’t give her a chance to say more. I just grabbed her wrist, hauled her off the exam table and marched out of the room. I stopped about ten paces beyond the door, realizing I had no idea where I was going. I stopped walking, but Miry stumbled forward and let out an unhappy whine. “Why’d you stop?”

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “I realized I don’t know where the fuck I’m going,” I answered, glowering at her.

      “Oh, right of course you don’t! I guess you need me to show you.”

      The smirk on her face made me want to punch her in the mouth. The sooner I learned the layout, the better off I’d be. For now, I had no choice except to let her lead me to our destination.

      “Can I ask you something?” I posed as we rounded what felt like the millionth turn in about ten minutes.

      “Sure. Like anything.”

      I ground my teeth to keep from pointing out her overuse of the word “like” and that it was going to result in serious bodily harm if she wasn’t careful. “Do your Uncle Uriel’s eyes always glow red when he’s flinging fire balls at people?”

      “What?” Miry stopped walking. This time I didn’t stop in time and slammed into her back. “What are you saying?” Her tone was accusatory and maybe she had a right to be.

      “All I’m saying is that it looked a little shady. He’s an Archangel. Isn’t he supposed to be a good guy?’

      “Of course, he’s a good guy!” Miry shouted, moving to stand in my way. “Why would you say that? You don’t know him!”

      “You’re right, I don’t know him. Still I’ve only ever seen one person whose eyes glow red.”

      Confusion clouded her face and I let out an exasperated sigh. “Beelzebub. The asshat we were chasing who stole shit they shouldn’t have.”

      “You think he impersonated Uncle Uriel?” Miry scoffed.

      I bristled. “They. Fuck, are you so thick you can’t get a being’s pronouns right?”

      “I’m sorry, it’s not something I’m used to dealing with. We don’t have that many people ... like that around here.”

      “That’s obvious. I mean, didn’t you go to school with normal kids before you came here?”

      “I’ve been here since I was twelve. Before that ... well Mom was kind of crazy about me interacting with other people. She was kind of paranoid. So, she homeschooled me.”

      “You seriously need to get out of here and meet people. Like real people who aren’t like you.”

      “Would you show me around sometime?” It came out timid, not at all like the tone she’d been using when I’d insinuated that her precious batshit crazy uncle was a shapeshifting thief.

      I opened my mouth to tell her to go screw herself, that I didn’t have time to babysit her and open up her horizons. Instead, I patted her arm and said, “Sure. But why don’t we get to that class? I don’t want to be late on my first day here. First impressions are important after all.”

      “Right. It’s just down that hall,” Miry said and smoothed her uniform. “Oh, and you know … I’ve never really noticed if that happened before with his eyes. Usually, I’m just trying not to die.”

      That didn’t bode well. If Beelzebub could impersonate the highest angels in existence—complete with their powers—we were in a shit ton of trouble.

      I followed Miry into the third room on the left and sat in the back of the class. She went up to join her boyfriend. Apparently, Glasses wasn’t in this class or at least not in this time block. Her boyfriend slung his arm around her shoulders and leaned in close, whispering in her ear. I caught his hand sliding up her thigh. She winced. He stopped immediately and kissed her cheek.

      I turned, ready to complain about the obvious display of affection to Damien when I remembered he wasn’t here with me. I’d left him standing on the outside of the gates and he’d gone home to keep shit from getting stirred up. In that moment I realized how much I missed my best friend and how much more fun this would be if he were around.

      The door opened and I looked to see a man in shabby clothes shuffle in, muttering to himself. Miry turned to look at me and mouthed ‘Uncle Gabriel.’ He wasn’t at all what I had expected from one of the most powerful beings in the universe. He looked more like an absent-minded professor and one who hadn’t seen a shower in ages. He bumped into his desk and a few students laughed. He looked up at the sound, blinked twice, and smiled.

      “Ah, yes, hello everyone. How are we doing today?”

      “Fine,” a chorus of voices answered.

      “Good, good. You’ll have to forgive me. Jet lag is a bit overwhelming sometimes. Someone remind me where we left off?”

      Miry’s hand flew into the air. “We were just starting to learn about the War in Heaven.”

      Gabriel’s face fell. “Ah, yes. I suppose it’s time we deal with that topic, isn’t it? You’re all old enough to understand the ramifications of that battle.”

      I leaned back in my chair and propped my feet up on the empty seat in front of me. This was going to be good. I knew how it had really gone down. These pompous dickwads were probably going to get it all wrong.

      “As most of you know, after God created humanity, the time came when division struck the Heavenly Host. There were those who wished to corrupt humanity and rule their basest desires. While there were those who understood that sometimes sacrifices should be made and sometimes bad behavior needed to have consequences.”

      “So, they cast out the evil angels?” A girl with mousy brown hair in the third row asked.

      “They weren’t evil,” I said before I realized the words were out of my mouth.

      The girl turned to look at me. “What are you talking about? Of course, they were.”

      “So, you were there when this went down, then?” I snapped.

      “Well, obviously not, but Professor Gabriel was. That’s what happened right? The evil angels got kicked out of Heaven like they were supposed to.”

      This bitch is about to get cut. “You do know that history is always written by the winners and they give it the spin they want. Of course, they’re going to say they were casting evil out. Still did you ever stop to think about what those other angels were fighting for?”

      “They wanted to tempt humans,” the girl said, her voice less sure than before.

      “Why? Because he said so?” I spat and gestured to Gabriel.

      “Yes.”

      “They were defending humanity. God and the other Archangels wanted to destroy humans, because they were flawed by free will. Lucifer and the angels who fought with him were trying to protect them, not lure them into sin or whatever.”

      Gabriel cleared his throat in an obvious gesture to make me shut up. “And you are?”

      “Zuri,” I answered.

      He narrowed his gaze at me. I could feel all eyes on me as the rest of the class waited for him to swat me down for heresy or some shit. “Yes, well, you do have a point, Zuri. There are always two sides to every story and perhaps we shouldn’t only consider the one who we think is right.” He shuffled through some papers on his desk before turning back to the door he’d come through. “I’m afraid I forgot I was needed elsewhere just now. Class dismissed.”

      The class erupted as everyone started talking over one another. I didn’t have time to deal with this shit. I had a shapeshifter to find and I needed a boost from my best friend. I walked out of class, ignoring Miry and her boyfriend. I’d probably given them both heart palpitations with what I’d said.

      As soon as I was out of earshot, I hit Speed Dial Number 2 on my phone. It rang once before Damien answered. “Please tell me you’re on your way home right now.”

      “No such luck. I know who the thief is though.”

      “Really?”

      “Beelzebub.” I waited for a minute as my words sunk in. “You still there, D?”

      “Yeah, I’m here. But why would they steal your dad’s Emblem? Aren’t they on the same side?’

      “I thought so. Look, I need a little more time. They can change shape and become anyone. They might even be able to mimic angelic powers.”

      “Shit. You aren’t safe there, Z.”

      “I appreciate your concern, but I’m a big girl and I can take care of myself. I just ... I needed to hear a familiar voice. I about lost my shit in their stupid history class. Going on about how the evil angels were expelled from Heaven.”

      “Wait, you’re in classes?”

      “Duh. You didn’t really think I was going to be able to sneak around unnoticed if I didn’t have a good cover story. They think I’m a transfer student.”

      “You’re playing with fire, Zuri. Your dad is already asking questions that I can’t answer. You have no idea how terrifying it is to lie to the Lord of Hell.”

      “Trust me, D. I know exactly how you feel. Although I really appreciate it. Knowing you have my back makes me feel like I can get through this crazy shit.”

      “Be safe. If you’re my first reaping I’m going to kill you myself. You hear me?”

      “I hear you. Later.”

      I ended the call and the tiny hairs on the nape of my neck shivered. I spun around to find Uriel lurking in one of the alcoves. “Fuck, don’t do that,” I yelped.

      He grinned, his eyes normal and not at all indicative that he might be a shapeshifter. “You were very impressive in class today.”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, I guess. No offense, but you kind of went ape shit in there. I get that Miry can be a whiny brat, but trying to burn the boss’ daughter alive is going a step too far, don’t you think?”

      He waved his hand dismissively. “Oh, she was never in danger.”

      “You injured her. She had to go to the first aid room and everything,” I pointed out.

      “It was an accident. Besides I want to know more about how you got those skills.” He stepped closer and slid his hand down my arm. “Maybe I can give you a few tips during a private tutoring session.”

      My stomach lurched and I swallowed back bile. “I think I’ll just stick to normal class.”

      I pulled my arm free, tracing the hallways back to the room I was sharing with Miry. Maybe a little alone time would allow me to center things and get my head back in the game.
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      “Your friend is weird,” Chris said as we watched Zuri muscle her way through the crowd of students and into the hallway after history class.

      “She’s not my friend, she’s just my roommate.” I tilted my head to the side. “I do like her boots, though. They’re pretty rad, huh?”

      Chris slung an arm around my shoulders and led me out of class. “I like your shoes just fine. Don’t try to be something you’re not, Miry. It’s exhausting.”

      I leaned against him, slipping my arm around his waist. “And what do you know about being something you’re not? We don’t have secrets, do we, Chris?”

      “No, of course not. Just keep being you, that’s all.”

      “I’ll try.”

      We had study hall after history, but never did any studying … at least not books or homework assignments. I expected Chris to lead the way to the janitor’s closet or maybe his room. Instead, he turned toward the grotto.

      The grotto was what I liked to think Dad created when he got bored or maybe when he wanted us to get a little sunshine and fresh air for once instead of staying cooped up in school. There was a hedge maze with a giant fountain in the middle, benches scattered around—some hidden for extra privacy—and sculptures. It was full of tons and tons of sculptures of Dad. Dad standing in full armor with his sword raised. Dad stepping on Lucifer’s head as he cast him down to Hell. Dad with his hands clasped in prayer. I had never seen Dad pray even once in the six years I’d been at Celestial Academy. I knew he had a rep to maintain, but seriously, it was false advertising.

      “Dad and his swords, I swear.” I motioned at the gold statue at the center of the fountain. “It’s, like, totally phallic.”

      “I think it’s more congratulatory.” Chris sat on the edge of the fountain. I found a spot next to him. “Think about it. He’s got to remind himself what he’s known for. If you forget, history has a chance to repeat itself.”

      “There’s no way there can be a second war in Heaven.” I shook my head so hard my headband slid down my forehead and my hair hit me in the face. “Besides, if Lucifer and the Fallen were going to be all uppity or whatever, wouldn’t they have done it by now?”

      “I don’t think time really has much meaning in Hell.” Chris dipped his hand into the fountain water, watching the ripples it created across our reflection. Ripples on the water that could be a metaphor or something.

      “You look tired,” I commented. “Did using your safe passage ability for that long wear you out?”

      Chris smiled, but just barely. “Yeah, something like that.”

      I knotted my hands in my lap. There was something not right, but I couldn’t quite figure out what. Chris didn’t seem all that interested in telling me either. “Did I do something? Should I have stood up to my dad when he went all buddy-system on me and stuck Zuri in my room? Joke’s on him cause she just walked out of class without any buddying or systeming. Do you want me to get him to put her somewhere else? I can do that, you know. Just say the word and—”

      “Miry!” Chris pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and pointer finger. “Just stop talking, okay? Trust yourself a little. You don’t always have to do what everyone else wants you to, or what you think they’d want you to do. Stand up to your dad, don’t stand up to your dad. I don’t care, as long as it is your decision … not mine.”

      My hands fluttered to his arm before I pulled back just in case he didn’t want me to touch him. But that was the problem right there, wasn’t it? I deferred to everyone else when what I should do is listen to myself. Still I don’t trust myself. I trusted Chris. He was the only person I felt really cared about me for me and not using me for a way to get on Dad’s good side at this school.

      “I’ll try,” I said. “But it’s not, like, normal for me to do that, okay?”

      Chris sighed. “I know, and I’m sorry if I upset you. You’re right. I’m tired. I shouldn’t take that out on you.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “There is, but it’s kind of weird to ask.” He watched me as if trying to decide if he wanted to say more or not. He picked not. “Forget it. Maybe some other time.”

      “No, tell me,” I said. “I want to help.”

      “Some other time. I promise.”

      Chris leaned in for a kiss. I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him closer. His lips were feather light against mine, not exactly teasing, but definitely not into the potential make out session either.

      “What else is wrong?” I pulled back, my arms still hanging loosely around his neck. “Tell me the truth, Chris. No secrets, remember?”

      “I … When I was home for summer term, I found some letters and cards my mom had sent me over the years that Dad hid from me,” he admitted. “Every birthday. Every holiday. There was a card addressed to me that Dad had just stuffed in some shoebox in his closet. He kept her from me. She was reaching out to me, Miry. She wanted me and Dad just threw that away.”

      “Oh, Chris … I thought your mom was dead.”

      “Dad never actually said she was dead. He always just said she was gone.” Chris shrugged. “She didn’t want to be blocked from my life. Dad made that decision for the both of us. It’s like text book parental alienation. I don’t know if I can forgive him for that.”

      “Was there a return address on the cards?” I asked. “You know, so you can track her down if you want.”

      He shook his head. “No. Just a PO Box, but it’s local. I hung out there this summer just in case.”

      “If she’s sending you cards on birthdays and holidays, we’ll wait for one of those to roll around and then see what happens.”

      His lips quirked into a half smile. “We?”

      “You didn’t think I’d let you do this alone, did you?” I perked up at the idea of having a project. “What are girlfriends for?”

      “You’re the best. Seriously.” He kissed me a little more forcefully this time. “How much time do we have until our next class starts?”

      I checked the time on my phone. “Thirty minutes.”

      Chris laughed. “We can do a lot in thirty minutes.”

      “Yes, we can.” I pointed at the statue of Dad looking down at us. “Although not with him watching. Let’s go back to my room.”
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      I paced between the two beds in the room I was now sharing with Miry. It wasn’t nearly enough room to let me stretch my legs and vent my frustration. I also needed something to distract me from the utter creep fest that was my last interaction with Uriel. I needed to find a way to see if it was actually the Archangel or really Beelzebub in disguise. Maybe another call to Damien was in order. I pulled out my phone to make the call when Dad’s face flashed on my screen with an incoming call. Shit. “Hey, Dad,” I said as calmly as possible.

      “Zuri, where are you?”

      Fuck. I should have checked with Damien to get our stories straight. “I got bored and decided to head into the city. Just to do some window shopping.”

      “You’re with people you trust?”

      “I’m not with anyone. What’s wrong?”

      I heard him exhale over the line and I could just imagine him pinching the bridge of his nose. “There was a break-in at the museum last night.”

      “What? Was anything taken?” I feigned ignorance. A task made infinitely easier by the fact he couldn’t see my face right now.

      “Yes. My Emblem.”

      “That’s not good.” I couldn’t hide the nervousness in my voice. It was the whole reason I was standing in the middle of enemy territory right now.

      “No, it is not. It is extremely dangerous in the wrong hands. Zuri, I want you to be safe.”

      “I know it’s dangerous. You told me every chance you got. It’s why you’d never let me even touch it, remember? I can take care of myself,” I replied.

      “You need to promise me that you’re safe.”

      “Fuck, Dad. I’m fine.” I heard muffled voices in the hall outside growing louder. Any privacy I had was about to evaporate. “I need to go. Some asshole is glaring at me for holding up the line. You know New Yorkers and their coffee. Love you, bye.”

      I ended the call just as the door opened. Miry and her boyfriend spilled into the room, hands already under each other’s shirts. He noticed me first, retracting his hands and taking a step back. Miry looked at him with confusion before she turned and her mouth hung open in surprise.

      “What are you doing in here?” She asked.

      I pointed to the bed that I’d claimed. “My room, too. Look I’m all for sexual exploration or whatever, but I do not need to see his dick waving in the wind.”

      Her boyfriend—I should remember his name, but I just didn’t care—glared at me. He looked paler than he had when I left history class. Maybe using his ability had taken a toll on him. After all, he’d said he hadn’t really tested it extensively. Maybe I shouldn’t have taken his head off for the assist.

      “You know what, I’m going to wander. Get to know the campus so I don’t have to be attached at the hip to Miss Priss here.” I side stepped them and reached for the door knob.

      “You know, you were pretty brave back there taking on an Archangel by yourself,” he said.

      “He was being a bully. I don’t deal well with people trying to push me around. Also, I know he’s your uncle or whatever, but dude tried to hit on me and get me alone in a room. Gave off real rape-y vibes. Just giving you fair warning, if he tries it again, he may come away with fewer appendages than when he started.”

      “He’s just … different,” Miry offered unconvincingly.

      “There’s different and then there’s a sexual predator. You sure you really know him that well?”

      Miry’s cheeks burned bright red at the insinuation. “He’d never do anything like that.”

      “Then you don’t have a problem with me filing a formal complaint with your father about it.”

      Miry reached out her hand and clamped down on my wrist hard enough to leave a bruise. “Don’t tell my dad, please. He’s got a lot going on.”

      I wrenched my arm free of her grasp. “You think I care how much he’s got going on? If one of his fellow Headmasters is making passes at students, he damn well is gonna know about it.”

      “You said you thought it wasn’t even Uncle Uriel. You said it could be Beelzebub,” she blurted.

      Her boyfriend eyed us both. “Seriously?”

      I shrugged one shoulder. “I’ve only seen Beelzebub’s eyes glow red. Uriel’s did the same in class. It’s a reasonable assumption. If you say he’s acting differently than normal, that would make sense, too.”

      He shook his head. “But we’ve seen Uriel use his powers like that before.”

