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      I’ve known my entire life that everyone in Hell wants me dead. They fear me. Not because I’m the Devil’s daughter—well, okay, that may be part of it—but because they think I’m a bad omen. My father was prophesied to have a son. Then I came along. and every resident in Hell believes I’m the beginning of their end. 

      I’m the female version of my father. I’m ruthless because I have to be. I’m a killer because it’s kill or be killed, and I sure as Hell don’t want to die. I’m nineteen, and I hit my immortality already. There’s only one weapon that can kill me. But that doesn’t mean I want to be tortured and maimed either. So I fight to prove they can’t take me down.

      This year I start Hell’s Fire Academy. It’s the school all Demons go to so we know where their skills best suit Hell. On the first day of school, I do something stupid. I save a Demon’s life instead of killing him. Then I see the only two guys I’ve ever called friends before. It’s been fourteen years, and it still feels like I’ve known them forever. It was always the three of us. Stronger together than we were apart. But I forgot about that and I forgot them. 

      Then there’s my roommate; he’s the last Demon I wanted to share a room with. So why am I still here? Why do I trust these men to have my back? I haven’t trusted anyone except my dad since I was five, but I can’t seem to stay away from them. 

      When I’m taken and tortured, I learn that I was betrayed. It hurts me more than I should have allowed it to. I let people into my heart, and I’m hurt because of it. But there’s more to the story than that. The problem is, can I trust the reason? Can I believe it’s the truth?
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          THE PROPHECY: TWENTY-FIVE YEARS AGO

        

      

    

    
      LUCIFER

      I’m leaning against my large oak desk, legs crossed at the ankles, while I sip my whiskey. My desk sits in the middle of the room. It’s not a large room, but it’s not small either. It’s a perfect place to have meetings with the heads of houses and my angelic family who like to come and make sure I’m behaving. I look to the right side of my office where I have a wall of floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, loaded with books from the beginning of time. They’re spelled to preserve them, and I read them more than anyone would think I would. Considering I’m the Devil and all, I don’t have time to read. But I do and I enjoy it. The left side is bare, save for one painting that takes up about half the wall. The painting is of me when I was cast out of Heaven with my followers. Those Angels lost their wings and became my first Demons. They now lead my most powerful houses in Hell. I kept my wings, but they’ve changed. What were once pure white wings are now blood-red with a sharp talon on the tip of either wing. I can’t say that I mind the change. I’m pretty pleased with all of it.

      My brother’s late. He’s never late when we have an appointment. His tardiness is provoking my temper, and that is never a good way to start a meeting, especially with my brother. A knock comes on my door, and then it opens before I can say a word. Michael finally deigns to meet me in my office. I take him in. His black hair that stops at his shoulders is pulled back with a strap of leather, keeping it out of his face. His strong, squared jaw is clenched, and his broad shoulders are tense, as if he’s ready for a fight at the drop of a dime. Which is absurd since I haven’t once tried to attack him. Not even after he betrayed me to our father. Michael is my favorite brother, after all, even after his betrayal. He’s still my favorite sibling even though he’s the reason I’m here in the first place. I got over it after I realized I rather enjoyed being evil over being good. It’s more fun. 

      Michael’s my twin. Not biologically, but he and I are the only two Archangels that have nearly identical features. Everything is the same but the eyes; his are green where mine are violet. 

      Millennia ago, Michael was the one that told dear old Dad that I despised the Humans. Okay, it’s not that I hated them exactly, it’s more along the lines of being jealous of them. Father was so happy that his creation was thriving that I hated every time he or my siblings mentioned them. We were created first. But he loved them more. It still bugs me to this day, but not nearly as much as it did in the beginning. 

      Did I cause the stupid female to take the apple that started all of this? I guess you can say I did. I was the one who planted that thought in the snake's head and urged it to speak to the woman. But that doesn’t mean it’s my fault. She should have known not to touch it. But who paid the price? Me. What did the Humans get? Nothing. Their eyes opened to the real world around them, and the rest is history. 

      I put my glass of whiskey down and stare at my brother. Something isn’t right. He’s strung too tight for a simple meeting. “What is it, Michael?” I ask, my voice low and demanding.

      He studies me for a moment. There’s something in the air. He’s hiding something, and it’s making me want to throttle him to get him to just fucking speak already.

