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      The trip back to Hell with Miry in tow for quarter break was much easier than the last time we’d visited. She didn’t even throw up. Unlike last time, Dad waited for us at the portal exit. Given the time of day, I was surprised to see the square so empty though.

      “Welcome home,” Dad said and swept me into a hug. The embarrassingly paternal kind of behavior that makes me want to hide my face.

      “Dad, seriously, let go. You’re making this awkward,” I said and shrugged out of his grasp.

      “Hello, Sir. Thanks for letting me come stay with you,” Miry said, lacking her usual bubbly persona. Maybe she was finally ready to act like a normal person.

      Dad turned to Miry and opened his arms to her. “You’re welcome in my home any time.”

      Miry gave me a quick glance before stepping forward and allowing Dad to give her a squeeze. I watched the tension melt out of her neck and shoulders as she sunk into his embrace.

      “Who knew the ruler of Hell gave such awesome hugs,” Miry whispered to me when Dad had released her and we were on our way back home.

      “You can have all the hugs you want, Miry. But you haven’t seen anything until you’ve had his cooking,” I said with a sly smile.

      “He cooks, too? Like, they never should have let him leave Heaven,” Miry exclaimed loudly.

      The few people who were out and about looked our way with quizzical expressions.

      “Shutting up now,” Miry murmured and mimed zipping her lips.

      “Good idea.”

      Dad led us around the back of the house and into the kitchen. Tempting scents of chicken and beans filled my nostrils. I gave an involuntary sigh at the feeling of being home. “Have a seat,” Dad said and his firm tone yanked me free of reveling in the warmth of being somewhere familiar.

      I slid onto one of the high-top stools that lined the center island. Miry wiggled her way onto the one beside me. I leaned over and stage whispered, “He’s going to go all stern, but concerned Dad on us now.”

      “The last time I saw the pair of you, you were rushing off to confront an ancient demon.”

      I arched a brow, gesturing between Miry and I. “We’re alive.”

      “Details Zuri,” Dad answered.

      “Turns out her boyfriend is Lilith’s kid and mommy dearest was taking angel kids to get him blood so he didn’t turn into a demonic rage monster. She’s not dead and neither is he, but we rescued the kidnapped kids. You’ve still got the scroll so we’re good.”

      “It wasn’t his fault. He didn’t ask to have Lilith for a mother,” Miry chimed in. “Not everyone gets awesome parents.”

      Dad turned his attention to the pots on the stove. “You are both lucky you survived. And am I to assume it was just the pair of you up against her?”

      “No archangel assists,” I replied before Miry could say anything.

      “Uncle Raphael helped … a little,” Miry piped up.

      “After we did all the heavy lifting.”

      “While you are both staying in this house, I ask you to do me one small favor. Do not go looking for trouble. You are teenagers and it is not your job to save the world, celestial, or otherwise.” He turned back to look at us. “Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, Sir,” Miry flinched back.

      “Okay, fine. No heroics. I promise,” I added, wrapping an arm around Miry’s shoulders. “Come on, let’s get settled while he finishes cooking.”

      I ushered Miry to the front of the house and down a hallway to my room. Dad had already set up a futon for her.

      “It feels very you,” Miry assessed before tossing herself onto the futon.

      “Look, I know things got kind of crazy at the end of term. I’ve given you a lot of shit about Saint Boy and I’m sorry. I pushed you and you weren’t ready. Leaving a situation like that isn’t easy and I forgot that. I just wanted you to be safe and happy … and I sort of just took over.”

      Miry propped her chin in her hands. “You can be like kind of pushy … or a lot pushy, but you are the first person to ever push me to stand up for myself. You shouldn’t apologize for that.”

      I joined her on the futon, resting my back against the side of my bed. “I’m glad you came with me.”

      “It’s like a cultural exchange program.”

      “Sure.”

      “Can I tell you something?” She leaned toward me in a conspiratorial manner. “I kind of thought your dad was going to freak out about us fighting Lilith.”

      “Believe me. He was keeping it calm, because we have guests. He’s capable of yelling and losing his shit just like your dad.”

      “Well, we’re lucky I’m here, then.”

      “Just don’t go ogling the locals, okay? It’s rude and while most people here respect Dad’s authority, there are bound to be some demons loyal to Beelzebub or Lilith. Besides if they find out what we did, we’re easy targets down here.”

      Miry waved my words away like they were smoke in the air. “I believe in you, Z. You said you wouldn’t let anything bad happen to me and it won’t.”
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, we sat around the dining table. I gaped at Miry as she devoured every last scrap of food on her plate, like it had been weeks since she’d had her last meal.

      “You weren’t kidding. Your dad can cook!” Miry looked at the empty serving dishes and her lower lip started to form into her trademark pout. “Oh no, did I eat it all? I’m so sorry.”

      Dad chuckled “Don’t worry, I made extra.” He collected the dishes and disappeared into the kitchen.

      I pulled my phone from my pocket. “Dinner is normally a no distraction zone, but I’ve been texting Damien all afternoon about meeting up. Though he hasn’t been answering and that’s not like him.”

      “He went to that Reaper Academy, right? Maybe he’s just busy and they have a different schedule than we do,” Miry answered.

      “Maybe,” I muttered and stowed the phone just as Dad reappeared with more food.

      He set the dish down within Miry’s reach and she piled on another helping. Dad sighed and rested his chin in his hand. “I do wonder what they’re feeding you all at this school.”

      Neither Miry nor I had time to answer, because the front door burst open, slamming hard against the wall. Dad was on his feet when Azrael appeared, carrying a body in his arms—a decidedly male body.

      “Help me!”

      The figure had burn marks all over his body and, as his head lolled to the side, a scream ripped its way out of my throat.

      Damien.
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      I watched, shoveling food into my mouth, as Z and her dad scrambled to help Azrael with the half-dead guy. Zuri was right. Her dad totally makes a killer meal. He could, like, open his own business or something.

      “What’s going on?” I finally hopped off my stool to check out the action. “Why are you all up on saving the guy? It’s Hell, right? Isn’t being burned alive like a thing here?”

      “This isn’t just some random nobody,” Zuri snapped, the harshest she’d been to me since starting at Celestial Academy. “Look closer Miry. It’s Damien.”

      I stepped closer, looking for any sign that this person with the burned, bubbling skin was Zuri’s BFF and my sort-of-friend—CeCe’s boyfriend. I spied a tattoo near his wrist of a scythe with a crooked halo resting on top. CeCe had gone on and on about that tattoo until I wanted to gouge my eyes out with a spoon. She said he had got it for her. The halo represented her saint blood and the scythe his reaper-ness. She’d even got a matching one on her inner wrist to freak out her mom ... as if dating the son of the Angel of Death wasn’t enough reason for her mom to freak out. I doubted a tattoo would send her over the edge.

      “Call Uncle Raphael.” I looked over at Lucifer. “You still have that phone, right? The one that goes straight to him? Call Uncle Raphael. He’ll know how to fix this.”

      “He can’t come to Hell any more than I can return to Heaven,” Lucifer said. “Neither of us would survive the journey.”

      I pushed up my sleeves, ready to help Damien with my own limited angelic healing abilities. “Then put him on speaker phone so he can talk me through this.”

      Zuri rested a hand on my shoulder. Her eyes and expression softened. She was concerned—not just for Damien, but for me too. It was kinda ... sweet. “I saw how wiped you were after playing medic to the formerly kidnapped kids, Miry. You give too much of yourself away. I don’t want you to risk your own health. I doubt Damien would want that either.”

      I bit my bottom lip. “Damien would want to not be in excruciating pain. I can fix that. I know I can. Please …” I turned back to Lucifer. “Uncle Raphael will know what to do. He can help. Please. Call him.”

      “Please, Lucifer, he’s my only child,” Azrael pleaded. “Wouldn’t you do anything to save Zuri? If the Archangel and little Angel can help, let them ... Please.”

      Lucifer huffed a sigh, but did what they asked him too. He pulled out his special direct line to Uncle Raphael’s phone and hit the number ‘1’ on the speed dial. As soon as Uncle Raphael picked up, he put it on speaker. “Raph, I have a situation here. Azrael’s son Damien has been attacked, I assume, because no one would do this to themselves.”

      “Damien would never hurt himself,” Zuri muttered.

      “I also have Michael’s daughter Miryam here,” Lucifer continued as if Z had never said a word. “She says you can help Damien.”

      “Just talk me through what I need to do, Uncle Raphael,” I called in the direction of the phone. “I got this.”

      “How badly is he burned?” Uncle Raphael asked.

      “Burned?” Lucifer’s eyes narrowed. “Uh … We never said he was burned.”

      “Forgive me,” Uncle Raphael said. “Haven’t you heard? There have been two other attacks this week on Fallen. I only assumed this was related to those incidents.”

      “Just tell me what to do.” I held my hands above a minor burn wound. My palms glowed white as the meager healing abilities I possessed seeped into Damien. The minor burns puckered and turned pink. My healing trick wouldn't work for the more serious burns, but at least it was a start.

      “Put me on video call,” Uncle Raphael said. “Show me the layout of the room. I need to know what supplies you have readily available.”

      Lucifer switched the call to video and gave Uncle Raphael a virtual tour. “See anything we can use?”

      “Lay him down by the fireplace,” Uncle Raphael advised. “Fire begets fire. We can push the fire raging in his system into the fireplace. Now, listen closely, Miryam, you’re going to need to pay attention and repeat after me. Hold your hands over the boy and repeat everything I say precisely.”

      I tried to follow along as Uncle Raphael spoke the weird Enochian angelic language very, very slowly. It was some sort of incantation from the bits and pieces I could translate. I held my hands over Damien just like Uncle Raphael had instructed, but it felt like the air itself—or maybe it was the fire trapped in his body—pushed back.

      “It’s no good.” I lowered my hands. “I’m getting some sort of resistance. Like, whatever did this to Damien doesn’t want him helped.”

      “It could be demon powers fighting back,” Uncle Raphael mused. “Or possibly angel.”

      “Lilith,” Zuri muttered. “I bet she’s mad we stopped her little angel blood buffet for Saint Boy and retaliated.” She threw the first thing she could grab—a steak knife—across the room. It stuck into the wooden door with a solid ‘thunk.’ “I’m gonna kill that bitch!”

      “Our first priority is Damien,” Lucifer warned. “No one is going to be killing anyone this school quarter, young lady.”

      “Unless, what if Damien dies …” I pointed out. “Then someone killed him, right?”

      Zuri pushed my hands back into position over Damien’s body. “Try harder, Miry. You can do this.” I flipped one hand over and held it out to her. “Help me. Two are stronger than one, right? As long as you have pure intentions, Z, it should work. Only those with pure intentions can use angelic healing. Help me help Damien. Trust me, you do not want to see CeCe cry. She wails like a banshee.”

      Zuri grabbed my hand so tight I had to stop myself from yelping in pain. I couldn’t worry about me right now, though. I needed to think about helping Damien.

      Zuri and I formed a healing chain next to Damien. I hovered one hand over his limp body. She mirrored my actions. We repeated Uncle Raphael’s angel-talk in unison. The normal pale yellowish white glow of angelic healing grew brighter and brighter until I was forced to shut my eyes against the light. When I opened them, Damien was still unconscious next to the fireplace, but he seemed to be breathing easier—almost like he was asleep—instead of his earlier painful jagged breathing. His skin was splattered with puckered pink splotches where the burns had been. Those too would fade eventually. Maybe sooner with more rounds of angelic healing.

      “Did we do it?” I asked.

      Zuri squeezed my hand, gently this time, almost gratefully. “Yeah. We did.”

      “Awesome.” I smiled before everything around me went dark.
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      We moved Damien and Miry into my room to let them rest. I’d never experienced what Miry and I had done before. She’d obviously exerted herself more than me. Despite that I could sense her pulling on my angelic abilities, bending them to her will to save Damien. I knew I needed rest, too, but I wasn’t going to let either of them out of my sight. Not until I knew they were both going to be okay.

      “Never thought I’d end up in your bed.” Damien’s voice was weak, but still loud enough to draw my attention.

      I crawled over Miry’s still unconscious form to sit beside my best friend. “You nearly died, you jackass! I’m going to pretend you didn’t just make a hetero joke.”

      The pink puckers of the burns were starting to fade as the angelic healing did whatever it was meant to. They’d still leave some faint scars, but knowing D, he’d think they were perfect for wooing girls. I had so many questions, but I kept my mouth shut. He didn’t need me pestering him as he tried to recover.

      “You know, being the kid of the Angel of Death … the whole concept of dying never freaked me out,” he said, rolling over on his side and wincing in pain as he landed on a lengthy bit of scar tissue on his upper arm. “I mean, knowing that Dad reaps souls, I kind of assumed when it was my time, he would show up to usher me to whatever's next. That was always comforting.”

      “Well, you’re not dying any time soon. Not on my watch. That demon bitch has a beatdown coming. Her and her fucked up kid.”

      Damien’s brow creased. “Demon? What are you talking about?”

      “Lilith and Saint Boy,” I replied and glanced at Miry. “We messed up their plans and now they’re coming after the people I care about”

      “I met her kid at that party. I don’t think I saw him today.”

      If D was offering up information on what had happened to bring him to death’s veil, I couldn’t ignore the opportunity. “What did happen?”

      “I was on my way to buy a couple little gifts for CeCe, to celebrate our four month anniversary. And all of a sudden there was just pain everywhere. Like nothing I’d ever felt before.” A sheen of sweat broke out on his forehead as he spoke, like the memory was triggering a fight or flight response. “I couldn’t even fly. It was like my wings were bound.”

      “So you were on the earthly plane?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And you're sure you weren’t anywhere near Castoffs?”

      “No. I haven’t been there in months.”

      Maybe Raphael was wrong. “Did you see who attacked you?”

      “No. All I know is one minute I’m fine, the next everything’s on fire. I closed my eyes pretty fast once I realized I couldn’t fight back. Every muscle in my body was screaming. And then, it just sort of stopped.” His entire body spasmed with a shiver. “I don’t know if it overloaded my system or if I was dying or if it was just shock …”

      “Your dad brought you here. Do you remember him showing up?”

      He nodded slowly. “I remember thinking that if this was it, at least I’d get to see Dad one last time. And maybe I’d get to see my mom, too. Then the next thing I know, he’s standing over me crying.” Tears stained Damien's face as he spoke. “Z, I’ve never seen my dad cry. Ever. He picked me up and I blacked out.”

      “He brought you here. Miry and I saved you. I don’t know how we did it exactly, but I’m grateful.”

      Damien gave a soft laugh. “So, you’re telling me the daughter of the celestial world’s biggest douchebag saved me?”

      “Yup. You owe her your life.” I looked over at Miry as she continued to sleep and I couldn’t resist the urge to brush a stray piece of hair out of her face

      To say she looked angelic would be ridiculous, but she did look at peace for the first time since I’d known her. It made me wonder what dreams danced through her mind. After everything she’d been through, she deserved some good dreams.

      “You care about her more than you admit,” Damien said.

      “She’s a friend. One I never expected to find, but a friend anyway. She thinks we’re redeemable, that we matter. No one with archangel blood has ever cared about us.”

      “I’m calling it now, she’s going to be in your life for a long time, Z. You’ve been looking for the right girl to understand your baggage and you’ve got her right there. She knows what it means to be the child of a powerful angel and everything that comes with that legacy.”

      I snorted. “One small problem with your logic there, Romeo. Miry is the straightest heterosexual I’ve ever met.”

      “I’m just telling you what I see. There’s something there and it’s more than friendship. If you’re willing to see it and take a chance.”

      He doesn’t know what he’s talking about. Whatever he thought he saw was just me wanting to protect someone who needed it. Miry was becoming self-sufficient fast and very soon, she wouldn’t need the chick from Hell to have her back. Our year-long service project would be done, she’d prove to her father that she was worthy of his admiration—not his disgust—and we’d go our separate ways. Only before that happened, we were going to put this Lilith bullshit to rest for good. We were only going to be home for a couple weeks and then we’d be back on campus. Dad’s rules about no demon hunting under his roof would be null and void. I just had to make it two weeks. I never thought I’d actually be looking forward to setting foot on Celestial Academy grounds again.

      “You get some rest. I’m going to crash on the couch,” I announced and darted from the room before he could object. We were all going to be fine. We had to be. We’d come too far to fail now.
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      Everything was all white and misty. Like walking through fog or maybe, smoke. Where was I? In my head or dead? My mind was a weird place. Leave it to me to have my dreamscape or whatever this was to be blank.

      “I was hoping you’d show up. Perfect timing.”

      I peered through the mist, squinting until it parted a bit to reveal Chris sitting on a red checkered blanket with a picnic basket in front of him. “Chris?”

      He patted the empty spot next to him. “Come sit. We have a lot to catch up on.”

      I sat down, tucking my skirt around my legs. Somehow even in my afterlife or dreams I still imagined myself dressed in the Celestial Academy school uniform. “Are we dead?”

      He smiled sadly I thought, and handed me a glass of something fizzy. Usually I’d trust him and drink, but not today. He may still officially be my boyfriend, but he was also a liar. How long had he known his demon and saint blood was at war and the only ‘cure’ was angel blood? Fifty something kids were kidnapped to keep him healthy. He had still gone to class, did his homework, and acted like the golden boy I’d always thought he was, all while lying to me. I could have handled the truth. I wasn’t as fragile as he and everyone else thought I was.

      “Are we dead?” I repeated, setting the fizzy drink down.

      Chris shook his head, that same sad smile on his face. “No. You know that spot between awake and asleep? That’s where I’m able to still reach you. We share a connection, Miry. Stronger than anything else I’ve ever felt in my life. It’s why I’m able to find you here. I ... Honestly, I didn’t know if it was going to work, and I have to sort of go into a trance myself to even be here, but—”

      “So it’s kind of like astral plane stalking?”

      “I thought you’d be happy to see me.”

      I bit my bottom lip, caught between wanting to be a good girlfriend and wanting him to know how messed up it was that he didn’t tell me the mother of all demons was his mom. You’d think that was something you’d tell someone you claimed to love.

      “Are you?” He pressed.

      “Am I what?”

      “Are you happy to see me?” Chris reached for my hand, but I pulled back. I couldn’t think clearly when he touched me and now was definitely a ‘need to think clearly’ situation.

      “I’m happy you seem healthy,” I said. “You really scared me the last time I saw you, Chris. I don’t know why you didn’t tell me the truth as soon as you found out about your mom  and your illness. I could have helped you, Chris. I could have handled it.”

      “I’m sorry. You have a right to be angry.” He took a sip from his fizzy drink. Was it angel blood? Was that how we could connect? Because I gave him blood on that road trip, that now seemed like eons ago?