      “So, he can throw fire balls. That’s not like it’s a big surprise or a hard power to duplicate. The bigger issue is not knowing if Beelzebub can actually replicate abilities.”

      “How would we figure out if it’s really Uncle Uriel or not?”

      “I might have a way, but I need to make a call. In private. Give me five minutes and I’ll come find you. We’ll see which of us is right.”
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      I waited for Miry and her boyfriend to give me some privacy before making my call. Twice in one day. Damien would think I missed him. I’d never let him know that I really did. I had my tough girl image to uphold, after all.

      “Seriously, Z, do I need to mount a rescue?” He said without preamble or greeting.

      “Two things. What did you tell my dad about where I was?” I settled on the edge of the bed and scuffed the toe of my boot against the floor.

      “I didn’t really give specifics. He called to check up on you, didn’t he?”

      “He did. It’s fine. Look, I need you to do me another favor.”

      I sensed the whine in his voice before he spoke. “Is it going to get me in trouble with someone who can do serious damage to my face?”

      I smiled even though he couldn’t see me. “Probably. Though you love me so suck it up. I need you to go into the Archives and get me anything you can find on the Archangel Uriel.”

      “The Archives. As in the place only two people have the key to. The same place where even you’ve never been allowed, because the information is too important … dangerous and world-ending?” After a pause, he added. “What are you into, Zuri?”

      “I need to know something about Uriel that can’t be gathered from a quick observation. Something only he would know.”

      “If I do this, you owe me even more than you already do. Seriously, you hook me up with the prettiest girl there.”

      “I’ll let you know if she even exists. So, you’ll do it?”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Great. I need the info like … now.”

      “You’re joking right?”

      “Nope. I told you Beelzebub stole dad’s Emblem. I think they might be impersonating people in authority.”

      “Why can’t you just come back? Couldn’t you just forge a key to get in?”

      The idea of going home was appealing. I didn’t feel comfortable here. Besides I missed the familiar passageways and faces. Not to mention it would put Dad’s mind at ease if I put in an appearance. Although I really didn’t have a way to slip off to Hell without Miry and her friends finding out who I really am.

      “D, I wish I could,” I started, but stopped speaking. A little trip back home couldn’t hurt. I suspected if Miry really didn’t want me to involve her father, she’d let me do whatever I wanted to get proof about her precious Uncle Uriel. “Fine. I’ll come home, but you get that I have to come back here, right?”

      “I don’t like you being there. I understand you’ve got this whole family honor thing to uphold, but these people are dangerous.”

      You don’t have to remind me. “Meet me at the New York portal entrance in ten minutes.”

      “That’s not where we went through.”

      “It’s where I told Dad I was.”

      “It’s scary sometimes how easy it is for you to keep a lie going.”

      I ended the call and stepped into the hallway. Miry and her boyfriend shield were nowhere to be seen. I started back toward the center of the school when someone let out a low whistle. I turned to see Glasses leaning against the wall.

      “You my stalker now?” I asked.

      “No. I was looking for Chris to make sure he was okay after self-defense class.”

      “Right. Look, can you tell them I’ll be back in like ten minutes. I need to make a quick off campus trip.”

      His eyes brightened behind the frames of his glasses. “Off campus? Where?”

      “Nosy much? I need to check something at my house. It might prove useful. Just tell them I’ll be back and not to do anything rash until then.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest in what I’m sure he thought was a challenging gesture, but it just made him look like a pouty nerd. “Fine.”

      It took more time than I wanted to find a door that took me outside to the gates where I’d come in. Unlike last night, they stood open and I waltzed right through. Finding a portal to Hell was second nature to a Fallen and one opened up right in front of me as soon as my boots left sacred ground. It swirled in front of me, beckoning me home.

      Jumping through from the mortal plane side isn’t nearly as disorienting as going the other direction. No one’s been able to figure out the reason why. Still I ended up right where I needed to be. Damien raced toward me and threw his arms around me.

      “You’re not dead,” he said.

      “Dude, you just talked to me like two seconds ago. Stop being so clingy.” I shoved him off. “Besides, I’m here for a reason, remember?”

      “I still think you’re nuts.”

      We walked side by side to Dad’s office. The Archives sat behind a locked door hidden in a bookshelf. He thought I didn’t know about it. I’d learned most of his hiding spots by the time I was seven. Although I let him think he still had a few things that were his. I grabbed a jumble of paperclips from the desk and started to fashion them into a key. I bent to study the keyhole and pressed my mash of metal into the lock. It glowed bright in my hand as it formed to fit the lock and the bookshelf swung inward.

      “You can stand guard if it makes you feel better,” I told Damien with a pat on his shoulder.

      He flipped me off, but turned his attention to the only door into the office. I slipped through the passage into the Archives and stopped for a minute to just take it in. I had always imagined it was filled with ancient scrolls tossed onto shelves haphazardly and disordered. For one thing, there were no scrolls whatsoever. Dad had gone digital at some point and there was a single computer terminal at the center of the room. Cracking my knuckles for dramatic effect I approached the terminal and typed in Uriel.

      A bar appeared on the screen as it searched the available records before populating a single page with an image of the being I’d met earlier in the day. Most of the information was tactical about his powers—fireballs obviously—with a mention of something called a lariat. I scrolled down until I found a single note that read ‘Burning Starlight.’ I hit the ‘Back’ button and entered the phrase.

      “You need to hurry your ass up,” Damien hissed.

      “Give me a minute,” I answered as the system loaded.

      A page with the heading ‘Burning Starlight’ appeared. As I skimmed the information, my mouth went dry. They were letters from Uriel to Dad. The kind of graphic letters you’d expect to find in bad erotica. There didn’t appear to be any responses from Dad. I wasn’t sure that Beelzebub didn’t have this information. Still given I was almost certain no one except Dad and Azrael had been in here in millennia, they didn’t know this little tidbit either. Now I just had to get back to put this theory to the test.
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      “You said she’d be gone for ten minutes, but it’s been, like, thirteen.” I looked at Ant to confirm that my not cheating and looking at my phone time telling abilities was accurate. “What can we possibility do that’s ‘rash’ in thirteen minutes?”

      “I don’t know. That’s what she said. I’m just the messenger.” Ant ordered three chocolate mocha frappes from the on-campus coffee cart. Dad didn’t care how much caffeine a bunch of teenagers ingested as long as we got to class on time. “It seemed important, though.”

      “More important than figuring out if Uncle Uriel is some demon or not?” I pouted.

      “Hey, why don’t you say that loud enough for the kids in back to hear.” Chris sunk into a chair. “I’m not sure how much help I’ll be in this Scooby Doo mission, Mir. Sorry.” He closed his eyes, breath coming in jagged rasps.

      I leaned over the back of his chair, wrapping my arms around his chest from behind. “Tell me what I can do to help you, Chris.”

      “Not now,” he said. “I told you it was weird.”

      “I don’t mind weird.”

      “Uh, that’s a little TMI for my taste, thanks guys.” Ant passed out the frappes. “Try some caffeine, buddy. That might pep you up.”

      Chris sucked the frappe through a straw, his eyes still closed, but it didn’t do anything to make him peppy or up. Why won’t he let me help him?

      “If you’re wiped from self-defense class, you’re a liability.” Zuri appeared from out of nowhere. She had a black backpack slung over her shoulder and some sort of flash drive clutched in her fist. She hid the flash drive in the small front zippered pocket of her backpack when she caught me looking. “Sleep it off or whatever you do, wuss. Though you’re not coming with us if you can’t contribute.”

      “Are all kids from the Middle East campus this hard core or just you?” I asked, hugging Chris tighter to show I had his back.

      “Just me. I’m special.” Zuri dug through her backpack, muttering to herself. “Fuck, D, I asked you to put one thing in and you can’t even get that right. Do I have to do everything myself?” She mashed some buttons on her phone before sticking it in her back pocket.

      I perked up at the mention of this mysterious D. Cutesy nicknames? There had to be some good dirt there. “Who’s D?”

      Zuri scowled. “None of your business.”

      “Ah! That reaction means it’s totally my business!” I let go of Chris long enough to clap my hands and do a I-got-gossip dance. “Zuri has a boyfriend! Zuri has a boyfriend!”

      “You wish,” she snorted. “I don’t need your cheerleader bullshit. Are we going to check out our Uriel issue or what?”

      “He already went all fire in the hole in class today,” Ant said. “I’m not really game for round two.”

      “Suit yourself.” Zuri shrugged. “We don’t need you anyway. The only one that I really need is Miry.”

      I scrunched my nose up. “Me? Why me?”

      “Because he trusts you,” she said. “He’s your Uncle Uriel. I’ll let you do all the talking. The only thing you need to do is make sure you mention ‘Burning Starlight.’ That’s it. Then we wait for his reaction.”

      “Burning Starlight?” I chewed my bottom lip. “What’s so important about Burning Starlight?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Zuri said. “It’s, like, a safe word. Just use it. Uriel’s reaction is the key here. Nothing else.”

      “Safe word,” Chris roused himself from whatever was going on health wise to snicker at Zuri’s word choice. “What do you know about safe words?”

      Zuri crossed her arms over her chest. “I know enough to know, if you even have one, it’s probably something completely lame like ‘fluffy bunny slippers.’”

      Chris pushed himself out of his chair. “Say that again, new girl?”

      I stepped between them. I didn’t want to break up a fight, but I would if I needed to. “Enough. Let’s find Uncle Uriel and get this over with.” I looked over my shoulder at the boys. “You guys stay here. It will be less obvious we’re digging for dirt if it’s just Zuri and I.” I skipped over to kiss Chris good bye. “Hey, our safe word is still Pillsbury Dough Boy, right?”

      Ant took a hit off his asthma inhaler. “TMI, guys. TMI.”

      “For once I agree with you, Glasses.” Zuri held in her vomit just barely. “Can we get this over with, already? We can’t save angelic history without recovering what Beelzebub stole.”

      I bounced up and down clapping. “Oooh, project!”

      Zuri grabbed my arm and yanked me away. She didn’t say a single word until we were out of range of the boys. “Let’s get this over with. The less time I spend with your creepy uncle as himself or a shapeshifting demon the better.”

      “He’s not really my uncle, I just call him that,” I said as I lead the way to Uncle Uriel’s office. “None of the archangels are really blood brothers or anything. They were created at the same time so sort of grew up together if that’s the right word. They’re like a family. Sometimes that’s more important than blood relations, right?”

      “I wouldn’t know,” Zuri opened up a teensy tiny bit. “My dad is kind of the black sheep of the family. I don’t have any uncles—fake or otherwise.”

      “I thought you said you didn’t know who your dad was, just that he was a low-level archangel.”

      Her pretty mocha complexion paled slightly. “I know enough to be positive there’s no angelic uncles around. My mom’s parents died before I was born and she didn’t have any siblings so I didn’t have any family from her side either.”

      “I wish my mom died when I was born,” I said. “That way I wouldn’t have had to live with her for twelve years.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      I frowned. I had said the wrong thing and offended her … again. “You’re right. That was insensitive of me, I’m sorry.”

      “Let’s just get this over with,” she muttered. “The faster I get the relic back, the faster I can get out of here.”

      “You can’t leave mid-semester,” I informed her. “That’s, like, not allowed. Dad’s rules.”

      “I don’t, like, care what your dad’s rules are.”

      I jutted my lip out into a pout. “Are you making fun of me?” When Zuri doesn’t answer, I plowed on. Listening to myself talk was sometimes easier than dealing with the places my mind sometimes went. Being perky was easy. Being introspective was not. “Here’s a pro tip from me to you about Uncle Uriel. Never sit on his lap and never take any candy from him. He hides those firecracker popper things in caramels and then laughs his head off when kids bite down on them. The bigger the boom, the better. The off-campus dentist loves him, though.”

      “You said he had issues,” Zuri circled back to our earlier discussion. “What are they?”

      “I don’t think I’m allowed to say.” I turned one last corner down a hallway that would lead us straight to Uncle Uriel’s office. “The War in Heaven messed him up. It messed all of them up. They all just have different ways of dealing with it.” I knocked once on Uncle Uriel’s office door before pushing it open. “Uncle Uriel! Check it out! My leg is totally healed thanks to Uncle Raphael.”

      “And no thanks to me.” Uncle Uriel looked up. He had some sort of map spread out on his desk with little plastic soldiers marching across it. “I already apologized to your father, Miry. I shouldn’t have targeted you again.”

      I shrugged. An apology was an apology even if he didn’t actually come out and say ‘sorry.’ Apologizing to Dad was almost as good as apologizing straight to me. “It’s cool. No lasting harm done. Except maybe to, like, my psyche.”

      Uncle Uriel stood and paced his small office. He rearranged his toy soldiers, talking mostly to himself as if we weren’t even there. “Good soldiers need to be prepared. Good soldiers need to be ready for anything. Even the Fall … No ... No, especially the Fall.”

      I glanced over my shoulder at Zuri, mouthing ‘what do I do now?’ She pointed at Uncle Uriel and mouthed back ‘Ask Burning Starlight. Now.’ Although I’m still not sure what that code word or safe word or whatever means. Still if it proved Uncle Uriel was actually Uncle Uriel and not that crazy shapeshifting demon, I’d say it.

      “Hey, Uncle Uriel, I totally figured out what I’m gonna do for my service project this year,” I said. “It’s going to be all about preserving angelic history for the future generations. I call it ‘Burning Starlight.’ What do you think?”

      Uncle Uriel’s wings popped out of his back which he only does when he can’t control his reactions. “What did you say?”

      “Burning Starlight,” I repeated. “Catchy, huh?”

      “Never use those words in my presence again!” Uncle Uriel shouted. He scattered his toy soldiers with one angry swipe of his hand. “Get out! Get out now!” He held out his hand, palm up. His eyes flashed red briefly before a fire ball formed in his open palm. “Get out!”

      Zuri and I booked it out of there before Uncle Uriel had time to throw the fire ball at either of us. Once we were a safe distance away from any potential pyrotechnics, I stopped and turned to Zuri.

      “Okay. You saw his reaction. Was that good or bad?”

      “Good and bad,” Zuri commented. “Good in that I’m positive that was the real Uriel. Bad in we still don’t know where Beelzebub is.”
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      My head spun as I stared at Miry. As creeped out as I’d been, I’d hoped it wasn’t the real Uriel putting moves on me. If it had been Beelzebub, I could have trailed them to wherever they were hiding the emblem, steal it back and go home. I also didn’t know how to feel about finding Uriel’s love letters to Dad. I wasn’t going to call Uriel out on being closeted—I knew how hard that was for some people to admit their truth—but I knew Dad was into women. So that begged the question: did Uriel join Michael out of spite? Was it a way to hurt Dad for the rejection?

      “You got all quiet,” Miry said, twisting a strand of hair around one finger.

      “I’m just thinking,” I answered and slid the other strap of the backpack Damien had given me onto my shoulder.

      “Are you going to tell me what Burning Starlight means?” The whine was evident in her tone.

      “It doesn’t matter. It did what it was supposed to do.” I started back to the dorms. Maybe I could convince Miry to go cling to her boyfriend for a while so I could have some space to think.

      Miry skirted around me until she blocked my way forward. “We both saw how Uncle Uriel reacted when I said it. He got super mad. Don’t I deserve to know why? It was personal enough to make him want to burn us both alive.”

      She wasn’t going to let this go until I gave her an answer. I opened my mouth to answer when my phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out and stared at the message on the screen. Damien was outside the gates with what I’d asked him to bring. Saved by the Reaper. “Look. I’ll explain, but I need to go take care of something first.”

      I shoved past her and headed toward the front of the grounds. I passed through the entrance hall where I’d forged my way into this place and stopped to take in the photos on the wall. Knowing what I did about Uriel, I studied the photo of him more closely. I thought I caught a forlorn look in his eyes, but it could have been my imagination playing tricks on me.

      Pulling myself away, I slipped out into the afternoon air and wound my way to the gate. Damien stood on the other side looking decidedly unhappy that he was here. I smiled at him.

      “Hey, thanks for coming.”

      “Didn’t give me much choice, did you?”

      “Well, if you’d packed everything like I had told you to, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” I reached my hand through the bars so he wouldn’t have to risk total annihilation or whatever from being on sacred ground. Damien passed a thin cord of red string over. I pulled it over my wrist and tightened it down.

      “Is that her?” He whispered, his chin jutting in Miry’s direction.

      I couldn’t help, but roll my eyes. “That obvious?”

      “She’s kinda cute,” he snickered.

      “Oh, shut up,” I snapped.

      “Aren’t you going to introduce me?” Miry called and bounced her way over to the gate.

      Damien took a step back. I couldn’t tell if it was out of fear that she might somehow smite him or because her obnoxiously bubbly personality was vomit-inducing. I watched Miry’s eyes widen when she noticed the ink that crept up the right side of Damien’s neck.

      “Miry, this is Damien. D, this is Miry. She’s … my roommate.”

      Damien gave a little nod. “Hey.”

      “So, this is the mysterious D you wouldn’t tell me anything about. How’d you two meet?”

      Getting kicked out of the school for assaulting the head honcho’s daughter wouldn’t help me in my quest to retrieve dad’s relic, but it sure would make me feel a lot better. “We grew up together.”

      “Did you go to the Middle East campus, too?”

      I caught the panic flash over Damien’s face. The way his lips pressed into a thin line told me he was done coming up with lies for me. At least for the time being, anyways. “Yeah. Our parents got transferred back together,” I lied.

