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      “What are you doing out here at night, little lady?” The man’s voice carried down the dark alleyway. “Are you alone?”

      Are you alone?

      I wanted to laugh, but I couldn’t let him know that I’d already caught onto his twisted game.

      The most annoying thing about creeps is that they typically do a good job of not seeming like creeps.

      And despite this man’s innocuous questions, he was definitely a goddamn creep.

      He’d been following me ever since I’d left the bar, staying far enough behind me that he wouldn’t raise suspicion, but not so far behind me that he would’ve lost me in the streets.

      If I hadn’t noticed that he was stalking me, right now might be the time when I’d turn to him and plead for help.

      Or at least that’s what he was expecting me to do.

      Please, help me! I’m all alone and it’s so dark. Can you help me call a ride?

      In that same moment, he’d probably decide to do whatever creepy thing he had on his mind.

      A small shiver went down my spine at the thought.

      How many women had he done whatever to?

      How many of them had made the mistake of trusting a soft, friendly voice in the night?

      I crossed my arms against my chest, before I turned back towards the stranger in the alleyway. “You don’t want to do this. Not with me. Not tonight.”

      “What are you talking about, little lady?” The man took a step closer to me, and his bright teeth gleamed in the moonlight. “We could all use a little help, sometimes. Here, I’ll even let you use my phone—”

      “Back up.” There was no kindness in my reply. “This is your final warning.”

      “Oh yeah?” The man laughed, as the kindness bled out of his voice, too. “And what exactly are you gonna’ do about it, bitch? There’s no one out here but you and me.”

      His hands went towards my waist, as he forcefully pushed my frame back against a filthy brick wall. He then used his body weight to keep me in place, and I felt a jagged piece of brick dig into the side of my arm.

      Ow.

      Huh. This guy was stronger than he looked.

      Not strong enough, though.

      No one ever was.

      “So, is this what you do? You follow girls home from the bar?” I asked, as I stared him straight in the eye. “What’s the matter? Can’t get a phone number the old-fashioned way?”

      “Fuck you.” He grunted. “And shut the fuck up. Don’t ruin this for me.”

      “Oh, no. I’m going to ruin this for you.” I sighed, as I lifted my legs and wrapped them around his waist. “Watch your head.”

      “What—”

      I didn’t give him a chance to finish whatever the hell he was going to say to me. I was already in motion, with my fists flying down against the side of his face, into his neck, right on top of his head.

      “What the fuck?! What the fuck!” He stumbled backwards, but it didn’t matter. My legs were still wrapped around him, and my punches continued to land.

      I didn’t stop. Not even when his blood seeped between my fingers.

      Not even when he lay unconscious on the ground.

      Starting a fight was always easy, like it came to me naturally.

      But stopping? Stopping was always the hardest part.

      Stopping took the kind of self-restraint that I could never quite muster up.

      It was the reason I'd never lasted too long in any of the homes I’d been placed in, courtesy of the foster care system. Hell, for all I knew, it was the reason my parents had given me up for adoption in the first place.

      Maybe they could tell there was a wild rage inside of me, something they’d never be able to control.

      Maybe they didn’t want someone, something like me around.

      But fighting is what kept me safe. It kept me safe from men with wandering hands. It kept me safe from girls at school who’d try to make fun of me for not having the latest clothes or the newest phone. And most importantly, it kept me safe from ending up as just another poor, lost soul on the city’s streets, because my fighting wasn’t purely physical.

      Nope.

      It made its way into my very soul, how I carried myself and how I interacted with the world.

      I was a fighter, through and through, which is how I ended up with a job as a bartender, despite not having my license yet or even a working knowledge of how to make half of the bar’s menu.

      I’d convinced the owner that I’d be a worthwhile hire, someone who could greet the regulars with a genuine smile, but also break a few fingers when a loser tried to run out on their tab.

      I hadn’t expected to be followed back to my apartment, and I really hadn’t expected to have to knock a grown man unconscious, but so goes the life of an almost-bartender.

      Fuck.

      I needed to get away from this creep, and I needed to take a good, long shower.

      I finally stopped, wiped my hands against my jeans, and then checked my leather jacket for any dark stains.

      All clear.

      Good.

      The creep was lucky that he hadn’t managed to bleed on my beloved jacket, or he would’ve gone from unconscious to no longer breathing.

      I hadn’t killed anyone before, but a creep who’d also fucked up my jacket?

      Yeah, that was someone who the world wouldn’t miss.

      After making sure my hands were clean, I continued the walk back to my apartment. The dark alleyway was my usual shortcut, and the high-rise would only be a few minutes down the road.

      My mind wandered, as I thought about what was left in the fridge.

      Remnants from the last time I cooked, which was ages ago. A few eggs. Maybe a little bit of milk. Bottled water. Peanut butter...

      Shit.

      I was going to go to bed hungry, wasn’t I?

      I couldn’t remember if Charlie had decided to make us veggie lasagna tonight or tomorrow afternoon.

      His eggplant-infused pasta was to die for, and honestly, Charlie was the only reason I ate a real meal every now and then.

      Charlie Collins.

      My best friend. My roommate.

      I’d found him nearly dead on the side of the road, a few years ago. He didn’t have a heartbeat when I’d checked, but a few moments after that he sat right up and started coughing up blood.

      Thank God.

      I wouldn’t have known how to explain coming across a dead body to the cops. Even though I’d had nothing to do with the knife wound in Charlie’s chest, I’m sure the police would’ve wanted to talk to me about it.

      And since I’d been homeless at the time, it would’ve been impossible to give them any valid contact information, which would’ve only made me look that much more suspicious.

      Soon after the whole finding-Charlie-nearly-dead incident, we started hanging out, one on one. Spending time with Charlie was always the best, because he never judged me and he never once tried to creep on me, either.

      Unfortunately, or maybe fortunately, I’d been born with blonde hair and bright eyes. Even though I thought I exuded an energy that screamed “not interested”, I’d often found myself on the boring end of men's attempts to flirt with me or buy me a drink or follow me home...

      But Charlie wasn’t anything like that. In fact, he seemed to have no interest in me, romantically, at all.

      Which was kinda’ weird, because for a minute there, I’d been having daydreams about some pretty cutesy shit, like holding his hand or kissing him underneath a waterfall.

      But whatever. It was good that Charlie and I were never going to be a thing. It meant that our friendship really stood a chance, and when I floated the idea of us living together, he hadn’t hesitated to sign the lease.

      “Please God, let there be lasagna in the fridge, let there be lasagna in the fridge...” I repeated the phrase underneath my breath, as I continued to make my way home. “Please, please, please—Whoa.”

      My words were interrupted by the sudden appearance of a young guy wearing all black.

      He looked like he was about my age, and I wondered if he was twenty-one years old, like me.

      His hair was a striking shade of red, and I couldn’t tell if it was dyed or natural. His posture took me by surprise, too, because he wasn’t standing like a normal dude.

      He was standing like a soldier, with his arms folded behind his back.

      And Jesus Christ, his eyes.

      What an unreal color of blue.

      I shook my head with confusion, as I looked up at the stranger. “Uh, sir? Did you need something from me? Or?”

      “Who are you?” He asked, his posture unmoving. “What’s your name?”

      “Hmm. No. I don’t think I’m going to tell you that.” I chuckled, after I replied. “Sorry. I’m not big on sharing personal information with complete strangers.”

      “Who are you?” He asked again, this time moving closer towards me. “I know that you’re one of us. All I need is a name, and I’ll be able to place you.”

      “Place me? One of us?” I was still confused by the conversation. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, but I’m super hungry and I really don’t have time for this tonight. Just let me go home, guy.”

      “I saw your wings.”

      “...What?”

      “I saw your wings.” He nodded. “Back there, when you, err, knocked that gentleman unconscious—”

      “Hey. He was not a gentleman. And I probably should’ve done worse—”

      “I’m very glad that you did not do worse. It’s against the commandments.”

      “Oh. Are you, like, a religious person?” I asked. “Look, whatever you’re trying to get me to convert to, I can promise you that you’re barking up the wrong tree—”

      “You do not have the option of converting to anything besides what you already are.” The stranger laughed, but it sounded like it cut off halfway through. “Please. Stop wasting my time. I’ll go first. My name is Benjamin Nash. I’m a freshman at the academy. Who are you?”

      “...Celeste Venoix.” I slowly replied. “And I’m a bartender down at Garry’s Funhouse. Does that answer your riddle? Can I go home now?”

      “Celeste Venoix? I’ve never heard of that family name.” Benjamin tilted his head to the side. “But...you are an angel. How is that possible? Were you lost to us?”

      “I’m not an angel, Benjamin. I’m just a very tired bartender. Please. Let me go.” I sighed, as I cracked my knuckles. “Don’t make me knock you out, too.”

      “There they are again!” Benjamin’s eyes lit up with pure joy. “Your wings! My God. They’re beautiful.”

      “Yeah, alright. Let’s get this over with.” I ran towards Benjamin, wanting to get a head start on kicking his ass.

      But the last thing I saw was an eerie, glowing object in his hand.

      And then, I was out like a light.
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        * * *

      

      Glock.

      There was a Glock right beside me, laying on a nearby table.

      I squinted my eyes for a better view, as I raised a tentative hand towards it.

      Glocks were always on, weren’t they? That was the reason people loved the guns so much?

      They didn’t have a safety feature, which made them easy to learn, and even easier to shoot.

      I pulled the weapon down towards my frame, until I was able to slide it into my back pocket.

      Fuck.

      Where the fuck was I?

      I twisted my head to the side, taking in the white walls and the even whiter floor.

      White. White. White.

      Why the hell was everything white?

      Was I in some kind of mental hospital?

      No.

      They probably would’ve strapped me to the...bed?

      I looked down at what I’d been lying on top of, and now noticed that it wasn’t a typical bed at all.

      It was just a pile of blankets, all scrunched together atop a steel frame.

      Oh.

      Interesting.

      I’d obviously been kidnapped.

      But why leave the gun out? Was the person who kidnapped me trying to play a sick game with me, too? They wanted me to try to defend myself, before they blew my head off with a rifle or something?

      Fuck. My head felt so fuzzy.

      My thoughts felt even fuzzier.

      I tried to remember how I got here, but all that came to mind was the creep in the alleyway, and the blood between my fingers.

      Wait.

      Had he somehow done this shit to me? Had I only imagined that I’d gotten the upper-hand in our fight?

      “Your recovery time is slow.” A man’s voice entered the room before he did, and I turned my head towards it.

      Benjamin.

      I remembered him now.

      His blue eyes focused on my face, and there was the hint of a smile at his lips. “You haven’t had any sort of training, have you?”

      “Let me go.” I answered, as I rolled away from the “bed” and made my way down towards the floor. “Please. I just want to get home. I don’t want to fight you.”

      “Oh, that’s a shame. I want you to fight me.” Benjamin replied.

      “...What?”

      “I want you to fight me, Celeste Venoix.” Benjamin’s smile was now plain as day. “Come on. Come at me with everything you’ve got.”

      “Everything I’ve got, huh?” My hand reached for the gun in my back pocket. “Are you sure about that?”

      “Hmm. I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

      “Do what?”

      “We both know what you’re about to do, Celeste. But I’m warning you, it’s not a worthwhile opening move. I’ve been trained to sustain attacks from manmade weaponry. You should try hand-to-hand combat first—”

      A bullet flew through the room and landed right in the middle of Benjamin’s chest.

      And I held the gun out in front of me, as I took in a shaky breath.

      I hadn't wanted to kill him.

      Fuck, I really hadn't wanted to kill him.

      But he'd given me no choice.

      Why hadn't he given me a choice?

      I held onto my position, the gun still in place, as I waited for Benjamin to go down.

      There was no way in hell that he could still be standing after a sure shot like that.

      And yet, there he stood.

      The smile on his face had faded, as he let out a tired sigh. “Predictable. That kind of move will get you killed, Ms. Venoix. At best, you’ll have earned yourself a few more minutes to survive, but that’s not enough time. It’s never enough time—”

      I fired another bullet into Benjamin’s chest.