      “Angry is kind of an understatement, Chris.” I fidgeted, crossing and uncrossing my arms, unsure what to do with my hands. I was used to touching him when we were together. It was weird to sit so close yet feel so far away. “Zuri says—”

      “Can’t you go two seconds without bringing up your glorious Zuri? This has nothing to do with her. It’s between you and me.” His placid normal-Chris expression turned dark and stormy. For the first time I realized it was the demon side coming out. How long had he fought this duality and I skipped through life oblivious of it? A year? More?

      “I’m sorry.” My reflex to apologize reared its ugly head. Even if something totally wasn’t my fault, I still apologized. To Chris, to Dad, to anyone who might be remotely mad at me. “I won’t bring her up again. Why did you set up this, uh, meeting?”

      “Why do you think?” He handed me a plate that was magically filled with all my favorite foods. “I miss you. I hate that I never got the chance to fully explain about my mom.”

      “You had plenty of chances to explain.” I set the food aside, not trusting it either. “Instead you just chose to lie to me.”

      “I didn’t lie,” Chris insisted. “I just ... I was coming to terms with everything myself. How was I supposed to explain something that I didn’t even understand? I didn’t want you to hate me for something I couldn’t control. We can’t pick our parents. If we could, I bet we’d both have had much happier lives, don’t you think?”

      I ignored the question. “You told Ant, but not me.”

      “That’s different.”

      “How?” I asked. “How is it different? Because he’s your roommate? Well, I am your girlfriend, Chris. That should have trumped a roommate.”

      “You are my girlfriend?” He latched on to me using present tense. “Mir, you’ve gotta believe I never meant to hurt you. If I can change things, I would. I promise. I would have told you the second I found out about my mom. It was her idea to kidnap the angel kids, not mine. She wanted me healthy and I ... I wanted that too. I wanted to be with you even if that meant hiding certain things to keep you happy and unencumbered with my drama, I’d do it. That’s not such a bad thing, is it?” He widened his eyes, looking hopeful and more like normal-Chris. “You’re special, Miry. You always have been. I knew that the second you walked through the gates of Celestial Academy. I would do anything to have you in my life. Once I got that, I would do anything to keep you in my life. That’s not such a bad thing, is it? To want to be with you?”

      “I guess not.” I felt myself falling back into old habits of agreeing with whatever he said, because what I wanted didn’t matter. What I wanted never mattered. “You know, when I first got to wherever here is, I thought I might be in Heaven.”

      He handed my fizzy drink back to me and this time I drank it. “You’re here. That’s my Heaven.”

      “Chris?” I took another drink, my mind starting to go fizzy like whatever was in the glass. “You can make up for not telling me about your mom then, by telling me now.”

      His eyes narrowed, considering it. “Would it make things cool between us?”

      “It would be a start. Just talk. I’ll listen.” I laid down, lights swirling in front of my eyes. Could you be roofied in your own mind? I could hear Zuri calling my name, but it sounded a million miles away. I didn’t want to go just yet though. I wanted to stay here.

      “Another time.” Chris laid down next to me. I curled up against him. He was familiar and I missed the familiar. He tapped my forehead, then my heart. “If you need me, I’m right here always.”

      “Does that mean you’re not real?” I mumbled, feeling sleepy even though I was already asleep.

      He wrapped his arms around me and I snuggled closer. “I’m real. Just don’t tell Zuri. It will be our little secret. Can you keep a secret, Miry?”

      “Keep a secret …”

      I opened my eyes and he was gone.
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      The rest of the break wasn’t what I’d call restful. I spent most of it worrying about Damien and Miry. Damien seemed to be mostly healed from his attack. Although I’d insisted he stay with us until we went back to classes. He cried in his sleep. Miry had gone quiet and contemplative, skittish almost. She thought I didn’t notice that she was hiding something, but I only had enough mental energy to worry so much. Plus, despite Dad’s explicit orders not to get involved, I’d done a little digging into the other attacks Raphael had mentioned. They seemed to take place at Castoffs or the demon bar named Renegade Reggie’s. Dad had kept too close an eye on us while we were home for me to sneak off and investigate. Except we were headed out of Hell which meant he didn’t have control over what I did.

      “It’s going to be weird,” Miry said as we stood at the back door to my house, getting ready to head to the portal and back to the earthly plane.

      “What is?” I double checked my bag. Damien stood off to one side, tugging on the sleeves of his shirt.

      “Being there … without him.”

      “And here I thought we’d hit a streak. You’d gone nearly two weeks without mentioning him,” I muttered.

      “Sor ... Actually, no, I’m not sorry. Chris has been a big part of my life. Of who I am and who I used to be. I know you don’t like him and I know he lied to me, but I wouldn’t be me without him.”

      “You’re right. I just hate seeing what he did to you. All the lies and the deceit. He had no right to use you like that.” I reached over and patted her shoulder. “It’s going to be different, but different isn't bad, Miry. You get to find out who you are on your own. You get to choose your own path.”

      She leaned into my touch and I caught Damien giving me a pointed look. I flipped him off behind my back so Miry couldn’t see. He and I hadn’t talked about his unfounded assessment of Miry’s and my friendship. I was going to keep it that way. “You ready?”

      She turned and stepped away from me just as I heard a door inside the house close. I followed her back into the house to find her giving Dad a firm hug. His dark eyes widened at the gesture, but he patted her back in a soothing manner.

      “Thanks for letting me stay,” she said, resting her head on his chest.

      “You are welcome here anytime you like Miryam. Always.”

      She looked up at him. “You mean that?”

      “Of course, he means it. He doesn’t make promises he can’t keep,” I said.

      “Now, you better get going. And don’t forget to bring your winter jackets. It’s going to be cold up there.”

      Miry waited until we were halfway to the portal before saying, “You know, I’d forgotten it was winter up there. It’s just so nice and comfortable down here.” She tugged on her winter jacket and a bright pink hat.

      I pulled on a beanie and an overcoat as we reached the portal. I laced my fingers through Miry’s own. “Don’t forget to breathe.”

      With that warning, I tugged her into the portal. Somehow, this time, it was less disorienting with Miry along for the trip. It didn’t feel like the portal was trying to rip us apart or squeeze the air from my lungs. When we set foot on solid ground, snow crunched beneath my boots.

      “That wasn’t so bad,” Miry said, her cheeks a little pale. She took a few deep gasps, but managed to keep her lunch where it belonged.

      “I think you’re getting used to portal travel,” I commented and started for the gates to the academy.

      “I think I am,” she agreed and raced to keep up with me.

      “So, I was thinking, we should go out tonight,” I said as we reached the gates.

      “Z, we just got back,” she said, brushing her bare fingers against the icy metal. The gate swung inward without protest, letting us both in.

      “But I found out where the other Fallen were attacked,” I replied.

      “Your dad said we couldn’t go looking,” Her cherubic cheeks were extra rosy in the cold.

      “He said we couldn’t get involved while we were at home.” I gestured to the snow-covered lawn and looming academy buildings before us. “We are most definitely not in Hell anymore.”

      “You really think Lilith is attacking Fallen now?”

      I shrugged. “Our blood is as good as yours and if she really cares about her kid, it’s a logical move. Plus, maybe she thinks Fallen are close enough to demons to sway your boy more to her way of thinking.”

      “If there’s a chance we can find Chris and … and stop him, then we have to try.”

      “We’ll check in or whatever we have to do to make your dad not want to smite us, and then we’re outta here.”

      “Where are you going?” A high-pitched voice called from behind us.

      I pivoted to find Glasses standing there in a thick scarf covering most of his face and a hat pulled down over his ears. The sight of him made me want to punch him in the face. “None of your fucking business, traitor.”

      “He made me keep quiet. I had thought I was helping a friend. I swear. I knew what it would mean if other people found out. If your dad found out, Miry. Look, I know I screwed up. Whatever you’re doing I want to help.”

      “He could be helpful,” Miry mused.

      “Did he ever mention going after Fallen?” I stepped closer so our voices wouldn’t carry as far.

      “No. But, he did say that one of the first times he met with Lilith, it was at some creepy demon bar. I guess she wasn’t worried about making a good impression.”

      “Did that place happen to be called Renegade Reggie's?” I prompted.

      He pushed his fogged over glasses farther up his barely visible nose. “I helped him get there, but he got back on his own. I didn’t see the sign, but that might be it. Are we going to a demon bar?” His voice jumped an octave as the question left his lips.

      “No. We’re not going. Just tell me how to get there.”

      “I don’t know.”

      I grabbed the front of his jacket and he flinched. “You said you found it for Saint Boy.”

      “I used my power. I wasn’t exactly paying attention. Besides, if you’re going to a demon bar, you’ll need a lookout. Or back-up. I can be that. Please.”

      Miry stepped in and put a hand on my arm, urging me to let him go. I gave him an extra shove just to let out some of my irritation. “Fine. We meet by the gate after dark. Don’t you dare screw us over, Glasses.”

      He swallowed loud enough for me to hear and I could imagine his Adam’s apple bobbing in this throat. “I swear.”

      Now, we just had to wait a few hours and I could kick some demon ass.
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      I set my backpack down next to my bed and kicked off my snow boots. One thunked against something under my bed. I crawled on my hands and knees to see what it had hit. I ended up staring at the cardboard box of Chris’ stuff. I had never given it back to him. Now I don’t know if I’d ever get the chance.

      “Do you think there’s still good in him?” I asked Zuri after I army crawled out from under the bed. I opened my backpack to start unpacking. It was a good distraction. I needed something to focus on other than memories of Chris being here, especially when he wasn’t any more.

      “Still good in who?” She asked, preoccupied with putting away her own stuff in her dresser.

      “I’m trying not to use his name cause you want me to forget him, but Chris. Do you think there is still good in him?"

      Zuri looked up, hands freezing in the motion of putting away her underwear in the top drawer. “I never told you to forget about him, Miry. However, I do wish you’d stop seeing him as saintly and realize he’s half demon. A lying half demon who may or may not have been using you for your angel blood.”

      “He wasn’t using me, not the whole time,” I pouted. “He wouldn’t even let me help him no matter how many times I offered.”

      “Cause mommy and some unsuspecting kids were all the help he needed.” Zuri stuffed her underwear into the drawer with a little more umph than necessary. “Look, I get it. Break ups are hard, but I think—”

      “We’re not broken up,” I interrupted, cringing when she gave me a ‘why the heck not?’ glare. “Not yet at least,” I added to get back onto her good side. “I might be totally off base, but I think I can help him. I want to help him.”

      “Okay. It’s your funeral.”

      I flinched again. “Couldn’t you, like, pick a different word? Funeral reminds me of Uncle Gabriel’s scroll, which in turn reminds me of the scary pool party, and that reminds me of Dad being, well, Dad which reminds me—”

      “Of Saint Boy saving you?” She guessed. “Then we’re back at square one with ‘oh, there’s still good in him. I just know it.' Miry, if he really wanted to fight the demon blood, I bet he could.”

      “You don’t know that!” I snapped. “You know nothing about him, because you … because you don’t care. You don’t care how I feel at all!”

      I was crying before I realized all those emotions needed a way to break free. Zuri made it across the room so fast, I wasn’t positive she walked. She might have flown. She wrapped me up in her arms like I was some precious, fragile thing. Something worth protecting and not shattering into a thousand pieces. My heart, my head, my whole self, all of it felt so, so fragile. Would she protect me? Would she put me back together if I fell apart?

      “Hey. Hey, it’s going to be okay. Do you hear me? It’s going to be okay.” Zuri patted my back semi-awkwardly. “I don’t mean to rag on your boy, but you deserve better. More than that, you deserve to see that you deserve better. You’re much more than I could ever hope to be. You naturally see the good in people. I just want to punch everyone in the face. Or maybe punch the wall.”

      “You give terrible pep talks.” I pulled back, wiping under my eyes. “And your hugs could use some work too.”

      “Duly noted.” Zuri looked a little lost, like she wasn’t sure if she should be hugging me or reading me the riot act for being all Pollyanna Sunshine about everything. Life was so much easier if you chose to see the good. It kept the dark at bay.

      “Are we really going clubbing tonight at that demon place?” I asked.

      “We are if you want to know who is targeting Fallen.”

      “Apocalypse. Kidnappings. And now potential Fallen hate crimes.” On my fingers I ticked off all the things that had happened in the short time Zuri had been a student at Celestial Academy. “You sure know how to liven up this place.”

      “We stopped all those other things. We can stop this too.” She stood and turned away from me to finish putting her clothes in her dresser.

      “We,” I repeated. “I like the sound of that.”

      Zuri glanced over her shoulder at me. “So do I,” she admitted. “Don’t you dare tell anyone—especially Damien—I said this, but we make a pretty good team.”

      I smiled, starting to feel less anxious about being on campus without Chris. Would it be different? Totally, but different wasn't always a bad thing.  “I’ve been part of a couple before, but have never been part of a team. Can we make up a secret handshake or something?”

      Zuri pressed her lips into a thin line. “No. Just unpack already, Miry. Try to find club clothes that aren’t pink and sparkly.”

      “How about purple and sparkly?”

      Zuri shot me one of her patented ‘are you high?’ looks. “Do I even need to answer that?”

      I giggled. “Nope. Joke’s on you, because I got black clothes now.” I pulled leather pants and a matching corset top out of my bottom drawer. “Ta da! See? I’m not always so goody-goody. I can be a bad girl.”

      Zuri laughed, the hint of a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

      “Really?” I pulled my pink unicorn shirt off over my head without thinking or caring about privacy. Next my skirt followed it. I stood mostly naked on my side of the room for a sec before reaching for my leather outfit. “Challenge accepted.”
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      Trying not to let the image of Miry in her underwear sear into my brain, I pulled on some club appropriate attire—complete with an actual fake ID—and checked my hair in the mirror.

      “You look really nice,” Miry said, fiddling with the laces on the boots I’d lent her.

      “I look like I’m ready to fight someone,” I muttered. Not far off. If we found the bastard hurting Fallen, I was ready to thrown down.

      “That doesn’t mean you don’t look nice,” she replied.

      “Come on. We need to grab Glasses and figure out where we’re heading.”

      I didn’t want to spend more time with Glasses than I had to. The fact he thought he had a chance with me might amuse some people. Except to me, it was just sad. Why pine over someone you know is never going to work out? I’d been there and done that. I’d learned my lesson—the hard way. We found him slinking in the shadows by the front gates.

      “I take you to the bar and we’re good, right? Please … No more threatening to hit me?” His lower lip trembled.

      “Deal,” I said, offering my hand.

      He shook it with more vigor than I expected before he muttered his little tracking prayer and we were off. I couldn’t see what he was using to find the bar, but I assumed it was something Saint Boy had taken from the place. Possibly a memento of his first meeting with mommy dearest.We stopped across the street from a dimly lit sign that read ‘Renegade Reggie’s.’ “That’s the place. Can I go now? It freaks me out,” Glasses said.

      “Yeah, get out of here,” I muttered and started across the street.

      Miry raced after me, grabbing my elbow to stop my forward motion. “You have to promise me ... If he’s in there, you’re not going to kill him.”

      I blew out a breath. “Miry, he could have killed you at the end of last term. How about this? I won’t lay a hand on him unless he comes at me first.”

      She moved to stand in front of me, her rosy cheeks flushed. “And you have to swear not to try and push him into hitting you. Please, I don’t want you to get hurt.” She slid her hand down my arm until she was squeezing my fingers. “You’re too important to me.”

      Words caught in my throat as she stared at me with those wide eyes, begging me not to lose my shit. I could hear Damien’s voice in the back of my head goading me that we would be good together. I muzzled that stupid voice. “Fine. I won't start anything.”

      She started for the door, but I stepped around her. “Even in those clothes, you stand out, Miry. It’s safer if I go in first. And for the love of all that is decent, don’t accept any drinks from strangers.’

      “That was one time,” she protested.

      “And you got drugged,” I reminded her.

      We stepped into the bar and I could immediately feel all eyes on us. We weren’t old enough to be in here and not demon-blooded either. Two reasons that gave anyone in this place a reason to want to hurt us. Although, I’d been in places like this before. I knew what it took to fit in. So, I pulled up a stool at the bar, giving me a decent view of the interior. Miry hauled herself up onto the seat next to me.

      “What can I get you?” My heart skipped a beat and then decided to hammer triple time in my chest. I knew that voice. I hadn’t heard it in months.

      Swallowing the lump in my throat, I slowly turned around to see Delilah—my ex—tending bar. Our gazes met and I could see the fiery power of her demon heritage bubble over her skin.

      “What the fuck are you doing in my bar?” She hissed.

      “Didn’t know you owned the place. And I’m also pretty sure I can go wherever I want,” I replied, our mission forgotten.

      She gestured to a little nook by the end of the bar. “Now.”

      I rolled my eyes and turned to Miry. “Stay here.”

      I slid off the stool and followed Delilah to the semi-private space. “We both know you’re not old enough to be in here,” she chided.

      I flashed my fake ID. “ID says I’m twenty-two.”

      “I was with you when you got that.”

      “And you made sure it would pass as legit even without my particular skill set.”

      “I’m not serving you,” she said with her arms crossed over her chest, pushing her breasts up even more in her already cleavage plunging shirt. The thought of Delilah’s bare tits swaying over me in bed sent shivers down my spine.

      “I’m not here to drink. I’m looking for someone.”

      “Try the gay bar down the block.”

      “I’m not here for a hookup. Fuck, Del. I’m trying to stop a psycho bitch and her creep of a kid from hurting my friends.”

      Delilah laughed. “Oh right, I thought I had heard something about you running away to join the goodie-goodies.” She turned her head and pointed to Miry at the bar. “Decided your own people weren’t good enough for you, had to see what the other side had to offer?”

      I snorted. “Jealousy looks ugly on you. And for your information, I didn’t run away. I stopped the damn apocalypse. You may hate angels. Believe me, I get it. But, the end of the world is bad business, even for you.”

      “That was always your problem. So full of yourself. Just because you were his daughter, you thought that made you perfect.” She shoved me and I staggered back a step, caught off guard.

      “Hey! Don’t touch my friend,” Miry hollered, managing to speed over and flounce simultaneously.

      “You even know who your little friend is, sweetheart?”