      “Our seer has had a vision,” he finally says.

      I scoff. “And what does this have to do with me?”

      He opens his mouth to speak when the door to my office flies open and Marcus stands there breathing heavily. His long brown hair is a mess, as if he was handed this information and raced here without ensuring he was presentable to greet his king. His pale yellow eyes hold a light of excitement, which intrigues me more. He’s not one to show emotion, especially in front of others that aren’t me. He’s lucky he’s my friend, or what I can call a friend while in Hell, or I’d kill him where he stands. Since I call him a friend—he’s one of my fallen Angels turned Demon—I’ll excuse this interruption. When the regular Angels fell with me, they lost everything, their wings and the little power they had. I say little, but to some beings they were more powerful than they can fathom. However, they were nothing compared to the might of the Archangels. Marcus is one of my most loyal followers. He was the first one to allow me to turn him into something else. Because of that, he has many leniencies with me. 

      “What is it?” I demand. 

      “Demona’s had a vision.” My brother stiffens; I see it from the corner of my eye. It’s a slight movement, and if I didn’t know him as well as I do, I would have missed it. I ignore it for now, though, as I look at Marcus, waiting for him to continue. “It’s about you. You’re going to sire a child!” The excitement and anticipation radiate out of him.

      I look from Marcus to my brother. Michael nods once. A child? Me, a father? Fat chance of that. I laugh. They’re crazy. 

      Neither of them is laughing. I look from one to the other. Both of them are serious. The set of Marcus’ jaw tells me it all. Michael and Marcus both hand me a piece of paper, and I read them. Shock courses through me when I see that they both say the same thing. A Demon and an Angel had the same vision. That has never happened before. This means it will happen.

      It is written in the Heavens and in the pits of Hell. The Devil shall sire a son. This son shall lead Hell and its residents into a new and prosperous time. The next time Lucifer travels to the Human realm, he will find his mate. She will sire Lucifer’s child, giving us the first Demonic Nephilim in existence. The Underworld will bow to him, and the Heavens will fear him. For he will be the only being of Hell, apart from his father, who can travel to the Heavens and decimate them all. 

      Hell’s fire burn me. “This is just insane.”

      “You know as well as I do, that if seers in both Heaven and Hell have a vision and it’s the same vision, then it’s going to happen,” Michael says, echoing my own thought.

      “Your brother isn’t wrong, and you know that,” Marcus adds. 

      Closing my eyes, I call for patience. Marcus means well. He’s not doing anything to incite my anger. Hell’s bells.

      I’m going to be a fucking father. I leave for the Human realm in two weeks. I’m always there for the full year, too. It’s the only time I can go there and remain without losing my power. It appears this year I’ll come back with my mate. She’s the one person who will love me unconditionally as I am without fearing me. I’d given up on finding her a long time ago. 

      Now? Now it appears she exists and I will find her and we will have a child. Can I love this woman, though? I don’t think I’m capable of those kinds of feelings anymore. But if she loves me, I’ll show her nothing but kindness and ensure she returns to Hell with me when my time on Earth is over.
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          PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      RYAS

      What do you get when you mix Lucifer and a Human? 

      You get me. I’m a half-blood of the worst kind. I have all of the Demonic power and desires with the conscience of a Human. Mostly.

      It makes meeting new Demons and making friends with them impossible. I have zero friends. My one friend, if you can call her that, is a spirit, Zora. My father doesn’t even know she exists—because she made me promise to keep her a secret. Since I had no one else to talk to or hang with, I did as she requested and kept my mouth firmly sealed. I do have a Hellhound bonded to me. She came to me when I was seven. They always initiate the choice. You can’t go into their nest and expect to pick your partner. Nope, my three-headed Hellhound came right up to me and chose me. She’s my partner more than a friend. But she and Zora are all I have as confidants. 

      Since my father’s the Devil, that makes me a Nephilim, but who really cares, right? I’m odd enough as it is. My mom was a Human that dear old Lucifer claims to have loved. But he’s the Devil; we all know he doesn’t love anyone but himself and maybe me. But that may be out of necessity rather than actual love.

      Tomorrow is my official start of Demon training at a school designed to kill the weak. In other words, if you can’t make it through Hell’s Fire Academy, you won’t be able to make it through life as a real Demon. 