      And then another. And then another.

      He groaned with what seemed like annoyance, before he looked back up at me. “Are you done? Are you finished?”

      “I think I’ve got a bullet or two left.”

      “Stop wasting time.” Benjamin huffed, before he quickly closed the distance between us. He then slapped the gun right out of my grip and gave me an intense stare. “Come on. Where are your wings?”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about, but you’re right. I don’t need a gun to kick your ass.” I nodded at my own words, trying to psych myself up for God-knows-what. “Let’s do this.”

      “Let’s do this.” Benjamin repeated my phrase, and only a second or so afterwards, I was hurtling backwards across the fucking room.

      I seamlessly slid down the furthest wall, before I landed, roughly, on my side.

      What the hell?

      Had he just...thrown me?

      He didn’t look like he was strong enough to do that, but I guess I’d underestimated him.

      I got back on my feet and, without wasting another second, charged at Benjamin’s chest.

      I balled my hands into fists before I reached him, and then I landed them against the places I’d shot him, over and over.

      I wanted him to feel those gunshot wounds, one way or another.

      Benjamin let out a pained grunt, before he grabbed onto my left fist.

      And then, he bent my hand back towards me, until I heard a distinct snapping sound.

      I screamed, as I fell down to my knees, my now broken wrist radiating with fresh agony.

      “Ready to go again?” Benjamin asked, as he stood over my frame.

      “You broke my wrist! Fuck you!” I answered him through gritted teeth. “I’ll fucking kill you! I swear I will!”

      “Not like that, you won’t.” Benjamin scoffed. “Honestly, you won’t be killing much of anything, demonic or otherwise. Although, I am impressed with your little shoot-first-then-punch trick. That actually hurt. I haven’t been hurt in quite some time.”

      “Good.” I winced, as the pain shot its way down my arm. “I’m glad you were hurt.”

      “Why are you letting yourself go on like that?” Benjamin bent down towards me, our eyes soon making direct contact. “Just pray. Heal yourself. We should go again, until you’re better with your hands.”

      “You think praying is going to heal my wrist? Dude, you need to take me to the hospital!”

      Benjamin’s eyes went wide, and I heard him suck in a small breath. “What happened to you, Celeste? Do you really have no idea what you are?”

      He then reached his hand out towards my broken wrist, and he closed his eyes.

      “Sana eam.” Benjamin whispered.

      And just like that, my wrist felt brand new again.

      “Whoa. What the hell?” I was the one who whispered this time around. “How did you do that?”

      “I didn’t do anything. I simply asked for a favor, and the angels above us were kind enough to grant it to me. Fighters on the ground, healers up above. Heaven was designed that way.” Benjamin opened his eyes, before he rose back up to his feet.

      “So...all this talk about...angels...” My hands shook so badly that I hid them behind my back, not wanting Benjamin to see how freaked out I really was. “Are you trying to tell me that angels are...real?”

      “Of course angels are real. You’re an angel. Do you not believe in yourself?” Benjamin seemed amused at the concept.

      “And...my wings. You kept talking about seeing my wings—”

      “Yes. It appears they only come out of you depending on your mood. I believe the phrase pissed off would be the colloquial term.”

      “But you don’t have wings.”

      “Yes, I do. You just can’t see them.” Benjamin let out another sigh. “Which is why you so desperately need to be trained.”

      “Trained for what, exactly?”

      “Fighting for something bigger than yourself. Protecting the innocent. How does that sound?”

      “Sounds noble.” I shrugged. “But noble isn’t really my thing. I’ve got one too many bills to pay to devote myself to whatever, uh, cause you’ve got going on here.”

      “You don’t have a choice. You were born for it.”

      “Hmm. No. The only thing I was born for was fish tacos.” I brought myself to my feet, too, as I looked back at Benjamin. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to head home now. It was nice talking to you about all of this angel stuff, but I’m just not interested, okay?”

      “You don’t understand, Celeste. Your fate isn’t up to you anymore. Not when you’re enrolled at the academy. Not when you’ve found your calling.”

      “Well, the good news is that I’m not enrolled at any academy.” I patted Benjamin on the shoulder, as I sidestepped him to leave the room. “Besides, college has never been my thing, anyway. A bunch of stuffy people trying to get me to read books by another bunch of dead, stuffy people? Who needs it?”

      “Celeste—”

      “I’ll see you around, Benjamin.” My hand reached for the white doorknob, and I hastily turned it to the right.

      I needed to get the hell out of here.

      Even if what Benjamin was saying was true, I didn’t have time to be a part of it.

      Angels? Fighting angels? Bullets not working on people?

      Who the hell had time for any of that?

      I had an early shift at the bar tomorrow, and I needed to get to bed.

      But as soon as my fingers were solidly on the doorknob, I felt a jolt of something that I’d never felt before.

      Whoa.

      It was electric.

      And...shiny?

      I couldn’t put it into any words that I had in my vocabulary.

      It felt like my veins were coming alive, in the best possible way.

      I smiled, as the feeling made its way through me.

      It felt so right.

      And it felt so good.

      “What was that?” I asked Benjamin, as I turned to look back at him. “That...electricity?”

      “Angelic energy. It’s all around the academy. You know, since there are a lot of angels hanging around.” Benjamin replied. “It didn’t hurt you, did it? I should’ve told you beforehand, but if you’re only part angel, the energy might be like touching a hot stove, until you get used to it—”

      “No. Not a hot stove.” I shook my head. “It felt like...it felt like—”

      “Heaven?” Benjamin suggested.

      “...Heaven.” I followed the word with a quiet, contented sigh. “Oh my God. This is real, isn’t it? Everything you’ve been saying?”

      “Yes.”

      “So, if it’s all real, what happens if I leave?”

      “When it’s time to start your training, we’ll find you.”

      “Find me? How? You don’t even know where I live—”

      There it was again, that same glowing object in Benjamin’s hands.

      And again, my world went dark.
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      “Spaghetti squash or eggplant lasagna?” Charlie called out from the kitchen. “I’m thinking squash, but you’ve never had that before and if you don’t like it, then I know you won’t eat it, and then you’ll end up all sad and hungry for a week.”

      I woke up on my living room couch, with my head feeling like absolute hell.

      “Charlie?” My words came out weak and were followed by a loud groan. “Shit. Charlie. Is that you?”

      “Uh, who else would it be, Celeste? Do you have other guys over here when I’m at work or something?” Charlie laughed.

      “No, it’s just...” I shook my head, which was an immediate mistake. The motion only made my headache even worse. “I think I had a really weird dream last night.”

      “What kind of dream?” Charlie made his way over to the couch, before he took a seat down by my feet. “What’s the rating? G? PG-13? NC-17?”

      I looked up and down at his faux chef’s outfit, complete with a long, white coat and silly, lopsided white hat that hid the majority of his brown hair.

      And then I caught a glimpse of his crooked smile, with his brown eyes beaming back at me, too.

      Holding hands, kissing underneath a waterfall....

      I once again shook my head, causing myself more pain.

      Good.

      Hopefully the pain would be enough to get those thoughts out of my goddamn head.

      Why was I even thinking about Charlie like that again? I thought I’d gotten all of that out of my system by now.

      “Uh, PG-13.” I thought over Charlie’s proposed rating system. “Well, maybe rated R. I shot a guy.”

      “You shot a guy? Did he die?”

      “No. He didn’t die, and then he broke my wrist.”

      “He broke your wrist?” Charlie frowned, before he took my left wrist into one of his palms. He then looked down at it, giving it a good once-over. “Hmm. Your wrist seems fine to me.”

      Electricity.

      Shiny electricity.

      I abruptly pulled my hand away from Charlie, as a familiar sensation made its way through my veins. “Yeah, of course it’s fine. It was just a stupid dream.”

      “Well, what else happened in the stupid dream?” Charlie asked. “You seem like you’re still on edge.”

      “Just other stupid stuff. The guy who broke my wrist told me that I’m some kind of angel warrior, meant to be a fighter on Earth. He said that I’d been lost to the angels, something like that, and I’d need to start my training soon? Whatever. It’s stupid, I told you.”

      “Hmm. So, you’re the chosen one.” Charlie chuckled. “You know, I heard that having dreams where you’re suddenly the most important person in the universe usually just means that you think you deserve a promotion at work.”

      “I do deserve a promotion at work! I’m the only one who gets in early enough to open and stays late enough to close.”

      “Yeah, you should probably stop doing that, honestly. Closing. At least until we can save up enough for a car or something. It’s dangerous walking home that late.”

      “You worried about my safety, Charlie?”

      “No.” Charlie scoffed. “I’m worried about other people’s safety. I’ve seen what you do to guys who are a little too pushy about asking for your number at the bar. And now you’re dreaming about shooting people? You’re a menace to society, Celeste Venoix.”

      Charlie laughed at his own joke, and I laughed right along with him.

      He then rose away from the couch, before he quickly snapped his fingers. “So, which is it? Eggplant lasagna? Spaghetti squash? What sounds good for the week?”

      “If you try to feed me spaghetti squash, I’m moving. Seriously, I’ll find somewhere else to live by Friday. I can promise you that.”

      “Oh, come on. Have you ever even tried it?”

      “Isn’t squash just another word for pumpkin?”

      “No. Well. Yes. In a way—”

      “And how do I feel about pumpkins, Charlie?”

      “Only during the holidays, and only in pie.” Charlie mumbled through his response.

      “Perfect. So happy we’re on the same page.” I smirked. “Eggplant lasagna sounds super yummy, though. Put me down for some of that, please.”

      “You got it.” Charlie nodded, as he walked back towards the stove. “Did you want me to make you something for breakfast? Something brunch-y? I went grocery shopping yesterday, so I can whip up a mean strawberries-and-waffles situation—”

      The doorbell rang throughout the apartment, interrupting Charlie’s offer of breakfast.

      “I’ll get it. You just focus on breakfast. Brunch. Whatever.” I hopped up from the couch. “It’s going to be delicious, whatever you make.”

      “Aww. You flatter me.” Charlie smiled, as he pulled a pot down from the kitchen cabinet.

      Before I opened the door, I speedily ran my fingers through my hair. I wanted to look presentable, just in case it was the apartment manager or someone from maintenance.

      And more importantly, I didn’t want to look as flustered as I felt.

      But when the door opened to reveal who was standing behind it, I tried to close it right in Benjamin’s face.

      No.

      This could not be happening to me right now.

      None of what happened last night was real, was it?

      Of course not.

      There was no such thing as angels or angel warriors or people who didn’t die from bullets.

      As I tried to talk myself down, Benjamin pushed the door open and made his way into the apartment.

      Fuck.

      Why was he so strong?

      “Oh. Hello.” Benjamin greeted Charlie, who was still standing in front of the stove. “Are you Celeste’s significant other?”

      “No...?” Charlie looked over at me, as if he was waiting for me to give him some kind of signal. “Unless the answer is supposed to be...yes?”

      “He’s not my boyfriend.” I answered for Charlie, as I moved away from the door. “And what the hell are you doing here? How do you know where I live?”

      “Angels have eyes and ears everywhere.” Benjamin replied. “Sorry to interrupt your morning, but it appears that the council has decided to fast-track your application to the academy. You’re in.”

      “Fast-track my—I didn’t apply to be at the academy. Also, what the hell is the academy?”

      “The Angel Academy. Not the most creative name, I know, but angels aren’t necessarily known for their contributions to the arts. That’s much more of a human thing.” Benjamin smiled.

      “Did you just say Angel Academy?” The question came from Charlie, as he turned towards Benjamin. “Sounds private. Sounds expensive.”

      “Oh, no. It comes at no expense.” Benjamin explained. “And in return for your completion of your studies, you are given a life of purpose, of service.”

      “Not interested.” I replied. “You can go now, Benjamin.”

