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            ZURI

          

        

      

    

    
      Whoever said the road to Hell is paved with good intentions has never actually been to Hell. For one thing, it doesn’t even have roads. Besides even if they did, they sure wouldn’t be paved with anything. Trust me. I’ve lived in Hell my entire life and as my dad likes to remind me, I’ll rule it all one day.

      That’s what being the daughter of Lucifer gets me. Yes, that Lucifer—rebel angel and leader of the Fallen. He gets a bad rep thanks to the Archangels spreading bullshit about him. Maybe I’m biased, but I like to think he’s a decent guy who fought to better the lives of people who couldn’t fight for themselves. Still history is always written by the winner and they obviously think their shit doesn’t stink.

      At the moment, I was lounging in dad’s chair in the board room. He likes to keep things modern. His throne had been a cushy office chair with the family crest—falling stars—for as long I could remember. He was probably off checking on all the other people who lived here. He’s good like that. The door to the office squeaked open on its hinges and a familiar face appeared.

      Damien, my best friend and partner in mischief since we were in diapers.

      “Thought I’d find you in here,” he said and slid into the seat next to me.

      “Were we supposed to hang today? My head’s been a little off lately,” I said, not meeting his gaze.

      “Nah, we didn’t have plans, Z. I know you’ve been stuck in that big brain of yours. Your mom again?”

      I sighed. I’d never met my mother since she’d died in childbirth. She’d been human and by all accounts, the love of my father’s life. I could count the number of half siblings I had on one hand, spread out through millennia. Their portraits hung on the walls in our house. Many of them had lived short lives. Dad was a one-woman guy and it took him a really long time to get over losing someone. “Are you absolutely sure you can’t just peek behind the veil just this once?”

      Damien’s father is the Angel of Death. It’s not as grim or creepy as it sounds. If I were into guys, I’m told his dad is pretty hot actually. But inheriting his dad’s powers meant Damien could reach across the veil past death and pull a soul back to Hell. It would cause too much shift if he tried to do it on the earthly plane, but Hell was off the radar enough it could work.

      “Even if I was strong enough, it’s against the rules. Some rules you just don’t break, Zuri,” he answered, leaning forward enough to reveal the starting swirls of the tattoos that circled his forearms.

      “What about your dad? Can’t you convince him it’s a birthday present for your best friend?” I pressed.

      Damien shook his head. “He loves you like a daughter, but he can’t risk pissing off the cosmos or whatever. Have you thought about asking your dad?”

      I leaned back against the leather. “It’s too painful for him. I think if he saw her again, he’d lose his shit like for real. Anyways I’m not ready for all of this,” I replied, gesturing to the room around us. I was only eighteen.

      “Sorry, Z. I know you really want this, but I don’t think it’s gonna happen,” he said, patting my hand.

      “Whatever. It’s fine.” I waved my hand in the air to emphasize the need for a change in topic. “What about you? Things work out with that cute barista?”

      He snorted and rolled his eyes. “No. She got a little too interested in my family for my comfort anyways. Is that a mortal girl thing? Wanting to know everything about you on the first date?”

      I laughed. “Fuck if I know. I can’t remember the last time I went on a date. Mortal just isn’t my speed and no one around here wants to take the risk of pissing off daddy.”

      “Seriously, that happened once, Z.” The accompanying eye roll told me he thought I was being stupid and making excuses.

      Maybe he was right, but I had my whole—very long—life ahead of me to find the right girl. I didn’t need to rush into things. Damien was the one who wasn’t truly happy unless he was bitching about his latest failed romance. He wasn’t picky though. He’d already dated his way through most of Hell, even some of the demons. Boy had balls; I’d give him that much.

      “Come on, let’s get out of this boring ass office and do something fun,” Damien said, leaping from his chair and taking two long strides to the door.

      “Why not?” I answered and pushed myself out of the chair. As I eased the door shut behind us, the tiny hairs on the back of my neck tingled. I opened the door a crack, but there was nothing out of the ordinary.
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      Like a lot of days when we were bored, we ended up in what passed for Hell’s history museum. Most of the Fallen who had fought by dad’s side during the Heavenly War kept away from it. Something about bad memories or maybe PTSD. If humanity had learned one thing in the span of all existence, it was that therapy could be a good thing. Most of the angels I’d known growing up could have really used time on a couch breaking down their feelings. The museum was more a gathering spot for the younger generations.

      Given it was almost eight o’clock at night—according to my phone—it was completely deserted which suited us just fine. The place was locked up at night. I pulled a blank ID badge from my pocket and studied the lock on the employees only door. The card rippled between my fingers, configuring itself to fit the lock and any matching scanner inside the building.

      “I really wish I could do that,” Damien sighed as I slid the transformed key card into the lock. A tiny beep signaled we were in.

      I just rolled my eyes at him. He had plenty of cool angelic powers of his own. With mine I could do what amounted to parlor tricks with my forgery skills. Granted, it had gotten me out of some serious shit in school growing up. Dad had sent me to public school in New York in the hopes of socializing me with mortals. I’d lost count of the number of times I’d been told to “go to Hell” over the years. But hey, at least I knew what a Starbucks was and had a healthy Instagram obsession just like any teenage girl my age.

      “Where are we going?” He whispered as I walked down the hallway to the lobby.

      “You know where,” I answered without looking to see if he was keeping up. The sense of being watched was back, but I ignored it. No one would be dumb enough to jump us.

      “Is that a good idea?” He continued to talk in hushed tones.

      “Like I care? It’s technically my property, too.” We wound our way through the west hall through ancient, but well-maintained suits of armor. Continued past the hall of paintings reminding the denizens of Hell what they’d fought for. Canvases that portrayed images of humanity in bondage and landscapes with the sky on fire. I wasn’t so sure it wasn’t some twisted way to punish the Fallen for losing the war and getting banished here.

      We stopped just outside a room marked ‘Restricted Access.’ A black velvet rope presented the first barrier which we easily stepped over without issue. The lock on the door wasn’t a key card this time. It was a fingerprint scanner. I pressed my thumb to it and it beeped twice. The lock hissed as it released and I shoved the door open. Inside sat the few items from the war that were deemed too dangerous for public viewing like Dad’s emblem. It was a seven-foot-tall standard with the family crest. He’d told me bedtime stories as a child of how he used it to lead his troops into battle against his brothers—Michael, Gabriel, and Uriel—and it had kept him safe. I didn’t entirely understand its power. Still I knew every time I was near it, I felt it calling to me like a magnet pulling at something deep inside me. Today of all days I could feel it calling to me even from a distance.

