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      I was the only one staying at school during quarter break. It started out fun, but turned B-O-R-I-N-G really quick. I could handle the boredom, usually, if it meant not hanging with Mom. I convinced her six years ago that never coming back to Kansas was part of the deal in being, like, one of the elite students at Celestial Academy. The school campus was my home now and it would totally disrupt my angelic training if I came home for breaks. She bought it hook, line, and sinker. Honestly, I didn’t even have to try all that hard to convince her. Voila! One forged letter from Dad later—instant freedom from Mom’s special brand of crazy.

      I flopped onto my bed before rotating to hang my head over the side, my hair brushing the floor. It was my thinking position, though there wasn’t much left to think about that I hadn’t already thunk. I pulled out my phone to text Chris.

      Me: Come back early. I’m bored.

      I waited for a response, but nothing popped up. Not even those little dots that showed he was typing, just “received.” Lame. Well that wasn’t very boyfriend-like of him. I scrolled through my contacts until I found Zuri. We weren’t BFFs or even BFs, but I was pretty sure I could call her a friend. She might totally regret giving me her phone number once I’m done firing off texts, though. There’s only one way to find out!

      Me: Come back early. I’m bored.

      Z: I’m not here to amuse you, princess.

      Me: You’re not here at all.

      Z: It’s been quiet—just how I like it.

      Me: Yeah, no one bleeding and almost dying.

      Z: Don’t remind me.

      Me: Or the apocalypse!

      Z: Almost apocalypse.

      Me: Whatever. You coming back early or what?

      Z: Or what.

      Me: Lame.

      A text popped up from Chris—finally—while I was, like, waiting for an answer from Zuri.

      Chris: Can’t. Busy.

      Me: Be busy with me here.

      Chris: Sorry, Mir. Can’t.

      I tried Zuri again. Maybe if I ask enough, she’ll get annoyed and come back just to shut me up. A girl could dream.

      Me: You coming back yet?

      Z: I’m not your amusement squad, Miry. Go bug someone else.

      Me: Haha. Love you too!

      I added two kissy face emojis for good measure before hitting send. I waited and waited and waited, but Zuri didn’t text back. Lame. I sat up when the most absolutely perfect way to get Chris’ attention popped into my head. He’d love it! Oh, and there’s totally no way he wouldn’t text back. I unbuttoned my shirt and made sure my boobs were pushed up as high as I could push ‘em in my bra. The more cleavage the better. I turned my phone to selfie mode, held it out at arm’s length, and pouted at the camera. Once I snapped the pic, I added it to our less than talkative text chain and captioned it “Like what you see?” Send!

      Z: What the hell is wrong with you? Why would you send something like that to me?

      Me: OMG! Wrong person. Sorry, Z. That was for Chris. Think he’ll like it?

      Z: I’m not answering that. Find something better to do with your time, M.

      I ignored her. Find something better to do with my time? The only thing better than sexting was real sex and that would have to wait until either I convinced Chris to come back to campus early, or break was over. I hoped he came back early. We wouldn’t even have to sneak around if no one else was at school. I re-uploaded the pic to Chris and hit send.

      Chris: Damn.

      Me: Miss me?

      Chris: You know it.

      Me: Then come back early.

      Chris: Can’t. Busy.

      I puffed out an annoyed breath. What was everyone so busy with?

      I perked up when someone knocked on my door. Finally! Someone to totally save me from my boredom! I didn’t care who was behind the door. It could be the janitor and I’d be happy to see them. Seriously. I set my phone down on the nightstand and fixed my shirt buttons before hopping off my bed. I skipped across the room to find out who my save-me-from-boredom savior was.

      CeCe grinned when I opened the door revealing her instead of someone more fun to hang with. “Hey, Miry! I got back early. Cool, huh?”

      I frowned, but stopped myself before an “ug” escaped. Don’t get me wrong, CeCe wasn’t bad company, but she spent way too much time trying to impress me. Usually, I wouldn’t care since she was useful, like when it came to me not wanting to do my Music Theory homework. Still if I had to pick someone to spend three days alone with before the new quarter started, CeCe wouldn’t be it. To be honest, she wouldn’t even make the top five.

      “Uh, hey, CeCe.” I tried to put some pep into my voice. “It’s like totally amazing to see you. I can’t believe you’re back early. How fun is that?”

      Her grin widened until I could see all thirty-two of her seriously well taken care of teeth. “I know, right? Wanna grab a coffee or something?”

      Or something, but I totally don’t say it out loud. That would be rude. Being Archangel Michael’s daughter had a lot of advantages. Being nice to everyone because Dad expected me to ‘uphold his example’ was not one of them, but I was stuck with it anyway. “Sure. Let me get my shoes.”

      My phone flashed ‘one new message from Chris’ as I wiggled into my black Mary Janes. I glanced at it longingly. Sexting was totally more fun than hanging with CeCe, but I had already told her I’d caffeinate with her. I sent a quick ‘brb’ before turning to CeCe with the biggest, brightest smile I could muster. “Ready! Coffee’s on me. Dad won’t mind.”
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        * * *

      

      “I had the most amaze-balls break!” CeCe threw her head back as if she was getting off on something the barista slipped into the coffee instead of her memories of whatever amaze-balls thing happened during break. Seriously, amaze-balls? Who even says that anymore? Lame.

      “What was so great about it?” I asked.

      “Oh, everything,” she said. “Damien said—”

      Damien? Hold up, now this was interesting. “You’re still talking to Damien?” I sat up straighter. Juicy gossip about Zuri’s reaper in training BFF would definitely liven things up around here.

      CeCe pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “Of course, I’m still talking to Damien. Why would you think I wouldn’t be?”

      I shrugged. “I dunno. I guess I just thought that saint kids weren’t his type.”

      “Well, I don’t know about all saint kids, but I’m his type. At least I think so anyways. I mean, he hasn’t ghosted me yet so that’s something, right?” CeCe clutched her coffee mug, watching the steam swirl up and disappear into the air before deciding to totally change the subject. Smart girl. “Do you know what I always thought was weird? Why does no one ever get kidnapped during quarter breaks? I mean, think about it. Kids are getting snatched practically every day when school is in session, but when it’s off—nothing.”

      I cocked my head to the side. “I never thought of that. Maybe that means the campus kidnapper is a student.”

      We stared at each other before CeCe busted out laughing. “A student is the kidnapper? Funny, Miry. Real funny.”

      I cracked a smile. It did sound kind of silly once the words were out of my mouth. I mean, who totally has time to kidnap kids between classes? Not anyone I know. “Yeah. Hysterical. Haha. Lemme pencil in that kidnapping between angelic history and self-defense class. It will totally work.”

      CeCe wiped tears from her eyes. “That’s the funniest thing I’ve heard all day.”

      I laughed right along with her. Even though, a tiny voice in the back of my mind whispered: “What if I’m right?”
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      I stared at my phone for far longer than I had meant to, trying not to let the image of Miry’s cleavage sear into my brain. Like she’d said, it was a mistake to send it to me. Still, a part of me wondered if she’d done it subconsciously. Girl was wound tight as fuck.

      “Zuri, is something wrong?” Dad loomed in the doorway to my bedroom. He’d been clingy since the whole nearly dying thing.

      “No, just Miry being a twit,” I muttered.

      “You don’t have to go back.” We’d been having this argument ever since I got home.

      “I survived the public education system; I can survive a bunch of doe-eyed do-gooders for three more terms.”

      “I’m not doubting your ability to adapt to new situations. I’m concerned with the fact my daughter nearly bled to death while in their custody. I know you think that the Fallen and Archangels can coexist, but a month is hardly a good sample size.”

      I rolled my eyes and set the phone aside. “That’s exactly why I have to stick it out. Besides, if I can make it work with the world’s most irritating angel princess, anyone can make it work.” I regretted my choice of words immediately. The image of Miry’s tits flashed in my mind, sending heat cascading down my neck.

      “I’m going back. No one is going to mess with me. They’d all be too terrified I would turn them into dust or some shit. Plus Raphael is okay, Gabriel probably doesn’t even remember me, and Uriel has a major angel boner for you,” I added.

      “Don’t be so quick to trust them. Michael may be letting you return, but don’t think for a second he won't try to find any excuse to harm you.”

      I reached out pulling him into a hug. “Relax, Dad. I’ve got this.” Michael believed I was a completely different person. “I know this is a big change, but it’s a good one. I promise.”

      He squeezed me tight and I could feel the protectiveness of his love wash over me. I’d done a lot of stupid things in my life, but I’d never run off behind enemy lines before. “Dad, I need to ask you something.” I felt his body tense against mine as I asked, “Why didn’t you ever tell me what the Emblem did or that I could unleash the End of Days?”

      Dad stepped back and looked down at me with heavy lids over his dark eyes. “Come with me.”

      I followed him to his office. I eyed the panel behind his desk that led to the Archives I’d used to find leverage on Uriel and discover the true power behind my father’s Emblem. He sat behind the desk and I couldn’t ignore the sense that I’d done something wrong. I sat across from him, one arm slung over the back of the chair. If I looked chill, maybe he wouldn’t launch into the world’s scariest scolding.

      “I never thought the beings I shared this domain with would use it against me,” he said, answering the question I’d asked back in my room.

      “Demons are kind of douchebags. It’s in the job description.” I snorted.

      “I forget how young you are sometimes, Zuri. Beelzebub and I go back eons. That’s a long time for tension to build and fester. If I had shared the truth with you, maybe we would have avoided this whole debacle.”

      I wouldn’t have minded skipping the whole guts spilled on the ground bringing the Horsemen of the Apocalypse. “It’s safe now, right? It’s somewhere no one who isn’t you or me can reach?”

      “After what Uriel and your friends did, it broke and lost its power.”

      My throat went dry. “What does that mean? It was the only thing protecting you from Michael.”

      “I am not helpless against him, Zuri. Don’t worry about your old man.” The smile that tugged at his lips didn’t reach far though. “I’m not going to talk you out of going back so you ought to get ready.”

      I tucked a few strands of hair behind my ear and stood up: “I promise I won’t be so incommunicado this time round.”

      “I’m holding you to that promise.”
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        * * *

      

      I’d just finished packing when my phone buzzed with an incoming text. For a split second my heart stopped as I imagined yet another mistaken text from Miry. Instead it was a note from Damien asking me to meet him at the only decent coffee shop. Yes, even Hell has Starbucks.

      “So, you’re really going back?” He handed me a coffee with a wink.

      A sip told me he’d laced it with a hint of Baileys. “Yeah, I am. You aren’t going to talk me out of it, D.”

      He laughed and spilled coffee down the front of his shirt. “Damn it.” He blotted at the fabric. “At least this time I don’t have to lie to your dad.”

      “Not about where I am anyway. You might not want to tell your dad that you’re banging a saint chick.”

      “We aren’t banging. CeCe isn’t like that.”

      “Whatever:” I sipped my coffee. I wanted to share the insanity that was Miry’s cluelessness with my best friend. I pulled up the text chain with Miry. “Was this deliberate?”

      Damien slammed his coffee down on the table. “Warn a guy, would you? I don’t need random tits thrown in my face.”

      “Answer the question.”

      He scrunched up his face. “I mean, she said it was a mistake. I only met her for like a hot minute. Most of that time you were dying, but I don’t really think she’s with it enough to be doing it on purpose.”

      Despite Damien’s assurance that Miry was just clueless and still wasn’t used to having a lesbian friend, I couldn’t shake feeling that something else was going on. Maybe going back a little early wouldn’t be such a bad idea after all. Miry clearly couldn’t be trusted to make good decisions on her own. Besides, bartering peace wasn’t going to happen in Hell.
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      I watched from the window seat in my dorm room as students finally started coming back from break. Most hugged and kissed their parents good-bye before coming in through the gates alone. The gates looked all stately and ‘gates of heavenly,’ but secretly they were the first line of defense in keeping people out who shouldn’t be on campus. It was Dad’s idea to keep Celestial Academy free of anyone without angel or saint blood. The gates had glitched up a bit last quarter when the demon, Beelzebub was able to get through, but they were impersonating a student so whatever. I’d give the gate-ward a pass for that one.

      “Knock, knock.”

      I turned, expecting Zuri, but saw Chris leaning against the door frame instead. He’d already changed into his school uniform and added a school issued forest green sweater vest for good measure.

      “OMG, I missed you so much!” I raced across the room and threw myself into his arms. “Did you miss me? Tell me you missed me!”

      “You know I did, Miry.” Chris laughed when I pulled him into my room, my hands already under his sweater vest trying to pull it over his head and unbutton his shirt at the same time. “Hey, did you delete those pics? We don’t need your dad to find them.”

      “You know Dad doesn’t care what I do,” I mumbled, landing sloppy kisses near his mouth. “Let’s have our own welcome back party, Chris. Just the two of us.”

      He led me over to the bed. The world always dropped away when we were alone. It could be two minutes or two hours. Time meant nothing as long as I knew he needed and wanted me.

      “I’d say get a room, but you’re already in one.”

      Chris reacted first. He sat up, shifting so he was shielding me from whoever was at the door. It was totally noble of him even though there really wasn’t much to see. We had all our clothes on still, even if they weren’t exactly in the appropriate spots. No big deal.

      “Zuri?” I peeked out from behind Chris. “OMG, you’re back! I thought for sure your dad would totally talk you out of another quarter!”

      “He tried.”

      “Too bad he didn’t succeed,” Chris grumbled.

      I checked to make sure nothing was showing that shouldn’t be showing before I climbed off the bed and bounced my way across the room to give Zuri a hug. She shoved me away.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      I rubbed my arm where she had pushed a little too hard. “That’s what you said when I sent you the wrong pic too, remember?”

      “What pic?” Chris straightened his clothes before joining me where I landed near the closet. He slung an arm around my shoulder and pulled me close. I leaned against him. It felt nice to be wanted.

      “Oh, I was bored and sending pics to Zuri,” I lied. “No biggie.” It was mostly the truth which was better than lying. I smiled to sell the not-the-whole-truth even more. “Tell me about your break. Any time I texted, you said you were busy.”

      “Tell me about the picture,” Chris countered.

      “It’s just a picture,” I sighed. “I said no biggie. Don’t you believe me?”

      “It is a ‘biggie,’ because you’re my girlfriend. If you’re doing anything behind my back, I need to know about it,” he said eyeing us both.

      I opened my mouth to say something, but Zuri beat me to it. “Back off, Saint Boy,” she snapped. Not the tactic I’d use, but what the heck, still like totally worked. Even maybe scared him a little in the process. “Has she ever given you a reason not to trust her?”

      “Well, uh ... no,” Chris glowered.

      “Then stop being a jealous douche, and back off,” Zuri repeated. “Why don’t you tell her why you were always so ‘busy’ during break, huh? You share, she shares. That’s how relationships work, right? You have no business getting on her case when you’re keeping secrets of your own.”

      Chris tightened his arm around my shoulder. “Geez, judgy much? I’m not keeping secrets.”

      I laid a hand on his chest. “Neither am I.”

      Chris opened his mouth, shut it, opened it again before sighing and shaking his head. “Look, I’m sorry, Mir. You deserve better.” He leaned down to kiss the top of my head. “I’m going to check if Ant is back yet. I’ll see you at dinner, okay?”

      “Okay,” I repeated mostly to keep the peace between Chris and Zuri. I plastered a smile on my face until my cheeks hurt from smiling so big. Once he was gone, I flopped out on my bed. “It was totally boring without everyone here, but at least it wasn’t stressful.”

      “Saint Boy is kind of a prick.” Zuri sat next to me on my bed, making sure to be close but not too close.

      “You don’t know him like I know him.” I automatically defended Chris.

      “No offense to your taste in guys, but I don’t really want to get to know him either.”

      “He’s been sick.” More excuses. “It stresses him out.”

      “He doesn’t need to take it out on you ... or me.” Zuri stood and started unpacking. She brought suitcases this time instead of just a backpack.

      “Is everything you own black?”

      “Is everything you own pink?” She countered.

      I sat up, smiling a real smile this time instead of a fake one. “Pretty much. It’s my signature color.”

      “We need to change that.” Zuri pulled some stuff out of her closet and held them out to me. “Try these on.”

      I took the offered black leather skirt and lace up the back sleeveless corset top. “Why?”

      “Because I just thought of the perfect stress relief.” Zuri grinned. “Clubbing.”
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      Miry had insisted on wearing pink lipstick with the rest of the tight leather outfit I’d loaned her. Sparkling lips notwithstanding, I estimated she wouldn’t stand out too much where we were going.

      “Where are we going?” She whined at me for the fifth time since we’d snuck off school grounds.

      “If you keep asking, I’m going to leave you somewhere and pretend I don’t know you,” I muttered as the flashing strobe lights and pulsing base of our destination finally came into view.

      “How do you wear this thing? I can’t breathe,” Miry complained, tugging on the corset top, making her cleavage spill over the top of the material.

      I let out a frustrated grunt and pulled her into a dead-end alley, where we wouldn’t be observed. I loosened the ties along her back, watching her heave a visible sigh of relief as the top loosened. “Better?”

      “Totally. Thanks.”

      “Miry, do me a favor,” I said and started back toward the club. “If a word ends in ‘ly, forget you know it, okay? Just for tonight.”

      “Tot … sure.” She caught herself and looked up at the sign above the door. “Castoffs? Never heard of it before.”

      “Considering I was the first Fallen you’d ever met, I’m not surprised.” I clasped my hand around her wrist and dragged her toward the bouncer.

      “This is a Fallen club?” She rasped.

      “Don’t act surprised,” I said and flashed a card at the bouncer. He waved us through without a second glance. “Some ground rules. Don’t take drinks from people you don’t know. Don’t agree to hold someone’s bag while they pee either.”

      “I’m not clueless,” she snapped and reached down to slip the card from my fingers. “Why do you have a playing card?”

      I took it back and slid it into my bra strap. “Forgery powers, remember? That douche out there thinks we’re on the owner’s private guest list.”

      “You faked us in? Isn’t that illegal?”

      I snorted. “Miry, what part of Fallen don’t you get? I put up with all the goody-goody shit at school, but we literally aren’t saints. Now come on. Time to let off some steam.”

      I ushered her down the spiral staircase to the dance floor already full of throbbing bodies with glow sticks and iridescent body paint. Please don’t let me run into any exes. Being here brought back memories of wild nights and far too many walks of shame. I shoved anonymous faces from my brain and focused on keeping Miry out of trouble.

      She stood on the edge of the dance floor, staring at the throng of people when out of nowhere a hand reached out from the mass and snatched her out of view. She gave a high-pitched squeal as she vanished. I barged through people, not giving a fuck if I stepped on toes. I found Miry pressed between two very drunk guys trying to stick their hands up her skirt and down her top simultaneously.

      “Hey, dude bros. Get your hands off her. She’s with me,” I growled.

      They glared at me. “Who are you?”

      I didn’t like to flaunt my status as Lucifer’s daughter, but with assholes like these, I knew the fear factor would be in full effect. My wings unfurled and people scrambled aside to give me space. “Zuri bat-Lucifer, jackass. Who the fuck are you?”

      Dude bro Number One withdrew his hand from Miry’s shirt and grabbed his buddy, stumbling over each other to flee my presence. Miry clung to me. “Thanks.”

      “You really need to learn to defend yourself,” I scolded and ushered her over to the bar, plunking her onto a stool.

      “I didn’t even know what was happening. Besides … Chris …” She trailed off at the mention of her boyfriend.

      “Not that I care or whatever, but he treats you like you’re stupid,” I said.

      “He does not,” she pouted.

      “He about lost his shit earlier, because you wouldn’t tell him about a picture you sent someone else. Hello, that’s called emotional abuse, Miry.”

      “I didn’t mean to send it though,” she said, her eyes going wide.

      Looking at her with those pitiful puppy dog eyes, I realized Miry was just clueless. The photo text had definitely been a mistake. “He doesn’t get to dictate who you send shit to.”

      “He loves me.”

      I bit back a laugh. “You know what? Fuck men, okay? We are here to forget about all that drama. This is about the ladies, tonight.”

      Miry’s face perked up and a mischievous grin spread across her lips. “I just had the best idea.”

      Why did I get the feeling I was going to hate her idea? “Do I even want to know?”

      She scooted closer on the stool, forcing me to lean in to hear her. “So, I heard that girls do this thing to make guys leave them alone at clubs. They act like they’re lesbians.”

      I blinked. “Miry, you remember that I am a lesbian, right?”

      “Well, yeah … but like I can pretend. Won’t it be fun?”

      No. “I’m pretty sure my little display earlier is going to keep the creepers away from you.”

      She gave me her signature pout. “Will you at least dance with me? Just one dance? Pretty please?” She tugged on my hand for emphasis.

      I wasn’t going to win this battle. “Fine.”

      The tempo changed. I wouldn’t call it a slow dance, but the DJ was obviously trying to encourage couples to hit the floor. In the back of my head, I repeated that Miry had a boyfriend and wasn’t interested in me as she slung her arms around my neck. We swayed in rhythm to the music. For just a minute the rest of the world and all the shit that came with it dropped away. It was just her and me with only the music filling the space between us. Her tits pressed against me as she leaned in and my panic set in. I stepped back and her brow furrowed.

      “What’s wrong?” She called as the song changed and the volume swelled.

      “Nothing,” I lied.