      Miry’s chin jutted out defiantly. “Of course I do.” She flung her arm around my shoulder and leaned in, kissing my cheek. Delilah stared at us as shouts erupted just beyond the entrance to the bar. I didn’t have time to process the fact that Miry had kissed me. I left Delilah standing there and pushed my way through the crowd. The scent of burnt flesh nauseated me and I waved at Miry to stay back. Singed feathers lay around the body. I couldn’t call it a person, because that implies something living. The burn patterns were the same as Damien’s injuries. We’d just missed them. If I hadn’t been tripping down memory lane with Delilah, we could have caught them. I stood and scanned the crowd and the people walking by. I wasn’t searching for an eerie demon. I was looking for my mother. If Lilith was one thing, she was consistent when in public. No dark-skinned woman in a red dress stood out to me.

      “What do we do now?” Miry’s voice pulled me back to the moment.

      “We keep looking. We were on the right track this time. We were just too late to the party. Next time, we won’t be.”
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      “What is it? What won’t you let me see?” I asked Zuri. She waved an arm behind her, not even looking at me.

      “Go back inside. Just ... don’t come any closer.”

      “Why?” I stood on tiptoes, trying to see over the crowd, but kept getting jostled around. Someone grabbed my butt. I squealed, spinning around to try to find the culprit, but the crowd was too thick and the air smelled like burnt feathers and BBQ beef.

      “Wait for me inside, Miry. Don’t argue.” Zuri glanced briefly in my direction, but then she was back to focusing on whatever was smoking on the ground. Were those black Fallen wings?

      “Fine, but I’m taking the first drink someone offers me!” I pouted.

      “Just go!” She yelled.

      I cringed, hurt by her tone, before turning to slink back inside.

      The bar was empty which was kind of creepy after how many people were dancing right before whatever had happened outside happened. The music was still going, though the DJ station was unmanned. I climbed onto a bar stool, my feet swinging like a little kid sitting in a too-big chair. I was the only one inside. “Lame.”

      “I’ve been waiting for you, Miryam.”

      I swiveled on my stool. The lady sitting beside me looked and sounded like Mom, but I knew it wasn’t my mom. It was Lilith. Technically, I guess she was Chris’ mom though it was still majorly weird to think the mother of demons gave birth to my boyfriend.

      “You can drop the glamour.” I sounded braver than I felt. “I know who you are, Lilith.”

      She nodded and gave a little half bow even though she was sitting down. “With pleasure.” Mom’s blonde hair, red and white plaid shirt, and jeans shimmered, replaced by Lilith’s true form. She had the whitest blonde hair I’d ever seen, skin almost the same pale shade, and her eyes were all black. No white around the irises or anything. “We need to discuss what you can give me, child of Michael.”

      “I’m not giving you a grandkid if that’s what you want.”

      “Why not? You always said we’d make such cute babies.”

      Chris materialized next to his mom in a cloud of dark smoke. He looked like the normal Chris, but not him all at the same time. Like he was letting his demon side come out to play now that he didn’t have to or want to hide behind his saint side anymore. He was unshaved and his usually perfectly gelled hair fell into his eyes. He seemed paler too, closer to Lilith’s skin tone. His blue eyes were darkening, soon they too would be completely black. I shivered. Hearing that he was half demon was one thing, but it didn’t quite seem real. Seeing him use demon powers right in front of my own eyes made it very, very real. And to be honest very, very scary.

      “I told you, if you needed blood, you can have mine, and I meant it, Chris.” I tilted my chin up, hoping I could keep my voice and hands from shaking just a tiny bit longer. “I don’t want any more kids getting hurt—Angel or Fallen.”

      “Fallen?” Lilith sneered. “Rebel Angels hold no interest for me.”

      “But angel blood is still angel blood.” Chris leaned back against the bar, crossing his arms over his chest. “What game are you playing at, Miry?”

      I shook my head. “No game. Just promise me you won’t hurt any more people. I can heal you, Chris. I know I can. Let me help you. Please.”

      “Stand up slowly and move away from the demons, Miryam!”

      Uncle Uriel?

      Lilith’s eyes narrowed to dark slits at the interruption. I slid off the bar stool and walked backwards toward the sound of Uncle Uriel’s voice while Lilith was distracted. He stepped in front of me. My brain only half registered that he was wearing full commando gear. I was too busy gaping at his flaming lasso rope thing. Uncle Raphael’s lesson on angelic relics floated back to me. What did he call the rope thing again? Ooh, that’s right ... A lariat—Uriel’s lariat. It cleansed the wicked, but could also burn them.

      “Your war is not my war, Archangel,” Lilith hissed. “Leave now before I display my true power.”

      “Bring it,” he taunted. “Everyone knows demons are all talk and no action. You want to see real power?” The whip flashed out in front of him, glowing the same fiery red as his eyes during a particularly violent self-defense class. The tip snaked around the leg of the barstool, pulling it out from under Lilith. Instead of falling though, she levitated in the air.

      “Foolish Creature,” she sneered. “You do not want to proceed down the path you are walking. Leave now if you wish to live.”

      “I don’t care how ancient you are, you are no match for me,” Uncle Uriel said. “‘God shall smite the wicked.’ I think I’ll start with you.”

      He pushed me farther behind him before raising the lariat again, ready to strike. He paused when Lilith straight up laughed in his face.

      “Oh, I don’t mean leave if you wish to live. I mean the child of Michael. What say you, Archangel? Would you like to see the child raised as your kin rent limb from limb? I promise to start with her fingers. Those hurt ever so much when they shatter. Next each individual toe, followed by her legs. First left, then right. Next, I’ll crush each individual rib bone. Such silly things ribs are, don’t you agree? One rib from a single man caused my entire destruction. If it wasn’t for him …” She trailed off, her litany of crazy and seriously painful things she planned to do to me forgotten. The next second, she shook her head, jumped back into the groove of torture talk. “After her ribs, I’ll pull out each and every tooth in that pretty little head of hers. I can see why my son fancied you so, Child … besides the natural draw of your blood line, of course. Now, I will warn you only one last time. Leave now unless you wish to perish by my hand.”

      “Let me do it, Mother,” Chris said. “It will be more agonizing coming from someone she loves.” In a poof of smoke, he crossed the room to right beside me using his new demon power. He grabbed me by the shoulders, leaning close, his breath warm against my cheek. The last thing I saw before disappearing in a cloud of demon smoke was Zuri’s terrified expression as she burst into the bar looking for me.
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      Son of a bitch! I grabbed the first thing I could find—a bar stool—and slammed it against the bar. The wood shattered, leaving me with a jagged leg. I brandished it at Lilith as she stood in the middle of the room.

      “What the fuck did you do with my friend?”

      Lilith pointed to the space where Miry had just been. “I did nothing to your friend.”

      I rolled my eyes, trying to keep the fear at bay. “Fine. Where did your demon spawn take her and don’t tell me you don't know? The two of you are working together.”

      “I did warn her that she should leave or else she’d become my next … pet project.”

      I lunged forward, but a strong hand wrapped around my left wrist and yanked me backward. My halted momentum made me twist and pain seared up my arm as Uriel thrust me behind him. I didn’t need his protection. I was capable of fighting Lilith all on my own. I owed her the same kind of pain she’d caused Damien. “I am not a child. I don’t need some Archangel to fight my battles,” I snapped, trying to ignore the throbbing in my wrist.

      I’d forgotten how strong Archangels could be. He probably hadn't meant to hurt me, but I suspected he’d broken my wrist with that maneuver. Uriel ignored my pain and whipped his lariat at Lilith. She stepped back without so much as a flutter to her long black dress.

      “I do hope your little friend returns to you undamaged. Well perhaps not wholly intact. My dear boy does like to play with his toys,” Lilith quipped before disappearing in a puff of smoke.

      I grabbed Uriel’s jacket with my good hand. “They have Miry. We need to find her. Now.”

      He slung the lariat over his shoulder and looked at me, his eyes flashing red in that same eerie way Lilith’s did. “Oh, what are you doing here?”

      “Seriously? That’s not important. That bitch has Miry. Help me find her. Please,” I tried playing nice this time.

      “Oh, Michael won’t be happy about that,” he muttered, rubbing at his chin. He glanced down at my wrist and prodded it with his index finger. I flinched in spite of myself. “Does that hurt?”

      “No, not at all,” I deadpanned. After a beat, I added. “Yes, it hurts. I think it’s broken.”

      Before either of us could say anything else, the door to the bar slammed open and Delilah appeared. She looked pissed as her gaze landed on Uriel. “Get out of my bar. You’re not welcome here”

      “He’s with me, Del,” I said, trying to intervene.

      “I don’t care. I want him out of my bar right now. He’s bad for business.”

      “I’d say the dead body on your doorstep is worse,” I muttered.

      “I didn’t ask for this shit to be dropped into my lap. You broke up with me three months ago and I never heard a word from you. Then, you show up here with your new side chick and what … expect me to look the other way while you try to impress her?”

      “She’s not … forget it. Miry is missing and I need to get her back. I’m sorry for how things ended with us, Del, but we both knew it wasn’t going to last.” Delilah pointed to my wrist. “You should get that splinted.”

      “Just give me a rag, I’ll turn it into a makeshift sling. I’ll be fine.”

      “You want my help finding your girl? Then you better damn well take care of your ass first.”

      If I flew, I could get back to campus and Raphael in under half an hour. Except that meant Miry was in Saint Boy’s clutches for that long and he didn’t need to be a full-on demon to mess with her head. I turned to Uriel, holding out my hand when I noticed he was looking around like he expected something to jump out and attack him at any second. “I need to reach Raphael.”

      “There’s so many of them,” he mumbled.

      “It’s a demon bar,” I pointed out.

      He nodded mostly to himself and took a few steps toward the door. I could hear voices coming from outside. People were wondering what to do with the charred body on the sidewalk. Dad would need to be told, but it couldn't come from me. If he knew I’d been here, he’d lose his shit.

      “Hey, girl asked you to call somebody,” Delilah said, her tone dropping an octave as she let a little of her demon side out.

      That snapped Uriel out of whatever memory he’d been lost in. “Oh, you’re hurt. Right.”

      “Get Raphael here, please. I need this wrapped up so I can go find Miry.”

      He tapped the screen of his phone and in a matter of minutes I could hear the voices outside turn hushed and the sound of beating wings. I left Uriel and Delilah behind, figuring she’d be less inclined to snap at me if a second Archangel didn’t have to set foot inside her establishment.

      “You do realize you’re out well after curfew,” Raphael chided before ushering me away from the gawking crowd.

      “Spare me the scolding. Lilith is still on the hunt and that insane douchebag son of hers has Miry.”

      “You’re lucky you only suffered a broken wrist if you faced off against the mother of demons a second time,” Raphael noted.

      “Wasn’t Lilith.” I nodded as Uriel stepped out from the bar onto the street. He resettled the lariat so it hung across his body and took off without a word.

      “He forgets his own strength sometimes.” Raphael’s hands warmed as he laid them against my wrist.

      “Yeah, I get that. Any idea why he showed up here?” Was he finally hunting Lilith, too? Did Michael put him on the assignment after we’d embarrassed him for a second time?

      “I’ve stopped questioning Uriel's whereabouts a long time ago.” he patted the top of my hand. “Try not to use it for a few hours and you’ll be fine. Now what is this about Miryam missing?”

      I flexed my hand. The wrist joint was stiff, but I’d live. “I’m on it. I’ll get her back, I promise.”

      I moved down the sidewalk to where Delilah waited. She held out something in her hand. I studied the dark object, what looked like coal. “What is it?”

      “It’s a demonic lodestone. Focus on the demon you want to find and it will ignite the path to them.”

      “Why do I get the feeling, because I’m not a demon, it won’t work for me alone?”

      “Because you were always so damn smart, Zuri. Now, do you want to get your girl back or not?”

      I cupped my hand over Delilah’s, lacing our fingers together and called up the image of Saint Boy as he’d been when last we’d crossed paths. The stone grew warm beneath my palm and when I opened my eyes again, a fiery gash wound along the sidewalk in front of us. Time to get my friend back.
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      Traveling by demon smoke was so much worse than the portal to Hell. The same nausea and dizziness were there, but I also felt ... different. I don’t know how to describe it, but it was like a little piece of my soul was missing to be replaced with emptiness and sadness. Was this how demons felt all the time? Was this how Chris felt the whole time he was sick?

      “Where are we?” I squinted into the dimness, but couldn’t make out much besides some big empty room with a lot of dust and not much light. “Where did you take me?”

      “Does it really matter?” Chris sat down on the floor. Even in the dimness, I could see the dark bags under his eyes and sallowness of his skin. Maybe it was a good thing he had sat down before he fell down.

      “Chris, when was the last time you slept?”

      “I don’t know. Three days. Maybe four.” He ran a hand through his unusually messy hair. “Why do you even care? You have your dike roommate. You don’t need me anymore.”

      “Don’t take your issues out on Zuri.” I paced the room, trying to figure out where we were. It looked a little like the warehouse where we had found the kidnapped kids, but I doubted he’d be sloppy enough to keep using it as his secret demon lair after we busted it up. It was, like, the first place someone would look for me. Wait, maybe that’s the point? Make it easy to find me. Then he could let me escape without making it seem like he let me go. Normal Chris would totally do that. I wasn’t so sure about demon Chris, though.

      “I’ll take whatever I want out on Zuri,” he spat. “She’s the reason you’re pulling away from me. She’s the reason you’re—”

      “I was always strong on my own.” I turned to face him again, finding it hard to see the boy I loved in this broken, pathetic creature before me. “Just no one else saw it until Zuri showed up. Including me.” I sighed. “Let me help you, Chris. You didn’t trust me with your secret before, but that doesn’t mean I can’t be trusted now. Please?”

      “Why do you care?” He watched me warily. We used to be all over each other when we were alone, always game for a quickie. Thrilled at the excitement of touching and being touched. Now, he felt like a stranger. Would we ever get back to the point where he felt like my Chris again? Did I even want to?

      “I care.” I had a plan that pretty much consisted of me making sure he still trusted me, so I stayed alive. It wasn’t great as far as rescue plans went, but it was all I had right now. I’m Miryam bat-Michael, I reminded myself. I got this.

      “Why?”

      “We have history, Chris,” I said. “That doesn’t stop just because some bad stuff happened.”

      “Bad stuff happened?” He laughed. “Miryam bat-Michael: Patron Saint of Denial. Everything I thought I knew about my life, my family, and my very identity changed when I learned who my mom was. That’s not just some ‘bad stuff,’ Miry. That’s the worst possible thing that could ever happen to me.” He shifted to face me, eyes flashing red in the pale light. “Do you know what happens if I don’t get enough angel blood? I die. I die, Miry. I’ve had to live with the weight of that guilt from my secret for years. Do you think I like what I’ve become? Do you think I like hurting people? Hurting you? I’m at war with myself. Every day is a God damned war and I ... I can’t do anything to stop it.”

      My Chris was so close to the surface. It filled me with hope and pain at the same time. If I offered again, would he accept my help? How could you save someone who might not want to be saved?

      “Angel blood gives your saint side a fighting chance, right?” I held out my arm. The scars on my wrist from my last blood donation were fading, but they were still there. They shimmered like magic track marks, a constant reminder of what I was willing to do to save those I loved.

      He frowned at my unspoken offer, the normal Chris creeping closer and closer to the surface of the half-demon he’d become. “You shouldn’t have to be my personal blood bank, Miry. It’s not fair that you ... that you have to give so much and get so little in return.”

      “Life isn’t fair.” I twisted my wrist until my veins bulged blue, hoping it was enough to entice him to take me up on my offer. The last time we did the impromptu blood donation, he had fallen asleep. If that was the MO for this sort of deal, it would give me time to figure a way out of here ... wherever here was. I hoped.

      “Why, after everything I’ve done, are you still trying to save me?” He asked.

      “Because I want to.” I sat down next to him, offering my wrist again. “Please, Chris, let me help you. My Chris, who I love, is still in there. I know you are. I can help. You don’t have to do this alone. I’m here for you.”

      “I’m sorry, Miry. I wish I could be all you needed me to be.” His eyes were haunted in his ashen, pallid face.

      “It’s okay,” I soothed. “I understand.” I found a broken piece of something—it looked like shattered glass—nearby and sawed at my wrist until I drew blood. I held it out to Chris again. “I understand,” I repeated. “I understand.”

      “I’m sorry.” He leaned against me, sucking at my skin like a baby drinking from a bottle until sleep finally claimed him. Now it was time to figure out how to get myself out of here.

      “I’m Miryam bat-Michael,” I whispered. “I got this.”
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      The lodestone led us through the city, behind clean-looking high rises and along run-down and long-forgotten businesses. Everything in me said I should let go of Delilah’s hand. I didn’t want to give anyone the wrong impression. Not just anyone—Miry. Except, why would Miry care if she saw me holding hands with someone else?

      My hand grew slick with sweat from the heat of the stone and I finally had to pull away, massaging the tender red flesh of my palm. “Why is it doing that?”

      “It means we’re getting closer. That’s a good thing,” she answered, holding the damn stone like it wasn’t made of burning lava.

      “Oh … well, good.” I didn’t want to touch it again, but I knew I had no choice. Not if it meant finding Miry faster. I could only imagine what that asshole was doing to her.

      “So, why her?” Delilah prompted as we followed the fiery gash in the ground toward a familiar part of town. Castoffs came into view. It was closed. Ever since the whole demonic minion army incident last term, it hasn’t been open.

      “She’s just a friend,” I answered. Delilah laughed and shook her head. “Uh huh. You keep telling yourself that. But, whatever. Why is she your friend? She’s one of them. I thought you’d hate her just on principle.”

      “She’s not her father. He’s cruel, heartless, and manipulative. Miry … she’s got a good heart and wants to help people. She sees the best in people, even when it gets her in trouble.”

      “I just can’t picture you in their little gilded paradise. It’s just not you.”

      “Maybe not, but they aren’t all bad. Sure, they’ve been teaching revisionist history, but then it’s a good thing I’m there to set them straight. Besides, we’re only different, because someone gave us a different name. We’re really not that different.”

      The gash in the ground ended at Castoffs which meant we’d come to the end of the trail. It was pitiful that he would bring her back here. Like it was still his own little secret base of operations. He had to know I’d come for Miry. I let go of Delilah’s hand and my wings erupted from between my shoulders.

      “I’m going to check the perimeter,” I said in a hushed tone before taking flight.

      Getting an aerial view of the place only confirmed that the place was vacant. I didn’t see any lights on inside the club. Yet, as I circled back toward Delilah, I caught movement from the back. A figure emerged and I’d know that blond head anywhere. She ran straight into Delilah.

      “Miry!” I landed half a foot from them.

      She turned to look at me. She was a little paler than when that bastard had taken her. I could see that she had been injured with the way she was holding her wrist and it was bleeding. “I’m okay, Z,” she said.