      “Wait. So, all that talk about angels? That was real?” Charlie dropped a pot towards the floor below. “Holy shit! Celeste! Chosen one! You’re the chosen one!”

      “Please. I realize that this must be very exciting for you, but in the future, do not speak so loudly about angelic affairs.” A look of irritation flashed across Benjamin’s features. “We must practice discretion.”

      “Don’t worry. I can keep a secret. Remember that time you keyed that guy’s car in the parking lot, Celeste? Because he’d made that girl cry? The one in the bathroom? I didn’t tell a soul about any of that.”

      “You just told me. Right now.” Benjamin’s irritation only grew worse.

      But then, his features shifted into something that seemed calm.

      “Hold on.” Benjamin took a step closer to Charlie. “What’s your name?”

      “Charlie Collins. What’s yours?”

      “Benjamin Nash...” Benjamin’s words trailed off, as he eyed Charlie, hard. “And you, Charlie Collins, are not a human, are you?”

      “What?” Charlie laughed. “Uh, no, dude. I’m definitely a person.”

      “I didn’t say that you weren’t a person. I said that you weren’t a human.”

      “Nope. All human here.” Charlie laughed again, but this time it sounded like it was laced with nerves. “Unless you’re about to tell me that I’m a vampire or something like that?”

      “Don’t be preposterous. Vampires aren’t real.” Benjamin answered. “Turn around. Lift up your shirt.”

      “Uh, Celeste?” Charlie directed the question towards me.

      But I just shrugged in response. “Hey, man. Just do whatever this guy tells you to do. If my dream was real, he’s impervious to bullets, so, what are we supposed to do?”

      “Okay.” Charlie nodded, before he turned around and lifted his chef’s coat and white undershirt.

      His bare back was soon exposed, and Benjamin bent towards it to get a closer look.

      “Hmm. No wings. But...your energy...” Benjamin then moved away from Charlie’s back. “How interesting. How confusing. Maybe you are novus. Half or newly born, somehow.”

      “Half what, exactly? Half angel?” Charlie asked.

      “I’m afraid I do not know.” Benjamin answered. “But if you’d like to join us as we head back to the academy, maybe someone there could figure you out.”

      “Oh. I don’t want to go with you—”

      “He’d be happy to go with us, Benjamin.” I narrowed my eyes over at Charlie. “Of course, he would. It’s not like my best friend would leave me in the lurch with a complete and total stranger who may or may not be out of his freakin’ mind.”

      “I mean, I was definitely going to do that, but I won’t do that now. Not if you’re going to make me feel bad about it.” Charlie grumbled.

      “Then, it’s settled. We’re ready to go.”

      “Really? You’re not going to put up a fight?” Benjamin smiled.

      “Nah. I already know how fighting you turns out. And besides, if I go with you to this academy place or whatever, I can just tell the principal that I’m not interested in being one of their students. And then, if there’s enough time, I can still make my opening shift at the bar.”

      “She’s not a principal. She’s a dean. It’s an academy, not a high school.”

      “I actually think academy can be used to apply to a high school, too—You know what, though? Never mind. It doesn’t matter.” Charlie backtracked his sentence, before he’d even finished the full thought. “We should get going, though. I kinda’ need to finish up some stuff for work, too.”

      “Charlie’s a software engineer.” I explained to Benjamin. “Finished first in his class and everything.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me, seeing as you’re not fully human. Although, that’s not exactly fair to the humans, is it? Shouldn’t you be given a harder test?” Benjamin asked.

      “The first rule of not being fully human? Never tell anyone that you’re not fully human. Including yourself, apparently.” Charlie chuckled, but it soon turned into a groan. “What the hell? How am I not fully human? Am I going to turn into a werewolf or something?”

      “Werewolves aren’t real, either. You are both quite ignorant of the ways of the world.” Benjamin spoke, before he turned to leave by the front door. “It’s embarrassing, really, and it might be best if you two didn’t speak until you have a better grasp on reality.”

      “A better grasp on reality...” I huffed, as I followed Benjamin out the door.

      “Right? Coming from the guy who’s talking about angels and shit.” Charlie huffed, too, as he closed the door behind us all.
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        * * *

      

      In absentia lucis, Tenebrae vincunt.

      I had no idea what that meant, but it was plastered all over the front door of the academy building. It’d been carved there, with what must’ve been a huge knife or something, with the letters making their way across the door’s wooden frame and onto the heavy marble itself.

      I silently stared at the letters, my brain attempting to solve them as if they were a thousand-piece puzzle.

      In...absence?

      But what the fuck did lucis mean?

      “In the absence of light, darkness prevails.” Benjamin translated the phrase for me, as he came to stand by my side. “It’s our motto, a stark reminder that the work we do here is important. Not just for us, but for the world, too.”

      “Darkness prevails? Like Satan and stuff?” I tried to fill in the blanks of my own knowledge, as I continued to look over the letters.

      “Demonic energy. Deadly sins. Not so much Satan, more like his disciples.”

      “Oh.” I replied, as if what Benjamin had just said made total sense to me.

      “While I’m glad that our motto has caught your eye, you should really take note of the entire building. You’ll be here for a while, but it’s best to get yourself acquainted with it, sooner rather than later.”

      “Shit. This building is gorgeous.” Charlie whistled, as he hopped up the steps towards the academy’s front door. “When was this place built? The 1800s?”

      “I dunno. Don’t think I’ve ever noticed it before.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s practically hidden with it being so far away from the road.” Charlie grinned. “Still a beautiful building, though.”

      I took a step back from the carved letters, and gave the academy a good, long look.

      Charlie was right.

      It was a beautiful building.

      It was all white, with large columns that almost looked like they could touch the sky with just a bit more slab added to them. The windows were plentiful, too, and they were each made of stained glass, giving the building a hauntingly beautiful effect.

      A stained-glass image to my right looked like an angel pulling off his wings. Meanwhile, a stained-glass image to my left looked like an angel drowning, with his wings underneath the water.

      Hmm.

      I wondered if the images on the glass would correspond to different events in the bible, much like they might if the windows were placed at a church.

      I then wondered if the images on the glass would correspond to different events in angel history, things that I’d know nothing about, things that Benjamin would have to explain to me with that annoyed look on his face.

      I glanced up at the top of the academy. It was in the shape of a sharp spire, and I would’ve sworn that it was piercing the clouds above, as if it was directly connected to heaven itself.

      And I suddenly felt like I didn’t belong there, at all.

      Even if I was an angel. Even if I had every right to be.

      There had to be some kind of mistake.

      I was no angel. I was a fighter, sure, but not the kind that had anything to do with anything good.

      I fought for myself, and I didn’t know any other way.

      How was I supposed to be part of something bigger than that?

      Bigger than me?

      “Am I allowed to go inside? Without some kind of sin-washing ceremony?” I asked. “I’m just afraid that I’m going to catch on fire, as soon as we step through those doors.”

      “Why would you catch on fire, Celeste? There’s nothing demonic about you.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know about that.” I looked back at Charlie. “Is he going to be okay, too?”

      “Yes. He may feel a bit uncomfortable, at first, as if he’s in a very hot room. But if my suspicions are correct, and there’s something angelic about your friend, then ultimately, he will be fine.”

      “Ultimately, huh? Not really inspiring a lot of confidence there, Benjie.”

      “My name is Benjamin.” Benjamin corrected Charlie. “And it’s time for us to go inside.”

      “After you.” I motioned for Benjamin to open the door. “There’s probably some kind of lock or something, anyway, right? Some kind of secret code—”

      In the middle of my sentence, Benjamin opened the door just by pushing on it with his hand.

      “Angel security. Top notch.” Charlie chuckled, as he followed Benjamin into the academy’s halls.
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        * * *

      

      “Holy shi—” I stopped myself from finishing the curse word, as I looked down the academy’s hallway.

      Again, everything was white. White floors, white walls, white doorknobs.

      White, white, white.

      The only spots of color came from the stained-glass windows, which reflected beautiful shades of dark purples and greens onto the academy’s floors.

      I felt like I needed to hold my breath, like I was standing on hallowed ground and if I got found out, I’d be asked to leave the building ASAP.

      Each step we took down the hall only made that feeling worse, as our footsteps created an echoing sound that was so heavy and wrong in my ears.

      I wasn’t supposed to be here.

      I knew that, deep down in my bones.

      So why was Benjamin so insistent on putting me through all of this?

      “Why is everything all white?” Charlie asked, as we made our way down the hall. “I’m noticing a bit of a motif here.”

      “It takes a lot to make an angel bleed. But for a human? Only a simple touch or two.” Benjamin answered. “You’re probably aware that wearing black is a common tactic to hide the stains of blood. And so, while in the field, we wear black. However, the walls inside of the academy are white, because here we don’t want any blood to be a hidden thing. We want to know if there’s a human in our midst, or if one of our own is in danger. The white also makes it harder to hide one’s carnal sins.”

      “Hide one’s carnal sins?”

      Benjamin smirked. “Yes, at least that’s what the council says. However, they’re from a different time, really. No one believes that sex is sinful anymore. Not since we learned about the energy that flows between angels, its rejuvenating effects.”

      “Oh. Oh God. The white is so you can’t hide the—Jesus.” Charlie seemed put off by Benjamin’s explanation.

      “Prepare yourselves. We’re almost to Mrs. Deveraux.” Benjamin whispered under his breath.

      But before we could take another step, another young man stepped out right in front of us.

      He was blonde, just like me.

      And there was a pissed off look in his dark, green eyes.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, Benjamin?” The young man spoke through clenched teeth. “What did I tell you about bringing home stray animals off the street?”

      “And what did I tell you about trying to control me, Zachary?” Benjamin replied with a confident tone. “What did I tell you about trying to control anything? You have no authority here. Only the angels above us—”

      “The angels above instilled us with protecting their legacy, with protecting humankind. And you, by bringing in this unrefined filth, are risking everything to prove a point. Why? Do you really need the council to admit their own oversight? What the hell are you trying to do here?”

      “I’m trying to bring a lost angel back into the fold. Why are you so against it?”

      “Because I don’t believe in lost angels. If we didn’t know about her, there was probably a reason for it, and now you’ve fucked it up by bringing her right to our door. What if she’s a goddamn trap, Benjie?”

      “Oh, so he can call you Benjie...I get it. I get it.” Charlie quietly remarked.

      “If she’s a trap, isn’t it better we got to her before she got to us?” Benjamin ignored Charlie,entirely. “You should know better than to be afraid of finding out the truth. We weren’t trained to be cowards.”

      “I’m not a coward. I’m just using my head. Something you seem to have forgotten all about.” Zachary scoffed. “What are you doing with her—them, now? Taking them to Deveraux?”

      “Yes.”

      “Fine. Then I’m coming with you.” Zachary folded his arms across his chest.

      “Why?”

      “Because, idiot, I’m your friend, that’s why. And if you’re going to get kicked out of the academy, they might as well kick me out, too.”

      “You think I’ll be kicked out of the academy for this?”

      “I mean, maybe, yeah. But who the hell cares, right? We’re not cowards, you said so yourself.” Zachary then turned his attention towards me. “What’s your deal, anyway? Are you going to ruin our lives or what?”

      “I’m not going to ruin your lives. At least, not on purpose.”

      “At least, not on purpose.” Zachary grinned. “Perfect. That’s a perfect answer. We’re fucked, Benjie. You know that, right? You’ve fucked us?”

      “Whatever. Let’s just go talk to Mrs. Deveraux. Get this over with.” Benjamin continued to walk down the hall, gently pushing Zachary out of his path.

      “Yeah. Let’s get this shit over with.” Zachary began to follow behind Benjamin, but not before giving me another quick look.

      There was something burning behind his eyes, but I couldn’t figure out what it was.

      And by the time I thought that I might have a good enough guess, Zachary had already walked down the hall.
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        * * *

      

      “Zachary Lancaster. Benjamin Nash.” An older woman with salt-and-pepper hair peered over at us from behind an over-sized mahogany desk. “And you, my dear, must be Celeste Venoix.”

