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      My phone’s text alert beeped for like the zillionth time since, well, since everything went down. How long ago was that? A week? Two? A month? Time was meaningless to me now. Everything just floated around me in one big cloud of ‘bad.’ What was the point of getting out of bed, dressed, or even eating? Why should I pretend to be happy or okay when I was neither of those things? Chris was dead. How does a 19-year-old just die? No, not die. Be murdered. He was murdered by someone I trusted more than anyone in the whole wide world—Zuri. Some friend she turned out to be. I should have listened to Dad from the start. I should have known Angel and Fallen couldn’t work together—couldn’t be together—and just sent her home to Hell. Maybe if I’d done that when I had the chance, Chris would still be alive.

      Memories, regret, and guilt were funny things. They made me remember the good instead of the bad with Chris, especially now that there would never be any new memories. No new moments to label ‘good’ or ‘bad.’ I mean, how much bad was in my relationship with Chris, really? Zuri said tons, but she also said lots of things that weren’t true. At least I think they weren’t true. Nothing really made sense anymore.

      “Go away,” I mumbled to my phone when the text alert beeped yet again. I was going to have to turn that thing off. If I didn’t get the alerts, I didn’t need to answer anything. Ever. Never ever again.

      “Miry? You okay in there?” Cece called through my closed door from the hallway. Thanks to Zuri’s betrayal, CeCe got elevated to one of a handful of people I’d actually talk to now. CeCe, Ant, Dad, Uncle Raphael, and Uncle Gabriel were the only ones included. Uncle Uriel was on the bad list with Zuri. It was his angelic relic that had killed Chris, even if he wasn’t the one wielding it. No, that was Zuri who had done the murdering. Zuri who both Dad and Chris had said was trouble. I should have listened to them. Maybe then Chris would still be alive instead of buried six feet in the ground.

      “I’m not hungry!” I yelled, even though I totally didn’t know or care if it was meal time or not.

      “We’re worried about you,” CeCe didn’t give up. “All of us. Even Damien.”

      “I don’t care what your Fallen boyfriend thinks of me,” I muttered mostly to myself, but I didn’t care if she heard me either. Damien was BFFs with Zuri which meant he was to blame too. I’m not sure exactly how—I hadn’t quite worked that out in my head yet—but I would figure it out. I had nothing to do, but think now.

      “Please, Miry, if you won’t talk to me, talk to someone.” Dang. Cece was awfully persistent. “What about Raphael? You know he’s an amazing listener and never judges.”

      I sat up, threw the covers off my head. Then I debated for a sec if I actually wanted to leave my bed or not, before standing and walking across the room. Each step was slow, like I’d forgotten how to walk along with forgetting how to feel anything but sadness. Somehow, I made it across my dorm room—Zuri’s side empty since she’d gone back to Hell—and opened the door.

      “Thanks for opening the door.”

      CeCe smiled, her dark eyes all wide and hopeful behind her glasses. I used to look like that. I used to look all hopeful and perky before everything went down with our botched plan on the front lawn of campus. We had thought Chris’ mom, the mother of demons, Lilith, was attacking Fallen. It turned out to be Uncle Uriel, trapped in some PTSD mind-warp. Dad didn’t even punish him. It all got swept under the rug just like always. Campus kidnappings and the attacks on Fallen weren’t important. Dad was a master at ignoring anything that didn’t concern him directly which was pretty much everything having to do with Celestial Academy, including me.

      CeCe held out a brown bag of what smelled like those really amazing chocolate chip cookies from that bakery close to campus. “I brought munchies. I’m glad you opened the door, Mir. Really I am.”

      “I always open the door for cookies.” I stepped aside so she could come in. CeCe stood in the middle of the room, looking confused on where to sit. My bed was an unmade mess. Zuri’s bed was just like she had left it, though I doubt she was ever coming back. You don’t murder someone and then pop in to Angelic History like nothing had happened. That left the desks as the only options for sitting. CeCe chose my desk after she handed over the bag of cookies.

      “How are you feeling?” She asked.

      “Better now,” I said around a mouthful of chocolate chip goodness. “This should be like, the only way I open the door. Wanna talk to me? Bring me cookies.”

      “Is there anything else I can do?” She motioned at the bag of goodies. “Besides baked goods, I mean.”

      “You can have Damien tell Zuri to stop texting me.” I ran a hand through my hair. It wasn’t all healthy and bouncy anymore thanks to too many days in bed and too few days of actually showering. “I have nothing to say to her.”

      “I’m sure it’s some sort of big misunderstanding,” CeCe murmured. “If you just give Zuri a chance to explain—”

      “That’s Damien talking, not you,” I accused. “You’re not a Zuri-fan so why are you running interference for him?”

      “I don’t not not like her.”

      “Just let it drop,” I insisted. “I’m not talking to her. The end.”

      “If you’re sure …”

      “Very sure.” I grabbed my phone, opened a text to Dad, and composed a text out loud to show CeCe just how sure I was. Let her report back to Damien. I don’t care.

      “Dad—I don’t think my Angel and Fallen service project is working. Expel Zuri. xoxo -M.”
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      I hated not knowing what was happening with Miry. She’d been ignoring all of my texts and calls since shit went down on campus with Lilith and Uriel. In a way, I couldn’t blame her. For all the shit he’d done to her, Saint Boy had still been a big part of her life. He’d even played a part in forming who she was as a person. No matter how much that pissed me off.

      “Where’d you go?” Delilah’s voice called to me as I stared up at the ceiling of her one bedroom apartment above Renegade Reggie’s bar.

      Damien would give me so much shit for being here, but I couldn't stay in Hell. Not with my dad still missing. I knew that I wasn’t safe there. I hadn’t figured out what Samael was up to or why he was meeting with Michael. Though I knew it wasn’t good. I sighed and looked at Delilah. “Just trying to figure out how my life got turned to shit so fast.”

      “I wouldn't say it’s completely gone to shit,” Delilah countered as she tugged up the hem of her top, sliding it over her head.

      “My Dad’s missing, Miry won’t talk to me, and I can’t shake this feeling that there’s something even worse on the horizon. Something big. Like heavenly bloodbath big.”

      She spun to face me, her tits bouncing with the motion. I studied my cuticles so I wouldn’t be tempted. I’d been staying on her couch the last few nights.

      “So, go do something about it. You’ve always been a take charge kind of girl,” she said and when I looked up she was standing directly in front of me, topless.

      “Seriously, what the fuck?” I spat. I envisioned myself getting up and leaving this messed up situation behind.

      In reality I sat there, unable to move or think as she leaned over, one hand on either side of my thighs. The closeness of her body to mine was intoxicating. Not all demons are the same. It isn’t just all fire, ash, and shit. After all, there was a reason people associated sex with demonic activity.

      “Oh, come on, Zuri. Be real here. You aren’t attached to your little angel. If you were, you’d be fucking her night and day instead of crashing at my place, giving me side eye every time I take a shower.” She grabbed my hand and pressed it to her breast.

      “She lost someone important to her. I’m trying to give her space to grieve,” I mumbled.

      “Some abusive piece of shit boyfriend. Not worth crying over,” she replied, pushing her weight into my lap until I had no choice, but to fall back against the bed. “Live a little, Zuri. After all, you came to me, remember? I didn’t have to let you stay.” Her fingers danced over my shirt. “You could let me have a little fun for old times’ sake.”

      “And if I say no?” I rasped.

      “If that’s really what you want, then it’s over.”

      I nodded before ripping my shirt off, not caring that I’d just ruined it. Her weight against me drew my mind back to that night when Miry had come out as bi and all the things I’d wanted to do to her.

      “How do you want it?” Delilah’s husky voice whispered in my ear.

      I wrapped my legs around her hips and bucked so I was on top. “I’m in charge.”

      She grinned up at me. “It was always better when you were on top.”

      I kissed her hard to stop the talking. I didn’t want to hear her voice anymore. I just wanted to be touched, to vent the fear and anxiety raging beneath the surface. I rocked my hips against her, much like I had with Miry, gripping her tits tight between my fingers. I heard her squeal before it turned into a deep growl.

      I could start to feel myself getting closer, but I wasn’t ready for this to be over too quickly. I shimmied out of my jeans and tugged Delilah’s to her ankles along with her underwear. She lay before me naked except I didn’t see her. All I could see was Miry’s damn little pout and doe-like expression. I leaned up and kissed her, biting her lower lip as I slid a finger inside her. And then another, moving with quick jabs. I could feel her body tensing beneath me with every movement, and could smell the arousal seeping from every pore as I pushed her closer and closer to climax.

      Then my fucking phone beeped with an incoming call. Damn technology.

      “Don’t answer it,” Delilah begged, moving her body against my motionless hand. “Fuck, I’m almost there.”

      I blinked down at my ex and withdrew my hand. All of the need was gone as I realized what I’d been doing. And with who. And who I'd rather be doing it with. Ugh!

      “I’m done,” I answered, wiping my hand on a discarded towel on the floor before pulling on my pants and taking one of her shirts.

      “You never used to be such a tease,” she called after me.

      “Tough shit,” I muttered and slammed the door behind me, checking my phone. Two missed calls from Damien.

      I hit ‘Call Back’ and waited while the line rang. He picked up on the second ring.

      “Please tell me there's news about my dad.” The words tumbled out of my mouth so fast I wasn’t sure they made any sense to him.

      “No. But A letter just showed up for you from Celestial Academy.”

      “They’re still on break,” I said.

      “They kicked you out. You’re banned from ever going near any of their campuses again under penalty of death.”

      “Fuck Michael and his draconian bullshit.”

      “There’s something else," Damien said. "CeCe just texted me. Miry was the one who got him to expel you.”

      Miry got me kicked out? She really was pissed at me. “Fuck.”

      “Look, you need to come home, okay, Z? Things are getting weird around here. Samael keeps acting like he’s in charge. You need to take over before everything falls apart.”

      I wasn’t ready for that responsibility. Despite that, if I couldn’t show that I could lead Hell in a time of crisis, then how would I ever prove myself to them as a worthy leader? Ruling an entire dimension should be easy, right? Just add it to my to do list along with saving my Dad and fixing shit with Miry.

      No problem.
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      "... And then Damien said 'I got this tat of a lyre for you.' Isn't that the sweetest?"

      "Totally," I agreed, but only because CeCe was looking at me with her big, brown puppy dog eyes and would probably start crying if I said I didn't care what new tat her Fallen boyfriend got. I didn't care what any Fallen did with their time or bodies—not anymore. I just wanted to eat my lunch and go huddle under my blankets forever. Eat and mope. That was my plan for, like, as long as I could get away with it.

      "I still don't get what you see in him," Ant commented around a mouthful of cold cuts and bread. "He's training to collect souls for a living. How does that fit in with your art and music abilities?"

      CeCe's eyes widened even more behind her black, oversized hipster glasses. "Why do Damien and me have to fit into any mold or box? Opposites attract." She nudged my shoulder to get me to play along. "Tell him, Miry."

      "You liked Zuri, Ant," I poked a sore subject just cause I felt like it. "How'd that work out for you?"

      His cheeks turned as red as his hair. "I could ask you the same thing."

      I glanced at the empty seat to my right. Where Chris should sit and where he’d be if not for Zuri. "I didn't like her-like her. I only liked her," I said. "And now I don't." I shrugged and stuffed a huge bite of sub sandwich in my mouth. "End of story."

      "Prove it," Ant challenged.

      "Prove what?"

      "Prove that you don't like her," Ant said.

      I shrugged. "She went back to Hell. None of us want to hang around there—except maybe CeCe."

      "Haven't you been listening to anything I said?" CeCe pouted. "Damien says she's not there. Neither is her dad. They're like both MIA."

      "I don't care." And I truly didn't. "Stupid Zuri and her stupid dad can stay gone."

      Ant and CeCe exchanged pointed looks as if trying to telepathically argue over who was going to be the bad guy and call me out on my shiz. I was honestly surprised they had waited this long to do it. I had been absolutely terrible to be around for weeks and weeks. Ant sighed. Looked like he lost the ‘Be The Bad Guy’ silent argument.

      "Look, Miry, we know you miss Chris. We all do. But that doesn't mean you can go completely off the rails." He forked a hand through his hair, making it stick up like Harry Potter. "Grief doesn't give you an excuse to treat us and everyone else in your life like shit. If you don't at least attempt to make an effort, you're not going to have any friends left."

      I blinked, letting his words sink in. Usually it was Zuri who called me out on my nonsense. When did Ant grow a backbone? "How is tracking Z down going to make a bit of difference?" I asked. "Chris will still be dead."

      CeCe reached across the table to pat my hand. "We know, honey, but seeing her might give you a way to channel that grief. I'm not saying go all avenging angel on her or anything, but I think hearing her side might help everything … hurt a little less."

      "Oh, cause Damien said so?" I mumbled. "Hate to break it to you, CeCe, but he's not a reliable source. He's on her side. Your little ambush makes me think the both of you are on her side too."

      "This isn't about who is on who’s side, Mir," Ant said. "It's about getting you past the anger stage of grief and on to one that makes you a little nicer to be around. Just try it our way, okay? Please?"

      He was right about one thing—I hadn't given Zuri time to explain herself. She left before Chris’ body had even gone cold. I'd been ignoring all texts ever since. Would something as simple as talking it out really make a difference? I doubted it, but stranger things had happened. Until recently I had counted the daughter of my dad's sworn enemy as my best friend, after all.

      "Even if I decided to go along with your cray-cray plan, we don't have anything to track Z with," I told Ant. "When Dad expelled her, he tossed all her stuff in the closest portal to Hell."

      "We don't need a focal object." Ant's mouth turned up in a half-smirk. "We have something else she cares about way more than some computer or backpack."