      She shrugged, accepting my answer. “I’m thirsty. Come on, let’s get drinks.”

      I trailed after her, not intending to get any drinks. I knew the kind of illegal shit that went on here and I wasn’t going to let Miry go tripping on drugs if I could avoid it. “One drink,” I told her and passed over the playing card. Beneath my fingers it morphed into a credit card. The bartender accepted it and passed Miry a frothy neon pink drink. Of course, it was pink.

      With Miry beside me I scanned the crowd, checking to be sure our handsy friends from earlier hadn’t decided on a rematch. As I turned my head, I caught sight of a flash of a red dress and dark hair. She turned and for a split second I could swear her eyes flashed a kaleidoscope of colors.

      “Stay here,” I told Miry without taking my eyes off the mystery woman across the dance floor.

      “Okay,” she replied, slurping from a straw.

      I zeroed in on the woman with the strange eyes and the red dress. The air around me grew thick and I realized I was having trouble breathing. Why can’t I breathe? My heart hammered in my chest, making my ribs ache one by one until I finally caught her.

      “Do I know you?” I asked.

      She turned to me and her face was a million people all at once. “You would remember me.”

      “Why do I feel like we’ve met?” The words slurred on my lips.

      “Shh. It’s okay,” she pressed a manicured finger to my lips, but my brain interpreted it as a sharp point. Like a claw, I felt it prick against my cheek and she sucked the tiny droplet of blood off her finger.

      I blinked as the odd feeling disappeared along with the girl. Oxygen hit me like a truck and I staggered sideways, pressing a hand to my stomach to keep its contents inside my body. What the fuck just happened?

      I scrunched my eyes shut against the world and waited for my senses to re-orient themselves. Miry? I’d just gone and left her inside, completely defenseless. I shoved through the crowd outside and made it back to the bar to find her drink abandoned.

      “Where’d she go? The girl who was just sitting here. Where is she?” I demanded of the bartender.

      “I think your girlfriend may be a little more into dicks than she let you believe.”

      I slammed my fist down on the bar, anger turning my angelic strength up to an eleven. The bar cracked beneath the weight of my power.

      “She went that way,” he answered.

      I spun on my heel and spotted Miry’s blond hair bobbing along under a decidedly male arm. I closed the distance between us in three strides and pulled Miry back to face me. “I thought I told you stay put.”

      “Look who showed up,” Miry said dreamily.

      My attention pivoted to the guy she’d been leaving with—Saint Boy. “What are you doing here?”

      “I could ask you the same question. Dragging Miry to a place like this. Real mature,” he quipped.

      “Let’s be real, here. You are butt hurt that she wanted to spend time with someone other than you.” I looped an arm around Miry’s waist. “We’re going back to school.”

      “Do you hear all the colors? I never knew purple was so loud,” Miry said. Damn it. Someone had slipped her angel blood.

      “Yeah, it’s real loud. We’re going to get you somewhere nice and quiet, okay?”

      “I’m taking her back,” he argued.

      “Dude, you’re the whole reason we’re here. As much as it pains me, like physically makes me want to vomit, you’re right. I brought her here and I’m taking her home.”

      “Fine. But I’m coming too. I’ve been practicing my safe passage skills. It will be faster than walking.”

      Spoken just like someone without wings. “Fine. Whatever.”

      His mystical path brought us back to the front gate of the school after only a couple turns on city streets. We stepped up three across only to find the entrance barred.

      “What now?” I groaned.

      Miry let out a high-pitched giggle. “The gate’s singing at us.”

      “You are so high, right now,” I muttered.

      She shook her head. “It says we can’t go in, because we’re not, like, singing the right notes.”

      I couldn’t decide if she was being serious or if this was some weird side effect of the drugs in her system. Either way, I wasn’t in the mood to find out. I offloaded Miry’s weight to Saint Boy’s arms and stepped up to the gate, prying it open with my bare hands. The moment we were back on school grounds, the gates snapped back to attention as if I’d never been there.

      Miry flung herself at me and giggled the rest of the trip back to the dorms. Saint Boy took off for his own room with only a glare in my direction. Miry shed her top without help, breaking the lacing by forcing her way out of it. Her skirt came off next, leaving her in just a bra and underwear. She tugged at my hand. “I don’t want to be alone.”

      I pointed to the bed on the other side of the room. “I’m right over there.”

      “Please.” There was that pout again. I shed my own club attire. I changed into a tank top with shorts before crawling in above the sheet and let Miry curl up against me.
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      “No, Mom. I already named the books of the bible and in the correct order too. Please don’t make me do it again ... Fine. Genesis. Exodus. Leviticus. Numbers. Deuteronomy. Joshua. Judges. Ruth ... Why do I have to go on? Mom, Mom, Mom, Mom! Don’t lock me in the closet! I’ll be good! Please I swear I’ll be good!”

      “Hey. Hey, Miry, wake up.”

      I sat up in bed—how did I get into bed?—my hand raised to pound on the door of the dark closet Mom had stuck me in. I looked down at my hands, half expecting them to be bloody from banging on the door for, like, way too long and hard. Tiny pale scars crisscrossed my knuckles from all my other attempts at getting out of punishment, but no blood. Where was I?

      “I don’t know where your mind took you, but it wasn’t good. You okay?”

      I turned at the sound of Zuri’s voice. Memories flooded back, pulling me to now instead of holding me in the past. I may not be 100% safe at school, but I was free from Mom. “Where … Where’s my mom?”

      Zuri shrugged. “I don’t know. You tell me.”

      “Kansas. Outside of Wichita. What was I, like, talking about in my sleep?”

      “Mostly books of the bible and a closet.” Zuri cracked a smile. “Most go hand in hand, you know. Literally and figuratively.”

      I flopped back onto the bed. Zuri laid down next to me, our heads practically touching. I don’t know how we ended up in the same bed, but it was kind of comforting. I’d woken up next to Chris a zillion times over the years. Every single time I always felt like I needed to hold my breath and apologize for waking him up with my nightmares. Zuri seemed, if not exactly cool with it, at least totally understanding which was ... new and kinda nice.

      “If Dad catches us like this, he’ll smite me all the way down to Hell.” I turned my head to look at her. Funny how I never noticed her eyes had flecks of gold in them before now. “But if everyone in Hell is as nice as you and your dad, I wouldn’t mind that so much.”

      “You wouldn’t last five seconds in Hell.” Zuri stood and moved to her side of the room. She rummaged around in her dresser until she found one of her school uniforms.

      “How would you know that if I’ve, like, never been there?” I sat up. “Besides, you’d totally be there to protect me, right?”

      “You really need to learn to protect yourself, Miry.” She pulled her school clothes on over her sleep tank and shorts without bothering to find appropriate underclothes.

      “I’d protect you if it was the other direction.” I pointed up. “You know. Heaven. Angel kids don’t have to die or anything to go there. It’s like totally a free pass. Like a bonus for being, you know, us. Cool, huh?”

      Zuri shook her head. “I’m not Angelic, remember? Trying to re-enter Heaven after being cast out is the quickest way to kill a Fallen. Or haven’t they taught you that yet, in this goody-goody school? That’s like Day 1 where I’m from.”

      “I guess I forgot.” I bounced out of bed and found my own clothes. The club clothes still in a pile on the floor. I’d have to wash those and buy new laces for the corset top before giving them back to Zuri, but how do you clean leather? Spot clean? Dry clean? I didn’t want to stick it in with a load of my own clothes. It would totally bleed all over my school uniforms and pink regular stuff. “I forget a lot of things, sometimes,” I added after pulling on my knee-high socks and shimmying into my shoes.

      “No, you don’t,” Zuri shot me a ‘busted’ look. “You just like everyone to think you do.”

      I shrugged. “I can’t help it if I’m stupid.”

      “You’re not stupid,” Zuri insisted. She chewed on her bottom lip, looking all concerned and cute. “Your dad may be a huge douche canoe, but he’s one of the most powerful Archangels ever. There’s nothing stupid about that. Or you for that matter.”

      I bounced on my heels. “Thanks.”

      “Don’t mention it.” She crossed her arms over her chest. It didn’t strain against her ... assets ... like it used to. I guess finding shirts that fit instead of borrowing my stuff would do that for a person.

      “I’m going to check on Chris,” I announced after we were both ready for the first day of the new quarter.

      “Why?” Zuri asked. “For all we know, Saint Boy was the one who slipped you the angel blood to begin with.”

      “Is that what I was tripping on?” I tilted my head to the side. “Huh. Wickedly weird stuff.” I shook away hazy memories of swirly colors telling me to do stuff. “Chris wouldn’t hurt me, though. He loves me.”

      Zuri grabbed her black backpack and slung it over her shoulder. She pushed past me and out into the dorm hallway. “Just keep telling yourself that.”

      “I will!” I called after her before grabbing my own pink backpack. I headed left toward Chris’ room instead of right after Zuri. He loves me, I repeated to myself as I walked. He loves me, he loves me, he loves me ... Doesn’t he?
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      The door to Chris and Ant’s room was slightly ajar. I pushed it all the way open with my toe. “Knock, knock. You ready for the first day of classes? Let’s hope this quarter doesn’t end as, uh, dramatically as the last one!”

      Chris turned from near his nightstand, one arm raised as he absently finished fastening his watch. “Hey there, gorgeous. Ant went to grab coffee and bagels at the coffee cart. I didn’t think you’d show up this morning.”

      “Why wouldn’t I?” I stepped fully into his room. “We always totally walk to class together, Chris. Why would today be any different?”

      “I don’t know. You seem to like going off with Zuri without telling me.”

      I frowned. “Is this really about you being mad at me for going to that Fallen club last night? It was just a little bit of fun before school started. How can you be mad about that?”

      “It’s just a little bit of fun until someone roofies you.”

      “It wasn’t a roofie,” I said. “It was angel blood.”

      Chris forked both hands through his hair. “It doesn’t matter what it was, Miry! The point is, you could have gotten raped, or kidnapped, or—God forbid— killed. Did you ever think what that would do to the rest of us?” He stepped closer, reaching out a hand until his fingers brushed gently against my cheek. “Did you even bother to think what that would do to me?”

      “Um, I was kinda too busy listening to the color purple talk smack about pink to think about any of that.” I leaned into him, burrowing my face into his sweater vest soaking up his smell. “Please, don’t be mad at me, Chris. Please?”

      “Everything was fine until she showed up.”

      “Until who showed up?”

      “Zuri.”

      The ice in his voice made me look up. “Zuri is my friend.”

      “Everything was quiet on campus until she showed up,” he insisted. “Shapeshifting demons. Kidnappings. Attempted Murder. The Apocalypse—”

      “Wait! There were totally kidnappings on campus before Zuri got here,” I reminded him. “You can’t blame those on her.”

      Chris cupped my face in his hands. He looked so deeply into my eyes, I forgot we needed to get to class. I forgot everything, but just him and me. “All I’m saying is I liked things better how they were before,” he said. “Is that really so bad?”

      I shook my head as best I could with my chin still resting on his chest and his hands on my cheeks. “No. That’s not bad at all. How much time do we have before class?”

      Chris glanced at his watch. “Half hour.” He grinned when his thinking caught up with my own. “We can do a lot in thirty minutes.”

      I kicked the door shut before leading him over to his bed. “We totally can.”
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      Part of me considered skipping classes altogether. What did I need to know about music theory or calculus? As much as ditching would make me feel more in control of the situation, it would only prove that I was a troublemaker and would ruin the whole experiment. I wasn’t going to subject Miry to her father’s wrath over something so trivial.

      I didn’t realize where I was until I found myself surrounded by medical supplies. Unlike the last few times I’d been here, Raphael sat behind a desk, staring with great intensity at some papers. I cleared my throat to get his attention.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t hear you come in. Punch any more walls lately?” His smile was genuine. It felt like he wanted to be my friend or at least a confidante. I could use someone here, even if Dad’s words still echoed in the back of my mind: don’t trust them so easily.

      “No, just needed someone to talk to. And you’re an okay listener,” I replied and sunk into the chair opposite him.

      Raphael set aside his papers and fixed me with a look that said ‘continue.’ “I have a few minutes to spare. Also, I can always write you a note to excuse your tardiness for class,” he offered.

      “Sure.” What did I want to talk to him about? I hadn’t even intended to end up here when I left the dorms. Then it hit me. “How much do you know about the kidnappings that happen here?”

      He rubbed his chin. “To be frank, not much. We know children seem to go missing throughout the terms, but it’s no more than what we assumed were just dropping out of the coursework. Well, at first anyway.”

      “What is he doing to keep us safe then?”

      The Archangel’s brow furrowed. “He?”

      “Michael. He runs this place. Doesn’t seem like he gives two shits about what happens to any of the students. I mean, he didn’t even notice he had a shapeshifter in the midst of his school until I uncovered it.”

      “We’ve changed the wards so that anyone with demon blood cannot enter the grounds.”

      “Why do I get the feeling Fallen are included in that, too? I mean, we’re just as bad in his opinion.”

      “Given your presence here, I’d have to say that’s not entirely true. While he does not exactly welcome your father in his space, he understands that he deserves access like all other parents do.” After a breath he added. “Can I ask why you are so interested in the missing students?”

      “I think I almost became one last night,” I admitted. Having slept on it all night, mulling over what had happened and decided whoever that was, had to be related to the other kids who went missing.

      “What do you mean?”

      I bit my tongue. Giving him enough information to act upon would mean admitting to sneaking off campus well after curfew. Screw it. “I needed to blow off steam so I snuck out. I almost got grabbed, but I don’t know by what. It was like whatever it was decided it didn’t want me or something and let me go.”

      My shoulders tensed as I waited for him to respond. I could very well be facing Michael and expulsion if Raphael decided not to keep this between us. Again, I’d be letting Miry down. When had disappointing her become so important to me? Wasn’t I happier back home, in Hell?

      “What did this creature look like? How did it act?”

      “You’re not going to call me out for sneaking out past curfew?”

      He gave me a small, sad smile. “What good would that do?”

      “It was a woman. She looked almost familiar somehow, but I couldn’t place her. She was pretty, really attractive. She said something to me and touched my cheek,” my right hand brushed against my skin as I spoke and felt the tiny prick from her nail, “and then she just disappeared. I had the worst feeling of vertigo ever.”

      “Did you see any other children with this woman?”

      I shook my head. “No one. To be honest, the more I think about it right now, it feels almost like a dream. Have they ever found any of the missing kids?”

      “I’m afraid not. We haven’t been able to find any trace of the missing students. The only thing we know for certain is every one of them have angelic lineage.” He rubbed at his chin again—a nervous habit maybe—and glanced at his pile of papers again. “Here, let me write you that note. Which class are you going to?”

      I pulled the schedule from my bag. “Something called Archangel Studies, whatever that is.”

      “Ah. No need to write a note then. I’ll just walk with you. I almost forgot I’m teaching that class this term. You may find it somewhat informative. Besides, I at least think you’ll enjoy getting to show off to your fellow students. Possibly wanting to prove that Fallen are equally as good as their heavenly counterparts?”

      I held in a snort as I followed him out of the office and through the hallways to the classroom.

      “So, why doesn’t Michael teach anything? I mean you, Gabriel, and Uriel are all Archangels. What makes him so special?” I couldn’t keep the disdain from my voice.

      Raphael remained silent for a few paces before answering. “Not everyone is suited to shaping young minds. Our talents are better intended for those kinds of things.” He turned to bar my path onward. “I know you don’t have a high opinion of him, and with good reason. However, as you would ask not to be judged by someone else’s past, don’t judge the rest of us by your father’s. And that includes Michael.”

      “I’m not making any promises.”

      He nodded and pointed to the door to our right. “Why don’t you go in first? You don’t want to give the wrong impression. Being seen as too friendly with a teacher.”

      Is he ribbing me?

      I sauntered in like I owned the place. There were maybe three or four other kids sitting at desks scattered in what had once been a circular shape. I took a seat near the back of the room and waited. This was going to be interesting.
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      “I’m here, I’m here, I’m here! Don’t mark me tardy, Uncle Raphael! I’m here!” I burst through the classroom door, trying to make it look like I totally meant to do a header over the front row of desks. I pulled myself up and off the ground before straightening my clothes. (Not the first time I did that today.) “Has class started yet? Have I missed anything? Please don’t tell my dad!”

      Uncle Raphael motioned at the little cluster of desks near the back of the room. “Welcome to Archangel Studies, Miryam. I’m glad you could join us. Please, take a seat.”

      “I totally meant to do the flip over the desk thing,” I announced to all six of us in the class, including me, Zuri, Remy, Roxy, Arabelle, and Jacob that made up Archangel Studies. “You know me and grand entrances, right? Why enter a room when you can really ENTER a room.” I plopped down in a seat next to Zuri. She hid her face behind her schedule, pretending not to know me. Well, joke’s on her since everyone totally already knows we’re roomies. She’s stuck with me.

      “Who can name the Seven Archangels?” Uncle Raphael got the class off to a lame snore-fest of a start. “I’ll give you a hint ... you’re all related to them.”

      He laughed at his own joke. Remy and Roxy—stupid Archangel Remiel’s stupid twins—yakked it up right along with him. Roxy’s hand shot up to answer the question. Uncle Raphael nodded toward her giving the go ahead to answer.

      “The seven archangels are Michael, Gabriel, Raphael, Uriel, Suruel, Raguel, and Remiel,” she recited. I bet she totally wrote all the names on her hand. “While rank is not really an issue in Heaven, the four highest or core Archangels are Michael, Gabriel, Uriel, and you, sir, Raphael.”

      Uncle Raphael nodded his head again. “Why is that? Why do we four get hierarchical preference over the others?”

      “Because you fought in the War In Heaven?” Remy guessed.

      Uncle Raphael frowned, like the memories of way back then upset him. “Many of us fought in the War In Heaven. That makes us no more special than they. Try again. Why are we remembered when others are not?”

      “Good PR,” Zuri said from beside me.

      Uncle Raphael’s lips twitched, totally trying to hold in a smile. He mostly succeeded. “Do you care to expand on that thought process, Zuri?”

      “Sure.” Zuri glanced around the class. Everyone was leaning over their desks, waiting for her to go on. “History is always written by the victors, remember? Well, Big Winning General Number One, Michael, has had a millennium to dispatch cherubs or whoever the fuck does his dirty work, to proclaim how amazingly awesome he and his pals are. If humanity is told for thousands of years how great you are, they’re going to remember your name, right? It doesn’t matter if it’s the truth or not.”

      “You are so fucking high,” Arabelle, Uncle Gabriel’s daughter that he can’t even remember he has, scoffed. “Where do you get this crap? Have you even read the text?”

      “I don’t need to,” Zuri said. “I’ve lived it.” She flashed Uncle Raphael the closest thing I’ve seen to a smile yet. “Besides, there are fourteen Archangels, not seven. You forgot the seven Fallen.”

      “That, Ms. bat-Lucifer, is a lesson for another time,” Uncle Raphael said.

      At the mention of “Lucifer” everyone lost their ever-loving minds. The twins, Remy and Roxy, picked up their desks and moved them as far away from us as they could get. Arabelle did an “o face” that would be funny if it wasn’t meant to be insulting. Jacob wrapped his wings around himself for ‘protection,’ totally a misuse of wings and not funny either. The room went from calm to chaos in like ten seconds flat. Everyone talked over each other, acting like Zuri had the plague or something when just ten minutes ago she was cool.

      “That’s enough!” Uncle Raphael bellowed. I’d never heard him yell before. “That. Is. Enough!” He unfurled his own wings, extending them until they filled almost all the space from floor to ceiling and most of the length of the room. That alone shut us all up really quick. Nothing was more impressive or more intimidating than an Archangel with fully extended wings. Once we were quiet, he lowered his wings, tucking them into his back until he looked more human than angel again. “Excellent. Now that I have your attention once more, I would like to say that, while all your answers have merit, the one I was searching for is we are remembered above others, because we have relics. Relics are specific angelic artifacts, if you will, imbibed with powers beyond what we can normally do with our angelic abilities. These relics turned the tide of the War In Heaven. They are important and, through them, thus we are important.”

      I raised my hand. “What can the relics do?”

      Uncle Raphael paced the front of the room. It didn’t seem like he wanted to talk about this, even though he’s the one that had put it on the syllabus. “Michael’s blade, as you’re aware, smote the Fallen. Gabriel’s scroll records all angelic births and deaths throughout history. Uriel’s lariat cleanses, yet also burns the wicked. And mine? Well, mine …” He smiled sadly. “I objected to the war. I’m a healer, not a general. I gave mine to an old friend to help even the odds. It, unfortunately, did not work.” Uncle Raphael ran his fingers across the length of his desk, lost in his memories, before he turned back to us with another one of his sad smiles. “It saved his life, though, which I am grateful for. Wouldn’t you agree, Ms. bat-Lucifer?”

      Zuri swallowed hard, before nodding. I caught just the slightest glimmer of tears in her eyes before she said, “Thank you.”
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      I couldn’t decide if his comment was a low blow or not. It certainly had been news to me. Dad had never mentioned getting the Emblem as a gift during the War. As I stared back at the archangel, I wondered why the relic of a healer would unleash the apocalypse.

      “Why would your relic unleash Hell on Earth?” The other kids in the room had calmed down, but were now sharing nervous glances.

      “That’s totally a good question,” Miry added.