      She then looked at me with a growing smile. “Comment ça va aujourd'hui?”

      “Oh. I don’t speak French.” I replied.

      “Oh.” She seemed taken aback by that. “I apologize, my dear. It’s just with your last name, I figured that you were from the country itself.”

      “Yeah. No. I’m adopted. Well, I actually wasn’t adopted. I was put up for adoption—I’m not French.” I waved a hand in front of my face, like I was waving off my entire train of thought. “Sorry for the confusion.”

      “No matter. We can converse in English, all the same.” The woman’s smile only grew warmer. “My name is Mrs. Deveraux.”

      “Hi, Mrs. Deveraux.” I returned her happy expression. “I think there’s been some kind of mistake.”

      “A mistake? At the Angel Academy? Highly unlikely.”

      “Right, it’s just that I’m not an angel or anything. I’m just a regular girl—”

      “Do you really believe that to be true?” Mrs. Deveraux quirked an eyebrow. “Or is that something that you’d like to believe?”

      “Fine. I’m not regular, exactly. I’ve got a bit of an anger problem, sometimes, and I’m pretty good at beating people up—”

      “Sit down, Ms. Venoix.” Mrs. Deveraux  nodded towards a padded chair in front of her desk. “Mr. Lancaster? Mr. Nash? You two have seats as well. And you, handsome stranger, you can sit down, too.”

      “Thank you.” I heard Charlie’s response, as I took my seat in front of Mrs. Deveraux’s desk.

      “Do you know the history of the Angel Academy, Ms. Venoix?” She asked, with a pleasant tinge to her voice.

      “I didn’t even know you guys existed until last night. So, no.”

      “And I’m guessing you know very little about our ancestors, as well, besides what you can learn in the translated version of the bible. A translation of a translation. If we didn’t think it’d cause nations to crumble, we’d provide humankind with an original copy.” Mrs. Deveraux winked, before she continued. “However, there’s only one story that you must know, before you decide whether or not the academy is or isn’t for you.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Good.” She smiled, yet again. “Because I’m going to tell you about Michael.”

      “...Michael?”

      “Yes. Michael. The angel who made this all possible, the academy, everything.” She took in a breath. “We owe him such a great debt, one that we’ll hopefully be able to repay in heaven. His remaining legacy is part of a bigger question that’s posed, eternally, in the back of all our minds. Are we making Michael proud with our actions or not?”

      “For Michael is quick towards forgiveness, but just as quick towards rancor.” Zachary chimed into the conversation.

      “Yes. He was.” Mrs. Deveraux nodded. “At least, until he was taken from us, until he sacrificed himself for us. Ms. Venoix, are you familiar with the devil? Lucifer, I believe the humans call him now, although he’s gone by so many different names.”

      “Not personally, no, but I’ve heard of him. Sure.”

      “Well, after his rebellion failed to yield the results that he so desired, he fled to a new domain. Hell. Where he continues to reign, until this day. However, one man, or rather, one angel, does not a revolution make. There were others, who rebelled by his side. Greed. Pride. Wrath. Lust. Sloth. Envy. Gluttony. They deemed themselves princes, and they joined Lucifer’s cause. And so, they followed him to the ends of Heaven, but when the war was over and they had lost, they wouldn’t take even one step into Hell. They couldn’t admit defeat.”

      Mrs. Deveraux’s tone shifted from one of pleasantness to one of gloom. “They came down to Earth, instead. All of them. Every last prince of sin. Before then, this world had been peaceful. And afterwards, it hasn’t known a day of peace since. But Michael...Michael was so strong that he was able to banish the princes to Hell, where they belong. He couldn’t kill their children, of course, because you can never completely kill the sin of this world, can you? But he lessened the princes’ powers, made living on this rock a bit more tolerable. And for that, he paid a heavy price.”

      Mrs. Deveraux shifted slightly against the back of her seat. “Michael made a deal with God. He exchanged his place on Earth so that we could have the academy, so that we could have a place to train and learn. He offered God his soul for the ability to protect this world from the princes and their Children of Sin, their daughters and sons. And thus, the Angel Academy was born, and Michael was lost to us forever.”

      “But he’s not lost, right? Isn’t he up there?” I pointed towards the ceiling, hoping it was clear that I meant heaven and not the second floor of this building.

      “He’s lost to those of us who remember what it was like to have him by our side.” Mrs. Deveraux’s response came out as a low murmur.

      And in that moment, I understood.

      Oh.

      Mrs. Deveraux had known Michael. Maybe she’d even loved him, as a friend or otherwise.

      She wasn’t just telling me fun facts about the academy’s history. She was speaking from her soul.

      “Our tradition isn’t as perfect as you might imagine. Michael fought hard against having to make that sacrifice. He didn’t want to leave everyone he loved behind, and he never thought that he was much of an angel, either. He loved to fight, which is the same thing I’ve heard about you, Ms. Venoix.”

      The sweetness returned to Mrs. Deveraux’s voice. “And God, was he a stubborn man. You couldn’t tell him a damn thing about anything. If it wasn’t his way, it was the wrong way. And if it was somehow the right way, all along, then it was his way, all along, too.”

      “Yep. That sounds familiar.” Charlie joined the conversation with a nod.

      “What I’m saying to you, Ms. Venoix, is that you don’t have to be perfect to be an angel. All you need is a good heart, and an equally good head on your shoulders. And while I may know next to nothing about you, I do know that Mr. Nash wouldn’t have brought you to our attention if he didn’t think that you were worth the effort—”

      “Sorry. Just. I’m sorry. Mrs. Deveraux?” Zachary leaned forward in his chair. “Are you serious right now? Are you really going to accept this imposter into our ranks here? What if she’s just setting us up?”

      “Zachary Lancaster, are you really going to question my authority?” Mrs. Deveraux seemed partially amused. “What would you like to happen in this scenario, young man? Would you like for me to retreat into my own ignorance? To pretend as if it’s not possible that the council missed a spot when locating angels at birth? Would you like me to expel you for your insolence?”

      “No! I don’t know. I just—”

      “You just want permission to handle Ms. Venoix, all by yourself, is that it? You want to keep an ever-watchful eye on your supposed enemy?” Mrs. Deveraux grinned. “Well, consider your deepest wish granted. You are now on full Celeste Venoix patrol.”

      “What? What does that mean?” Zachary sounded oh-so-confused.

      “It means that, if your suspicions are correct and Ms. Venoix happens to be a spy or some improbable, sneaky, shadowy demonic figure, then you have my full permission to eliminate her.”

      “To eliminate me?” I grimaced at the phrase. “Do you mean like, to kill me?”

      “If that’s what is necessary, then yes.” Mrs. Deveraux nodded.

      “Oh.” I replied, suddenly feeling like I couldn’t breathe.

      Zachary was allowed to kill me?

      I didn’t want him to kill me.

      I didn’t want to die, at all.

      “And what happens if I say no to your offer, Mrs. Deveraux?” I asked.

      “Then, you can spend the rest of your life as a bartender, wondering what would’ve happened if you'd just taken a chance on something greater than yourself.” She shrugged. “As I said, the choice is up to you. We cannot make you serve, if you do not wish to serve. But I can promise you that, until you do your duty, your world will feel impossible to live in.”

      She then reached down underneath her desk, before she pulled out what looked like a perfectly folded, school uniform. She slid it over to me, as she looked me in the eye. “You belong here, Ms. Venoix. Consider embracing the truth of who you are.”

      “Yeah, the truth of who we think you are.” Zachary whispered, underneath his breath.

      “You can do this, Celeste.” Benjamin nodded, right beside me. “I’ve seen you fight. I know you have what it takes.”

      “Charlie?” I glanced over towards him, waiting for his response. “What do you think?”

      “I think that it’s about damn time that Celeste Venoix shows everyone what she’s capable of.” Charlie smiled. “Why the hell not? Besides, beating up demons is way better than beating up randos on the street. Less chance of an arrest.”

      “Fine.” I turned back towards Mrs. Deveraux. “Okay. I’ll do it. I’ll try it. And if it doesn’t work out—”

      “Don’t plan for failure.” Mrs. Deveraux brought her hands back to her side of the desk. “If you plan to fail, then you will fail. It’s what you’ve planned for.”

      I looked down at the school uniform, as my thoughts raced through me at a mile per minute.

      What the hell was I doing?

      Was I really going to sign up to be in some kind of angelic version of the military?

      Why? I didn’t have a dog in this fight.

      And yet, there was something new still thrumming through my veins.

      That same electricity, the one that sparked through me when I’d touched the door last night, the one that sparked through me when I’d brushed against Charlie earlier...

      I didn’t want to leave it behind. It’d been in my life for such a short amount of time, but I honestly didn’t know what I’d do without it.

      I’d just felt connected, to this academy, to everything, in a way that I hadn’t ever felt before in my life.

      I’d had a small taste of what heaven could be like, and I wasn’t willing to turn away from it.

      At least, not right now.

      “Okay.” My words came out timid, even though excitement pumped through my heart. “Where do I start?”
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      “You can’t wear that jacket over your uniform.” Benjamin pointed at my shoulder. “It’s against the rules.”

      “Rules? We’re calling them rules now?” I kept my jacket on, not moving it an inch. “I thought you called the commandments or something.”

      “There are rules. And then, there are commandments.” Benjamin’s gaze remained on my jacket. “I’m serious, Celeste. You cannot have anything over your uniform. The council has made it clear that—”

      “What’s the difference between a rule and a commandment?” I leaned against a nearby wall, as I waited for Benjamin to explain.

      I also really, really, really wanted him to stop talking about my jacket.

      It wasn’t coming off. The jacket and I were a package deal.

      Maybe I should’ve made that clearer back in Mrs. Deveraux's office.

      “Simple. Rules are earthly, commandments are heavenly. For example, not killing an innocent human? That’s a heavenly commandment.”

      “Ehh. That seems like a pretty earthly one, too.”

      “No. On Earth, innocent people are killed every day, and no one answers for their deaths. In Heaven, you will answer to the angels.”

      “Okay, I think I’m getting it...” I moved away from the wall. “It’s like, everything’s a crime but some are worse than others.”

      “Not everything’s a crime.” Benjamin’s face scrunched into a frown. “The angels are rarely unreasonable.”

      “You really like these angels, a lot, huh?” I smirked.

      “You should, too. They’re going to be your sole source of protection against death, once you’re allowed to go into the field.”

      “The field?”

      “Yes. You heard Mrs. Deveraux, didn’t you? Michael wasn’t able to stop all the sin in this world. There are still elements of it, everywhere, and more often than not, it gets into the human spirit.” Benjamin began to walk down the hall, and I instinctively followed behind him.

      “Wait. But I thought we’re not supposed to kill innocent humans?”

      “Correct.”

      “So, how are we, uh, gonna’ kill the sin without killing the human spirit?”

      “You have a lot to learn.” There was a hint of a smile in Benjamin’s voice. “Which is good, since we’ll be starting today.”

      Benjamin turned a corner and stepped towards an open door on the left side of the hall.

      I did the same thing, and once I got inside the room, I was immediately overwhelmed by the sight in front of me.

      Whoa.

      It was nothing but weapons.

      Swords of varying lengths lined the back wall, and on each side of the room there were different methods of destruction, everything from bows and arrows to axes to hunting knives to what looked like recently sharpened throwing stars.

      I didn’t see any guns, though.

      “No guns?” I asked, as I walked up to Benjamin. “Or are those in another room?”

      “Guns aren’t an effective weapon against demonic energy, the same way they aren't effective against angelic energy. I thought we’d already been over this?” Benjamin seemed disappointed. “Or do you not recall our night in the training room?”

      “Yeah, what was that about, anyway? Did you just want to fight me to see if I could fight or what?”

      “No. I wanted to see your skill level.” Benjamin reached for a sword, as he carefully took it down from the wall. “And my suspicions were correct. You are more than capable of holding your own against a human opponent. I’m sure you’ve injured many spines.”