      “Oh. So, why didn’t you transfer here like Zuri?” Miry pressed.

      Damien let out a series of coughs. “I’m sick … Like super contagious. So, yeah you should probably stay away.” He turned to look at me. “Z, I’ll catch you later.”

      “Later.”

      I watched him walk away, silently running my fingers over the bracelet now adorning my left wrist. It had been a gift from my father to my mother when he learned she was pregnant with me. He’d given it to me as a birthday present when I was ten.

      “I’m sorry your boyfriend is sick,” Miry said.

      “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      “So, he’s just a boy who happens to be a friend?” She prodded.

      “Yep.”

      “Who grew up with you.”

      “End of story.”

      Miry let out a giggle. “Oh, come on. There’s way more to the story than that. He gave you jewelry.” She pointed to the bracelet. “He’s your boyfriend.”

      “Definitely not my boyfriend,” I repeated through gritted teeth.

      “You don’t have to be embarrassed that you got transferred and he didn’t. You know, I’m kind of surprised he got accepted to any campus in the first place.”

      I bit down hard enough on my tongue to taste blood. “And why’s that?”

      “Well I mean … like, you saw all those tattoos.”

      Damn, this girl is clueless. “Do you ever actually listen to the words that come out of your mouth? Or do you just love the sound of your own voice and don’t actually pay attention?”

      “What did I say?” She asked with that trademark pout. She must have thought it was endearing.

      “You assume what, because he’s Latino and has tats that he couldn’t possibly go here? Not everyone is a pretty White girl, Miry. The rest of us have to fight for what we deserve. It’s not just handed to us.”

      “I’m sorry I insulted your boyfriend’s tattoos.”

      I grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her. “He’s not my boyfriend. I don’t like guys.”

      She blinked as confusion overtook her expression. “Huh?”

      “I’m gay,” I said in an exaggerated, drawn-out tone.

      She took a step back and moved her torso enough to shake loose of my grasp. “You’re just making that up, because I commented about his tattoos.”

      I balled my hands into fists to keep my temper in check. “If you had actual social skills, you’d know that people don’t just pretend to be gay. You’ve lived some sheltered ass life … I actually feel sorry for you, because there’s so much out there in the world that’s beautiful and amazing. You’re just stuck in your little hetero bubble hidden from all of it.”

      I saw tears welling in her eyes as my words sunk in. She’d never been confronted like that before. From what I’d seen and she’d told me, people just treated her like the golden child who could do no wrong. They didn’t question when she didn’t know something or how to react to a situation.

      “So, you like girls,” she finally said.

      “Yes. I like girls. And yes, I checked you out when we met. Don’t worry though, you’re not my type.”

      “What is your type?”

      “Bad girl.”

      She smiled. “I could be a bad girl. We’ve known each other for less than a day.”

      “Careful, angel. Don’t want to tarnish that halo. Might risk those pretty wings of yours if you’re not careful.”

      The smile vanished. “What is Burning Starlight? You said you’d explain.”

      “Uriel may not have entirely been against Lucifer. He had an affinity for Lucifer before the Fall.”

      “You don’t have to be delicate. I can take whatever it is.”

      “Fine. Before the War in Heaven Uriel sent some seriously erotic love letters to Lucifer. I’m guessing it went unrequited and that’s maybe why Uriel joined up with Team Michael to smite the so-called rebel angels.”

      “You think Uncle Uriel is gay?” Miry asked. “But I’ve seen him hit on plenty of female students. You even said he hit on you!”

      “Maybe he’s bisexual,” I said. “I mean, sometimes he looks awfully feminine. If Beelzebub can change shape and is gender fluid, why can’t an angel?”

      Miry nodded her head and started walking back to the front of the school. “You know a lot about demons. I’m pretty sure they didn’t teach that at the Middle East campus.”

      “Different school, different philosophy,” I said.

      “Dad has a standard curriculum. He’s big on uniformity. It’s why you’ll hardly ever see kids out of uniform, even on weekends. He’s real strict about that. So, if they taught anything about demons at the other campuses, we’d have learned about it, too. And we haven’t.”

      “Don’t you find that weird?” I prompted.

      “Why?”

      “If I’d fought in an epic war and come out the victor, I’d be teaching everyone I knew exactly what the enemy could do to ensure it didn’t happen again. So that people would know what to look for.”

      “I guess.” She spun around and walked backwards, arms swinging loosely at her sides. “How’d you even know this relic was stolen anyway?”

      “I watched it happen,” I admitted before I could stop myself.

      “Where?”

      “Why is that important? What matters is that we have to get it back.”

      “I’ve never seen any relic like the one you drew for Ant.”

      “Seen a lot of angelic relics in your time, have you?” I taunted.

      “No, but I did visit the other campuses over the summer and I didn’t see anything like that at either of them. Besides I know every inch of this school. So, where’d it come from?”

      She was phishing and I knew it. I was confident in my lies, but they only went so far. I’d opened up to her by coming out and maybe now she sensed a vulnerability—a way in.

      “Look, everyone has things they don’t want to let people in on,” I said. “Can we just keep it at that?”

      “I don’t like being lied to. Tell me what’s really going on.”

      “Or what? You’ll complain to Daddy? Somehow I don’t think he’d give two shits about whatever you had to say.”

      “Everyone thinks I can’t handle things. They think just because I’m pretty and I’m Michael’s daughter I have to be protected. And sure, I don’t like fighting, but that doesn’t mean I won’t if I absolutely have to.”

      “Oh, no. You can’t take me in a fight,” I commented.

      “That is your problem, Zuri. You’re cocky. You have this attitude like no one can touch you because you’re a badass, but you’re hiding things. I’m going to find out. I’m not going to share my room with someone I don’t trust.”

      “I didn’t ask to be your roommate,” I reminded her.

      Without warning, she took a swing at me. I dodged the blow easily and side-stepped. “You’re just going to end up back in the first aid room with more bruises.”

      “You’re afraid I’ll learn something about you that you can’t keep guarded. Secrets only weight you down. Don’t you want to let people in?” She said, her eyes shining with what I thought might be excitement.

      “I will hurt you,” I said as she took another wild swing.

      This time I grabbed her arm between her elbow and wrist, then twisted. She cried out in pain as I pulled her close. I felt the weight of her body against mine and damn if it didn’t turn me on a little. I gave her arm an extra squeeze to make my point. “Your boyfriend isn’t here to save you, Miry. Besides, I was trained by the best.”

      “Yeah? And who’s that?” She grunted.

      “Lucifer, Ruler of Hell.” The words were out of my mouth before I realized I’d spoken them.
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      “You are such a liar!” I ducked down and yanked my arm free all in one fluid motion. Zuri didn’t even resist me getting free from her Me-Strong-You-Weak game. “You expect me to believe Lucifer, Prince of Darkness, has time to train you to fight when your random Archangel Dad doesn’t? And when exactly did this training sesh, like, happen? Everyone gets their letters when they’re twelve and if you were at the Middle East campus you were nowhere near the Gates to Hell. I hear they’re in, like Jersey by the way.”

      “Not everything is in Jersey.” Zuri rubbed her arm as if it were her and not me that had just escaped from an arm lock. “Except this time, you’re correct. The main Gate is on the New Jersey side of the George Washington Bridge.”

      I bounced on my toes and struggled to not laugh in her face. Since that would be mean. I may be a lot of things, but I’m not mean. “Prove it.”

      Zuri’s eyes widened. “Prove the Gate to Hell is in Jersey? You wouldn’t be able to cross into Hell any more than a Fallen or Demon could go to Heaven. You should know that.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Or were you slacking off when that was covered in Angelic History?”

      I balled my hands into fists at my sides. “I’m not a slacker.”

      “Prove it.”

      I smiled. “I see what you did there. You turned my own words against me. Trying to get me to forget to call you out on your lies.” I twisted my hair around my index finger, thinking. “You know what? I don’t care. You can play your little Lucifer is my BFF game all you want. Being satanic is not going to get Dad to change your room assignment.”

      “Lucifer and Satan are two separate beings,” she said as if it should be automatic knowledge. “Satan and the Devil are the same.”

      “Do you know him too?”

      “Them. Get your gender pronouns right. You wouldn’t last five seconds in Hell.” Zuri stalked toward our dorm room. She at least seemed to have figured out where that was in the school. I followed.

      “Maybe I can just ask Lucifer for a sword fighting lesson.”

      Zuri whirled to face me, her expression practically murderous. She grabbed my neck and pushed me back up against the wall. “Look, little girl, I’m done with your bullshit. Believe me or don’t believe me. I don’t care. Just remember when you’re insulting the Ruler of Hell, he’s an archangel, too—just like your precious daddy. Show some respect.”

      “Lucifer is Fallen,” I croaked, not able to stop myself from laughing. It was a wheezy, weird laugh, but still a laugh. “He lost any and all rights to call himself an archangel after he started the War in Heaven.”

      I laughed again. This wasn’t even funny. Zuri could probably snap my neck like a twig, but at the same time, she was the only one who had ever stood up to me. This was new and, okay, maybe a little bit exciting.

      Zuri released my neck. “I’m going back to our room. Don’t try to follow me.”

      I slid to the ground. I patted my neck, hoping it wouldn’t bruise. I looked horrible in neck-scarves. “Fine. Don’t draw pentagrams or whatever on the floor. That’s, like, totally destruction of property and will get you expelled.”

      “Thanks for the tip.” Zuri stalked away without a single backwards glance.

      “What a weirdo,” I muttered. I climbed to my feet just as the kidnapper announcement declared “Attention Students, today’s count for total number of missing students has risen to fifty-six. Remember to use the buddy system and always report suspicious activity. That is all.” More kidnappings? I better check on Chris. He’d be an easy target in his weakened state. I pushed all thoughts of Zuri’s BS Prince of Darkness story from my mind before swiveling in the direction of Chris’ room. If I were especially lucky—which I usually was—Ant wouldn’t be hanging around their room either.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Chris, you in?” I knocked on his door and waited, hoping Ant didn’t answer. He was cool and all, but not the person I wanted to see right now. “Chris?” I pushed on the door. It swung open to reveal … no one there. “Chris? It’s Miry. Just checking to make sure you weren’t kidnapped.”

      I kicked off my shoes and sat on his bed to wait. For a second, I debated whether to check the communal shower or not, before deciding not. Communal showers had their fun uses, but that shiz had to be planned. I didn’t need or want to see half the guys on the floor’s ding dongs. Thanks, but no thanks.

      “Miry?” Chris entered the room still wrapped in a towel. Bonus! “What are you doing here?” He glanced at his dresser. “Do I need to get dressed or stay in the towel? What kind of visit is this?”

      I swung my feet back and forth. “Hmm … Towel. No wait, dressed. No wait.” I cocked my head to the side, my hair falling over my shoulder. “You decide.”

      Chris shut the door and crossed the room to the dresser. “Dressed. It’s more fun to get undressed.” He pulled khaki pants, a white button-down shirt, a plaid uniform vest, and tie out of drawers.

      “Zuri was totally mean to me just now,” I announced as I watched him dress. “She actually thinks Lucifer taught her to sword fight. Isn’t that bananas?”

      “Bananas,” Chris repeated, though he didn’t sound convinced. “How did she say it? Threatening? Joking?”

      “Seriously, joking?” I scoffed. “Like, I know she just transferred, but have we ever seen her joke?”

      “You’re right,” Chris agreed. “Do I need to challenge her to a duel to defend your honor?”

      “Ooh, old school.” I grabbed his school tie and pulled him over to me for a kiss. “I like it. But how are you feeling?”

      He shrugged. “Better. I just needed to rest.”

      “You look better,” I commented, running my fingers down his arm. “Not so pale anymore. I was worried you might, like, get picked off by the kidnapper or something.”

      “No such luck.” Chris winked. “You’re stuck with me.”

      I grinned. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
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      I was lucky to find my way back to the stupid dorm unaided. Anger always made me a little touchy and that usually led to distraction. Still, I slammed the door behind me with a concussive ‘thump’ that dulled the edges of my irritation. Miry was such a brainless idiot with her stupid perky smile, bouncy personality, and perfect tits. Why am I thinking about her tits?

      “Fuck her,” I screamed, slamming my fist into the wall.

      I felt bone crack and skin tear as I connected with the plaster and brick underneath. My hand came away throbbing and bloody, but I didn’t even care. Why am I thinking about her breasts? She’s not my type! I really wanted to call Damien and vent, but I’d already asked too much of him. I’m fairly certain he needed a break from me. I could be overwhelming sometimes and I knew it. I needed to respect his boundaries if I was going to keep him as a friend.

      The wall now stained with blood made me realize how close I’d come to blowing my cover. I didn’t fit in here. Been here one day and I was already losing my shit and punching things. I would have taken Miry’s head off if she’d pushed me much further. I may be able to set foot on their so-called sacred ground, but that didn’t mean I was meant for this place.

      I tried to flex my hand, but jolts of pain shot up to my elbow, making my eyes water with the pain. I’d probably broken a few bones. I wasn’t a healer by any means. Besides if I ran into Miry and her stupid sycophants while covered in blood, she’d have even more reason to call me out. She didn’t understand what it was like to hear everywhere you went that your father was evil and a villain by virtue of the fact that he lost the fight.

      “Screw all of you assholes,” I grumbled to the empty room before scooping up one of Miry’s shirts and wrapping it around my wounded hand.

      It took me a couple tries, but I found my way back to the first aid room. I was thinking of just cleaning and wrapping the wound before sneaking away to let my angelic healing do its thing. Only Raphael stood in the middle of the room, gauze pads and peroxide in hand just like he’d been expecting me.

      “Mind if I take a look?”

      I unwrapped the fabric from my hand and winced as I looked at the damage done. I sat on the same exam bed Miry had occupied earlier in the day. He donned gloves and prodded the broken flesh.

      “Do I need to inspect whoever did this to you?” He was soft spoken as he continued to probe the wound.

      “Not unless you’re in the construction business,” I answered. “Also, you’re a freaking angel with healing powers. So, what’s with the medical gloves? I saw you heal Miry earlier remember.”

      “You’re new here and I don’t have any medical records from the other campus. Besides, I always wear gloves. One can never be too careful.”

      “Must be slow coming over,” I answered.

      “I suppose it does take time to cross barriers to this plane.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked as he swabbed the injuries with peroxide-soaked cotton balls. Dirt and grime bubbled to the surface, burning my nerve endings. “Shit that hurts.”

      “Perhaps you should avoid punching walls then.”

      “You didn’t answer my question,” I said, taking short controlled breaths to keep the pain in check.

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “I think we’ve established I’m good at hitting things,” I said.

      He smiled as he arched a brow at me. “Is that a threat, Ms. Bat-Lucifer?”

      My entire body went cold. Dread crawled up my skin like millions of tiny bugs scampering for cover. “What did you call me?”

      “Ah, yes, I believe the name you gave was Hayyim. Clever girl.”

      I pulled my hand free of his grasp and scooted to the very edge of the bed. “You aren’t Raphael.”

      “And why wouldn’t I be?” He replied calmly.

      “Because there’s a shapeshifting demon on the loose.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Damn right it is. And only they would know the truth.”

      “I don’t suppose you’d believe me if I said I have remained on friendly terms with your friend Damien’s father, Azrael?”

      “Throwing out names of people I know isn’t making you look less guilty, you know.”

      “I could heal your hand.”

      “They can impersonate abilities.”

      “They who?”

      “Beelzebub,” I snapped.

      “I did always appreciate you getting that right,” Raphael answered with a wicked grin and red glowing eyes.

      “I’m going to fucking kill you,” I howled and launched myself at the imposter.

      “Now, now, that’s not very polite. Remember you do have an image to uphold dear daughter of my enemy.” Raphael transformed before my eyes, taking on the androgynous pale skinned form I’d grown up knowing as Beelzebub.

      “My father has been nothing, but kind to you,” I spat.

      “Your father took what was mine and I shall do the same,” they hissed before darting out of the room.

      I sat there staring after Beelzebub, frozen in place. I’d had them in my grasp and they were gone. Again. How could I be so stupid or unprepared? My father had always made sure I knew how to hold my own in a fight. I’d never let him down until now.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t realize anyone was in here,” Raphael said from the doorway.

      I tensed and scooted back from him as he entered the small room. He was wearing different clothes, but I was almost certain Beelzebub could change clothing if they wanted to.

      “How do I know it’s really you?” I said.

      “Who else would I be?”

      “Forget it. I’m out of here,” I muttered and leapt off the table.

      “I’d like to help. You were kind enough to look after Miry earlier. I know she’s not really my blood, but I’m fond of her, even if not everyone else would agree.”

      “Do you know Azrael?” I asked.

      “The Angel of Death? Once upon a time, eons ago, yes. Before the Fall, we were all like brothers. We bickered of course, but we were kin. Not in a way that mortals would understand, but we were bonded.”

      “So, you don’t keep in touch?”

      “I could no more enter the realm of Hell than he could enter the gates of Heaven. I suppose if we happened to cross paths here on Earth, it would be nice to see him again. Although I don’t leave the grounds much. I’ve got plenty of work to keep me busy. Why do you ask?” After a moment he nodded. “Ah, I suppose you’ve had a brush with him. Given your last name.”

      “Yeah. So, you’re really the Raphael then?”

      “I am. Would you mind if I took a look at your hand? I’m guessing it hurts.”

      “It’s sure as shit doesn’t tickle.”

      He gently took my hand between his own, probed the flesh and bone carefully as his hands warmed against mine. “Try not to move.”