      “This place creeps me out,” Damien said.

      “Pussy,” I snorted and stepped up to the emblem.

      “We’ve seen it. Can we please go now?” He whined.

      “Fuck, dude. Stop being such a wuss,” I snapped as my fingers pressed onto the glass case around the banner.

      Maybe I put too much pressure on the case—sometimes I don’t know my own strength—but the glass shattered beneath my fingertips. Tiny shards embed in my fingertips as I skidded back. The feeling that had drawn me here sang out to me like a siren lures sailors to their doom. My hands trembled as I reached forward only to find myself flat on my back, Damien straddling me. It’s not as sexual as it sounds, though.

      “Get off me,” I said, shoving against his considerable weight.

      Before he could answer or move, a flash of movement caught my eye. Someone had been following us after all. A tall figure in what had to be a school uniform darted past us, snapping up the emblem in their grasp before running away.

      “Move,” I said, my wings unfurling against the ground, pushing me upward.

      Damien staggered off me and I took off sprinting. I didn’t recognize the uniform, but only someone with angelic or demon blood could get in here. I was pretty sure that demons weren’t into the whole uniform thing so that left angel. Once outside I kicked off the ground, letting my wings buoy me into the air as I scanned the surrounding area for the thief.

      “There!” Damien shouted, gesturing off to the right.

      I raced after the figure. Even on the ground, they seemed faster than me. Then, wings sprouted from their shoulders as they slung the pole of the emblem across their back. Short wavy black hair rippled in the wind as they made a break for one of the portals back to the earthly plane.

      “Zuri, what are you doing?” Damien yelled, coming up on my left.

      “That asshole stole something that belongs to my family. I’m getting it back.”

      He shook his head, but kept pace with me as we neared the portal. Our thief darted through and we followed. Traveling through to Earth isn’t like what most people assume. Time doesn’t exist, but neither do things like gravity or air. You may be in there for only thirty seconds, but that feels like an eternity as your lungs and brain crave oxygen.

      We both tumbled out of the portal onto soft grass. I coughed as my body reacclimated to gravity and air. My body felt heavy for far longer than it should have as I struggled to my hands and knees. I had to focus on retracting my wings. They weighed me down until finally they disappeared from sight.

      “Where are we?” Damien wheezed.

      Getting to my feet, I looked around. I could see a dark ocean sparkling in the moonlight. Tall gates rose up in front of us and I squinted to make out the words crafted in metal at the top, Celestial Academy.

      “Well fuck,” I swore.

      “Oh ... Oh that’s really bad,” Damien added.

      “We need to find a way in there. If some Archangel asshole stole Dad’s Emblem, who knows what sort of shitstorm they could cause.”

      Damien grabbed my arm. “You are seriously suicidal today, Z. You can’t go in there. Like literally, you cannot enter the grounds.”

      I was about to test that theory. Besides, Fallen only assumed we couldn’t set foot on campus grounds. We had no proof it was actually hallowed or sacred. I pressed my hands to the bars of the gate. No shocks or anything remotely like turning me to ash happened. I dug the toe of my boots in and scaled the gate, landing softly on the other side.

      “I am not going in there,” Damien said with a nervous shake of his head.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll be in and out before you know it.” Now I just had to figure out a way to sneak in without getting caught.
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            MIRYAM

          

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes I wished my life was like a musical full of flash mobs, choreographed singing, and dancing where everybody knows all the dance moves even though they’ve never practiced. It would make my usually boring day totally amazing if—instead of just walking down the halls at school—everyone sang and danced with some hidden orchestra accompanying us. I would be the star of my own life musical and all attention would be on me. That’s the problem, see, I needed attention. I needed someone to sing about how amazing I was so I could feel amazing about myself. I wasn’t exactly proud of it, but it is what it is. The sky’s blue and the grass green. Miryam bat-Michael needed attention to feel worthy.

      Notice me. Notice me. Notice me. That would be the refrain in the musical in my mind. You’d think it would be easy to be noticed when your dad was an actual Archangel, but I guess not. People never paid me any real attention, anyway, except maybe Chris. Everyone else just sucked up. I never thought when Mom told me I was Archangel Michael’s kid that I would end up being so lonely.

      “Hey, Miry, I love your hair,” one of the newbie kids said as I walked by her, my black Mary Jane uniform shoes clicking on the hallway’s marble floor. The start of a new school year and new semester always brought in a crop of eager angelic and saints’ kids looking to be my friends. Dad locked himself away in his office so much, the fastest way to impress him was to impress me. I didn’t tell them that they were sucking up to the wrong person. An endorsement from me meant absolutely nothing to Dad. Just like I meant nothing to Dad.

      Mom told me who my dad was all the time when I was growing up. It was practically a religious experience for her with all her candles, shrines, and alters. “You’re special, Miry. You’re special. Don’t let anyone else tell you otherwise. You are meant for great things. If you weren’t, your father wouldn’t have chosen me to bring you to life.” Mom was never great at telling the truth. It sounded super crazy, so it must be super crazy. My Celestial Academy acceptance letter changed all that though. I had thought I could escape Mom and her particular brand of crazy. All Celestial Academy got me instead was a daddy complex.

      I shook my head to banish the memories. Mom was proud of me and I should be proud of myself.

      “Miry, can I get a selfie with you?” One of the newbs called.

      “Miry, what do you think about my new haircut?” Another one said.

      “Miry, can I ask your advice later?”

      Blah, blah, blah. It’s all so meaningless. The one good thing about your dad being the actual Archangel Michael and not some crazy dude that told your mom he was Archangel Michael meant I was kind of like Angel royalty.

      Notice me. Notice me. Notice me. I hummed to myself, making up the tune as I went. I wasn’t as good as Cecelia—or CeCe as she liked to be called—but no one was. It’s only nine a.m., but I’ve been wandering the halls to avoid a summons from Dad. He called me for a meeting two hours ago and I hadn’t shown up yet. I knew that wouldn’t win me any good-daughter points, but I’d rather stay away than have him look at me with those accusing eyes. Making me feel as if all he could see was some dirty half-human instead of someone who truly deserved the wings on my back.