      “Injured some spines, broke a nose or two.” I couldn’t stop myself from smiling at Benjamin’s version of a compliment.

      Those felt like a rarity coming from a guy like him.

      “However, you have no idea what you’re doing when it comes to demonic energy. Do you want to know why we don’t use guns, Celeste?”

      “Because they’re too easy?”

      “Here.” Benjamin handed me the sword, before he took a step away from me.

      “Uh, what am I supposed to do with this?”

      “Bless it.”

      “What?”

      “Bless the sword?”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “I’ll show you.” Benjamin placed his hands on either side of the sword, before he quietly bowed his head. “Auxilium.”

      The sword vibrated in my palms, and I nearly dropped it on the ground.

      And then, it started to glow with a hue of gold I’d never seen.

      “It’s much harder to bless a gun, because you'd need to bless the individual bullets, too.” Benjamin continued. “But with weapons like this, it usually only takes one prayer.”

      “And what happens if you don’t bless the weapon?”

      “Blessed weapons kill demonic energy. Non-blessed weapons kill humans.” Benjamin explained. “So, unless you’re interested in breaking one of the commandments, I suggest that you be careful about your choice of weapon from now on.”

      “Got it.” I nodded, as I cautiously turned the hilt of the sword over in my hands. “I’ll be careful.”

      A loud, blaring sound made its way through the training room.

      Shit.

      That sounded like bad news.

      I positioned the sword at my side, ready for the potential battle.

      And Benjamin laughed, as he began to walk out of the room. “Relax, Celeste. That’s just the bell for lunch.”

      “Right. Of course.” I laughed, too, even though adrenaline now flowed through my veins.

      Damn.

      I’d really been ready for a fight.

      Oh well.

      Maybe some other time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Can we trade? I’m getting tired of this one.” Zachary spoke, as he sat down at the cafeteria table in front of us. “Besides, I’m supposed to be watching that one, anyway. How’d I end up with the halfie?”

      “I’m not a halfie. I’m not anything. I keep trying to tell you people.” Charlie sounded exasperated, as he took his seat beside Zachary. “And honestly, I kinda’ thought that you guys were gonna’ keep Celeste but let me go home.”

      “Not until we find out what you are. Not until we find out what you both are.” Zachary replied.

      “She’s an angel, and I’m just some guy who has a meeting with some app developers tomorrow.” Charlie groaned. “Come on. Just let me go home? I promise I won’t tell anybody about the academy, not that people would believe me, anyway.”

      “It’s not a matter of secrecy.” Benjamin answered. “It’s a matter of being thorough. Wouldn’t you like to know what you are, Charlie?”

      “Not if it’s going to keep me from becoming a multi-millionaire at age 23.”

      “Ooh! This must be the app that people can use to find dates, but it’s based around the kind of movies you like to watch.” I smiled over at Charlie. “That one sounded pretty fun, actually.”

      “App?” Benjamin asked, even though it wasn’t a full question.

      “Yeah. A dating app. Like, on your phone?” Charlie explained.

      “Oh.” Benjamin said, before he picked up the apple on his plate. “We don’t do that.”

      “Don’t do what? Use dating apps? Use apps, at all?”

      “We don’t watch movies, either.” Zachary chuckled. “Nope. No time for any of that. We’re too busy saving humankind from themselves.”

      “Wait, so what? You guys just spend all your time cooped up at the academy?” Charlie looked around the room. “What does everyone here do for fun?”

      “Study, mostly.” Benjamin offered. “And sometimes, training can be quite fun, as well.”

      “You’re telling me that you people are literal, actual supernatural beings, and you don’t know how to have fun?” Charlie scoffed. “Then what the hell—I mean, what the heck is even the point?”

      “Hell isn’t a dirty word, man. You can say it.” Zachary spoke, in between bites of what looked like a turkey sandwich. “And fun is a mostly human concept. You all like to have so much fun that you don’t even realize what the hell is happening around you.”

      “Zach. Don’t. Not right now.” Benjamin warned. “Celeste is still getting her bearings. She doesn’t need to know about—”

      “What don’t I need to know about?” I interrupted Benjamin. “You guys don’t need to keep stuff from me. I’m not a baby. I can take it.”

      “No. Benjie’s right. Maybe it’d be better after you have your first class. We wouldn’t want to scare the new girl away now, would we?” Zachary shot a look over at me, and something seemed to shift behind his electric, green eyes.

      Whoa.

      I was embarrassed by the way my gaze lingered on Zachary’s own, and I soon turned my attention towards Benjamin. “Wait. First class?”

      “Yes.” Benjamin replied, with a smile. “We are at an academy, after all.”

      I took a moment to look around the room, taking in all the students that sat in various places in the cafeteria. I counted about a hundred students all bustling around. Some of them were dressed like me, their uniforms on display as they stood in line for their meals. Other students were dressed in all black, with weapons hanging loosely at their side.

      “Oh. I guess I just thought that I was going to be more of a fighter than a—”

      “Reader?” Zachary suggested.

      Asshole.

      I kept the thought to myself, as I came up with a response. “No. I just thought that you guys were more about fighting demons, than reading about ‘em.”

      “If you don’t learn about your enemy, then you won’t know how to win against your enemy.” Benjamin said in a steady tone. “All the physical training in the world won’t help you when you’re up against a direct descendent of Wrath. You’ll need to know their weaknesses, be able to think three steps ahead—”

      Another loud blare rang out through the cafeteria.

      “Welp. Time to get to class.” Zachary stood away from the table, his focus remaining on me. “Let’s go, new blood.”

      “What class are we going to?” I asked.

      “Why does that matter to you?” Zachary took a few steps away from his seat. “It’s not like you know anything, anyway. You should be excited about biblical lineage.”

      “Biblical lineage.” Benjamin groaned. “Adam was the father of the Seth, Seth was the father of Enosh, Enosh was the father of Kenan, Kenan was the father of Mahalalel...”

      “Hmm. Sounds riveting.” Charlie replied. “Have fun with that, Celeste.”

      “Unfortunately, Charlie, we’ll be joining them, too.” Benjamin finished up his lunch with a final bite. “All classes at the academy are mandatory for all attendees.”

      “But I’m not even enroll—I’m not even an angel!” Charlie’s voice rose an octave or two. “You’re really going to make me sit through what sounds like the most boring thing in the world, just because you can’t figure out if I’m human or not?”

      “Yes.” Benjamin’s response was plain. “And we need to go now. It’s so much worse having to sit in the front row of one of Mr. Toorin’s lectures.”

      “Yeah, I’d hate to be in the front row for one of Mr. Toorin’s lectures.” Charlie repeated most of Benjamin’s words with a sarcastic bent. “Whatever! Let’s just go.”
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        * * *

      

      Benjamin had been right.

      Being in the front row for Mr. Toorin’s lecture had been absolute torture.

      It wasn’t so much the content of what he’d been saying, but the boringness of how he’d said it.

      The man had a voice that was perfect for one of those late-night talk shows, the kind I used to fall asleep to when I was in foster care.

      But I knew that if I’d fallen asleep in Mr. Toorin’s lecture, then there would’ve been hell to pay.

      I could tell as much from the way that some of the other students that sat beside me were desperately pinching themselves in an attempt to stay awake through his lesson for the day.

      I didn’t know if anything he’d said would come in handy once I got out onto the field, and honestly, I was hoping that it’d never matter again.

      I hadn’t really been concentrating too much, my thoughts swirling with the new-found reality of my situation.

      I was a freakin’ angel.

      I was sitting at the Angel Academy.

      I’d thought a lot of things about myself over the years, but I never once thought that I was somehow special.

      The more I thought over it, the more I felt myself filling with something that beamed bright beneath my skin.

      Was this...pride?

      It was a weird feeling.

      I’d been confident forever, mostly because I had to be, or else I wouldn’t have been half as good a fighter.

      But to have pride in myself? Like I was part of something good? Something important?

      There was nothing like it.

      When Mr. Toorin’s lecture was finally, finally over, Benjamin nudged me in the shoulder. “Did you take any notes?”

      “What? How could I have taken any notes? I didn’t even have a pencil or anything—”

      Benjamin then handed me a sheet of paper, with a neat set of notes written on every line. “Don’t worry about it. You can copy mine.”

      “What the fuck? Your handwriting is perfect.” I marveled at the sheet in front of me. “Are you a robot or something?”

      “Yeah, he is.” Zachary laughed somewhere behind us.

      “Shut up.” Benjamin mumbled, before he shifted away from his seat. “Anyway, we should head back to the dorms. We’ll have a bit of time before dinner, and you should use that time to grab some linens from—”

      “Oh. I don’t need linens. I’m not gonna’ be sleeping here or anything.” I smiled up at Benjamin. “Thanks for the offer, though.”

      “Uh, hate to break it to you, Celeste, but room and board aren’t optional here.” Zachary moved, until he was in my line of sight. “Did you think that we were just going to let you go back home after all this?”

      “But I have an apartment. Charlie and I have an apartment.” I shook my head. “I’m not paying a grand a month for rent just so it can be unoccupied. Are you two out of your minds?”

      “Don’t worry. I already took care of that for you.”

      “Meaning?”

      “I called your landlord, broke your lease, and the last I heard, a bunch of your stuff is now out on the academy front lawn.” Zachary nodded towards a nearby window. “See for yourself.”

      No.

      No. No. No. No. No.

      I darted away from my seat and pushed my face up against the classroom’s window.

      And that’s where I saw it, the small, sad collection of my stuff, seated on the grass.

      I didn’t have much, mostly because I hadn’t had the opportunity to buy a bunch of shit throughout my lifetime.

      But what I did have was precious to me, and it pained me to see it laid out on the lawn like that.

      Charlie’s stuff was piled up right beside mine, his making a much bigger, less balanced pile.

      “What the hell!” Charlie screamed, as he came to stand beside me at the window. “They kicked us out of our own apartment? Without even asking?”

      “It’ll make it a lot harder to leave.” I looked over at Charlie. “Which I’m starting to think might’ve been their whole game from the beginning.”

      “I am not staying here, Celeste. You do what you want, but I’m not supposed to be caught up in this—”

      “I know.” I cut off Charlie’s reply. “And if you’re gone in the morning, I’m not going to blame you, okay? You shouldn’t have to be here, just because I am, too.”

      Charlie’s gaze softened, before he ran a hand through his brown hair. “Shit. Celeste. Do you really think I would leave you?”

      “I mean, you just said you would.” I smirked. “And you’ve never lied to me before, so—”

      “Yeah, I know but...” Charlie still seemed concerned. “You really think I would?”

      “Charlie, I—”

      “Dorms. Now.” Zachary cut into our conversation. “I’ll get your stuff off the lawn and bring it to your room. Just go with Benjie.”

      I opened my mouth, ready to say something in response.

      But Charlie was already walking behind Benjamin, and I decided to save whatever I was going to say for some other time.
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        * * *

      

      “Where’s Charlie’s stuff?” I asked, as I looked around the dorm room.

      The dorms were all-white, which gave them an eerie feel.

      White, white, white.

      White blankets. White dressers. White floors.

      Again.

      At least the beds looked comfortable enough. I took a seat on the edge of one, as I waited for Zachary to answer the question. He’d just finished lugging my stuff into the room, and was now opening and closing dresser drawers, like he was looking for something.

      “Charlie’s stuff should be in his room by now. I had one of the other guys take it over.” Zachary replied, as he closed another drawer.

      “Wait. Charlie’s room? We’re not staying together?”

      “No. Didn’t you hear Mrs. Deveraux? I’m in charge of you now.” Zachary opened yet another drawer, as he continued. “Charlie will be staying with Benjamin.”

      “Is Benjamin okay with that?”

      “Probably. It’s not like living with me was a dream come true.” Zachary laughed, and it sounded genuine. “Although, living with him wasn’t a walk in the park, either.”

      “I thought you two were friends.”