      "And what's that?" I arched an eyebrow, dreading and yet anticipating his answer at the same time.

      Ant's smile grew. "Not what ... who. We don't need an object, Miry, because we have you."
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      Damien’s description of Hell being “weird” wasn’t what I expected when I stepped through the portal, landing in the same spot where I’d first brought Miry. I could almost feel her standing beside me, gawking at the scenery like a tourist. Everything still looked the same.

      “You can’t just be out in the open,” Damien’s voice called to me from my left.

      I pivoted to see him waving at me frantically from within some elaborate cloak. The kind I'd expect in some lame-ass frat boy prank. I rolled my eyes and marched over to him.

      “I’m here. I’m taking back my realm or whatever. What more do you want from me?”

      “For you not to die,” he answered and dragged me out of view.

      “Seriously, D, what the fuck is going on?”

      “You’ve got a target on your back,” he answered, shrugging off his cloak and slinging it over my borrowed shirt and jeans.

      “Right, because nobody gonna recognize the daughter of Lucifer in this thing,” I quipped.

      He tugged the hood up over my head. “Just trust me and stop being so bitchy,” he said.

      I gave him another eye roll, but followed him the long way to his place. I guessed Reaper school wasn’t in session, because there was no way his dad would let him out of going to class. Even if the head of Hell was MIA.

      “So, I did a little digging while you’ve been off … doing whatever with Delilah and you were right. Samael is up to something.”

      “I haven’t been doing anything with Delilah,” I snapped.

      “Right … you’re wearing her shirt, because you forgot to pack enough clothes.”

      “We're the same size,” I muttered. “Look, about Samael. You said he was telling people that he’s in charge when he knows I’m next in line?”

      “It’s worse than that. So, it turns out these Reaper cloaks come in handy for spying on people.”

      I smoothed the fabric over my right elbow. Maybe I’d knocked it too soon. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      “He met with Michael personally. And not about Lilith.”

      I really hated that name. “Please tell me that she’s not a problem anymore?”

      “She’s locked up good and tight. Dad decided to take up jailer duties.”

      “Why? He doesn’t still think she came after you, does he?”

      He rubbed one of the faint scars that crisscrossed his forearm, ruining the elegant tattoo. “I didn’t exactly mention it was Uriel.”

      I wanted to grab him and shake some sense into his brain. “D, why the fuck not?”

      “Look around Z. Things are going to shit, fast. Your girlfriend or whatever she is, got you kicked out of school—”

      “Not one I really wanted to be at to begin with,” I interrupted.

      “Your dad is missing and Archangels are killing us ... because they’re bored? This world is not okay, Zuri.”

      “I get that everything is messed up and I’m trying to fix it. But I’m just one person, D. I don’t have all the answers. I can’t even get my own love life sorted out.”

      I tugged the sleeves of the cloak around me tighter, hoping whatever invisibility mojo they had really worked. I needed a plan. I was good at plans normally. Except now, my mind pulled me in too many directions and I couldn’t see a clear path to solving everything. “Okay, look we know that Dad’s last defense against Michael is gone. So if someone wanted to get a jump on him, it would be hard but not impossible.” Damien coughed and averted his gaze. “What do you know?”

      “Not all of the Emblem was destroyed. Dad’s been keeping that safe, too.”

      “I need to get my hands on it.”

      “The last time you came in contact with that thing, you nearly died!”

      “That’s because I bled on it, dumbass. I don’t have any intention of doing that ever again.”

      Damien shouldered the back door to his house open and I stepped inside. It had always been one of my favorite places, like a second home. One wouldn’t think the Angel of Death would be good at interior decorating, but everyone needs a hobby. Azrael sat at the kitchen table looking nervous as he stared at something on a laptop screen.

      “Dad, I found her,” Damien announced.

      Azrael looked up and his shoulders dropped half an inch. “This is not the Hell you left behind, I’m afraid.”

      “I can see that.” I slid out of the cloak and laid it across the back of an empty chair before settling in at the table. “You need to know something about Lilith,” I began. Damien might not want to start a second war with the Archangels, but it felt almost like we were already there. With Uriel attacking Fallen, Michael kicking me out …

      “I know she did not attack Damien,” Azrael said. “But that does not excuse the horrible acts she inflicted on innocent children.”

      “How’d you know?” Damien’s voice was soft, almost fearful.

      “Prisoners are allowed to talk, Damien. I think perhaps Samael put her in my charge assuming that I would be brutal toward her. But for all the pain she has caused, she, too, is suffering the loss of a child. A pain I know well. As does your father.” He looked at me. “You shouldn’t have to take up this mantle now; not when you are still so young.”

      “We’re going to find Dad. And figure out whatever else is going on, too.”

      “You are one person, Zuri. Certainly powerful and driven like your father, but still only one person.”

      “But I’m not alone. I’ve got you and Damien and …” Wait, I didn’t have Miry, not any more.

      It’s funny how fast she’d become a part of my everyday life and even in my expectations for the future. Although, if she was still mad enough at me to kick me out of school, then she definitely wasn’t part of any plans I made.

      “Your father has been kind to the people here for a long time. That will earn you some sympathy, but Samael has taken hold of things and it appears he is not keen to let go.”

      Azrael spun the laptop to face me and I watched Samael sitting in my father’s chair. It turned my stomach to see him lounging there like he owned the place. Only then, my eyes widened and the bottom dropped out of my stomach as none other than the fucking Archangel Michael appeared on screen with him.

      “Is this live?” My voice came out in a rasp.

      “It is.”

      “We knew Archangel kids could make the trip,” Damien began.

      “So, he’s been lying to everyone else, making them think they can’t set foot here,” I finished. I pulled the laptop closer, fiddling with the volume controls.

      “I am formally delivering this notice to you that Zuri bat-Lucifer is hereby expelled from Celestial Academy effective immediately,” Michael said.

      “Well, she’s gone underground anyway. I don’t think she’ll be a problem,” Samael said coolly.

      Michael leaned over him and I could hear the sneer in his tone. “She is a problematic child; one you should not underestimate. And in her father’s absence, I would not be surprised to find her trying to claim what is yours.”

      “I’m going to punch him in his stupid fucking face,” I snarled.

      “Taking on an Archangel is unwise,” Azrael commented.

      “I was talking about Samael,” I answered through gritted teeth.

      “Taking him on is a bad idea, too,” Damien added.

      “It’s not like I have a choice since this is my domain, not his. And yeah, I’ll kick his ass if I have to.”

      It was time to come home for real this time. Enough pretending I wasn’t just the warrior Dad trained me to be. My world was on the brink of falling apart and I was going to hold it together even if it killed me.

      “I need to make one last trip to the earthly plane and then I’m back for good. We’re going after Samael and I’m going to find my dad.”

      Azrael pointed to the little hutch in the corner of the kitchen. “Use that portal. It’s quicker and safer.”

      I eyed Damien. “Have you always had a private portal in your kitchen?”

      “Maybe.” He smiled weakly. “A guy’s gotta have some secrets.”

      I pressed my hand to the bottom cabinet and it slid aside with a slick hiss to reveal a portal. It wasn’t like any I’d seen around Hell before.

      “You need to think about where you want to be and it will take you there, even if the closest regular portal is miles away,” Azrael explained.

      Death Santa. My best friend’s dad was Death Santa, using his own personal portal to pop into people’s houses and reap their souls. Creepy. As I put my hand into the swirling vortex and thought of Delilah’s place, I could almost feel Miry beside me. I shivered and pushed the feeling away. There was very little chance I’d see her where I was going.
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      “Here? Why would your locating power bring us here?” I cocked my head to the side and studied the surprisingly quiet-for-once exterior of Renegade Reggie’s bar. “Zuri wouldn’t be here unless …” I let the thought die before it could fully form. Zuri with Delilah created all sorts of images in my head and none of them were good. I had saw how the demon bartender looked at her. You’d have to be blind not to notice. They may be exes, but I seriously doubted it was by choice. At least not Delilah’s. I’d bet my wings that any break up was 100% on Zuri and her so-called “ridiculously high standards.” I don’t know how high her standards were to begin with if she was messing around with a demon, but maybe non-serious relationships equaled lesser standards to her. Maybe long haul stuff came with more strings and an even higher bar.

      “I don’t know why it led us here.” Ant stuffed his hands in his pockets as if the glow from his saint power would bring all sorts of demons down on us for trespassing in their domain or whatever. “We wanted to find Zuri, so we found Zuri.”

      “We didn’t want to find Zuri. You both did.” I glanced at Ant and CeCe, trying their hardest to look all innocent and, well, saint like. “And what’s up with the you-really-need-to-talk-to-Zuri stuff anyway? Are you two, like, conspiring against me or something?”

      “Conspiring?” Ant’s voice rose an octave. “Who says we’re conspiring against anyone?”

      “We just think you owe it to yourself to at least talk to her one more time,” CeCe added. It did nothing to stop me from thinking that they were totally ganging up against me. “You holding a grudge is weird, M. It’s not like you. Damien says—”

      “I don’t care what Damien says!” I snapped. “Anyone who has been friends with Zuri since they were in little hellfire and brimstone diapers is not someone that I want to take advice from.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “But since we’re already here, we might as well get this over with.”

      “That’s the spirit.” CeCe led the way to the back of the bar where a flight of stairs led to what I assumed was Delilah’s apartment. Again, it didn’t instill me with confidence that I wasn’t about to walk into a trap. They planned this and “Damien says” probably helped. Zuri might be in on it too for all I know. It seemed like a really elaborate set up to get us to talk to each other.

      Zuri. The memory of Zuri kissing me popped into my head, her hands so hot that their warmth burned through my purple lacy bra. It had felt like there was nothing at all between us. That particular memory liked doing that. Always showing up when I didn’t want it to.

      “You okay, Mir?” CeCe's voice sounded a million miles away. “Whatcha thinking about?”

      I blinked, hard, struggling to scatter the memory of Zuri’s skin against mine, her lips just as warm as her hands. “Nothing. Let’s go.”

      I led the way up the stairs to Delilah’s apartment. The closer we got, the music became louder with heavy bass. Like, really really loud. Drown out other sounds and bust out your windows loud. I jumped back when a non-music thump practically cracked the wall right next to door. Thump. Bang. Thump. Bang. What was going on in there?

      “Maybe they’re fighting?” Ant guessed. “Zuri loves a good fist fight.”

      “When is a fist fight ever good?” I tested the doorknob, but it was locked. Thump. Bang. Thump. Bang. “No good. It’s locked.”

      “Lemme try.” CeCe stepped in front of me and waved her hand over the keyhole. “Every lock has a frequency,” she explained. “If you find it, you can disable it.” She hummed softly for a few seconds before grinning. “Got it!”

      “I didn’t know you could pick locks,” Ant said as the dead bolt disengaged with a loud click.

      “There’s a lot of things you don’t know about me.” CeCe shrugged and stepped aside. “Miry, you go first.”

      If we were walking into the middle of a fight, I didn’t think just opening the door all ‘hi, honey, I’m home’ was smart. In spite of that I didn’t have any other plan right now. Maybe the element of surprise would break up whatever was going on inside the apartment and we’d be ... well, I don’t know what we’d be, but hopefully not in the middle of a fist fight.

      I flung the door open and charged inside. Though instead of smacking into the wall like I had expected the door to do, it hit something solid and person shaped with a sickening thud.

      “What the fuck, kid!” Delilah yelped, blood dripping from an already swollen, broken nose. “Learn to knock, will ya?”

      “Uh, I can ... I can heal you.” I tripped over my own feet to get to her, my hands outstretched and already glowing as I sent my angel healing through them to fix her broken nose. “Sorry, I—” I stopped, mouth dropping open when I realized she wasn’t wearing any clothes. Well, not much clothing anyways. Her shirt and bra were completely off and I wouldn’t exactly call the skimpy underwear she had on ‘clothes.’ What’s worse, was I had found Zuri alright. She was pressed up against the wall with her clothes half off as well.

      My eyes widened, tears threatening to spill and make me look as weak and useless as everyone claimed I was. Before that could happen, I swiveled toward the open door and ran before anyone could stop me.
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      I shoved Delilah out of the way and grabbed my pants and shirt. If Miry had come here looking for me then it was a good bet Glasses had helped her. No way D would have narked on me to his girlfriend. As I stepped out of the apartment, I spotted Glasses and D’s girlfriend standing dumbstruck at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Where’d she go?” I demanded.

      They pointed around the corner and with a huff, I followed the outside of the building and shouldered the door open. Miry stood behind the bar gaping at the collection of liquor bottles.

      “Bit early, isn’t it?” I tried to break the tension.

      “Not really,” she muttered and grabbed a bottle of vodka and a glass.

      “Glasses track me here?”

      She rolled her eyes at me. “No, CeCe. Duh, yes Ant did.”

      “Why? You got me kicked out.”

      “They think we should talk,” she answered waving the bottle of booze toward the door.

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Fine, let’s talk.”

      She slammed the glass down on the bar. “You’re the one who’s a murderer. How do you explain that?”

      “Miry, I didn’t mean to kill him.” I slid onto the bar stool opposite her and studied my nails. “I know he mattered to you, but all I could see is how he hurt and used you. That just pisses me off so much and I don’t know, the lariat just wrapped around him.”

      “So you say sorry by screwing your ex-girlfriend?” She snapped.

      “I can screw whoever I fucking want. We messed around once, Miry. I told you to get your shit together. Clearly you haven’t done that and you decided it was better to just cut me out of your life. Fine, I’ve got enough to deal with. Hell is a shit show and my dad is missing.” My gaze narrowed at her as she fiddled with the top of the bottle. “You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that?”

      “I don’t know anything about your stupid dad,” she snapped, finally freeing the top and pouring the clear liquid into the glass.