      “Hey, CeCe, do you have that music theory homework you promised me?” I stopped short when I saw her in the hall. She doesn’t get out of her duties just cause my head was in the clouds instead of on the ground.

      CeCe dug around in her backpack before pulling out a typed double-spaced report on Gregorian chants that was due today. “Here you go, Miry. I have your next topic in mind, too. I call it ‘Harping on Harps: Angelic Music or Stereotype.’” She looked at me with bright puppy dog eyes as if my happiness was her happiness. “What do you think?”

      “I guess it will do.” I flipped through the report, but didn’t bother to read it. “Just make sure you get some things wrong next time so it doesn’t look like I know too much about music.”

      CeCe nodded until it looked like her head was about to fall off. “Of course, Miry. Anything you say, Miry. Is there anything else I can do for you, Miry?”

      I waved my hand dismissively and she scurried away like a cockroach. We don’t have cockroaches here, but if we did, they would scurry exactly like CeCe just did.

      Dad would be more disappointed in me than he already was if he ever found out about my network. The thing is, if I cared about school, I would do my own homework instead of getting everyone else to do it for me. I had built a whole network of homework helpers over the last six years. That also meant I had a whole network of favors and secrets to call in whenever I felt like it. Sometimes I do, sometimes I don’t. I liked to keep my network guessing.

      “Attention students,” the daily kidnapper update piped all over the Academy. “Today’s count for total number of missing students has risen to fifty-four. Remember to use the buddy system and always report suspicious activity. That is all.”

      Suspicious activity, my ass. Someone’s kidnapping kids and the board (including Dad) act like it’s some videogame where the higher the body count, the better the score. I wasn’t worried, though. The kidnapper would have to be epically stupid to kidnap me. Dad would bring down all of Heaven and Earth, and maybe even Hell to find me, too. At least I thought he would. I didn’t plan to get kidnapped to find out.

      “Hey, Ant!” I called when he ducked behind one of the soaring pillars to try to get away from me. He couldn’t hide that easily, after all he had my math homework. “Don’t you have something that’s mine?”

      Ant stepped out from behind the pillar. He adjusted his glasses as if he wasn’t being all sketchy. Nice try, dude. “Hey, Miry. How’s Chris?” He attempted to distract me. It was a good tactic as far as tactics go, but I had math in thirty minutes. I needed my homework.

      “I haven’t seen Chris today,” I said. “Maybe he got kidnapped.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Stop playing dumb. You know why I’m talking to you. Did you forget to give me something yesterday?”

      Ant fidgeted—he adjusted his glasses, put his hands in his pockets, and bounced on his heels. Pretty much doing anything to stall. “Chapter 26 Calculus, right? I got it right here.” He rummaged in his backpack and pulled out some crumpled-up sheets of paper. “You should copy it into your own handwriting. It’s not like I can type your math homework for you. Everything you need is right here. Easy A.”

      “I guess this will do.” I tapped my foot, making sure I looked disappointed in his efforts and the fact that I had expected Chapter 26 last night—not this morning. “But just remember the dirt I have on you, Ant. You wouldn’t want my dad to learn about your secrets, now would you?”

      Ant’s pale face managed to go even whiter. “If you don’t tell your dad, I’ll take your Calc test for you too. All you have to do is keep quiet, see, and we’re all good.”

      I made a big show out of thinking it over, but really it was a pretty sweet deal for me. No homework to do. No test to take. Why would I say no? “Just don’t let it happen again,” I said. “This is cutting it way too close.”

      Ant adjusted his glasses again. Jesus. If he kept doing that, I would break them myself. “Got it, Miry. Say hey to Chris for me, okay?”

      “Sure. Whatever you say.”

      “Attention students,” the kidnapper announcement rang through the halls again. “The current total number of kidnapped students has now risen to fifty-five. Remember to always use the buddy system and report any suspicious activity. That is all.”

      Buddy system, my ass I thought again. I ignored the warning like I always did. Instead, I headed for the little alcove by the school knave where I liked to hang out when I didn’t want anyone to bother me. It was the perfect place to copy my homework. I needed to make sure I got some of the answers wrong. Ant was way too good at Math and I wasn’t.

      I almost made it to the alcove. I say almost, because as I passed by the janitor’s closet, someone grabbed me and pulled me inside.
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      The damn campus was deceptively big for being situated on a tiny island. I’d wasted most of the night wandering the grounds trying to find a way—any way—into the buildings. I’d finally had to just sit and wait for someone to come outside so I could slip past them inside.

      Damien had blown up my phone all night with dire texts like ‘you’re going to die’ and ‘if they don’t kill you, your dad will.’ I’d turned my phone off around midnight. He was being an alarmist. At least with the part about my dad killing me. I could start World War Three and he’d still defend me. Although Damien wasn’t wrong about what would happen if I got caught by an Archangel.

      As morning light filtered through the windows, I huddled in an alcove, fighting off the urge to sleep. Giving in to exhaustion was a good way to get caught. Besides, this building was huge and the thief could be hiding anywhere. As I sat there with my knees pressed to my chest, I wondered why someone who was supposedly on the “good” side would want Dad’s Emblem. Besides, I didn’t think they could set foot in Hell. Just like we can’t step back into Heaven. Dad had told me it was a way to keep the sides at a stalemate. Everyone seemed to agree that Earth was neutral territory. Don’t want to terrify the humans. Still the Emblem had some kind of power. It wouldn’t have protected Dad during the war if it didn’t. I had to get it back.

      Blowing out a breath, I stood up and marched down the hall like I was supposed to be there. My wandering led me to the entrance hall, currently decked out in silver and gold streamers with balloons. A giant banner overhead proclaimed ‘Welcome New Students.’ An idea formed in my head. It was foolish and dangerous as shit, but it was still a plan. I needed to blend in long enough to track down the thief and get the emblem back. I couldn’t do that walking around as Zuri bat-Lucifer.

      Luckily, I’d studied religious history on my own time. Sometimes humans could be beautifully useful. In the Jewish tradition, when someone wanted to avoid an encounter with Azrael, they changed their last name to Hayyim. That way, he would be looking for someone with a different name. It seemed like a stupid trick. Azrael was no idiot, but he insisted if the name didn’t match, he couldn’t take the soul.