      “You’re bleeding.” I turned to Delilah and gestured to her shirt. “I need to borrow that.”

      “Oh, you are not getting her goodie-goodie blood all over my expensive clothing.”

      I yanked at the hem, tearing the fabric anyway. “We both know you don’t spend more than twenty bucks on any one piece of clothing, Del.” I wrapped the fabric around Miry’s wrist, my own recently healed one aching at the sharp movements.

      “He’s still inside,” Miry said leaning against me.

      “Then we better not be here,” I urged, starting to guide her back toward the demon bar.

      “I let him do it,” she said as I sped up, glancing over my shoulder every few paces to make sure we weren’t being followed.

      “I told you he’d just keep hurting you,” I muttered.

      “No … I knew it would make him tired. With my blood he would fall asleep and I could get away.”

      “That’s … actually pretty smart,” I commented.

      “Why is the bartender here?” The change in conversation told me Miry was starting to feel the blood loss.

      “Because I needed her help to find you.”

      “Who is she?” Miry prodded.

      “I’m her ex-girlfriend, angel,” Delilah said, falling into step beside us. Her tone dripped of disdain for Miry’s Archangel status.

      Miry’s eyes widened. “You dated a demon?”

      “I’ve dated a lot of people.”

      Miry’s face grew serious and she stopped walking, turning to face Delilah head on. “Did you break my friend’s heart?”

      Delilah’s face softened. “No. She broke mine.” Delilah leaned in close and whispered something in Miry’s ear I couldn’t hear.

      Before I could ask what she’d said, Delilah vanished in a plume of fire. I’d always hated it when she did that. It did terrible things to my hair and she had always done it whenever we fought.

      “What did she tell you?” I waited until the bar, Renegade Reggie’s was in sight to ask.

      “She thinks I’m your girlfriend,” Miry said with a giggle. “She said not to get my hopes up, because you have stupid high standards.”

      “Well, she’s not wrong about my standards. But obviously, she’s reading into things that aren’t there,” I said. “Though, you did kiss me at the bar.”

      Miry giggled again. “It just felt like the thing to do.”

      “Well it confused a lot of people.” Me included.

      Her lips puckered into a frown. “It’s not like I kissed you on the lips.”

      “You know what, don’t worry about it. We have more important things to worry about. Like the fact Lilith killed a Fallen outside the club tonight.”

      “Do you think it was, like, weird that Uncle Uriel was there?”

      “Yeah. It was. But … What if we could borrow his lariat? It cleanses demonic energy, right? We could use it on Lilith to subdue her, maybe for good.”

      “He’s not going to part with it,” Miry said.

      “So we don’t tell him.” A plan began to form in my mind. It was definitely dangerous and had a low probability of working, but it was worth a shot. “We’re going to borrow it and he’s never going to know.”

      “How?”

      “Because I’m going to forge a duplicate.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

      

    

    







            Miryam

          

        

      

    

    
      There were a million and two questions I wanted to ask Zuri. How do we get close enough to snatch Uncle Uriel’s lariat? What do we do with it once we have it? I think there’s a learning curve to using an Angelic relic. I was able to use Dad’s sword, but that’s only because I was like totally purposeful about needing it to save the world. Playing around with the lariat to figure out how to stop the attacks on Fallen might not be enough intent to use it properly ... if at all. My head whirled with all sorts of questions and half answers, but I needed to sleep. Blood loss was no joke. Maybe catching some zzz would perk me up.

      “What? Why are you looking at me like that?” I squinted at Zuri, sitting on her bed across the room from me. There were weird black swirlies and colored lights flashing around her. Maybe the blood transfusion wiped me out more than I had thought.

      “You realize you saved yourself today, right?” Zuri asked. “You don’t need Saint Boy, me, or anyone else to rescue you.”

      I smiled, happy at the compliment. “I’m Miryam bat-Michael, remember? I got this.” I yawned, not able to keep my eyes open any longer. I fell into a fitful sleep, letting the world and all its worries fall away.
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      “So what’s the plan?” I asked Zuri the next morning as we loitered outside of Uncle Uriel’s classroom. This was the first time I’d really been in any class since Chris had joined his mommy dearest’s demon horde. It was weird not having him by my side. Logically I knew I shouldn’t miss him. I knew that he had been manipulative in a thousand different ways, but that didn’t stop me from wondering if I could have done more to help him. What if he had told me—if he had let me in on his secret instead of Ant—would things be different? Would he be the saint I knew he could be instead of the demon he’d become?

      “We go to class like normal. You distract him and I snag the lariat,” Zuri said, watching the door as if remembering the last fireball deathmatch class.

      I rubbed my upper thigh that had took a direct hit the last time Uncle Uriel went all fire in the hole and lobbed fireballs as fast as softballs at his students during class. Zuri looked away before I even fully realized she was watching me in the first place. The demon bartender’s words floated back to me. Be careful, she has stupid high standards. I rubbed my leg again. I mean, how high could her standards possibly be if she was still hanging out with me? Granted I wasn’t like a nobody—especially on the Celestial Academy totem pole—but I wasn’t like her other friends. I looked terrible in black. Pink and sparkly were more my style. Sarcasm and tattoos weren’t my thing either. I was, like, Z’s polar opposite, yet she still stuck around ... and I don’t think it was just cause she was enrolled in the academy and technically my service project, either. No one made Zuri do anything she didn’t want to. She stuck around, because she wanted to. That had to be the only explanation since no Fallen had ever voluntarily gone to this school. She wanted to be here ... But why?

      “Hey, Z.” I stepped to the side to let some classmates through the door. “When we’re done, like, stopping Lilith from hurting Fallen, are you going to go home?”

      She frowned. “For the term break, yeah. Why? Are you worried about what your dad will do without me around? Just tell him to fuck off and go do your own thing.”

      “No, I mean, are you going home for good?”

      She shrugged. “At some point. Why?”

      “I’ll miss you when you’re gone.”

      Zuri opened her mouth to say something, but didn’t get the chance to get the words out. Uncle Uriel interrupted by yelling, “Anyone who doesn’t have their ass in class in two seconds gets to spend after school detention with me! Move It People!” Detention of any kind was not on my to-do list. Especially private detention with Uncle Uriel. He had always creeped me out.

      “We’re here, Uncle Uriel!” I called as Zuri and I took our usual spots near the outer perimeter of the kids. There were no desks or furniture of any kind in Uncle Uriel’s Self-Defense classroom. It was set up like a giant dojo. The padded walls were supposed to help us feel safe, but the scorch marks littering them told a different story. His lariat hung in a place of honor on the back corner wall near his Japanese style bamboo changing curtain. I nudged Z on the shoulder and pointed it out to her.

      “Today we’re learning hand to hand combat.” Uncle Uriel said, stepping to the center of the room. He shrugged out of his kimono, revealing full commando gear. “You can’t always rely on swords, guns, and angelic relics to save you. Sometimes, you need to save yourself with your wits and bare hands. Miryam,” He swiveled to face me. “Care to demonstrate?”

      “Um, not really,” I said. “Can you pick someone else? I’ll totally participate in the next class. Promise.”

      “You. Here. Now.” He pointed at a spot on the dojo mat in front of him. “Show the class what you’re made of. Show them why you should bear the name daughter of Michael.”

      I shuffled out to the center of the room. “Um, if you like know the answer to that, I’m totally all ears.”

      Uncle Uriel’s eyes flashed red before they went back to being blue. When I was younger, I called the red look his ‘evil eyes.’ Nothing good ever happened if his eyes glowed red. It looked like I was about to test that theory ... yet again. Please don’t throw fireballs. Please don’t throw fireballs. Please, oh please, oh please don’t throw fireballs.

      I didn’t realize I had said that last part out loud until Uncle Uriel smiled, happy at my growing panic. “Fireballs would be considered a weapon. No, I won’t tip the hand today. It’s not me you’ll be fighting. It’s …” He scanned the classroom. “Where is Christopher? I’m surprised to see you without him.”

      “Chris is, uh … on an extended medical leave,” I lied. “He might not be back.”

      “Pity.” Uncle Uriel gave a little pout that made his androgynous features look way more feminine than usual. “I love pitting couples against each other. Chaos is ... invigorating ... to a relationship. Instead, you’ll face—” He spun around in a circle, finger extended, before stopping on, “Anthony. Welcome to the party. Show us what you got.”

      Ant flushed as red as his hair. “I don’t fight girls, sir.”

      “That’s because you are a girl,” Zuri muttered before raising her voice. “I volunteer! Let me go up against Miry.”

      Uncle Uriel smiled, satisfied with the new pairing. “Excellent. By all means, Miss bat-Lucifer. Step forward.”

      “What are you doing?” I whispered when Zuri was in front of me, her hands already balled into fists. “How am I supposed to distract him when the both of us are, like, totally out in the open?”

      “Relax,” Zuri said. “I’ll throw a punch. You make sure that you go careening into the wall, knock the lariat down. I’ll swoop over and snatch it up. Easy, right?”

      “I, uh, guess so.” I held up my hands to shield my face, raising my voice so the whole class could hear. “Not in the face! Not in the face!”

      “I’ll ‘not in the face’ you, princess!”

      Zuri used just a touch of her archangel super strength to send me flying across the room. I made sure to make my body go limp, remembering another one of Uncle Uriel’s lessons—you got hurt less if you went limp. Slamming into a wall with a rigid body and muscles was just asking for trouble.

      I bounced off the padded wall right below the lariat. It and me both clattered to the floor. I kicked it behind Uncle Uriel’s Japanese bamboo curtain before anyone could notice. “My face! You totally jacked up my face!” I even cried for good measure.

      Zuri was beside me in an instant. “You okay?” She murmured. “I didn’t shove you too hard, did I?”

      “I’m cool.” I pointed to where just a tiny corner of the lariat showed from under the bamboo curtain. “Your turn. I’ll keep everyone distracted while you stash the lariat.”

      Z nodded. I stood and staggered back to the center of the classroom, still holding my ‘perfectly-fine-but-they-don’t-know-that’ face. If there’s one thing I’m totally good at, it’s distracting people by talking a bunch. “Uncle Uriel, how could you let that happen? Forget detention, Dad will totally expel her! Look what she did. Go on and look. Ow, ow, ow. No, don’t look. Okay, maybe look. No, don’t ... Wait. No. I wanna go to the clinic. Ant! CeCe! Take me to the clinic!”

      “Cecelia. Anthony. You heard the girl. Take her to Raphael,” Uncle Uriel commanded.

      CeCe and Ant stepped forward. They looked confused, but relieved to be getting out of class early. Especially self-defense class.

      A plan quickly formed in my brain once the three of us were in the hallway, with Zuri still inside. A plan to lure Lilith to campus for a showdown. Angels were stronger here and, being a demon and all, on hallowed ground should make her weaker. We’d be at an advantage when we needed it the most. You don’t face the mother of demons without a good solid plan beyond ‘use the lariat.’ We’d take what was most important to her, lure her to campus, and then stop her once and for all.

      “I have something I need you to help me with,” I said. “Don’t tell anyone, okay?”

      CeCe swiped a finger across her heart. “Promise.” She wasn’t usually part of the crew. Although she could be useful, especially when figuring out what frequency the school gates sang at to let the right people through and keep the wrong people out. If we could get it to think Lilith and Chris were the right kind of people, we’d have the fight on our home turf. I didn’t want to hope too much, but maybe being back on good-guy ground would help Chris remember his saint side.

      “Ant?” I tapped my foot on the floor. “What about you? Up for another little redemption mission?”

      “Depends on what you want me to do,” he pouted.

      “Just something you’ve done before,” I said. “Bring Chris here. Lilith is bound to follow. When she does, we’ll be waiting.”
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      I watched Miry leave the room with Glasses and Damien’s new girlfriend before turning back to the rest of the class. Everyone else took a step back from me and I dropped my hands.

      “Guess I don’t need the practice,” I said with an exaggerated shrug.

      “Now, now, you could have just thrown a lucky punch,” Uriel said, stepping up to meet me.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. I’d witnessed Uriel in action. I knew what he was capable of and I didn’t need him breaking any more of my bones. Despite that I wasn’t going to back down. So, I squared my shoulders, met his gaze and said, “Only one way to find out.”

      Before he could react, I lunged using my momentum and his surprise to tackle him to the ground. I managed to pin his wrists above his head. I gave a triumphant cheer before he bucked and sent me flying over his head, straight into the same wall where Miry had landed. The impact sent shockwaves of pain down my spine, but I gritted my teeth and dragged myself back to my feet. Catching sight of the end of the lariat, I kicked it farther out of view. I still didn’t know how I was going to get it out of the room without Uriel noticing.

      “That was very good!” Uriel exclaimed with a clap of his hands. “Taking your opponent by surprise.”

      “I had a good teacher,” I commented, taking a few shuffling steps to my left to put myself in front of the bamboo curtain. I’d set my bag not far from it. I just needed a little time and distraction to get it.

      “I see he ensured that you knew all the proper fighting techniques. Weaponry and hand-to-hand combat. Yes, I suppose he would do that. An insurance policy I suppose … In a way,” he began to ramble.

      The other kids in the class started to inch collectively toward the door. I stayed where I was, watching him as his gaze went unfocused and his hands started moving at his sides like he was trying to pull a sword from its sheath.

      “The next line of defense. Yes, that is smart. And thinking we wouldn’t be the wiser. Oh, but won’t he be surprised in the end.”

      I nudged the edge of the lariat with my toe until it peeked out the far side of the curtain. Uriel still seemed engrossed in whatever bizarre trip down memory lane had captured his attention. So, I knelt down and grabbed the lariat, stuffing it into my bag before following the rest of the students out of the room.

      I found Miry and her friends down the hall, sequestered in an alcove. They looked up at my approach and Miry’s shoulders dropped when she realized I wasn’t some random student about to overhear her secret plan.

      “Did you get it?” She asked.

      I patted my bag. “I’m going to need some regular rope to make the switch.”

      Glasses eyed me and sighed. “Please tell me you aren’t doing what I think you’re doing?”

      “What are you doing?” D’s girlfriend nosed in.

      “None of your business.” I pointed to her and looked at Miry. “Why is she even involved?” Miry stepped forward and looped her arm through mine. “Because she’s part of my big plan. I’ll fill you in on the way.” Glancing at the other two she said, “I’ll text you when we need you.”
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      “You realize you’re crazy right?” I told her as we looted the storage closet near Raphael’s office.

      She had to know that manipulating the wards keeping demons out was dangerous as fuck and would attract unwanted attention—namely her father. He may have been absent for most of our little adventures. In spite of that if we went messing with his security system, I had no doubt he would be on our asses.

      “But it can work! We’re stronger here and she might get hurt or maybe weaker from being on hallowed ground.”

      “Or it could make no difference at all and she decides to kill everyone in sight!” I argued as my hand brushed against something coarse and coiled. I tugged it free to find an old length of rope most likely used to hang life vests or moor a boat. It would work for what we needed. “Besides, don’t forget that Saint Boy could get in no problem and use his demon powers.”

      Miry’s gaze went unfocused for a minute. “But we both saw him, he’s not embracing his saint side anymore. And don’t forget we will have the lariat, too.”

      If we can figure out how to use it. I coiled the length of rope around my forearm and ushered Miry out of the storage closet. We raced back to our dorm room and I set both the base for the forgery and the real thing side by side on Miry’s bed. Being this close to the lariat without it’s master made my skin crawl and my stomach churn.

      “So, what do you do now?” Miry prodded.

      “Give me some space,” I replied.

      She retreated to my side of the room, leaving me to do my thing. I didn’t want to disappoint her. Yet, I’d never done something this big before and never with something as innately powerful as an angelic relic. I could hear Miry’s voice in the back of my head cheering me on, saying “You’re Zuri bat-Lucifer. You’ve got this.” Then I damn well better not fail. I gripped the plain rope and concentrated. I placed my palm on top of the lariat, letting the feel of it against my skin take hold in my sensory memory. I willed the other rope to take on the same texture and weight, with the finely braided hairs of each strand turning from black to dark shades of gold.

      Sweat prickled along my hairline as I let go of the real deal and massaged my sore hand. I could see the tiny indentations of the braiding on my palm. The lariat hadn’t liked what I’d done, but it could have been worse. I’d seen this thing on fire. I could deal with a little discomfort.

      “Is it done?” Miry chirped from across the room.

      I moved aside to let her see and she bounced off the bed. Bending over, she studied them, poking and prodding the handles and the ends. “This is the real one, right?” She pointed to the forgery.

      “Guess I’m as good as I say I am,” I said with a tired smile.

      “Wow, you really are,” She threw her arms around me in an impromptu hug.

      “We need to get the fake back to the classroom before he realizes the real one’s missing,” I reminded her, wiggling free of her embrace. Her innocent hug made me feel too many conflicting emotions.

      She scooped up the forgery and stuffed it in her backpack. “Come on. We can do it on our way to Angelic History.”

      I let her lead the way and she fell into step beside me, trying to loop her arm through mine again. I stopped walking and Miry passed me by a few paces before she realized I wasn’t still beside her.

      “Come on, we don’t have a lot of time.” Her lips puckered in that damn pout.

      “Why do you do that?” The words escaped my mouth before I could stop them.

      She cocked her head to one side. “Do what?”

      “Grab my arm, try to hold my hand. Kiss me and pretend we’re a couple in public.”

      “It’s just pretend, like a joke you know?” She said, trying to wave it off.

      “It’s not funny, Miry. I get that you grew up sheltered, but you do things like this and I can’t help feel like you’re flirting with me. And that’s damn confusing, because up until recently, you had a boyfriend.”

      “I didn’t mean to offend you, Z. I swear. I just ... I don’t know, I guess I’m just used to having someone around and you’re way better than he was anyway.”

      “Miry, you’re rebounding and I am nobody’s rebound chick.” In that moment, I realized why her touching and pretending bothered me so much. Maybe Damien and Delilah were right. Could I be feeling something for her, more than friendship? No way I was going to act on it, especially if she couldn’t figure out what was real and what was fake.

      “You’re my best friend, Zuri. Okay, like really my only one and I didn’t realize it made you mad.”

      “You need to think before you act, Miry. You can’t just do whatever you want since everyone thinks you walk on water all because of your daddy. When you figure out what you want, let me know. Until then, keep your hands to yourself.”

      I stormed off down the hall, leaving her to return the lariat on her own. I needed some space from her to clear my head. I wasn’t going to be any use facing off against that demonic bitch if all I could think about was Miry.
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      Uncle Uriel was alone when I snuck back into class to drop off the fake lariat before he knew the real one was missing. He sat all cross-legged Zen Yogi Master on the floor in the center of the classroom, eyes closed, breathing deep and even. With how worked up he got during every class, it’s no wonder he needed some time to unwind afterwards. If I was super quiet, he wouldn’t even know I was here.