      Raphael faltered, his jaw working to form words, but nothing came out. He cleared his throat and finally answered, “God imbued the emblem with the ability to bring about the End of Days in the event humanity ever reached a point that a reset was needed. Although he also knew that I, as a healer, would only use such power as a last resort.”

      “I still can’t believe you gave it away. Someone bad could have used it,” the one boy in the class said.

      “I had faith that the recipient would do the right thing with it and they did.”

      “It’s true, I saw it with my own eyes last term ... Lucifer didn’t use the emblem. A demon did,” Miry announced.

      I didn’t need her spilling my family’s business to these strangers. “Guess that means all of you claiming he is so terrible and deserved banishment don’t know what you’re talking about,” I added.

      If the power to unleash Armageddon had always been possible with the relic, then that must mean when it passed to Dad, the key to unlocking it changed. Which meant at one time, the angel in front of me had been the one whose blood needed to be spilled. Damn, God really must think everything he creates is expendable.

      If he expected his answer to change whatever opinion I had of God—and let’s be real, it wasn’t all that high to begin with—he’d be wrong. The fact that God had given Michael the go ahead to cast Dad and the other angels out of Heaven had always pissed me off. Maybe it was because all my siblings were long dead before I was born, but I found it absurd a parent—for lack of a better term—would play favorites with their kids to that extreme.

      I looked around the room at the horror-stricken faces of my classmates. They clearly hadn’t ever believed God would essentially reboot humanity like that. Miry shrunk back in her seat and wouldn’t meet Raphael’s gaze. His cheeks were flushed and he rubbed at the nape of his neck nervously.

      “Of course, the other relics were powerful enough to stop such an event from occurring.”

      “Barely,” I muttered under my breath.

      As Raphael tried to regain his composure and control of the class, I mentally ran through the list of relics. We knew that the emblem was destroyed. No more apocalypse, but it also meant whatever power it had to defend against the sword, scroll and lariat was also gone. Since I had been busy dying, I didn’t really remember seeing Uriel in action, but I assumed his relic could do some serious damage as could Michael’s blade. The scroll was another matter. If what Raphael said was true and only kids with angelic blood were disappearing, the scroll might give us a hint as to who could be next.

      “Those relics sound pretty powerful. How do you make sure that they don’t fall into the right hands?” I probed.

      “Each archangel takes precautions to ensure they are protected. That includes not disclosing their whereabouts to the others. I assure you, this school is safe from attack.”

      I wanted to argue and tell him that the gates had pushed back against me and Miry just last night. Instead though I kept my mouth shut. I didn’t need these other losers knowing my business. Still I needed to share what I suspected with Miry first.

      One of the other kids, I didn’t pay attention to names, gestured at me. “She’s Fallen. Why is she even here?”

      I started to open my mouth, but Miry jumped to my defense. “She’s here because she’s awesome and way better than the rest of you. I think we had it wrong about Fallen kids. They’re not bad. They just had different childhoods. Besides, she’s my friend.”

      The girl who’d spoken clamped her mouth shut and slid back in her seat. Miry might be a flake and kind of clingy, but I couldn’t deny she had power at this school. Obviously, being Michael’s daughter came with some serious perks.

      “Right … well, I think we’ve had enough of a lively discussion for today. Before next class, please review these histories of your angelic parents so that we can discuss your individual abilities and how to use them next time,” Raphael said, hastily passing out packets of paper. I took the one he offered me and shoved it in my bag. I knew all I needed to know about my family and our abilities. I didn’t need him telling me.

      “So, class got kind of heated there. I mean, like I can’t believe your dad’s relic used to be Uncle Raphael’s, wow!” Miry said, falling into step beside me.

      I could see the fading evidence of a hickey on her neck. “Yeah, crazy.”

      “I still can’t believe God meant to make a weapon like that.”

      “I can. Plagues, floods, that shit isn’t the sign of a nice deity.”

      She waved her hand dismissively. “Whatever.”

      “You heard what he said about the scroll right?” I grabbed her arm and dragged her into a vestibule out of the ebb and flow of students changing classes.

      “It’s one of the relics. Sounds kind of boring in comparison to the others,” she answered.

      I resisted the urge to slap Miry. “It records all angelic births and deaths. I told Raphael about my brush with the kidnapper last night. He told me none of the other kids had ever been seen again. They might even be dead and they all have angelic blood.”

      “Wait, what about you and the kidnapper?” Miry demanded.

      “I told you, last night at the club something tried to grab me. You were too busy tripping on drugs to notice. Somehow, if we can get our hands on that scroll, we might be able to figure out how the kidnapper is picking their targets … and who is next.” Maybe it would even lead us directly to the kidnapper. Beelzebub had been able to take and use the emblem, even with demon blood. There was no telling who or what could have gotten their hands on the scroll to use as a hit list. Besides, I couldn’t lie. I wanted another shot at the bastard who’d nearly grabbed me. They had a date with me first and maybe the business end of a sword.

      Light dawned in Miry’s eyes as my words sink in. “Like that’s brilliant.” Her face fell almost instantly though. “But there’s a big problem with your idea. We aren’t supposed to leave school grounds without dad’s permission during the school term. I mean he looks the other way with my parties and stuff, but anything like a long time he has to say it is okay. I’m like pretty sure he wouldn’t let us leave campus to go looking for lost relics.”

      “Your dad’s micromanaging isn’t our only obstacle. Like Raphael said, only the holder of the relic knows where it is. I’m betting even if Gabriel remembers the location, he wouldn’t tell us either. I doubt any of the angels would break that silence willingly.”

      Miry patted my arm like I was an idiot and gave me a toothy grin. “I’ll ask him. He likes me remember? Besides, we have someone on our side whose ability is literally to find lost things.”

      “As much as you enjoy hanging with your dorky little Saint friend, I’m not down to spend long periods of time with him. Plus, I know your boyfriend would insist on coming along to protect you and in case you haven’t noticed he doesn’t like me.” The feeling was entirely mutual.

      “He does have his uses and he doesn’t hate you.” She subconsciously touched her neck.

      “Gross.” I wanted to shake Miry by the shoulders until she understood that he was manipulating her. Though she was so blinded by his charms she couldn’t see the truth if it walked up to her naked and slapped her. It was a battle I wasn't going to win, at least not now anyway. So, I pushed past her into the hallway and waited for her to follow. “Come on, oh great persuader. You’ve got an archangel to woo.”
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      “I totally, like, got this covered. Trust me.” I took the lead in the hallway, winding our way up and down stairs, through doors most people wouldn’t even know existed before stopping in front of a gold embossed double door. Intricate scrollwork ran up and down the outside with statues of little cherub heads instead of door knobs. Their blank, dead eyes had always creeped me out. Dad once told me that’s what happened when you disobeyed an archangel—you became a door ornament. I’m pretty sure he had been joking, but I never wanted to find out. I disobeyed in my own small ways. Taking too long to show up when he summoned me. Totally sneaking around with Chris before Dad gave his go ahead. Insisting that Zuri and Fallen were worth our time and effort. Little things might add up, but so far I’d been pretty lucky to avoid Dad’s wrath.

      “Those are so creepy.” Zuri leaned in to examine the cherub head doorknobs. “I didn’t think Gabriel had it in him to decapitate cherubs.”

      “They’re fake.” I put both hands on the cherub heads. “At least I think they are … then again, who knows.” I pushed the door open, trying not to think about poor innocent cherubs in the process. “Remember to let me do the talking. Uncle Gabriel barely remembers who I am most days. He’ll totally have no clue who you are.”

      “And that’s a good thing?”

      “Based on the reaction of the kids in Angelic Studies ... yes.”

      The cherub door lead to a room Uncle Gabriel called his “antechamber” Bookcases lined the walls and boxes were stacked up so high, I was surprised he hadn’t been buried in his own junk before now.

      “Uncle Gabriel?” I called. “It’s Miry. Can we talk for a sec?”

      “Miryam?” Uncle Gabriel emerged from the main office part of his chambers. He blinked, confused as usual, his eyes looking owl sized behind his black round framed reading glasses. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “We learned about the relics today in Angelic Studies.” I laced my hands behind my back, hoping I looked innocent and totally not fishing for information. “I’ve seen the emblem, sword, and lariat in action … but not your scroll. Why is that?”

      “Oh, mine isn’t all that important in the greater scheme of things,” Uncle Gabriel frowned at his stacks of boxes and overflowing bookcases. “It keeps a record, that is all. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      “I think that sounds totally useful.” Flattery usually got me everywhere. Time to test out that theory. “I mean, like, if it was me, I’d be showing everyone how awesome my magical scroll was. It has the power to tell us all the angelic births and deaths. How amazing is that?”

      “Totally amazing.” Zuri chimed in. She grimaced when the word ‘totally’ crossed her lips. “I’d love a chance to look at it. If you can just point us in the right direction …”

      Uncle Gabriel frowned at her. “I’m sorry. Have we met?”

      “You’re so funny, Uncle Gabriel.” I laughed a hyena-style laugh, happy no one cared how totally fake it sounded. “This is my roommate, Zuri. You met her in the basement while averting the apocalypse last quarter, remember? She’s totally cool and one of us. I promise.”

      The blank nothingness never left Uncle Gabriel’s face, but he nodded and played along anyway. “Yes. Of course. Of course. I’m afraid I wasn’t paying much attention to who was present at that particular time you reference. It’s a pleasure to see you again. Zuri, was it?”

      “Yes, sir.” Zuri nodded. “So about the scroll …”

      Uncle Gabriel motioned at the mess in his antechamber. “I’ve been looking for ages for it, but can’t seem to find it anywhere. I must have left it somewhere during one of my annunciation jaunts. I announce all the births of the archangels’ children. You see I couldn’t keep up if I had to do everyone. That’s where the scroll comes in especially handy. You know what I’m referencing, Miryam.” He raised his hand in what I called the ‘benediction hand’ ever since Mom started quizzing me on all the religious paintings when I was five. “‘Hail Miryam, Full Of Grace, The Lord is with you.’ I announce to the future mother, and then, well my job is done. It looks ever so much more formal and professional if I carry the scroll with me. Still I must have set it down somewhere while making rounds.”

      “When was the last time you saw it?” Zuri asked.

      Uncle Gabriel sat on the floor. “That’s the thing. I don’t really remember.”

      I crouched down in front of him. “You not remembering stuff is totally not new, Uncle Gabriel. Can’t you give us any sort of hint? Or even a clue? Anything at all?”

      “We’d really like to find the scroll for you,” Zuri added. “It could help with the campus kidnappings if we knew the missing kids were still alive or not. It’s more than just a record. Maybe it could help solve the cases. What do you remember?”

      Uncle Gabriel raised his hand in benediction mode again. “‘Hail Miryam, full of grace, the Lord is with thee.’ That’s what I remember. Your mother ... so like the teenager from Nazareth that shared her name. Your father was very specific on finding someone with similar qualities. I found her so he could ... so he could have you.”

      “You’ve told me this story before, Uncle Gabriel.” I kept my smile in place, using words as gentle and coaxing as possible. If I spooked him, the memories would slip further away and we’d never get anywhere with the kidnappings. “I was named after Mom. She was named after Miryam, Mother of Christ. She took that, uh, responsibility totally too serious if you ask me, but … I trailed off, trying to shut out the torrent of childhood memories I’d rather forget. “She meant well. Where’s the scroll, Uncle Gabriel?”

      He hit himself in the forehead as if he was, like, trying to shake the memories free. “That’s all I remember. ‘Hail Miryam, full of Grace. The Lord is with thee.’ That’s all I remember. Ugh … That’s all I remember.”

      I looked over my shoulder at Zuri and mouthed “sorry” before standing up. I plastered on the biggest grin I could manage for Uncle Gabriel’s sake. “That’s okay. You’ve told us enough. Thanks, Uncle G. I’m totally looking forward to class tomorrow. Bye-ee!”

      “What are you doing?” Zuri hissed after following me out of Uncle Gabriel’s office. “He told us squat. We’re no closer to finding the scroll or solving the kidnappings than we were when we came up with this shit storm of a plan.”

      “He told us everything we need,” I repeated. “The scroll is with my mom. Oh, and … uh, I might be pregnant.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            10

          

          

      

    

    







            Zuri

          

        

      

    

    
      I stared at Miry, waiting for the punchline to the joke, but it didn’t come. She can’t be serious. “Miry, come on, did your douche boyfriend convince you that not using protection was a good idea?”

      “No. Of course not. Chris is totally responsible.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Then if you haven’t screwed without protection, I’m pretty sure you aren’t pregnant.”

      Her eyes widened and she gestured to the door behind us. “You heard him though. He kept announcing and pointing at me.”

      I gripped her by the wrists and pulled her down the hallway to an alcove for some privacy. “You really don’t listen when anyone talks, even when it’s you.” Her brow wrinkled in an obvious sign of confusion. “You said you and your mom have the same name.”

      “So what?”

      I balled my hands into fists and clenched them behind my back so I didn’t smack her. “He was talking about your mother, Miry. He meant he last remembered using the scroll when you were born. At least, that’s what I got from it.”

      She nodded slowly, probably trying to work herself down from jumping to ridiculous conclusions. If it turned out her boyfriend had actually gotten her pregnant, I was going to beat the shit out of him.

      “I should still check right?” Miry faltered under my grasp as she shifted her weight side to side.

      “I get the feeling we would need to do an off campus excursion to a pharmacy.”

      “Uncle Raphael might have some tests.”

      I shook my head. “He is nice and all, but I don’t trust him to keep something like this quiet from your dad. Maybe I’m wrong, but I doubt you want him knowing about this.”

      Miry’s cheeks went from their usual rosy red to pale pink. “Definitely not!”

      “Then we need to go off campus.” We needed to leave the school to find the scroll anyway. “Look, we know we can’t stay here. The scroll is out there somewhere and I’m not sitting around waiting for some other kid to get attacked. We need that information. So, what does your dad need to give us permission to bail on class for a while?”

      Miry regained her composure. “He’d believe it if I got something from Mom saying she needs me back home.”

      Because it means he doesn’t have to deal with her himself. “So a letter then. Has he gotten letters from her before?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t imagine my dad like exchanging love letters or anything like that.”

      “Has she written to you?” When I got a blank stare back, I let out a long exhale. “The forgery will be more convincing if I can actually copy the handwriting and voice.”

      “Oh. I might have something back in our room.”

      I gestured for her to lead onward. I stayed silent as we walked, my thoughts warring with themselves. I had no desire to meet Miry’s mom, but it felt like she was the next step in finding the scroll. From what Miry had shared she was the kind of person who would say I belonged in Hell for a whole host of reasons that weren’t socially acceptable to most people. We made it back to our room to find Saint Boy loitering by the door.

      “What are you doing here?” I put myself between them.

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but I was looking for Miry. We usually have a study period together now.”

      “You aren’t fooling anyone. Call it what it is. You hook up between classes ...” I glanced over my shoulder at Miry. “He must not have a lot of stamina.”

      “My stamina is just fine,” he spat.

      “Just keep telling yourself that. We have some very important roommate things to take care of that don’t concern you, so your quickie will have to wait.” I pushed past him into the room. I really hoped Miry would follow suit and keep her mouth shut about what we were up to.

      “I’ll catch up with you later, Chris. Promise,” she added and kissed his cheek before she closed the door behind her. “You didn’t have to be so mean.”

      “I’m just calling it like I see it. Now about that letter?”
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        * * *

      

      We’d gotten lucky and Miry found an old letter from her mother. I’d managed to forge a letter to Michael claiming her mom was sick. She needed Miry to come home and take care of her. I’d even slipped a line in about her wanting to meet Miry’s new friend. It wasn’t a guarantee he would let me go with her, but frankly I didn’t care. I wasn’t letting Miry go off and face a dangerous kidnapper alone.

      “Here goes nothing,” Miry sighed and disappeared into her father’s office.

      I stood outside keeping watch and waiting. Their voices were low enough I couldn’t make out the conversation. I could have done a better job spying, but my phone buzzed in my pocket. Damien’s face flashed at me with an incoming call.

      “Hey D, what’s up?”

      “Was wondering what you were up to. Sneaking off to meet up with CeCe. Figured I could chill with my best friend while I’m at it.”

      “You have terrible timing, dude. I’m about to ditch this place for a road trip with Miry.”

      “You running away together? I knew you’d find the right girl eventually.”

      He was lucky he was in Hell or I’d have flipped him off to his face. “Fuck you. We’re hunting for angelic relics. Trying to stop a kidnapper and potential murderer.”

      “Whatever you have to tell yourself,” he teased.

      I gritted my teeth as the door opened and Miry appeared. I ended the call without saying goodbye and closed the distance between us. “What did he say?”

      “I can go, but I can’t go alone. He wants Chris and Ant there to protect me. Don’t worry, I convinced him you needed to come, too. You’re my service project after all.”

      The idea of spending any extended time with her douche of a boyfriend and Glasses didn’t thrill me. Although if it meant finding the bitch who’d nearly grabbed me, I’d put up with it. We had to hope her mother wasn’t as absent minded as Gabriel.
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      “I think a road trip will totally be fun.” I opened every single dresser drawer and my closet to get out most of what I own clothes-wise and road trip ready. I’m so used to wearing my school uniform, packing regular stuff seemed weird. “It should take at least two days to get there, maybe three. You know, to extend our time off campus. I’ll have to ask Dad for some hotel money. I bet he’ll totally make us bunk up with a boys room and girls room like at school. Lame, right? But if he’s not there, he won’t know if we bend the rules a little bit, right? Have you ever been to Kansas? It’s nothing to write home about or anything, but I bet there are worse places on Earth. Maybe not for me, but for other people, you know?”

      Zuri blinked. I’m not sure when her eyes had glazed over, but probably somewhere long before I got to ‘Kansas.’ “How can you say all that without taking a breath? It’s unnatural.”

      I shrugged. “You once said I must like listening to the sound of my own voice. Maybe that’s true. Oh! Mom is kind of conservative. Like, reads all the conspiracy theory websites, even goes to rallies and stuff. She’s not going to be a fan of you being black, gay, or Fallen. It might be best if you just stay in the car once we get there. We’ll like crack a window or something.”

      “What the fuck, Miry, I’m not a dog! No wait, I take that back ... even dogs are treated better than what you just suggested.”

      I cowered, covering my head with my arms. “Don’t hit me!”

      Zuri softened. Everything from her face to her stance relaxed. “Why do you think I’m going to hit you?”

      I peeked out from under the protection of my arms. “Well that’s what people do when they’re mad at me. They hit me or throw things at me. Mom used to lock me in a closet.”

      “Literally or figuratively?”

      “Oh, haha. You wouldn’t be cracking jokes if you had spent most of your time in a coat closet converted into a shrine to Dad.” I lowered my arms completely before turning to pull a pile of t-shirts out of my second dresser drawer. I didn’t like looking at Zuri when she was all quiet with her silent-sympathy. I didn’t want her to feel sorry for me. I wanted to show I could be strong like her. “I know your mom died, that’s like tragic and all, but I mean it when I say I wish mine was dead. She’s not a nice person. She tried to hide it behind religion, but the cracks show, you know? At least to me anyway. If you asked anyone else, they’d probably say she’s Mother Of The Year or something.”

      Zuri looked like she wasn’t sure what to do or say after my little confession. She finally settled on “I’m not mad at you and, for the record, I’ll never hit you. Ever. Got that? Friends don’t pull that shit.”

      I perked up at the mention of the word ‘friend.’ “Is that what we are? Friends? Does that mean I can ask you like totally personal stuff and you won’t look at me like I’m high or something?”

      “I’ll always look at you like you’re high when you chatter on incessantly.” Zuri settled on keeping her arms crossed over her chest. “I might answer personal questions, but there’s no guarantee, okay?”

      I bounced on my heels. “That’s better than a no! Okay, here goes. Have you ever slept with guys or have you always been ‘not for me, thanks’ cause I have some questions about you-know-what that I’m not comfortable bringing up with Uncle Raphael or Dad. Dad would probably smite me just for, like, thinking impure thoughts or whatever. Uncle Raphael is cool and all, but not who I want to ask TMI questions of. He might feel all obligated to tell Dad and then I’m back to the smiting option. So, like, my biggest question is—”

      “Miry! Miry, take a breath!” Zuri snapped though, to be fair, I think she was more upset about the subject of the conversation versus the me rambling bit. “I can’t think straight when you do that. If you ever are face to face with the kidnapper, just talk like that and you’ll paralyze them with your vapidness.” She wandered over to my side of the room, surveying what I had laid out to pack for the trip. “Geez, I’ve never seen so much pink, rainbows, and unicorns in my entire life. You dress like a five-year-old.”

      “Well, you always dress like you’re attending a funeral,” I pouted. “Who died and made you the fashion police?”

      Zuri picked up a white shirt with a unicorn jumping over a rainbow. I had even bedazzled it myself to make it sparkle more. “Has your boy seen you in off campus clothes before? If so, is he secretly a pedophile?”

      “Ha.” I scooped up all the clothes on my bed and dumped them into my hot pink suitcase. “Chris hasn’t said anything bad about my style, thank you very much.”

      “Maybe that’s why he’s always trying so hard to get you out of your clothes—so he doesn’t have to look at them.”

      “At least I have someone who wants to see me with my clothes off.” Two could play this game.

      “How do you know I don’t have a girlfriend back home?”