      So, I had a name. I could be Zuri Hayyim. Still this was a school and a preppy one from the looks of it. My clothes weren’t going to cut it. I studied the photos hanging on the wall of the hall and saw prepubescent kids all the way up to older teens. Which meant young kids came here and probably for years too. I needed an explanation for why I was just showing up now. I could say I only just found out about my angelic parentage. It was a weak excuse. I caught a tiny gold name plate below one of the pictures: graduating class of Middle Eastern campus with Archangel Gabriel.

      Gabriel stood at the back of the pack and even in the photo he looked distracted. “Perfect”.

      “Hi,” a young voice said from behind me.

      I whirled to find a boy no older than twelve standing there in a school uniform that looked remarkably like what the thief had worn. He clutched a piece of paper in his hand.

      “Hi,” I replied. Could he be the thief? “What’s your name?”

      “Max. What’s yours?”

      “Zuri. You new here, too?”

      Max nodded and brandished the paper. “Got my letter. Mom wasn’t sure if I had to bring it with me.”

      “Can I see?”

      He handed it over without question. Damn, he was trusting. I unfolded the single page and skimmed the text. Pretty standard stuff about congratulating him on being accepted to the school. It provided a list of supplies he’d need—things I could probably bribe my way into—and it told him to bring the letter so they could verify his parentage. I turned my back to Max and hastily grabbed a brochure, making a copy of his letter with a reference to my transfer from the Middle East campus. Forging Gabriel’s signature was a crapshoot. Having never seen his handwriting, I winged it.

      “You must be excited,” I commented, handing the letter back to the kid.

      “Is it your first day, too?” He pressed.

      “Yeah. Well, here. I just transferred from the Middle Eastern campus.” I held up my forged letter.

      His brow wrinkled. “I don’t want to sound rude, but you don’t sound like you’re from there.”

      I gave him a disarming smile. “I’m not. My mother is in the military and she was stationed there. She got special permission to bring me along when we got the acceptance letter,” I lied effortlessly.

      “Is it as cool as it sounds? All the classes and meeting the Archangels?”

      “I think every campus is different. They’re run by different angels. We didn’t see a lot of Gabriel,” I continued, hoping he believed my words and that there was some truth to them. Lies always went down easier if they contained a little fact.

      Max pointed to my clothes. “Where’s your uniform?”

      “They lost our luggage when we were coming back. I’m sure they have some spares I can use.”

      “Oh.”

      The front doors opened again and a massive wave of uniform-clad students poured in. Some headed in other directions while some gathered in small clusters in the hall. Max moved to chat with kids his own age. I needed to find a way to snag a uniform. A large winding staircase rose up to the second floor and I spotted a man standing there, lording over the whole thing. He looked tired, almost like this was all such a bore for him. His gaze fell on me and everything changed. His demeanor sharpened and the dullness in his eyes vanished. He rounded the banister to the top of the stairs and strode down. I caught the hint of a limp, but he walked without aid. I stayed put.

      “I don’t recognize you and as head of this campus, I make it a point to know all of my students,” he said in a clipped tone.

      I held out my forged letter. “I’m a transfer from the Middle East campus.”

      He took the letter, unfolded it and skimmed it. “I see.” He tucked it under his arm and scanned my outfit. “You know you aren’t permitted to be out of uniform during the week.”

      I glanced down at my boots, hoping he took the gesture as embarrassment. “I know. My mother and I just returned from her tour of duty. Our luggage hasn’t arrived yet. I was hoping you had some spares?”

      A speaker crackled and an announcement echoed in the space. “Attention students, the current total number of kidnapped students has now risen to fifty-five. Remember to always use the buddy system and report any suspicious activity. That is all.”

      “We can do that. Follow me,” he said, as if the announcement about kidnapped students hadn’t just blared through the whole damn building.

      I turned back and caught Max’s wide-eyed look before following the man down the hall and into a large office. A massive sword hung behind the desk and the nameplate read Headmaster Michael. The Michael.

      My stomach churned and my blood turned cold as the being responsible for my father’s expulsion from Heaven sat down behind the desk and rifled through papers. I wanted to punch him in the face, take that sword, and chop off his pompous, self-righteous head. Instead, I sat on the edge of the chair opposite him and said nothing.

      “I’m sure Headmaster Gabriel will be able to confirm your transfer. You’re about eighteen, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “And your father …?”

      “Never met him,” I lied.

      “Are you aware of who your father is? We have specific courses for our secondary level students based on parentage.”

      “I know he was an Archangel.” There was no way I was going to be able to hide my wings so I didn’t even try.

      “I see.”

      “All I know is he’s not one of the ones everyone knows,” I added.

      Michael nodded. “Fine.” He passed me a paper with a schedule blocked out. “Here are your classes. You’ll be rooming with my daughter, Miryam.”

      “I don’t need a roommate, sir,” I said.

      “School policy, I’m afraid,” he answered. He waved me off with a dismissive gesture. “I have a meeting with my daughter.” He checked his watch. “She should be arriving shortly. Until then, please remain here.”

      I remained seated, irritation making my neck warm. I needed to be out looking for the thief not sitting here waiting to meet the daughter of my father’s greatest enemy. Michael busied himself with looking over papers and I pulled out my phone, turning it back on. A single new text from Damien waited.

      ‘If you’re being tortured, I’m not saving your ass.’ It read.

      I typed back. ‘That’s up for debate. But I’ve got an in. I’ll be out of here in no time, D. I promise. Just keep things quiet back home, okay?’

      After a few tense seconds, the tiny trio of dots materialized on the screen, indicating he was writing back. ‘Zuri, what exactly are you doing?’ I didn’t need to hear his voice to know the words carried a mixture of annoyance and curiosity.

      ‘What I do best,’ I typed back and stowed the phone in my pocket. I’d suffer through meeting this asshole’s daughter. Then it was time to fool all these suckers and get what was mine.
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      A strong hand clamped over my mouth as an equally strong arm wrapped around my chest. Was this it? Was I being kidnapped by some asshole with my dad only a flight of stairs away? I struggled; my screams muffled by his hands. He pulled me closer to him. OMG, dude was getting off on this. I bit down on what I could reach of the dude’s hand closest to my mouth. He yelped and let me go, shoving me toward the door.

      “Christ, Miry, settle down. It’s just me.”

      I pushed my hair out of my face and turned back around toward the sound of my boyfriend’s voice. “Chris? What the hell is wrong with you? Didn’t you hear the announcement? I thought you were the kidnapper.”