      “Best friends.” Zachary corrected. “Which is why I’m trying to save his ass by keeping an eye on you. Benjie’s always had a bleeding heart. It’s what makes him strong, and what makes him weak.”

      Zachary then narrowed his eyes over at me. “Speaking of Benjie, the man who’d marry the commandments if he could...did he already tell you that you can’t wear that jacket over your uniform?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So, take it off.”

      “Not gonna’ happen.” I shrugged. “And if Mrs. Deveraux wants to expel me or whatever because of it, then so be it. But the jacket isn’t going anywhere.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s special to me.”

      “Why?”

      “Just because!” I became a little frustrated with the sudden line of questioning. I wasn’t used to talking about my past, especially not with strangers I’d just met.

      Realizing I’d lost my cool, I took in a breath before I peered back at Zachary. “Sorry. It’s just that...this jacket is everything to me.”

      “Everything to you?” Zachary’s tone was low, almost at a whisper.

      “Yeah. I got it when I was in high school. Sixteen years old, with my first job ever. I worked at Santino’s, you know, the Mexican restaurant on 5th street.” I smiled, as the memory played inside my mind. “I was just waiting tables, nothing special, but this woman comes in. I think she worked in finance. She was sitting in my booth, and the whole time she was talking on the phone. I didn’t even think she noticed that I was alive, but at the end of the night, she gives me this huge tip. $300. And she tells me to spend it on something special, something that would make me happy.”

      “And you spent it all on a jacket?”

      “It wasn’t just any jacket. I’d been seeing this thing in the same store window ever since I was like, eight or something. Just waiting for someone to buy it.” I brushed the arm of my jacket for emphasis. “I never thought it could be me, though. I never thought I could be the one wearing it. I never thought that I could be...that special. Something about having this jacket...I don’t know. It just gave me hope, you know?”

      “Why couldn’t you just ask your parents to get it for you? Isn’t that what most girls do?”

      “Yeah. My foster parents at the time weren’t exactly rolling in dough.” I sighed. “There was barely enough for all of us to eat dinner sometimes. But they were trying their best, honestly, so I shouldn’t complain too much. They were nice to me.”

      “What happened to your real parents?” Zachary asked, as he used his elbow to lean against the wall.

      “I have no idea.” I admitted. “Wish I did.”

      “Huh. No wonder Benjie latched onto you.” Zachary grinned. “He must have a sixth sense for foster kids.”

      “You were a foster kid, too?”

      “Something like that. My parents were killed, a long time ago. I was raised by my aunt, until I was old enough to make it on my own. And then, she sent me off to high school, where I met Benjie.”

      “There’s an angel high school?” I couldn’t hide the amusement in my voice.

      “There’s an angel everything, but a part of me suspects that you know that already.” Zachary broke our eye contact, as he looked away. “I’m going to figure out why you’re really here, Celeste Venoix.”

      “And then?”

      Zachary turned his gaze back towards my own. “And then, I’m going to do what needs to be done.”

      “I’m not a bad person, Zachary. I just didn’t know what I was—”

      “Yeah, yeah. Save it for the tribunal.” Zachary moved away from the wall. “And welcome to Angel Academy.”
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      I dream of you, world-ender.

      I sought you in the night.

      I've seen what you do to beautiful things.

      And I long to be by your side.

      

      I pray for you, world-ender.

      I long to see your face.

      I've seen what you do to beautiful things.

      And I wish to take her place.

      

      There was a woman singing a haunting melody, her voice lilting and light.

      And everything around me was so impossibly warm.

      

      How could you forget me, my Venus?

      How could you forget me, my stars?

      How could you forget me, my love?

      How could you forget what’s ours?

      

      Come back to me, my Venus.

      Come back to me, my stars,

      Come back to me, my love.

      And we will take back what is ours.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up in a cold sweat, with the woman’s strange song still ringing in my ears.

      What the hell was that?

      Since when did I have dreams that mostly consisted of singing?

      And why had everything been so warm?

      The worst part had been that it’d felt so real.

      Like she was walking right beside me, or behind me or something, even though I never caught a glimpse of her face.

      I looked over at Zachary, who was still fast asleep. He’d basically passed out as soon as we got back from dinner, not saying another word to me as he plopped down on his bedsheets.

      Shit.

      I needed to talk to someone.

      I needed to talk to Charlie.

      He could help me decode that weird-ass dream, couldn’t he? Or at least, he could make me feel better about having it, in the first place.

      I tiptoed across the bedroom, as I made my way towards the door. I was trying to be as quiet as I possibly could, even holding my breath until my fingers grasped the doorknob.

      But that’s when I felt something sharp, poking into the side of my waist.

      A knife.

      I knew it was a knife, thanks to the moonlight that trickled in through the window.

      “And just where do you think you’re going?” Zachary asked.

      “I’m not going anywhere, Zachary. I just wanted to talk to Charlie—”

      “You can talk to him in the morning. Why the hell would you need to talk to him right now?”

      “Because I had a weird dream, and usually when I have a weird dream, I tell Charlie about it, okay?” I scoffed. “I’m not trying to blow up the school or anything, alright? I just wanted to talk to my friend.”

      “Get back to bed. Talk to him tomorrow.”

      “Fuck you.” I moved away from the knife pressed against my side. “I’m not your prisoner, Zachary. If you want to keep a watch on me, fine, but I’m gonna’ go talk to Charlie now, whether you like it or not.”

      “Auxilium.” Zachary spoke the word, and his knife began to glow a golden color in the darkness.

      “Are you serious? You’d really kill me over wanting to talk to my friend?”

      “Blessed weapons don’t hurt angels. At least, not so badly, anyway.” Zachary explained. “If I wanted to kill you, I would’ve left it dull. But you don’t have enough training to even ward off an attack with non-blessed weaponry, do you?”

      “Maybe you should’ve left it dull.”

      “Celeste—”

      “Let me go, Zachary. Or else.” I replied. “I really don’t like being bossed around.”

      “Was that a threat?”

      “I don’t make threats. I make promises.” I peered over at Zachary in the darkened room. “I’m not just some innocent, little girl that you can push around like a ragdoll.”

      “Never said you were innocent.”

      “Then you should know better than to fuck with me.” A familiar sense of rage went through my frame, as I balled my hand into a fist. “Let me go talk to Charlie.”

      “Make me.”

      As soon as the words escaped Zachary’s mouth, I’d kicked the knife right out of his grip.

      He grabbed me, then threw me down towards the floor. I landed with a thud, as the air escaped right out of my lungs.

      Shit.

      I'd forgotten about that super-strength shit.

      First, Benjamin had flung me across that white room, and now Zachary was wiping the floor with me.

      Okay. So, I knew I couldn’t beat them when it came to strength...

      I’d just have to outsmart them, then.

      My hands went towards the knife on the ground, its glow catching my eye. I brought it into my palm, before I sprung back up to my feet.

      “Are you really going to come at me with that?” Zachary was already in a fighting stance.

      I then looked back down at the knife, hoping against hope that its glow would begin to fade away.

      And it did.

      I smiled to myself, as the knife went dull in my hand. I returned my gaze back to Zachary, before I brought the blade down to my wrist. “So, how does this commandment stuff work? If I kill myself with your knife, does that still count against you? Or what?”

      “What the fuck? Are you crazy?” Zachary’s eyes went wide. “Put the knife down, right now—”

      “You’re right. Killing myself would be insane. But I’m not too good at protecting myself from human weaponry, so maybe I’ll just bleed all over the dorm room, instead. I’ll let you have fun explaining that to Mrs. Deveraux.”

      “Celeste. Shit. Shit!” Zachary cursed. “Fine! You can go talk to Charlie. I’ll lead the fucking way.”

      “Thanks.” I smirked, as I handed the knife back to Zachary.

      “How’d you do that, by the way?”

      “Do what?”

      “Take the blessing off the knife? Did Benjie already teach you that trick?” Zachary asked, as he opened the bedroom door.

      There was a trick to that?

      I’d just assumed that since I hadn’t said the blessing over the weapon myself, that the angels or whatever wouldn’t have granted me permission to use it.

      “Yeah. Sure. I just, uh, mastered the trick.” I nodded along with my lie, as I followed Zachary out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s almost midnight. What do you want, Celeste?” Benjamin’s voice was lined with sleep, as he stood behind a cracked-open door. “And why are your wings out?”

      “I just wanted to speak to Charlie.” I replied.

      “Yeah, and she said if she doesn’t speak to Charlie, then she’ll kill herself on the academy grounds.” Zachary sighed. “You know, like a sane person would do.”

      “Celeste? What? You threatened to kill yourself?”

      “Only after Zachary threw me on the goddamn ground.”

      “You threw her on the ground?” Benjamin’s jaw fell open. “Zachary!”

      “She kicked my knife out of my hand! What else was I supposed to do?”

      “You two were fighting?” Benjamin brought a hand towards the side of his head, as he shook it back and forth. “I don’t even. I can’t even. There are no words. Zachary, you’re supposed to be her protector—”

      “I’m not supposed to be her protector. I’m supposed to be monitoring her.”

      “Yes, but you are not supposed to bring any danger to her, either.” Benjamin groaned. “Why are you being so combative, anyway? Celeste can’t do you any harm. She doesn’t know anything—”

      “She knows enough.” Zachary shot an annoyed look back at Benjamin.

      And Benjamin returned the expression, with just as much annoyance.

      It felt like a perfect encapsulation of the friendship I’d seen between them so far, one built on unending frustration as they continually butted heads.

      A part of me wondered how they ever became so close in the first place.

      But a bigger part of me still wanted to talk to Charlie, and so, I squeezed by Benjamin, until I was standing in his dorm room.

      “Charlie? Charlie!” I whisper-yelled, as I shuffled throughout the room.

      “Celeste?” Charlie’s dazed voice greeted me in the darkness. “What’s up?”

      “There you are.” I smiled, as I took a seat beside the frame of his bed. “How’s it been going?”

      “Ah, pretty much the same since we had dinner together, like, a few hours ago.” Charlie chuckled. “What brings you to Casa La Benjie and Charlie?”

      “You might wanna’ check your Spanish on that one.” I can’t help but laugh at Charlie’s nickname for the dorm room. “And I had another weird dream. I don’t know. I just wanted to talk to you about it.”

      “Did you really want to talk to me about it? Or is this some kind of angel test?” Charlie sat up in his bed. “Did Mrs. Deveraux send you in here to see if I could predict the future or something?”

      “Is that what you’ve been up to? Taking supernatural-ish tests?”

      “Pretty much. Whenever I’m not with you, I have someone checking out my back for wings that aren’t there or trying to get me to confess to being...something.”

      “No. No one sent me, Charlie.” I offered him a smile. “I just wanted to talk to you. I kinda’ missed you.”

      “Kinda’ missed you, too.” Charlie returned my smile, before he let out a deep sigh. “Alright. Weird dream. Lay it on me.”

      “Okay, so—”

      The sound of the academy’s alarm blew through the dorm room, cutting me off before I could even start describing my dream.

      “We’ve gotta’ move.” Benjamin spoke, as he slid a glowing sword out from underneath his mattress. “Right now.”

      “Is it time for breakfast already?” Charlie joked, but I could hear the nerves in his voice.

      “Demonic energy. We need to get to our stations.” Zachary answered. “You two should probably stay on campus—”

      “No. They should come with us.” Benjamin walked over to me, before he offered me the hilt of his sword. “You need experience out in the field, and this is the only way to get it.”

      “But I literally just got here yesterday. I don’t know anything!”

      “Yeah, Benjie, she doesn’t know anything! She could get us killed out there!”

      Benjamin looked between Zachary and me, giving us a hardened glare. “Cowardice isn’t becoming of angels.”

      “Good thing I’m not an angel.” Charlie grimaced, as he eyed the sword in my hands. “And what am I supposed to do out there?”

      “Hmm.” Benjamin paused for a moment, before he continued. “We could always use some bait.”

      “Bait?”

      “Yes. Bait.” Benjamin nodded. “They like it when they sense a viable human around.”

