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            MIRYAM

          

        

      

    

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

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

      Me: Come back early. I’m bored.

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

      Me: Come back early. I’m bored.

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

      Me: You’re not here at all.

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

      Me: Yeah, no one bleeding and almost dying.

      Z: Don’t remind me.

      Me: Or the apocalypse!

      Z: Almost apocalypse.

      Me: Whatever. You coming back early or what?

      Z: Or what.

      Me: Lame.

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

      Chris: Can’t. Busy.

      Me: Be busy with me here.

      Chris: Sorry, Mir. Can’t.

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

      Me: You coming back yet?

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

      Me: Haha. Love you too!

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

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

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

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

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

      Chris: Damn.

      Me: Miss me?

      Chris: You know it.

      Me: Then come back early.

      Chris: Can’t. Busy.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Answer the question.”

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

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

      “Knock, knock.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “He tried.”

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

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

      “What the hell are you doing?”

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

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

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

      “Tell me about the picture,” Chris countered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Is everything you own black?”

      “Is everything you own pink?” She countered.

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

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

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

      “Because I just thought of the perfect stress
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