      I sat ramrod still as he worked. The pain subsided and I watched in awe as the bones, tendons and skin knit back together. When he was done, you couldn’t even tell I’d had a run-in with a wall.

      “How does that feel?” He asked and took a step back.

      I flexed the fingers on my hand. “It feels better than new.”

      “I do aim to please. You don’t have to tell me, but did someone do that to you?” He looked so concerned. The slight furrow of his brow tugged at my heart. He really just wanted to help people.

      “No one. I got mad and took it out on a wall,” I admitted.

      “Unlucky for the wall.”

      “Better for Miry’s face.”

      Raphael laughed. It was soft much like the way he spoke. “Having trouble adjusting?”

      “She’s just so ignorant … on so many things. Honestly, I wonder how she gets through her day.”

      “What has she done to make you think that?”

      “Called me a liar for one thing. Well okay, maybe I deserved it, but when I tried to tell her the truth, she stuck her head in the sand and pretended it wasn’t real.”

      “Did it challenge things she believed to be true?”

      “Obviously, her and everyone else at this school.”

      “If you need someone to talk to, I’ve been told I’m quite the good listener.”

      “Can I ask you something?” I leaned back against the wall behind the bed and studied him.

      “Why not?”

      “Why’d you choose this side of the fight? All those eons ago, you could have joined up with Lucifer, but you didn’t. Why?”

      “To be completely honest, I didn’t think either side was truly in the right. Yes, they both had their valid points. However, I didn’t fully agree with either side. I stayed out of the fight.”

      “But you still ended up here,” I said. “Working for the winners.”

      “I suppose my neutrality was worth something to Michael and the others. Enough, at least, not to be cast out. So, I treat their children and I keep quiet.”

      “You could just leave.”

      “And where might I go, dear? I cannot imagine I’m welcome in Lucifer’s domain.”

      “You aren’t his enemy. If you didn’t fight against him, he has no reason to distrust you.”

      “You seem to know quite a bit about his motives and his mind. How might that be?”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” I said, my palms growing sweaty.

      “I heard about your outburst in Gabriel’s class. That combined with your skills in Uriel’s self-defense class lead me to wonder about your true origins. You say your father was one of the lesser known archangels, but I happen to know none of the others have had children in the last century.”

      “Why would you know that?”

      “They ask me to tend to any births to ensure both mother and child survive. So, I’d know.” He crossed his arms over his chest and his expression turned stony. “Now, why don’t we be honest with one another, young lady. You clearly have archangel blood. That’s impossible to fake.”

      “How do I know I can trust you?”

      “I work at a school with teenagers,” he said gesturing to me. “Some of whom make less than wise decisions. If I can keep their confidences, I think I can keep yours.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I know Lucifer personally.”

      “You’re rather young to be a confidante of his.”

      “I’m his daughter.”

      “Ah. I see. Well, that explains a great many things. Although it does not explain why you are here, running about with Michael’s daughter and her friends.”

      “Believe me, I’d rather not be here any longer than necessary. I’ve got a job to do though.”

      “What could Lucifer possibly gain by sending his child behind enemy lines?” Raphael asked.  “That’s not the angel I remember.”

      “He doesn’t know I’m here,” I said. “I came on my own. Something very precious to him was stolen and the thief is hiding here on the grounds.”

      “Why do I get the feeling this thief possesses the ability to change shape?”

      My mouth hung open in surprise at his words. I pressed myself against the wall even more. He unfolded his arms and held his hands up palms out.

      “You asked how you knew it was really me when I walked in. I remember Beelzebub and their particular abilities.”

      “You can’t tell Michael any of this. My dad really has no clue what I’m doing here. Even Michael is paranoid and wouldn’t believe me. He’d think another war was on the horizon and I refuse to let him hurt my father more than he already has.”

      “You are very brave to take on such a formidable adversary on your own, Zuri. But I can see that you care deeply for your father and his legacy. May I ask what was taken? Answer me that truthfully and I give you my word I will not speak of this to Michael, for now. I will give you until mid-term. If the issue is not resolved by then, I will have to inform him for the safety of the other students.”

      “My father’s emblem.”

      “Oh. That’s really not good.”

      “Why is that?”

      Raphael rubbed his face with both hands. “Lucifer’s Emblem can be used to counteract certain other angelic relics. Although it can also be used to unleash the End of Days.”

      Well, shit.
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      “I don’t want to go back to my room. Can’t I just stay here forever?” I cuddled closer to Chris, burying my face in the junction of his neck and shoulder. We had holed up all day talking and making out. Even eating nachos and soda all because I didn’t want to go down to the dining hall. I might run into Zuri if I did and I wasn’t ready to see her.

      Chris pointed at the dark sky beyond the dorm room window. “You can’t. It’s almost curfew. Your dad might look away for certain things, but everyone being in their own rooms at 6:30 is not one of them.” He sat up, working on detangling me from him. It wasn’t easy. “Maybe we can work out something later.”

      “Maybe?” I pouted. “Try to sound a little more enthusiastic, will ya?”

      “Sorry.” He leaned over to kiss me. “You know I’d spend all my time with you if I could, Miry, but we both have our own things to do.”

      “Like what?”

      “Homework for one.” Chris pulled his backpack out from under his bed before moving to sit at his desk. “You remember homework, right? The stuff you make Ant do for you?”

      “Don’t forget CeCe. She’s the reason I have an A in Music Theory.” I bounced off his bed and went to wrap my arms around his chest from behind. Chris pressed his palm against the back of my hand where it rested near his heart, but still seemed way distracted. “What’s wrong?” I asked. “You never tell me when stuff is going on. I want to help you. Why don’t you let me?”

      “I’m good, Mir.”

      “Yeah, but are we good, Chris?”

      Chris took my hand and led me around until I was standing to the right side of his desk chair instead of behind it. “We are. There is something you can do for me, though.”

      “Name it.”

      “Apologize to Zuri.”

      I scrunched up my face. “Please … Anything but that.”

      He pulled me onto his lap. “Just think about it, Miry. Do you want to be in some sort of turf war or whatever with her? Just be the bigger person, apologize, and start getting back to normal. Like it or not, your dad stuck her in your room for a reason. This year will be so much easier if you attempt to get along.”

      “I guess so,” I said slowly. I glanced at the school books he had already spread across his desk. “Are you sure you want to do homework right now?”

      Chris patted my thigh. “I don’t want to, but I have to. Kinda like you apologizing to Zuri.”

      “Fine.” I stood, making sure my uniform was on straight. “But if she kills me or whatever, it’s totally your fault.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Zuri, I got you this.” I stuck out my arm to show off the prize. “Surprise! It’s licorice. The twisty kind that you peel apart. It reminded me of you. There’s layers, you know?” She doesn’t bother to look up from reading my Angelic History textbook. “Sorry it’s not a full pack. I ate half of it on the walk over.”

      “Why would you think I’d want used licorice?”

      “It’s not used,” I said. “I didn’t lick it or anything, I just ate some.” I waggled the pack in front of her face again. “Want some? It’s good.”

      “Weren’t you the one who just told me to not accept candy earlier?”

      “That’s only if it’s from Uncle Uriel. I’m good.” I sat on my bed. “At least, I try to be.” I took a big bite of candy. “Hey, I’m sorry about earlier. It’s just I don’t like being lied to and that was one ca-crazy story you told me. The whole throwing a punch thing was because I was bored. I’m not responsible for all my questionable decisions when bored. Seriously, if I had to cop to all of those, I’d be apologizing to the entire school and at least half the staff.”

      Zuri cracked a smile. “You’re not such a good little angel, after all, are you?”

      I swung my feet back and forth. “Not even close. It’s easy to pretend, though, especially when you know how to look all cute and innocent.” I fluttered my eyelashes. “Pretty good, huh?”

      Zuri set the book down. She watched me silently for a good two minutes before giving me a hard stare. “I guess I should apologize too. Sorry for trying to kill you earlier. Next time I’ll make sure I succeed.”

      I crinkled my nose. “Oh, ha ha. I’m being serious here and you’re all like ‘whelp, next time I’ll make sure to kill you.’ I don’t mind morbid humor, but you kinda take it to the next level, you know? Can’t you be real with me? Just once? Is it really that hard?”

      “I was real with you and you called me a liar.”

      I tilted my head to the side. “Are you still on that whole ‘Satan taught me to sword fight’ train? Come on, Zuri. You can’t really believe that, right?”

      She sat up straighter. “It’s Lucifer not Satan, and I can prove it.”

      I widened my eyes. This ought to be good. “Seriously? Good luck with that delusion. If you ask me, there’s been something off about you since the second you got here, Zuri. You know way too much about demons. You fight like some thug Fallen. And your last name? Seriously, it’s obviously a fake … Like fakeity-fake. It’s almost embarrassing that you expect anyone to believe Hayyim is your real last name.”

      Zuri balled her fists at her side, but to her credit, didn’t try to deck me. Her voice was mostly even when she said: “Why do you say that?”

      “Oh, come off it,” I scoffed. “Anyone who has studied any languages at all knows that Hayyim is Hebrew for ‘life.’ People used it during the plague to hide from the Angel of Death. What are you hiding from, Zuri? Who are you really?”

      Zuri’s answer was to take out her phone. She punched in her passcode and held it screen up in her palm, the drone of a dial tone let me know she’d turned on speaker phone. “I said Lucifer taught me to fight and I can prove it.”

      Oh, this was going to be epic.  “Yeah?” I raised both eyebrows. “Prove it.”

      She scrolled through her contacts, stopping somewhere in the middle around D. She pushed a button. It rung and rung until someone finally answered.

      “Hello?” a man’s voice said. “Zuri?”

      Zuri made eye contact with me. “Hey, Dad, it’s me.”
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      “Two calls in one day from my teenage daughter. Am I the luckiest father ever?” He replied.

      I kept my gaze trained on Miry. “So, I was out shopping and I ran into this girl who says she doesn’t believe me when I told her who you were. She’s the daughter of some angel named Michael.”

      “Zuri, are you safe right now?” Dad’s concern made his voice jump an octave.

      “I can take care of myself. Hang on,” I said and flipped the phone to FaceTime, waiting for the connection.

      Dad’s face popped up on the screen. “Where are you right now?”

      “Dad, I’m fine. This girl just bet me I couldn’t prove you are who I said you were.”

      Miry’s eyes went wide as the upside-down image of Dad furrowing his brow filled the phone screen. I smirked at her, knowing he could be impressive and a little scary when he wanted to be.

      “How do I know you’re really Lucifer?” Miry asked, her voice steadier than I would have expected.

      “Well I’m afraid I don’t have any horns or a tail to show you. My daughter says you are a child of Michael’s? Does he still keep that damn sword of his on display like a trophy?”

      I watched as Miry tried to form words. I’d seen the sword in his office on the one occasion I’d been there. I honestly hadn’t been expecting Dad to go along with this whole charade. I needed to find a way to let him know I knew about the stolen Emblem. “So, you convinced?” I asked, eying Miry.

      “You could have just had someone ready, pretending to be your dad.”

      “Young lady, I don’t have a particularly high opinion of Michael, given our history, but I happen to think a great deal of my daughter. So, if she tells you she is the daughter of the Ruler of Hell, believe her,” Dad said.

      Miry’s lips started to form a pout. “Did you really train her in sword fighting?”

      “I did.”

      “She’s into fencing or something,” I said, trying to cover for the fact he didn’t know where I was and so far, my cover story of shopping in New York hadn’t been blown. “Look, Dad, thanks for settling this. She owes me some high-end shoes. I’ll see you later, bye.”

      I ended the call before Miry could prod him more and blow my cover. “Happy now?” I tossed the phone on my bed and flopped down next to it.

      “He doesn’t know you’re here, does he?” She sat on her own bed; knees drawn to her chest. The half-eaten package of licorice sat within reach. She tugged a strand loose from the plastic.

      “It’s better to keep it that way, too. He knows the Emblem’s missing, but he doesn’t know I know or that I’m trailing the thief. If he did, he’d show up in person to protect me and that would just be more trouble than I want to deal with right now.”

      “He couldn’t come here,” Miry said.

      I raised an eyebrow. “I’m as Fallen as he is and I’m just fine. Seriously bored though and you all are a bunch of ignorant bitches, but I’m not bursting into flames or shit.”

      “Dad would like lose his mind if Lucifer showed up.”

      “No shit. Which is why I’m going to finish what I started and get out of here before World War Three descends on our collective asses.”

      “How much of what you told us about who you are was even true?” She asked, sucking on the candy.

      “Well, my first name was real. And clearly, I’m the daughter of an Archangel, whether you acknowledge him or not.”

      “But Damien isn’t your boyfriend?”

      I bit my tongue and mentally counted to five before answering. “Nope. Definitely not my boyfriend.”

      “So, what’s the truth then? Like about your family and stuff?”

      I didn’t like giving her the details of my life. It felt intrusive and I still didn’t think I could trust her to keep her mouth shut when it mattered. She was too eager to be noticed and have praise heaped upon her to believe she was going to stay silent. “I never met my mother. She died when I was born. Broke Dad’s heart.”

      Miry’s eyebrows disappeared into her hairline. I bit back a growl of annoyance. “Yes, Lucifer is capable of love. In fact, he’s kind of a romantic. I don’t have that many half siblings, because when he loses someone he loves, it takes him a long time to get over it.”

      “I’m sorry you never met your mom. I feel bad saying that I wished mine was dead, now.”

      I involuntarily touched the bracelet on my wrist. “This was a gift my dad gave to my mom when she found out she was pregnant. I usually don’t go anywhere without it. That’s why I insisted D come give it to me. Stupid I know.”

      She shook her head. “That’s not stupid. That’s like so romantic.”

      “Whatever,” I muttered. “I don’t really do mushy stuff.”

      “You don’t have to act tough all the time. It’s okay to have feelings.”

      I snorted. “Oh, I have feelings. I just don’t wear them on my sleeve in bright neon colors like you do.”

      Miry turned her attention to the licorice piece in her hand, nibbling it down to a nub. I could sense she had something else to say, but she wasn’t going to come out and say it unless I pushed.

      “Look, for the next five minutes you can ask whatever you want I swear to answer truthfully.”

      “Anything?” Her eyes twinkled with a mischievous glint.

      “Excluding anything about sex. Some things should remain private.”

      “Fine. Um … what’s Hell like? Is it really all fire and brimstone?”

      I laughed. “Fuck no. I mean, sure there’s some brickwork around, but it looks basically like any city you’d find here. Oh, and the only fire is in fireplaces during winter. And before you ask, yes, we get seasons. That whole expression about Hell freezing over is real. It happens every couple of years and it is really annoying. Have you ever tried to scrape ice two feet thick off a window? Even with angelic strength it’s a giant pain in the ass.”

      Miry giggled and slid off the edge of her bed. She crossed the room to sit on my bed, uninvited. “Have you met other demons besides Beelzebub?”

      “Yeah. Damien’s dated a few. They’re okay, not grotesque or anything. Most of them are at least half human anyway so you aren’t going to see horns unless you run across an old-school demon. Usually that’s just because they’re bored.”

      “How’d you get here?”

      “Portal. They don’t just go to Jersey.”

      “If you can be here without exploding, maybe I can actually go to Hell. You said you’d show me the world.”

      The way she put emphasis on the last sentence sent flashes of warmth into the pit of my stomach. She said it like she wanted to spend time alone together. Not in a roommate sort of way though. “Like I told you before, you wouldn’t survive five minutes in Hell.”

      “But if I had you to show me around, I’d be fine.”

      “You wouldn’t survive the trip. Trust me, I’ve been traveling via portal for years and it still messes me up.”

      Miry gave an audible gasp and feigned shock. “The great and powerful Zuri has a weakness?”

      “Shut up.” I nudged her shoulder playfully, immediately regretting it. She was the daughter of my father’s enemy. I still couldn’t trust her. I glanced at the clock on my phone. “Two more minutes.”

      “You convinced everyone that you came from the Middle East campus. How’d you do that?”

      “Forgery.”

      “What?”

      “I forged a letter. It’s kind of a special skill I’ve got. I can forge basically anything. Keys, ID cards, letters.”

      “Homework?” She said hopefully.

      “What is with you and not wanting to do homework? Seriously, I’m questioning your ability to even read.”

      “I resent that. I can read just fine, thank you. I just don’t like doing homework,” Miry said, not meeting my gaze.

      “You don’t like learning new things,” I quipped.

      “If I did my own homework, I wouldn’t get the same grades. I’m not stupid like at all. Sometimes the information just doesn’t stick in my brain.”

      “That’s kind of the whole point of homework, Miry. It’s to help you figure it out.”

      “My brain just doesn’t work that way.”

      I knew I was going to regret it the minute the words left my lips, but I said, “I can help you while I’m here.”

      “How?”

      “We’ll figure out what makes something stick in your head. People learn in different ways. Maybe you just haven’t found the right way for you, yet.”

      Miry flung herself against the pillows. “Just another reason for Dad to be disappointed in me. I’m, like, defective.”

      “Okay, if I’m going to do this, we’re going to have to get a few things straight. The first thing is stop whining. It makes me want to punch you. You aren’t defective. If your dad makes you feel that way, that’s his drama, not yours.”

      “No one’s ever said that to me before,” she blinked up at me from her pose on the bed.

      “Probably because you don’t let anyone get close to you. I guess that’s something we have in common. We’re both good at putting up a front for other people, letting them see what we want them to see and nothing else.”

      “Do you think we can start now?”

      “I’ve had a long day, Miry. I just want to crash. Besides, I’ve got more pressing things to worry about.”