      “Cause, duh, you’d be texting them all the time if you did.” I skipped over to her dresser and pulled open the top drawer. “I bet I’m gonna just find, like a bunch of granny panties in here. That means you haven’t had you-know-what since, like, the last time Hell froze over.” I looked over my shoulder at Zuri. “When was that? Like the day after never?”

      Zuri gestured at her dresser. “Take a look and see if your panty logic holds up.”

      I stuck my hands in the drawer and pulled out the first thing I came in contact with—a black lace thong. I tossed it back in. “How in the world do you wear something like that? An eternal wedgie should be like one of the punishments in a lower circle of Hell.”

      “Look, I’ll cop to being your friend, but that doesn’t mean I want to dissect our love lives ... or lack thereof,” Zuri said. “If you must know to sate your endless curiosity or whatever, I’m hella picky when it comes to relationships or even hook ups.” She rummaged around in her closet while she spoke, probably so she didn’t have to look at me. “But that doesn’t mean I want to dress like a nun. I wear what I want, you wear what you want, deal?”

      “You’ve hooked up before?” She didn’t say I couldn’t live vicariously through her. “With who? Damien?”

      “What part of ‘I don’t like guys’ is so hard for you to understand?” Zuri jammed a bunch of dark clothes into her backpack. She sounded tired this time instead of mad. Ooh, progress!

      “Fine. No relationship talk. I get it.”

      “Until the next time you don’t.”

      I ignored that one. “Can you help me introduce more black into my wardrobe?” I asked hopefully, thinking about the black lace thong. Chris would go bananas if he ever saw me in something like that. Maybe Zuri was right and the only reason he wanted to hook up so much was because he hated looking at my clothes for too long. I mean, he’s never said anything, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t think it. I think a lot of things I don’t tell him either.

      “If you loan me some stuff, I’ll make sure no one freaks out when they find out you’re Fallen,” I bargained. “Whatdaya say?”

      “I say I’m not helping you seduce your boyfriend,” Zuri shot down my plan. “You’re all on your own there, M.”

      “I have a cool nickname now? Awesome!” I held up my hand for a high five. Zuri ignored that too. “You are such a buzzkill, Z,” I sighed. “Can you at least be nice to Ant on the trip? I think he has like a major crush on you brewing. Sweet, huh?”
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      I gaped at Miry for a minute. “You understand that I’m not into him, and will never be into him. Right? Please tell me you understand that?”

      “Yes, I understand but it’s still kind of sweet. I haven’t seen him have a crush on anyone in school. Ever.”

      I shook my head and checked the last items I needed to pack. If Glasses and her boyfriend didn’t drive me insane on this little quest, I suspected Miry’s interference would. “How are we getting there? We aren’t flying right?” I didn’t mind using my wings to get around Hell, but it felt too conspicuous in the mortal realm.

      “Drive, like obviously. The boys can’t fly. Oh, but maybe someone else will have to drive. Mom never let me learn how.” Her lips puckered and her gaze cast about anywhere, but on me. “Dad doesn’t have a car, either.”

      I smirked. “Don’t worry about it. I have a way.”

      “Is it legal?” She asked with an arched brow.

      “Not strictly. But I know people. We’ll be fine.”
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        * * *

      

      After rendezvousing with the boys, we made our way back to the mainland and human civilization. I kept catching Saint Boy ogling me as we walked down the streets of Atlanta. I’m sure I looked super out of place with three white kids, but I didn’t care. This is where we were. If I’d been at home or at school in New York, people around us wouldn’t have thought twice about seeing us together. But this was their turf, not mine and people were judgmental assholes and I’d learned to deal with it. I’d play nice while we were here if it meant saving lives.

      “Do you even know where you’re going?” Saint Boy asked after we’d been walking farther and farther out of the city for almost an hour.

      I checked my phone. We were maybe half a mile from the coordinates D had sent me when I asked him to do a little digging for me. “You can always go back to school if it’s too much for your delicate constitution,” I answered and flipped him off.

      He shook his head and wrapped an arm around Miry’s shoulders. She leaned into him and grinned. I still didn’t get the appeal and not just because of the dick swinging between his legs.

      “So, uh, you know I could help us find the car if you’re lost,” Glasses offered, falling into step beside me.

      “I know where we’re going. You all need to chill out and trust me.”

      “No problem,” he said, his cheeks blushing.

      He really does have a thing for me.

      “You can’t be serious,” Saint Boy scoffed as we reached our destination; an impound lot.

      “Very serious. Now wait here and I’ll get us a ride,” I ordered them and strolled up to the booth, pulling a piece of paper from my bag. I focused on making it look legit before handing it to the clerk.

      “You got the fee to cover this, little lady?” The beefy white guy with a comb over asked, staring down at me from his perch.

      I pulled out a roll of twenties and peeled off several. “You bet.”

      He eyed the money warily for a minute before finally stuffing it in a cash drawer and pulling down a set of keys. “Last row on the left.”

      I plucked them from his hand and marched down to the last row, using the key fob as I passed, trying to find the one it belonged to. I finally got a positive ‘beep’ at the far end of the row. I’d been expecting something beat up and shitty. Not what looked to be a brand new sportscar in gold tones. It would have to do.

      I climbed behind the wheel, navigated my way to the exit. After giving the attendant a wide smile, I pulled onto the street to find Miry and the boys.

      “Wow, that’s a really nice car,” Miry commented and climbed into the back seat, Saint Boy hot on her heels.

      “Full tank and everything,” I said and turned in the seat to look at Miry. “Give me your mom’s address.”

      I put the car in reverse, sped backwards letting the engine rumble at my touch and pulled a highly illegal U-turn in the middle of the street so we were heading back the way we’d come. It was going to take us three days to get to Miry’s mom in Kansas. As I glanced in the rearview mirror to make sure that my little stunt hadn’t attracted unwanted attention from the police, I caught sight of a woman in a gorgeous red dress again. Is she following me now? She was just walking down the street. I craned my neck to try and follow her, but she was gone.
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      “Whoa, stop the car!” I wrenched my neck to try to get another look at the blonde lady in the plaid shirt and jeans. “Seriously, Zuri, totally stop the car.”

      “Stop the car in the middle of Atlanta rush hour traffic?” Zuri scoffed. “Are you high?”

      I pointed off in the direction of where the blonde lady disappeared. “But I think I just saw my mom. If she’s here, we won’t have to go all the way to Kansas. We can ask her to send us the scroll and—ta da!— problem solved.”

      “Not to mention, I won’t have to spend endless days in the car with you losers.” Zuri swerved to the right to change lanes and found a nearby parking spot on a side street.

      “Did we lose her?” Once we were on the sidewalk instead of in the car, Ant put a hand up to shade his eyes, scanning the area for my mom.

      “Why would your mom be in Georgia?” Chris asked. “You told her we were coming, right?”

      “Um, not exactly.” I twirled a lock of hair around my finger. “It’s just she never leaves home so I thought it’d be cool to not fill her in on all the deets. It’s kind of an impromptu trip anyway. Zuri and I totally made it up to stop the kidnappings.”

      Chris stiffened, color draining from his already pale cheeks. “Stop the kidnappings? Just leave it alone, Miry. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “But there are kids out there—our classmates—that need our help, Chris,” I said. “They could be hurt. They might be dead. Don’t you want to get some answers? What if I was one of the kids taken?”

      “That’s not going to happen.” He shook his head so hard his carefully gelled blonde hair fell into his eyes.

      I lifted my chin. Dad called it my ‘defiance look.’ I liked to think of it as my ‘determined look.’ “Why not? Because I’m like some precious princess cause I’m Archangel Michael’s daughter? If anything, that should put a bigger target on my back, not make the kidnapper ignore me.”

      “It’s not going to happen, because I won’t let it happen.”

      “How?” I pressed. “I get you, like, wanting to protect me, Chris, but no one’s been able to stop the kidnapper from snatching all those other kids. Just saying ‘you’re gonna be safe because I said so’ isn’t enough. We’re not together 24/7.”

      “Yeah, because of your lesbo roommate.”

      “Don’t bring Zuri into this.” I grabbed his arm near the elbow when he turned away. “And don’t you dare like walk away from me right now. Or else—”

      He shook his arm free so roughly, I stumbled back a couple steps and hit a newspaper vending machine. “Or else what?”

      “Or else I grind your pretty boy face into the sidewalk.” Zuri stepped between me and Chris. Her hands were already balled into fists, just waiting for him to make the wrong move. “Trust me when I say you don’t want to find out what will happen if you shove her again, Saint Boy.”

      “Um, guys, we are in public, remember?” Ant spoke up. “If you get busted for fighting, good luck trying to explain wings and saint powers to the cops.”

      “Ant’s right.” I’m happy for a distraction from the impending boyfriend-roomie showdown. “Hey, Ant, can I just show you a picture of my mom? Maybe you can track her so we’re not running around the streets, like, chasing a ghost.”

      “I can track anything or anyone. Well usually. Pictures aren’t great but I’m sure I can do this,” Ant puffed out his thin chest. He glanced at Zuri when he did it. Poor guy doesn’t realize he has a zero percent chance of getting with her.

      I unlocked my phone and scrolled through my picture roll until I found one of Mom. It was old, taken before I even came to Celestial Academy. In it, twelve-year-old me held out my acceptance letter toward the camera and Mom stood beside me grinning, wearing the same clothes I had just saw her in like ten minutes ago. She was a taller, more farm-ready version of me. We looked happy in the pic. Too bad pictures lie.

      I handed my phone over to Ant. “Her name is Miryam, like me.”

      His hand hovered over the phone as he recited the Prayer to St. Anthony, a warm glow filling the space between his hand and my phone. “This way.” He took off to the left, dodging parking meters and other people, holding my phone out in front of him like a compass.

      “Has his tracking abilities ever been off?” Zuri asked as we did our best to keep up with Ant’s weird twisting route.

      “Never,” Chris said as if everything was all sunshine and puppies between him and Zuri now. “If he’s got a lock on the lost thing’s location, he’ll find it.”

      “Or them,” I said. “Mom’s not a thing.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that, Mir,” he said. “You know that.”

      I reached for his hand and gave it a squeeze, ready to forgive if not exactly forget. Everything was so much easier without the drama. Zuri scowled when she noticed Chris and I holding hands.

      “What are you doing?” She mouthed.

      “Being a good girlfriend,” I silently whispered back.

      She scowled again and shook her head. I don’t know what she wanted to say next, because Ant hopped a low stone wall and ended up ... in a graveyard.

      “She’s here?” I blinked, looking around at the messy, not taken care of headstones. “Why would she be here?”

      “Because all good children end up here eventually.” Mom stepped out from behind one of those big stone mausoleum thingies. She smiled, but it wasn’t one of her happy smiles or even one of her Why-don’t-you-know-all-the-answers-to-this-Bible-quiz smiles. Her teeth seemed pointy, almost like fangs, and she shimmered a little, like it was hard to keep the illusion going. Illusion. That’s it …

      “Guys, what do you see?” I squeezed Chris’ hand hard, more scared of this fake-mom in front of us than of my real mom. “Like, describe her. What do you see?”

      “Red hair,” Ant said. “Freckles. Kind of tall. My Mom? What are you doing here? I was tracking Miry’s mom, not you.”

      “White blonde hair and dark, almost black eyes,” Chris went next. “Really pale skin. Is this—”

      “Red dress. Dark hair. It’s the lady from the club and who I saw on the sidewalk right after we liberated the car.” Zuri shook her head. She squinted at fake-mom. “We’re all looking at the same person, but seeing something completely different.”

      “A mom demon?” Ant asked. “Is that even possible?”

      “We stopped the apocalypse last term,” I said. “Anything is totally possible.”

      “The only demon that can hold that many glamours at the same time is ... Lilith.” Chris pulled me in front of him and wrapped his arms around my chest, sort of like a reverse human shield, though I think he meant it to be protective.

      Lilith bowed. “Charmed ... Or am I the one charming you? It’s a secret I’ll never tell.” She winked with a smirk.

      “Stop with the riddles,” Zuri snapped. “Why are you following me?”

      “Tsk, tsk. So much with the thinking you’re special and important.” Lilith wagged a finger at Zuri. “Take stock, sweetheart, because you’re not. I have no quarrel with your father. Now, his father—” Her pointing finger landed on Chris. “His father has many grievances to resolve. So many grievances indeed.”

      I felt Chris shift uncomfortably behind me. What was Lilith planning to do to his dad? Why would she just blab to us like that? Was it a trick? Or something even more scary?

      “Stop hiding behind the glamours,” Zuri ordered. “Show yourself. Your real self.”

      “With pride.” Lilith smiled, bowed, and disappeared in a cloud of black smoke.
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      My stomach roiled with bile as the demon disappeared. That bitch had tried to kill me and now I was going to return the favor. I tamped down on the desire to vomit before turning to Miry and the others.

      “She thinks she has one up on us, but I bet she’s the one behind the kidnappings. If she can glamour herself in a way to gain kids’ trust, then of course they would go with her.”

      “Except you heard her, she’s got a beef with Chris’ dad. How does kidnapping angel kids lead to that?” Glasses piped up as we left the cemetery and traced our way back to the car.

      “No idea, but I’d be more worried about Miry’s mom. If she has the scroll and Lilith is gunning for it, then we need to move fast.”

      Miry paled. “You don’t think she would hurt my mom, do you?”

      “She’s a demon. I think she would do whatever she needed to get what she wants,” I answered and slid behind the wheel.

      Saint Boy remained uncharacteristically quiet as we finally got out of Atlanta and headed west on the highway. His description of what he saw stuck out in my mind. I could almost picture her, like I had seen her somewhere before. I made a mental note to check the copy of the Archives I still had stashed in my bag. Dad hadn't asked for it back and I hadn’t volunteered to return it either.

      “You got quiet,” Glasses said as the GPS told us to stay on the highway for another twenty miles.

      I glanced sideways at him. “Just trying to figure this whole thing out.”

      “I think it’s great that you are helping find the lost kids.”

      I snorted. “I’d say that’s your department, but you led us to a demon and not Miry’s mom. I wouldn’t go around advertising your skills just yet.”

      “Her glamour was stronger than my powers.” He pushed his glasses up his nose. “Anyway, I thought you were really brave.”

      I rolled my eyes even though he couldn’t see the gesture and turned back to the road. The skyline grew darker as we drove on and just as the sun slipped below the horizon, I spotted a sign for a motel.

      “I’m calling it for the night,” I announced and took the off ramp, winding my way to the tiny one floor structure.

      “Two rooms,” Saint Boy told the guy sitting at the front desk.

      “You got some ID?”

      None of us looked old enough to be renting rooms apparently. I stepped forward and slid my fake ID across the desk. Being good at forgery, definitely had its uses for a teenager. “Two rooms like he said.”

      The manager looked from my face to my ID several times before he finally slid two keys to us and gestured for me to hand over money. I caught Miry blanch out of the corner of my eye, but I pulled out a clipped roll of bills and peeled off a few. Satisfied we could at least afford the night, he went back to reading or whatever it was he was doing. Together we traipsed along the outside of the building to two adjacent rooms. Miry and Saint Boy darted into the first room before I could object.

      “You better not be having really loud sex tonight!” I called as the door slammed.

      Glasses opened the door to the other room and I followed after him. I pulled out my laptop and started to set up for an Archives deep dive.

      “So, your mom sounds pretty. I mean from what you said you saw,” Glasses said, sitting on the other bed.

      “Wouldn’t know. She died when I was born.”

      “How would you know what she looks like then?”

      “A picture of her my dad kept.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry you didn’t get to meet her.”

      “Bad shit happens to good people all the time.”

      “Not to you know speak ill of the dead, but I think you’re prettier.”

      I set the laptop on the tiny table with a thump. “Okay look. I get you think I’m badass or cool or whatever, but there is zero chance of anything going on here. I’m gay. Like the thought of a dick makes me want to puke. Got it?”

      His cheeks burned bright red. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you.”

      “Dude, chill. You aren’t the first guy to try. We good?”

      He nodded so vigorously it made me think his head was going to come off his neck like a bobble head doll. After a minute he moved from the bed to the other chair around the table.

      “What are you looking for?”

      “Anything my dad’s Archives have on Lilith.”

      “Doesn’t she predate the Fall?”

      “So did Beelzebub,” I reminded him.

      The conversation halted as I heard a squeal from the other room. “You know Saint Boy pretty well. He ever hurt her?”

      “No. He loves Miry. Sometimes he just says stuff that comes off as mean. He’s just protective of her, that’s all.”

      “She can defend herself, though.” If she tried.

      “I think maybe Chris is a little jealous that Miry has another friend too,” Glasses said. “There aren’t many Archangel kids at school and that means not many people for Miry to really bond with. I think he just feels like he’s losing her interest.”

      “He just comes off as controlling.”

      “Different perspectives I guess,” Glasses muttered.

      I turned back to my laptop and stared at the image on the screen of Lilith’s true form. It was exactly like Saint Boy described. All it said was ‘Files Restricted.’ We’ll see about that.

      I tapped at the keys, but the machine started to hiss and smoke, like someone had put a living computer virus on it. The program shut down, the screen turning to the Blue Screen of Death. Someone had made sure we couldn’t access any more information from the Archives and I couldn’t be sure it wasn’t Dad trying to protect me.

      “Guess we aren’t getting information that way,” Glasses said.

      Though we did have another way. I was going to grill Saint Boy until he spilled everything he knew about Lilith.

      “Stay here,” I told Glasses, snagging one of the plastic room keys and shoving it in my back pocket.

      I slammed the door shut behind me and pounded on the door next to us until it opened. Saint Boy stuck his head out. “What?”

      “Let’s chat,” I said before pushing the door open wide enough for me to grab his shirt and pull him outside.

      “You have some serious issues, you know that?” He snapped.

      “Tell me what you know about Lilith,” I demanded.

      “I’m not the one who came from Demon Central,” he retorted.

      I shook my head, hands balling into fists. This asshole was going to force me to take a swing at him. “And yet you seemed awfully familiar with her back there. So, what do you know?”

      “She’s a demon and powerful too. If I had to guess, she’s trying to build an army. Maybe she’s tired of having to live under your dad’s rule.” He crossed his arms over his chest and glared. “Or is that something you already know?”

      “Why is she specifically taking angel kids? If she only wanted an army, anyone with abilities would do.”

      “I don’t know. Ask her yourself. Look, I only agreed to come on this stupid road trip to look out for Miry. So, do us both a favor, and don’t put her in danger. We both know you attract it everywhere you go. She was safe until you showed up.”

      “You just can’t handle that she’s giving someone else attention.” I stepped up close to him until I could feel his breath against my cheek. “I see the way you treat her. Lying to her, convincing her that you’re her fucking savior. I know what abuse looks like and you’re the damn poster child for an abuser. I’m not going to let you hurt her.”

      “You keep thinking I’m scared of some Fallen bitch. Get real.”

      I slammed a fist into his face, sending him staggering back and clutching at his face. “What the … I … you broke my nose!”

      I flexed my bruised knuckles. “No, I didn’t. You walked into a door. Maybe fell down some stairs. Or whatever bullshit excuse you want to tell yourself. I’ll be watching you.”

      I stormed back into the room I was being forced to share with Glasses and flung myself at the unoccupied bed. He was smart enough not to ask questions.
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      “Chris? Chris, what happened?” I sat up in bed, watching his back as if that would give me some sort of answer. “I thought I heard yelling …”

      Chris locked the deadbolt and put the chain on. He rested his head against the door for a minute, before coming to join me on the bed farthest from the door. His nose was swollen and dripping blood onto his shirt. I gasped, reaching out a hand. He winced when I gingerly probed the injury with my fingers.

      “What happened?”

      “Your anger management roommate decided to shove me face first into the door.” His breath hissed out between his teeth as I angelically healed his nose without being asked. “Thanks. You’re a life safer.”

      “Speaking of life saving …” I reached for his hand, tracing patterns with my finger across his knuckles. “Are you sick again? I mean like sick-sick and not anything external that I can heal with my powers.”

      “I’m never not sick,” Chris said. “That’s what chronic means, Mir.”

      “I know that. It’s just—”

      “I’ve had better days.” He kicked off his shoes and laid back so he was sideways across the bed. “The thing with Lilith was wild, wasn’t it? How could she look like all our mothers at the exact same time?”

      I traced patterns on Chris’ pant leg next. It gave me something to focus on and hopefully soothed him a bit. I hated when he had a flair up. I felt so helpless. “I just wish the first time you saw your mom was not when a demon was, like, impersonating her. I’m sorry. That totally sucked.”

      Chris shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. I’m over it already.”

      I glanced at the wall separating our room from Zuri and Ant’s. “I feel bad for Ant. He’s totally crushing on Zuri and she could care less. I mean, there’s the not liking guys thing, but then there’s the not liking Ant thing too. She’s not so impressed with my friends.”

      Chris laid his arm across his eyes. “Including me obviously.”

      I kept my eyes on the wall, expecting yelling or something from the other room. So far there was only silence. “I think it’s more like she thinks you’re holding me back or whatever, rather than not actually thinking you’re an okay guy. I love you. That counts for something, right?”

      “That counts for everything.” Chris sat up with effort, having to leverage himself with his free arm. I wrapped an arm low around his waist for some extra support.