      He waved his wounded hand before sticking his index finger in his mouth. “Would it be so bad if I were?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest, determined to make him work for my forgiveness. “Seriously, don’t joke about something like that. Fifty-five missing kids isn’t a prank.”

      “Guess we’ll just have to be better about using the buddy system.” Chris blew on his hand. “Do I need to get a tetanus shot for this?”

      I held out my hand, palm up. “Get over here.”

      He placed his injured hand in mine. I put my other hand over the top of it and hummed. It was a song older than time. Uncle Raphael taught it to me to see if I had any of his healing abilities. Turned out I did too. I couldn’t bring people back from the dead or anything that extreme, but I could heal small wounds. The space between my hands glowed gold as I hummed. When I lifted my top hand, Chris was healed. He waved his hand again, as if testing out my skills. I’d been at Celestial Academy since I was twelve. I easily knew how to heal a bite wound by now.

      “Thanks.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest again. “What are you doing pulling me into a coat closet right after the kidnapper announcement anyway?”

      He hopped up onto a dusty folding table. “It’s not a coat closet, it’s a janitor’s closet.”

      “Same difference,” I sighed. “What do you want, Chris?”

      “Do I need an excuse to want to hang with my girlfriend? I missed you, Miry. Is that such a crime?”

      “It is when I’ve already kept my dad waiting for three hours when he summoned me for a meeting.”

      Chris hopped off the table and walked slowly toward me. He smiled, which he knew was like a flashy fishing lure to me. Cast the smile, lure me in. Between the smile and his classic boy next door—blonde hair, blue eyes—good looks, he appeared more angelic than most of the actual angel kids here. My feet moved on their own accord. Lure me in. I ended up meeting him halfway across the empty classroom being used as a janitor’s junk closet.

      “Fine,” I said. “What do you think you can do in thirty minutes?”

      His smile widened to a grin. “Oh, you know what I can do in thirty minutes.”

      I tip-toed to kiss him. Lure me in.
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      “You’re late,” Dad barked when I finally appeared in his office. “Hours, in fact.”

      I adjusted my skirt, school uniform tie, and double checked that all my shirt buttons were buttoned correctly before answering. “Sorry. I lost track of time.”

      Dad stood. He was wearing what I called his ‘regular clothes’ today instead of the Greco-Roman red toga and armor he liked wearing to look more like the religious paintings of himself. It impressed new students to see the expected Archangel Michael look. I thought his suit and tie were more intimidating than any armor he could ever throw on though.

      “How many times do I have to tell you, when I call, you come?” Dad moved from behind his desk. He limped slightly. It was an old War in Heaven injury that seemed to plague him as much as I did. “You don’t ignore a summons, Miryam ... Ever.”

      “I said I was sorry.” I scuffed my toe on the Venetian tile floor. “I was doing homework.”

      Dad’s nostrils flared which was never a good sign. I closed my eyes, waiting to be torn into for what I knew he saw as my lack of potential leadership ability and, really, just inability to follow his rules.

      “We have a new student,” Dad said. “She is your responsibility now.”

      I cracked an eye open. Wait, what? A new student? That wasn’t what I had expected him to say. “Define responsibility?”

      “You will learn the full meaning of ‘the buddy system.’” Dad paced the room, his hands laced behind his back. “Starting now. That includes sharing a room with our new student.”

      “Share my room?” I shake my head as if being upset about something would change Dad’s mind about it. “But what’s the point of having you as my dad if I can’t get some perks like a single dorm room? Chris says—” I clamped my hands over my mouth. Holy Hell, I almost brought all manners of angelic wrath down on Chris and I both by outing our sleeping arrangements.

      Dad narrowed his eyes. “I’m well aware where Christopher sleeps at night. He is lucky I’ve looked the other way for this long. Your new roommate is Zuri Hayyim.” He motioned toward the shadows of his ginormous office. A girl stepped into the light. She wore all black—black shirt, black pants, black combat boots. She was either goth or from Hell. I’d say “or both,” but I know there’s no way anyone from Hell could get into Celestial Academy. We have wards for keeping out the riff-raff.

      “Hey.” The new girl sounded just as enthusiastic about our arrangement as I was, which meant not at all.

      I rolled my eyes. “Hey. Let’s get this over with. I’ll take you back to the room and loan you a uniform. I’ve got plenty. You can keep your boots.” That was just the sort of rebellious act that would drive Dad nuts.

      The new girl followed me out of Dad’s office and down the big winding staircase to the main lobby area of campus. I walked fast to my dorm room, not bothering to check if she kept up with me or not. Buddy system, my ass.
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      I resisted the urge to ditch Michael’s daughter the moment we were out of his line of sight. It was clear that neither of us wanted to be in this situation, but maybe getting close to her wasn’t such a bad thing. After all, she was bound to know all kinds of secrets.

      “So, where’d you say you were from again?” She asked, traipsing onward down a hallway I hadn’t noticed before.

      “The Middle East campus,” I said. I was repeating the lie so many times, I was starting to believe it myself.

      “Uncle Gabriel wasn’t around much. He and Uncle Uriel are supposed to run the other campuses, but they are here a lot,” she said.

      “Yeah,” I muttered. Did she really see the other Archangels as family? Would she feel that way about my father?

      I glanced down at the class schedule Michael had foisted on me before his cherubic daughter showed up. Celestial History, Archangel training, and something called a service project. Fuck that.

      “You don’t talk much, huh?” Miry said.

      “It’s been a long day. Getting used to this time zone is throwing me,” I replied. It was probably the first entirely truthful statement I’d made since leaving Hell.

      We finally stopped walking and she unlocked a door leading into a spacious dorm room with two beds. One side of the room was clearly lived in, if irritatingly neat. The other was a blank canvas. One I would fill until I got what I’d come for. Being around so many Archangels made me nervous. If her words were true, Gabriel and Uriel were both on campus giving me more suspects to investigate. Miryam crossed the space to a dresser and pulled out a skirt, blouse, and tie. She passed over a pair of socks next.

      “I’ll let you get changed,” she said and started for the door.

      I rolled my eyes. “What, like you’ve never seen tits and ass before?” I quipped before I realized the words had spilled from my mouth.

      Her cheeks burned bright pink at my words and she turned her back to me. “I’m just not used to having a roommate.”