      Demons are ruthless and cutthroat. You can’t trust any of them. You can count on one person, and one alone—yourself.

      I’ve been training since I was old enough to walk. Being the only heir to Lucifer's throne will make him take precautions to ensure I can handle myself and get out of any situation I may find myself in. And with school starting, I’m bound to be in need of such skills eventually. 

      No one believes a half-breed like me can rule the Underworld, and maybe they’re right, but I’ll never give them the satisfaction of admitting that aloud. I know my strengths and weaknesses, and one day, my trials will tell them all what my real outcome is to be. 

      That day is coming sooner than I’d like. In just four short years, at our graduation ceremony, there’s our final trial. How you finish seals your fate and tells the entire Underworld what your job is to be for the rest of your life. In other words, you can’t graduate from Hell’s Fire Academy without the whole Underworld knowing if you’re a failure or not.  

      I have no doubt that I’ll be given the worst of the trials because of who I am and what I stand to gain if I pass, and what I will lose if I fail. What bothers me most about all of this is if I was a guy, I wouldn’t be looked at as if I can’t handle myself. They would never doubt a male Nephilim. But because I was born with the wrong genitals, I’m weaker for it. If my brother had survived birth, he’d be revered as an all-powerful being, while I’m looked at as if the dirt is better than me. 

      I spin in my seat and glare at the Siren who just pulled out my hair. She takes a shaky step back at the fire in my eyes. 

      With a tone that’s deathly calm, I say, “Did you just rip out my hair?”

      The Siren trembles and stutters as she says, “Ye—yes, Princess. I,” she gulps. “I didn’t me—mean to. I’m s—sorry.”

      I get up from my seat and stalk to her, enjoying the smell of her fear as it fills the chamber. 

      “See that it never happens again, or you won’t be alive to see how I finish the final trial.” She bows her head to me in defeat. “Get out. I don’t want to see you the rest of the night.”

      She flees like a rat escaping its predator. 

      When she’s gone, I plop down into my seat and rub at the spot that’s missing a few pieces of my hair. That stupid Siren is lucky she’s capable any other day. 

      A knock sounds on my door, and I groan. It’s Dad’s daily chat and training. I’m so not in the mood for this. 

      I don’t get up since he’s already opening the door. I don’t feel like facing him just this second, so I pretend to fix my hair. The Siren was pretty much done anyway. 

      “You’re going to kill that Siren, aren’t you?” he says in greeting. 

      I shrug. “You know as well as I do that she’s the last useful Siren we have. Killing her now won’t do anything but rid me of the last Demon who can style this dreadful hair.” Plucking a few strands of hair is hardly worth killing over, most days.

      “Ryas, is your hair worth keeping a Demon alive who harmed you?”

      I turn around in my chair and meet my father’s eyes. I’m surprised when I see flames burning in them. He’s actually angry for me. 

      “Yes,” I say pathetically. “For now, though; her usefulness will only carry her so far. She’s still useful to me at the moment.”

      I watch as he extinguishes the flames and nods. He looks down at me with an expression I have never seen him wear before, pride. He’s proud of me?

      “What?” I ask, uncomfortable with this side of my father. He’s never shown real emotions that aren’t anger and excitement for killing others.

      “You start Hell’s Fire Academy tomorrow. Are you ready?”

      I restrain the eye roll I want to give him. Barely. “Dad, you’ve trained me every day for the last eighteen years. I’m pretty sure that at nineteen I can handle a bunch of whiny Demons.”

      He chuckles. His purple eyes, my eyes, sparkle with delight. “I’m glad you think that. I know there are a lot of weak Demons that will attend. I know you can handle yourself, but I want you to promise me that you won’t be stupid. Use that head of yours. You’re more powerful than every Demon alive. You are my rightful heir, and I will not settle for your death or failure. Do you hear me?”

      Wow, what a great pep talk. “I know this already. Did you expect me to forget it? Why do you think the staff are scared of me? It’s not just because of you; it’s because they know I can kill them with a snap of my fingers,” I say, snapping for effect. 

      “Don’t forget, Ryas,” my father says, blowing past my dramatics, “there are rules there. No killing magic permitted. You’ll have to rely on your other magic and your fighting skills.”

      Pushing up from my chair, I walk the rest of the way to my father. He’s seven feet tall and handsome, with a square jaw and a grin that promises trouble. I can see why my mother was drawn to him; that type of look appeals to women who love a good bad boy vibe. 