      I tip-toed across the padded floor over to the changing curtain. I leaned over and pretended to need to adjust the buckle on my Mary Jane shoe. It would give me a good reason to be close to the floor and drop the replacement lariat where I had knocked the original off the wall. Done! Now time to ... well, I don’t know what I planned to do next. I guess I could organize the next phase of our Take Down Lilith To Stop Attacks On Fallen plan, but that seemed like a lot of work for just me alone. Zuri could help ... if she was still speaking to me. I sighed. Having real friends and not hanger-ons was hard.

      “Does your father know you are trying to steal my lariat?” Uncle Uriel asked.

      I jumped, placing my hand over my pounding heart, and swirled to face him all in one fluid motion. He was still sitting, eyes closed, in the center of the room. That was a pretty cool trick that he knew what I was doing without even opening his eyes. “Uncle Uriel! I’m not trying to steal anything. After I got out of the clinic, I totally remembered the lariat fell so I wanted to be nice and check on it for you. You know, like, pick it up and dust it off and all that. I figured it was too important of an artifact to leave laying on the floor, you know?” I spread my arms wide, hoping I looked innocent. If I didn’t look innocent, maybe my babbling would make him zone out and forget I was super suspicious in the first place. “So, here I am ready to help!” I picked up the fake lariat, swiped my hands across it a couple times to make sure Zuri’s forgery still held, and hung it up on the wall where the real one usually went. “Ta da! Good as new. No harm, no foul, right?”

      Uncle Uriel frowned. “You are truly a perplexing child.”

      “Thanks.” I grinned, determined to take that as a compliment. ‘Perplexing’ from Uncle Uriel was like anyone else in the known world saying ‘interesting.’ He couldn’t figure me out. If he spent a long time deciphering my babble, that meant less time calling me out on shady behavior.

      He stood and walked slowly toward me, kimono robe billowing behind him. I held my breath, waiting for his eyes to flash red and a fireball to appear in his hand, but nothing happened. His eyes stayed their usual bright sky blue. In the moment, he reminded me of Chris—beautiful and bright on the surface, but with a darkness underneath. How long had I ignored the darkness rising in Chris, because I was blinded by the surface? Would he have confided in me if I had guessed what caused his pain? Would Uncle Uriel if I guessed what caused his?

      “Tell me about Lucifer,” I requested, not intending to get that personal until the words fell out of my mouth. Ever since Zuri found that super secret stash of love letters in her Dad’s archives called ‘Burning Starlight,’ I couldn’t shake the idea that maybe some of Uncle Uriel’s issue stemmed from loving someone who didn’t love him back. Unrequited love could really screw with a person’s—or angel’s—head.

      “What about him?” Uncle Uriel gave a humorless half-laugh, half-snort of derision. “He was a rebel angel. His side fought and lost. End of story.”

      “That’s what the winning side and Bible wants everyone to believe,” I said. “Tell me the real story.”

      “About the War In Heaven?” Uncle Uriel scratched the back of his head absently, lost in the past. “Lucifer was fiery. Fierce. A born leader. Much like that daughter of his you’re so fond of. He fought for what he believed in. There’s nothing more ... inspiring ... in a leader than belief. He had real passion. Seeing that, I almost joined up myself.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      Uncle Uriel shrugged. “My skill set was needed elsewhere. Your father can be pretty persuasive too, you know. How else do you think he can convince so many virgins to sleep with him?”

      “Ew … and gross.” I shuddered at the thought. “That’s like totally TMI.”

      Uncle Uriel shrugged again. “I just call it like I see it.” He frowned again, but his eyes didn’t glaze over for a trip down memory lane this time. He stayed very much in the present. “Can I give you one piece of advice, Miryam? Watch your back. Your father is not as altruistic as he seems.”

      Dad? Altruistic? Like he needed to warn me about that. I almost laughed in Uncle Uriel’s face. Instead, I smiled my biggest, brightest, perkiest smile and said, “Oh, totally, Uncle U. Thanks a bunch. I better go catch up with Zuri before Archangel Studies class. Bye-ee!”

      I ran out the door of his classroom before he could stop me. I wasn’t lying when I had said I needed to find Zuri. Uncle Uriel’s rambling about Lucifer made me realize something. I needed to find Zuri and, when I did, I needed to apologize.
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      I didn’t really want to go to class, not with how distracted my brain was thanks to Miry’s drama. Although, I knew I couldn’t give Michael any excuse to kick me out. I found myself in the classroom for Archangel Studies ten minutes early. I didn’t expect anyone else to be there, but Raphael sat at his desk staring at something I couldn’t see.

      I rapped my knuckles against the doorframe, hoping it would announce my presence. “I can come back.”

      He looked up in surprise, but gestured for me to sit down. “I don’t mind the company. How is your wrist?”

      I flexed it, the pain now gone, even if the memory still lingered. “It’s fine.” I settled into a chair near his desk, slinging my bag across the back. “I found Miry, too.”

      “I didn’t doubt that you would be successful. I trust since you did not immediately rush her to my care that she is unharmed?”

      “She got hurt, but she did it to herself to get away. Things are just … confusing.”

      He set aside his papers and looked me in the eye. “I’m happy to listen if you would like.”

      It wasn’t that I didn’t trust him. He’d proven himself to be my ally time and time again. Except, he didn’t really care about a teenage girl’s love life, did he? “It’s fine,” I mumbled.

      Raphael leaned forward and I reflexively leaned back. “You have never shied away from the brutal truth before, Ms. bat-Lucifer.”

      “She just does all these things that tell my brain she likes me and wants to be with me. Only she’s straight and honestly kind of clueless. So now I don’t know what she wants and I told her to just lay off until she figures her shit out.” It all came out in one long breath.

      “And what do you want?”

      “Someone who loves me like I think she could.” The words sounded foreign to my ears. Like someone else had said them. Until that very moment, I hadn’t realized that was what I wanted or how I felt. I hadn’t come here intending to fall for the daughter of my father’s greatest enemy.

      “And am I to guess she doesn’t know this?”

      “Considering I didn’t know it til it just came out of my mouth, yeah.” I laid my head on my forearms and groaned. “I don’t have time for this shit. People are dying.”

      “The Fallen continue to be attacked. But you are just one person and you are so very young. This isn’t your burden, Zuri.”

      “Yes, it is. No one else gives a damn or is doing anything about it. And that demon bitch and her spawn came after my friend. I’m not going to sit by and let her leech off my people, because she got caught doing it to yours.”

      Raphael nodded slowly, extended his hand like he wanted to touch me or something, but then thought better of it. “I simply meant that it is a tremendous amount of responsibility to place on your shoulders alone. Or even yours and Miryam’s.”

      His mouth hung open like he wanted to say something more, but he stayed silent. I didn’t have time to ask what else was on his mind, because the door opened and Miry appeared, slightly out of breath. “Oh, I’m early?”

      Raphael stood and mumbled something about checking medical supplies before rushing out of the room. Way to be supportive. Miry stopped short of sitting down beside me. Her hands twisted into the hem of her skirt and she wouldn’t meet my gaze.

      “I put the … you know what back,” she finally offered.

      “Good,” I replied.

      She raced forward sliding into the seat beside me. “I’m really sorry, Z. I swear I didn’t mean to make you all confused. I guess I’ve never really had a best friend before and I don’t think … no, I don’t want you to hate me.”

      “I don’t hate you, Miry. I just … need for you to figure out your priorities.”

      “I am. I swear.” She leaned back and stared at the ceiling. “Listening to Uncle Uriel talk about the war, it’s not all that unusual for an Archangel and a Fallen to have feelings for each other.”

      I didn’t want to talk about feelings anymore. I wasn’t ready to come clean with Miry about how I felt, especially if she still didn’t know what was going on in her own head. “Can we please talk about something else?”

      “So, I was thinking we need to set the lure for Lilith to come here. We could go out and find them tonight. Maybe even use the lariat on them.”

      “I still think it’s a crazy ass idea bringing them here. Have you even told your dad what you’re planning?”

      “Well … no.”

      “Miry! He doesn’t differentiate between Fallen and demons. If the literal mother of demons shows up on his sacred space or whatever unannounced and gets through the wards, he’s going to take that as a personal attack. Do you know the first person he’s going to lash out at?”

      “Lilith?” She hiccupped.

      “My dad. We don’t need them coming to blows again.” I brushed loose strands of hair from my face. “Okay, look we can go out and try to take them out with the lariat, but we aren’t bringing them back here.”

      She pouted for all of thirty seconds before she nodded. “Okay. You’re the boss.”

      Something in her tone made my skin crawl. Like she was gravitating to whatever I said, because she wanted me to protect her or tell her what to do.
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      Night fell again and I stood outside the gates, the lariat stuffed into a black crossbody bag. I didn’t know why Miry insisted I be the one to carry the damn thing around. It still made my skin crawl and I did not pull off the crossbody look well—not my style at all.

      “Here, you carry it,” I said, whipping the strap over my head and shoving it at her.

      “But I don’t even know how to use it,” she whined.

      “Like I do?”

      She huffed, but slung the bag over her shoulder as we snuck off school grounds. In the back of my mind, I wondered if Michael didn’t enforce the curfew, because he secretly hoped someone would happen upon Miry and take her out for him. I may not know exactly how to tell her what I was feeling, but I wasn’t going to let anyone hurt her either.

      We checked Castoffs first, but it was locked up tight. I felt bad that the owner had to shut the place down, because everyone was too scared to go there anymore. It had been a fun place. I didn’t want to go back to the bar. I didn’t want to see Delilah, to catch that knowing look in her eye. Still, if that was the last place someone had been attacked, it was our best bet.

      “I’m sorry you have to keep seeing your ex,” Miry offered as we turned onto the street.

      “It’s fine. Not like we were super serious or anything.”

      “Yeah, but you broke her heart.”

      “She wasn’t the right person for me.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because she just wasn’t.” I’d liked Delilah. In spite of that the whole time we’d been together, I couldn’t help wondering if she was only with me, because she wanted a power grab at my dad’s throne.

      “I know you’re going to find the right person,” Miry said, bumping my shoulder with her arm.

      “Do you children never give up?” Lilith’s voice called from behind us.

      I looked around, but Saint Boy was nowhere to be seen. That didn’t mean he wasn’t lurking in the shadows, waiting to pounce and hurt Miry again. “We’re stubborn like that. Maybe you should be the one who gives up, because you have to know at this point we’re going to stop you.”

      She made a show of looking around. “And what is it that I have done to offend you, child of Lucifer?”

      “You’re murdering my people, you psycho bitch.”

      She smiled at me with those razor sharp pointed teeth. I didn’t dare look beside me to see if Miry was doing anything useful. “Use the damn thing,” I stage-whispered out of the corner of my mouth.

      “You seem to be rather confused. Why would I kill those your father protects? You have become something of an irritant, but I still have no quarrel with him.”

      “Then why are you attacking them?” I shouted.

      Beside me, I caught just enough movement out of the corner of my eye to see Miry fumbling with the clasps on the bag. Good. Use the relic and shut this lunatic up.

      “What is it mortals are so fond of saying? Assuming makes an ass out of you and me? Well, certainly out of you.”

      “Stop being so mean to her!” Miry’s voice boomed and the energy in the air crackled with electricity. She held the lariat at her side, the handle gripped tight in her fingers. Probably to keep them from trembling.

      “My aren’t you brave, daughter of Michael. Or very foolish,” Lilith taunted.

      “I am brave,” Miry said, taking a step back to give herself a better supported stance. She shook the lariat out to its full length and raised her arm. “I will not let you hurt innocent people!”

      The lariat lashed out, but Lilith vanished in a puff of smoke. I heard footsteps. Miry and I turned in unison to see Delilah approaching.

      “What is it with all the damn yelling?”

      We couldn’t answer. Not before the lariat changed directions of its own accord, wrapping around Delilah's throat and pulling her to the ground.

      “Let go!” I shouted at Miry while I raced to Delilah’s side.

      She clawed at the relic, her fingers coming away burned and blistered. I’d never seen her hurt by fire before.

      “I’m trying. I don’t know how to stop it,” Miry replied, her eyes welling with unshed tears.

      I yanked the handle of the relic from her hand, all the while hoping that I could get the thing off Delilah before it suffocated her or gave her burns that we couldn’t heal. As if it had sensed my desire, the lariat loosened, going limp in my hand. I threw it aside, cradling Delilah’s head in my lap.

      “You’re going to be okay,” I whispered, stroking her hair. To Miry I said, “Get help. Now!”
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      “I don’t need to get help.” I sunk down onto my knees next to Zuri and her ex-girlfriend. “I am help.” I closed my eyes and hovered my hands over the demon bartender’s neck, where the worst of the burns were. I focused on sending healing energy from me to her. She was innocent, just in the wrong place at the wrong time. She didn’t deserve pain and suffering, because of my mistake.

      “Is it working?” I cracked an eye open to peek. Her neck and hands were bright red—like a sunburn—versus the bubbly, blistery second and third degree burns the lariat had inflicted, but it wasn’t perfect. It was better, sure, but I could do more to help. I caused this accidentally, and I would fix it. I held out one hand to Zuri. “I need a signal boost. Help me out, okay?”

      Zuri grudgingly put her right hand in my left. Focusing together, the healing light flared to a bright, almost blinding white. When I opened my eyes again, Delilah looked about as normal as a demon bartender could look, which was pretty normal considering most demons don’t have fangs, claws, hoofs, or horns. They just looked like people. That’s why it was hard to tell who you could trust or not. Everyone looked so normal.

      “Did we do it?” I asked hopefully. Delilah sat up and rubbed her formerly burned neck and hands. “Damn. Maybe there’s some perks to hanging out with the goodie-goodies after all, Z.”

      Zuri dropped my hand as if she was the one that had been burned and stood up, putting distance between us. I felt tired and amped up all at once. Healing took a lot out of me, but the kick of ‘I did it’ success always gave me an adrenaline boost. It was awesome to help, but exhausting too.

      I pushed myself to my feet. I swayed slightly, almost tipping over. Zuri’s hand instinctively shot out to keep me on my feet. “Thanks,” I murmured. “I appreciate the help.”

      “And I appreciate not being turned into a crisp by that freakish rope you girls are playing with,” Delilah said. “Thanks. I owe you one. But don’t call the favor in too soon, k?” She raised her hands and disappeared in a cloud of dark smoke.

      I watched Zuri, not able to read her expression. She looked defeated, but I couldn’t tell for sure. “I ... I didn’t know the lariat would go after your ex. Honest.” I swiped a finger across my heart to show how serious I was. “I thought it would just go after the intended target. Not go off and go all rogue or whatever. My bad.”

      “The relic’s whole purpose is to smite the wicked,” Zuri snapped, voice cold, but weirdly expressionless at the same time. “What did you think would happen once Lilith disappeared? It went after the closest wicked being.”

      “Um … wouldn’t that be, like, you?”

      Zuri’s cheeks paled slightly. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Sure you do.” I bounced on my heels, not able to hide the grin that spread across my face. “If you were as wicked as you like people to think you are, Uncle Uriel’s lariat would have gone after you. It didn’t though. That means there’s some good in you. It also means my service project is totally working.” I held up a hand for a high five, but Zuri ignored it.

      “Let’s get back to campus before someone realizes we’re gone.”

      My phone beeped. I pulled it out of my bra and checked the screen. Dad. “Uh oh. Too late. Dad wants to see us in his office, like, right now. This is it. He’s totally going to expel us both.”
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      Dad was waiting for us in his office once we got back to school. He was wearing his red toga and gold armor breastplate, looking every inch a warring Angel and a super disappointed Dad on top of that.

      “How many times have I told you, Miryam, that I make rules for a reason? Every rule you so blatantly flaunt is in place to keep you safe. Going off campus with a Fallen while her kind are being persecuted and attacked? What were you thinking? Do you have a death wish?”

      “Um … not really.” I scooted the black crossbody bag behind me with a toe. The lariat was safe inside and, as long as Dad didn’t go digging into my things, it would stay there. “We were totally just going for a walk. There was supposed to be a meteor shower that Uncle Gabriel wanted us to catch for Angelic History. Turns out, it was too cloudy to catch much of anything. Though we had to, like, stay out for a bit to make sure, you know? We didn’t want to get a bad grade on the assignment.”

      Dad frowned and paced back and forth behind his massive desk. “And Gabriel will collaborate with this story?”

      I nodded. “Oh, absolutely.”

      Dad’s frown deepened. “Gabriel can’t remember to tie his shoes most days. He won’t remember if he told you to look at a non-existent meteor shower or not.”

      “That doesn’t mean he didn’t give us the assignment,” Zuri picked up the story. “It just means he won’t remember.”

      “A likely story,” Dad said. “When you evoke Gabriel’s name for any transgression, it usually means you’re lying.”

      I glanced over at Zuri, still unable to read her practiced, blank expression. I bet she totally had tons of experience lying to grown-ups. I didn’t though. “Um, not always.”

      Dad sat down and drummed his fingers on his desk. He waited, no doubt trying to make us more uncomfortable with each passing second. I gulped down the lump forming in my throat. His scare tactic totally worked—at least on me.

      “One week of detention for the both of you,” Dad decided. “If I catch you breaking more rules, I’ll make it two. Or I might just smite your so-called friend, Miryam, and be done with it.”

      “You can’t smite people on hallowed ground.” Zuri balled her fists at her sides, but didn’t throw a punch at Dad which, I think, totally took a lot of self-control. “It’s not allowed.”

      Dad arched one golden eyebrow at Zuri. “Have you forgotten I cast your father and his ilk out of Heaven, the most hallowed of hallowed ground? If I can do that, I can cast you out of my school without breaking a sweat. Don’t test me, little girl. You might just get burned.”

      Burned? Like what was happening to the Fallen? Like what the lariat did to Delilah? How much did Dad know about the attacks? Had he been looking away this whole time?

      “So, uh, who is running detention this week?” I asked as I scooted toward the office door, quietly motioning for Zuri to follow me. If we were super lucky, it would be Uncle Raphael. All he’d make us do is file medical reports and let us go early every day. We could handle that.

      “Uriel.” Dad’s smile grew when my eyes bugged out in distress. “Enjoy your extra time together. Oh and good luck surviving the week.”

      “What an asshole,” Zuri growled once we were back in the safety of the empty hallway. “We should have taken out the lariat and gone after him. If anyone is wicked, it’s your dad.”