      “Not a female one, anyway,” I muttered under my breath. I pulled my shirt over my head, glancing over my shoulder. She turned back around, a fresh wave of blush creeping over her face at the fact she’d been caught looking.

      “You really don’t seem like the other kids who come here,” she said.

      “I’m going to try and not take that as the fact that I’m black,” I commented.

      She gave an audible gasp. “Oh, no. I swear I didn’t mean anything like that. It’s just … well you seem kind of edgy. Not like the other angel kids. That’s all. I really didn’t mean to offend you,” she rambled.

      “Good to know. And aren’t we all works in progress?” I answered.

      “I guess we are.”

      The borrowed blouse and skirt ended up being a little tight on me. Not that I’m averse to tight clothes, but the whole Catholic school uniform look wasn’t really a turn on for me. I flopped onto the neatly-made bed and studied Miryam. She really did have the rosy, chubby cheeks of those stupid little statuettes humans loved so much. She had a decent cup size in proportion to the rest of her. If she wasn’t the daughter of my father’s sworn enemy, I might have thought she was cute.

      I could hear Damien’s commentary in my head. “Leave it to you to fall for the one person you literally can’t be with.”

      “So, Miryam, what’s the deal with the kidnapping announcement? Is that like some scare tactics for the new kids or something?”

      She flipped her strawberry blonde hair over one shoulder. “You can call me Miry. And no, it isn’t a prank. Every year, kids go missing. We don’t know why, but the announcement is to remind everyone to be vigilant.”

      “Yeah? And how’s that working out? You can be vigilant all you want. Still if you don’t know what you’re supposed to be looking for, how can you expect to stop it?”

      She sighed and flung herself down on her own bed. She propped her chin on the heel of her palm. “Dad says it’s important. Personally, I don’t understand it either. Don’t they like have the same thing at the other campuses?”

      She’s testing me. “Nope,” I said confidently. “Maybe it’s just an American thing.”

      Miry’s gaze narrowed, but she seemed to buy my answer. “We don’t get a lot of transfer kids, especially not ones in the secondary program. You must have been really special.”

      “I’m not, really. Just the daughter of an angel who probably forgot I even existed.”

      Understanding washed over her face. I’d seen the way Michael spoke to her. She may be his daughter, but he wasn’t happy about that fact. He probably wished she didn’t exist. “However, you don’t know what that’s like. I mean, look at your dad,” I said, luring her in.

      “Being his daughter isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. Don’t get me wrong, I love it here. But sometimes I feel like he doesn’t see me. Not the real me anyway. Mom was her own brand of crazy, but sometimes I almost miss it … just being the two of us. At least then I didn’t have a person to physically disappoint. Now, I can count on his disapproving looks like clockwork. You can’t tell anyone I said that, okay? Everyone else thinks we have this amazing relationship. Ugh … I don’t know why I even told you that.”

      She was needy and desperate for attention. I could definitely work with that. “I won’t say a word.” I mimed zipping my lips. “Since you are the Headmaster’s daughter, I bet you know everything there is to know at this school.”

      She tilted her head to one side, drumming her fingertips against her lips. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, I bet you’re well connected. Come on, every school has their Queen Bee. Don’t tell me that’s not you.”

      Her lips quirked into a smile and she bounced into a seated position. “Well, I mean … everyone knows me and likes me, if that’s what you mean.”

      “So, maybe you can help me. See, when I got here, I saw something bad. Something I’m sure your father would want to know about.”

      Her eyes widened and she leaned forward. “What?”

      I crossed the room and put a hand on her shoulder. I couldn’t influence people like mind control, but I did find that having a physical link with someone helped when I wanted them to believe what I had to say. “There’s a thief who stole something really important to angelic history and I think they’re hiding here. Can you help me find them and bring them to justice?”

      Miry’s eyes widened to the size of silver dollars and her mouth hung open. It was almost cute. Almost. “We’d never harbor someone like that.”

      “Of course not, but I know for a fact they are hiding out here. We can’t let them get away with it. Let’s bring them to justice.”
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      “Saving angelic history and bringing a creep to justice will be like the best service project ever!” I hopped off my bed and did a little squee dance that involved a lot of clapping and bouncing. Zuri looked at me like I’d lost my ever-loving mind.

      “Uh, sure, like totally,” she said.

      She was probably mocking how I talked, but I didn’t care. Saving angelic history would prove to Dad once and for all that I wasn’t some screw up. I could be noble and worthy of his name all at the same time. Either that, or he would still count all of my wrongs against me and not even look at any of the rights. Dad was tricky that way. I hadn’t found a way to impress him yet, but that didn’t mean I would stop trying.

      “Let’s buddy up on the project.” I stopped squeeing long enough to get words out. “It’s better than anything I could come up with on my own and Dad will love it. Saving angelic history and all,” I added in a stage whisper. “This is going to be amazing!”

      “So, you’ll help me?” Zuri looked confused, though, duh, I had just told her it would be a group project. Wasn’t she listening at all?

      “Let’s go see if Chris and Ant want to help! First though, I should probably bring Chris back his stuff.” I crouched down and pulled a cardboard box out from under my bed. Some people gave their significant other a drawer in their dresser, I gave mine a cardboard box under my bed. I stood with the box in my arms. “Unless … how do you feel about, like, inter-dorm visitation and noise canceling headphones? I could go either way, but would totally continue my—umm—nocturnal activities if you’re down with it. It’s your room too now so thought I’d ask.”

      Zuri’s eyes glazed over somewhere around ‘like’ and ‘totally.’ She blinked, frowning. I’d call it a smirk, but that was too close to a smile and I doubted she could smile. “What is wrong with you? You chatter away like a wind-up doll that someone wound up too tight. Slow down, alright? I’ll take those noise canceling headphones right now just to cancel you out.”

      I bit my bottom lip. “That’s not funny. I’m just trying to be nice.”

      “Well, you’re being annoying so stop.”

      I set the box on my bed. I’ll decide what to do with it later. “C’mon. I’ll show you around campus a bit more and introduce you to Chris and Ant.”

      She begrudgingly followed me out the door. Her combat boots paired with the knee-high socks I loaned her looked totally badass. I couldn’t get away with something that edgy. The edgiest I got was wearing colored socks instead of the white.
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      “This is the vestibule.” I motioned at the gold-gilt walls and high ceiling. “It’s where all the campus wide meetings are held. It’s the only place big enough to fit the whole student body.”