      I wrap my arms around him and shudder when I feel him embrace me back. These acts of love are very rare for him, and it always takes me by surprise when it happens. 

      “I know, Dad. I’ll survive because you raised me to survive. I love you, Daddy.” The Daddy is out before I can stop myself. I haven’t called him Daddy since I was five. 

      I come up to his chest, so he kisses the top of my head. “I love you, too, Ry. Your mother would be so proud of you.”

      I hold back my snort. My mother was Human. She wouldn’t have condoned my need for violence and bloodshed. But the sentiment itself fills me with warmth. Although, she did willingly give up her mortal life to live in Hell with the Devil, so maybe she really would have been proud of the half-monster that I have become. I’ll never know.

      “No training tonight. You need to be at your best. We lose at least two dozen Demons on opening day every year.”

      “Don’t worry, I won’t be one of those Demons.”

      “Good.” He winks as if we’re sharing a secret.

      When he leaves me alone for the night, I sit before the mirror again and undo my hair, then braid it and wrap it into a bun. 

      I’m my father’s female twin. There is nothing of my mother in my features, and I hate her just a little for not having stronger genes to give me something of her. The only thing she gifted me was a conscience that gets in the way of ruling Hell.

      Dinner is in an hour, and I have never had much time to kill before then. We usually trained all the way through until dinner. 

      I stalk to my closet and rummage through it for the exact item I’m looking for—my silver-tipped, blood-red stiletto boots. These babies are killing machines themselves. I hand-crafted them with dual intent. The first was to look badass and they definitely do. The second was to be able to slice through any Demon who pissed me off. The silver is pointed at the tip and is the only material that can seriously injure or even kill any Demon alive. 

      I’m pretty sure that doesn’t count for my father, and I know it doesn’t count for me. Only two things can kill me, and the academy is the only place we’ll have one of those items. The other is an Angel. An Archangel, to be precise. And since I know my father wants me alive and he truly does love me in his own twisted way, I don’t expect him to be the one to do that. 

      I comb through my wardrobe and pick out my black leather leggings and a red, tightly fitted crop top with spaghetti straps. 

      Satisfied with my choices, I head to the balcony and stare down at the Demons below me. Half of them work for my father. We may be in Hell, but that doesn’t mean we can’t have a luxurious castle and beautiful landscape.

      My Human side is the one that notices how nice and pretty the garden is. Dad only wanted it because it reminds him of his first home. 

      Stupid pricks. 

      Every once in a while, Michael will come down and see how I’m doing. I know it’s because they’re worried that I’ll make my way to Heaven and annihilate them all. I wouldn’t, but they don’t know that. They’re also the ones who gave my father the only weapon that could kill me, an Angel blade. It sounds silly, but it’s not. As a Nephilim that is fully matured as of my sixteenth birthday, I’m as immortal as the Angels themselves. Angel blades are crafted with a special metal that is only available in Heaven, and it’s created by Archangels. Their magic is imbued within the metal. Dear old Dad trained me to ward off those fucking blades, too. When they cut me, it takes me twice as long as a Human to heal. When normally, my wounds close as soon as they’re received. 

      I’ve seen the glint in my uncle’s eyes, too. He wants me dead. I threaten him, even if he doesn’t admit it aloud. The fact that the Devil has an heir and she made it into her immortality unscathed must grate on his nerves. I know my father loves Michael, but I can’t fathom why. He’s the one sent to make sure we don’t step out of line. The bastard.

      It makes me more determined to prove that I’m powerful enough to hold the throne. To show the white-winged bitches that I’m just like my father. Not ready to kill everyone, but evil enough to hold Hell’s creations in line.

      Everyone always thinks that Lucifer’s wings are black, but they’re not. Nope, my father’s wings are blood-red. Just so happens that mine are the same glorious color. It’s one of my favorites, actually. And I love wearing red to remind these pathetic beings of who I am and what lies beneath my skin. 

      Thinking of my beautiful wings, I pop them out of my back, jumping off the balcony and soaring into the sky. 

      My membranous wings are velvety soft like a bat’s. They’re strong, too. I love my wings and I love taking to the sky. There aren’t a lot of Demons that can fly. And I pity those that can never feel the wind in their face and the rush of adrenaline that spikes through them as they speed along the expansive landscape that is Hell. 