      “He just likes to get a rise out of me.” I pointed a finger at my face. “Big disappointment, remember? Story of my life.” We were silent, neither of us seeming to know what to say. “Hey, Z?” I finally began. “I know I upset you earlier and I mean it when I say I’m sorry.”

      She waved my apology away. “Don’t worry about it.”

      I shook my head. “No. No, I want to say this. I know that I can be annoying and clingy and totally oblivious to what’s right in front of my face. The longer I’m away from Chris, the more I realize he hasn’t been living up to his Saint potential in a really long time. He’s familiar and I love him, but that doesn’t mean he’s good for me, you know? I can see that now. That’s, like, the first thing you ever saw. You knew right away and it took me, like, forever to see it as clearly as you do.” I shrugged. “I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you sooner. The thing is, my obliviousness, the wanting to see and believe the best in everyone, is a defense mechanism. I need to believe the best or else I’m going to sink down into the darkest places in my mind.” I shook my head again. “I’ve been there before, back in Kansas. It’s no fun. Can you forgive me for being such a dumbbell?”

      Zuri sighed before pulling me into a hug. “You’re not a dumbbell. You’re strong, capable, and a lot smarter than you give yourself credit for. Yeah, you’ve had a run of shitty luck, but that’s gonna change. I’ll help you.”

      “You will?” I stepped back, but not out of her arms.

      Zuri nodded. “Just try to stop me.”

      I grinned. “Awesome! You’re amazing!” In my excitement, I jumped up and kissed her, half on the mouth-half on the cheek. Zuri let go of me completely, hand flying up to cover her mouth.

      “Why’d you do that?”

      “You told me to keep my hands to myself,” I reminded her. “You didn’t say anything about my lips.”
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      I stared at Miry in disbelief. Of all the things she could have done in that moment, kissing me was nowhere near the top of the list. It wasn’t even on the list. Yet, she’d done it and then stood there, smiling at me like it was the most casual thing in the world. Her words rang in my ears. “You didn’t say anything about my lips.”

      “Are you kidding me right now?” I snapped and pushed past her down the hall. The stupid classes could suck it. There was no way I was going to focus on learning a skewed version of history from some Archangels who thought they knew it all.

      “Zuri, wait!” She called after me, her shoes click-clacking against the floor as she raced to follow me.

      “I really am sorry for before.”

      “Your actions say differently,” I growled.

      “No, they don’t.” She tried to reach for my hand, but I pulled away. I hated this. My brain was screaming at me to cut and run, but my heart was telling me to let her in. Tell her how I felt. However, I couldn’t do that. It would ruin our weird little friendship. Besides, she didn’t know what she was saying or doing. Miry was clueless. Wasn’t she?

      “I need space, Miry. So, just back off.”

      I left her standing in the hallway and I retreated, first to our shared dorm room and then, thinking better of it, I wandered outside to the pool. I could envision Uriel tossing Miry in the deep end like it was all fun and games as Michael watched. As he hoped another of his children died. I pulled out my phone and called the one person I knew that I could talk to.

      “Hey Z,” Damien answered on the second ring.

      “I hate you,” I said.

      “What happened?” He lightly prompted.

      “You ... you were right,” I ground out. “Maybe she and I aren’t so bad together.”

      “I told you.” I could hear the triumphant smile in his tone.

      “She kissed me,” I shared. “Full on, kiss on the lips.”

      “What’d you do?” It could have come off as perverted or seeking too much information, but Damien and I understood each other. We just knew when the other needed to vent.

      “I pushed her away. What do you think I did?”

      “So, you don’t like her?” His voice skittered up in pitch at the end of the sentence.

      “I don’t know. I think I do, but she’s been throwing mixed signals. I can’t sort it out. And even if she’s into me, what if she’s only into me, because she thinks I can save her or protect her?”

      “So, you find out,” he sighed.

      “I don’t want to be that kind of person, D. I want someone who takes care of themselves.”

      “From what I’ve seen, your girl can handle herself when she needs to. But, there’s nothing wrong with leaning on each other, too. That’s what makes a solid relationship,” he offered.

      “I’ve never … been needed like that before. And it scares me,” I admitted. “What if I mess it up?”

      “You’re the next in line to rule an entire realm of existence, Zuri. You’re not going to mess it up. Now, stop doubting yourself. If you want the girl, go grab her by that perky little ass and show her what you want.”

      I laughed as his words conjured up a visual of Miry standing in our dorm room in her underwear, oblivious as anything. I could see my hand wrapping around her waist, sliding down to cup her ass as I kissed her back

      “Z, you still with me?” Damien's voice broke the fantasy.

      “Yeah.” My voice was huskier than it had been a moment ago.

      “Stop visualizing and make that shit a reality,” he told me.

      “Okay, I will.” I took several deep breaths. “We almost stopped Lilith, but she got away. She’s back to her old head games.”

      “I know you’re pissed, because I got hurt. But you don’t have to throw yourself in the line of fire.”

      “Yes, I do. That bitch came after my best friend. She’s targeting my people and, like you said, it’s going to be my job to protect them all one day. What use am I as a leader if I can’t show them that I’ve got their backs?"

      There was a long pause on the other end of the line. “I remembered something.”

      By the way the words came out slow and measured, I knew whatever he’d remembered wasn’t pleasant. I hated that my best friend had to be plagued by memories of nearly dying. He might be okay with the idea of dying some day in the very distant future going off into the afterlife or wherever with his dad to see him off, but I wasn’t. Not yet. “Tell me.”

      “I still don’t remember the face except whatever it was had creepy glowing red eyes.”

      “Sounds like a demon to me,” I muttered.

      “But demons can burn just by touching you if they really want. Whatever this was didn’t touch me. Not with their hands anyway.”

      Dread settled in my stomach like a stone. I’d been so wrapped up in healing Delilah and feeling guilty about her getting caught in the crossfire, I hadn't stopped to notice that her burns looked a lot like Damien’s injuries.

      “I think it was a—”

      “A rope,” I interrupted.

      “How’d you know?”

      “Lucky guess. D, thanks for all of this. I need to go." I ended the call and raced back inside, hoping that Miry would have been in a mood and decided to skip class, too. I found her sitting on her bed, staring aimlessly at her feet.

      “Miry,” I said, drawing her attention.

      She stood, but didn’t approach me. “I’ll leave.”

      Time to put up or shut up. I closed the distance between us, pressed my fingers into the small of her back, and kissed her. I felt her body respond to my touch, pressing against me and craving more closeness. I felt my own body playing off of her energy, longing to take it beyond just a kiss. There wasn’t time though.

      I pulled back from the kiss to find her dazed. “I don’t think Lilith is working alone. I think she’s had help.”

      Lilith’s name snapped Miry from her daze. “From who?”

      “Uriel.”
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      “Uriel?” I blinked as if the name didn’t register with me. “You mean Uncle Uriel, Dad’s best general, Celestial Academy’s Self-Defense teacher, fireball throwing PTSD head case, Archangel with a glowing fiery rope that burns the wicked ... uh yeah, okay, I see where you’re going with that one. Uncle Uriel does sound super suspicious.”

      I bounced on my heels, trying to think of anything and everything but the feel of Zuri’s lips on mine and her body pressed close. I pushed those thoughts back to the recesses of my mind. The place that I always shoved thoughts and feelings I didn’t want to deal with. Sometimes it was safer to just ignore scary things until they went away. I’d unpack all that later ... maybe. Right now, Zuri and I had a potential Fallen murder spree cover up to bust.

      “But if Uncle Uriel is working with Lilith, why hasn’t the lariat burned her, like, ever?” I asked. “You saw what it did to your ex-girlfriend. It smites the wicked. It’s not going to discriminate based on if you’re a demon or Fallen. If Uncle Uriel uses it anywhere near Lilith, it will go after her, right?”

      “Who says it hasn’t?” Zuri pointed out. “We don’t really know. All we know is someone is attacking Fallen, more than likely for their angelic blood, and Damien remembers glowing red eyes. It adds up, Miry. I’m sorry. I know you were raised to treat him like family, but he’s dangerous. How many more people is he going to hurt before someone stops him?”

      I chewed on my bottom lip. “When you say ‘someone’ you mean us, right?” Zuri gave me a ‘what do you think?’ look. I raised my hands, palms out in front of me. “I’m cool with it. I was just asking! And, if you ask me, most demons are way more wicked than Fallen so why doesn’t Uncle Uriel just take them out instead of CeCe’s boyfriend and whoever else was targeted? It would make more sense, right?”

      Zuri pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and index finger. “You’re talking too much.”

      “I’m thinking out loud,” I protested. “There’s a difference.”

      “Well, can you think inside your head? The chatter is distracting.”

      “Sure.” I smiled a tight-lipped smile and didn’t say anything, because I told Z I wouldn’t. I did hum and bounce, though. It helped me think too. Maybe even better than thinking out loud.

      “Can you not do that either?” Zuri asked, voice strained. “I can’t handle all the bouncing and jiggling. Not after what just happened between us.”

      “What just happened between us?” I rewound my mind, trying to figure out what she meant. Got it! “Oh, right. Right after you kissed me. What’s the big deal with me bouncing after something like that?”

      Zuri sat down on her bed—hard. Like, she totally just dropped. The mattress springs creaked in protest. “Have you looked in a mirror lately? Bouncing with a body like that should be illegal.”

      I smoothed my hands down my school uniform from the tips of my shirt collar all the way to the edge of my skirt. “Do you really think so? I have, like, a superpower?”

      “Just don’t let it go to your head.” Z cracked a shaky smile. “With great power comes great responsibility and all that.”

      I tilted my head to the side, my hair falling over one shoulder. “Do you really think Uncle Uriel could be teaming up with Lilith to take down Fallen? Doesn’t he have, like, a total man-crush on your dad? Why would he hurt your dad’s people if he’s got feelings for him?”

      “Because jealous people do crazy shit,” she said. “Don’t you remember some of the manipulative antics Saint Boy pulled when he had thought your hero worship transferred from him to me? Same thing with Uriel, but more extreme.”

      “Chris isn’t—I mean wasn’t—used to sharing my time and attention.” I touched the thin scars on my wrists from where I’d willingly opened a vein to give him the Angel Blood that he needed to survive. The sustenance he needed to be normal. “It’s not the same thing as killing Fallen.”

      Zuri pushed herself off the bed and stalked toward the door. “I can’t believe you’re still defending him. What part of ‘lied to you for years’ don’t you get, Miry?”

      “It was only a year!” I hurried out the door after her. “And he said he was sorry!”

      “Oh, that makes it all better, right? Give me a fucking break, M. Open your eyes and see the truth for once. It’s right in front of you. All you have to do is look.”

      I ignored that. I’m good at ignoring things I don’t want to deal with. To be honest, that should be my superpower, not bouncing. “You swear a lot when you’re angry.” I scurried to keep up with her long strides. “And where are you going?”

      Zuri balled her hands into fists. “I’m going to confront that asshat Uriel. I don’t care how screwed up the War In Heaven made his mind, no one tries to murder my best friend.”

      “I have a better suggestion,” I squeaked, not sure if I felt scared or a little turned on by her anger management issues.

      Zuri stopped and pivoted to face me. “Talk. Quick.”

      “We go to Dad’s office. No, no, hear me out—” I added when she opened her mouth to interrupt me. “Dad has this thing I call a playbook, but I think it’s more like a tracking journal or one of those battle plan thingies that generals have for their troops. He tracks all of the Archangels’ movements. I don’t know how, but it’s some sort of magical angelic power thing.” I took a deep breath. “Anyway, we can use it to check where Uncle Uriel was the day Damien got hurt. Then we’ll know for sure he was helping Lilith and won’t go up against an Archangel without any proof, you know?”

      Zuri took a deep breath, her fingers slowly uncurling from the fist. “That actually makes a lot of sense. Lead the way.”
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, so we have an hour before Dad gets back from dinner,” I said pushing his unlocked office door open. “Lucky for us he’s totally predictable with his food schedule.”

      Zuri looked around at the high ceilings, dark wood paneling, and windows everywhere. The more light, the more Dad could shine, which was kind of funny since Lucifer actually meant Light Bringer, not Michael.

      “Let’s just find this playbook thing and get out of here,” she said. “Whenever I step foot in your dad’s office—even when he's not here—I feel like he’s judging me.”

      “That’s because he probably is.” I opened and closed some of the drawers on Dad’s desk, pulling out gold embossed notebooks that tracked the whereabouts of Uncle Raphael and Uncle Gabriel. Uncle Raphael only went two places—Heaven and School. Uncle Gabriel’s movements looked like a drunk carrier pigeon, zig-zagging all over the globe, no doubt announcing angel births. No wonder he didn’t show up to class half the time. Dad kept him busy. There was a book for someone called Samael—whoever that was—and one for me. No surprise there either. Finally, my hands hit on the right book.

      “Got it!” I called to Zuri. “Let’s see what Uncle Uriel was up to when Damien got hurt.” I flipped to two weeks back in the playbook, but only found marks for Lucifer. “Huh. That’s new. Maybe I grabbed the wrong book after all.” I fanned through the pages, only finding reference after reference to Lucifer’s movements. Nothing about Uncle Uriel. That Samael guy showed up a couple of times in Hell, though. Was he Fallen? Why was Dad tracking a Fallen?

      “What’s wrong?” Zuri asked. “You went quiet and that’s never good ... not to mention weird.” She held out her hand. “Let me see the playbook.”

      I handed it over. “Your dad’s, like, all over the place in this one. Um, maybe it’s an old one from the War In Heaven or something?”

      Zuri turned a couple pages. “No. No, this is recent.” She pointed at a date in the upper left hand corner. “He’s tracking my dad. But why?”
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      I wanted to be surprised that Michael was keeping tabs on Dad, but I’d be lying to myself. Michael had shown himself to be vindictive and controlling. Always wanting everything to go his way, no matter the cost. I flipped through other pages, spotting Uriel’s name occasionally, but nothing stood out. Maybe I’d been wrong? As I reached the end of the log, I saw the same name repeated over and over—Samael.

      “Fuck.”

      “I know you were hoping to find out if Uncle Uriel was teaming up with Lilith, but I just can’t see it. And it’s creepy that my dad is like totally stalking your dad …” Miry rambled.

      “No, he’s been tracking the movements of Samael.”

      “Oh.” Miry picked up another journal and passed it to me. “I don’t know who he is, but he’s got his own book.”

      I flipped the second book open to find meeting notes in what I assumed was Michael’s tiny, cramped writing. Discussions about Dad’s whereabouts and what he’d been doing for the denizens of Hell. “Samael is my dad’s second-in-command from back during the War. He’s been by his side ever since. This doesn't make sense that he would be talking to your dad.”

      “Maybe he’s trying to make sure my dad doesn’t go all crazy on yours?” Miry offered, but even the hopeful lilt to her voice was betrayed by the fact her face looked like she was on her way to attend her own funeral.

      “Not likely. With everything we know of your father, do you honestly believe he would listen to a Fallen angel so close to my father? If they’re meeting, there has to be more to it.”

      “Maybe, but one problem at a time, okay? We have to stop Fallen from being attacked first.”

      “But if my dad’s in danger, I have to warn him.” I pulled out my phone and started writing him a text.

      Miry put her hand over mine, her fingers flinching a little on contact. “We don’t want to worry him if there’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Miry, your dad is tracking his movements and could very well be using someone my dad trusts to spy on him. I’d say he needs to know.”

      She let my hand go and I finished typing. ‘Dad, watch your back. Samael has been meeting with Michael.’

      I could have been more cryptic in case someone else got ahold of his phone, but in the moment I didn’t care. He needed to know exactly what he was up against. I didn’t expect a response right away, but when he still hadn’t responded after two minutes, I hit the speed dial. The call went straight to voicemail, setting the tiny hairs on the backs of my arms on end. Something was wrong. “Dad, call me back. I need to know you’re okay.”

      I hung up and looked at Miry as she put the books back in the drawer and ushered me out of the room. I had one more phone call I could make, but she pulled me into a fierce hug before I had the chance. “We’re going to make sure your dad is okay. I promise.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered and tried not to shrug out of her embrace too quickly. I wasn’t sure what we were becoming, but I needed to be open to it. She wanted to care about me. She understood what it meant to be the daughter of an Archangel and the type of responsibility that entailed, even if she was set to take over this place like I was supposed to take over Hell.

      After a long while she stepped back, not meeting my gaze. “Sorry about all the touching.”

      “I need to check in with Damien. And then we are going to confront Uriel. I don’t care what you say, the way his lariat hurt Delilah, it was the same wounds as on him.”

      “Okay. But, wouldn’t it be easier if we got rid of the Lilith problem first?” She suggested, starting to bounce on the balls of her feet.

      “Please tell me this isn’t just some messed up excuse to see your ex again,” I sighed.

      “It’s not. I swear. If we defeat Lilith, maybe that saves him. Or maybe he goes down with her. But either way it means one less threat, right?”

      I rubbed at the base of my skull, a headache coming on that had everything to do with the damn situation we were in. “Fine. I still don’t know how you think we’re going to get a demon onto the grounds.”

      She smiled big. “CeCe and Ant are working on that for me. She can convince the gates to let them in.”

      “And Glasses?” I prompted.

      “He’s going to reach out to Chris. But I think I may have a better way of getting him to show up.”

      “We aren't using you as bait,” I snapped.

      “Z, it’s the only way. We both know, if I put myself out there, he’ll show up. Lilith has to come, too because she is like totally obsessed with having a kid, right? And if I was her, it would be like epic to stick it to Michael on his own school grounds.”

      “Sure, I guess,” I said, turning my attention to my phone. Dad still hadn't called back. So, I hit the number 2 and waited for D to pick up.

      “Hey, Z.” He sounded tired.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Just a little worn out. What’s up?”

      “Have you seen my dad?”

      “Today? I don’t think so. But, I’m sure he’s around. He’s been kind of busy trying to keep people from freaking out over the attacks. He’s probably just paying visits to the families of the others who weren’t as lucky as me.”

      “I need you to do me a favor. I need you to find him and when you do, tell him to call me. It’s important. And, don’t ask Samael for help.”

      After a pause, he said, “So, don’t ask the one guy who is likely to know his exact location at all times where to find him? That makes so much sense. Oh wait, no it doesn’t. That’s dumbass logic.”

      “Trust me on this one, D. Please.”

      “All right. I’ll see if I can find him. You aren’t actually going through with this whole Lilith thing are you?’

      My heart skipped a beat. “What do you know?”

      “Only that CeCe is supposed to mess with some angelic gates to let that bitch in.”

      Ugh, that girl had a big mouth. “We are. But you need to stay far away from it. You got hurt once. I’m not putting you in danger again. Besides, if I’m gonna be ruling Hell one day, I’m gonna need my own right-hand man.”