      Zuri jerked a thumb at the maroon draped wooden benches that lined the room in two long rows. They faced a dais with a podium set up front and center. “It looks⁠—”

      “Churchy?” I guessed. “Yeah. Dad did that on purpose. He says the more gold, the easier it is to glow. Hey, do you have your wings yet?”

      Zuri pursed her lips. She looked like one of those duck face videos on YouTube. “That’s kind of a personal question.”

      I gave a little squeal and jumped back. “Oh, sorry. Did I offend you again? I’m just curious. I didn’t mean any harm in it. I got mine this year. Wanna see?”

      “I’m not into playing ‘I’ll show you mine if you show me yours,’” Zuri said. “Especially with someone like you. I haven’t had enough booze to make that even the least bit appealing.”

      I couldn’t tell if she was teasing or making fun of me again. I decided to laugh it off either way. “Oh … ha ha. You’re funny. Do you mean to be funny?”

      “No.” She crossed her arms over her chest, the buttons on her loaned shirt straining to hold in her assets. One wrong move and those thingies would pop off and everything would come spilling out.

      I looked around for a distraction. I spied Chris and Ant talking in the corner of the vestibule. “Hey, guys! Over here!” I bounced up on my toes and waved. Chris noticed me first. He smiled and waved back. I blew him a kiss. “That’s my boyfriend Chris,” I said to Zuri just in case she didn’t have eyes and couldn’t figure it out herself. “That’s Ant with him. They’re saint kids. Did you know a lot of saint kids at the Australia campus?”

      “I, uh, didn’t hang with saint kids all that much,” Zuri gave another one of her less than detailed answers.

      I cocked my head to the side, my hair falling over my right shoulder. “Seriously? Why not? I mean, angelic powers are awesome, but like, saint kids are where it’s at. Their specialized abilities are so amazing. It’s totally useful for all sorts of situations.”

      “Hey, Miry.” Chris leaned in to non-tongue kiss me once he and Ant reached our spot near the last pew. He’s totally respectful considering how much the vestibule looked like a church. “Who is your new friend?”

      “New roommate if you can believe it,” I explained. “Dad went totally bananas about me not following the buddy system rules and … ta da! … this is the result.”

      “I thought I was your buddy in the buddy system scenario,” Chris said. Zuri grimaced, looking like she might lose her breakfast or lunch or whatever she last ate all over her kickass combat boots.

      “Chris, you know I’m not into role play.” I giggled and leaned into him, tucking myself against his side. His left hand slid to the waistband of my skirt. Now I was positive Zuri was going to lose it all over her boots. “And, to answer your question, this is Zuri from Australia.”

      “Australia, huh?” Ant extended a hand to shake, which Zuri ignored. “G’day mate. Time to put another shrimp on the barbie.”

      “It was the Middle East campus, actually. And you know people from Australia don’t really talk like that, right?” Zuri’s mouth twitched into the closest thing to a smile I’d seen from her since Dad sprung her on me in his office. I think it was because she was internally laughing at us, but hey, you take what you can get.

      Ant pulled his hand back and ran it through his red hair as if that had been his plan all along. “Oh. Sorry. Hey, are you a saint or angel kid?”

      “Angel.”

      “Zuri loves one-word answers and not giving as much detail as she should.” I grinned. “Oh! Tell her your heritage and abilities! She didn’t hang with many saint kids in the Middle East.”

      Chris straightened a little as if reciting something ultra-important in Celestial History class. “Saint Christopher. Patron saint of travelers. I can provide safe passage to anywhere. I haven’t tried it much outside of school so don’t really know the implications and ramifications in a real-world setting, yet.”

      “Oh, you should totally do that as your service project.” I patted his chest. I don’t take my hand away when I’m done. “Dad would love it.”

      Ant was up next. He gave Zuri a flourishing mock bow. “Saint Anthony. Patron saint of lost things. I can find anything that’s lost. Unlike my boy Chris here, I have tested my abilities in the real world and they rock.”

      “Lost things, huh?” Zuri sounded actually interested in Ant’s abilities. “Can you find something for me?” She grabbed a ‘Welcome to Celestial Academy: Your Heavenly Home Away from Home’ orientation brochure from the pew closest to us, produced a pen from seemingly nowhere and scribbled a picture on the back of the brochure. She held it out for us to see. Some banner looking thing with falling stars on it. “Can you find this?”

      “I’ll try.” Ant took the drawing from Zuri. He closed his eyes and mouthed the words of the Prayer to Saint Anthony. The ink of the drawing turned from black to gold. Ant swiveled in a semi-circle toward the entrance to the bell tower, his arm raised as if on its own accord to point in the same direction. “There. What is lost is there.”

      We all looked in the direction he indicated. A slim person with white shoulder length hair wearing a Celestial Academy uniform stood in the shadows. The weird part to the whole thing wasn’t that I’d never seen that student in my whole life. The weird part was that their eyes glowed red in the darkness.

      “Beelzebub,” Zuri muttered. “You’re not going to get away with this!” She glared up at the weirdo student before they vanished.
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      I stared after Beelzebub as they vanished from sight. This didn’t make sense. Why would they have stolen dad’s relic?

      “Come on. They’re getting away,” I huffed and started to follow.

      “Sorry, but like who is Beelzebub?” Miry asked.

      I looked to her friends, but they, too, lacked recognition. “Former Ruler of Hell, Leader of Demons,” I answered. What are they teaching at this place?

      Miry shook her head so vigorously her hair bounced against her cheeks. “That isn’t possible. No one who is from Hell can come here.”

      Stupid, naive girl. “Well … I’m telling you that is Beelzebub. They are a shapeshifter.” Which made sense with how they could have gotten in. I’d been able to scale the gates and not turn in to a pile of ash probably, because despite being Fallen, my father has angel blood. I didn’t know the extent of Beelzebub’s power, but if they could change their appearance then why not their blood?

      “Sorry,” the kid with glasses interrupted. “Why do you keep calling him they?”

      Maybe it was just a trick or my imagination, but I could swear I heard a frustrated wail in the distance. I grabbed the front of his shirt and pulled him close. His Adam’s Apple bobbed in his throat. “You know what the worst thing you can do is?”