      I guess as a Human looking in, it may be cliché, but I find the tall pillars of rock and lava-filled rivers pretty in their danger. The towering pillars will crush you in an instant, and the river will turn you to dust before you have the chance to scream. I’ve witnessed the deaths of enough Demons over the years by accidentally falling in or being pushed in by me to know this firsthand. The rivers are bright orange with a surprisingly green landscape around them. There are flowers and trees by the lava river just like there would be in the Human realm by bodies of water.

      Heaven and Hell aren’t up or down, but studying the Human bible and their beliefs, they believe it’s up and down. In reality, we’re on the same plane, just through a veil, if you will. Each realm exists beside the other with the Human realm in the middle. But you can bypass the Human realm to make it to either Hell or Heaven. It’s all on intent. However, the only ones who can do that are my father and me from here, and the Archangels and God from Heaven. Otherwise, you have to go through the Human realm before reaching the other. 

      Since Demons can’t make it to Heaven, they remain on earth with the Humans, possessing them and causing mayhem. Contrary to what people believe, Lucifer can’t actually go to the Human realm whenever he pleases. He doesn’t mess with people and cause them to do evil; that’s all them. Lucifer has to be in Hell for two hundred years before he can spend just one year with the Humans. 

      During that one year, he met and fell in love with my mother. He claims she was his mate. The person created to love him for him. She did love him; she allowed him to bring her here when his time was up. Three years later she died giving birth to me. She would have lived here for all eternity. She wouldn’t age or get sick. But she would be and was susceptible to death by injuries. She bled out with me. No one knew she hemorrhaged. It was too late when they realized she was bleeding too much.

      Since my brother died during birth, they were all focused on keeping me alive and not paying attention to the woman who delivered me. I wish they would have been more aware. But there’s no way to go back in time and change it. I just wish I had some memories of her to fall back on. But I don’t. I see pictures of her in Dad’s office, the only place he keeps them besides his bedchamber, but pictures aren’t enough to know her.

      I think of all the things I wish I could change as I soar through the skies. I fly until dinner and land outside my bedroom, tucking in my wings before entering my room, and then head down for dinner.
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      RYAS

      Dressed with my take-no-shit outfit on, my hair is in loose curls down my back and my makeup is on point with that smokey eye and my favorite blood-red lipstick. I stare at my reflection and grin in satisfaction.

      The Siren pulled it off. She scampered away as soon as she was done, and I don’t blame her. I feel my power rising to the surface and residing just under my skin. I know she felt it too. She was smart to make sure she didn’t fuck with me today. I would have killed her without a second thought and been perfectly content with my decision. 

      I stroll out and down to the dining hall to meet with my father before leaving for Hell’s Fire Academy. We learn how to be a Demon there; by possessing people, haunting them, learning how to make deals with them, everything that may be needed for whatever job we could be assigned to if we leave alive. 

      We have small trials throughout the four years, which helps the administrators determine what our final trial will be. But I know whatever they give me, it’ll be nothing to help me get ready for the final one. There’s just nothing that can prepare me for the Hell they plan on unleashing on me. I smirk imagining my victory as I open the doors to the dining hall. 

      “What, my dearest, has you grinning like a villain that’s just won?” Lucifer asks.

      “Imagining the trials and coming out in victory. The faces of the poor souls that think me incapable are going to be priceless.”

      My father matches my expression, though his is touched with a bit more evil than my own. 

      “My daughter, the princess of Hell.” He stops a moment taking in my attire. “Are those the boots you’ve been crafting for the better part of the year?”

      I grin. “They are.”

      He nods in approval. “Make them fear you, my dear.”

      I roll my eyes. “Even if they don’t admit it, I know they do already. But it’ll be fun to watch them cower when they see the destruction I can wreak.”

      My father chuckles at my proclamation. “I look forward to hearing all about it.” He motions to the table. “Eat. You leave in twenty.”