      “Look, I don’t know what you came here expecting to find, but I don’t know what else you want from me. Why don’t you just go back to pretending you’re perfect and shit doesn't touch you if that’s gonna make you feel better.”

      “Because it won’t. Nothing is going to make this feel better,” she blurted, slamming the glass down hard enough against the bar to shatter.

      Shards of glass tinkled to the floor on either side of the bar. How she managed to avoid hitting me with any of it was a miracle. I rolled my eyes and slid off the stool, traipsing to the back corner of the bar for the broom and dustpan. I nudged Miry aside as I bent to scoop it up so she didn’t hurt herself. Even with how she’d been ghosting me and treating me like a criminal, I still didn’t want her to get hurt.

      “Do you like her better than me?” Her question came out soft, fearful. She sounded like the old Miry.

      “Who? Delilah? She gave me a place to crash up here and I guess some old feelings resurfaced, or at least an attraction did,” I admitted, brushing the glass into the trash bin underneath the bar.

      “She’s a demon,” Miry continued.

      I whirled to face her. “Careful about where you throw stones, Miry. At least I knew my lover was playing with fire.”

      Tears welled in her eyes and for a moment, I wanted to pull her to me and tell her it was all going to be fine. Despite that, she’d made this about fucking Saint Boy first. I didn’t have to stand here and be treated like shit just because she was grieving. It wasn’t a license to be a bitch.

      “It wasn’t his fault and you know it. Deep down he was a good person.”

      “Maybe he was, but I never saw it. And I’m not going to debate this with you. I said my truth. I didn’t mean to kill him. I’m sorry you feel like your life is falling apart, but you’re not the only one struggling.”

      “You should have aimed for Lilith."

      “It wasn’t my damn relic in the first place!” I shouted. “You ever think of that? I wasn’t meant to wield it any more than you were. So, take some of the blame yourself. Because you were in on the whole plan. You brought them to campus remember.”

      “I was trying to save him.”

      I stepped closer until we were toe to toe. “Not everyone can be saved. That’s just how the world works, Miry.”

      Those tears in her eyes still refused to fall and I had to give her some credit for keeping the waterworks under control. Though being this close to her, I couldn’t avoid the curve of her lips or the way her breasts strained against the fabric of her uniform top.

      If she wanted to cut ties, fine. I had more important things to do. Only the proximity was making it really hard not to want to kiss her. Before I could even think about doing anything, she grabbed my face and kissed me. I blinked and pinched my arm to make sure this wasn’t some fantasy playing out in my head.

      Nope. definitely real.

      I pushed her against the back edge of the bar and tugged the hem of her shirt from out of her skirt. Her kisses came faster and more fevered as I cupped her breast over her bra. She bucked her hips against mine, but I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of getting me off. Not this time. I squeezed her breast hard, making her squeal and stepped back.

      “Guess now you know what you’re missing. Whatever game you’re playing Miry, I’m out. I’m either in your life or I’m not. And like I said, I’ve got too much other shit I have to deal with, because my world is literally falling down around me. Go back to school with your friends. Try not to get murdered by your psycho dad. But I don’t have the time or the energy to worry about whether or not what I do is going to upset you.”

      She tucked her shirt back in and glared at me. “What could you possibly have to do that’s so important?"

      “My home is falling apart without my Dad. And that means I have to put it back together, because that's what’s expected of me. It sucks, and I hate it, but I accepted that responsibility and now I have to own it.”

      I strode out of the bar and back to Delilah’s apartment. She’d already tossed my stuff out on the ground. At least she had the decency to pack it up. Or maybe the blush on Glasses’ cheeks revealed he’d done it.

      “Did you talk?” He asked.

      “Yeah. I think we’ve said everything we had to say. I don’t know what she’s up to or how long she’s going to be acting this way, but do me a favor. Keep her away from me.”
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      I checked my phone for like the thousandth time in two days. Sure, Zuri seemed pretty solid about for-real not wanting to talk to me, but that might have just been for show. At least that’s what I keep telling myself. I’d been telling myself a lot of stuff the last couple of days. Mostly about how much of a moron I was. I drove away the first real friend I ever had by being ... difficult. Zuri was the first friend to see deep down into the real me and not even flinch at the broken, messed up core hiding behind the peppy outer wall. She accepted me. She liked me. Maybe even liked me-liked me. In spite of all that I threw it away.

      “Checking your phone will not make it ring, Miryam,” Uncle Raphael said without looking up from his paperwork. Instead of homework (boring) or moping (trying to do less of that), I started helping Uncle Raphael in the clinic after class. If I wanted to be a healer, I needed to learn from the best. Besides, he was the best healer around.

      I stuffed my phone into my backpack. “I, like, totally don’t know what you’re talking about. I was just checking the time, not if anyone called.”

      “The connection runs both ways, you know,” he said, eyes still trained on the work spread out across his desk. “You could always call her.”

      “I never talk to Mom during school term,” I played dumb. “Why would I start now?”

      Uncle Raphael looked up, his blue eyes seeing more than I ever thought possible with one glance. Why did I decide to hang out with the perceptive Uncle? I should have helped Uncle Gabriel organize his library or helped Uncle Uriel with whatever he did when there wasn’t self-defense class. “You know very well who I meant, Miryam, and it is most definitely not your mother. Call her.”

      “I, uh, lost her number,” I lied. “Besides, she’s going through some family stuff and doesn’t want to be bothered.” I tilted my head to the side, studying him the same way he studied me. “How much do you know about Lucifer’s disappearance? You have his cell phone number, right? Have you tried calling? Has he picked up?”

      “My line to Lucifer is purely for emergencies only,” Uncle Raphael said.

      “Since when is Hell falling apart not an emergency?” I asked. “Or a missing former Archangel turned Fallen?”

      “Your father says the rumors of discord in Hell are completely unfounded.”

      I almost laughed, but stopped myself at the last minute. “And you believe him?”

      “Your father is my general and the closest thing to a brother I have,” Uncle Raphael said firmly. “It is my duty to believe him.”

      “The War in Heaven has been over for eons, Uncle Raphael,” I reminded him, doing my best not to roll my eyes since he was older than me and totally sincere about the whole following Dad’s orders thing. “You don’t have to listen to Dad like that anymore.”

      “Yes. I do.” His hand resting on top of the desk balled into a fist. “Going against Michael would mean …” He shook his head, looking like how Uncle Uriel did when he came out of a PTSD haze. “Never mind that. I do not need to burden you with any of my problems. As you said, the war is long in the past. It shall stay there.”

      “If you say so.” I expected that flashback stuff from Uncle Uriel, but not Uncle Raphael. “I think I’m going to hang with my dad for a bit.” Maybe see what he knows about Lucifer’s disappearance since you’re acting all weird about it, I added in my head. I jumped up from the desk and forced my biggest, brightest smile. “Byee!”
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      “Dad? Dad, you here?” I pushed his office door open and poked my head inside. Empty. Awesome. That meant I had some quality snooping time before he probably smited me for looking around his stuff in the first place.

      Try not to get yourself murdered by your psycho dad popped in my head.

      “Sorry, Z, can’t guarantee that,” I murmured before opening all of Dad’s desk drawers at once. I wasn’t quite sure what I was looking for to prove Dad knew more about Lucifer’s disappearance than he let on, but I’d know it when I found it.

      “Bingo.” My hands brushed against Dad’s movement tracking ledger books. I ignored the one with my name on it, tossed Uncle Raphael and Uncle Gabriel’s ones on top of mine, and opened Uncle Uriel’s book. I wanted to make sure he wasn’t still making hunting trips to Fallen hang outs. I scanned the ledger, tracking his movements. He stuck pretty close to campus. The only time he left his classroom was to go to some place called “the chapel.” We had a chapel on campus?

      “Lame.”

      I tossed Uncle Uriel’s book on top of the pile and pulled out Dad’s ledger. He could make this way easier on me if he just had one that said “Lucifer” on it.

      Dad’s book showed the same sort of movements as Uncle Uriel. Not leaving his office much and spending way too much time in the chapel. Though that alone appeared suspicious. For being an archangel and all, Dad wasn’t all that religious. I mean, he served God, but never had the need to go to church. He always told me church was an institution, not a requirement. He was spiritual, not religious ... So why was he suddenly spending so much time in the chapel on campus that I didn’t know existed until now? I know every inch of this campus and Dad’s never shown me a chapel in the five years I’ve been here. What was up with that?

      Next, I found the ledger book marked ‘Samael’—that weird Fallen general guy that gave off child molester vibes. (Although to be fair, so did Uncle Uriel.) Samael hung around Hell except when ... wait a second. I squinted at the tiny, scrawling magical handwriting on the ledger in case I was reading it wrong. Michael was written in spidery writing next to Samael’s name in Lucifer’s throne room—in Hell. Dad had been making secret visits to Hell. I mean, I always hoped he would go to Hell, but I meant it figuratively, not literally.

      What game was he playing? Hanging with Samael in Hell? Spending way too much time in some place called the chapel? Something was up here. Something bigger than Lucifer going missing. I just needed to figure out what that something was.

      I dug deeper in Dad’s desk drawers until I finally found a ledger labeled ‘Lucifer.’ I grinned. “Bingo.” My excitement died after I flipped through a few pages. Oh, no. Oh, no, no, no, no, no. This was way worse than I thought. Zuri’s dad wasn’t just missing. He was stuck in limbo.
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      I paced the kitchen at Damien’s place. At least he and his dad had the courtesy not to ask me how my trip to Earth had gone. I was just so damn confused by everything Miry did. She pushed me away and then acted like she wanted me. I hated games like that. You either want something or you don’t.

      “Not that I don’t love having my best friend crash with me and everything, but are you actually going to do something or just wear a rut in the floor?” Damien commented from the table.

      “I’m thinking,” I muttered.

      “Z, you’ve been thinking for the last hour. Which isn’t like you. Usually, you’re already on it with a plan, kicking ass.”

      I spun to face him. “I’ve never had to fight for my fucking home before, D. Maybe I don’t want to rush things. Especially if we know Michael and Samael are all buddy-buddy.”

      He held his hands up in surrender. “Okay, I get it. But, really, do you have any idea what you’re going to do?”

      I twisted the bracelet around my wrist, wondering what my mother would suggest I do in this situation. I’d never know since we’d never met. Still I’d like to think she’d want her daughter to take charge, even if it meant running head-first into danger. “I’m going to go to Dad's office and just … kick Samael out of the boardroom.”

      “And if he refuses to leave?” He countered.

      “I drag him out by his wings if I have to.”

      “I wouldn’t suggest you face Samael alone,” Azrael said, stepping into the room from the front hall. He looked tired, like he’d been claiming more souls than usual.

      “I don’t exactly have a lot of back-up. And I can’t put you two at risk.” I replied.

      He waved off my concern. “Your father is my oldest friend. In his absence, it is my duty to protect you. Now, come along. The more time we spend going back and forth, the more chance there is that Samael will actually do something we can’t undo.”
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        * * *

      

      I’d never felt nervous walking into the boardroom before. Sure, it was meant to be intimidating to the outside observer. We were in Hell after all. Despite that, I’d always known it was a safe place for me. Now, it sent shivers down my spine and I hated that feeling. It wasn’t one I was accustomed to.

      “What do we do if Michael’s there?” I blurted as we reached the closed set of double doors.

      Azrael’s answer came with the sharp metallic sound of his scythe dropping into his hand. “We fight.”

      “I’ve fought an Archangel before. I nearly died,” I reminded him.

      “That’s why you have me,” he said, nudging me forward.

      Swallowing the lump in my throat, I flung the doors inward. Samael sat alone in my father’s seat at the head of the table. I marched in and stopped when I was less than a foot away from him. Just close enough to get in his personal space, but far enough away I could dodge an attack if it came at me.

      “Zuri, there you are. I have been looking for you since we returned from that awful business in Michael’s domain.”

      “Cut the bullshit. I know you’ve been conspiring with Michael. And you have no right to sit in that chair.”

      “Conspiring? I’m not sure what you mean.”

      “I know you were meeting with Michael here in Hell,” I snapped, inching forward.

      “He was here, yes. To ensure that the Lilith situation had been handled in your father’s absence and to communicate the unfortunate news that you were no longer welcome at his school. I trust that last bit of news reached you?”

      “Yeah, I got the message.”

      “Samael, are you absolutely certain you don’t know anything about Lucifer’s whereabouts?” Azrael spoke up. I glanced his way to see him set his scythe on the table. It wasn’t exactly a de-escalation of the situation. More of a promise that things would get very reap-y if Samael didn’t play nice.

      Samael shook his head, still not getting out of the chair. He put on what I guess he thought was a concerned expression and said, “Believe me, I wish I knew. It isn’t like Lucifer to disappear and leave his people leaderless.”

      “They’re not leaderless. They have me,” I growled. Without intending it, my wings sprouted from between my shoulder blades. Their tips brushed the chairs beside me, sending them sailing backwards on their wheels. “He made it very clear that I am the next in line. Not you.”

      “Zuri, you may legally be an adult by mortal standards, but you are barely out of infancy in the grand scheme of things. You can’t honestly believe your father wanted you to lead now.”

      His patronizing tone makes my molars ache. My hands balled into fists and I wanted to punch him in the face. Except violence just to sate my temper wasn’t going to prove the point I was trying to make. A good leader didn’t jump to rash actions just because her honor was insulted. A smart leader played the long game.

      So, I forced a smile and said, “You know, you’re right. I must have misunderstood what he wanted me to do. I’m just worried about my dad. I mean, maybe it would help if you told me what you’re doing to help locate him?”

      “I’m doing everything in my power to locate him,” Samael answered.

      “Yeah, but what exactly does that mean? You look like you’re just sitting here twiddling your thumbs. Wouldn’t his second-in-command be out actually searching the earthly plane for him?”