      Miry cocked her head to one side, her blond hair falling over her face. She blew the strands free of her mouth. “Like what exactly?”

      I opened my mouth to tell her about what Raphael had shared, but stopped. Did I want her to know that I had a confidante on campus, one who was supposed to be on her father’s side? I didn’t have a chance to answer her question before she asked a new one.

      “Why’s the wall pink?”

      I craned my neck to look at the patch job I’d done on the wall. I’d managed to get most of the blood out of the paint and Raphael had been nice enough to get me some plaster. “It was better than punching you in the face.”

      “You destroyed school property?”

      “I fixed it ... Mostly.”

      “Your angelic healing must be way better than mine.” She pointed to her leg and then to my hand. “You can still see a little redness if you look really close, but your hand looks like nothing happened.”

      “Wrong hand, princess. Besides you aren’t the only one who can pay a visit to the first aid room. Raphael actually isn’t a half bad healer. When it’s actually him.”

      Miry shot up into a seated position. “You saw Beelzebub? Where? What happened? Are you okay?”

      I hung my head. “They were waiting for me in the first aid room. Kinda like they knew I’d be there. I had them and they just took off. I was frozen, like I couldn’t move. It won’t happen again. Raphael patched me up afterward.”

      “What aren’t you saying? Please, I won’t tell anyone. If we’re going to be friends, we have to learn to trust each other.”

      “Fine. The Emblem that Beelzebub stole, it isn’t just a family heirloom. For one thing it can counter other angelic relics like your dad’s sword. However, the bigger issue is it can also unleash the End of Days. I have no idea why, but Beelzebub wants to unleash Armageddon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            18

          

          

      

    

    







            Miryam

          

        

      

    

    
      “I kept quiet for three whole days,” I announced to Zuri as we got ready for class, except I was brushing my teeth so it came out more like ‘I kep qui fer tee ho daz.’ She gave me her patented ‘you’re high’ look which I’ve come to know and expect whenever I open my mouth to say anything. I spat out my mouthful of toothpaste and turned back to her. “No, really. I haven’t told anyone your super-secret amazingly awesome news for three whole days. You should be proud. That’s like a record for me.”

      “What do you want me to do? Give you a cookie?” Zuri jammed her books into her black backpack. “Besides being the kid of the figure head of Fallen Angels while in a school for the asshats who cast him out of Heaven is not amazing or awesome,” she added. “It would be like you going to school in Hell.”

      I tipped my head to the side. “Is there an Academy in Hell? What’s it called?”

      “None of your business.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and bounced on my heels a bit. “None Of Your Business Academy has a nice ring to it. I’m kinda partial to Celestial Academy, though. It’s where I belong.”

      “But not where I belong.” Zuri slung her backpack over her shoulder and clomped out of the room. I grabbed my pink glittery bag that I had bedazzled myself and followed her.

      “You’re fitting in pretty okay so far,” I said as we walked. “You’re way cool at self-defense and better at remembering all the class stuff than me. The only place I have you beat is I remember my way around campus.”

      “As soon as I get my bearings, we won’t have to walk everywhere together.” Zuri looked straight ahead instead of at me. “You’re way too peppy so early in the morning. It hurts my head to even think about how much sugar or caffeine you had to ingest to get that way.”

      “Red Bull Gives You Wings. Heh. I never realized how funny that was before. I already got wings, thanks, energy drink.” I bounced on my heels again. “Ooh Pixie Stix are amazing if you need like a little legal pick me up. I like the pink ones.”

      Zuri stopped dead in her tracks and whirled to face me. “Legal? You mean you’ve done illegal stuff?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Duh. You can’t put a bunch of teenagers in a boarding school without any parents in sight—except mine, I guess—and expect them not to get up to a little something non parent approved. The normal stuff like fake IDs, keggers in the woods … and even S-E-X.”

      Zuri snorted. “Did you honestly just spell out sex? Miry, if you’re big enough to do it, you’re big enough to say it.”

      “What makes you think Chris and I are having sex?”

      She gave me her ‘you’re high’ look again. “So, you just let anyone park their hand on your ass? Not that I care. You do you, but if that boy isn’t getting any, he’s more of a saint than I thought.” She grimaced. “Not that I think of him. Or you. Together. Never mind. Like I said, you do you. I don’t care.”

      I meant to nudge her shoulder in a totally cool conspiratorial way, but she’s way taller than me. I ended up leaning my shoulder into her upper arm. I didn’t pull away after. “You’re right. Chris and I are totally having sex.” I did some quick math on my fingers. “Three years, though Dad had this lame ‘you can’t date until you’re sixteen’ rule. I showed him, huh? I snuck around. So, does that prove I’m a bad girl?”

      “All it proves is you and Saint Boy are horny.” Zuri stepped to the left so her arm and my shoulder weren’t touching anymore. “You’ll have to try harder than that, Miry. The kegger thing sounded mildly interesting, though.”

      I smiled. “I can totally plan one. It doesn’t take long at all. You can invite your friend Damien.”

      She pursed her lips, staring straight ahead. “No.”

      “Why not?” I asked. “It will be fun for everyone.”

      “D is not some sideshow for you and your friends to giggle over.”

      “I don’t giggle … much,” I pouted. “Come on, Z! It will be totally awesome. A fun way to let loose and get to know everyone with, uh, booze involved.” I mimed drinking. “That always loosens lips, right? I bet you’re like a laugh riot when your guard is down.”

      “If that’s what you think, you’re going to be awfully disappointed,” she said.

      “I don’t care.” I pulled the door to the history classroom open and bounced inside. “I’m going to plan a party. Anyway, you and Damien are coming or else—”

      Zuri shot me some side eye. “Or else what?”

      “Or else I’ll never speak to you again.”

      She laughed. “That would be a dream come true, Miry, not a punishment.”

      “Oh, ha ha.” I flounced over to where Chris was waiting for me at our regular seats. “Just you wait! I’m going to plan it and-and-and make flyers too!”

      “What was that all about?” Chris whispered once I sat down. His hand slid up my thigh to rest under my skirt.

      “Just Zuri being Zuri and trying to knock a party I want to plan.” I leaned over to give him a peck on the cheek. We don’t do on the lips in class. “You’ll help get it going, won’t you, Chris?”

      He smiled. “I’d do anything for you, Miry.”

      I grinned back. “Awesome. Kegger party next weekend. Spread the word.”

      Uncle Gabriel walked in before Chris could confirm or deny being on board with the party planning. He never had the best timing. “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. Today’s topic may be a little off putting to some of you, but it’s essential that you learn it. Demons.” A twitter of excited murmuring ran through the class. Finally! We got to the good stuff! “Demons, though we don’t talk about them much in the hallowed halls of Celestial Academy, have existed nearly as long as angels have. Just like angels, saints, and archangels, demons can produce offspring. Just like most of you are Nephilim or half angel, half-demon offspring are known as Cambion. Can anyone name common demonic abilities?”

      Zuri’s hand shot up. At least she was waiting for Uncle Gabriel to call on her instead of just blurting out the answer. He nodded toward her. “Demonic abilities are usually tied to the elements. Weather manipulation. Water manipulation. Shape shifting.”

      “Ooh, like Beelzebub!” I said without waiting my turn. I clamped my hands over my mouth. “Sorry, Uncle Gabriel.”

      “That’s quite alright, Miryam,” Uncle Gabriel’s eyes flashed red just for a second before they were back to their usual bright blue. “What do you know about Beelzebub?”

      “They hang out in Hell and can shapeshift.” I shrugged. “They can be anyone, anywhere. Kinda freaky, huh?”

      “Only to some,” Uncle Gabriel murmured. “What our history books won’t tell you is Beelzebub was the very first inhabitant of Hell. They were cast down long before the War in Heaven. However, did the Fallen give them any credit for successfully ruling Hell before they got there? No. The Fallen acted, much like angels do, as if everything is theirs. No prior claim mattered.” Uncle Gabriel balled his hand into a fist. For just a second, I saw a streak of blonde sprout in his dark brown hair before it was gone.

      “I have a question about Lilith!” Chris raised his hand. “I was doing some, uh, independent research over the summer, Archangel Gabriel, and had some questions about Lilith. How, uh, evil is she? Or perceived to be?”

      “Evil is a subjective word and concept, young man,” Uncle Gabriel said. “Lilith, like all creatures, just wants to be loved. Yes, she is known for kidnapping children and, at times, killing them. Still it is only because she can’t have a child of her own. Grief makes us do terrible things sometimes.”

      Kidnaps kids? “Could Lilith be the one kidnapping all the Celestial Academy kids?” I asked.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Zuri cut in. “No one with demon blood can get on campus unless they forge their way in or shapeshift. If Lilith is kidnapping kids, she has an accomplice on the inside.”

      “She’s a demon,” I insisted. “Is it so hard to believe she can figure out how to go about her evil plan without help?”

      “Why must she be evil?” Chris asked. “Why must any of them be evil?”

      “As scintillating as this discussion is,” Uncle Gabriel interrupted. “We must remember—”

      The door opened and Uncle Gabriel walked in. “Forgive my delay, class, but—” He stopped, his mouth falling open when he saw the second Gabriel standing at the front of the class. The second Gabriel’s eyes flashed red again before his features melted away and turned into Beelzebub.
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      Shrieks went up from the other students in the class as Beelzebub bared their teeth in Gabriel’s direction. The Archangel stood there in the doorway looking confused. I launched myself out of my seat, shoving desks and kids out of my way in my bid to get to the demon.

      “I’m going to fucking end you!” I howled, feeling my wings sprout from my shoulder blades.

      More gasps went up from the kids around me. Maybe they’d never seen a kid with wings before. Or maybe they were just scared shitless by the demon standing in the front of the room. I reached the demon and almost had my hands around their neck when they shifted in front of me. Their mass redistributed, turning them squat, plump, and four-footed. The term scared-y cat came to mind, but it was a little too much on the nose given that the Leader of Demons was now a striped black and grey Maine Coon cat.

      “Wait, they can do that?” Miry yelped.

      I looked over my shoulder to glare at her. “What part of shapeshifter was unclear to you?”

      “I thought you said just people,” she answered.

      “The cat’s getting away,” Miry’s boyfriend remarked with a lazy gesture toward the door.

      I turned in time to see Beelzebub as a cat dart between Gabriel’s legs, leaving the Archangel to shriek like a child. What a fucking pansy. I shouldered past the angel and into the hallway. I caught the flick of a bushy tail off to my left and kicked off the ground, suddenly grateful Michael had decided vaulted ceilings were a must have in this place. It gave me room to glide.

      Maybe the demon would get sloppy and lead me right to the Emblem. There was no way I’d let Beelzebub start the apocalypse. Their little tirade in class gave me some perspective on their motivation. From their perspective, Dad and the other Fallen had come in and taken control of Hell without a second thought. It still didn’t explain their beef with humanity. The End of Days was meant to wipe the earth of humans, the nuclear option. What had humans done to them? They hadn’t even existed when Beelzebub was created.

      News of our imposter angel hadn’t yet spread as I banked right and caught up to Beelzebub. I reached down to scoop them up when they shifted again, going even smaller into a tiny white mouse, scurrying into a crack in the wall.

      “Damn it.” I landed and fought the urge to punch yet another wall. I didn’t need a repeat of a few days earlier. Although, a consultation with Raphael wasn’t necessarily a bad idea.
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      “You really need to stop picking fights with inanimate objects,” Raphael said when I walked in clutching a bruised hand.

      “I didn’t break any bones this time,” I replied and sat down on the medical exam bed.

      “That just means you’re learning to be more strategic in your self-harm. That’s not exactly a good thing.”

      “I needed an excuse to see you,” I admitted as he placed both of his hands around mine.

      The healing warmth of his power washed over me and took with it not only the ache in my hand, but some of the anxiety lingering over the potential Armageddon.

      “And why would you need to see me?”

      “I had another run-in with Beelzebub. They were impersonating Archangel Gabriel. I almost had them before they shifted into something I couldn’t catch. I feel like they are toying with me. They have to realize I know what their endgame is.”

      “You are only one person, Zuri. Despite what you may believe, this is not your burden to bear alone,” Raphael said. “As much as I would not wish to see what would happen were Michael and Lucifer to come face to face, perhaps you should allow your father to deal with this. After all, it is his relic. Not yours.”

      “It will be mine one day,” I said. “And I need to prove that I can keep it safe.”

      Raphael shook his head. “I will never understand why they put so much pressure on their children. It’s entirely unfair.”

      “Is there anything else you know about how the Emblem unlocks the End of Days?”

      “I’m afraid that’s all I know. Your father may have more answers. However, if you’re determined to complete this insane task on your own, I suspect you don’t want him to provide the information.”

      “Nope. Although I might have an idea of where to look now that I think about it. Thanks for the chat and the healing touch.”

      “If you come in here again having lost a battle with another wall, I’m going to have to report your behavior to Michael. Don’t make me do that.”

      I wanted to laugh off his threat, but the look on his face told me he was dead serious. “Got it.”

      I left his office and walked back toward the classroom. I doubted anyone would still be in class, but I needed to get my bag. Halfway there, my phone rang in my pocket. “Shit,” I muttered as I realized I hadn’t set it to vibrate.

      “Hello?” I didn’t check the caller ID before I answered.

      “Have you looked outside lately?” Damien asked.

      “No. Why?”

      “You might want to. Also, you should change your password on your phone.”

      “Why?”

      “I just got a text from someone claiming to be your roommate inviting me to some party this weekend.”

      “Fucking Miry. I’m going to punch that little shit in the face for touching my stuff.” I moved to a window and peered outside. “It’s a little rainy out, but nothing unusu—oh damn.” The rain had rapidly given way to large snowflakes. What the … in September … in Georgia.

      “It’s like that everywhere. Weather going kind of weird.”

      “I need to call you back. I need to check something. Also, come or don’t come. I don’t care.”

      “Oh, I’m coming. She assured me it won’t be on school grounds. Yeah and there’s booze.”

      “Great. Guess I’ll see you this weekend.”

      I made it back to the classroom to find Miry sitting there without her boy toy entourage. “What are you doing just sitting here?”

      “I told them I wanted to wait for you to come back. And don’t worry, I didn’t say anything to them about you know … your secret identity.”

      “How do I know it’s you?” I said, stopping short of the desk.

      “I told you I’m throwing a kegger this weekend,” she said with a pout.

      “You said that when Beelzebub was in the room. Try again.”

      “You promised to help me with homework. Oh, and you even acted like I couldn’t possibly have done anything bad, because I’m Michael’s daughter. Also, Pixie Stix are delicious especially pink ones.”

      “Fine, you’re who you say you are. Let’s get out of here.”

      “Dad heard about Beelzebub and cancelled classes for the rest of the day. He’s like searching or whatever. I thought you could maybe train me on sword fighting. I know I said I don’t want to do my own fighting, but maybe you’re right and I should know how to do it.”

      “I guess. But not here. I need somewhere with a computer connection first.”

      “You can borrow my computer,” Miry said cheerily.

      I didn’t want to think about what nerdy porn lived on her computer, but I retrieved my bag and followed her back to the dorm. She passed over her sparkly pink laptop—did everything this girl own have to be bright pink? Then she sat back and watched as I stuck the flash drive I’d brought back from Hell into one of the ports.

      “That’s not going to give my computer a virus is it?”

      “Not unless you’ve been to sketchy porn sites recently,” I muttered and unzipped the computer files. I brought up the main database and skimmed it for references to the Emblem and End of Days.

      “What are you looking for anyway?” Miry peered over my shoulder.

      “We know the Emblem somehow brings about the End of Days. If you haven’t noticed it’s been snowing which is some weird weather shit especially for Georgia. We can’t exactly stop Beelzebub if we don’t know what we’re up against.”

      “Oh, right. Where’d you get all this information anyway?”

      “Dad has an archive. I may have copied the database back when I popped home to pick up a few things.”

      “Ooh, so that has like everything in it about what happened after the War in Heaven?”

      “Yes, their personal accounts of what went down plus information they don’t want getting out. Now shut up and let me focus.”

      I tried my best to block Miry out as I searched the database for information on the Emblem. Finally, at the very end of the search results was an entry listed under the heading Armageddon. Helpful. I skimmed it and my blood went cold.

      “Uh, am I reading that right. It says Lucifer’s blood unlocks it?”

      “Not just his blood. His bloodline. Which means anyone who shares his lineage.”

      “Meaning you,” Miry offered.

      “Fuck me ... they’ve already got some of my blood.”

      “How?”

      “My little incident with the wall over there.”

      “Yeah, but that wasn’t like a lot or anything.”

      “It’s not like it’s a recipe, Miry. We don’t know how much blood it takes to unlock things. Besides if the weather is already going all wonky, we could already be too late.”

      “I think we’d notice if like the Riders of the Apocalypse showed up. Aren’t they supposed to be all scary and riding on big horses?”

      “I … I don’t know. It’s possible. Look, can we talk about something else. Anything else?” I wasn’t in the mood to contemplate my own mortality. I had never believed I’d live forever, but I was pretty certain I’d make it beyond eighteen. And there was no way Dad would ever be tricked into bleeding openly.

      “Like what?”

      I glanced around the room. “Self-defense training. You wanted me to teach you. So, let’s do it.”

      “We don’t have swords,” Miry commented.

      “We don’t need them. You got broom handles or anything like that?” I set the laptop aside and swiveled in the chair to face her.

      Miry wrinkled her nose. “No.”

      “Well, your first lesson is to go find some.”