      I take my seat and eat. I’ll need the energy the food gives me to last me the whole day. I can’t afford to appear weak, and being opening day, there’s going to be Hell to pay. Literally, since we’ll be in Hell’s Fire Academy. The academy is called Hell’s Fire for two reasons, the first is that it’s quite literally in the depths of the fires of Hell. The hottest part of the Underworld is where the academy is located, surrounded on all sides by fire so hot, it’s blue. The only way to get in and out is with permission from the professors that manage and train us. The second reason it’s called that is due to the severity of the training. You are putting yourself through blood and gore and death to make it out the other end. A good portion of the students every year won’t make it out alive in the end. Shit, there are dozens who won’t make it through the first day. We’re brutal. We kill to win. 

      After my food and coffee—because even as a Nephilim I need caffeine to sustain me—I make my way to the place that will determine my future. Just four tiny years in this shithole, and I’ll never have to hear anyone else say I’m not worthy. Because these tests are meant to determine that I am.

      I contemplate flying, but I don't want to be the first one there. I’d rather get there after the carnage has started so I’m in the thick of it. It’ll be safer on the ground, because if one of those imbeciles manages to harm one of my wings, I’ll kill them slowly and savor their cries. My wings are sensitive even though they’re strong. They’re also one of the things I love most about being a Nephilim. If they hit my wings just right, they’d paralyze them and I’d never be able to fly again, even with my enhanced healing power.  

      Better for everyone if I remain grounded, I decide. I don’t want them thinking they can outwit me or anything and trying to go for my weak spot. 

      Just thinking about how dirty these assholes will play it makes me angry. That’s exactly how I’m feeling when I walk up to the towering building that houses the next generation of potential monsters. 

      The building is black brick, four stories high where the dorms are and two stories where the classes are. We have to live on campus until we are given leave, which is after midterms and finals. No breaks for any other reason. Just like it is around my home, there are living trees, flowers, and green grass around the grounds of the campus. Not sure if it’s Lucifer’s will or just the magic of Hell, but they’re growing without issue even with the higher heat here.

      I climb the five stairs to the two heavy metal doors and open them. Then I cross the threshold to absolute chaos. There are a handful of Demons dead on the floor in the hall, and a few more bleeding out. They’re all lower-level Demons, the ones usually destined to be what is called a crossroads Demon, the very ones you make deals with, or the lackeys of those Demons, or even workers for my father. Their blood is green and smells of rotten eggs. I step over the pools of it on the floor and make my way through the mayhem. 

      I always knew that the first day, also known as H-day or Hell day, was rough and brutal, but I still didn't imagine the extent of the carnage. The Demon in me purrs in excitement while my Human side tries to push away thoughts of murder. The Demon side wins. I love the smell of fear and adrenaline. Even the scent of blood provokes the evil within me to kill and maim.

      I make it over all of the bodies and open the thick wooden door to the main hall where we will be given our dorms and schedules. I must have been lost in my bloodlust, because I slam into someone’s back. A shiver courses over my body at the contact. 

      “What in the actual Hell?” I demand as I peel myself off of the massive male before me. 

      Said male turns around with fury in his eyes. Until they land on me. The shock and confusion that pass over his face baffle me. Every single Demon in the Underworld knows I start here today. Why is he confused?

      “I’m sorry, can I help you?” the male asks, catching himself before he gives away anything useful in his expression. He’s a couple inches taller than me and has glowing silver eyes. His blonde hair is styled messily on the top of his head with the sides shaved to the skin.

      “Yes, get the fuck out of my way! Who the fuck stands in the middle of the doorway?” I try to move past him, but he’s got bulk on his side. It’ll be fun to see who would win in a hand-to-hand battle, him or me? I vote for me, but I’m biased.

      The asshole smirks. Fucking smirks at me! I glower at him to hide the effect that his smirk causes within me. He’s hot and he looks like a Human. More Human in appearance than Demon.  

      “Who do you think you’re talking to like that? Who do you think you are?” The take-no-shit tone of his grates on my last nerve, and I clench my hands into fists to stop myself from killing him with my magic. It’s against the rules here. I'm no longer able to use this magic for the four years that I'm in this building or on the campus grounds. 

      “I think,” I start, poking him in the chest. His hard, muscled chest. Stop that thought right now, Ryas! I inwardly berate myself before continuing. “That I’m talking to a Demon who’s ready to die. I think,” I continue poking him with each word. “I’m more powerful than any of you pieces of crap and I don't want to be here to deal with the lot of you, but per the rules of my father, I have to attend.”