      “Sure it’s not a right-hand girl you need?” I could hear the innuendo in his tone.

      ‘Fuck off,” I said and ended the call.

      “I didn’t think CeCe would blab,” Miry piped up immediately. Either she had better hearing than I gave her credit for or D had been talking louder than I thought.

      “He’s not going to show up,” I said. “He’s too smart to put himself in the line of fire like that. Plus, I put him on dad duty so he’s out of her crosshairs this time. Now, how exactly are you going to lure Mama Demon and her spawn here?”

      Miry wouldn’t meet my gaze for a long minute and then, “Chris and I can sort of communicate in dreams. It’s only happened like twice since the whole kidnapping thing, but I know it works. He’ll listen to me. Let me get him here so we can end this and keep your people safe.”
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      I don't know if my dream-meet-up plan had any shot of working. It's not like every time I went to sleep he was there, but I had to try.

      I grabbed my phone off my dresser, flipped it open, and sent a quick text to Ant.

      Time to work your Lost Things Mojo. Let Chris know I'll be waiting for him. He'll know where.

      Ant texted back almost immediately. I hate this plan.

      I chewed my bottom lip before typing: I know, and I'm sorry.

      "You need to stop putting yourself in danger for that asshole," Zuri said when I just stared blankly at the phone in my hand, not sure what to do next.

      "He's not an asshole." I cracked a half smile. "Well, not all the time anyway. There's a part of him that's still good, Zuri. A part of him I can still save."

      "I've dealt with demons and half demons before, Miry." Zuri twisted the red string bracelet around her wrist. I remember her saying once it was all she had left of her mom. She didn't even have memories of her. "They twist what you want to believe until there's no way of knowing where the truth ends and the lie begins. You've seen as well as I have what Saint Boy has let himself become. He's not the guy you think you love. Not even close."

      I nodded, keeping my eyes trained on my shoes. "I still need to try. I don't expect you to understand, Z, but this is seriously important to me. Why can't I try?"

      Zuri sighed and ruffled a hand through her hair. "When all this is over, I'm going to hate telling you 'I told you so.'"

      "Then don't," I said. "Just let me believe a little while longer, okay?"

      Z didn't say anything. Her side-eye glance did all the talking for her. She didn't trust Chris and maybe—by extension—didn't trust me anymore either.

      "Z?" I hedged. "I know you don't agree with like pretty much any of my life choices. And you think the color pink should be reserved for babies or whatever, but can you do one thing for me?"

      "Depends on what the one thing is," she answered.

      I bit my lip again, trying to decide if I should be honest and real or just laugh, yell psych, and push everything—all the feelings, confusion, and more—back to that corner of my mind reserved for stuff like that. The same corner reserved for the real me and not the front I project to anyone and everyone. In the end, I decided on the truth ... but only just a little.

      "Can you hold me?" I requested. "Just until I fall asleep. I need someone to hold me and tell me it's going to be okay."

      "Even if it's not?”

      "Especially if it's not." I motioned at her bed. "Mind if I join you?"

      Zuri scooted over to make room for me. "I have rules, though. No saying 'like,' 'totally,' or anything about male anatomy. Got it?"

      I nodded before skipping across our dorm room. I crawled into her bed and we arranged ourselves so my back was pressed to her front. Zuri even threw an arm around my waist for good measure.

      "Happy?" She mumbled; her breath warm on the back of my neck.

      "Yeah." I burrowed closer. "You've really never been with a guy before? Like never ever?"

      "You said like," Zuri murmured, sounding drowsy. "Don't make me kick you out of bed."

      "Sorry." I squirmed a little more, trying to get comfortable. "You didn't answer my question."

      "Once," she admitted. "And it wasn't Damien so don't even ask."

      "And once was enough to know you were into girls instead of guys?" I asked. "What if it was just bad s-e-x? What if you built your whole identity around a mistake?"

      "Who we're attracted to is something we feel deep within our soul, Miry." Zuri adjusted so her forehead rested against the back of my head. "We can't change it any more than we can change our skin or eye color. It's part of who we are."

      “What's it called when someone likes guys and girls?"

      "You really didn't get out much growing up, did you?"

      "You met my mom. Humor me."

      My breath caught when Zuri opened her palm, fingers splayed across my stomach. I closed my eyes, trying to think of something neutral, safe, and non-sexy like baseball. Except all I kept coming back to was the feel of her fingers so close to my skin.

      "Bisexual," Zuri answered the question I forgot I had even asked. "Bi for short. You love who you love."

      "You love who you love," I repeated. "Thanks, Z."

      "Don't mention it."

      Her voice had that dreamy, sleepy quality again. I closed my eyes, trying to rest. If all worked out according to plan, I would lead my boyfriend right into a trap. How was that love?
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      I waited, listening to hear if Miry’s breathing changed, but it remained uneven. That meant she wasn’t off communing with her douchebag ex, yet. After what must have been a good twenty minutes, I nudged her shoulder with my chin. “Miry, are you asleep?”

      “I’m trying, but it’s just not working,” she answered, snuggling deeper into my embrace.

      I sighed. “Have you tried, I don’t know, counting sheep or something?’

      She wriggled on the bed until she was staring me in the face, our bodies precariously close to each other. Those damn perky tits of hers brushed mine, pulling my focus from the task at hand. “Maybe I’m just nervous? I mean, I’ve only done this a couple times and never on purpose.”

      “You can do this,” I told her, barely resisting the urge to push the hair cascading over her left cheek out of her eyes.

      “I know I have to do this, because we need to save lives. Except I’m scared, Z. What if it does go wrong?’

      “You won’t be alone. I have your back. And come on, you’re Miryam bat-Michael, you can do anything you set your mind to,” I reminded her.

      “You mean that?” Her lower lip quivered.

      “I wouldn’t have said it if I didn’t mean it,” I answered.

      She was silent for a moment and then she reached over, twining her fingers into my hair. My body tensed, both anticipating and fearing her next move. She kissed my cheek with a quick peck and whispered in my ear, “And what if my mind wants to kiss you right now?”

      I wanted to tell her she didn’t know what she was talking about, that she was just pretending again. However, she had no reason to pretend here in the privacy of our dorm room. There were no dude bros trying to grab her ass or other people watching. It was just us and damn it if I didn’t want to feel her lips on mine again.

      “I’d say you better hurry up before I change my mind.” My voice came out low and husky, deep in my chest.

      She gave a soft giggle that was quintessential Miry before her lips found mine again and her body was flush with mine.

      It wasn’t the most passionate of kisses. Not the I’m-so-horny-rip-your-clothes-off kind of passion anyway. It was slow, promising more just around the corner if I let her in. I gripped her waist, hating the fabric of her stupid uniform skirt being in the way. I dug my nails into it, sliding my leg over hers, grinding against her as her hands moved along the curve of my spine. Her breasts pressed against me, begging to be let loose. How could I not oblige? Turning my attention there, I unbuttoned her blouse, pushing it off her shoulders. She did an awkward waving motion to free herself of the fabric before sitting up and staring at me.

      “You can feel them if you want,” she said, her cheeks rosy. “I mean, like bra on still.”

      Where’s the fun in that? “Thanks.”

      She took my hand, guiding it to cup her left breast. I gave it a gentle squeeze and she squealed. Getting to explore her body, even just a little was turning me on. Even so I knew Miry wasn’t ready for the full experience.

      I leaned over her, straddling her hips and whispered in her ear. “You have no idea how badly I want to do more.”

      “You really think I’m that hot?” She asked, her eyes shining with what read as surprise.

      I squeezed her breast harder and she let out a soft moan. “You are by far the most frustrating person I have ever met, Miry. But yes, you are hot.” I kissed her, rocking my hips against her. It might not get her anywhere, but I’d be damned if I wasn’t going to get at least a little something out of this.

      I moved faster, the friction between the fabric of my pants and her skirt building as I closed my eyes, picturing her naked and writhing beneath me. I was almost there. Just a little more …

      “Fuck!”

      “What did I do? I’m sorry if I did something wrong,” Miry’s voice broke the fantasy as I rolled off of her.

      “You didn’t do anything wrong,” I sighed, taking her hand and pressing it to my pants.

      “Oh …”

      “Don’t get too excited. It’s been a long time since I did anything remotely sexual.” I rolled over and propped myself up on one elbow. “When you’re ready, really ready to see what you want, I promise it’s going to be even more satisfying. Now, go to sleep so we can lure your demon boyfriend into a trap. Imagining kicking his ass is just as good as an orgasm.”
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      “I’ll pretend you didn’t say that.”

      I crawled off of Z’s bed and stumbled over to my dresser. I opened the drawers to rummage around until I found my ‘Unicorns sparkle’ t-shirt and pink shorts. They were comfortable enough to sleep in, but versatile enough to run around campus in and not look like I was wearing pajamas.“Do you think this will work?” I made sure not to look at Zuri as I shimmied out of my school uniform skirt which was pretty much all I had left on other than my bra and panties. I swapped it out for my t-shirt and shorts.

      “Define this?”

      I waved a hand, trying to find the right words. “This. Luring Lilith and figuring out if Uncle Uriel is in on the hurting Fallen scheme … well, everything. There’s a lot of moving pieces and I don’t think Lilith has been all that predictable up until now.”

      “But Saint Boy has,” Zuri said, sounding sleepy. I hoped she could get a nap in too before we sprung the plan into action. I hoped Ant and CeCe were doing the same right now. “All he wants is you. I hate that we have to use you as bait, but if that stops the killing, we need to risk it.”

      “I’m not scared,” I assured her as I climbed onto my own bed. I hung my head over the side. It’s my go to thinking pose and I totally had a lot to think about right now. “You’ll protect me, right?”

      “You don’t need anyone to protect you, Miry.” Zuri yawned and flipped over onto her back. She laced her hands behind her head and stared up at the ceiling. “You’re strong and capable, as soon as you realize that, you’ll be unstoppable.”

      I twirled a piece of hair around my finger. “That doesn’t mean I don’t like knowing you’ll totally have my back when we go marching into danger. We’re better together than apart, remember?”

      “You make it hard to forget.”

      I sighed. There was so much I wanted to say, but nothing came out. Instead, I just settled on the obvious. “Get some sleep, Z. I hope we don’t die.”

      “I hope we don’t die either.”

      I listened to her breathing grow deep and even in the quiet darkness of our dorm room before I laid down, closed my eyes, and slowed my own breathing. I hoped Ant found Chris and—better yet—I hoped all the layers of our plan worked. We would need all the luck we could muster if we wanted to survive the night.
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      Mist swirled around me, reminding me of what Heaven looks like right after the big pearly gates opened. That split second before the mist parted and everyone saw their own personal Heaven. What would mine look like? Who would be standing there on the other side of the mist? Chris or Zuri? If you asked me last month or even last week, my answer might be different. Now I don’t know anymore. Everything and everyone were all jumbled up in my head. Things were easier before Zuri was around. That one thing Chris had said in jealousy was true. Things were easier and no doubt would have continued on that way forever if I had let it. I was happy then or at least thought I was. Despite that, being challenged and believed in by Zuri made me a better, stronger version of me. How could I give that up now that I saw what I could become? When I saw my own potential?

      “Chris?” I squinted as the mist parted, revealing Chris sitting on a picnic blanket like the last time we had communed in a dream thing. “I wasn’t sure this would work.”

      He motioned at the picnic blanket. I took the hint and sat down next to him. “We share a connection. Of course this works. Did you ever doubt it?”

      “Sometimes,” I admitted. “I doubt a lot of things.”

      “You don’t have to doubt me.” Chris poured a glass of that weird foaming liquid stuff again and passed it to me. I held it, but didn’t drink.

      “I know you love me.” The words sounded robotic and more than a little hollow. I wasn’t sure if he bought my less than stellar acting job or not. Although I needed to stick to the script to make sure he and his mom showed up when and where we needed them to. Part of that script was making sure he didn’t doubt my love or loyalty.

      “That’s right.” Chris nodded. “No one can ever take away what we have. We’re stronger than that, Miry.”

      “Totally.”

      I decided to skip to the part where talking was optional. I leaned into him, grabbed him by the shirt collar, and kissed him. Chris stiffened—as if he wasn’t expecting that sort of welcome—before he relaxed and wrapped his arms around my waist. He leaned backwards, taking me with him, until I was laying on top of him, our legs tangled up together. He wanted me, that was clear enough. He had always wanted me. I used to want to be wanted and that was enough. It took me way too long to realize that so much of me and my self-worth was tangled up in being desired. Desire wasn’t love, not really. It was shallow and superficial—like I used to pretend to be. Now I wanted something deeper, something more.

      “Can you do something for me?” I asked as I undid his shirt buttons, trailing kisses where my fingers just were. I needed to sell this part and sell it good if the plan was going to work.

      “Anything.” Chris rasped, fingers digging into the sensitive skin of my hips. “Name it and it's yours.”

      “I want to meet your mother.”

      He sat up so abruptly that I slid off his lap down to somewhere around his knees.

      “Anything, but that.”

      “But why not?” I flashed my signature pout. “We’re solid, right? You’ve met my parents. I’ve met your dad. Why can’t I meet your mom? It’s like totally the thing solid, committed couples do, right? I’m not saying like throw a party or anything. It can be quiet. Just you, me, your mom, and my angel blood.” I twisted so the vein on my neck pulsed. “There haven't been any new kidnappings or attacks on Fallen which means you’re due for a ... transfusion, right? Let me help you, Chris. That’s all I’ve ever wanted to do.”

      He shook his head. “It’s too dangerous. I’m not allowed on campus anymore, remember? Your dad put demon wards up.”

      “I totally found a work around for that.” I pulled Chris to me and kissed him again. It was pretty much my only idea for how to get him to agree to anything that came out of my mouth. If he wanted me or my angel blood bad enough, he’d show up. He’d totally show up.

      “What kind of work around?”

      “CeCe can reconfigure the gates.” I forced my voice into perky ‘this will totally work trust me’ mode. “The wards have a special frequency ... like a song ... she can turn off the demon ward by rewriting the song. See? Easy, peasy. I’ve missed you.” My bottom lip jutted out. “We can do a lot in a half hour, remember? But you have to show up first.”

      “What time?”

      Got him. “Nine,” I said. “I’ll be waiting.”
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      I’d feigned sleep to get Miry to move forward with the risky part of the plan, but I couldn’t rest while she dreamt of that douchebag. Not after our little make-out session. I could still feel the curve of her body pressed against mine and damn it, I wanted more. In spite of that I knew it would just amount to a rebound and I was not going to be someone’s bounce-back chick. So I waited and watched as Miry rolled over in bed and sighed.

      Beside me, my phone buzzed with an incoming call from Damien, his face flashing across the screen in time to the sound. “Did you find him?” I whispered so as not to disturb Miry.

      “Not yet. But, Z, Hell is a big place and I don't know his schedule. Besides, I’m worried about you. Taking on Lilith again. That just sounds crazy.”

      “I don’t love the plan, but it’s the only way to get all of this insanity to stop.”

      “I want to be there when you take her down, so I can look her in the eye and show her that I’m okay.”

      I doubted he was really okay, but I understood the need to face his attacker head on. “Fine You shouldn’t have any problem getting on the grounds.”

      I eyed Miry as she threw a hand over her head in what seemed like a very flirty gesture.

      “You sure you’re okay?” D’s voice pulled me from my ogling.

      “We made out,” I said in a hushed tone.

      “Was she angelic?” He teased.

      “I hate you so much, you know that right?”

      “Nah, you love me. But seriously, you did?”

      I rolled over to stare at the wall. "I mean it wasn’t long, but yeah. She let me feel her tits.” I could hear the excited inhale of breath over the line. “Bra on. Damn, D … I could just see what it would be like and now it’s all I can think about. I don’t get stupid over girls like this.”

      “She means something to you, Z. More than just a pretty face and hot body to get you off. You care about what happens to her. That’s a good thing.”

      I craned my neck to find Miry curled up into the blankets with her back to me. “That’s what has me worried, too. I can’t shake the feeling that caring about her is going to come back and bite me in the ass.”

      “Don’t be so pessimistic,” he chided.

      Before I could tell him to fuck off, Miry sat bolt upright in bed, her hair matted to one side of her face and her eyes wide. She turned to me and said, “They’re going to come. We need to get ready.”
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      Campus was eerily empty by nine o’clock at night. Everyone else was safely tucked into their beds—or afraid of breaking curfew. Yet here we stood by the gates, waiting for a mad demon and her abusive spawn to waltz onto the grounds so we could … smite them? The weight of the lariat weighed on me as I repositioned the black crossbody bag.

      “You don’t have to be here,” I heard Miry tell Glasses and the other girl.

      “We said we would help you, Miry,” Glasses said, although his voice cracked.

      “And I have to be here to make sure the wards do what you want,” D’s girlfriend chimed in.

      Speaking of, I heard a beating of wings and felt the rush of air before D landed beside me. I hadn’t seen him since we’d come back to campus. The scars had healed more. Although I could still see the haunted look in his eyes when he playfully batted me on the shoulder and gave me a ‘thumbs-up’ while blowing kisses at his girlfriend.

      “You’re disgusting,” I told him and shifted the open bag so the lariat wasn’t as close to him.

      He eyed my new accessory and took a noticeable step away. “How’d you get your hands on that thing anyway?”

      “How do you think?”

      Before either of us could say anything else, Miry bounced over to us, her hands clasped in front of her. “I’m glad you’re doing better,” she said to Damien.

      “Yeah, thanks.” He eyed us one more time before wandering off to wrap his girlfriend in a tight embrace, leaving Glasses to stand awkwardly between two couples. Wait … no, we weren't a couple—yet.

      “It’s after nine, he should be here,” I said, starting to grow antsy with the plan. Besides, we didn’t need daddy dearest swooping in and ruining things.

      She wouldn’t meet my gaze as she said, “I know Chris will show up. He needs me, my blood.”

      “Look, Miry, I don’t need to know whatever went down in that dream between you two. I just need to know that if this thing with us goes any further, when you’re with me, you’re only with me.”

      She looked up and I caught unshed tears in her eyes. “Of course.”

      I checked the time, seeing my phone screen tick past 9:06. “They’re late. I’m going to take a lap and see if I can spot them,” I told her. My wings unfurled and I kicked off the ground, the reminder of the weapon I carried messing with my balance as I found a perch high up in a tree. I felt like I was a bird of prey stalking my next meal See how they like it.