      He shook his head, his glasses sliding down his nose. “Misgender the fucking Leader of Demons,” I bossed.

      “Let him go,” Miry’s boyfriend said, laying a hand on my arm.

      I released my grip and the kid stumbled backward. “We are wasting time.”

      I marched off in the direction Beelzebub had gone, not looking back to see if my unwanted roommate and her friends were following me.

      “How do you know all of that stuff?” Miry asked, falling into step with me.

      “How come you don’t?”

      “I ... I don’t know. I mean we learn all the important stuff or at least that’s what Dad says. We start training our abilities early on, but we don’t get to Angelic History until this term.”

      “Let me guess, they don’t want to scare the little kids.”

      “Don’t tell anyone, but it kind of scares me, too. Like thinking about all the evil that happened. It’s just really awful you know?”

      More than you know. “Got it, you’re a wuss.”

      “No, I’m not! You know, we need to work on your sense of humor. It’s not that funny.”

      “I don’t mean to interrupt, but the … um person we are looking for went that way,” Glasses said and pointed off to our left.

      He looked at me for approval. I’m not sure Beelzebub ever considered them self a person, but it was still better than ‘he.’ I strode onward, suddenly missing my own clothes instead of being forced to wear this ridiculous school uniform. The stupid skirt was so constricting. Clothing issues aside, I should have known Beelzebub would have ducked into a populated area where they could hide in plain sight. Our search led us right into a giant gaggle of preteens. I skimmed the faces, but nothing demon-like caught my eye.

      “Did you lose them?” Miry’s boyfriend said to Glasses.

      “I’m trying. It’s like they can tell I’m looking and are hiding from me,” he answered.

      “Smart demon,” I said under my breath.

      “What do we do now?” Miry’s lower lip protruded in a pout and damn it, if it wasn’t the tiniest bit adorable.

      Anger washed over me in a wave and I had to fight every instinct in my body telling me to sprout wings and take flight. I was foolish to think these do-gooders could be of any real use. They couldn’t understand the real danger of the Emblem falling into the wrong hands.

      I shoved Glasses forward. “Look harder.”

      “You need to stop pushing my friend around,” Miry’s boyfriend snapped, putting himself between us.

      “I’m all for like preserving angel history and everything, but you didn’t really explain what it is we’re looking for,” Miry added.

      I grit my teeth to keep from biting her head off. I’d managed to convince them I belonged here so far. Still if I slipped and said the wrong thing, I’d tip my hand and they’d know I was an imposter. “It’s one of the original relics from the War in Heaven. From what I know, they are insanely powerful and incredibly dangerous in the wrong hands. Like Beelzebub.”

      “Oh. Right. Yeah. We should tell Dad what we know,” Miry suggested.

      “Or, we keep looking. They can’t hide forever. Eventually, they’ll make a mistake and we’ll catch them. Though we’ll need to be careful since they can change form,” I said.

      “They could be anyone,” Miry gasped, her gaze flitted over her friends.

      “Guess we’ll just have to keep a very close eye on each other,” her boyfriend said, sliding a possessive hand over her ass.

      “We should get to class. If we don’t want to panic everyone, we need to make it look like everything’s fine,” Glasses said. “That way it’s a bigger win for us when we actually take them down.”
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      I expected class to be some trite torture about being a good person or whatever the service project garbage was, but we ended up in what the others described as Self-Defense. They led me into a large room with padded walls and mats on the floor. At the far end of the room, a man—at least I thought it was a man—sat in a meditative pose.

      “Good morning students. I hope you’re ready for the day,” the man said and stood up in one languid motion, rotating to face us. He wore a flowing kimono and no shoes. His gaze met mine and I was almost reminded of my father.

      “That’s Uncle Uriel,” Miry whispered helpfully in my ear.

      The ends of his shirtsleeves were singed with ash. Dad had insisted I know about the other Archangels so I could protect myself. Uriel may look unassuming, but he had a penchant for lighting shit on fire. He shed the kimono, eliciting a few gasps from other students. He wore tight camouflage pants and a tank top underneath.

      “We’re going to be studying swordplay today. Can I get some volunteers?” His high-pitched voice took a hint of glee.

      Everyone around me shuffled back. Either no one felt comfortable with swords or this was some elaborate hazing ritual for the new girl. Either way, I didn’t care. I’d show all of them. With my chin jutting out at a confident angle, I marched forward and held my hand out for a weapon.

      “Let’s do this,” I said and accepted the hilt of the blade.

      “Anyone else?” Uriel called, his gaze drifting over the assembled students. He pointed the blade of the second sword at Miry’s boyfriend. “Christopher. Lovely, thank you for volunteering.”

      “I didn’t,” he mumbled, but stepped forward anyway.

      “Hope you don’t mind being humiliated in front of your girl, Saint Boy,” I taunted, getting into a fighter’s stance.

      “Do you even know how to use that thing?” He hissed.

      I gave it a swirl, finding the center of balance. “Guess you’ll have to find out.”

      “Enough flirting. It’s time to test your skills. Now, there are no failing grades in this course, but it pays to be the victor,” Uriel said and clapped his hands, ushering the rest of the class back.

      Miry’s boyfriend took a step back and leveled his blade straight at my chest. Boy was he in for a surprise. He charged—complete with a less-than-intimidating yell—and I sidestepped him, slapping the end of the pommel into his shoulders. A rasp passed his lips as air fled his lungs.

      “You can do better than that,” I goaded.

      “I was just giving you a chance to look good before I wipe the floor with you,” he answered and spun to face me.

      The tips of our swords touched and he advanced with a much more professional approach. He didn’t have bad form, but it was clear he hadn’t been trained to my level. We thrust and parried around the room before I landed a solid kick to his solar plexus. He crumbled to the ground, wheezing. I stood over him, blade pressed to the sensitive flesh above his carotid artery.

      “Guess I don’t really need a lesson in self-defense,” I said, eyeing the Archangel watching from across the room.

      “It would appear not. Maybe you’d like to share your expertise with the rest of the class.” Uriel gave me a smirk and a wink. I felt my skin crawl in response.

      I already didn’t know how I was going to sleep here. I didn’t need the added nightmares of someone that humans might consider related to me hitting on me. Even if with a quick glance he looked very feminine.

      “Everyone pair up. Our new star pupil is going to teach us all,” Uriel said before shoving Miry at me.
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