      “What makes you believe he’s on Earth?”

      I gestured around us. “Well, obviously he’s not here and he sure as shit isn’t in Heaven. Where else could he be?”

      “That’s not ….” Samael stopped himself. Clearly whatever he was about to say was something he didn’t want me to know.

      “I’m sure that Samael is doing what he can,” Azrael said from behind me. “Why don’t we let him get back to it then, Zuri?”

      My wings retracted and I allowed Azrael to lead me from the room. I managed to keep my mouth shut until we were back to his house. Damien sat where we left him, staring at something on his phone.

      “Samael knows something and he’s not saying it,” I railed.

      “I know,” Azrael answered.

      “Where else could he be?” I whirled on the angel.

      “Limbo,” he replied.

      I stared at him. I’d heard humans talk about the state between life and death as “limbo,” but I didn’t know it was an actual place. “Sorry, what?”

      “Eons back, not long after the War was over, God created Limbo. A sort of weigh station for souls who couldn’t be immediately classified as destined for Heaven or Hell. It’s neutral territory for Angels and Fallen. We can all exist there. If your father is trapped there, it isn’t a good sign.”

      “It would mean that Samael is actually conspiring with that fucking prick, Michael.”

      Before Azrael could say anything, my phone buzzed in my pocket. At the table, Damien looked up. “You should probably answer that.”

      I pulled out my phone to see Miry’s name flash on the screen along with the stupid picture she’d taken of herself. “Not interested.”

      “For fucks sake, Z, just answer your damn phone.”

      With a huff, I swiped my finger to accept the call. “I thought I told you to leave me alone.”

      “Zuri, I need to tell you something. It’s about your dad. I know …” The line went garbled.

      “What do you think you’re doing in here?” I heard Michael’s voice demand over the line.

      “Nothing. I was just …”

      If she finished the sentence I would never know, because the line went dead.

      My chest felt tight as anger bubbled up inside me. “I’m borrowing your portal,” I announced and pushed the shelving aside.

      “Where are you going?” Azrael’s voice carried only the barest hint of disapproval.

      “To get some answers.”
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      “What are you doing here?” Dad repeated, eyes all squinty and suspicious. “This is my office. My personal sanctum. I thought I told you that you were only allowed in here if you were summoned. There is no other reason for you to darken my door, Miryam. Ever.”

      I cringed, covering my head on instinct in case his little knick-knacks and awards started flying. The Employee of the Year plaques hurt. I didn’t believe he had actually earned them either. There was no way Heaven gave an ‘Employee of the Year’ award since, like, the beginning of time. Dad totally made that up to make himself feel more important and feed his—what I was coming to realize—very fragile ego.

      “Nothing.” I peeked out from behind my duck-and-cover arms. “I was just, uh, totally looking for something I left behind the last time I was in your office.”

      “Which is?”

      “Um, my school planner?” It came out as a question. “You know, the calendar thingy where I write all my assignments down? I, uh, need that. Like, right now. For class.”

      “Go request another from Gabriel.” Dad waved a hand in a ‘begone peasant’ way. “I have no time for your presence today, Miryam.”

      “You never have time for my presence!” I slammed my hands over my mouth when I realized I’d said that out loud instead of in my head. “Sorry. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say that. What I meant was—”

      “I don’t care what you meant; I care that you leave me in peace.” Dad sat down behind his massive desk, fixing me with what I always called his death glare even before I knew he had actually tried to kill me at that scary pool party two years ago. I shuddered at the memory. Leave it to Dad to make a murder attempt look like an accident.

      “Why are you still here?” Dad demanded. “I told you to leave.”

      “And I told you to treat me like an actual human being for once instead of something you’ve grown bored with and just discard!” I clamped my hands over my mouth again. “Sorry. I didn’t mean …” I stopped, lowered my hands, and straightened out of my duck and cover position. I imagined I was Zuri, kicking ass and taking names. She wouldn’t let anyone speak to her like this—especially a parent. She would tell them to stick it where the sun don’t shine and then punch them in the face for good measure. I don’t know about the face punching part, but I could totally stand up to Dad. I could be strong like Zuri. I just needed to believe I could.

      “No. No, I take that back,” I said. “I’m not sorry. I’m not sorry I snooped around in your stuff. I’m not sorry I asked to be treated with a teeny tiny bit of respect. I’m a person, Dad, not an object. Yeah, maybe I’m not the good little soldier you wanted or expected, but I’m an awesome healer. Even Uncle Raphael says so. I have skills. I’m worth something. You might not think so, but I am. I am, Dad. Really I am.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “Are you quite done?”

      I shook my head. “Not even close. You know what? I don’t care if you don’t love me. I’m tired of chasing after something I can never have. There are plenty of people who love me and think I’m worthy just because I’m me.”

      “Such as your dead boyfriend and Lucifer’s Fallen spawn?”

      I faltered for a minute. That was a low blow using Chris and Zuri in the same sentence. I took a deep breath and raised my chin, trying to be a fighter. Trying to be the sort of girl Zuri would love. The kind of girl I wanted to be too.

      “Yeah,” I said, voice steady. “What’s it to you?”

      Dad opened one of his desk drawers and pulled out a single sheet of paper. He scribbled something on the bottom and slid it across his desk toward me. “This is what it is to me, Miryam. Enjoy your life ... what is left of it.”

      I picked up the paper and looked down at it. It was an expulsion letter. Dad was kicking me out of school. Effective immediately.
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      I held my breath stepping through the portal back to Earth. I hoped it would actually put me where I needed to be. I could still hear Miry’s muffled words ringing in my ears. I knew she could defend herself, but her father was a different level altogether. He’d had no qualms about trying to murder her, because she disappointed him or whatever. I was not going to let him hurt her now just because she was somewhere she wasn't supposed to be.

      The gates of the school loomed as I stepped out of the portal. The grass felt hard beneath my feet as I sucked air into my burning lungs. Whatever Azrael’s special portal was made from, it made even me woozy. I stood still long enough to regain my equilibrium before I marched toward the gates. Would they let me in now that I’d been expelled? I was willing to risk whatever it took to find out. Reaching out my hands I wrapped my fingers around the nearest bars and pulled. Electrical jolts danced up my arms and down my spine, sending me staggering backward.

      “Fuck,” I spat and rubbed my singed fingers on my pants. It didn’t help much, but it did soothe my ego. The direct approach wasn’t going to cut it, but maybe an aerial one would.

      I jogged back a few more paces and let my wings unfurl to their full length. I gave them a flap and kicked off the ground. Higher and higher I went until my feet were a good six feet above the top spires of the gate. I wasn’t going to be fooled twice. I approached slowly and kept my hands out in front of me, like I was trying to navigate blindly in the dark. I wouldn’t put it past Michael to have some sort of defense to keep out those with wings too.

      I was just about even with the top spire when I felt a tangible force collide with my chest, sending me spiraling down to the ground. I landed with a painful ‘oomph’ and rolled to a stop. I lay still for a minute, letting my senses assess whether anything was seriously injured or not. Everything still seemed to work after a few gentle probes and I scrambled back on to my feet.

      “Hey!” A perky voice called from the other side of the gate.

      I straightened to see D’s girlfriend standing there, her thick black-framed glasses making her eyes look twice as big. What he saw in her, I couldn’t fathom. Yet again, I’m sure people couldn’t understand what I saw in Miry, either.

      “CeCe, what are you doing here?” It was the first time I had ever spoken her name out loud.

      “Damien called. He said you needed back onto the grounds. I thought maybe I could help.”

      I blinked at her. She didn’t know me. I hadn't been nice to her in the time we had inhabited the same space and yet she was willing to risk so much to let me in. Perhaps I’d underestimated Miry’s friends, discounted them all as being too goodie-goodie. “Thanks.”

      She flexed her hands. “Stand back. It could get a little um ... loud.”

      I took a couple of steps back and watched as she started to hum some tune I’d never heard before. She grasped the bars in the center of the gate and the humming grew louder. I could hear a high-pitched keening as the metal bent to her will and swung open.

      “Hurry,” she mouthed, still trying to keep the humming going.

      I darted in and as soon as my feet touched the ground on the other side, I exhaled a sigh of relief. The pressure and the barrier that had kept me out was gone.

      “I need to find Miry,” I said, grabbing CeCe by the arm and dragging her along with me.

      “I don’t know where she is,” she replied.

      “She was in Michael’s office when I was talking to her,” I explained and headed in that direction.

      CeCe dug her heels in and stopped my forward momentum. “I’m not going into his office. Are you crazy?’

      I whirled on her. “Miry may be in trouble. I’m not going to let him hurt her. Not anymore.”

      Before CeCe could respond I heard a door slam up ahead. I caught sight of the perky tits and rosy cheeks of one Miryam bat-Michael. I didn’t think. I just raced forward, pinning her to the nearest wall and kissed her hard on the lips.

      She wrapped her arms around my shoulders and held me tight. When I finally came up for air, her cheeks burned a new shade of red and her chest heaved for air.

      “Not that that wasn’t fun, but we need to go,” she rasped.

      “CeCe doesn’t care,” I replied.

      “Dad expelled me. And I don’t know how long I have to get off the grounds before smiting happens,” she explained. She was much calmer than I would have expected given the situation.

      I took her hand and led her back the way I'd come, leaving CeCe behind. The wards were meant to keep the wrong sort of people out. I had to assume they were very happy to let them out. I stopped just short of the twisted gates. I could see them slowly bending back into formation. I didn’t want to find out what happened when they finally righted themselves.

      “My things,” Miry whined as I dragged her behind me.

      “We’ll get you new things,” I answered and shoved her past the open gate. I hopped over the threshold of the gate just as the bars unbent. They snapped to attention and a low thrum made my eardrums ache.

      We weren’t getting back in there any time soon. Something told me that even if CeCe had wanted to let us back in, Michael was aware of what she’d been doing. Which begged the question of why he would let me in. Unless he really just wanted Miry out of his precious sanctum.

      “Where are we going now?” Miry’s brave face was slipping.

      “Hell,” I said and squeezed her hand tight. “I’ve got you.”

      I didn’t give her a chance to speak as I felt Azrael’s portal calling to me, guiding me back home.
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      The kitchen was conspicuously empty when we arrived. Miry wobbled on her feet as the cabinet hissed shut behind us. She reached for a chair and slumped over.

      “He kicked me out, Zuri. He just took away my home.”

      I knew I should say something comforting, but the only words that found their way out of my mouth were, “Does that really surprise you? Your dad is a first-class douchebag.”

      “I know it never felt like home to you, but for all the bad stuff, it made me who I am. It helped me figure out who I wanted to be.”

      I sat beside her and took her hands in both of mine. “You’ll get it back.”

      She sniffled. “You’re not mad at me anymore?"

      I smiled. “You’re not mad at me either.”

      Her lower lip quivered. “I missed you. I realized, what was the point of being mad at the world when I could still have my best friend. Besides, no one ever kissed me like that before.”

      The blush that crept into her cheeks made me smile bigger. I knew I wasn’t the best lover, but the fact she was giving me that kind of credit was a nice ego boost. “That means a lot.”

      “So, um, does that mean you want to do it more? The kissing I mean. I don’t think I could handle being mad at you all the time.” She leaned closer like she didn’t want anyone to overhear. “I don’t think I’d be good at angry sex.”

      “You never know until you try it,” I quipped. “But I don’t want to be mad at you either.” I leaned over and kissed her on the lips again. “And yes, we can definitely do more of that.”

      “Get a room, horndog,” Damien said from the doorway.

      I flipped him off and slid an arm around Miry’s shoulders. “Come on, we are going back to my place.”

      As we reached the door, I looked over my shoulder and said, “Thanks for asking CeCe for help. I couldn’t have gotten in without her.”

      Damien pressed his hand to his chest and made a grasping motion for the wall. “Careful, you don’t want the walls to fall down around here. Zuri bat-Lucifer complimenting a Saint and actually using their name.”

      I led Miry back to my place. I almost regretted not borrowing Damien’s Reaper cloak as we made the short journey. Samael was still watching me, which meant Michael was, too. We arrived back home and I couldn’t shake the feeling that something much older than the demons that lived nearby was keeping a close eye on us.

      “Your Dad is in Limbo,” Miry said once the door was bolted behind us.

      “I know. Azrael explained what it is.”

      “I don’t know how he got there or how we get there either,” she sighed.

      “I have some idea. Samael, my dad’s second-in-command is conspiring with your father. I think he’s trying to plot a coup. Why Michael gives two shits about who rules Hell is beyond me?”

      “I found some other things in his desk when I was snooping. There’s some place on campus called the chapel. I’ve never seen a chapel and believe me, I’ve been all over every inch of the grounds. Whatever he’s hiding, whatever he’s planning, it’s going down there.”

      The thought of Michael plotting in earnest made my skin crawl. “What would happen if the Archangels all had their relics together?”

      “I um ... I don’t know. Probably nothing good. But they don’t have them.”

      “Gabriel had his scroll when we fought Lilith. He bound her with it. And Uriel has his lariat back and I have no doubt your dad has his sword hidden away somewhere. With the Emblem gone, my dad is defenseless.”

      “So, what do we do?”

      “We go to Limbo and save my father. Somehow, we get Michael's sword away from him. Something tells me if they are planning something big, that’s going to be the centerpiece.”

      “But we can’t get back on campus. Not without risking CeCe and Ant.”

      “Are you absolutely sure he keeps the sword on campus?"

      “He keeps it hanging behind his desk, remember?”

      “After you manifested it when we fought Beelzebub, is that where you put it back?”

      Miry’s face scrunched up in thought. “Well, no. I didn’t actually put it back. Dad took it. You think that’s a fake in his office?”