      The gates below me slammed open with a bone-jarring clang as Lilith appeared out of nowhere, all dark eyes and pale skin. Saint Boy hung back at a few paces behind her. Glasses, Damien, and his girlfriend had all vanished, leaving Miry standing alone. Just like we’d planned. We needed them to think she was alone if we were going to succeed in catching them off guard.

      “Are you alone?” Saint Boy called, not advancing beyond the gate.

      “I told you I would be,” Miry replied.

      Lilith took a tentative step onto the campus grounds and I sucked in a breath, waiting to see if the gates really were being fooled. So far, no exploding demons. She gave a thin-lipped smile and beckoned Saint Boy to join her. “Do not be afraid. She has done as she promised and given us access.”

      I could see Saint Boy’s gaze searching the area, no doubt trying to hunt down the trap. Lucky for me I was high enough up and far enough away, he couldn’t catch on to me hiding. Besides, I had the advantage of being able to fly.

      “It feels wrong to be here,” he said, more to Lilith than Miry.

      “That’s not true. You belong here just like the rest of us,” Miry said, laying it on thick. It turned my stomach to see her catering to his every whim just like she had before we knew what he really was.

      “We both know I’m not the same person I was back then. We should go somewhere safer.” He tried to take Miry’s hand, but she pulled away.

      “You are braver than I gave you credit for, child of Michael,” Lilith mused. “Inviting such danger into his house with no regard for what might befall those who claim refuge here.”

      My side grew warm and I looked down to see the lariat burning through the fabric of the bag. It mirrored my own anger at Lilith’s words. She wasn’t going to lay a hand on the kids here. Most of them didn’t know me and I didn’t know them either, but they hadn’t asked for any of this. Moreover, I wasn’t about to let her hurt my friends again.

      “Enough small talk,” I grumbled and launched out of the tree, tossing the bag aside mid-air as the lariat coiled around my forearm like a snake.

      “I knew you weren’t alone,” Saint Boy shouted, shoving Miry away as he turned to face me, his skin going blotchy and black-veined as his demon-side took over.

      “You did always just think about yourself,” I quipped, snapping the lariat in my hand. Unlike the last time I'd held it, I could feel it seeking to do my bidding. It wanted to punish, because I wanted to hurt them. It felt good to want to inflict pain on this bastard.

      “I should have gotten rid of you when I had the chance,” he snarled.

      “See, that’s the thing. You think you can take me, but I’m faster and stronger than you,” I taunted.

      “Have you learned to use that weapon, child?” Lilith’s tone conveyed curiosity.

      “Why don’t we find out?”

      I let the lariat loose, feeling the end bite into flesh as it wrapped around Saint Boy’s chest and arms, binding them to his sides. With a solid yank, I brought him to his knees. His lips began to turn bright red with blood.

      “What are you doing? Stop!” Miry’s voice cut through the haze of my bloodlust and I let the lariat go.

      “I had to stop them,” I replied as she fell to her knees beside him.

      I staggered back as she clawed at the lariat, trying to free him from its tightening embrace.

      Lilith swooped down and clasped the lariat with both hands before letting out a howl of anger and pain so guttural, I wasn’t sure it actually came from her throat. She ripped the lariat free and threw it away as her hands blistered and burned. She cradled Saint Boy to her chest and I took a step toward her. If she was weakened, even a little, this was my chance to take her out for good.

      “Zuri, wait!” Damien’s voice wrapped around me just as his hand clasped my wrist and yanked me backward.

      I spun to face him, all of the pent-up emotions threatening to bubble over. “It’s not her.” he gestured to a figure descending from the sky. “It was him.”

      Uriel landed softly on the ground, the lariat leaping through the air into his waiting hand. His eyes glowed red and ominous, promising pain and death.
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      Everything seemed to happen in slow motion and yet fast forward at the same time. Uncle Uriel landed on the front lawn, the lariat returning to its master. Ant and CeCe looking way out of place in the mix of angels, demons, and Chris. Chris was still on the ground, blood soaking through his shirt and dribbling out of his mouth any time he tried to speak.

      “Save your strength,” I whispered, smoothing back his blonde hair from his forehead. How many times had I done that in our years together? How many times had we whispered secrets under the covers, not wanting to go to sleep, because it meant time apart? I was so stupid in love with him then. I was so sure that what I’d been missing my whole life was him and his love. “I’m here now,” I assured him. “I’m here now, Chris.”

      “Miry, I’m ….”

      “Shhh.” I kissed him, tasting his blood on my lips. “Save your strength, remember? Just rest. I’m going to figure out how to fix this. I promise.” I looked up to find Ant standing beside us. “Ant! Call an ambulance or something. We need to get Chris to the hospital.”

      “I don’t think ‘angelic relic injury’ is in any doctor’s wheelhouse, Mir.” Ant ducked as the lariat whizzed by his head, seeking Lilith who was bouncing around all over the place thanks to her smoky demon magic. “Sorry, but I’m not getting killed for any of you. I’m outta here.”

      “Coward!” I yelled as Ant booked it inside the school building. Chris’ blood covered hand in mine pulled my focus back to him.

      “Let him go,” he said. “You’re the only one I want beside me now. It’s getting dark, Miry. I never liked the dark.”

      I smiled to cover up the scary fact that I knew he was talking about his impending death and not real darkness. “You always protected me from my nightmares, remember? Now it’s time for me to return the favor.” I squeezed his hand hard. “I’m here, Chris. I won’t leave you.”

      “Heal him, Child of Michael.” Lilith poofed next to me and mimed holding her hands over Chris. “You will have my protection, I swear it. Heal my child. He is all I have in this world and the next. Above and below. I will barter you some time. Please. Heal him.”

      Lilith poofed away again to confront Uncle Uriel. I watched, confused on why she would run into danger when her MO was totally to run away, when her words finally made sense. She was giving me time to save Chris. Heal him. Why didn’t I think of that sooner? I totally had angelic healing powers! They worked on Zuri’s ex-girlfriend and Damien. That meant they could work on Chris too.

      “I’m Miry bat-Michael,” I whispered mostly to myself. “I got this.”

      I pulled my hand free and held them both over Chris’ body, focusing my healing energy on his arms and chest which seemed to have taken the brunt of the attack. I tried not to think of the blood seeping out with each shallow breath or how his eyes were growing more and more unfocused. I needed to do this. I needed to try. My hands grew warm as the golden healing light gathered and flowed from me to him. I felt it traveling through his veins, chasing out the dregs of demon blood better than his own Saint Blood or my Angel Blood could ever do. Small scrapes and cuts on his hands and face closed under the light, but no matter how hard I focused—no matter how hard I tried—I couldn’t get the deep wounds on his chest to close. It was almost like the lariat energy was fighting against me. Archangel relics didn’t play nice with angelic healing. The demon half needed to be smited, even if that meant taking out the saint half in the process.

      “Lemme try again.” My own strength was next to nothing since I poured it all into him, but I couldn’t give up. Miryam bat-Michael didn’t give up. “I can do this, Chris, I promise.” I looked up, hoping to find someone, anyone, to give me a signal boost, but with all the demon powers, angelic relics, and fighting in play, everyone who could help was occupied. I was alone. The only person able to help me was me.

      “Miry. You’ve done all you can.” Chris pulled my hands down to rest against his chest, each breath becoming weaker and weaker. His eyes were so brilliantly blue. Not black demon eyes like before. This was my Chris. I’m glad I had him back, even if it was just temporary. I wanted to remember him like this and not what he had become.

      “You’re going to be alright.” I smiled to cover up the hollowness of my words. “Remember that trip we wanted to take? After we were all done with school? Tell me about it. Tell me where you wanted to go.”

      He frowned. “How do you know if the good you did will outweigh all the bad? How do I know where I’ll end up? Up or down? I’m scared, Miry. I don’t like the dark.”

      “You’re a good person, Chris,” I said firmly, tightening my grip on his hand. “Don’t doubt that. There’s nowhere to go but up.”

      “But how do you know?” He whispered, voice urgent and raspy. “How do you know?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I don’t know anything, Chris, but I believe. I gotta believe. If I don’t believe all the bad in the world—in my life—would break me. This will break me.”

      Chris lifted a hand and ran his fingers down my cheek, leaving a bloody trail in their wake. “You are the strongest person I know, Miry. Don’t let ... don’t let anyone tell you any different. And ... And never doubt I loved you. I just wish …” He grimaced. “I just wish I could have been who you needed me to be. Always. I want you to be happy.”

      “I loved you too.” I made sure to look him directly in his eyes so he could focus on me. Focus on my words. So he knew I saw him and I heard him. “Never doubt that.”

      I looked up, confused, when I heard CeCe scream. Why was she still here? She should have run off when Ant did. Wait, when did Uncle Gabriel get here? He stood next to Lilith, his scroll wrapped around her like some sort of containment device. She didn’t seem to mind the scroll-jail. Still if the choice was between that and being burned alive by Uncle Uriel’s lariat, I could see why. I opened my mouth to call Uncle Gabriel over to help, but I wasn't sure what would happen if he left the scroll. Would Lilith break free? We'd been trying for so long to capture her. I didn't want it to be my fault that she escaped. And the same time, she bought me time to try to heal Chris. Why was everything and everyone so complicated?

      “Leave me,” Chris said. “Help them.”

      “Don't be silly.” I forced a bright smile. “This is where I want to be.” Uncle Uriel turned to focus his relic onto the next and nearest wicked person ... which just happened to be Damien—CeCe’s boyfriend.

      “You’re hurting him! Stop it!” Cece whirled on Zuri, who was standing just as dumbstruck as she was. “Do something!”

      Zuri jumped into action. She grabbed Damien and shoved him behind her, barking over her shoulder to CeCe, “Get him out of here!” She turned around, planted her feet, and faced Uncle Uriel with all the swagger she’d shown since the second she stepped through the gates of Celestial Academy. “Hey, asshole! You fought against my dad in the War In Heaven. Why don’t you try to take me on? I dare you.”

      “What is she doing?” I murmured, not realizing that I had said that out loud until I heard Chris’ already rattling breath catch. I turned my focus back on him, flashing the brightest smile I could muster. “Hang on a little while longer, Chris. CeCe will totally call for help as soon as she gets inside. I just know it.”

      “I want you to be happy,” he repeated what he said earlier. “No matter what that looks like, Mir, I want you to be happy.”

      I nodded. That sounded way too much like a good bye for my liking. “Hang on, Chris. I’m sure help is coming. Hang on. Please.”

      He shook his head. “Too late. Too late for me. Be happy Mir. I want you to be happy.”

      “I will,” I promised.

      “It’s so dark, Miry, but I think I see a little glimmer of light …” Chris squeezed my hand tight before his whole body went slack.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            25

          

          

      

    

    







            Zuri

          

        

      

    

    
      What the fuck was I thinking? I’d just challenged a damn Archangel and brought a knife to a proverbial gun fight. I was strong, a badass, and pissed off. Despite that I wasn’t stupid. At least, I didn’t think I was. However, drawing his attention was exactly that—stupid. I could hear Dad’s voice in the back of my head warning me not to punch above my weight class. Still, I'd committed to it so there I stood, fists balled, waiting for the crazed angel to take me on.

      “I won’t waste my time on you, little angel,” Uriel said, his fiery gaze going unfocused.

      “Why, because I’m a girl? If you’re the one who has been going after Fallen, then you can’t get much higher up than yours truly. So come on, we all know you’ve been dying to take me out since I stepped foot in your precious academy.”

      I watched Miry draped over Saint Boy’s body. He wasn’t moving which told me the lariat had done its job. Would she forgive me for killing him? He’d treated her horribly, but what I'd done could easily be seen as taking out the competition. Hard to be swayed back to an abusive lover when said lover was a corpse.

      “You have sown dissension long enough,” Uriel bellowed, snapping the lariat against his thigh.

      “You’re getting lost in your own head, old man,” I taunted before biting my lip.

      Uriel threw back his head and laughed. It echoed eerily in the gated courtyard as he kicked off the ground, his kimono fluttering in the current his massive wings created. I had no choice now. I had to defend myself.

      “Z, catch!” Damien’s voice echoed from behind me. I turned to see a sword hurtling toward me and caught it by the hilt, coming up to meet the lariat mid-air. I expected the lariat to at least bend to the blade, but it clanged off like it was made of metal, too. The force sent me staggering backward as Uriel descended, his face a vicious mask of demented glee.

      “You will not escape punishment this time!” He howled and whipped the braided rope at me. Parrying as best I could, I tried to stand my ground. Except every lash of his weapon pushed me a few shuffled steps backward. I looked around to see Miry still hadn’t moved from her position over Saint Boy. Gabriel stood with Lilith wrapped in his scroll. My mind had little time to wonder how it had come back to him since we hadn’t brought it back from Hell. Could it act the same way as Michael’s sword and come when it’s owner called?

      Pain exploded in my wrist and hand—the same one Uriel had broken a few days ago. I looked down to see the lariat scalding my skin. It didn’t blister and bubble like I’d seen it do to Delilah or Saint Boy, but it still hurt like a bitch. Cutting through the lariat wasn’t an option. God wouldn’t purposely create an angelic relic to be so delicate. Even Dad’s Emblem had to be drenched in my blood to be of any use. So, I took a new approach, slamming the hilt of the sword into Uriel’s face.

      “Get your fucking murder rope off me!” It came out mostly as an unintelligible growl.

      “We were meant to be better than them. We are better than them,” Uriel railed, clearly lost in his mind as I struggled to get free.

      A rush of flapping wings filled my ears as I strained against his hold on me. The sense of dread that washed over me signaled I wasn’t going to like who’d just arrived. With a sharp jerk of the lariat, Uriel sent me tumbling head over heels landing on my ass as I collided with Lilith’s bound form. I let out a garbled ‘ooph’ as I tried to get to my feet. I wasn’t giving up that easily, even as Michael stood there in his stupid gleaming armor with his sword resting in the dirt. Raphael stood off to one side looking from me to Saint Boy and Miry, and then back again. He took a tentative step toward me before reversing course to tend to Miry. She’d been uncharacteristically quiet.

      “We have them now,” Uriel shouted, waving the lariat above his head like a rodeo rider. It came flying my way again, but I dodged just in time to see it wrap tight around Lilith’s throat. She gave a loud hiss and struggled against her binds.

      I was no fan of the mother of demons, but she wasn’t the one who’d hurt my people, after all. Uriel, chasing down ghosts of a long-ago war had gone after innocents, because they had no say in what they’d become. All because they wore a label these assholes had given to them.

      I wrapped my hands around the lariat, biting my lip as the pain in my hands intensified. At some point the pain disappeared, replaced by numbness.

      “See how she defends the scum of this world, brothers?” Uriel’s gaze was wild as he turned to Michael and Gabriel.

      “Uriel, it is time to calm yourself,” Raphael said, holding his hands up in a placating gesture.

      “No, let him complete his task. We must be rid of the evil that plagues our gates and invades our sanctuary,” Michael replied, making eye contact with me.

      “Child of Lucifer, you have shown bravery. However, I do not believe you to be foolish. You will not win this battle,” Lilith’s voice was soft in my ear.

      “Fuck them, there’s been enough death,” I answered, tugging harder.

      “And if you take them to task on their sacred ground, yours will be yet another life snuffed,” she noted coolly.

      I hated that she was right. Despite that, I couldn’t just stand here and do nothing, letting them get away with murdering people. Still, I released my grip on the lariat as Uriel danced around Lilith, wrapping it tighter around her. Michael stepped forward; blade held at his side. His gaze was as steely as the sword and it sent icy tendrils of dread down my spine. He was hiding something and part of me didn’t want to find out what it was.

      Uriel pranced from foot to foot tightening his hold on Lilith as Michael hefted the sword onto his shoulder, moving to stand in front of her.

      “You have been a scourge to this world for far too long, demon. You will be snuffed out like you were meant to be when you were deemed unworthy.”

      “See reason, Michael,” Raphael said, pushing me aside and placing himself between us. “There has been enough death, enough loss. Can’t you see what this vendetta, this blood lust, has cost your own child? Someone she cared for deeply is now dead.”

      I wanted to be with Miry, to reassure her that everything wasn’t lost, but I couldn’t in good conscience tell her that. Not when I had no proof it would be. I was a killer now, too—like Uriel, like Lilith. She wouldn’t want me now.

      “She has disgraced our sacred space. Manipulated others to allow her entry,” Michael boomed. “She must be punished.”

      I knew in my bones he was no longer describing Lilith. I’d talked plenty of shit about Michael to a lot of people, but in that moment, he truly frightened me. I could see the formidable enemy my father had warred with eons ago, could see why some would consider him a strong leader. He instilled obedience when he wanted.

      “I am a healer, brother," Raphael said. "I cannot let you finish what you have started. I will not stand by as you take yet more life that our Creator made, imperfect as she may be.”

      “She’s gotten in his head, Michael, twisted his thoughts,” Uriel proclaimed.

      “Listen to your brother, archangel,” a familiar voice called from the open gates.

      I turned to see Samael stride onto the grounds and it made every nerve in my body scream with mistrust. He’d been in contact with Michael. Besides, there’s no way Dad would have sent his second-in-command to do a job like collecting Lilith. He gave me a small nod. “I am here to collect the demon and her spawn.” He glanced at Miry's prone form. “I see I need not collect him though. All the better.”

      “This traitor? We cannot entrust him with such a valuable task,” Uriel scoffed.

      Michael held up a hand. “Why should I give her to you, Fallen?”

      “Because my leader, Lucifer, commands that Lilith be punished according to our own rules. He seeks no quarrel with you.” Samael’s tone was hard, like he had known the archangels were behind the attacks.

      “And I’ve come to collect Ms. bat-Lucifer as well. He would prefer his daughter reside in his own domain for the foreseeable future. I trust there is no objection.”

      “Take the girl out of my sight," Michael said. “It was a mistake to let her enter these halls.”

      I didn’t want to go with him. Although as Damien joined me, squeezing my forearm, I knew I had no choice. I did something I’d never once in my life done. I prayed. Please let Miry understand why I did what I did. Please keep her safe until I can come back for her. And please, if you’re up there and care at all, protect my father.

      Gabriel unbound Lilith from his scroll and Uriel, after some prodding from Michael, relinquished the lariat. She clawed at her blistered throat. How she was still able to breathe was beyond me. Damien and I fell into step behind her.

      “We have a problem. No one’s seen your dad in days. Lucifer has gone missing,” Damien whispered in my ear the moment we were off school grounds.

      Everything had gone to shit, but there was no fucking way I was going to let a bunch of entitled old angels take what was mine—not Miry and not my dad. They had no idea what was coming ...
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        Don’t miss Miry and Zuri’s final term at Celestial Academy in book four, Michael’s Blade.
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