      “I just wish Zuri could see you the way I see you,” I said. “It would be seriously less messy if my two favorite people liked each other. Or at least tolerated each other.”

      “Why do you even give her any of your time and loyalty?” Chris asked. “She doesn’t deserve it. I mean, you’ve known her for how long? Two months? Three? Anyway, not long enough to warrant such blind loyalty if you ask me.”

      “I dunno. We just click,” I shrugged. “I guess it’s one of those opposites attract sort of things, but with friendship instead of, you know, romance or whatever. She believes in me,” I confessed. “Like, not many people think I’m good for anything besides screaming and running away when bad things happen. Zuri’s different. She thinks I’m a fighter. I wanna totally be the best I can be. If that means training to fight or sticking up for myself, then I wanna do that. Zuri thinks I can and so do I.” I tapped my chest near my heart with my free hand. “There’s so much inside of me, Chris. I want to be the best me possible. Zuri encourages that.”

      “And I don’t?” He did a poor job of hiding the jealousy in his voice.

      “Of course you do.” I went straight for the ‘agree with everything to keep the peace.’ “You’re like totally the best boyfriend ever. I just wish you’d let me help you when you’re sick like this with a relapse or whatever. You say I can, but then you never tell me how.”

      “What I need is a little more complicated than chicken soup and sleep, Mir.”

      “Then tell me so I can help you.” I leaned my forehead against his. His was hot and sticky with sweat. “Chris, please …”

      He sighed. “Fine. I didn’t want to involve you, but remember when I said there wasn’t a cure for my illness? Well, I found one ... Angel blood. Something about it reacting with my saint blood boosts my immune system and I can fight off the illness. If I don’t have it, well, I die.”

      It took me awhile to process what he said. “You need blood.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then take mine.”
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      I tossed and turned well into the early morning as Lilith haunted my dreams. By three o’clock, I knew sleep wasn’t coming and I crept out of the room, leaving Glasses to snore blissfully in the other bed. I paused by Miry’s room, listening for any sounds that might mean she was in danger. Even Saint Boy had to sleep though and I hadn’t heard anything beyond those initial squeals last night.

      I wandered the grounds of the small motel, tugging on the thin cord around my wrist. Seeing Lilith appear as my mother had bothered me more than I had let on. I’d never gotten the chance to meet the woman who gave me life. It wasn’t fair that the first time I’d really seen her, it had been a mask worn by a demon. I tried to not be prejudiced. I knew demons were as misunderstood as Fallen angels, but I couldn’t help feeling resentment toward Lilith and Beelzebub. They were messing with my life and it pissed me off.

      “Damn demons,” I grumbled, kicking a piece of trash in my path. It felt childish the moment I did it and I was silently grateful no one was around to see it.

      The air was chilly as I put distance between myself and the hotel. The rest of the kids were sleeping soundly, if not safely. I needed to clear my head and figure out everything I could about Lilith. I knew calling Damien this early was a no-go. Boy needed his beauty rest more than I did. The fact that the copy of the Archives went haywire told me someone knew I had it and didn’t want me looking. Either Dad was punishing me after all, or there was a leak somewhere.

      Dad.

      I pulled out my phone and hit his number on my speed dial. It rang only once before the line picked up.

      “What’s wrong?” Dad sounded more awake than I had expected.

      “Oh, you know, road tripping with some wannabe saints to try and hunt down a demon,” I answered.

      “That’s not funny, Zuri. It’s three in the morning. What’s wrong?”

      I heaved a sigh. “I’m actually being serious. Dad, Lilith is on the loose and we think she’s been kidnapping angel kids for years. She looked like Mom.”

      I let my last sentence hang in the ether between us, really letting it sink into Dad’s brain. “I’m coming to get you.”

      “Dad, I don’t need to be rescued. You trained me, remember? I can handle myself. Besides, she had a chance to take me and she didn’t.” I thought back to the night at the club. It felt like ages ago instead of only a few days. The memory of her luring me was hazy, but I could still feel a finger tracing my cheek. No, not trace, prick. She’d drawn blood and tasted it. She had to know I was angelic, but maybe Fallen kids weren’t what she was after. Or maybe … “Dad, do you have some sort of deal with her that she wouldn’t go after me?”

      “I thought last term would have taught you to stay out of any and all demonic affairs,” he answered, not addressing my question.

      “I’m a rebel. Wonder where I get that from? But seriously, Dad, do you have some sort of deal with Lilith? If I’ve got immunity or whatever I need to know.”

      “Long before you were born, yes, I made a deal with her. I would leave her be and she wouldn’t touch any of my children.”

      So, I did have some sort of immunity. Good to know. “I was trying to find anything else I could about her, but the copy of the Archives sort of fried my computer so …”

      “So, you thought you’d call your old man in the middle of the night to be an angelic rolodex?” I could hear the smile in his tone.

      “I guess. Look, we both know you can’t stop me. Michael thinks we’re on our way to see Miry's sick mom. Which isn’t totally a lie. She sounds pretty sick too from what I’ve heard about Miry’s childhood and we are going to see her, but ... please, I need to know what we’re facing with Lilith.”

      “There’s not much to tell, Zuri. She’s powerful, older than most of humanity. She was Adam’s first wife, but she was unable to bear children of her own. She longs to be a mother. A sentiment I don’t blame her for. Being a parent has been one of the most rewarding parts of my existence.”

      “Mommy issues. Got it. What does she look like normally? In her true form, I mean.”

      “I don’t believe she’s ever shown it to me. She’s always appeared as a young woman. She could be anyone really.”

      “She looked like all of our mothers. I can’t tell you how badly I wanted to hug her and punch her in the face all at the same time.”

      “She is dangerous, Zuri. You need to be careful. Whatever you think you’re looking for, find it fast and get back to school grounds. As much as I distrust Michael, I know he wouldn’t let demonic powers onto campus. Not after Beelzebub.”

      Somehow, I suspected the increased wards were Dad’s doing. “Thanks for the info. I’m going to try to get some sleep. We have a long day ahead of us.” I wasn’t going to spend another night in some shitty hotel with Glasses. I didn’t care if it meant driving all day to get to Miry’s mom.

      “I know I’m your father and my warnings don’t mean much to you, but be careful. Remember I love you.”

      “I love you, too, Dad.”

      I hung up and retreated to the room, hoping for a little rest before we got on the road again.
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      By six o’clock, I couldn’t take it anymore and nudged Glasses hard in the ribs. “Come on, get your ass up. We’re leaving in ten minutes.”

      “Ow,” he groaned, but sat up and rubbed at his eyes.

      I went next door, pounding loudly on the door. “Miry. Get up. We’re leaving in ten.”

      I heard movement from within and thirty second later, Miry stuck her head out. Her normally perky complexion was pale. I eyed thick gauze strips around her wrists. “Get your pretty ass out here,” I hissed.

      She stepped out of the room, flipping the lock so she wouldn’t need the key. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      I pointed to her wrists. “Those are what’s wrong. What the fuck did he do?”

      “Nothing. I’m fine, really.”

      “Don’t give me that excuse, because you’re not fine. He did something to you that required bandages, Miry.”

      “I wanted him to, okay? Just drop it,” she snapped.

      Taken aback by her tone, I headed for the car, getting myself ready for the long drive to Kansas. Glasses climbed into the front seat beside me while Miry and Saint Boy got in back. He slung an arm around her shoulders, making me grip the steering wheel tight in annoyance. I was going to find out what he had over her and beat it out of him. First though, we needed to get where we were headed.
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      I tipped my head to the side, studying the drink cooler. Why was deciding on a drink so hard? It was like literally something I’d been doing since I was five. My mind was fuzzy and it was hard to concentrate. I scratched at the bandages on my wrists, staring at the cooler until my eyes went all blank and unfocused.

      “You okay?”

      I blinked, everything coming back into focus in a whoosh. I was in the convenience store, because I needed a drink. The boys were in charge of munchies.

      “Hey, Earth to Miry,” Zuri said. “I asked if you were okay.”

      I scratched at the inside of my wrists again. “Sure. Never better.”

      She motioned at the bandages. “You don’t look ‘never better.’”

      “I slipped and broke a glass on my hands last night,” I made stuff up as I went just like I usually did. “I was totally lucky Chris found the first aid kit and, like, knew how to use it. I can’t angelically heal myself with my hands messed up, can I?”

      “But it’s not your hands, it’s your wrists.” Zuri pointed at the bandages again. “Nice try, now tell me the truth. Do you feel safe with Saint Boy? Did he hit you? Shove you? Grab you so hard you have bruises? Falling on glass isn’t even a good cover story, Miry. It’s like you want me to ask questions.”

      “I’m fine. Chris loves me. There’s nothing to get all worked up about.” I repeated like the good little Stepford Wife I was supposed to be.

      Zuri crossed her arms over her chest. “Yeah, keep telling yourself that. Maybe someday you’ll believe it too.”

      I yanked open the cooler door and grabbed the first drink my hand came in contact with. “Just leave it alone,” I hissed. “I mean it, Z. Stop asking questions. It will only get us all in trouble.”

      I stood on tiptoes to scan the convenience store, hoping the boys were already in line so I could flounce over there. I wanted to forget Zuri and all her twenty questions, seeing right through me. Luck was totally on my side. I bounced on my heels and waved to Chris. He grinned and mouthed something that looked like “Why you hanging with buzzkill?”

      “Grab what you want so we can go,” I said to Zuri in my perkiest of perky voices, pretending like her twenty questions and, let’s face it, concern for me didn’t exist. “We got like eight gazillion miles to go.”

      “Sit up front,” she said. “Swap places with Glasses. Saint Boy can go fuck himself if he has a problem with it.”

      I flinched in pain when she grabbed my wrist to stop me from walking away. “I can’t. The front seat makes me nauseous. I don’t want to spew all over the rental car. Or stolen car. Or whatever it is.”

      “Say that a little louder. I don’t think the beer delivery driver outside heard you.”

      I cracked a smile. I was totally wiped from my impromptu blood donation last night, but it felt good to smile. “Come on, Z. It’s a long way to Kansas.”
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        * * *

      

      We drove and drove and drove and drove some more. I slept when I could, curled up against Chris for warmth. He kept one arm around my shoulder, his fingers brushing the side of my breast. Zuri openly kept watch on us through the rearview mirror. She never said anything, but I’m sure she was thinking tons.

      When it got dark, we found a parking lot that didn’t tow people and slept a couple hours in the car. I guess Zuri didn’t want a repeat of the hotel from night one. We used the truck stop showers and bathrooms in the morning. Everything else we pretty much did in the car. We ate in the car. We slept in the car. If we could pee in the car, I’m sure Z would have found a way to make that happen too. It wasn’t a very fun road trip, but the destination wasn’t fun times either. The closer we got to Mom’s house, the more anxious I felt. I was practically hyperventilating by the time we pulled into the driveway.

      “You okay?” Chris whispered. He shifted so his hand was more directly on my breast.

      “We didn’t tell Mom that we were coming for a visit,” I said. “I don’t know if she’ll be happy to see me or not.”

      “If she’s not, then she’s crazy.” Chris dipped his head to kiss my forehead. “Besides, Celestial Academy is your home now, not here.”

      “Hey, Z, remember what we like talked about before leaving campus?” I untangled myself from Chris and leaned across the console so I was half in the front seat, half in the back.

      “About your mom being an anti-gay, anti-black, anti-Fallen racist?” Zuri deadpanned. “Yeah, I remember.”

      “So, I was thinking the boys and I just go in, get the scroll, and get out,” I said. “It will take, like, ten minutes tops. It’s not going to be so bad to hang in the car for ten minutes by yourself, right?”

      “Don’t forget to crack the window,” Zuri said in that same deadpan voice. I bet she secretly wanted to murder us all in our sleep for suggesting the ‘plan,’ but decided it wasn’t worth the time and effort.

      “We’ll be ten minutes. Promise.” I touched Zuri’s arm lightly, but she jerked away. “Mom’s best in small doses anyway.” I wiggled into the back seat to find my shoes. “I’m Miryam bat-Michael,” I reminded myself to give me courage. “I got this.”
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      Before I realized what was happening, I was watching Miry and the boys climb out of the car and walk up to the front door. Miry knocked, leaning on Saint Boy until a woman who could be Miry’s spitting image, but twice her age appeared in the doorway.

      “Miryam? What are you doing here?” Her voice carried.

      “Hi, Mom. You remember my boyfriend, Chris. This is our friend Anthony. We’re on a special assignment from Dad. It’s like really important that we talk to you. Can we come in?” Miry’s voice was just as loud.

      Miry’s mom nodded vigorously at the mention of Michael and ushered them inside. The front door closed and I could swear Miry’s mom peeked out the front window before drawing the curtains. Miry wasn’t kidding when she said the woman was paranoid. After about fifteen seconds, I realized that this so-called plan was stupid as fuck and I climbed out of the car. I wasn’t going to just walk up to the front door and knock either. I resented being told to stay in the car. I deserved to be in there just as much as the rest of them. If her mother really was a racist, bigoted bitch, then I could have a little fun.

      I slipped around the back and found a window that led into what appeared from the outside to be a bedroom. I pulled a knife—city living had taught me to be prepared—out of my bag and fiddled with the latch until it slid open. I climbed through and stepped right into what had to be Miry’s room. If her side of the room at school was any indication, the unicorn that had vomited purples, pinks, and rainbows all over the place was a dead giveaway. I had no doubt Miry would eventually convince her mom to give up the scroll. So, I had time to snoop. I eased open dresser drawers and was disappointed to find a bright array of socks and underwear in the same colors that Miry usually wore.

      “Come on, Miry. Grow up already,” I muttered peering into the closet to the same result. Whatever secrets Miry may have, she hid them well in this place. It was just as bubbly an exterior as she put on at school, but I knew better. I’d seen her vulnerable and real. If only she could be that person all the time.

      Leaving her room behind, I wandered down the hall, past the master bedroom and bath. I stopped at a closed door with a padlock. My stomach turned as I remembered Miry saying her mother had locked her in a closet. Picking the lock was child’s play and inside was a torture chamber. Scratch marks marred the inside of the door. It was all bare wood with a single light bulb dangling from the ceiling. Even Harry Potter had better accommodations. A board hung on one wall with Miry’s neat handwriting listing the books of the Bible starting with the Old Testament. A shrine to Archangel Michael dominated another wall cluttered with pictures and prayer candles.

      “Sadistic bitch,” I snarled and slammed the door.

      The conversation from down the hall halted. I heard furniture creak and then Miry’s mom said, “Who’s there?”

      “I’m sure it was just the wind, Mom,” Miry said. Panic made her voice jump an octave into squeaky territory.

      “No, I heard something.”

      “Mom, tell us again about how you met Dad.” Miry’s voice lowered.

      What is she doing?

      “He appeared to me and said—”

      “Miryam, I have chosen you to bear my child. You are worthy,” Miry and her mom said in unison.

      It must have been some sort of test to make sure this was really her mom and not Lilith in disguise.

      I didn’t wait for her mother to say anything else. I marched into the living room where my traveling companions sat. Miry’s mom stood in the center of the room.

      “Who are you? Why are you in my house?” She demanded.

      “Oh, didn’t Miry tell you? I’m her roommate, Zuri bat-Lucifer.”

      Her mother’s face paled in shock. “Devil!”

      “Oh, lady. Believe me, I’m not the one sinning in this house. What you did to my friend, that’s some criminal shit right there. Child endangerment, neglect. Did I mention my dad knows some really good lawyers? If I wanted, I could have your sorry ass arrested.”

      Miry’s lips trembled and she shook her head vigorously, but I didn’t stop. This woman had hurt my friend and I was ready to get even. We could take the damn scroll by force if necessary. “Oh, and I guess she probably didn’t mention that I fuck chicks. Yeah, love me some tits.”

      “I’ll get rid of this vagrant,” Saint Boy said, stepping up beside Miry’s mom.

      “Boy, you better shut your mouth before I beat your ass,” I said. Let him try and come at me.

      “I can take you,” he replied.

      I snorted. “Yeah, okay. What are you good at again? Oh, that’s right, running away from situations. Your daddy was the patron saint of turning tail and running like a little bitch. What did you even do when the apocalypse went down?”

      “Guys, come on,” Glasses said meekly.

      “At least my father is a literal saint. I’d hate to be the daughter of a Fallen angel. And the apocalypse was all your fault.”

      He lunged at me, but I side stepped him. I grabbed the collar of his shirt and swung him around, swiping his legs out from under him. “You have been treating Miry like shit and I’m done with it,” I hissed in his ear.

      “She’s not yours to protect,” he replied.

      “Enough!” Miry’s voice boomed, filling the space.

      I looked up to see Miry standing behind her mother, her wings unfurled. They almost reached from one side of the room to the other. She was impressive and imposing ... and kind of hot.

      “I will not have my best friend and my boyfriend fighting like this. I love you both. Now, we came here for a reason. Let’s get what we came for and go back to school.” She turned her attention to her mother. “Mom, we need Gabriel’s Scroll. He said the last place he remembered leaving it was with you.”

      “I don’t …” her mother trailed off.

      “I can say a prayer and see if I can find it,” Glasses offered.

      His lost-and-found trick hadn’t exactly gotten us very far before. Miry’s mother seemed to regain some of her composure as she stared at me. “Will it get this devil child out of my house?”

      “Give us the scroll and you’ll never have to see me again,” I replied.

      “Fine.” She disappeared down the hall I’d come from.

      I shoved Saint Boy, but let him up. He scrambled to his feet and shot daggers at me. “I thought Miry told you to stay in the car?”

      “Why would I miss getting to kick your ass? Not a chance, douchebag. Besides, do you really think she would have given up an angelic relic that easily?”

      Miry’s mom reappeared and handed over a long cylindrical tube normally used to store paintings. “I didn’t want it to get damaged,” she muttered.

      I took it, slung the container over my shoulder and gestured to the front door. “Let’s get out of here.”

      I led the way back to the car, uncapping the tube and unfurling the scroll gently on the hood of the car. Hundreds of names were penned in delicate script upon the parchment along with dates of birth and death dating back at least a millennia. I skimmed, not sure what I was looking for until a single name jumped out at me.

      Miryam bat-Michael. Except it couldn’t be the same girl standing beside me, because this girl had a date of death from two years earlier.

      “What the hell is going on?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            19

          

          

      

    

    







            Miryam

          

        

      

    

    
      “Whatcha find?” I stood on my tiptoes to try to get a look at the scroll.

      “Nothing. Nothing at all.” Zuri rolled up the scroll and stuck it back in Mom’s poster tube. “We can look at it more later.”

      I stretched my arms over my head, my shirt riding up a little to show my belly button. I instinctively glanced at the house, making sure Mom wasn’t watching. Showing skin had always got me thrown in the closet. Having a gay black best friend would probably get me sent to a conversion camp even though there was nothing to convert me from. “Can we go now?” I whined. “This place gives me the heebie-jeebies.”

      “But you lived here,” Chris said.

      “That doesn’t mean I like it.” I grabbed his hand and crawled into the backseat. “School is totally my scene now. Who wants to be stuck in Kansas when there’s a whole world of freedom at Celestial Academy? Not me. Now let’s go.”

      “We drove a long way for just a piece of paper,” Ant complained, but he got in the car anyway. “Remind me again why it’s so important?”

      “It records all the angelic births and deaths.” Zuri gunned the engine, peeling out of the driveway as if she hated Mom’s house as much as I did. “We thought it would help with the kidnappings.”

      “If we cross reference who has disappeared with the scroll’s names, we can find out if they’re still alive or not,” I added.

      “It should also help us figure out who is the next target.” Zuri kept her gaze mostly on the road, but I caught her eyes outlined in the rearview mirror more than once.

      “Why should we even care about the kidnappings?” Chris grimaced, looking car sick. I opened my pink backpack and held it out to him just in case he needed to puke into it. “Aren’t the police handling it? Let them do their job.”

      “Dad won’t let the police on campus,” I reminded him. “Dad and Uncle Uriel are handling it all internally. They haven’t done a very good job so far and that’s where we come in.”

      “The Scooby Gang to the rescue,” Chris muttered. “Just leave it alone, Miry. If your Dad and Uriel are working on it, just let them do their thing. They’re Archangels. We’re not. End of story.”

      “Except you are a saint. Zuri and I are Archangels,” I argued, something I rarely did with Chris. “Shouldn’t we, like, want to do the right thing? Finding the missing kids is the right thing, Chris.”

      “You’re an Archangel, she’s a Fallen,” Chris argued right back. “There’s a big difference.”

      “No, actually there’s not,” Zuri and I said at the exact same time. I almost called ‘jinx,’ but this was serious—not a time for games. I caught Zuri’s eyes watching me in the rearview mirror again. I waited for her to explain why her dad and my dad had the same rank, but she didn’t. It was up to me this time.

      “We learned this in history, remember?” I said. “Zuri’s dad is an Archangel just like my dad and all the rest. That doesn’t change just cause he lives somewhere else now.”

      “Did you seriously just call Hell ‘somewhere else’ like he moved to the suburbs?” Chris raised a pale eyebrow as if to say ‘yeah, sure, keep believing that.’ “Miry, Lucifer was cast out of Heaven for a reason. He fought in the war and lost. It’s not like he moved to Hell, because he wanted a warmer climate. He was literally booted out of Heaven. He doesn’t deserve to keep the title of Archangel. He’s Fallen … and so is she.”