      “I thought I wasn’t a human.”

      “You’re human enough.” Zachary added. “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      “Garry’s Funhouse?” I looked up at the sign, as I ran my fingers along the hilt of my sword now hidden at my side. “The demons are at the bar?”

      “That’s weird.” Charlie replied. “Or wait. Is that normal? I don’t know what’s weird and what’s normal.”

      “It’s normal.” Benjamin moved until he was standing in front of us both. “Demons typically hang out in packs, but their energy can get into anyone. Even regular, everyday people. Kings, presidents, teachers...even the occasional serial killer or two.”

      “Oh. That’s horrifying.” Charlie sucked in air through his teeth. “And we’re about to meet one, face to face?”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. It’s our duty to check out whatever’s in our assigned zones of the city, whenever we hear that alarm. Doesn’t always mean the demon’s even in our area. Could be halfway across town. But since you two are tagging along, we might as well start with a place you’re both familiar with. Makes it easier to scope out.” Zachary then opened the front door of the bar, before he disappeared inside. “Don’t forget to act natural.”

      I followed behind Zachary, with Charlie at my side. Benjamin mentioned something under his breath about scoping out the perimeter of the building, and before I knew it, his black field clothing had faded into the night and he was nowhere to be seen.

      I felt like a crazy person, walking into the bar with a sword discreetly at my side. Thankfully, the lighting was kept pretty dim, so I wasn’t too worried about anyone spotting the weapon.

      As I made my way towards a leather booth near the back of the bar, a friendly face appeared right in my line of vision. “Celeste!”

      It was Garry, himself, and he shook his head as he looked me up and down. “What the hell? You were supposed to open.”

      Oh right.

      I’d forgotten all about my shift at the bar.

      “Sorry about that, Garry.”

      “Oh, it’s no problem! I was just worried that something had happened to you. You weren’t answering your phone or anything.” Garry reached out a hand and patted me on my shoulder. “Are you doing okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Fine enough to help out on a shift tonight?” Garry grinned. “We’re a little short-staffed. Melanie had to go home early, look after her kid. Are you up for it?”

      “I...” I thought over Garry’s offer, unsure of how to respond.

      Hadn’t Zachary told us to “act natural”?

      Well, the natural thing for me to do would be to take Garry up on his offer, immediately, since I’d need all the extra cash I could get if I wanted to make rent.

      But I didn’t need to pay rent anymore, and I wasn’t sure if minding the bar was on the schedule of angel activities for the night.

      “...Sure. I’ll do it.” I shrugged, as I decided on my final answer. Besides, turning down Garry’s offer would only lead to more questions, and I didn’t feel like explaining that I was now enrolled in an academy for angels-in-training.

      “Great! Charlie, did you want something to drink, my man? First drink is on the house.”

      “Can I get a White Russian? Without the vodka?”

      “Do you want it without coffee liqueur, too?”

      “Sounds perfect! Thanks.” Charlie beamed back at Garry.

      I smiled at the interaction between them. Charlie had never been much of a drinker. His dad was an alcoholic, and he didn’t want to be anything like him.

      And despite Garry owning a bar, he didn’t hold Charlie’s non-alcoholic preferences against him. Instead, he was always happy to offer Charlie a drink, virgin style.

      “Yo! Get behind the bar, kid. Those drinks aren’t going to make themselves.” Garry smirked back at me. “Although, with you behind the bar, I’m not sure you’ll be able to make those drinks, either.”

      “Hey!” I feigned an offended tone. “I’ve been reading books, you know. Watching YouTube videos.”

      “Can you make me a Bloody Mary?”

      “I...can try my best.”

      Garry laughed, before he patted me on the shoulder again. “I’m happy you’re alright, Celeste. We would’ve missed you around here.”

      “I would’ve missed you, too.” The words hit me hard, as I realized that this would probably be the last time that I’d ever see Garry.

      There was no way that I could keep my job here and be a full-time angel. I had a feeling that the academy didn’t allow too much fraternization between angels and humankind, unless absolutely necessary.

      I was going to miss him a lot.

      And I was going to miss this bar, too. Even with its dark atmosphere, pool table that’d been in the back at least since the 80’s, and Garry’s insistence on playing nothing through the speakers if it wasn’t disco or synth pop, this place had started to feel like my second home.

      The apartment I’d shared with Charlie had felt like my first.

      It was kinda’ funny, I guess, how ending up at the Angel Academy felt a lot like moving from one foster home to another, like I’d be starting my life all over again, whether I liked it or not.

      I pushed down those feelings, though, as I hopped up on the bar, and used my arms to push myself over onto the other side.

      “Whoo!” One of the regulars seated at the bar shouted as I deftly landed on my feet. “You go, girl!”

      I gave the patron a quick bow, before I grinned back at her. “Thanks! I’ll be here all night. What can I get for you?”

      “Just the tab.” The regular slid her phone across the bar to me. “Oh, and can you call me an Uber, too? I’m way too wasted to figure that app shit out right now.”

      “Where do you live?”

      “Uh, North Cooper area? Right across from that bakery. The one with the baby cupcakes.”

      I swiped my finger along the screen, as I entered her address into the app. “Got it. It’ll be here in five minutes. It’ll cost about ten bucks, too.”

      “Five minutes? Good. Just enough time to finish this beer.” She smiled at me, as she took her next sip.

      I then turned my attention towards the rest of the bar to see if anyone else needed me.

      Nope.

      None of the other patrons were looking my way, which meant that I had the all-clear to do something else with my time at the bar, like wash it down or clean out a few glasses.

      As I grabbed for the bar rag, out of the corner of my eye I saw Charlie taking a seat.

      “Did Garry already get you your White Russian? Or did he want me to make it for you?”

      “You look just like your mother.”

      “...What?” I leaned across the bar, unsure if I’d heard Charlie right the first time. “What did you just say to me?”

      “Forgive me. I never thought I’d get to see you in the flesh.” Charlie’s voice sounded weird, like it was being distorted in his chest. “You are just as beautiful, just as shining.”

      “Charlie, what the fuck? Are you alright?” I playfully placed the back of my hand on his forehead. “I know it’s been a stressful day, but you need to chill out a little bit—”

      Charlie batted my hand away from him, as he let out a hiss. “Do not touch me! I am not worthy to be touched by your hand. Not yet. I have yet to fulfill my tribute.”

      “Charlie, what—” My eyes went wide, as I realized what must’ve been going on.

      Bait.

      Charlie was supposed to be bait.

      Which meant that some demon had fallen for it, hook, line and sinker, and now whatever demonic energy happened to be in this bar had latched onto Charlie’s spirit.

      Shit.

      I didn’t know something like that could happen so fast.

      “What the fuck did you do to Charlie?” I kept my voice low, as I glared back at him. “Who the fuck are you?”

      “I serve Abaddon.” Charlie’s eyes seemed to glaze over as he spoke. “The one true Prince of Hell.”

      “Get the fuck out of my friend. Now.” I still managed to keep my tone at a whisper, even as anger began to fill my veins.

      “Not yet. I have yet to fulfill my tribute.”

      “Yeah? And what’s your tribute?”

      “Forty bodies.”

      “Forty bodies?”

      “Yes.” Charlie nodded, as he reached for something inside of his jacket pocket. “You should leave. I do not wish to harm you. At least, not tonight.”

      I caught a glimpse of something reflecting back the light of the bar, and I reached out a hand to slam Charlie’s wrist down towards the bar’s wooden surface, keeping his wrist in place and the gun pressed down in front of him.

      Shit.

      The gun.

      There was a gun.

      Charlie hadn’t brought a gun.

      No one had given him a weapon at the academy, either.

      Holy shit.

      Was he really going to kill these people?

      “Charlie, what the hell are you doing? You’re still in there, aren’t you?” I pleaded. “Please. Don’t make me hurt you.”

      “I do what I must, to please Abaddon.”

      “No. You don’t have to do this.”

      “If you stand in my way, you will become a body, too.” Charlie slipped his wrist away from my hold, as his fingers went towards the weapon again.

      Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit.

      As my lungs filled with panic, I did the first thing that came to my mind. “Gun! Everybody get out of here! He’s got a gun!”

      Several of the people at the bar seemed to scream in unison, as they rushed towards the bar’s exit doors. There was a group of college kids near the pool table, who soon followed suit as they noticed the commotion.

      “What are you doing?” Charlie growled. “Do you not respect the tribute?”

      “No! You can’t just kill people, asshole!” I yelled right back. “These people didn’t do anything to you!”

      “Traitor.” Charlie’s eyes glowed a fiery red, as he stood away from the bar. “You will die screaming.”

      “Yeah, we’ll see about that.” I shifted the sword away from my waist, as I whispered my next word. “Auxilium.”

      The sword started to glow gold in my grip, and I felt a jolt of electricity make its way up my skin.

      “You speak the angels' tongue.” Charlie took a step backwards. “But how? Those words...the angels ripped them from our mouths.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, buddy, but you need to get the hell out of my friend. Right the fuck now.” I bounded over the bar, with the sword held out in front of me.

      I had no idea how to use it, but the demon didn’t know that, right?

      When I’d landed on my feet, I kept the same posture, with the sword firmly in place. “You either get out of Charlie, or I make you get out of Charlie.”

      The demon then let out a piercing shriek, so awful that it felt like it was driving knives through my eardrums.

      Shit.

      I dropped the sword on the ground, as my hands went up towards my ears.

      I didn’t know what else to do.

      There was no way that I could fight that thing, not with it making that noise.

      I crumbled towards the floor, as the sound made its way through the filter of my fingers, driving deeper and deeper into my skull.

      I then heard what sounded just like gunshots, firing one after another.

      And I saw Charlie’s body fall beside my own, his t-shirt filling up with blood.

      No.

      “Charlie? Charlie!” I grabbed for his frame, as I immediately rolled his shirt up towards his neck, wanting to see the size of the bullet wounds. “Charlie! Shit!”

      “Sorry! I’m sorry! You said he had a gun!” It was the female bar regular, and she was holding her own weapon beside her waist. “I’m sorry! I just wanted to slow him down! Is he going to be okay?”

      I ignored her question, as my hands raced towards Charlie’s ribcage, not stopping until they reached his sternum.

      I needed to hear his heart still beating.

      I needed to.

      I rested my head against his chest, as one of my hands went towards Charlie’s wrist, taking it into my palm. I figured that my odds of getting some sense of his heart beating would be better if I approached it from two different angles, and so I waited until his body gave me some sort of sign.

      But it never did.

      “Charlie...” My eyes became blurry from my tears, as I looked down at my best friend. “Charlie. No. Please. Don’t go. Don’t go, Charlie...”

      “What the hell happened here?” Zachary asked, as he came upon the scene. “What happened to him?”

      “There was some demon inside of him, talking about Abaddon. And I was going to try to get the energy out with my sword, but someone shot him. It’s my fault. I said that he had a gun. I just wanted to get everyone out of the bar, so no one would get hurt but—” My voice caught in my throat, as tears rolled down my cheek. “I didn’t know what else to do. I’m sorry. Charlie, I’m so sorry.”

      “No. You did the right thing.” Zachary bent down towards me, as he stared at Charlie’s corpse. “You chose to save a bunch of lives, instead of only saving one.”

      “I killed him, Zachary.”

      “You made a sacrifice.” Zachary nodded. “That’s what angels are supposed to do. I’m sorry it had to be someone you cared about, Celeste, but this is the way of our world.”

      “Fuck your world.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. Fuck your world. Fuck your world!” I leaned away from Charlie’s body. “I don’t want anything to do with it.”

      “Huh. Well, it’s good to know that you’re not some infiltrator.” Zachary replied. “You’re just some spoiled little girl who isn’t cut out for the academy.”

      “I’m not cut out for the academy because I can’t stomach that my best friend is dead?” I laughed, but it came out broken and manic. “What the fuck am I supposed to do right now? Be happy about this shit?”