      Miry gave me an eye roll, but flounced out of the room, coming back five minutes later with two brooms. “Here.”

      I took the first one, balanced it over my leg and broke the brush head off. Miry gave a gasp of surprise at the destruction of property. I didn’t care. I could always fix it later. I gave the second broom the same treatment and tossed one to her.

      “This didn’t work last time,” Miry said.

      “That’s because we weren’t doing it right. This time, I’m going to show you how to do the move. Then I’m going to walk you through it step by step verbally and physically at the same time.”

      “Do you think it will work?”

      “Only one way to find out.”

      I twirled the broom handle in my right hand and planted my feet shoulder width apart. “Okay, I’m going to show you a basic blocking move.” I turned my torso to the side, brought the handle up and locked my elbow.

      “Seems easy enough,” Miry said. Still when she tried to mimic what I did, she only succeeded in fumbling the handle.

      “I said I’d show you step by step.” I set my impromptu sword aside and moved to stand behind her. “Here, put your feet shoulder width apart.” I nudged her feet farther apart. “You want to hold the sword in your dominant hand.”

      She passed the handle to her left hand. “Maybe that was the problem?”

      “Focus.” I wrapped my hands around her waist, trying not to take note of her curves and the feel of her body beneath my fingertips. “Now, you pivot in the opposite direction.” Then I wrapped a hand around her left wrist and brought it up to block. “Next you move to block the incoming blow.”

      “I think I get it, now,” she said.

      I stepped back, heat winding its way through me in a very uncomfortable manner. I pushed back any thoughts that involved me and Miry touching. I watched her go through the motions a few times.

      “Good, now we’re going to see if you can put it into practice.” I crossed to stand opposite her.

      “Are you going to give me some warning this time?” She asked with a hopeful grin.

      I swung and she gave a little squeal as she pivoted and brought her arm up to block me. The broom handles collided with a ‘thwack.’ We both stared at each other. “Guess we figured out your learning style, princess.”
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      Miry insisted we do one self-defense move a day until the weekend. So she had something to show off to her friends at the party. I didn’t want to admit it, but it was a welcome distraction from the possibility that I could be dead any day now. How Michael and the other Archangels didn’t catch wind of Miry’s little party in the woods is beyond me. Considering everyone in school was talking about it in stage whispers that anyone could overhear.

      “I’m so glad Damien is coming,” Miry said as we hefted a keg of beer out into the woods.

      “I still can’t believe you stole my phone and got his number,” I grumbled as my grip on the barrel slipped, sending both of us staggering sideways.

      “Well, you wouldn’t have invited him if I didn’t take the first step,” she said in a sing-song voice.

      I still wasn’t convinced she understood what being gay meant. I got the distinct impression she was trying to orchestrate some sort of party hook-up. “Also, why are we carrying all the heavy shit and the boys aren’t doing anything?”

      Miry’s boyfriend and Glasses were sitting around the beginnings of a campfire. “Yeah, guys, you could like help,” Miry muttered.

      Glasses for his part got to his feet and helped settle the keg by a nearby tree. My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out to see a text from Damien. “I’ll be back. Got a friend to pick up.”

      “Tell him I said hi,” Miry called as I trudged up the small incline that led to the front gates.

      Damien stood there in a hoodie and jeans. Despite the fact it was chilly and a little drizzly, he stood there without a jacket. “You are gonna freeze your ass off,” I commented.

      “Not if I find me a cute little angel to keep me warm,” he said with a smirk.

      “You are disgusting,” I retorted, but looped an arm around his shoulders and ushered him to the party spot.

      “So, your dad’s been riding my ass about where you are,” he said before we reached Miry and her friends.

      “What’d you say?”

      “That I hadn’t heard from you. Which was basically the truth. Z, you have to come home. Please. This is getting out of hand.”

      “I just need a little more time. Look, I’m close to getting it back.”

      “Why is it so important that you get it back? I get you are loyal to your dad and everything, but it’s just some old relic from a time everyone would rather forget.”

      “Because it can start the End of Days. And I’m pretty sure we’re already on our way there. It’s not just about my family honor, D. it’s about protecting the world from a demon’s hissy fit.”

      “Well, shit.”

      “Look, for now can we just focus on getting through what is sure to be a lame ass party?”

      “Point me to the beer.”

      I didn’t know how it was possible, but most of the older students had already descended on the spot by the time we got back. Beer pong was in full swing off to one side of the campfire. Couples had paired off to dance or make out and probably hook up out of view. I searched the group for Miry, figuring she should at least say hello to Damien before he went off in search of his next romantic failure.

      “So, this is what a good kid’s party looks like. Somehow, I’m not surprised,” Damien commented with a snort.

      “Hey, I warned you it was going to be lame,” I told him.

      “Well, where’s your new bestie?”

      “She’s not my bestie. And the fact that word just passed both of our lips makes me want to hurl. I don’t know where she is, but you’ll probably see her somewhere. Go forth and get horny, weirdo.”

      Damien did just that, melting into the crowd by the campfire. I spotted Miry’s boyfriend standing by the keg and marched over.

      “Hey, have you seen your girlfriend?” I called, tapping him on the shoulder.

      He turned around, his gaze already unfocused by alcohol. “Nope. Why?”

      “I’m looking for her.”

      “You know she’s not available, right?”

      I stared at him, mouth agape. “Dude, I’m not into your girlfriend. Though, if you ask me, you aren’t giving her what she really needs.”

      He staggered forward. “And what’s that, new girl?”

      “A reality check. She’s got issues and all you do is coddle her. She isn’t going to learn to survive if she’s treated like a precious little princess who can’t do things for herself.”

      “I’m protecting Miry, because she’s special.”

      “Please … I bet you’re only boning her, because she’s the daughter of the most famous archangel besides Lucifer,” I scoffed.

      “My ears are like burning. Are you two fighting over me?” Miry appeared at her boyfriend’s side.

      “I just wanted you to say hey to D before he went off in search of an angel to deflower or whatever. But he’s already gone so I guess you missed your shot,” I said.

      “Oh. I’m sure I’ll see him around. Hey, can we talk somewhere a little private? It’s about … you know …” She made vague miming motions that made no sense to me.

      “Sure, whatever.”

      She led the way to a path that wove between the trees away from the party. I heard something that sounded like a moan, but kept walking. I didn’t need to see someone doing the nasty.

      “What do you need to tell me?”

      “Oh, nothing, really. I just wanted to get you away from all the party noise,” Miry answered.

      “Why?”

      She didn’t answer. Instead she grabbed the front of my shirt and kissed me hard on the lips. My vision went fuzzy and not from the sudden presence of her body pressed to mine. Something was off. I pushed her away and lost my balance, landing hard on my ass. I gazed up at her as confusion and arousal swirled in my mind.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” I said. At least those were the words I’d intended to say. They came out a slurred mess as the world darkened around me. Miry peered down at me, her face morphing into that of Beelzebub before the sweet silence of unconsciousness pulled me under.
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      My eyes fluttered open before I closed them again. Something was chittering somewhere off to my left. Some sort of bird or squirrel or something. I’m not sure what, but it was making noise to the timing of the pounding in my head. Yuck. I didn’t drink any booze. Why did my head feel all fuzzy like someone slipped me Angel Blood? Double yuck. So, help me, if someone spiked the keg, I’d go all sword fighting ninja on their butt. Just like Zuri had taught me.

      Zuri. I sat up. I rubbed my head, pulling twigs and leaves out of my hair. I threw them at the noisy critter. Stop it already, little dude. The last thing I remembered before waking up in the dirt was Zuri asking me to go somewhere private. She seemed a little too flouncy though. I mean, that was my thing, not hers. I went anyway though. She, uh, got me to let my guard down and then … boom … knocked out on the ground. Only it wasn’t Zuri, was it? Not really. I massaged my temples with two fingers, forcing my hazy memory to crystalize. No, it wasn’t Zuri. It was Beelzebub, which meant—

      “Zuri!” I reconsidered my decision to jump to my feet when the world tipped and spun around me. I almost threw up, but saved myself the disgrace of vomit breath at the last minute. I grabbed a tree and waited for the ground to stop being the sky. “Zuri, are you out here?”

      No answer. What did I expect? For her to go like ‘I’m totally over here, M, don’t worry.’ Even if Beelzebub wasn’t causing drama, she’d never do that.

      I stumbled back to the base camp. There was still no sign of Zuri, but I did spot her friend Damien. It took a couple tries and lots of tree hugging, but I made it over to where he sat with CeCe in his lap. “Hey, like sorry to interrupt and all that, but have you seen Zuri?”

      He removed his lips from CeCe’s long enough to say: “Nope. She went off with you, remember?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and tapped my foot. This party was turning into a major bummer. “No, she didn’t. I’ve been, like, drugged up in the woods.”

      “Kinky,” he smirked.

      CeCe giggled at his non-humor. “Just relax and have fun, Miry.” She winked at Damien. “I know I am.”

      “Same.” He turned so their backs were facing me. Lame.

      “Fine, but if Zuri is like killed by that demon non-gender specific dude, it’s not my fault. I warned you.”

      “Dude is gender specific,” Damien mumbled.

      “It used to be, but now it’s just a catch all.” I picked a few more leaves out of my hair. “Did you hear the rest of what I said? Zuri might be in trouble.”

      “Out of everyone at this angel school lame ass party, princess, my money is on Zuri for being the only one able to take care of herself. Now, if you’ll excuse me …” He went back to making out with CeCe.

      “Fine, but I warned you,” I reminded him. “Don’t go all freaking out when something horrible happens to her. Just remember I told you so.” I waited for Damien to answer. When he went right on sucking CeCe’s face instead of helping me, I wandered off in search of Chris. I found him parked next to the keg, red plastic cups full of beer in both hands.

      “Hey.” He handed me one of the cups. “Where have you been?”

      “I don’t know.” I gestured back in the direction I came from. “Lost in the woods somewhere. It was like, totally awful, Chris. I think Beelzebub pretended to be Zuri to trick me and—"

      “What are you talking about?” Chris took a swig of beer. “You and Zuri left together like fifteen minutes ago. I was about to go look for you.” He took another long drink from his cup, tipping it back to get the last dregs from the bottom. “Right after I finished my drink.”

      “But that’s what I’m trying to tell everyone and no one will listen,” I said. “Whoever Zuri left with wasn’t me. It was Beelzebub. You weren’t going off to find me, you were going off to find Beelzebub.”

      Chris frowned, checking the bottom of his cup. “Well, shit.”

      I wasn’t sure if he was upset about the lack of beer or the fact a totally high-level demon was running around impersonating me and who knows how many other people. “So, can like Ant help or what?”

      “Help with what?” Ant asked, totally showing up right when I needed him most.

      “Finding Zuri.” I bounced on my heels. “Whatdaya need to make that happen?”

      “Having something of hers helps focus the incantation, but I can go off of anything really,” Ant said. “Do you have a picture so I can vibe with the energy?”

      “Forgot what she looks like, huh?” Chris snickered. He took my beer cup away from me and downed it for me.

      Ant’s cheeks turned almost as red as his hair. “No. I just think it will help me focus, that’s all.”

      I pulled my phone out of my bra which is where I always keep it if I don’t have my bag or pockets. I unlocked it, opened the picture roll, and scrolled to a sideview of Zuri eating pasta from a can. The fork was half-raised to her mouth. I managed to capture a ‘get that frigging camera out of my face before I kill you’ look on her face which, come to think of, isn’t that hard since that’s her standard facial expression. I showed the pic to Ant. “Will this do?”

      “Send it to me,” he said. “It’s good enough.”

      I texted him the picture. As soon as it popped up, he held his hand over the pic while muttering the Prayer to St. Anthony. His phone glowed slightly as his find lost things ability took hold. He swiveled in a circle before pointing off to the woods. “That way.”

      Ant took off in the direction he pointed, pulled by the location ability looking for its mark. I grabbed Chris by the arm and drug him along after Ant. “Hey! Get with the program!” I yelled at Damien when we passed him and CeCe still in an impressively long lip lock. “Zuri is in trouble and needs our help! All of our help.”

      “Why didn’t you say so in the first place, princess?”

      Damien stood, yanking CeCe up with him. I didn’t think her Saint Cecelia music abilities would be useful up against a shapeshifting demon, but whatever. If it got the hellion on our side, I didn’t care. Zuri needed us and that’s all that mattered. Zuri needed us, now.
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      My head throbbed as the world came back to me. I groaned and the sound made my ears hurt. What the fuck happened? I lay still, trying to let my brain make sense of the situation. Miry had kissed me. No, not Miry. Beelzebub pretending to be Miry. For a second, I couldn’t figure out what purpose the demon would have to lure me away, but then it hit me, and I sat bolt upright.

      The Emblem.

      My stomach churned, threatening to bring up dinner. I couldn’t be sure if it was from the realization or whatever Beelzebub had used to knock me out. I sucked down shallow breaths to contain the nausea, but failed. At least I was quick enough to not vomit all over myself. As I sat back, I felt pressure and restricted movement on my ankles and wrists. I tugged and found thick chains snaking their way to anchor points on the wall behind me.

      “You coward. You can’t even face me on even footing?” I yelled; my throat still raw from throwing up.

      “It isn’t personal. You didn’t ask to be born of your father’s blood,” Beelzebub answered, stepping into view in their true form.

      “Why are you even doing this? So, you’re pissed at Dad for showing up and claiming Hell. Newsflash asshole, they didn’t have a choice. They got kicked out and it wasn’t like they could exist on the human plane. So, they went where they could.”

      “For someone who is so intelligent, you truly are ignorant, aren’t you?” They said, pacing back and forth.

      If I could keep them talking long enough, maybe Damien would realize something was wrong and come looking for me. “So explain it to me, then? If you’re going to kill me, what harm can it do?”

      Their red eyes glowed like hot coals and they crossed their arms over their chest. “I was the Leader of Hell. It was my domain for eons, long before humanity even existed. They had no right to come in and take it from me.”

      “You’re still the Leader of Demons. You have your own followers. So your domain isn’t as big as it used to be. It’s called sharing. That still doesn’t explain why you are bent on unleashing the End of Days.”

      “I was the one who should have been granted this realm. God created me before his fallible little pets. I should have been able to reign here, but no, God felt me too malleable and flawed. Ha, imagine, the creator only seeing failure in their creation and not their own skills.” They began pacing the length of the room. “But I knew that God’s skills were flawed. Look at humanity. They are forever sniping at one another over petty grievances. They’ve had thousands of years on this planet and what have they done with it? Nothing. They’ve ruined it. So, now, it’s the time for demons to take their rightful place. If we cannot have Hell, we will take this place.”

      “You’re insane,” I said, continuing to tug on the restraints. Where was that angelic strength when I needed it?

      “I am quite sane, child. I do regret that it must come to this. You more than most were kind to me. You respected me in a way no others did.”

      “So, you got dealt a shitty hand, so what? That doesn’t make you special. It means you’re just like the rest of us. We all get mad at our parents, but we’re adult enough not to hold grudges. It’s time to accept what you’ve actually got.”

      “You aren’t going to talk me out of this.” They turned their back and pulled the Emblem from a spot I couldn’t see.

      It called to me like it had the day it was stolen. I reached my hands toward it, like reaching out would get me closer. Was it because it wanted my blood? Had I always been drawn to it, because I could unleash Hell on Earth? Is that why Dad had kept it under lock and key? Beelzebub took the pole of the standard and smashed it to pieces, pulling the fabric with the family crest off the top. They spread it along the floor. I glanced around me and at my feet, noticing chalk markings for the first time.

      “Please, you said it yourself you like me. Why would you want to hurt me then? Besides, Dad has all but said I inherit Hell when he decides to step down. We can work something out, give you more territory, more authority. Whatever you want,” I bargained.

      Beelzebub bent down until we were nose to nose. “Your father has ruled for eons. I am tired of waiting. The time of demons is now. Don’t worry, I’m sure your father will know you did not go willingly.”

      I opened my mouth to respond or maybe just spit in their face when a tiny squeak passed through my throat. Heat rippled upward from my stomach and my shackled hands shook as I reached down blindly to feel the hilt of a knife protruding from my belly. If the chains hadn’t been restricting my movements, and in that moment keeping me somewhat upright, I would have collapsed.

      The chalk markings around me seemed to blur as my fingers went numb and I tried to pull the knife free. “Argh.” Squelching sounds filled my ears as icy fingers danced over every piece of exposed flesh on my body. The blade was serrated and wickedly shaped. The knife slipped from my blood-stained fingers.

      “It will be so much easier if you just let go and give in to the inevitable,” Beelzebub said from somewhere off to my right.

      I had enough muscle control to flip them off. Around me, the chalk began to glow as my blood oozed over the stone beneath me, slithering like a snake toward the Emblem. It shimmered with a sickly silver haze as my blood touched the fabric.

      A thunderous crack echoed in the distance, like a tree splitting down the middle and falling in the forest. For all I knew, a tree had in fact fallen. I had no concept of how far Beelzebub had dragged me from the woods. A dull sensation wrapped itself around my body and begged my mind to just give in.

      No. Fuck that.

      I refused to just sit back and let this demon asshole with a chip on their shoulder ruin my entire life and world just because of a little blood loss. I dragged myself upright and the cuffs on my wrists slid up to the first joint on my thumbs. Apparently, Beelzebub hadn’t counted on blood making my hands slippery. I used it to my advantage, drenching my hands in blood—which given the rate at which it was leaving my body wasn’t difficult—and slid the cuffs off. Getting my feet free wouldn’t be as simple, but I managed to grab the chain and tug, summon what little angelic strength remained to pull it free of the wall. The ceiling above me shook and dust rained down on me.