      He trails his glowing silver eyes down my body and back up. He ignores the poking as if it’s nothing but a gnat that’s just annoying more than anything, and that fuels more anger within me. 

      “And who is your father?” he asks, his voice telling me he doesn't know, but his eyes tell me he already does and is waiting for my response. I mean, whose father would make the rules for this stupid academy in the first place? 

      “I am Ryas, Lucifer’s heir, and your future queen.” My tone is that of the future heir. My father made sure I knew how to command a room with my voice, and I make sure to use it whenever I need to. 

      His lips twitch. “My apologies, I had no idea I was in the presence of royalty.” He bows at the waist, grabbing my hand and kissing the back of it. 

      I yank my hand free of his hold and glower at him, ignoring the fire that action ignites within me. “What the Hell do you think you’re doing?” I grab him by the neck and push him against the wall before he knows what’s happening. 

      His eyes widen, but I don’t sense fear from him like I have from other beings before. I can only assume he’s surprised that I can manhandle him. 

      “You don’t get to touch me without my permission.” I slide a dagger free from the belt on my waist and hold it against his throat. “What are you?” I demand. 

      He chuckles. He actually chuckles at me! While I have a blade to his damn throat. I said nothing funny, and his lack of fear causes my anger to rise another notch. I push the blade closer to his throat, and then his laughter simmers down. Bastard. 

      “I’m a half-breed, too, Ryas. I’m half-Human and half-Incubus. The name’s Owen,” he says as if I don’t have a weapon at his neck ready to take his life.

      An Incubus. Shit. No wonder I’m drawn to him. The fucker probably cast me in his spell the moment I smashed into his back. That’s probably the reason for him blocking the door the way he did. Shit. 

      “Owen, huh.” I slip the dagger back into my belt and step away from him. “See to it that you never touch me without my consent again, or you’ll lose the appendage that violates me.” I push past him and move to stand to the right, away from everyone else, waiting for the stupid assembly to start so I can start the worst four years of my life. 

      I stand with my back and my right heeled foot against the wall. My arms are crossed in an I don’t care gesture, but I'm aware of everything that’s happening. The Demons trickling in, the smell of blood and bile filling the air as the Demons coated in bodily fluids cluster together. 

      I’m acutely aware of the person who casually dropped down a few feet away from me and has yet to acknowledge me. I catch a familiar scent and sigh in defeat. 

      “Do you not see that I like being alone?” I say to the Incubus who is mimicking my stance. I hate that he looks sexy doing that. His black jeans and shirt fit his body like they were crafted just for him. He has black combat boots on as well. He looks like a fantasy come to life. Good looks and the bad boy vibes all wound into one. He’s fucking sex on a stick, and I’m here ogling him like he was made just for me.

      He turns his glowing silver eyes on me. “I don’t know if you're aware, but I like being alone, too, and you stole my spot.”

      I blow out a frustrated sigh. “I didn’t know you were a child and had a ‘spot,’” I say, putting air quotes around the word spot. 

      He grins. “I like you, Ryas, future queen of the Underworld. You and I should be friends.”

      I study him. He’s being serious. Well, as serious as he wants me to believe he is. 

      “I don’t have friends. Less of a chance for someone to stab me in the back.” That’s not exactly the truth, but I don't know that I can trust this guy. He could just use his damn lust powers and make me want to rip his clothes off at all hours of the damn day and then quite literally kill me with my guard down. 

      “I don’t have any either. I’m an outcast.” He comes closer to me, stopping well away from my personal bubble. “What if I promise to never use my magic on you? Would you trust me enough to try?”

      I snort. Not very queenly, I know. Oops. “As if. Do you know where we are? Do you know how many Demons get killed in here every year just for making friends with the wrong Demons?” It’s rhetorical, but he still answers. 

      “Dozens. But I’m not like them. I was raised with Humans until I was thirteen. That’s when the magic started to take over and my mother found a way to get in touch with my father.” 

      I don't know why he thought he should share that piece of information with me. I didn’t ask and I didn’t want to know. We’re not friends. But—there is a piece of me that yearns for real companionship. And he was raised by a Human. I let that thought trail off. 

      I turn my entire body to face him now, making sure he’s staring into my eyes as they blaze with the fire that’s burning beneath the surface. 

      “If you betray me, if you try and kill me when you think my guard is down, I will not hesitate to use my killing magic on you. I don't care
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