      “She’s my friend.” My voice shook, but I didn’t back down. I wouldn’t either, because this was too important to me. “And I’d appreciate it if you didn’t talk about Zuri or her family like that, thank you very much.”

      “Yeah, sure. Whatever you say.” Chris made an obscene gesture that I wasn’t 100% positive was directed at me before he turned and stared out the window. Kansas scenery  going East was kind of pretty, but I never imagined Chris to be the kind of guy who liked landscapes. So he must still be super mad.

      “If Michael and Uriel are handling the kidnappings, they’re not doing a very good job,” Ant broke the silence after we passed like thirty mile markers. “Fifty plus kids going missing is not a great track record. Maybe their methods don’t work. I like the idea of using the scroll. At least it gives us a direction to start looking in.”

      Zuri nodded. “I hate that I’m about to agree with you, Glasses, but ... What he said.”

      “It’s just a piece of paper,” Chris muttered. “Big deal.”

      “It’s an angelic relic,” Zuri corrected. “And it is a big deal.”

      Chris drifted off into a moody silence. I scratched at the bandages on my wrist. It was a good thing Mom didn’t ask about them, though we didn’t stay long enough for her to ask anything really. I peeked under the gauze to check how the cuts across my wrist veins were healing. I wish I could angelically heal them. However, there was protocol to all that and hurting yourself—even for a good cause like saving your boyfriend’s life —was not on the list of things healing powers worked on.

      “How are you feeling?” Chris asked, sounding like the regular, normal Chris and not the moody jerk who comes out to play whenever Zuri was around.

      I waved my bandaged wrist at him. “Just more scars to add to the rest. No biggie.”

      “I’m sorry you had to do that for me.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not. You needed my help. That’s what I do. I help people.”

      He sighed and leaned over until his head was resting on my chest. “I don’t deserve your goodness, Mir.”

      “Sure you do,” I insisted. “I love you.”

      “Maybe I don’t deserve your love either.”

      I caught Zuri watching us again from the rearview mirror. Waiting to hear what I was going to say. I kissed the top of Chris’ head and stroked his hair. “I’m here for you,” I said. “That’s what girlfriends do.”
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      The urge to keep driving until we made it back to Georgia was strong, but my eyes were heavy by the time the clock read 11:30 at night. I scanned the signs on the highway for the first motel and pulled off onto a single-lane road to a dilapidated motel.

      “We aren’t staying here,” Saint Boy objected as I turned the car off and pulled the key from the ignition.

      “Scared?” I taunted in spite of myself. Or maybe it was the exhaustion kicking in.

      “It looks kind of creepy,” Glasses agreed.

      I rolled my eyes. “Grow a pair.” I climbed out of the car and marched up to the front door, waiting for the others to follow me. They stayed put though. Fine, they could stay in the car all damn night if they wanted. I was going to sleep in a bed. The clerk behind the front desk faced away from us.

      “Two rooms,” I said, slapping down a wad of cash.

      “Bit late to be out on your own,” an eerie voice said as the clerk spun around. She wore my mother’s face, but I knew that wasn’t possible.

      My wings unfurled without me realizing or intending it. “I’m going to kill you.”

      She gave me a smile, her teeth pointed, but in my mother’s mouth. “Now, is that any way to speak to your mother?”

      I took a step back to get a running start. I could take her out, I just needed to get a good grip on her. Just as my right foot left the ground, she vanished in a puff of smoke. I staggered into the front of the counter and let out an ‘oomph” as the air went out of my lungs. Panic started to creep into my head. If she knew where we were, she could go after Miry.

      “I help you with something?” An elderly man in well-worn overalls asked, sauntering up to the desk.

      I glanced over my shoulder to check my wings were no longer on display and pushed the money toward him. “I need two rooms.”

      “That’s an awful lot for just one little lady.”

      “I’m not alone.” And I could kick your scrawny human ass in two seconds flat. He stared at the money, but didn’t touch it. I reached for it. “Fine, if you don’t want our money, we’ll just go somewhere else.”

      “Now hold on. I didn’t say that,” he said and snatched the bills from behind my fingers. He slid over two plastic keycards that had seen better days before stowing the money in a drawer beside him.

      “First two down on the left,” he said.

      “Great.”

      I retreated to the car and grabbed my bag. “Come on, Miry.”

      “What?” She sounded half-awake.

      “We’re rooming together.”

      “Don’t be stupid,” Saint Boy said.

      I flung the keycard at him and it narrowly missed slicing his neck. “In case you missed it back there, douchebag, I don’t care what you think. Michael said no co-ed sleeping arrangements. Besides you wouldn’t want to piss him off, would you?”

      “It’s cool, Chris,” Glasses said, bending down to pick up the card that Saint Boy had dodged.

      I watched them go, Saint Boy glowering at me the whole way before I lightly wrapped an arm around Miry’s shoulders and led her to other room. The fresh air perked her up as she looked around our accommodations and the single large bed in the middle of the room.

      “I guess we get cozy,” she said and threw herself against the pillows. A cloud of dust rose up around her and she coughed. “Gross.”

      “It’s not the Ritz, but we’ll survive for a night,” I said and eased myself down onto the other side of the bed.

      “So, do you think we’ll be able to stop Lilith now that we have the scroll?” She asked, propping herself up on one elbow.

      “I don’t know. I hope so ... I mean, I get that Gabriel is absent-minded. Still you would have thought if the Archangels gave two shits about the missing kids, they’d have realized where the scroll was, gotten it, and put a stop to all of this themselves.”

      “They’re trying,” she said, not meeting my gaze.

      “Miry, what has your father done in the entire time I’ve known you to stop it? He has stupid announcements to scare vulnerable children. He didn’t even show up when the fucking apocalypse was going down in his own basement.”

      Miry blinked and her eyes shone with unshed tears in the dim light of the room. “I know he’s not like your dad, but he’s not that bad. He’s better than Mom.”

      I bit my lower lip to keep from lashing out at her. She didn’t need me to yell at her. It wouldn’t change things. She’d been yelled at enough in her life. She needed someone to listen and really hear her. “I saw that room. The closet. That’s awful. I’m sorry she did that to you. No parent should ever do that to their kid.”

      She rubbed at her cheeks, the gauze around her right wrist slipping with the motion. “She was trying to show me how special I was … in her own way. But you’re right. What she did isn’t normal.”

      I could tell she wanted to say more, but she just picked at the gauze around her wrists. “Miry, you said something about other scars.” I pointed to her wrists. “What did you mean?”

      Miry curled into herself, hugging the pillow beneath her head. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “I think we need to. I need to know that you aren’t going to try and do something I can’t bring you back from. We’re friends and friends look out for each other, okay?” I brushed a lock of blond hair out of her eyes and tucked it behind her ear.

      “I guess back before I went to Celestial Academy, I kind of had this thing where I’d cut myself. It wasn’t a big deal. I stopped too, but … it made me feel like there was something that I could control.”

      I let her words wash over me and a wave of anger crashed into me. Anger at her parents for treating her like garbage. Anger at the world for not seeing that she had worth beyond whose bloodline she carried. I scooted closer and pulled her into a hug.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whispered into her ear and held her.

      We laid there until the anger started to dull. As she pulled out of my embrace, I caught sight of the bandage on her wrist again and the anger bubbled up. This time at Saint Boy and his manipulative tendencies. “What made you think hurting yourself for him was a good idea?”

      “I was helping him,” she insisted. “He’s sick and angel blood helps him.”

      “Sick with what exactly?” I probed.

      “I don’t know. He never wants to talk about it. I think he’s ashamed that he’s sick at all. Chris is so proud of his saintly heritage. I think it’s a guy thing, too. You know not wanting to seem vulnerable.”

      “You didn’t think it was weird that he needs angel blood … when we’re hunting a demon who is kidnapping angel kids? A demon, by the way, who seems to know where we are, even now. She was in the lobby when we got here.”

      She blinked at me. “I … no. I didn’t. Are you sure it was here?”

      “She had my mother’s face.”

      “You must have been so scared.”

      “Not at all, I was pissed. Miry, she’s got some way of tracking us. We won’t be safe until we are back on school grounds.” I hated having to admit that.

      Miry sat quiet for a moment then said, “But you’re wrong. Lilith kidnapping kids and Chris needing angel blood aren’t related. I’m sure of it. Chris doesn’t have an evil bone in his body. Besides, he loves me.”

      No, he doesn’t. I wish I could make her see that what she saw as love was manipulation and control. Still that’s how people had treated her all her life and I wasn’t going to break through those barriers in one day or even four months. “Let’s get some sleep. We’ve got a long drive ahead of us.” As I settled beneath the blankets, I couldn’t get the image of the scroll with Miry’s name and death date out of my head.
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      “Please … Mom, I already told you the books of the Bible today. I’ll be good, I promise. Mom? I’ll be good. Mom! Mom! Mom!” The closet door morphed into my own coffin. I had on a swimming suit—one piece, Mom said only harlots wore two-piece suits—instead of a black dress. The coffin floated in the school’s swimming pool, tea light candles bobbing all around my barge to the afterlife. I don’t want to die, though. I don’t want to die.

      “I don’t want to die!” I sat bolt upright in bed, clawing at my throat until I drew blood. Wait what ... Bed? When did I get into bed? Where was the pool party or funeral ...? I looked around the darkened room. Zuri stood in a crouch near the edge of the bed, like she was about to attack the demons in my mind. I remembered where I was now. We were on a road trip. Mom had given up Gabriel’s Scroll a whole heck of a lot easier than I thought she would and now we were on our way back to campus. “Was I ... Was I dreaming?” I asked, looking to Zuri for confirmation. The longer I was awake, the dimmer the dream seemed.

      “If that’s what you call a dream, I’d hate to see one of your nightmares.” Zuri sat down on the little pallet of blankets and couch cushions she’d made for herself on the floor. “What do you remember from it?”

      I shrugged. “Not much. Just Mom being Mom and something about a scary pool party.”

      “You screamed out in your sleep,” Zuri said. “You said you didn’t want to die.”

      I shrugged again. “I told you it was a scary pool party.”

      “What else do you remember about it?”

      I hugged one of the nasty hotel pillows against my chest. “Last I checked, psychology was not on our curriculum.”

      Zuri made one of her ‘deal with it’ noises. “Last I checked, I didn’t know you could make it through an entire sentence without saying ‘like’ or ‘totally.’”

      “Oh, I like totally can.” I felt like being difficult. “But I have a reputation to uphold, you know? Bubbly people stay bubbly. It’s what gets you friends.”

      “Being kind and willing to help others no matter what gets you friends, Miry,” Zuri said. “In other words ... being you.”

      “However, if being me is so great, why don’t I want to …” I shook my head. “Forget it. Forget I said anything.”

      Zuri leaned over and tapped my wrists. “Cutting is not the only way to feel or be in control, you know. You’ve been through some scary shit. That’s clear. The sooner you face it, the sooner you can move past it and heal. Dropping the douche nozzle boyfriend might help a little too.”

      I cracked a smile. “Oh, haha. It’s kind of funny how you two can’t stand each other. I mean, I know I shouldn’t be laughing over it or anything, but I’ve never had anyone fight over me before. Even if it is just my best friend versus my boyfriend. It’s kind of ... exciting.” I grabbed her hand in both of mine when a sudden thought struck me. “Promise me you won’t fight him for real, okay? Words are one thing. Fist fight or whatever is not cool.”

      Zuri pulled her hand free. She wiped it on her pants like I had cooties or something. “You do realize he’s getting to Mom level manipulation, right? I can’t be the only one who sees that.”

      “You see what you want to see,” I said. “Chris loves me. Chris saved me at—” My eyes went wide and a rush of memories flooded my mind. I bounced excitedly on the bed once more of the missing pieces fell into place. “I remember! I remember what happened at that scary pool party! It was the student mixer right before term ended for the summer. Dad even showed up which never—and I mean never—happens. Chris and me, Ant and CeCe, and even Uncle Uriel and Dad were playing volleyball in the shallow end. I thought it was the perfect end to the term. I missed the ball and it had floated out into the deep end. I didn’t want to go get it, cause I can’t swim. Dad said ‘it’s time, Miryam’ which was kind of weird, but I don’t know ... Dad says weird stuff sometimes. He’s older than dirt. Anyway, Dad said ‘it’s time, Miryam’ and—before I knew what was happening—Uncle Uriel picked me up and threw me into the deep end.”

      “He threw you into the deep end when he knew you couldn’t swim?” Zuri clenched her hands into tight fists.

      I shrugged, the memory starting to retreat now that I was at the most frightening part of the scary pool party. “It was a fun party up until then.”

      Zuri stood up and paced the length of the room, muttering to herself and trying to get her emotions under control. Once her anger wasn’t fully raging, she looked over at me. “I hate that I need to ask ‘how did you survive’ when adults are supposed to protect us, not attempt to murder us, but how did you survive?”

      I grinned. “Chris saved me, of course. He was totally heroic. He jumped in the deep end, pulled me to safety, and even did CPR. Cool, right?”

      “Did he tell you that version of events or did someone else with less, um, stake in what you thought about them?”

      I chewed my bottom lip. The more I tried to remember things, the further and further they slipped away. “What do you mean?”

      “He wants you to hero worship him,” Zuri said. “It actually makes a lot of sense now. Why he’s been such a pissant since I showed up. He’s afraid your hero worship will transfer from him to me.”

      I touched the fading remnants of a hickey on my neck. “Chris loves me though.”

      “You keep saying that, but do you really believe it?”

      “Of course I do,” I insisted. “Why would you even question me about that? That’s not what friends do, Zuri.”

      “Fine.” Zuri sat back down on her blanket and cushion pallet. “When was this pool party, by the way?”

      “May,” I said without hesitation. “Two years ago.”

      “Well, fuck.” Zuri pulled the scroll from its tube and unrolled it. She pointed at a spot near the bottom. “Things just got a whole lot weirder.”

      I looked at the name right above her finger. It was my name, but it couldn’t be me. My death date was recorded on the same day of the scary pool party.
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      “That can’t be right,” Miry said in a strained tone.

      “Well, unless you’ve got a twin walking around out there who also drowned two years ago … no, that’s you.”

      “I didn’t drown,” Miry said with a pout.

      “We don’t know that. You could have died for a minute or two. Maybe just long enough for it to record on the scroll, before you were resuscitated,” I replied, snapping the scroll out of her reach and stowing it back in the carrying tube.

      “But if that did happen, wouldn’t the date have gone away?” She asked.

      “It’s a relic, a mystical angelic scroll, Miry. I don’t fucking know how it works.” But I know someone who might. “Look, I think we need to make a detour before we go back to school.”

      “Where?” She was on her feet in seconds.

      “Hell.”

      “Oh, very funny, Z.”

      “I’m not joking. Azrael knows all things death. It’s literally his job and his title. So if something happened to you, he’ll know the details. Besides, you’ve been saying you want to see Hell, right?”

      “Well, I mean, yeah but like ... not to find out why I’m supposed to be dead.”

      “Think of it this way, I’ve gotten to see how you live in your comfort zone. Now you can see me in mine. Plus, it will give us a chance to check the Archives for anything else on Lilith that my dad left out.”

      “What do you mean ‘left out?’” Miry crossed her arms over her chest and pouted.

      “I tried to access the copy of the Archives I made last term the other day and it fried my computer. I called my dad to see what he knew about Lilith, but there’s got to be a lot more on the Archives. He wasn’t thrilled I was off chasing the mother of demons.”

      “What if he tells my dad what we’re doing?” She whined.

      “Miry, think about that question for a minute. Your father despises mine. There’s no chance he’d ever rat us out,” I assured her.

      “If we are going to Hell, we need to tell the boys.”

      “No. I can navigate the gates with one person, but I’m not bringing along any extra baggage. They’ll just slow us down. I’ll be honest, I don’t trust Saint Boy.”

      “When do we leave?” She sat back down on the bed, kicking her legs against the side.

      I knew we should get some sleep, but now that the plan was forming I didn’t want to wait. We had all the names of the angelic kids in our possession. I didn’t want to sit on that information any longer than necessary. “Get them up now. We’re leaving in ten.”

      “But Zuri, it’s the middle of the night.”

      “And it’s a long drive to Georgia. Get them up.”
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      People wrote songs about the Devil going down to Georgia for a reason. There’d always been access to Hell there. Dad had popped up in the Georgia portals more than once back in the day, inspiring way too many horrible country songs. It was our closest connection, though.

      “You are absolutely not going to Hell alone!” Saint Boy yelled from the back seat.

      “I’m not going alone, Chris. I’ll be with Zuri the whole time,” Miry protested.

      “Besides, no one is stupid enough to lay a hand on her. Miry may be the golden girl of Celestial Academy, but unless someone has a death wish, they won’t mess with Lucifer’s daughter,” I snapped, pressing down on the gas, the car zoomed forward down the highway.

      By the time we reached the portal, it was almost lunchtime. I sent Damien a text, letting him know we were on our way. I’d sent a string of emojis that most people would find incomprehensible. To my best friend, it meant simply ‘bring food.’

      “Take the car back to campus, we’ll meet you there,” I said and tossed the keys to Glasses.

      “Um, what about the scroll? We went all that way to find it, shouldn’t we return it to where it belongs?” Saint Boy asked.

      “We will, but we’re not done with it just yet,” I answered, slinging the tube over my shoulder.

      “I still think we should be going with you,” he muttered and wrapped an arm around Miry’s shoulders.

      “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be like totally fine,” Miry said, laying on the bubbly persona even thicker than normal.

      Before he could protest more, I motioned for Miry to follow me down an alleyway that dead-ended at a brick wall. She skipped after me, stopping beside me and leaning in close.

      “Are we about to go through it like in Harry Potter?”

      “You’re such a child,” I muttered before grabbing her hand in mine, giving it a squeeze and felt the edges of the portal snap to attention around me. “Don’t forget to breathe,” I warned her before we slipped into the passageway.

      Coming from this side of the divide always seemed easier to me. I never could explain why. Maybe because I was coming home. I’d been born and raised in Hell. It was a part of me as much as my skin color or sexuality. I wouldn’t be me without it.

      The tall buildings with all the hustle and bustle of Hell appeared before us and I grinned. Not only was I happy to be home, but because Damien stood there waiting. He was staring at his phone with a bag of burritos tucked in the crook of his arm.

      “Oh my God,” Miry gasped before staggering sideways and far enough away from me that I wasn’t in danger of getting hit with vomit.

      “You get tired of all the pretty people up there?” Damien asked, giving us his full attention now.

      “You know me,” I said. “Can’t stay in one place too long.”

      We both eyed Miry as she wiped her mouth. “She going to be okay?” Damien asked.

      “I’m fine,” Miry said, still pale and sweaty.

      “It will pass. It’s always like that the first time through the portal,” I said, gesturing to a bench. “Why don’t you sit down a minute until you acclimate?”

      Miry nodded and wordlessly settled on the bench. Damien stepped up beside me and hissed, “You are going to catch so much shit for her being here. You know that, right?”

      “D, like I care? They can take it up with Dad. We both know I’ve got his full support.”

      “I’m not so sure of that.”

      “Look, I didn’t just need you for your burrito game, D. We need to talk to your dad.”

      “That doesn’t sound good,” he whispered.

      “I’ll explain everything, I promise. We just need to see him. I figured it was safer to see him here.” I had a feeling if Lilith was going to come after Miry, she wouldn’t be dumb enough to do it here.

      “When you feel safer here, I know it’s bad.” He pointed to Miry. “You really think she’s going to be okay down here?”

      “Yeah. Miry’s tougher and stronger than she looks. Besides, she’s under my protection.”

      We strolled to the bench where Miry sat, taking in everything. “It looks so ... normal,” she commented as she stood up, letting Damien lead us away from the heart of Hell.

      “That’s because it is,” he answered. “Now, keep up, Archangel. Time for you to see the Angel of Death.”
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      “These burritos are totally awesome.” I munched happily on my food as we walked single file down a cobblestone road. Damien and Zuri had stuck me between them. I think it was to keep me safe just in case someone tried to snatch Archangel Michael’s daughter, but it felt almost like I was a prisoner being marched off to execution—especially since the guy at the end of this road was the Angel of Death.

      “Do they like make these burritos down here or do you have to, like, go topside to order them?” I asked. “Can we get some more for the boys before we go? Chris and Ant would love these!”

      “Miry!” Zuri pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and pointer finger. “Stop. Talking.”

      “Sorry.” I took a big bite of food to keep me occupied for a sec. “I talk when I get nervous. Like, a lot.”

      “So, you’re nervous all the time?” Damien asked, but not in a nice way. Seriously, what did CeCe see in him besides the tattoos and danger element? Sure, he had our backs when the apocalypse was going down, but he was not the kind of guy the patron saint of music could bring home to mom and dad. On second thought, maybe that’s the appeal right there. Maybe Saint Cecelia was going all rebellious.

      “So, what’s our cover story?” I ignored Damien’s dig at my over-talking. “Do we have one? Do we need one? Are we going to tell people we’re together-together or just together and do we—”

      “Miry!” Zuri snapped again. “I’m sure I can find some random demon to literally zip your lips if you don’t shut up. I mean it.”