      I wasn’t the only one capable of making a forgery. Michael was just self-centered enough to want to remind people of his power without risking it falling into the wrong hands. “If it is a fake, where would he keep the real one?”

      Color drained from Miry’s face. “Heaven. He’d keep it in Heaven.”

      Well, shit.
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      I tugged at my hair, twirling it around my index finger. What happened to Fallen if they tried to enter Heaven was something Dad definitely made sure to include in the curriculum. God liked to flaunt power. Making sure everyone knew first a Fallen Angel’s wings burned to a crisp followed by the rest of them if they even made it through the pearly gates, was definitely flaunting power.

      "Um, maybe the whole burning alive thing is more like a warning than an actual thing." I tried to look on the bright side. "You know, like a beware of dog sign or no trespassing."

      Zuri toyed with the red string bracelet on her wrist. "Your dad may be an asshole, but he's not stupid. We've spoiled all his narcissistic plans this year. What's stopping us from taking down his army or whatever he's planning in that secret chapel of his?"

      I chewed my lower lip. "Dad does love a good battle, but do you really think he's building an army? I mean, why? What's the point?"

      Zuri blinked, looking at me like I was, well, me—slow to catch on and not all that bright. "He got an army together during the first War in Heaven to face off against my dad. What's stopping him from planning a second round? There's no glory in running a school. There is in commanding an army and winning a war."

      I wanted to hang my head over the side of a bed to think. Except there weren't any around and I'd fall if I tried that maneuver on a stool. I kicked my feet instead. I watched my shoes go back and forth, hoping the rhythm would help me concentrate. It didn't, but maybe thinking out loud would. "So say my dad kidnapped your dad—"

      "I don't say it, I know it," Zuri interrupted. "Dad would never just disappear like this. He definitely wouldn't leave Samael in charge either." She twisted the bracelet on her wrist again. "If your dad was hoping I would think everything was business as usual down here, he did a terrible job of it."

      I gasped, eyes going wide. "What if it wasn't part of his original plan?"

      Zuri frowned. "This isn't going to surprise you, but I don't follow where you're going with that."

      I hopped off the stool and paced around Zuri's kitchen, waving my hands as I talked. That definitely helped me think out loud. "So Dad likes armies. Big deal. Maybe he was into that saber-rattling thing. Like where he wants to look totally powerful to your dad and whoever else, but never plans to do anything about it. What if someone in his army—my bet is on Uncle Uriel—went rogue and kidnapped your dad? They'd have to hide him away somewhere until they figured out what to do with him and all that. I mean, once you get in deep enough, you can't just let someone go and be like 'see ya,' you know?"

      "No, I don't know. I’ve never kidnapped anyone before," Zuri quipped.

      I crinkled my nose. "Oh ha ha. Just roll with it, k? So Dad has an unexpected prisoner. What's the worst thing he could do to him? Like, what would prove once and for all who the real winner of the war is? Cause Dad is nothing if not predictable. He wants to win and doesn't care how as long as the result is the same, you know?" I grinned, bouncing on my heels. "So what's the worst thing he could do to a prisoner? Cause that's what's totally going to happen."

      "Cut off Dad's wings," Zuri whispered, her hands shaking and her face going a weird grayish chalky color. "He'll lose his divinity and just be ... normal. It's the worst punishment for anyone—Angel or Fallen. I remember Dad said it's what Michael had wanted to do from the start before God intervened and cast the Fallen out instead." She shivered. "I think I'm going to be sick."

      "It's okay." I scurried over and patted Z's back while she took deep gulps of air to calm the urge to spew chunks. "We'll stop him. I won't let anyone—not even my dad—hurt your dad. We'll definitely save him, because that's what we do, Z. Apocalypse? Demon kidnappings? PTSD Archangels? We've made it through all that and we can make it through this too. You got me, but I got you too." I swiped a finger across my heart. "Promise."

      Zuri gave a shaky laugh. "How am I supposed to survive Heaven to get to Limbo?"

      "I don't know," I admitted. "But we'll figure it out together."
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      I had no idea how we were going to get into Heaven, let alone do it without me turning into human barbecue. Despite Miry’s affirmation that we would figure it out together, by the next morning, Miry still had not come up with anything.

      “I know you’re worried,” she said from beside me on the bed.

      Even though we were kind of together, I’d insisted on sleeping above the covers. I told Miry it was because we should take things slow. In reality I didn’t trust myself to not push her to go further than she was ready to just to make myself feel better.

      “I’m terrified, Miry,” I confided.

      She made a disbelieving face and said, “Zuri bat-Lucifer doesn’t get terrified.”

      “Yes … Yes, I do. I almost died once this year and that’s bad.” I touched my stomach reflexively. “The thought of burning to death is worse.”

      “I told you I won’t let that happen,” she answered.

      “It’s a pretty promise, but you can’t be sure it will work.”

      “Yeah, but we all thought Archangels couldn’t go to Hell either and we know that’s not true.”

      I sat up and rested my head in my hands. “There has to be another way to get to Limbo. If there’s access from Heaven, then there has to be one here, too.”

      “Duh, of course there’s got to be one here, too,” she agreed and sat up to wrap her arms around my shoulders. “You’re brilliant. I mean, we know that I can survive coming down here so maybe getting to Limbo from here won’t do anything bad to you.”

      “We don’t know where to look,” I sighed. I couldn’t explain why, but I couldn’t shake the feeling we’d already been defeated. I was still a fighter, but the longer my dad was missing and the more we dug into whatever Michael was planning, my hope dwindled further.

      “You are not giving up on me,” Miry said, jolting me out of my mental spiral.

      “I didn’t say I was.” At least I didn’t think I did.

      “We know someone who would know where to look. He seems pretty cool and willing to help,” she said.

      “I don’t think—” I started, but she cut me off.

      “Azrael.”

      How had I been so stupid? Of course, the Angel of Death would know how to access Limbo from this side of the veil. He probably had to go there often when souls didn’t have a direct destination. I rubbed my face and straightened up. No more letting doubt control me. I would rescue my dad and stop the mad Archangel from whatever insanity he had planned.

      “Let’s go,” I said and slid off the bed.

      “Um, shouldn’t we … eat or something first?”

      I heard Miry’s stomach rumble. Even though I wanted to seize my newfound focus, I sighed and led her to the kitchen. After rummaging, I shoved a couple of protein bars into her outstretched hands. “You can eat on the move. Let’s go.”

      “So,” Miry said as we made the short trip to Damien’s place. She laced her fingers through mine. “Are we like a couple now?”

      “I don’t know, Miry. Maybe?” Putting labels on whatever this was seemed trivial compared to the fate of the world and our families. “Are you ready for that? Having a girlfriend?”

      I heard her crunch one of the protein bars and chew loudly. Probably for effect. “I don’t know. I like kissing you and I feel like I know who I am when I’m with you. But I haven’t actually said the words before."

      “That you like girls?” I prompted.

      “Mmhmm,” she answered.

      I stopped walking and turned to face her; our hands still intertwined. “I’ll make you a deal. When you can tell someone you know, someone you really care about that truth, I will be your girlfriend.”

      She worried her lower lip for a second and then smiled. “Okay.”

      “You two going to stand out there gawking at each other all morning?” D called from the back door.

      “How’d he know we were coming?” Miry whispered as I led her inside.

      “I tracked your phone,” Azrael answered matter-of-factly from the kitchen table.

      In all the years I’d known him, I’d never seen him sitting there drinking a cup of coffee out of a ‘Hell’s Baddest Dad’ mug. It felt wrong. I should have been offended that he was keeping tabs on me, but I know my dad would have done the same thing with Damien if our roles were reversed.

      “Is that legal?” Miry hiccupped.

      “I don’t care if it is, it’s not important right now,” I reminded her.

      “Oh, right. Limbo.”

      “I warned you that Limbo can be dangerous,” Azrael said from over his coffee mug.

      “We need to get there. Dad is being held as a prisoner by Michael. And trying to get to Limbo from Heaven is a suicide mission.”

      “You’re not going to get there from here, either,” he replied.

      “Whatever safeguards are in place, I can handle it,” I argued.

      “The entrance from here is located in your father’s office. The one that his second-in-command is currently occupying.”

      “The same asshole who is in on the whole fucking plan,” I spat.

      “Maybe we can just sneak in when he’s not there,” Miry suggested. From the weakness of her tone even she doubted that was a viable option.

      “He isn’t leaving the office unguarded. He hasn’t since your father went missing,” Azrael answered.

      “What about a diversion? We could tell him that Michael’s forces were advancing on Hell,” Damien offered.

      “He’d know that wasn’t true. They’re working together, remember?” Frustration began to bubble beneath the surface.

      “Damien has a point, though,” Miry said, her voice stronger now. “We all know my dad doesn’t care about breaking the rules whenever it suits him. And we also know he doesn’t think Fallen are the same as Archangels so he probably won’t even think twice about stabbing Samael in the back.”

      I still didn’t like the idea of using my friends as a diversion. Even if it worked and we got to Limbo, that still left Damien to fend off a very powerful Fallen angel.

      “He will not go alone,” Azrael announced, setting his mug down and standing. “I will make it believable.” As if by magic, his scythe and cloak appeared and it sent shivers down my spine.
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      I held Miry close to me under the protection of Damien’s reaper cloak. It was just as soft and flowing as the last time I’d worn it. Still I worried that it wouldn’t provide the same protection. Not with two of us, no matter how close we moved together. We watched from our spot just beyond the door to Dad’s office as Damien and Azrael approached, drawing Samael from the room.

      “You can’t be serious. He’d never do such a thing,” Samael retorted.

      “I’ve been reaping souls all week, and they all say the same thing. They’ve seen the Archangel readying for battle. He’s bringing it here to us. To finish what he started eons ago.”

      “He thinks I’m weak, does he?” Samael ground out, his hands balling into fists.

      “We should prepare to defend ourselves,” Azrael said, clapping a hand on Samael’s shoulder and forcibly leading him away from the room.

      It was our cue.

      Making a mad dash for it, I let the cloak flutter away from me, letting it drape over Miry alone. I had plausible deniability for being here if anyone caught me. The daughter of the enemy, not so much.

      “What’s the entrance supposed to look like?” Miry hissed from beneath the cloak.

      “I don’t know,” I answered.

      I could hear low murmurs coming from beyond the wall directly behind the large oak desk. I’d always assumed it was a solid piece, but as I ran my fingers across it, I found a slight indent in the wooden panel. It clicked and slid inward, revealing a room with two very well-armed Fallen standing guard at what I assumed to be the entrance to Limbo.

      “You aren’t supposed to be here,” one of them said, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword. He clearly knew who I was and hesitated to raise his weapon to me.

      “I’m pretty sure my dad isn’t cool with random dudes hiding in his office,” I answered and stepped closer.

      “Lucifer’s gone,” the other guard replied. He’d drawn his blade.

      “Not for long,” I replied and reached out to take the first guard’s sword out of its scabbard.

      I spun, kicking him in the solar plexus, sending him crumpled to the floor. The second guard lunged and I parried. Out of the corner of my eye I caught Miry’s hands pop out from beneath the cloak to wave at the entrance.

      “Little busy,” I grunted and barely avoided a sword to the upper arm.

      Before I could do more than lock blades with the guard, I heard shouts from the office beyond and the sound of hammering footsteps. My gut told me they weren’t coming to help us. I gave the guard a kick to the groin and grabbed Miry’s outstretched hand, hauling ass out of the room and back into the office proper.

      I lobbed the sword at the nearest window, glass shattering on impact. “Move your ass,” I told her, and gave her a shove in the right direction for good measure.

      I could tell she wanted to argue, but Miry dutifully climbed out the window, stretching a hand back inside to pull me up. My boots slid through the window frame just as Samael reappeared, looking livid.

      The path to Limbo from here was shot. That meant if we had any chance of making it to my dad, we had to brave the gates of Heaven. Even if it meant I didn’t survive the journey.
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      “You’re lucky I’m used to running from angry Archangels. That Samael guy’s got nothing on Dad or Uncle Uriel when it comes to needing to duck and cover.” I ducked behind a literal dumpster fire—this was Hell after all—and waited for my heartbeat to slow to normal. “Do you think he’s gonna follow us?”

      Zuri peeked out from behind the dumpster. “I don’t think so. It will call more attention than he wants to deal with. Samael can’t pretend to rule Hell if anyone sees me—the actual rightful ruler in Dad’s absence.”

      “We’ll get him back,” I promised her. “Just one little trip to Heaven, a stop off in Limbo, and you’re totally reunited. Promise.”

      Zuri ducked back behind the dumpster and slid down the side of the brick building next to our hiding spot until her butt hit the cobblestones. “What’s the point? We’ve failed before we even started. I can’t take ‘one little trip to Heaven.’ Not if I want to stay alive.”

      I crouched down in front of her and held out my hand. “I know a little work around that whole Fallen burning up thing. But you gotta step through the gates first to see if it works.”

      Z shot me her ‘are you high’ glare. “That sounds like something your dad would say. How do I know you’re not spying for him? Pretty convenient that you ignore me for over a month and then suddenly show up with intel on where my dad is.”

      “I’m not a spy.”

      “How do I know that?”

      “Cause I’m not.” I grabbed her face and pulled her in for a kiss. “Would a spy do that?”

      “Maybe.” Zuri frowned, mouth and brow both turning down in confusion. Sure, I wasn’t usually the one to make a move, but that didn’t mean I never did ... or would.

      I kissed her again, pressing my lips hard against hers. “How about now?”

      “I might need more convincing.”

      “You’re incorrigible.” I popped to my feet, then turned to determine the way out of here and back to the mortal plane. “And, yes, I know what incorrigible means. What’s the easiest way back to the surface world that would get us as close to campus as possible?”