      Vaulted ceilings.

      Beelzebub had taken me back to campus. If only Michael could see me and the horrible shit about to be unleashed. If people found out it came from the supposed seat of angelic power, oh how people would lose their faith in the Archangels. It was honestly quite ingenious.

      “Hey, douchebag, you’re not going to win that easily,” I called, staggering to my feet. I snatched a broken piece of wood as my weapon of choice. Despite my ankles still being shackled together, I moved with a little grace.

      “You are so much like your mother. Fighting when there is no hope of success,” Beelzebub taunted.

      “Don’t you ever talk about my mother,” I howled and lunged.

      The circle around me flared with reddish light as one of the sets of chalk markings vanished and reappeared in blood red hues on the Emblem. One of the stars in the family crest disappeared as well and the floor shook. Whatever kept the End of Days in check was slowly being undone the more I bled. If I had to guess, as soon as all the chalk markings were gone, saving humanity would be a lost cause. It also appeared that I was stuck in this damn circle.

      “Be a good little girl and do as you are told. Now, sit down,” Beelzebub boomed.

      I sunk to my butt as if I had no control over my limbs. The broken piece of wood clattered against the stone and rolled into the ever-expanding pool of my blood. Making a stand had only made things worse. My vision went dark at the edges and I shivered as the warmth of the blood keeping me alive left me little by little.

      “Zuri?” I could swear I heard Miry’s voice in the distance, but that wasn’t possible. She wouldn’t come for me. No one even knew I was missing.

      Wherever Beelzebub had stashed me was probably in the last place any of them would look. There was little chance Dad would come to my rescue. If he knew the Emblem was in play, he had to know that his blood would do just as good as mine. Who knew if both of ours would speed things up or make it a thousand-fold worse?

      “It’s locked,” a girl’s voice said from over my left shoulder. I didn’t recognize it.

      Someone shrieked and with a boom a door went flying off its hinges, slamming into the wall opposite it, sending millions of spiderweb cracks through the masonry. I thought I spotted a hooded figure at the very edge of what remained of my peripheral vision. Azrael. At least I’d see a familiar face before I died.

      “What is going on here?” Dad’s voice echoed in the room.

      I thought I heard clamoring footsteps as more people filled the already cramped space.

      “Oh my God, Zuri!” Miry squealed.

      “Stay back,” I rasped, unsuccessfully trying to press the edges of the knife wound closed.

      “How dare you harm my child,” Dad bellowed, stepping into my field of vision.

      “Dad, no.” He didn’t seem to hear me. Instead, his wings burst forth from his shoulder blades, reaching from one side of the room to the other. He produced a sword from somewhere and charged at the demon.

      I should have watched them fight. Dad was always such a formidable fighter, but my attention was focused too much on the markings taking over the Emblem. Only one row of chalk remained. Three more hooded figures had joined the first. I’d been wrong. It wasn’t Azrael come to carry me to my mother beyond the veil. The Horsemen were waiting for the final seal to be broken so they could descend on humanity and ravage it.

      “How do we stop it?” Damien’s voice filled my ears.

      “Can’t,” I rasped. “Too late.”

      “No. I refuse to believe that. We did not find you here just to, like, watch you die,” Miry retorted, hands on her hips.

      For a brief moment, I almost wished she had kissed me. She could be annoying as fuck, but sometimes, like now, she was endearing and kind of sweet. She’d kept my secret and even though I was the daughter of her father’s sworn enemy, she’d been nice to me. “Sorry I was such a bitch,” I croaked.

      “You can apologize when you aren’t bleeding everywhere,” she answered.

      I laughed as everything went cold and heavy. I could feel my heart slowing as it lacked any blood to keep pumping. Before my eyes, Miry’s face went stony and determined as a massive blade with a gold hilt appeared in her hands. She looked momentarily surprised to be holding it before she slammed it down along the chalk line that remained. With a metallic ring, the chalk line broke and the Horsemen began to fade.

      Nice to know I’d survived long enough to watch Miryam bat-Michael save the fucking world.
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      I blinked and everything seemed to come back into focus. Zuri bleeding, Beelzebub and the Lucifer locked in some sort of mortal combat fight thingy, the voodoo demon Apocalypse Now chalk circle smeared, and me with Dad’s sword in my hands. How did that happen again? I remembered focusing like Dad had taught me. I focused with all my might to manifest the sword to me, and somehow it worked. It finally worked. Maybe I just needed to want it bad enough. Saving the world was totally a ‘wanting it bad enough’ moment.

      Dad’s sword clattered out of my now useless hands. I didn’t know how to use it. The second it appeared I felt like I was on auto-pilot. The sword knew what to do, but I didn’t.

      “Miry, get away from there. You could get hurt.” Chris pulled me back from the drama. He held me against him, his arms wrapped tight around my upper torso.

      “Did you see what I did, Chris?” I asked. “I totally manifested Dad’s sword. I’ve been trying for years and I actually did it. I actually did it.”

      “Uh, the horsemen may be gone, but we have other things to worry about.” Damien pointed at a Non-Horseman robed figure that had materialized in the center of the room. “Meet my dad, Azrael. Someone is going to die.”

      “Your dad is the Angel of Death?” CeCe whispered. “That is so cool.”

      “Why are you even here, CeCe?” Ant took a hit off his asthma inhaler. “Making out with the demon kid doesn’t give you an automatic pass into the group.”

      “I’m not a demon, douche nozzle,” Damien snapped. “I’m Fallen. Get it right.”

      “Guys, more important things are at hand.” Chris gestured to all the cray-cray bananas stuff happening around us. “This isn’t a kung fu movie where the bad guys wait patiently for us to stop arguing before they try to kill us.”

      “So, like who are the bad guys?” I asked. “I don’t even like know anymore. Dad always said the Fallen, but they’re not the ones that tried to end us all. Beelzebub is.”

      I looked around me again, still in awe of everything going on around us. Angel-Demon fight to the death. Bloody stolen relic that almost brought on the apocalypse. Reaper just about to reap. Zuri looking like she’s auditioning for a murder-death-kill mystery escape room. Until now, the most exciting thing to happen at Celestial Academy was the unsolved kidnappings. Now we had like a million other things a ton worse all happening at once and in the basement of all places.

      “The emblem,” Zuri croaked, blood bubbling up and leaking out of the side of her mouth. “Get the blood off the banner.”

      “How?” I looked at the sword laying half in and half out of the chalk circle. “I’m not sure I can use that again. It was totally a fluke the first time around.”

      “Blood off emblem,” Zuri insisted right as her eyes rolled back in her head and she passed out. Oh, that’s so not good.

      Azrael totally wasn’t one of the guys waiting around for us to stop arguing and make up our minds on our plan of action. While Zuri was telling us what to do, he took slow measured steps toward her. He stopped right on the edge of the chalk circle before extending his cloaked arm, one finger pointing directly at Zuri.

      “Zuri bat-Lucifer, I am here to reap your soul.”

      “Oh, heck, no.” I broke free from Chris’ grasp and ran to Zuri. I picked up Dad’s sword and held it out in front of me, pointy side up, ready to take on the Angel of Death himself in order to save my friend. “I’m Miryam, daughter of Archangel Michael, and I will not let you take her.”

      “Neither will I.” Damien stepped in front of Zuri, too. He stood so close his shoes were touching mine. “Can’t you look the other way for once, Dad? This isn’t some random reap. It’s Zuri. C’mon just … I don’t know, cut us some slack, will ya? I’ll go to the Reaper Academy. You’ve been harping on that for years. I’ll go, Dad. I’ll go if you save her.”

      Azrael lowered his hood. I sucked in my breath and almost dropped Dad’s sword. He was surprisingly handsome for a dude that went around collecting the dead. Not that looks really made a difference in job performance. Still if I was dying and on the fence about going all out and kicking the bucket or not, I’d go if Hot Azrael showed up to collect me.

      “I’ll give you one chance at reprieve,” Azrael said. “You won’t be so fortunate the next time I come calling for hers or anyone else’s soul.”

      “Tell us what to do,” I said. “I … I mean we’ll … do anything.”

      “As Zuri herself said, clean the emblem.” Azrael nodded toward the bloodied, gross cloth laying in the center of the broken chalk circle. “Until it is, shall we say refreshed, your healing magic will not work on her. After, well, after,” he shrugged. “After is up to you, now isn’t it?”

      “But we don’t know how to clean the emblem,” I whined. My lower lip quivered, getting ready for a pout. I bit it instead. I couldn’t be a whiny baby when Zuri’s life hung in the balance.

      “You’re smart kids.” Azrael took a step back to give us room to work. “Figure it out.”

      “Outta my way, amateurs,” Uncle Uriel yelled as he charged down the basement stairs with some weird glowing rope thingy in his hands. “You act like you’ve never fought in a Heavenly war before.”

      “That’s because we haven’t,” Chris grumbled.

      “Oh, goodness, that’s quite a large amount of blood.” Uncle Gabriel paused on the last step. He hugged the railing, puffing his cheeks out in the universal sign for ‘I’m gonna throw up’ before he blew chunks over the railing. He straightened before wiping his mouth on his sleeve. “Oh, dear. That was unfortunate. I’ll … I’ll find someone to clean that up and fetch Raphael. This is by far more his level of expertise. Not mine.”

      “Dipshit,” Uncle Uriel muttered. He unrolled his rope thingy. It looked like a cross between a lasso and a whip. I did not want to know why he had that. Like, at all. “Combined, angelic relics can take down the emblem’s protective powers. Individually, the lariat can cleanse it.”

      “This is a really weird time for a teaching moment,” CeCe observed.

      I focused on Chris, Ant, and CeCe standing near the staircase. I don’t know how I knew this, but this fight—no, this battle—was no place for saint kids. They needed to get out of here … Like, now. “Chris, take Ant and CeCe someplace safe,” I said.

      He shook his head. “I’m not leaving you.”

      “I’ll be okay.” I managed to smile, though I was feeling far from confident in that assessment of my safety. “I’m Miryam bat-Michael, remember? I got this.”

      Chris pressed a kiss into his palm and held it out to me. “Promise me you’ll be careful, Miry.”

      I smiled again, repeating “I got this.”

      “That’s not what I asked, but I’ll take it for now.” Chris rounded up Ant and CeCe, as a group they headed up the stairs. I let out the breath I didn’t know I was holding once I heard the door close behind them.

      I swiveled to check on Zuri. Uncle Uriel was using his lasso thing like a whip, muttering about “cleansing the wicked” with each strike. Whatever he was doing, it was working. The blood peeled off the emblem like a fruit roll up being pulled from wax paper. The last strike broke it in two pieces. Uncle Uriel stood up straight, breathing heavy.

      “Your turn, Miryam,” he said. “Show your dad why he shouldn’t call the reaper on you.”

      “I, uh, have like no idea what you mean by that, but okay.”

      Uncle Uriel bounded away to help Lucifer in what looked like a pretty evenly matched fight with Beelzebub. They’d spent the whole-time circling, striking, and blocking each other that I doubted Lucifer even knew how bad of shape Zuri truly was in.

      “Hey, Luci, good to see you again.” Uncle Uriel sent his glowing rope flashing through the air at Beelzebub. It wrapped around the demon’s upper body and arms, trapping them on the spot. “If you needed my help to end this shitshow, all you had to do was ask.”

      “I didn’t ask,” Lucifer said. “The relic must have called to you.” He took the time to look around the room for the first time since I think we, like, busted down the door to get here. Uncle Raphael and Uncle Gabriel stood at the bottom of the staircase, assessing the situation or, maybe, the damage. Everyone was here except Dad.

      “It must have called to all of us,” Uncle Raphael said. He beat his wings once, gliding to Zuri’s side. He examined her, his frown deepening with each new vital check. “My medical equipment will do no good for her now. Our only chance of saving her is angelic healing.” He positioned his hands over Zuri’s bloody stomach. They glowed as he recited the Prayer for Healing. I watched, waiting for the blood, guts, and everything else to go back where they belonged, but … nothing happened.

      Uncle Raphael looked down at his hands as if their healing ability was, like, seriously defective or something. “I can’t do it. Whatever demonic magic Beelzebub imbibed into the athame is too strong for just me alone to break through.”

      I knelt down next to Uncle Raphael and held my own hands out over Zuri. “Here. Let me help you.”
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      I expected the Afterlife to be more than just darkness and cold. I expected my mother, the woman my father had loved so dearly, the woman who’d given me life, to be waiting for me, welcoming me to all eternity. There was none of that though. It was just darkness and chills. My entire body shook with the cold. How I knew it was my whole body still confused me. I was dead, I shouldn’t have a physical form that could have sensations like shivers.

      I’d seen Azrael appear in the chamber as Dad and Beelzebub fought. I’d been ready to accept the reaping of my soul. So, what was with the damn cold? A thought suddenly occurred to me: do I still have eyes? Not the most rational of thoughts as one hung between life and death, but it came to me all the same. If I still had a body, then it stands to reason I had eyes that worked. The darkness could have just been a function of them being closed.

      Come on, Zuri. Open your damn eyes. You are the daughter of Lucifer, Ruler of Hell. Open them.

      I forced the spot I assumed my eyes to be at to obey my command and open. Everything was blurry and hazy, but at least it was a start. Sound slowly trickled back as my other senses started to realize they still functioned, too. The icy blanket that had wrapped itself around me as the blood loss took its toll slowly receded, replaced by something like hot pokers everywhere. Tiny pinpricks of white-hot light flashed all around me. I wanted to scream, but my vocal cords were the last thing to realize they still worked.

      “Hold on,” a voice said beside me. I knew I should recognize the speaker, but I couldn’t place it.

      My brain was too busy trying to keep me on this side of the veil to do things like tell me who was talking around me. The heat rippled up and down my body, chasing away the chill of death. It was at the same time both soothing and agonizing. I opened my mouth and this time my vocal cords remembered what they were for.

      “Aaah!” It was a strangled sound, one better suited for an animal rather than a half-human, half-angel.

      “A little more,” a different voice said, not addressing me this time. At least I didn’t think so anyways.

      I let the warmth fill me up and my vision started to blur again. Giving in to the feeling I let it, suddenly too tired to focus on staying alive. Either I was going to make it or I wasn’t. A little nap now wouldn’t change that.
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      I felt something press down on my arm, pulling me out of whatever limbo I’d been stuck in. I opened one eye, letting it adjust to the lighting around me. It wasn’t a room I recognized so I opened the other hoping it would help. Still the room wasn’t recognizable. The pressure was still on my arm and I turned my head to find Dad sitting beside me.

      “You’re here,” I croaked, trying and failing to sit up.

      His firm hand squeezed mine. It was enough to keep me immobile. I glanced down to find myself in a bed. I must be in a hospital or something. I remembered Beelzebub stabbing me in the gut. There’d been blood, so much blood. Dad looked simultaneously relieved and angry as fuck.

      “What were you thinking, Zuri? I nearly lost you!” He boomed.

      I was never a fan of being the target of Dad’s anger. Not that he ever really showed anger that often. It was even more rare that it was directed at me. “I thought I could handle it. I’m sorry.”

      “You have no idea how worried I was when you didn’t come home. When you called and told me you were with Michael’s daughter. The daughter of my sworn enemy. You could have been kidnapped.”

      “Well, I wasn’t. At least not until that asshole demon knocked me out, dragged me to a creepy ass basement, and tried to turn me into some twisted sacrifice.”

      “You should have come to me as soon as you knew the Emblem was taken.”

      “How’d you know I knew?” I rubbed at my head.

      “Damien admitted you were both in the museum when it was stolen. He told me it was your idea to go after the thief.”

      I wanted to be mad at Damien for giving in to Dad’s questions, but at the same time, it was a relief to have it out in the open. “I’m sorry. But I was trying to protect the family’s honor. You always told me how important the Emblem was to you. You said it would be mine someday. I thought if I could get it back for you, I don’t know …”

      “You never had to prove yourself to me, Zuri. You know I love you and I know you are skilled.”

      “I just wanted to show everyone that I was capable of protecting what should be mine. I didn’t know it was going to end up here.” Looking around at the room and anywhere but his eyes. I still struggled trying to figure out where we were now. “Where are we now? The last thing I remember is being in some creepy basement at the Academy.”

      “We are in their long-term medical wing. You are very lucky your friends were able to talk Azrael out of reaping your soul.”

      “They did what?”

      “They were quite brave. Michael’s daughter even challenged him with her father’s blade.”

      “Miry stood up to the Angel of Death?” I shook my head in disbelief, because I couldn’t make that image compute in my brain. When Dad nodded that it had in fact occurred, I couldn’t help laughing. “Damn, guess that’s what I get for passing out from blood loss.”

      “She risked her own life to save yours.”

      “Where is she?” A sudden image of Miry laying prone somewhere, forgotten and alone, fluttered into my brain. “I need to at least say thanks.”

      “You’ll have to ask your physician when you are able to move.”

      My brow furrowed. “Physician?”

      “What have I told you about getting into fights with inanimate objects?” Raphael said with a tired smile.

      “This one wasn’t my fault. Someone else was holding the pointy blade this time. I swear.”

      He chuckled and probed the tender flesh of my stomach. It still stung, but probably wasn’t nearly as bad as it had been before he’d gotten his healing touch on it. “You’re going to need to rest for a while longer. Rest assured that Miryam is fine. She’s resting herself.”

      “She’s here, too?”