      “Fine.” I jammed more food into my mouth. Now that I paid attention to it a bit more, Hell was actually kinda pretty. It had a bit of an old-world charm with all red and brown brick buildings and roads. Dad modeled Celestial Academy in golds, silvers, and whites after Heaven—the better for everything to shine in the light. Hell reflected firelight, but in a cozy, at home way, not flashy at all. The thing with Heaven was that it never looked the same way twice. It shifted depending on the viewer. It was always your own personal Heaven. Though I bet Hell looked the same no matter who was looking at it. No wonder Zuri liked it here so much. It was constant when so many things weren’t.

      “Can I talk now?” I asked after an unusually long silence for me. For everyone else it was probably only two minutes.

      “No,” Zuri said. “You listen. Azrael is pretty chill as far as Fallen go, but he doesn’t like to be trifled with. Something happened to you at that party. We need to figure out what and who—if anyone—ordered a hit.”

      “Hit, really? That sounds so mafia or mob boss,” I complained. “It was an accident. It could have happened to anyone.”

      “Your death date should have been erased if that was true,” Zuri said. “Just let D and I do all the talking, okay? If you open your mouth, I’m afraid Az will change his mind on reaping us both.”

      “I made an arrangement to save your soul, remember?” Damien flashed something that looked like a student ID. “You’re looking at the latest reaper in training … Me.”

      “Oh, cool!” I bounced on my heels. “Do you get to wear a cloak and carry a scythe and-and-and—”

      “I know where Frank is if you wanna do the lip zipping thing,” Damien told Zuri. “Either that or she can be the first soul I reap. It would save all our sanity. Trust me.”

      “Last chance, Miry,” Zuri warned.

      I mimed zipping my own lips. “No talking. Got it.”

      We stopped in front of a wide mahogany door. It looked big enough for Fallen to walk through with their wings fully extended. I opened my mouth to comment on it before remembering the zipped lip thing. I clamped my mouth shut with a click. I wanted to prove to Zuri and, by extension Damien, that I could be trusted. It was a big act of trust already to take me down here in the first place. I didn’t want to ruin it by being overly chatty, or as I liked to think of it, as myself.

      Damien knocked and the door swung open by itself. The inside of Azrael’s office was just as impressive as the door. The furniture looked like it should be in a miniature dollhouse based on the proportions of the room.

      Azrael looked up from whatever paperwork he was working on. Signing death warrants? Making a list of souls to reap? I was dying to ask (no pun intended), but I promised Zuri I’d shut my yap and I would.

      “Damien, I already told you, Reaper Academy rules apply to you too,” Azrael said. “You have to attend the freshman mixer just like the rest of the class.”

      “That’s not why I’m here, Dad.” Damien motioned at Zuri. “Z has a question for you.”

      Zuri stepped forward and unfurled the scroll across Azrael’s desk. “How much do you know about Gabriel’s Scroll? We were hoping it would help us solve the Celestial Academy kidnappings.” She pointed at several names on the scroll. “We’ve found all the missing kids’ names and there’s no death date after them. Does that mean they’re still alive?”

      Azrael inclined his head slightly. “No death date means their souls still reside in their bodies.”

      “What about if there’s a death date, but the person is still very much alive?” Zuri pointed at another spot on the scroll. “Has that ever happened before?”

      “Miryam bat-Michael,” Azrael read slowly. He looked up, directly at me. “You were very brave during our brush with the end of days, young lady.”

      “Um, thank you?” It came out as a question, because—even though I promised not to talk—if the Angel of Death was talking right to me, I figured it would be rude not to respond.

      “I remember that death date,” he said. “I remember all the death dates from here to eternity. The bat and ben Michaels are special, though. By focusing on one, you missed the bigger picture.”

      I stepped forward and scanned the scroll. Names jumped out at me as if they were literally rising from the scroll. Hundreds of half siblings I didn’t even know I had.

      “They’re all dead,” I whispered. “And I’m supposed to be too.”

      Azrael shrugged like it was no big deal. “Michael wields incredible influence in Heaven and even, to some extent, here in Hell. If a child displeased him—” He gestured at the scroll. “This was the result.”

      “Damn.” Damien said with a low whistle. “So, the douchiest of douchey angels has been offing his kids for thousands of years. What did you do to get on his shit list two years ago, Angel?”

      “Date Saint Boy?” Zuri suggested, almost hopefully.

      I shook my head. “Dad loves Chris. He practically threw us a party when we announced we were official.”

      “A pool party?” Zuri asked.

      My eyes went wide as many more puzzle pieces clicked into place all at once. Chris and I had always been friends. I even had a massive crush on him since day one, but we didn’t get romantic until I was fifteen. We told Dad right before summer term a year later. I was never exactly the most obedient daughter, but, before then, I at least tried to be more eager to please. Dad and his whims were my focus ... until he wasn’t as important to me anymore. Chris was my focus then. My nightmares about being chased by a cloaked figure didn’t start until after the pool party.

      “Dad really tried to kill me, didn’t he?”

      Azrael frowned, his face softening. For the first time since we walked into his office, he looked like a dad instead of the Angel of Death to me. “For your sake, child, I wish the answer was ‘no.’ I’m sorry.”

      “If Saint Boy saved her from drowning, why does the death date still stand?” Zuri asked.

      “I learned long ago to put in a safeguard for Michael’s children,” Azrael said. “Miryam is just the first to manage accessing it.”

      “A loophole,” Damien nodded. “Way to stick it to The Man, Dad.”

      “What sort of safeguard?” I stared at my name on the scroll. It was still all a little too freaky to think about.

      “If one of Michael’s children dies—even for just a second—and is brought back to life, the death contract is invalid. Yes, you died child, but you also lived and still do. Your father cannot try to hurt you ever again. Take heart in that.”

      “Chris saved me.” I looked to Zuri for confirmation. “Chris is the reason my death contract was canceled.”

      “One nice thing two years ago doesn’t make him less of a douche today,” she protested.

      I shook my head. “No ... No, not just nice. Saintly. Don’t you see? I owe him my life.”
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      Miry’s words made my brain hurt. The douchebag had brainwashed her well. I was beginning to doubt that I could do anything to get him out of her head. He may have saved her that day, but it didn’t excuse the way he treated her now. I watched Azrael as he gave Miry his ‘poor lost lamb’ look. I couldn’t deny that I was grateful for the loophole. At least it meant there was one less person who could harm my friend.

      “We really appreciate the help,” I said and scooped up the scroll, stowing it away in the carrying tube.

      “Might I suggest a visit to your father before you leave? I’m sure he would appreciate seeing his daughter,” he replied with a small smile.

      “Yeah, I’ll do that,” I answered and nudged Miry’s shoulder. “Come on. Time for you to see where I really grew up.”

      I left Damien behind with his dad and led Miry back to the heart of Hell. Until we stood outside the museum that had started us on this collision course of a friendship. Before that day, I’d never considered or even cared about Archangels and their kids. Now I was bound and determined to keep one breathing, and just maybe along the way find a kidnapper too. “Come on.”

      We walked through the halls, stopping at the suits of armor and paintings. “It all looks so normal,” Miry whispered. “Like, it could even be from the Archangel perspective.”

      “Don’t let people around here catch you saying that. They are very proud of their history. They may have lost, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t still proud of what they were fighting for,” I reminded her.

      “What’s down there?” She bounced toward the wing that used to house the Emblem.

      “Nothing,” I said. “Not anymore.”

      She paused mid-step and looked at me, sadness washing over her. “Oh.”

      “We have one more stop to make before we go back topside,” I announced and guided her back the way we’d come.

      “Right, seeing your dad.” After a pause she added, “What’s it like to have a parent who doesn’t want to kill you?” She batted her eyes at me with a wistful expression, but I could tell the words terrified her. She’d spent a lot of her life idolizing her father. Believing she had to live up to his legacy and his name thanks to her mom’s twisted views.

      “I don’t know how to answer that, Miry. I know I didn’t have a very high opinion of your dad to begin with, but I’m truly sorry that he’s a homicidal jackass who can’t see your value. Everyone writes you off as a flighty, vapid chick and you’re not. You’ve got feelings and opinions … they matter, you matter.”

      “Thanks,” she mumbled as we approached my dad’s office.

      Please let him be at some long board meeting. The door swung open and Dad appeared, filling the space. “So glad you could stop home for a visit, Zuri. Good morning, Miryam.”

      “Azrael called you,” I said and shouldered by him.

      “Your generation isn’t the only one connected by the internet and cell phones,” he quipped.

      “Damn, you say shit like that and it makes you sound ancient,” I teased.

      “You just insulted the Lord of Hell,” Miry murmured, cowering behind me.

      “He started it,” I told her and wrapped an arm loosely around her shoulders. “It’s okay. I promise, things aren’t going to fly and hit you.”

      Dad’s face softened. “So the rumors about the way Michael treats his children are true? A pity he never learned that our children are the better part of us.”

      “I wish you were my dad,” Miry blurted before she could stop herself.

      “Thank you,” Dad replied. “Now, I know why you’ve come, Zuri. I’ve taken the liberty of gathering all the information on Lilith from the Archives.”

      “Thanks … I think.”

      “I don’t want you going off on your own trying to chase her down. She is powerful. I also have my own hunches about what she’s done to the children she’s stolen away. I leave her alone and so far, it appears Michael and his ilk have done the same. However, she is no fool. If the kidnapped children aren’t dead, I suspect she’s somehow turned them into an army.”

      “Wonderful,” I groaned. “Dad, I’m not alone. Miry and I have each other.”

      “Remember we have the boys, too,” Miry chimed in.

      I didn’t trust Saint Boy and the jury was still out on Glasses. “We just want to find the missing kids and stop her from taking any more kids. Didn’t you say she’s made an agreement to not touch your kids?”

      “If she is pushed, I don’t believe even her oath would stop her. She may have restrained herself during your encounters with her, but don’t bet on her being so lenient next time,” Dad warned.

      “We should get back to school. We can double check the names of the students who went missing against the scroll,” Miry said.

      “Perhaps it is better for you to leave it behind,” Dad said, a tightness to his tone I hadn’t heard before.

      “Why? It doesn’t belong down here,” Miry challenged.

      “Frankly, I don’t trust your father and his intentions towards my daughter. Relics are powerful objects and, in the hands that God intended them for, they can be deadly weapons. If you care for my daughter, as I suspect you do,” he touched my cheek, “you would not want harm to come to her.”

      “Of course, I wouldn’t! Zuri’s my best friend. She believes in me.” Miry squared her shoulders. “I don’t trust my dad either. He tried to kill me. Maybe it is safer here. For now.”

      We still needed to verify the information and I had an idea of who I could trust to help. “How about a compromise? We see if we can get a list to crosscheck while we are down here and then we leave the scroll in the museum for safe keeping. At least until the Lilith threat is dealt with,” I said.

      “But how are we going to get the list?” Miry’s lower lip started to quiver into a pout.

      “I know an Angel,” I replied. “In the meantime, look through the information on Lilith. We need to gather everything we can about her abilities and how to defeat her. Start with how she can look like so many people at once.”
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      Getting in touch with Raphael turned out to be harder than I had expected. I didn’t have a cell phone number for him. I refused to risk the chance that Michael would intercept the call or Gabriel who would inevitably forget to pass on the message. After I’d spent a solid ten minutes trying to figure it out, Dad passed me a phone with a single number programmed in.

      “For emergencies,” he’d explained before leaving me alone in his office.

      “Lucifer?” Raphael answered on the fifth ring.

      “Uh, no. It’s Zuri,” I said, my mouth suddenly dry.

      “Only one individual has this number and I know for a fact the phone does not enter this plane of existence. So am I to assume you are off campus?”

      “If it makes you feel better, Michael knows about it.”

      He laughed. “Somehow, I doubt he knows the full extent of your escapades. I’m also assuming you are calling for a reason other than idle conversation Ms. bat-Lucifer.”

      “Does Michael keep a record of all the kidnapped students?”

      A long pause followed by a cough. “A list exists.”

      “Great. I need it. Now.”

      “I am capable of a great many things. However, entering your current location is not one of them.”

      Not entirely true. “I’m assuming your phone has a camera on it? Take a picture and text it to me … please.”

      “Ah, yes. Modern technology at its finest. I’ll see what I can do.”

      Miry’s voice interrupted the call. “Zuri! Come here!”

      “Was that Miryam I just heard? Is she with you … in Hell?”

      I didn’t have time to answer his question. “Send me that picture as soon as you can,” I told Raphael before hanging up and going in search of Miry. She was leaning over the information Dad had given us on Lilith in the conference room.

      “What’s wrong?” I slid into the chair next to her at the table.

      “So, you know how at the cemetery we all saw Lilith as our moms?”

      “Yeah. Kind of hard to forget.”

      “All of us even described what we saw?”

      “Get to the point, Miry.” I had a sinking suspicion I knew where she was going and it did not fill me with much confidence.

      “This is what Lilith looks like in her demon form.” She passed over a piece of paper with a full color image of a woman with pale skin and dark eyes. Exactly as Saint Boy had described what he had seen, his mother.

      “I told you he couldn’t be trusted. He’s been using you, Miry.”

      “Wait … There has to be an explanation,” she protested. “I’m going back. Take me back to Georgia now. I have to know what’s going on.”
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      “Next time you say let’s travel by portal to Hell, remind me to say no.” I leaned over and dry heaved into a bush. At least the going was a little better than the coming back.

      Zuri looked around, trying to orientate herself. “How close are we to campus? Two blocks? Three?”

      I wiped my mouth. “Three. We can totally walk. No more portals.”

      Zuri pivoted toward campus, taking off at a clip that forced me to jog in order to catch up. “So, what are we going to tell Dad about our little detour?” I asked. “I mean, I don’t think he’s really going to care, but he might, like, forbid me to go anywhere alone with you or whatever. I mean, I—”

      “You’re talking too much again,” Zuri warned. “I don’t really care what your dad thinks. That shouldn’t be news to you either.”

      “I wish my dad treated me as nice as yours did.” It’s not the first time I had said that and I really meant it. “I know I should expect Dad to treat me with the same kindness and respect yours does with you, but what if I don’t deserve it?” I asked. “What if everyone treats me like crap, because that’s all I deserve? I’m not good enough or smart enough or—”

      Zuri stopped and pulled me into a hug so fast, it took me a sec to orientate myself. I stiffened before relaxing against her. She was the only one in my life who never demanded anything and just accepted me for me. I didn’t have to pretend to be someone I was not. Being the perfect, bubbly daughter, all the time was exhausting. I knew I could drop the act around Z. She saw me for me and didn’t care about any of the rest.

      “You still smell like hellfire and brimstone,” I mumbled into her jacket.

      “Sorry.” She let me go just as fast as she had grabbed me. I was disoriented again, but this time because she wasn’t hugging me.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “But why’d you, um, do it? Hug me, I mean.”

      “Because you get stuck in your own head too much. You don’t realize how fucked up it is that you still want to make the people who treat you the worst happy,” she said. “Just say ‘screw it’ already and stop thinking about how they feel. I guarantee they don’t spare a second thought for your feelings.”

      “That’s not true.” I fell back onto old habits. “If you mean Dad and Chris, they love me. They just have a different way of showing it sometimes.”

      Since I always clung to old habits, I had expected Zuri to say “if you say so” or “keep telling yourself that.” Instead, she turned away from me without a word and booked it the rest of the way to campus, forcing me to run after her again for the second time that afternoon.
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      “If you’re mad at me, just say you’re mad at me!” I yelled once we were back in our dorm room. “Don’t do this silent treatment thing. One word from me to Dad, you’d be headed back to Hell and banned from campus permanently. How’d you like that, huh? You wouldn’t have to deal with any of us ever again. Just how you want it. It would be like we never met.”

      “Do you even listen to the words that come out of your mouth?” Zuri asked. “How can you jump from me being pissed about you allowing yourself to be walked all over by people who are supposed to love you, to me wanting to bail on you? I’m your friend, Miry. You may be infuriating sometimes, but I still got your back. Okay? I still got your back.”

      My shoulders drooped. “Really? Thanks, Z. I got your back too. I won’t tell Dad about the detour or anything else you don’t think he should know. I trust you.”

      Zuri frowned. “Speaking of trust. You saw what Dad had in the Archives about Lilith. What Saint Boy described—what Saint Boy saw—was Lilith in demon form. There’s no way he can just explain that away, Miry. You shouldn’t let him either.”

      I chewed my bottom lip. “I know.”

      “Then do something for once,” she challenged. “Stand up for yourself and demand real answers. Don’t let him gaslight you. Not when it could mean life or death for all of the kidnapped kids.”

      I grabbed Zuri's hand, holding tight when she tried to pull away. “Come with me. I don’t want to do this, not without you.”
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      Part of me couldn’t wait to throttle Saint Boy for everything he’d put Miry through. Still another part of me could almost see him as she did—her savior. Although there were still too many pieces to this puzzle that I didn’t know, but I was about to find out. I followed Miry to his room where she knocked twice.

      “Chris? Let me in.” Silence followed her words. “Please don’t be mad at me for going … without you.”

      At least I didn’t have to clamp a hand over her mouth to keep her from uttering the word Hell in these halls. It was dangerous enough if he was in fact tied to Lilith.

      “Maybe he’s not here,” Miry murmured, more to herself than to me.

      “If he’s not here, where else would he be on campus?” I probed.

      “I don’t know. He’s usually only here or with me. It’s not like I keep track of everywhere he goes.”

      But I bet he knows your every move. “Enough playing nice.”

      I shoved the door open, slamming it against the opposite wall with a hard thump. Glasses sat on one of the beds nursing a bloody nose and I could make out a cut on his left cheek, probably made by the frame of his glasses.

      “Ant!” Miry cried and raced to his side. “What happened?”

      “You left and … we planned to just come back to campus. Figure out what to tell Archangel Michael. That’s when she showed up and took him.”

      “Took who?” I assumed the she meant Lilith.

      “Chris, obviously,” Miry said. I could tell by the unshed tears in her eyes, her resolve to confront her asshole boyfriend was rapidly dwindling.

      “Where exactly did she take him?” I paced the length of the small dorm room, wishing I had the ability to read minds. The way Glasses wouldn’t meet my gaze told me whatever words came out of his mouth next were no doubt false.

      “I don’t know where exactly. She just appeared and attacked us. She hit me, took Chris and then disappeared.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” I said slowly. “If it was Lilith she wouldn’t be going after some saint kid. Not when all the other kidnappings were angel born.”

      “Maybe … maybe because we figured out her plan, she’s changing her M.O. Or she’s getting payback against us,” Glasses rambled.

      “Zuri’s right. Lilith has only gone after angel kids. And ... we learned something from our trip to Hell,” Miry said.

      Glasses’ cheeks paled and a sheen of sweat glistened on his forehead. “You did?”

      “We did and I think you know what’s going on. Now tell me, did she take him while the two of you were inside the gates or outside?” I pressed.

      “What does it matter? He’s gone,” he protested, setting aside a wad of bloodied tissues.

      I lunged for him, grabbing fistfuls of shirt in my hands. “It matters, dipshit, because Lilith is demonic. She shouldn’t be able to set foot on these grounds. Remember?”

      “Z, you’re freaking him out,” Miry said, tugging on my right arm.

      “Good. Then it’s working,” I replied.

      “You’re hiding something and you’re going to tell me what it is now. Or you’re going to really learn what it means to piss off the next ruler of Hell.”

      A rush of air behind me signaled that my wings had unfurled. I heard Miry gasp beside me and if Glasses could have gone any paler, I’d have said he turned into a ghost.

      “Okay, look … don’t kill me,” he whined.

      I let go of my grip on him and he settled back against the wall. “Talk. Now.”

      His gaze darted around the room, from the other bed to the doorway to the desks. Anywhere, but at Miry and I. Finally, he settled on a point I guessed was somewhere behind my left shoulder. “Um, are you going to keep those out like that?”

      “Does it make you uncomfortable?”

      “Very,” he answered with a vigorous head nod.

      “Then yeah, I think they’ll stay.” I smiled, the kind of smile a predator uses when stalking prey.

      “Ant, just tell us what’s going on. What really happened to Chris? Did Lilith really take him?”

      “No. Well, I mean he went with her, but he went willingly. He was pretty messed up though.”

      “Because he couldn’t hitch a ride to Hell?” I interrupted.

      “No. He’s sick. Been that way the last few years actually.”

      “I told you that, Z. He needs blood.”

      “Right. Angel blood seems to do the trick. Am I getting that part, right?”

      “He didn’t ask for any of this, you know. He just ... he grew up not knowing anything about his mom. So, a few years ago when he started having these illness episodes, he figured maybe she had some health or medical thing his dad didn’t know about. He asked me to find his mother. I did too ... In Hell.”

      “So, you’ve been there have you?” I goaded.

      “Have you, Ant?” Miry’s tone shifted from concern to guarded curiosity. She was beginning to see the cracks in her boyfriend’s facade and his bestie—finally.

      “Just the one time. Oh and not for long either. It made my skin crawl and it was like every bad thing I’d ever done or thought about doing was all screaming at me in my head.”

      I’d never heard of Hell having that effect on a mortal, but then again, Glasses was part Saint. So maybe that made him just different enough. “Lilith is his mother, isn’t she?”

      He turned to Miry. “He hated not telling you the truth, but he knew it wouldn’t look good. Seriously if your dad knew, he’d kick Chris out of school.”

      “So what? His mommy had a place for him at her side,” I snapped.