      “Why?” Zuri climbed to her feet, her right arm tangling up in my left until her fingers found mine, lacing tight. “Neither of us can enter campus.”

      “That doesn’t stop people from coming out. Heh. I made a joke and didn’t even mean to. I meant coming off campus, not coming out-out.” I dug my phone out of my bra where I put it for safekeeping before checking the screen. “I have, like, zero reception here. Ugh, I need sunlight and a decent cell tower.”

      “Come on.” Zuri started walking, pulling me along behind her. “I know a shortcut.” She led me through a maze of side streets and back alleys before stopping in front of a legit river of lava. Like the kind you’d expect to see at the entrance to Hell.

      “Um, what do we do now?” I asked.

      Zuri let go of my hand and motioned at the lava. “We jump in.”

      “Eeeek!” I scurried back from the edge in case she decided to test her ‘Miry’s really a spy’ theory and throw me in. “We do what?”

      “We jump in,” she repeated. “The lava is for show. It’s an illusion. Come on. We’ll do it together.” She swiveled the top half of her body, holding out her hand to me.

      I took a step back in protest. “How do I know you’re not just going to throw me in?”

      Zuri sighed, hand still waiting for mine. “You’re going to have to trust me.”

      “If I do, will you trust me with the whole survive Heaven thing?”

      “We can figure that one out when we get there,” she said.

      I shook my head. “No. No, that’s not good enough. You either trust me or you don’t,

      Z. There’s no ‘maybe.’”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and waited. Zuri looked down at her own outstretched hand as if it belonged to someone else. She curled her fingers into a fist, deciding. I held my breath and waited. No matter what label we put on this thing between us—friendship? relationship?—trust was still important to me. Except I needed it to be important to Z too. “I’m waiting.”

      Zuri sighed again and uncurled her fingers. “I trust you, Miry.”

      I put my hand in hers. “I trust you too, Zuri.” I stepped up beside her, looking down into the boiling lava. “On three?”

      She nodded. “On three. One ... two … three!”

      I closed my eyes, held my breath, and jumped.
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      “Ugh. Next time you say ‘let’s jump into a raging river of fake lava,’ remind me that the trip to the Earthly plane is way worse than regular portals.” I sat down before I could fall down. “Does my hair look bad? It doesn’t have, like, puke in it or anything, does it?”

      “You look fine,” Zuri said, distracted.

      “You didn’t even look!” I whined.

      Z made a big show out of inspecting my hair. “It’s fine. Now do whatever you need to do to get us to Limbo so I can rescue my dad.”

      I pulled my phone out of my bra again, punched some buttons, and shot Uncle Raphael a quick text. Need help. Don’t tell Dad.

      His answer came almost immediately. Where are you?

      I looked around. I wasn’t even sure where we were. Telling him ‘by the bush that smells like puke’ wouldn’t cut it. I needed something more useful. “Ummm … Hey, Z, where are we?”

      “By the post office near campus. Why?”

      I typed that into the text chain and hit send. “You’ll see. Help is on the way!”

      It didn’t take long to hear the beat of angel wings. Zuri looked up, shading her eyes to scan the sky. “Miry, what have you done?”

      “Nothing,” I protested. “I just called—”

      “How much trouble are you two in this time?” Uncle Raphael asked as soon as his feet hit the sidewalk in front of us. “Talk quickly. I am not sure how long I can be gone before Michael grows suspicious.”

      “We think my dad kidnapped her dad and is holding him captive in Limbo,” I blabbed, the words running together. No one is better than me at talking fast. “We tried to get in from a portal in her dad’s office, but got cut off. That leaves—”

      “Heaven,” Uncle Raphael said, voice soft. “Oh, Miryam, do you even know what you’re asking?” He shook his head. “That is not a trip you or anyone else for that matter should take lightly. Especially Zuri.”

      “I know the danger and I’m willing to risk it.” Zuri stood and pulled me to my feet. “Can you help us or not?”

      “Can I, yes,” Uncle Raphael said. “But what you should ask is will I.”

      “Come on, Uncle Raphael, that’s totally unfair!” I grumbled. “If there was any other way, we’d have already found it. This is it. Will you help me or not?”

      He opened his mouth to say what I’m pretty sure was “not” when Zuri interrupted. “My dad is in danger. Please. If you don’t want to help us, do it to help him. He was your friend once, wasn’t he? Before the war?”

      Uncle Raphael got that haunted look that cropped up whenever anyone brought up the War in Heaven. “He is still my friend.”

      “Then help us,” Zuri pleaded. “We can’t do this, not without you.”

      Uncle Raphael sighed and motioned for us to follow him behind the post office and away from any potential eavesdroppers. “Do not repeat anything I am about to say, understood?”

      “Understood,” we chorused. I crossed my heart for good measure.

      He sighed again before raising his arm. He made a couple of quick swipes in the air that I recognized as Enochian runes before a glowing portal opened in mid-air. “Go before I change my mind.”

      I climbed in first before reaching a hand back to Zuri. She didn’t look all that enthused to take my hand, but she did anyway. This was the only way to save her dad. “And try to find out what Dad is doing in some place called ‘the chapel!’” I called to Uncle Raphael as he closed the portal behind us.

      It felt like I only blinked and suddenly we were standing in the misty cloud-like area right outside the Gates to Heaven. They were as pearly and shimmery as you would expect from something called ‘the Gates to Heaven.’ I turned to Zuri. “Are you scared?”

      She shook her head, swallowing hard. “I don’t scare easily.” I grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the gates. “It’s okay. What they told you about the whole Fallen burning and dying thing is true, but I know a work around it.” The gates opened on their own when I got close enough. I stepped through them without even thinking about it. Zuri on the other hand was still an arm’s length away on the non-burning and dying side. “Dad gave me a tour once right after I got my Celestial Academy acceptance letter,” I explained. “He said everyone sees something a little bit different. It’s your own personal Heaven. Mine is different from yours, his, or anyone else that steps through the gates. The people that are most important to us will always be waiting too. Since their heaven isn’t complete until we are here.” I tilted my head to the side, watching Z. “Come on and try it. You won’t die.”

      “How do you know?” Zuri asked, voice hoarse.

      “Because I already know my version of Heaven includes you,” I said. “And there’s someone else who has been waiting for you to make her Heaven complete too.” I stepped aside to let Zuri get a view of the person walking toward us through the mist. She had long black hair, dusky skin, and wore an ankle length bright red dress.

      She stopped on the Heaven side of the gates and smiled. “Hello, sweetheart.”

      Zuri’s eyes widened in disbelief. “Mom?”
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      I stared at the woman who had only ever been a dream or whose face had been worn by a demon. The last few months told my brain not to trust what I was seeing. However, the fact I was literally standing in Heaven without burning to death proved there was some merit to what Miry said about those being in our personal heaven being here.

      “Is it really you?” The words sounded lame as they left my mouth.

      “It is. I am so proud of the woman you have become,” she said and reached out her hand to me.

      I rushed her, wrapping my arms around her, and buried my face in her chest like a child. I’d never really known what it meant to have a mother’s love. Dad gave me all of his heart and then some to make up for it, but there was no way he could replace the feeling of being held in her arms.

      “I wish I’d gotten to know you,” I whispered.

      “One day, a long time from now, you will. Because where I’m going, you will be, too and we will have all the time in the world.”

      “That’s a nice thought, but I won’t be here. I’m Fallen, remember?”

      She laughed and tilted my head back so our eyes met. “Sweet girl, that is only a label and labels have no meaning here. And as your friend pointed out, you are here now, because you are part of her heavenly peace.”

      I let that sink in. The woman who had literally slept with what many people called the Devil had made it to Heaven. Maybe that meant I could get there, too. Would Dad be here in mine?

      “What about my dad? He’s important to me. Would he be able to be here, too? Could my family be together again?” I addressed the question to Miry who had been standing off to one side by the gates.

      “I don’t know. If my dad had any say then no he wouldn’t. But God created Heaven, not an archangel, so there’s hope.”

      I turned back to my mother and drank in her features, committing every little detail to memory. I could see so much of myself in the shape of her nose and the cut of her cheekbones. There was so much she’d given me that I didn’t even realize. “Do you know how we can stop Michael?” It was a long shot, but I had to ask.

      “I’m not God, sweetheart. I’m not all knowing or all present. But I do have faith in you, sweet girl.”

      I’d take the ego boost, but it didn't give us a practical solution to a very dangerous problem.

      “Please, whatever you choose to do, be safe,” Mom said, wrapping her arms around me one more time.

      “I’ll try,” I replied. As much as I really wanted to get to know her, I wasn’t in a hurry to die.

      “We couldn’t go up against Uriel with his fucking lariat or Michael with his … The sword,” I blurted.

      “Huh?” Miry stepped away from the gates to stand beside me. “What sword?”

      I spun to face her. “Your Dad's sword. It’s powerful and I bet for whatever he’s planning he needs it.”

      “Probably,” she agreed, clearly not following my train of thought.

      “You can manifest it, Miry. If we have it, then he can’t use it.”

      “I’ve only done that like once. Maybe twice. And I’m always super freaked out and scared when I’m able to do that.”

      “Does your father starting another war for no reason terrify you?”

      She swallowed and nodded. “Like, a lot.”

      “Then use that fear to motivate you. You’re Miryam bat-Michael. You are strong enough to stand up to him.”

      She squared her shoulders and looked me in the eye. “I can do this.”

      I waited for her to do whatever it was she did to make the sword appear, starting to feel hopeful again. She closed her eyes and held out her hands. Her lips puckered together in concentration and I couldn’t help but picture kissing them. I never would have imagined the girl for me would be Miryam freaking bat-Michael. She was the total opposite of every girl I’d ever been with. Although maybe that was what drew me to her. Sure, she had a great body. Despite that there was just something about her, that belief in the goodness of others that made me smile.

      A clatter made Miry open her eyes and we both turned to see the sword appear on the ground. I hadn’t exactly been conscious the last time she’d manifested the damn thing, but I assumed it would have appeared in her hands.

      “Is that normal?” I asked.

      “Uh, I have no idea.”

      We approached the sword laying there in its scabbard. It looked like someone had just left it there, but that couldn't be right. Michael wouldn’t just keep it here. Not when I’d seen it hanging in his office.

      “How sure are you that the sword in his office is real?” I prodded.

      “Well, I mean, I've never actually held it in his office. He doesn’t, like, take it out and let people mess with it. I guess it could be fake.”

      “And he assumed no one else would bother looking here for the real thing.”

      “Guess not.” She bent down and scooped it up, securing the scabbard around her waist.

      Miry looked like a warrior goddess as the mists of Heaven billowed against her skin. She definitely had the part down. Now we had to hope we could make our way to Limbo and rescue Dad.

      “Any idea how we get to Limbo from here?” I let the question hang in the air around us.

      It could have been a trick of the light or the fact I wasn’t supposed to be able to exist here under normal circumstances, but I could swear I saw a portal swirling in the distance. Its opalescence stood out against the calm mistiness of the rest of Heaven.

      “Well, that’s interesting.”

      The farther I stepped from the gates, the more the pit of my stomach lurched. I may be part of Miry’s heaven, but this place still wasn’t thrilled about me being in it. The sooner we left, the better. Miry came up shoulder to shoulder with me and grabbed my hand.

      “I know I’ve been weird lately with, you know, us. And I know you thought I was just pretending or playing a part. I guess, in a way, I was.”

      “Now is really not the time to do soul searching, Miry. When we’ve stopped your Dad from starting another war, we’ll have plenty of time to figure out what we are,” I replied.

      “It’s just, I don’t know if I’m bi. Like, it’s hard to explain. I think I like a person for who they are, not if they have boobs or balls.”

      I turned to Miry and took her other hand in mine. “It’s great that you’re coming to terms with who you are and how you love, but can we please just focus on the mission?”

      “Right, sorry. I just needed to get that off my chest.”

      I didn’t have time to respond, because the portal swirled, sucking us in.
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        * * *

      

      Between one breath and the next, we left Heaven and landed in Limbo. I don’t know what I expected to see when we got there, but it wasn’t just the drab greyness of an ever-expanding void. It didn’t seem logical or physically possible that we could be standing there and not plummet into the abyss. Instead, I released Miry’s hands and bent down, pressing my fingers to the blandness around us and found it solid.

      “Okay, this place creeps me out way more than Hell,” Miry said. Her voice echoed strangely around us.

      “Miry?” A voice called from nowhere and everywhere all at once.

      I knew that voice. I held fast to Miry’s hand as a figure emerged out of the greyness.

      Saint Boy looked … normal. No demonic pallor. No rabid frothing at the mouth. He looked just like a teenage boy you’d see anywhere on the street and not think twice about. The fact he was here made me nervous though.

      “Chris? What are you doing here?” Miry’s hand slid out of mine, like she was afraid of him seeing.

      “Guess when you’re part demon and part saint, reality isn’t sure what to do with you after you die,” he answered.

      “You can’t go to Hell,” she said before her cheeks flushed a bright pink. “Not that Hell is a bad place to be just um … “

      “I don’t really want you in my space,” I interjected.

      “Believe me, I don’t want to end up there either.” He turned to look at me. “You met me when I was at my worst. And you judged me based on what you saw. I can’t blame or fault you for that.”

      “You can’t blame it all on mommy either.”

      “I know.” he averted his gaze. “But she’s powerful and her blood runs in my veins, it was overwhelming. Everything I say to you is going to be an excuse and you both deserve better than that.”

      “Where’s my dad?” I was done wasting time.

      “He was here,” he began.

      I closed the distance, hauling him off his feet. “What do you mean was?”

      “Some guards showed up from a portal from Hell and grabbed him.”

      “Maybe Samael just moved him back to Hell, because he figures you already looked there?” Miry offered.