      “She is. When you’re a bit stronger, you can see her.” He looked to Dad. “You raised a very brave young woman, Lucifer. Then again, I’d expect nothing less from you.”

      “Thank you for risking your own safety to tend to my child. I know it could not have been easy, given Michael’s feelings toward me.”

      “As you may have noticed, Michael was nowhere to be seen,” Raphael said.

      “No, he wasn’t.”

      Raphael disappeared, leaving Dad and I alone again. “What’s going to happen to Beelzebub? Did you kill them?”

      “I did not. Uriel and I were able to subdue them for now. I’ll transport them back to Hell where they will stand trial for their crimes.”

      Uriel helped? “Can I ask you a question, Dad?”

      “You can ask. It doesn’t mean I’ll answer though.”

      “Did Damien tell you about the Archives?”

      “You mean the fact that you broke in rather illegally and copied information that wasn’t for your consumption?”

      “Uh, yes.”

      “He did.”

      “Well, we sort of looked at some of what was on there. Like about the Emblem and everything. We had to know what we were facing.”

      “I get the feeling this isn’t about the Emblem’s capabilities. Zuri, ask your question.”

      “Well, before, in class Uriel kind of went nuts, flinging fireballs at everyone. His eyes glowed red. I’d only ever seen Beelzebub do that. I thought maybe they were impersonating him. I needed to find anything I could to prove whether it was really the Archangel or not and I found …. ‘Burning Starlight.’

      “Ah. I see.”

      “He was in love with you, Dad.”

      “I know.”

      “Did you ever … feel that way about him?”

      He took both of my hands in his and kissed them. “My sweet girl. No, I did not reciprocate Uriel’s feelings. Perhaps if I had the war would have gone differently. With his considerable power on our side, we may not have lost. However, I could not and would not fake emotions that weren’t there just to change an outcome.”

      “They all have you so wrong. I wish they could see you like I see you,” I sighed.

      “We did today,” Miry’s voice said from the doorway. She leaned against the door frame looking pale, but upright and otherwise unharmed.

      “I thought you were supposed to be resting,” I commented.

      “Yeah, well, I had to make sure you didn’t like die on us or something after all the work we put in to heal you.”

      “Oh, you healed me, did you?”

      “Yep, totally did. Uncle Raphael said he couldn’t do it alone, because of whatever weird demon poison was on the knife that Beelzebub stabbed you with. So, I helped out.”

      “She was actually a little bit badass,” Damien added, following Miry into the room.

      “I’m going to give you some time to get caught up,” Dad said and left the room without a word.

      “I still can’t believe your Dad actually showed up,” Miry flounced, sitting at the foot of my bed.

      “I noticed yours was MIA,” I replied.

      “I manifested his sword, though. Did you see?”

      “Yeah. I did. I owe you two a thanks for saving me from dying.”

      “It was super hard, actually. Like way harder than any other healing I’d ever done,” Miry replied.

      “I meant about keeping my soul on this side of the veil. I don’t know how you managed it,” I corrected her.

      “We just convinced Dad it was a bad idea to let you die,” Damien replied.

      Miry opened her mouth to say something else, but Damien nudged her in the arm in a very obvious bid to shut her up. Her mouth clamped shut and she pouted.

      “What happened to your other friends?” I asked. “Is everyone else okay? The other students?”

      “Chris got Ant and CeCe out of there before things got really bad,” Miry said. “Most of the other kids were either confined to their rooms or were still at the party.”

      Who the fuck is CeCe? “That’s good. If you hadn’t shown up when you did and broke the seal, the apocalypse would be happening right now,” I said.

      “I’m just glad it all worked out,” Miry said. “I would have hated it if you died.”

      “You wouldn’t have even missed me, Miry.”

      “Yes, I would. I’ve kind of gotten used to having a roommate.”

      “No, you didn’t. But thanks for saying it anyway.”

      “You both should get some rest. Besides, I think your boyfriend is looking for you,” Damien said, gesturing to the doorway.

      “Dad did descend from on high or whatever to like say that he’s holding a hearing or something to decide if you can stay,” Miry said before she bounced out of the room.

      “What did you do to get your dad to back off?” I gave Damien a pointed look.

      “I told him I’d go to Reaper Academy.”

      “You said you never wanted to be pigeonholed for your abilities,” I protested.

      “It’s fine, Z. If you can find a place at a school that literally hates us for our parentage, I can handle a school full of deadies.”

      I leaned back against the pillows and looked out at the vacancy Miry had left in the room. “So, Michael knows who I am now. Fan-fucking-tastic.”

      “You aren’t going to stay, are you?” He sounded hopeful.

      “I mean, why would I? I don’t belong here.”

      “One thing is true. Miry will miss you if you aren’t around.”

      “No, she won’t,” I argued.

      “Yeah, she will, Zuri. You may not believe it, but there’s something there between you two. A spark or whatever and you’d be stupid to ignore it.”

      “Even if there was something there—which there’s not—she’s got a boyfriend who she’s very much into,” I said. “D, she couldn’t even wrap her head around the fact that I’m gay.”

      “I’m just calling it like I see it.” He shrugged. “Maybe you won’t have to deal with your drama. Maybe you’ll get kicked out of this place and come home. Or maybe you stick around and see where it goes.”

      I flipped him off, effectively ending the discussion. “What happened to Dad’s emblem?”

      “I don’t know. After Uriel cleansed it, it broke and I think your dad must have grabbed it.”

      “Oh, yeah. He probably did and just didn’t want me to know where it was so I couldn’t go chasing after it again.”

      I closed my eyes and urged myself to rest. I had a pissed off Archangel to face in the morning.
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      Zuri was alive and it seemed like she was going to stay alive. That made our foray into saving the world totally worth it. I bopped into the hallway outside the medical ward, on the lookout for Chris. I found him two hallways away leaning up against the wall, his eyes closed. He looked … tired … but that’s totally normal given what we all went through. What a strange day. We started off at a kegger and ended up averting the apocalypse. I wonder if that’s a skill I could put on my resume—Miryam bat-Michael aka. Saver of the world.

      “Hey there, handsome.” I tip-toed to kiss Chris. That made him smile, though he kept his eyes closed after I pulled back. “Someday, huh? I don’t know about you, but I’m still kinda juiced up over all of it.”

      “That might be the Pixie Stix talking,” he joked. He cracked his eyes open, blinking as if the overhead lights hurt his eyes, before opening them wider.

      “Oh, ha ha.” I bounced on my heels. “You sounded like Zuri with that one.”

      A shadow of something, I don’t know what—Anger? Jealousy? Insecurity?— flashed across his face before it was gone. “I’m nothing like Zuri.”

      “Well, duh.” I wrapped my arms around his neck. “But don’t worry. I love you more.”

      “Why would you even say something like that?” Chris shoved me away.

      I shrunk back, confused. “It was a joke. I’m sorry.”

      “Well, I’m not laughing.”

      “I didn’t think I needed to tell you I was joking.” I held the spot on my shoulder where he shoved me, even though it was my feelings and not my body that were hurt. “I came to say hey, because Damien said you were like looking for me. Don’t make me regret that, Chris.”

      Chris heaved a massive sigh, like the kind that involved his whole body. “Miry, wait. I’m sorry. I’m stressed over a million different things, but I should never take that out on you. Forgive me, please?”

      “What’s in it for me?” I asked.

      He frowned. “What’s in it for you? Harmony in our relationship is what’s in it for you. And for me too.” He reached for me, but I took another step back. “Come on, Mir. We fight so little; this is really freaking me out. Forgive me?”

      I tilted my head to the side, trying to think in terms of WWZD—what would Zuri do? Zuri wouldn’t willingly be anywhere near Chris’s personal space, but if she was, she would probably give him a stern, profanity laced talking to or punch him in the face. I wasn’t sure which one. Still, as exciting as Zuri’s don’t-care attitude was, I couldn’t pull it off. I wasn’t her. I was me. I liked to keep the peace and make sure everyone was happy. I’d probably like break my hand if I tried to punch anyone in the face. I didn’t like that Chris flew off the handle for some dumb little thing, but maintaining harmony in our relationship was worth a little forgiveness. I hated drama. I liked hearing about other people’s drama, but couldn’t stand any of my own.

      “I forgive you.” I held out my hand to him. “Wanna go back to your room? Dad’s already sent down a message from on high or whatever summoning Zuri and I to his office tomorrow. I bet it’s going to be bad. I could use a little distraction until then.”

      Chris took my offered hand and pulled me close for a kiss. “Ant is still decompressing after the mess in the basement. What about your room?”

      I perked up at the suggestion. “I’m all yours.”

      “Attention students,” the kidnapper announcement blared across campus. “The total number of missing students is now at fifty-seven. Remember to report any suspicious activity and always use the buddy system. That is all.”

      “What a buzzkill,” I murmured.

      Chris slung an arm around my shoulders and led me toward my dorm room. “Don’t worry, Mir. You’re safe with me.”
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      “Oh, hey, you brought your dad.” I made a little half curtsy-half bow to The Prince of Darkness when I found them waiting outside of Dad’s office the next morning. For once, I totally made it on time to a meeting. “Are you out of the hospital wing already?” I asked Zuri.

      She gave a noncommittal shrug. “Until your dad expels me.”

      “That’s not going to happen.” I grinned. “Besides, I don’t think you were ever like officially enrolled or anything. Would you stay if he let you?”

      “I’m not staying, so it doesn’t matter.”

      “And I’m not letting you go in there alone,” Lucifer said as the doors to Dad’s office opened on their own. “I know you were just trying to protect me and the family honor, Zuri. I intend to make sure Michael knows that. There will be no smiting or expelling today. Not on my watch.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” Zuri said as we entered the office.

      Dad rose from behind his desk when we saw us. He decided to go full Greco-Roman armor religious painting mode today. I bet he meant to look intimidating. The great Archangel Michael ready to lay down the law. Personally, I thought he just looked stupid.

      “You look ridiculous,” Lucifer agreed with me. “Can’t you wear normal clothes? I know it’s been awhile since we’ve seen one another and you want to remind me of our last meeting, but check your ego at the door, Michael. There are more important matters at hand than your pride.”

      Dad ‘harrumphed’ and leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms over his armored chest. “As I recall, Luciferiel, you’re the one that the saying ‘pride goes before the fall’ was written for.”

      “Then your memory is faulty, old friend, because that saying is for Adam and Eve—not me.” Lucifer did his own posturing to match Dad’s. “Though keep it in mind. It may apply to you sooner or later. We have an eternity to wait, now, don’t we?”

      “Why are you even here?” Dad asked. “My instruction specifically stated Zuri and Miryam. I did not invite you.”

      “After how you reacted to our last meeting, there was—pardon the expression—no way in Hell I’d let her face you alone,” Lucifer said.

      “But she’s not alone.” I covered my mouth with both hands when I realized the words came out inside of staying in my head. “Sorry,” I mumbled when all eyes turned to me. “All I’m saying is I had her back in the basement with the Beelzebub and Apocalypse stuff, sir, and I’ll totally have her back now.”

      Lucifer pressed his lips into a thin line. “Yes. You were very brave in that situation, child.” He glanced at Dad. “Your father would know that if he bothered to show up at the call of the relics.”

      “I have more important things to worry about then relics and your daughter bleeding to death.”

      “Watch what you say about my daughter!” Lucifer shouted. He jumped out of his chair. I expected fire and brimstone to rain down on all of us with how totally livid he looked. “Don’t try my patience, Michael. I’m still of a mind to smite you.”

      Dad made a ‘come and get me’ gesture with both hands. “I’d like to see you try. I reigned victorious then and I’ll reign victorious now. Face it, Luciferiel. I’m better than you. I always have been, and I always will be.”

      “As much fun as this trip down memory lane is, can we just get whatever punishment you have for me out of the way so I can go back to where I belong?” Zuri interrupted.

      “No one interrupts Dad,” I squeaked. “We’re going to be in so much trouble.”

      “Bullshit,” Zuri said. “What is he honestly going to do with my dad standing right there?”

      “I don’t want to find out.” I covered my head just in case Dad started throwing things. Stuff always ended up breaking—usually near or on me—when he was extra angry.

      Dad fixed Zuri with a glare fierier than one of Uncle Uriel’s fireballs. “You will leave these grounds and never come back. If I so much as get a whiff of reports that you are hanging around my daughter or campus ever again, I will show you the true meaning of the phrase ‘go to Hell.’”

      Zuri shrugged, totally unconcerned with Dad’s wrath. “Sure. Sounds good. I don’t belong here in your lame ass Academy anyway.” She swiveled around toward me, expression changing from defiance to concern when she saw what I’m sure was betrayal written all over my own face. “Oh, don’t tell me you’re going to cry, Miry. Come on. You know you’re better off without me here. I got the emblem and now I can go home. That was my plan the whole time.”

      My chin quivered as I tried to hold in tears. It was totally pointless. I don’t know why I even bothered. I scrubbed at my eyes. “I’ve … I’ve never had a girlfriend—I mean a friend that is a girl—before. Is it so bad to want you to stick around, Z?”

      Zuri stepped toe to toe with me. She hesitated a sec before using both thumbs to wipe my tears away. “Hey, stop crying. You’re strong. You’re Miryam bat-Michael, remember? You got this. You’ll make new friends. You practically rule the school already. People should be lining up to be your friend.”

      “But none of them are you,” I whispered. “None of them call me out when I’m being a whiny baby pampered princess. You said yourself I needed a reality check. Why can’t you, like, be that for me?”

      “Because this is your home, not mine,” she said. “Besides, Archangels and Fallen working together is never gonna happen. There’s too much bad blood there.”

      “What if it could happen though?” I brightened when an ultra-cool majorly awesome plan popped into my head. “What if you were my service project?” I bounced over to Dad’s desk before anyone—most of all Zuri—could object. “I haven’t picked my service project for the year yet, Dad. This is it. Proving Archangels and Fallen can co-exist and work together for the greater good of … well, like the universe or something. I haven’t worked out all the tiny little details yet, but I plan to. This is my service project.” I looked over my shoulder at Zuri. “Zuri is my service project.”

      Dad raised one blonde eyebrow. “If the daughter of my sworn enemy has no objections, I will give you one chance. If you fail, there will be consequences.”

      “Oh, totally, I understand.” I turned to Zuri again. “Whatdaya say? Want to hang a little bit longer? I’ll let you hang, like, Satanic posters on your side of the room to feel more at home or whatever.”

      Zuri laughed. “You are so clueless.”

      I smiled and bounced on my heels. “Is that a yes?”

      Zuri laughed again and shook her head. “I can’t believe I’m saying this but … yes. Let’s show these bitches what can happen when we combine our powers for good … and maybe a little bit of evil.”

      “Awesome!” I stuck my hand up for a high five. Zuri ignored me. I turned my attention back to Dad. “If you don’t like need us anymore, may we be excused?”

      “Don’t make me regret my decision, Miryam,” Dad warned.

      “Oh, I won’t.” I flashed him my best and brightest grin. “I’m Miryam bat-Michael, remember? I got this.”
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      Four weeks was both too long and too short a time to have spent at Celestial Academy. I honestly hadn’t expected Michael to give me a chance to stay and prove that Fallen and Archangels could co-exist together. Don’t get me wrong, most of the kids here were far too wholesome for my taste. Although, I guess it wasn’t the end of the world to be exposed to different people.

      “You’ve been quiet like all morning,” Miry chirped at me from across the room.

      I could hear people in the hallways of the dorm chattering away about their mid-term break plans. Apparently having angels as teachers meant they could only stomach having us around for short bursts of time. We’d be back in a month and then we’d only have another two months before winter break hit. This place wasn’t like any school I’d ever been to before.

      “Just thinking,” I answered.

      “I thought we were past the two-word answers. Like, we’re friends now, remember?”

      “I’m your service project, Miry. If I don’t make it here, you get the first failing grade of your life and I get sent back to Hell.”

      “Not like you’d be all that unhappy to go home. I mean, you’re headed there this afternoon.”

      “I meant more like I don’t know if Michael would try to banish me from this plane of existence or something.”

      Miry’s nose wrinkled in disbelief. “He couldn’t do that.”

      “Yeah, well, I guess we both have a lot riding on the next three terms. If you can’t prove I can fit in and be better or whatever by the end of the year it’s over for both of us.”

      “I remember what Dad said. Although we aren’t going to fail, because we have each other. Besides we have already proven that Fallen and Archangels can work together. We saved the world. Plus, Uncle Uriel and your dad stopped Beelzebub, together.”

      I rolled over and propped my head up on my arm. “I’m pretty sure Uriel only helped my dad, because he’s still carrying a torch for him. He may act like he doesn’t give two shits about what Dad does, but he still cares.”

      “I still can’t believe Uncle Uriel was in love with another angel.”

      I gave her a tiny bit of credit for not remarking on the fact that said angel was also male. “Are you staying here for the break?”

      Miry nodded. “I haven’t been home for a break since my first year. The less time I spend with my mother the better.”

      I started to suggest that she could come with me back to Hell, but stopped myself. Notwithstanding the fact we couldn’t be sure she’d survive the trip; I wasn’t ready for what kind of message that would send to people. We were friends, at least as much as two people who were vastly different could be, but people talked. People who knew things about me and I wasn’t going to let them drag Miry into something she wasn’t ready for. I owed her that much. After all, she’d saved my life.

      “Let’s hope things are less apocalyptic next term,” I muttered. Nothing could be as life-altering as what we’d already been through, right?
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        Join Miry and Zuri next term at Celestial Academy in book two, Gabriel’s Scroll.
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