      “He doesn’t want to be involved with her, not like that. He just wanted to know why he was getting sick. Something to do with his demon blood and saint blood clashing when he hit puberty. Angel blood is the only thing that keeps it in check.”

      “Which is why they’ve been stealing angel kids—to take their blood. Are they alive? Do you even care?” My perspective changed, I was now looking down at him and Miry, my feet a few inches off the ground.

      “Honestly, it didn’t really affect me and Chris swore the kids weren’t being hurt. Just a little blood donation.”

      “If that was all, why haven’t any of them ever showed up again?” Miry prompted.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Well, you’re about to find out.” I reached down and hauled Glasses to his feet. “You’re going to take us to find Saint Boy and his mommy dearest. If you lead us wrong, I’m going to take you back to Hell and leave you there.”
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      Ant lifted his chin defiantly. “You don’t scare me.”

      Zuri beat her wings giving her a little more lift off the ground. “Oh, really? Try saying that after spending an eternity in Hell.” She grabbed Ant by the nape of his neck when he tried to run out of the dorm room, lifting him off the ground.

      “I’ll help you! I’ll help you!” He shrieked. “Let me down! Let me down!”

      Zuri tossed him onto his bed. “Start. Now.”

      “My finding lost things powers don’t exactly work like that.” Ant dabbed at his bloody lip. “Chris isn’t a thing, he’s a person. I can’t just recite the prayer—boom!—and lead you right to him. For it to have any chance of working, I need a focal object. Something meaningful, but not like a math test or pair of socks or whatever. It needs to mean something to him.”

      “What about this?” I grabbed the framed photo of Chris and me from his dresser. His arm was around me and we were both grinning like crazy for the camera. We were happy then, at least I had thought we were.

      Ant hovered his palm over the picture and recited the Prayer to Saint Anthony. His hand glowed dimly before he pulled back and shook his head. “No good. Not strong enough. I ... I don’t mean your bond with Chris isn’t strong enough, Miry, but this is just a picture. The picture doesn’t mean much to him. You do.”

      “Then use me as your focal object.” Now it was my turn to lift my chin. “Do it, Ant, before I change my mind.”

      “Wait, hold up.” Zuri landed, furled her wings, and pulled me aside all in one fluid motion. Next, she ducked to make sure she was looking me dead in the eyes. “There’s no way in Hell I’m letting you use yourself as a focal object. You’ve compromised too much already for Saint Boy.”

      I swiped at my eyes, hoping she didn’t guess or at least didn’t say anything about me crying. “You heard Ant. The picture isn’t good enough to find him. It doesn’t hold enough meaning. We need something with a stronger connection. I mean something to Chris. It’s the only way we’ll find him and save all the kidnapped kids.”

      “But what if you don’t mean enough?” Zuri voiced my biggest fear. “What if your relationship isn’t strong enough to make the incantation work?”

      I shook my head. “I can’t think like that. If I do, it means the last six years of knowing Chris—of loving Chris—all of it has been a lie.”

      Zuri rubbed her thumbs under my eyes, catching the tears before they fell. “Do you even know what happens when Glasses’ power goes through you? Can you survive that?”

      “If I don’t, at least the kidnapped kids will be safe. Zuri, I—” I shook my head again, unable to put into words how much her friendship and, well, just her meant to me. “If something does happen to me, give Lilith the self-defense class treatment, okay?”

      Zuri pulled me against her just as suddenly as she had done on the walk back to campus after our detour to Hell. Just like then, I stiffened before allowing myself to relax. I rested my cheek against her chest, listening to her solid heartbeat. “Nothing is going to happen to you,” she promised. “Not while I’m around.”

      I let myself be held—I let myself be appreciated—before I reluctantly stepped away. “Let’s hope this works.”

      “I swear Chris wanted to tell you, Miry.” Ant took a hit off his asthma inhaler. “It was killing him to keep this part of himself from you. He needed to suppress the demon blood. If he didn’t, your dad would kick him out of school. He wanted to be with you and that’s why he kept it a secret. He wanted to be with you.”

      “Let’s test that theory.” I held my hand out palm up.

      “Don’t you try anything like telling your boy and his mommy we’re coming,” Zuri warned. “If you do, I’ll deposit you in the twelfth circle of Hell instead of just the first.”

      “Got it. No double crossing.” Ant held my hand between both of his. A gold glow filled the space between our hands as he whispered the tracking prayer.

      “Did it work?” Zuri asked once he finished.

      “I don’t—” I gasped as a bunch of images flooded my mind: Chris, Lilith, the missing kids standing around with glassy, blank stares. It looked like a warehouse or something. Maybe a basement? Another image flashed in my mind—kids dancing, blaring music, and colored, pulsing lights.

      I grabbed Ant for support when a wave of nausea and vertigo hit. “I know where they are! The basement of that Fallen club. If we hurry, we can save everybody before Lilith turns them into a demon minion army.”
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      In a way, it made sense. Our first brush with Lilith had started at Castoffs and she probably assumed that Archangels wouldn’t set foot in a Fallen club. Of course, she had to know we’d come looking for Saint Boy, though. Well, unless she underestimated our resourcefulness.

      “Look, I helped you find him. Now leave me out of this,” Glasses said, shrugging away from Miry.

      “I don’t think so,” I snapped.

      “Z, he did help us. No offense, Ant, but you’re not a fighter,” Miry protested.

      “She’s right. I’m not a fighter. I hate fighting. I’m like the opposite of a fighter. Please, I don’t want to go up against my best friend.”

      “Then maybe you should have thought about that before you kept his dangerous little secret from everyone,” I ground out.

      “I’m not going to tell anyone where you’re going if you’re worried about me ratting you out. However, Lilith is scary—like terrifying. She may not need saint blood to keep Chris balanced, but if I got in her way, she’d have no problem killing me. I don’t think Chris is strong enough to stop her.”

      We were wasting time arguing. “Fine. Be a pussy and stay here.” I turned to Miry. “You okay doing this? I can face them on my own if it’s too much.”

      Miry squared her shoulders. “I can do this. If there’s any part of Chris that is still good in there, I know I can reach him.”

      “I don’t know if that’s true. He’s got one of the most powerful demons for a mother. He’s been lying to you for years like it’s second nature. I just hope you’re ready to make the tough call if it comes down to it,” I said.

      “I’m not giving up on him, not yet,” she replied.

      “Come on, we need to get there before anything major goes down. Though we have one stop to make first.”
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      After a quick stop in the armory, I took Miry by the hand to make sure we didn’t get separated and we flew off campus. Thankfully the wards keeping demons out didn’t keep angel kids in. Maybe Michael thought no one could mount an aerial attack. What a fool.

      “What do you think she’s doing to all those kids?” Miry asked when she landed at the back entrance of the club. I could hear the pulsing beat of the electronic dance music inside and voices carried around from the front of the building.

      “Nothing good,” I muttered and studied the lock on the door. Under normal circumstances, I'd forge a lock pick. Now was not the time for tricks. “Stand back.”

      Miry shuffled backwards half a foot before I slammed the heel of my boot into the door right by the handle. The wood splintered from the impact enough to make the handle and the locking mechanism come loose. I stepped in front of Miry, my left hand resting loosely on the blade strapped around my waist.

      “Get ready,” I hissed and started down the stairs to the basement.

      I expected to hear chanting or … something as we approached, but it was quiet, save from the music filtering down from the club above us. I stopped at the next door we found, holding my breath as I tried the handle. It was unlocked. I turned the handle and pushed, the door swung inward on silent hinges.

      Then, as they say, all Hell broke loose. Glassy-eyed kids of varying ages poured out of the room towards us, swarming around Miry and I like a mosh pit. Bodies pressed against us, trying to weigh us down and keep us from our objective. I nudged one kid aside, realizing too late I should have just let them buoy us into the room. One of them on my left suddenly formed a fist and tried to slam it into my jaw. I dodged and landed a blow to his solar plexus, sending the kid staggering back to be absorbed into the mass of kids.

      “What do we do?” Miry yelled as multiple sets of hands latched onto her and carried her into the basement.

      “Try not to hurt them. If you fight back, they get violent,” I answered even as I elbowed a beefy blond boy in the jaw, feeling bone crack. Given that pain didn’t go shooting down my arm, I assumed it was his jaw.

      More zombified kids descended on me as something snarled above me. I craned my neck to see something hanging from the support beams within the basement confines. It looked like Saint Boy except he must have not taken a hit of angel blood recently, because this thing was feral, foaming at the mouth. I pushed and shoved my way through the throng of Lilith’s minions until I was in the room. Lilith stood at the far end observing everything on a makeshift throne.

      “I thought I made it clear, child of Lucifer. I have no quarrel with you.”

      “Well, see, you kind of do because you’re putting my friends in danger. I don’t put up with that shit.” I hooked a thumb over my shoulder at Saint Boy. “Looks like your kid’s gone off his meds.”

      The angel kid minions fell away from me, forming a loose circle around the room. If a demon as pale as Lilith could blanch, she did. “Oh, that’s right, you thought no one knew his little secret. Surprise.” I rested my left hand on the hilt of my sword. “I don’t know what twisted game you’ve been playing with him and frankly I don’t care either. However, I’m done letting you hurt these innocent kids for fun. So you’re going to release them and maybe I don’t have to use this.”

      “Child, how little you truly understand.” Lilith rose from her throne and descended to where the throng had deposited Miry. “I cannot expect you to understand, born of mortal blood. I was made, you see. But there was one fatal flaw in my design.” She rested her hands against her stomach. “I could not give the gift of life. So, I was cast aside. Some might say driven mad with the pain of it.”

      “That’s awful,” Miry said. I couldn’t see her face to tell if she was falling under Lilith’s thrall or if she genuinely felt sorry for the demon.

      “Yes, I took these children to feed my son. My only child. I did not believe a mortal could sustain my power and so I sought out one of purer blood. Not quite divine, but I did not foresee the pain it would cause his father when he learned the truth about me. To cast me away from my son for so long.”

      “You so desperately wanted a kid you didn’t bother to think about what it would do to him?” I scoffed. I hated to admit it, but I almost felt pity for Saint Boy.

      “Perhaps one day you will know the desire that comes with the longing of motherhood. I gave my child what he required to live.”

      Saint Boy landed on the floor between Miry and I, his eyes still wild. I wasn’t sure what Miry was going to do, seeing him in such a state. Would she fall back into old habits, making excuses for him or would she finally see him for the bastard he was?

      “Chris, I know you’re in there. Part of you is anyway,” she said in a tone far stronger than I expected. “I know there’s good in you.”

      “Miry, I don’t think you can reason with him,” I said, easing the sword out of the hilt.

      “Everything was fine until she showed up,” Saint Boy said, his voice distorted by too much saliva.

      “Zuri isn’t our problem, Chris. You should have come to me and told me what was going on. I know you were scared of what Dad would do, but you needed help. You shouldn’t have to resort to hurting people just to make the pain stop. I know what it’s like to hurt, to want to make it stop and … it doesn’t make things better.”

      “You were an abusive, manipulative jackass before I ever got here,” I muttered.

      Saint Boy let out a howl and lunged at me. I parried with the blade, making sure I didn’t actually cut him. I didn’t know what making him bleed would do. “I’m a threat to you, I get that. I come along and now Miry is stronger, she believes in herself. She doesn’t need some man to save her, because she’s got the strength inside of her. She always has. She stopped the fucking apocalypse. She did that all on her own. She’s suffered through more shit than anyone has a right to and she came out of it. Sure, she’s got scars. Although they make her tougher not weaker.”

      “She doesn’t need you,” he snarled, reaching for the blade.

      “Chris, stop!” Miry’s voice boomed and filled the small space. We both turned to see her standing there, wings unfurled, hovering off the ground. Not unlike what I’d done back on campus to get Glasses to talk. Hovering there in the dim light, she looked almost regal. “You aren’t going to hurt her. I won’t let you.”

      “Your words do not sway my son,” Lilith commented, vanishing from one spot to appear in another, wrapping an arm around his shoulders.

      “It wasn’t supposed to be like this,” he said. “It was supposed to be you and me. When you gave me your blood, it was like nothing I’d ever felt before. I need you, Miry.”

      “No. You need what’s inside me. I think ... I think you might even kill me to get it. That’s not right, Chris,” Miry answered.

      With Lilith and Saint Boy distracted, I moved, pressing the blade of my sword to his throat. “You’re going to let all these kids go, release them from your thrall or you’re going to lose the one thing that matters most to you in this world,” I told Lilith, pressing down just enough to draw a thin river of blood from her kid’s neck.

      Lilith’s gaze darted from Saint Boy to my sword and back again. “We are not done, child of Lucifer. I may have sworn an oath to your father to leave his kin unharmed, but that oath is broken this day. You have not seen the last of me.”

      Lilith and Saint Boy vanished, leaving the group of kids around us to blink awkwardly, in confusion. Miry lowered to the ground and threw her arms around me. “We did it,” she whispered into my shoulder.

      “I’m proud of you, Miry. Now, let’s get these kids the help they need.”
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      “Uncle Raphael! Uncle Raphael! We need you!” I raced down the hall and into his office. He looked up, startled, when the door banged against the wall.

      “Is it self-defense class again?”

      I leaned over my hands on my knees, trying to catch my breath. “No. I totally haven’t been to class in at least a week. It’s ... We found the ... We found the missing kids and I ... I need your help to make sure they’re okay. They’ve been, um, kinda like a zombie horde since they disappeared. We needed to fight our way out before breaking Lilith’s hold on them.”

      Uncle Raphael stood and collected his medical bag. “By ‘we,’ I assume you mean Ms. bat-Lucifer?”

      “Aren’t you going to try to act more surprised that we found the kidnapped kids when Dad and Uncle Uriel couldn’t?”

      “Unlike your father, I believe you can do anything you set your mind to, Miryam,” Uncle Raphael said as we hurried back to the gates of the school. “If you said that you’re going to solve the kidnappings, I believe you would.”

      “Zuri helped.”

      “I’m sure she did.”

      “And, like, long story short, we found Uncle Gabriel’s scroll, tracked down the missing kids, and Chris didn’t tell anyone that Lilith is his mom.” I threw open the gates and ran outside to where Zuri waited with the kids. “We wanted to make sure everyone was healthy before bringing them inside.”

      Uncle Raphael set up a triage station in the grass, handing Zuri and I each a scanner thing. He showed us how to use it to check if any of the formerly missing kids had demon blood, and got to work. Along the way, he patched up minor injuries anyone may have sustained in the fight. I didn’t like to think of it as a battle, even though we were totally battling for our lives. Who knew what Lilith would do if she got her claws on two kids with archangel blood?

      “You need to rest,” Zuri said when I sat down before I could fall down.

      I pushed my hair away from my face. “Don’t worry about me. I totally got this.”

      “You just found out your ex-boyfriend is half demon,” Zuri said. “It’s okay to not be okay, Miry.”

      “Ex?” I scrunched up my face, her words taking a while to register in my foggy brain. “Oh, no, Chris and I aren’t broken up. Don’t you see? He needs me now more than ever.”

      “Take a break, Miryam,” Uncle Raphael interrupted before Zuri could say something I’m sure I wouldn’t like, but still needed to hear. She was like my conscious, telling me things that were for the best. Even if I wanted to plug my ears and la I’m not listening the truth away.

      I pushed myself off the ground and walked through the gates. At first, I wandered sort of aimlessly around campus. I thought about telling Ant what was up, but decided not to. How long had he been keeping Chris’ secret? A year? Two? More? I remembered Chris first talking about a chronic illness a little over a year ago. That’s all he would ever say about it. He was sick and there was nothing I could do to help him either. Then kids started disappearing and his flair ups were less and less. I should have put two and two together then, but—even now—I didn’t want to admit that 2+2 = 4. It’s just ... How could everything I’ve known be built on lies?

      The gate to the pool area was hanging open. Good. It would save me the trouble of climbing over the fence. Once in, I took off my shoes and socks before dangling my feet in the water. I watched my reflection shimmering on the surface. Since when had I started looking so pale? There was, like, zero color in my cheeks. My eyes looked like they’d seen a million sorrows. My perfect facade was cracking. So much for the perky little Celestial Academy princess I tried so hard to be. I might as well give the title to someone else.

      I leaned forward, dipping my hand into the water. How easy would it be to just disappear under the surface and never have to worry about anything ever again? I could give Dad what he had always wanted. He could say I lost my balance when no one was around. No one would know the difference and I wouldn’t be around to tell.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

      I startled, almost falling into the pool, before a hand pulled me back. I half expected to see Chris or even Dad with their hand protectively on my shoulder, but it was Zuri. This time Zuri had saved me.

      “Mind if I sit down?” She sat down anyway, even though I didn’t say she could or not. “Look, I’m sorry for what I said back there on the front lawn. I shouldn’t have assumed like I knew anything about what was going on with you and Saint Boy’s relationship, well, post big maternity reveal. That’s your decision to make, not mine.”

      “Thank you,” I said quietly, stuffing my hands on my lap, because I wasn’t sure what else to do with them. “I hate giving up on people. I could never forgive myself if I gave up on Chris.”

      “You know I’m not a fan of his, but I respect you,” Zuri said. “If you say there’s still good in him, then there’s still good in him.”

      “Thank you.” I glanced down at my phone when my text alert beeped. I was hoping it was from Chris saying this was all some weird dream. Nope. It was Dad.

      Come to my office now.

      “Whelp, duty calls.” I clambered to my feet. “We stopped the apocalypse and rescued the kidnapped kids. We’re two for two with showing that Angels and Fallen can work together. Wanna come with and make Dad uncomfortable?”

      Zuri grinned. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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      “How many times do I have to tell you, Miryam, your safety is my number one concern?” Dad said, like he actually meant it. He paced back and forth behind his ginormous desk. If he didn’t have his hands behind his back, I’d say he was reading notes off his palm. I guess he could have memorized his little ‘I’m a good dad’ speech. Stranger things have happened. Especially in the last couple months.

      “Yes, sir. I know, sir. I’m sorry, sir.”

      “Don’t apologize,” Zuri said. “That’s bullshit. You’re safe, because you can take care of your damn self. You don’t need daddy or anyone else to save you. You save yourself.”

      Dad’s pupils dilated, but he managed to keep his voice deceptively calm. Cold, sure, but still surprisingly calm. “In case you have forgotten, Ms. bat-Lucifer, the only reason I haven’t sent you straight back to Hell where you came from is my daughter seems to think children of Archangels and Fallen can somehow co-exist and …” he shuddered “… work together. I, for one, believe that is only setting her up for failure. My children do not fail. Ever.”

      “What if they do?” Zuri challenged. “Failure is part of life. We learn from our mistakes.”

      “My service project isn’t a failure, Dad,” I piped up. “And neither am I. Zuri and I together, we stopped Beelzebub and now Lilith. The school year isn’t even half over, yet.”

      “You couldn’t even bother to show up for either crisis,” Zuri added. “Some leader.”

      “You think your father could do better than I?” Dad asked.

      Zuri nodded. “He already does.”

      Dad and Zuri glowered at each other. I stepped between them to break up the hate-fest. “You gave me all year for my service project, Dad. You can’t just yank that away. I’m not dead.”

      “Yet,” Dad said. The word wrapped around me. Was it a promise or a threat?

      “To learn more about Fallen, Miry should come home with me on quarter break.” Zuri said.

      I looked over at her, confused, before whispering: “What are you doing?”

      “Saving your life,” she whispered back. “Just go with it.” She turned back to Dad with a big, insincere smile. “I’m not asking for your permission, either. I’m telling you that she’s coming. Think of it as research for her service project. What’s the worst that could happen?”

      “A demon will figure out who I am and kill me?” I guessed.

      Dad wasn’t fast enough hiding his smile. “You’re going.”

      “Awesome. Thanks, Dad.” I’d hug him, but now I wouldn’t put it past him to try stabbing me in the back with his giant archangel sword. It was best to just get out of the room while we still could.

      “Am I really going with you for quarter break?” I asked once we were back in our dorm room.

      “I’m not leaving you here for your dad or crazy Uncle Uriel to stage another so called accident.” Zuri sat down next to me on my bed. “Besides, you deserve a real break for the first time in your life.”

      I smiled. “You know what? It feels weird to say, but there’s no place I’d rather be than hanging out with you in Hell. Can we get, like, matching tattoos or something? Like little angel wings on our ankles? You know, all discreet like or something. What do you say?”

      “I say you’ve put way too much thought into that already.”

      I peeked over at Zuri, trying to gauge her mood based on her facial expression. It was as unreadable as always. “Is that a maybe?”

      “That’s an if it makes your dad piss himself, I’m in.”

      “Totally!” I raised my hand for a high five, but Zuri ignored it again. “Hey, Z, if you’re teaching me to be a little bad … does that mean I’m teaching you to be a little good?”

      “Maybe.”

      I’ll take what I could get. We had half a school year left to figure out who was good and who was bad, or if—like with everything else in life—nothing was black or white, good or evil. We were all a mix of everything—even Angel, Saint, Fallen, Demon. Nothing was ever simple, but neither was life.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Join Miry and Zuri next term at Celestial Academy in book three, Uriel’s Lariat.
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        Join Sarah’s Newsletter for all the latest news!

        Subscribe here!

        Join Molly’s Newsletter for all the latest news!

        Subscribe here!
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