      Saint Boy shook his head. “I saw the portal they opened; it wasn’t back to Hell. They took him to Celestial Academy. I saw Michael and a bunch of students in armor, with weapons.”

      “You better not be bullshitting me,” I snapped.

      “I swear, I’m telling you the truth. Your dad’s been here with me since I died. We’ve had some good talks about my life choices and how I ended up here. And we talked about you. A lot actually.”

      I lowered him to his feet. “Why would you talk about me?”

      “Because, even though I did all this terrible shit, I still care about Miry. A part of me loved her once and I want her to be happy. I needed to know that she would be happy.”

      “With me?” I filled in the blank.

      “Yeah.” He smirked. “I mean, I was making all those terrible comments about you, because I was jealous. I thought that was obvious.”

      “To anyone with eyes,” I answered, not bringing myself to look at Miry.

      “So, you’d be okay if Zuri and I were together?” She piped up.

      “It was my dying wish that you find happiness, Mir. Whatever that looked like. So yes, if she makes you happy. If she makes you a better person, then I absolutely want you to be together.”

      I blinked at him, not believing my ears. The douchebag who’d gaslit Miry was actually being sincere. I wasn’t sure how to handle that information. I filed it under the “deal with it later” category. “That’s all nice and everything, but it doesn’t help us get to my dad. If they’ve taken him to campus, whatever they're planning is going down soon. We aren’t allowed on campus anymore.”

      “I can get you past the wards. They’re tuned to let people from Limbo in. Please, let me help you get there and save him. Let me do something good for once.”

      I took Miry’s hand in mine and squeezed it tight. “Do it. Please.”

      He began to whisper the prayer of Saint Christopher and another portal rippled into existence in front of us. I could hear vague voices from within it. Not knowing what we were about to face, I stepped up to it, turned to face him and said “Uh … Thank you, Chris.”

      Miry dropped my hand and took a step toward him. I didn’t want to leave her alone with him, no matter how much he appeared to be helping us. Still she deserved closure. “If you aren’t out of this portal in five minutes, I will force my way back in here,” I called before falling into oblivion.
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      I gazed into the swirling vortex that Zuri had just stepped through. “You didn’t, like, send her somewhere weird like the boys’ bathroom, did you, Chris?”

      Chris laughed. “Hey, safe passage is safe passage. I can’t guarantee where you end up, just that you’ll be safe.”

      I looked over at him, not sure how to say goodbye. I mean, what do you even say when you’re given an unexpected do over like this? “I could stay if you want,” I offered. “I mean, if you’re lonely or whatever. I could stay.”

      “I want you to live your life, Miry, and stop worrying about what I want.” He glanced behind him, in the direction of the portal to Heaven. “I’m going to be okay. And so will you.”

      “You were my first love,” I whispered, blinking back tears.

      Chris smiled sadly and stepped up to kiss the middle of my forehead like he used to do when I woke up from one of my scary pool party nightmares. “But I hope I’m not your last love. You’ll be fine, Miry. Trust me. Now, go. I can’t hold the portal open forever.”

      “Can I just say goodnight instead of goodbye?” I asked. “I don’t want to say goodbye.”

      Chris nodded and opened his arms. I flew into them, squeezing him as tight as I could. “Good night, Mir. I hope to see you in Heaven, someday long in the future. Don’t be in a rush to get there, okay?”

      “I’ll try.” I squeezed him one last time before letting go and stepping to the portal again. “Good night, Chris. And thank you.” I blew him a kiss and stepped through the portal back to campus.
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        * * *

      

      I landed with a clatter on the floor of ... somewhere. I sat up and pushed my hair away from my face. It was a dorm room, but whose? Zuri stood near the half open door, monitoring the hallway for whatever threat she thought waited for us on campus. She looked way more poised and ready for a fight than I felt. I stood up, my legs a little wobbly from one too many jumps through a portal. “Ugh. Next time anyone suggests portal travel remind me to just say no.”

      “At least you didn’t throw up,” Zuri said, not turning to look at me.

      “There’s still time for that.”

      “If you blow chunks all over my room, I’m making you clean it up yourself,” CeCe said from somewhere behind me. She was so not the person I expected to see right now or whose room I thought Chris’ safe passage power would bring us to.

      I swiveled toward the sound of her voice, making sure to plaster a bright smile on my face. “Hey, CeCe! Uh, any idea why the portal thought us ending up in your room equaled safe passage back to campus?”

      “Because, duh, no one would think to look for you here.” She flipped her brown ponytail over her shoulder. “Plus, I totally have Damien on speed dial.” She held out her phone with a video chat sized Damien on screen. “Say hey to Miry, D.”

      “Hey,” he said almost on reflex. “Will you tell Zuri we need a better plan than just running off and punching your dad in the face?”

      “Element of surprise!” Zuri barked from the doorway. “It works every time.”

      “Not when you have an army of brainwashed angel kids and who knows how many archangels to deal with,” Damien said. “It’s less element of surprise and more suicide mission.”

      “I don’t care,” Zuri said. “If it means getting Dad back, I will do it.”

      I crossed the room to stand next to Z. I touched her arm briefly to get her attention before pulling my hand back. “We need a better plan, Z. We got the sword. That’s a bonus, right? What else do we have?”

      “To fight a potential army of angels to get to my dad?” Zuri asked. “Not much.” Her face brightened as some idea struck. “No, wait, scratch that …” She felt around in all her pockets before pulling out a scrap of the emblem. “We have what’s left of Dad’s relic. That’s two out of the four. We’re even with what your dad has on hand.”

      “Assuming Uncle Gabriel and Uncle Uriel are in on Dad’s plan,” I reminded her.

      Zuri looked down at me. “Head case Uriel not up for a war?”

      I chewed my bottom lip. “Yeah, you’re right. He’d totally be down for any kind of fight.” I turned to CeCe. “Have you heard anything about someplace called ‘The Chapel?’ It’s somewhere super-secret on campus. That’s where they’re holding Lucifer, but I don’t know where to start looking.”

      “You could always ask the doors,” CeCe said as simply as most people said ‘turn left at the gas station.’

      “Um ... Ask the doors?” I wrinkled my face up. “Are you on something?”

      CeCe joined us at the doorway before passing off video chat Damien to Zuri. “Everything has a musical vibration, remember? I can tap into it and learn stuff.” She held her hand next to the keyhole below the knob, closed her eyes, and hummed. “Sometimes it’s more like pictures in my head than actual words,” she explained. “And ... Got it. I think I can get us there safely.”

      “There is no us in this plan,” Zuri told her. “You’re not coming.”

      CeCe opened her eyes. “I am if you want to find the chapel.”

      “Let her help, Z,” Damien said. “It might be the only way to save your dad.”

      Zuri frowned, not looking happy with this new part of our less-than-fully-formed plan. “Fine. But the second we get to the chapel you turn around and come back here, got it? Lock the door and don’t come out unless Miry or I tell you to. No heroics. It’s already going to be hard enough to rescue my dad. I don’t need to rescue you too. Is that clear?”

      CeCe nodded. “Crystal.”

      Zuri held out her hand to me. I took it. It reminded me that we made a good team. We were stronger together than apart. “Okay then. Let’s do this.”
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      Creeping through the school like trespassers brought back memories of sneaking around only a few short months ago looking for the Emblem. Now, what remained of that relic sat tucked in my back pocket with a new mission. D’s girlfriend stopped us at another locked door. We’d gone up two flights of stairs I didn’t know existed and then through what felt like the bowels of the building before taking us back up again.

      “Are we getting closer?” I hissed. The longer we wandered around trying to find the right door, the longer Michael had my father in his clutches. While he’d been locked away in Limbo, at least I knew Michael wasn’t torturing him.

      “Yes,” she answered in a whisper, pressing her ear to the lock. “It’s just beyond this door.”

      “Now, what do we have here?” Uriel’s voice came from above us.

      I pivoted to find him hovering several feet off the ground, his head nearly even with the rafters. He carried a lethal-looking broadsword in one hand and his lariat looped around his other forearm. It burned bright against his skin, no doubt looking for a target.

      Miry moved to block our door whisperer, her hand on her father’s relic. “What you’re doing is wrong,” she said, her tone firm, assured. Uriel may be downright terrifying when he wanted to be, but she was proving just how strong she was.

      “You could have had potential, or so I thought and yet, your father was right. Quite the disappointment,” he carried on as if she hadn’t spoken.

      I moved to stand shoulder to shoulder with her, giving our tour guide enough cover to duck and run. I muttered out of the corner of my mouth, “Now is when you haul ass and don’t come back out until it’s safe.”

      I heard her gulp and then the sound of her shoes slapping against the stone floor as she took off the way we’d come. I waited for her movement to draw the archangel’s attention, but he stayed laser-focused on us. He lowered to the floor and leveled the sword at my chest.

      “You should never have come here.”

      “Dude, I never planned on crashing your little secret war machine. Shit just happened. And maybe if your boss wasn’t such a huge douchebag with a hero complex, it wouldn’t have mattered.”

      “You dare speak that way about—”

      “I’ll talk about your precious fucking Michael however I want if it will get you to shut up and take me to see him. I’m sure we’re prime targets.”

      Uriel threw back his head and laughed. It shook his whole form and Miry turned to look at me in terror. “What did you just do?”

      “We can’t rescue my dad and stop a war from out here.”

      “Yeah, but that was when we had the element of surprise. Remember the plan.”

      “The plan got fucked way back there, Miry. Like you said, we got this.”

      Uriel made a show of kicking the door down behind us and shoving us through into a sea of glassy-eyed faces. Some were students I vaguely recognized, but quite a few were older than us. They were most likely graduates who Michael had somehow convinced to join his ridiculous cause. Between milling soldiers, I spotted my father bound to what looked like some sort of font in the center of the room. His gaze lifted until it met mine.

      I’ve never seen my father afraid, but the look in his eyes just then told me he was terrified.

      “Where is Michael?” Uriel boomed to no one in particular.

      Several of the students shuffled around to make room for us, but didn’t answer. In fact, no one replied as we continued to wade through the sea of faces. I couldn’t shake how eerily similar it appeared to Lilith’s little army of living donors for Chris. How little distinction there was between the way she used these children and Michael’s own methods.

      “You, bind their hands,” Uriel ordered a slender girl with a pixie cut.

      “What is going on?” Raphael’s voice cut through the white noise of the milling crowd and I couldn’t help but feel just a little safer. He hadn’t taken a side in this fight, but he was reasonable. He didn’t want there to be deaths.

      “Where is Michael? He needs to know we have captured the enemy and are prepared to execute his will at his command.”

      “Brother, no. They are only children.”

      “He’s not going to listen to you, Raphael,” Dad said from his position to my left.

      “Do not become a traitor like them,” Uriel warned, leveling his blade at Raphael’s chest.

      “Cut me down if you must, but I will not allow harm to come to them.” Raphael’s wings erupted from his shoulders, knocking students aside as they spread out fully.

      I knelt at Dad’s side and began to pick the knot keeping his hands bound to the font.

      “Zuri, what do you think you are doing?” He demanded in a tone so low I could almost feel it vibrate in his chest.

      “Saving you. Hell is in disarray. Samael is trying to take over and he’s working with Michael.”

      “You think I don’t know that?”

      I looked at him and rolled my eyes. “Then why’d you let yourself get captured by that asshole?”

      “My sweet girl. You really think I would just let myself be held captive? He threatened to kill you. I had no choice.”

      “I can take care of myself, Dad. You made sure of that,” I argued.

      “Until you are a parent, you will not understand the sort of sacrifices one makes for their own children.”

      “You didn’t go that far for your other kids,” I noted.

      “You’re special Zuri. Your mother … I loved her in a way I have never loved before. You remind me of her every day. With your strength, your resilience, and even your stubbornness.”

      “I really hate to interrupt this super sweet moment, but um, Dad’s here,” Miry interjected.

      I stood to find Michael pushing students out of his way to stand beside Uriel. He took in Raphael’s stance, reached forward and grabbed him by the front of his shirt. “Where is it? Where did you hide it?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Raphael answered.

      Michael, clearly unsatisfied by that response, threw him across the room. The other angel landed hard against the wall. The students milling around barely took notice as he slumped over, his wings bent at awkward angles. I didn’t have a weapon like a sword to face Michael, but I was damn well going to try.

      “Zuri, what are you doing?” Dad yelped as I stepped toward Michael.

      I reached down at Miry’s hip and drew the blade from the scabbard. “Hey, douchebag, you looking for this?” I waved the sword around, cutting wide arcs in the air. I didn’t sense any real power coming from it, but it wasn’t my family’s relic.

      I half-expected Miry to cower as her father advanced on us, but she stood tall by my side and took the sword from my hand. “I’m not going to let you hurt anyone I care about,” she declared. As she took a step forward, she looked around the room. There were a lot more people she knew here than I did. She opened her mouth, a wide smile on her lips and proclaimed, “Also, I like girls. I’m bisexual and Zuri is my girlfriend … and if any of you have a problem with that, you’re going to have to get in line.”

      I blinked. Michael blinked. As battle cries went, it was definitely unconventional. And perfectly Miry. The stunned silence of the room disappeared as Michael let out a howl and rushed forward. He ripped the sword from Miry’s hand and pushed her aside, advancing on Dad and I. This close, I could see the bloodlust in his eyes as he swung the sword down at me.

      I didn’t plan it. I just reacted, ripping the shred of emblem from my pocket and catching the blade between my hands. I could feel the sharp edges cutting through my skin where it wasn’t protected by the emblem. I gritted my teeth, doing what I could to ignore the pain. It meant nothing if I couldn’t protect my father and Miry. The two people living who meant the most to me. I wasn’t ready to see my mother in Heaven or wherever it was I ended up when I died.

      My vision began to blur around the edges as the pain disappeared, replaced by aching numbness. I could see the emblem turning red with blood, losing its efficacy the more he pressed the blade. Then, out of nowhere, another pair of hands wrapped around mine, holding me up and feeding power into me, through me to the emblem. The emblem flared to life, knitting itself back together before my eyes. At least that’s what I assumed happened before I couldn’t stay on my feet any longer. The last thing I recalled was a sonic ‘boom’ filling the air and a woman with a shock of red hair and fierce blue eyes appeared.

      “That is enough!”
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      The girl with the wild red hair and intense blue eyes looked around and smiled at all the shocked faces crowding the room. I dropped my hand from near Zuri’s wrist, swaying a bit on my feet from the exertion of giving her an energy boost against Dad’s sword.

      “Excellent,” the being that appeared out of nowhere said. “Now that I have your attention … When I say stop it, you better listen.” She smiled again before her form melted away into a small child, then to an old man, then back to a woman, and kept cycling through all the ages, genders, and ethnicities known to man like a flipbook on autopilot. The only thing that stayed the same through all the rapid change transformations were the eyes since they are the window to the soul.

      Dad blinked and shook his head like he was coming out of a trance. “What are you doing still on your feet, you heathens?” He shouted at his child army. “Bow down before your creator.” He pushed through the crowd and knelt at the feet of the flipbook faced being. “My maker, forgive me my trespasses. I was only finishing what we started all those millennia ago during the first War in Heaven. Lucifer must pay for his transgressions. I can finally finish what was started.” Dad looked around at all of us still on our feet instead of on our knees and barked out another order. “I said kneel, Heathens! Don’t you know Yahweh-Asher-Yahweh when you see them?”

      Oh oh. I quickly dropped into a kneeling position and drug Zuri down with me.

      She looked over, confused. “What’s going on?”

      I pointed at the figure standing before Dad. They looked at him like he always looked at me before things started flying. This wasn’t going to end well. I doubted Dad could talk his way out of this one, no matter how much he tried. “Yahweh. The name of God. That’s God.”

      “Oh, shit,” Zuri murmured. “Is that good or bad that God interceded?”

      “Bad,” I said. “Very, very bad. At least for Dad. Yahweh never takes sides. If they decided to show up, we’re in for a show of, quite literally, biblical proportion.”

      “It has taken me many millennia to finish what you started, great Yahweh, but now the end to our endless war is in sight,” Dad was saying to Yahweh when I turned my attention back to him. Uncle Uriel and the kid army had dropped to their knees, heads bowed. Uncle Raphael still lay in an unconscious heap on the floor. “I finally have the traitor Lucifer at my mercy,” Dad continued. “I shall rid you of his rebellious spirit, Yahweh, and secure your realm below.”

      “Rebel Angels have never been the true problem, Michael, greatest of my angelic generals,” Yahweh’s voice was loud and soft, male, female, and child all at once. “Your pride was. Lucifer and his ilk did not go against my wishes by advocating for humanity. You only viewed it as such. Compassion, Michael. Love. Those are the lessons all must learn. You have fallen short of those cardinal rules, Michael. What say ye in defense of your transgressions?”

      Dad’s face contorted. “But I don’t understand. I was only doing what you willed.”

      Yahweh shook their head, red curls turning to black dreadlocks with the motion. “I never will the death and destruction of my creations. You only view my word as such. Compassion. Love. Those are all ye need to know to please me.”

      “Stay here,” I whispered to Zuri. “Help your dad. I’ll be right back.”

      I inched my way along the wall until I made it all the way to Uncle Raphael’s limp body. I checked his vitals, just like he had taught me. He was alive, but based on the awkward angles of his wings, some of the major or minor converts were broken. “Hang on, Uncle Raphael,” I whispered. “I’ll do my best to fix you up.”

      I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and focused all my healing energy into my hands. I felt the warmth extending into Uncle Raphael, racing through his battered body to fix what was broken. He groaned, his eyes fluttering, before they opened fully. He stared at me blankly for a minute before retracting his wings and struggling up to a sitting position.

      “Miryam, what are you doing?” He murmured. “Don’t weaken yourself for my sake.”

      “Already done, Uncle Raphael.” I pointed at Dad who still thought it was a good idea to argue with God. “What are we supposed to do about that?”

      Uncle Raphael sighed as if it wasn’t the first time he’d seen Dad act like an a-hole toward God. Knowing Dad, this was just like a normal Tuesday for him. “Leave it to me. I want you to return to Lucifer and Zuri. They will protect you.”

      I patted the empty scabbard where Dad’s super special magical sword used to be. “I can protect myself, remember?”

      “You have proven yourself quite worthy of the name bat-Michael,” Uncle Raphael agreed. “If only your father saw it that way as well.”

      “Dad only sees what he wants to see,” I said. “It’s the pride thing Yahweh called him out on. He sees me as a screw up and that’s all I’ll ever be to him.”

      Uncle Raphael touched my cheek, smiling sadly. “I know the truth, child. You are worthy.”

      I grinned. “Thanks. Can you, uh, talk Uncle Uriel down from the ledge too? I’d do it, but he gives me the heebie-jeebies.”

      Uncle Raphael climbed to his feet. He flexed his arms and legs to make sure they all worked. “Leave Uriel to me. I have had more than enough practice reasoning with him when he is in this state. As for your father …” He shrugged, the first time I had ever seen Uncle Raphael give up on anything or anyone. “I am afraid he is on his own. I cannot help him now. None of us can.”

      I turned to leave, but changed my mind and twirled to face him. “Hey, Uncle Raphael? I wish you were my dad. And maybe I could have had a different mom too.”

      He smiled, blue eyes shining with the compassion and love Yahweh said we all were supposed to learn in life. “Oh, sweet angel child. No title would make me prouder of you than I am in this moment. Now, return to Lucifer. I will see to Uriel.”

      I nodded before inching my way back through the sea of angel kids to get to Zuri and her dad. She’d untied his wrists and feet, but both of them were still hanging around watching the shitshow that was my dad thinking he knew better than God.

      “What are you doing?” I hissed once I was back within range. “Get out of here. Go reclaim your kingdom from that Samael guy.”

      “And leave this?” Zuri gestured at Dad who was still arguing that he was so awesomely awesome and anyone who didn’t think so was wrong. “Your dad is getting verbally bitch slapped by God. I’m not going anywhere.”

      I perked up slightly when I remembered something that I had forgot to ask Lucifer. “Oh, hey, um, Zuri’s Dad? Do I have permission to date your daughter?”

      Lucifer grinned. “You picked a strange time to ask, child, but by all means. Nothing would make me happier ... except maybe making it out of here alive.”

      I bounced on my heels, even though I was still in a crouching position, which probably just made it look like I needed to use the bathroom. “Awesome. Thanks.”

      “But all my actions were in Your Name, Yahweh!” Dad insisted when I focused back on him. “Thy will be done in all things, I swear it.”

      “No, Michael, thy will be done,” Yahweh countered. “You gave little thought to my wishes. If you did, you would not have followed this disastrous plan through to fruition. Kidnapping? Murder? Discrimination against Fallen? When has my will been anything but ‘love thy neighbor?’ You forget yourself, Michael. You have elevated yourself to my level in your mind and that cannot stand.”

      Finally, that got Dad to shut up. “What do you, uh, recommend, my Lord?”

      Yahweh held out their hand and pulled Dad’s sword to them without even touching it. “Removal of your wings. Perhaps then you can learn compassion. As for Samael’s role in your plot, he shall be remanded back to Hell for Lucifer to decide punishment. Now, on to the matter of your wings …”

      “Removing his wings strips him of his divinity,” Lucifer whispered to us. “Michael tried to do the same to me in the War, but Yahweh cast me out instead. Yahweh needed something that Michael viewed as a punishment so he would end the fighting.”

      “But without my wings—” Dad started to argue.

      “Your divinity will be lost to you,” Yahweh said. “Yes, I am well aware of that. Perhaps I shall give you one last chance to regain what was lost. Make of it what you will.”

      “I shall do anything you will to return to your grace, my Lord.” Dad knelt and bowed his head. Dad may be a lot of things, but a coward wasn’t one of them.

      “The punishment for your actions shall be as thus,” Yahweh ordered. “The loss of your wings, thus stripping you of your divinity, along with the loss of your memories. If you learn compassion and love during your mortality, what was lost to you shall be restored.”

      Dad kept his head bowed. “Thy will be done.”

      Before I realized what was happening, Dad’s sword flashed through the air, severing his wings. Dad fell to the floor. On instinct, I rushed to his side.

      “Dad!”

      He pushed himself up, looking at me with blank eyes that held only confusion and not their usual anger or disappointment. “Do I know you, young lady?”

      “I’m your, uh …” I looked over at Yahweh. “Am I supposed to tell him?”

      Yahweh smiled the same sort of smile Zuri’s mom gave us when we had entered Heaven. The kind of smile that’s pure love with no room for hate. “He shall remember you in time, child. With each positive act he performs, a piece of memory will return. Do not rush the process. He has quite a lot of learning to do in his time on the mortal plane.” Yahweh waved a hand and Dad’s sword returned to its empty scabbard at my waist. “I shall leave the relic to your safekeeping, child. Protect it well.”

      “You have my word,” I breathed, stoked that God gave me a task. “But what about the school? Who is going to run Celestial Academy while Dad’s off learning his life lessons?”

      “Who should have run it from the start.” Yahweh waved a hand again, pulling Uncle Raphael forward by an unseen force. “Raphael, gather Gabriel who is another innocent and revise the school rules as you see fit. You are in charge now.”

      “Open enrollment,” Uncle Raphael said without hesitation. “Saints, Angels, Fallen, Demons. Anyone who wishes to learn, may do so.”

      Yahweh nodded, that same ‘I’m proud of you’ smile spreading across their ever-changing features. “And what shall you do with your defenseless brother in arms Michael?”

      Uncle Raphael thought a moment before making eye contact with me. “We will send him to Kansas into the keeping of Miryam’s mother. Perhaps they could both benefit from a second chance. It’s not quite granting your wish for new parents, Miryam, but it’s the best I could do on short notice.”

      I bounced on my heels, resisting the urge to high five him. “I love you, Uncle Raphael. Thank you.”

      “If you need help at all, brother, you have my pledge to assist in any way I can,” Lucifer vowed. He extended his hand to Uncle Raphael and they shook on it. “Now, gather the students and take them all to the infirmary. I will help heal the wounded. There’s still some angelic healing ability left in this old body of mine. After that, I’ll return to my realm to deal with Samael’s betrayal.”

      “Who are you calling old?” Uncle Raphael teased. “Yahweh created me before you.”

      Lucifer clapped his archangel buddy on the back as they rounded up the angel kid army, who now just looked confused instead of glassy eyed. Uncle Uriel, on the other hand, looked contrite. He stepped forward and knelt in front of Yahweh.

      “My Lord, forgive me for what I have done. My mind …”

      “Is ill,” Yahweh said. “While that is no excuse, in your heart, I see you are truly and genuinely contrite. That has earned you a second chance as well. You shall return with me to Heaven and receive treatment. When you are well, you shall return to your position at Celestial Academy.”

      Uncle Uriel nodded. “Thank you, my Lord.”

      “My will be done.” Yahweh raised their hands and disappeared just as suddenly as they had shown up, taking Uncle Uriel with them. That left me, Zuri, and Dad alone in the chapel.

      “Fun school year, huh?” I joked.

      “At least we survived.”

      “Barely.” I held out my hand to Z. She smiled and took it, lacing her warm fingers through mine. “Wanna know our secret? I knew it since, like, the first quarter.” I grinned, happy to finally be able to speak my truth and not worry about who heard it. “We’re better together than apart.”

      Zuri pulled me to her and kissed me. I wrapped my free hand around her neck and kissed her back for all I was worth. I couldn’t remember a time when I didn’t want to be loved and accepted. I had always pushed down my own wants and needs to make sure everyone around me was happy. But now … Now I could be happy too. I could finally be happy.

      Zuri broke away first. She looked down at Dad as if trying to decide if she should kick him in the nuts or help him off the floor. “Looks like we’re going on another road trip to Kansas.”

      I perked up. “We? You’re coming with?”

      “Of course.” She slung one arm around my waist and used the other to pull Dad to his feet. “Better together than apart, remember? But let’s leave Glasses at home this time.”

      I scrunched up my face. “CeCe is totally gonna want to be part of the gang now, you know. Maybe you can convince Damien to enroll, to distract her.”

      “We’ll figure all that out later,” Zuri promised. “For now, let’s dump your douchebag dad off at your mom’s place.”

      “Dad? I have no children,” Dad muttered, confused.

      “But you do have a wicked cool red convertible.” I held out my hand. “Hey, Dad, gimme your keys, k? You owe me big time.”

      Dad fished around in his pockets and produced his car keys. “Why do you have a sword? And why do you keep calling me dad?”

      “You’ll find out.” I jangled the keys at Zuri. “I call shotgun.”

      “Hey, M, how do you think your service project went this year?” Zuri asked as we strode through the campus parking lot with Dad in tow.

      “Awesome.” I pointed the key fob at Dad’s shiny red convertible and pushed the button to unlock the doors “Totally a success.” I tossed the keys to her. “Why? How do you think it went?”

      “Not exactly perfect, but it’s been a good learning experience, right? I’m always willing to learn.”

      “Me too. Together.”

      “Together,” she agreed.

      Zuri climbed into the driver’s seat, I hopped into the passenger side, and Dad climbed into the back with some prompting. Zuri hit the button to lower the top, gunned the engine, cranked the radio up, and we were off, the wind in our hair and music blaring. For the first time, I wasn’t afraid of going to see Mom in Kansas. I knew we could face anything. Together.
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