      “No. You’re supposed to learn how to accept it and move on.” Zachary’s words were cold. “People die. It’s what they do. Wait long enough, and you’ll see them on the other side. And, assuming you don’t fuck up too much while you’re here, you might even make it into heaven with them, too.”

      “What the fuck is wrong with you? What happened to you?” I wiped tears away from my skin. “How could you say something like that? How could you be so...heartless?”

      “My parents were halfies.”

      “So? What does that have to do with anything—”

      “It made them susceptible to demonic energy. I came home after school one day, and they were both already possessed. But I didn’t know it. They just kept asking me about the names of other kids in my class. They wanted address, phone numbers, everything.” Zachary looked straight into my eyes. “I was a kid. I did what I was told. I didn’t think anything of it, until the first kid went missing. And then, the second. And then, the third.”

      “Zachary, what—”

      “My parents had been kidnapping them, stealing them from their beds. I found out, thanks to an innocent trip to the basement. I’d gone down there to look for something for a school project, I think I just needed another stick of glue. And that’s when I found all the missing kids. They were alive, sure, but they were never the same. It’s hard to come back from a thing like that.” Zachary shook his head. “But when I told my parents about all the kiddos I’d let go from the basement, they came at me with kitchen knives.”

      “What did you do?” My question came out underneath my breath.

      “I did what I had to do.” Zachary’s gaze turned to ice. “I did whatever it took to survive.”

      Holy shit.

      Zachary had told me that his parents died, but I never would’ve thought that he was the one who’d killed them.

      Oh God.

      Oh my God.

      “Zachary. I’m so sorry. That must’ve been so awful for you to—”

      Zachary held up his hand, as if he was calling off the conversation. “If I’d never done that, I never would’ve lived with my aunt, and I never would’ve found out what I really was.”

      “So, what? You’re happy you killed your parents, then?”

      “No, but I don’t regret the sacrifice. It’s what brought me here.” Zachary peered back down at Charlie’s body. “And it made me so much stronger, just like this will make you stronger, too.”

      “You don’t have to be in pain to make you—” I had to stop talking, as my tears choked me up again. “It shouldn’t have to be like this.”

      “But it is.” Zachary rose up to his feet. “It is, Celeste, and you can either accept that or you can run.”

      I didn’t know what else to say, as my shoulders began to heave with emotion.

      I couldn’t do this.

      I couldn’t handle this.

      I knew from the very beginning that I wasn’t cut out for the Angel Academy, and this just proved it.

      Losing Charlie like this was going to ruin me, forever.

      “I’m so sorry, Charlie. I’m so sorry...” I apologized in a whisper, as I ran my fingers along his cheek. “You should’ve gone home. You should’ve—”

      I screamed, as I felt Charlie’s body rumble underneath my fingertips.

      What the fuck?

      His limbs began to twitch and jerk, as his torso convulsed, pushing away from the floor in what looked like a steady rhythm.

      “Charlie? Charlie!” I called out, even though I had a feeling that he couldn’t hear me. “Charlie!”

      The convulsions eventually stopped, as his body plopped back down onto the ground.

      And then, his eyes flew wide open.

      I checked their color, as soon as his eyelids cracked.

      Brown.

      That same, beautiful brown that once made my heart skip a beat.

      Charlie had come back to me, with no trace of that awful demon in sight.

      “What happened?” Charlie groaned, as he sat up on his palms. “Fuck. It feels like somebody kicked me right in the chest.”

      “What the hell?” Zachary eyed Charlie with suspicion. “You were shot. Multiple times. How the hell are you still alive?”

      “I’m just lucky, I guess?” Charlie answered Zachary’s question with a question of his own.

      “Charlie! You came back! You came back!” My tears continued to flow, although this time they were coming from a much happier place. I pulled Charlie into my arms, as I nearly jumped into his lap. “Oh, God. Thank God. I thought you were dead. I thought you were gone.”

      “Nah. Not yet.” Charlie shrugged. “Hey, did we catch the demon?”

      I moved away from Charlie, with a big grin plastered all over my face. “You don’t remember anything, do you?”

      “The perimeter is all clea—What happened in here?” Benjamin asked, as he walked up to where we were seated on the floor. “What happened to all the people? Did the bar close early or something?”

      “Charlie got possessed, and then he got shot. But he didn’t die.” Zachary pointed towards Charlie on the ground. “No idea why not.”

      “Huh.” Benjamin tilted his head to the side. “How interesting. We should get back to the academy, then. Update everyone on what we’ve discovered. Celeste?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Did you have direct contact with the demonic energy?”

      “Yes.” I nodded, before loudly sniffling.

      “Then that’s all we need. Let’s go.”
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      “He said he served a demon named ‘Abaddon’?” Mrs. Deveraux stared over at me from across her office desk.

      “Yeah.” It was still pitch-black outside, but Benjamin had insisted that we meet with her as soon as we got back to the academy. “The one, true Prince of Hell.”

      Mrs. Deveraux sighed, as she shuffled through some papers that sat in front of her. “Fanatics. Still cultists, even after all this time.”

      “Fanatics?”

      “Yes, Ms. Venoix, true fanatics, indeed. You’ll discover over time the different kinds of demons and their energy, but the ones that claim to follow the true Prince of Hell seem to be the most annoying of all.” She sighed, yet again. “There is no true Prince of Hell, just as there is no true Scotsman. There are only Lucifer and Lilith, king and queen, ruling Hell side by side for all foreseeable eternity.”

      “Who’s Lilith?” I leaned towards Mrs. Deveraux’s desk. “I’ve never heard of her before.”

      “Hmm. Well, that is the one of the downsides of coming into your freshman year so late in the semester.” Mrs. Deveraux smiled. “Lilith was Adam’s first wife.”

      “Adam had a first wife?” Charlie hummed right beside me. “Learn something new every day.”

      “Yes, well, there’s a reason she’s not so often discussed in human circles. Your kind have done a good job of scrubbing the history of her filth from existence, outside of Jewish mythology, of course.” Mrs. Deveraux continued. “She was God’s first demon, although he did not know it when he created her alongside Adam. For reasons unknown to any of us, she thoroughly refused to obey the man that God had created her for, and once Lucifer caught sight of her in the Garden...well...that was that.”

      “Lucifer fell in love? With Lilith?” I asked.

      “Love is too weak of a word for what they share.” Mrs. Deveraux paused. “It’s obsessive. It’s toxic. It’s dangerous to any of those who get too close. They’re wicked, wicked soulmates. The most awful pair.”

      “Which is why they’ve been together for so long.” Zachary smirked. “If they were good for each other, they probably would’ve broken up the month after they met.”

      “Wouldn’t that have been a blessing?” Mrs. Deveraux returned Zachary’s expression, before she looked back over at me. “Ms. Venoix, did the demon say anything else while he possessed your friend? Anything that we might find useful?”

      “Yeah.” I thought over my words, as I slightly adjusted in my seat. “He told me that I looked just like my mother.”

      “Hmm. Typical, provocative demon talk. Maybe when he was inside of Charlie, he was able to access his memories, find out some information that would’ve thrown you off your mission.” Mrs. Deveraux shrugged. “He wouldn’t be the first demon to play mind games.”

      Yeah, but it sounded like he meant it as a compliment.

      I kept the rest of my thoughts to myself, as I nodded in agreement with Mrs. Deveraux. “Yeah. I think you’re right. He was probably just messing with me.”

      “I’m quite happy that all of you were able to come out of this unscathed, especially you, Charlie Collins.” Mrs. Deveraux moved the papers around on her desk, once more. “I was worried that you tagging along on a night like this may have had deadly consequences for you.”

      “Nope. Totally fine.” Charlie replied, and I noticed that his hand was shaking.

      Nerves.

      He didn’t want Mrs. Deveraux to know about his little slip into the afterlife.

      I then shot a look over at Benjamin, who quietly stood in the corner of the room. I was waiting for him to say something in response to Mrs. Deveraux, waiting for him to spill the beans about what happened with Charlie.

      But he didn’t say a word.

      Zachary didn’t speak, either, instead opting to blow out a heavy breath. “I’m tired. Can we get back to bed, now?”

      “Of course.” Mrs. Deveraux smiled. “I’ll see you all tomorrow morning.”

      “Yep. See ya.” Zachary offered her a small salute, as he turned to leave the room.
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        * * *

      

      “You didn’t rat Charlie out.” I was speaking to Zachary, as we both returned to our dorm.

      “Wrong. I didn’t rat myself out. Benjamin neither.” Zachary said, as he moved towards his side of the room. “Having a human die while out in the field, even for a few minutes? I wasn’t in the mood to explain that shit. Besides, he’s fine, isn’t he? No need to put that on our permanent records.”

      “Oh. So, you were just trying to save your own ass, then.” I took a seat on the edge of my bed.

      “Yeah, basically. But it worked out for you, too, so congrats.”

      “Zachary, I almost lost my best friend tonight.”

      “But you didn’t.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t, but I almost did.” I shook my head. “Why is it so hard for you to have empathy? I know what happened with your parents, but—”

      “I have empathy.” Zachary cut into my words. “But I already told you. Life is hard, and this life is even harder.”

      “Then, why even bother with it?”

      “Because someone convinced me that it’d be worth it, that being an angel would mean being part of something bigger than myself, protecting the innocent.” Zachary gave me a knowing look.

      And I smiled back at him. “Gee, that sounds super familiar.”

      “Told you, Benjie must be collecting us.” Zachary winked. “You should get to bed, though. Class starts pretty early in the morning.”

      “Goodnight, Zachary.”

      “Night.” Zachary kept his bedtime sign-off short, as he shifted down towards his bed. “Be careful. I’ve still got my eye on you, Celeste Venoix.”

      I scoffed in the darkness of the room, before I rolled over onto my own bedsheets.

      Zachary Lancaster was the most frustrating person I’d ever met.

      Ugh.

      I hoped to God that I’d get to pick my own roommate next year.
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        * * *

      

      “Parry! Parry!” Benjamin screamed, as he ran towards me with a wooden sword.

      I held my own fake sword in my hands, too, as I reacted to Benjamin, attempting to thwart his next move. I slashed down towards the right, but he expertly moved out of the way, before his sword caught me behind the leg.

      “Again.” Benjamin brought his sword back to his side, before he looked me up and down. “Unless you need to rest?”

      “No rest.” I was completely out of breath, but there was something about taking breaks during training that I just didn’t like.

      Maybe because I thought it made me look weak, and weak was the last thing I wanted to be, especially since I was the new girl.

      I didn’t want people to think that they could walk all over me, not that anyone had tried.

      Just the thought of someone disrespecting me appeared to get the rage boiling in my blood, and I came at Benjamin hard, with another swipe of my sword.

      “Good! Harder!” Benjamin screamed again. “Commit to the movement, Celeste!”

      Another swipe, and Benjamin took a step to the left, which caused him to fall backwards on the training mat below.

      I then took the opportunity to hold the tip of my fake sword to his chest, as I beamed down at him with a breathless grin. “Again. Unless you need a rest?”

      Benjamin grinned up at me, and then he pushed himself away from my sword. “You’re getting better at that.”

      “Yeah, well, you’ve had me in this goddamn room for hours.” I ran a hand through my hair, as I glanced around the training area. “Is there a clock or anything? Isn’t it at least lunchtime by now?”

      “You’re hungry?”

      I shook my head in response. “Not really. I just wanted to talk to Charlie.”

      “You’ve been trying to talk to Charlie since last night.” Benjamin spun his sword in his hands, and I couldn’t tell if he was showing off or just idly passing the time.

      “I mean, I wanted to talk to him about something else last night. Now, I specifically want to talk to him about last night.”

      “Did you know he could do that? Heal himself?”

      “...Maybe.” I carefully considered my next words. “Benjamin, can I tell you a secret?”

      Benjamin stopped his sword tricks, as he gave me a serious look. “You can tell me anything you’d like, Celeste.”

      “So, you remember when you broke my wrist? And you said that prayer or whatever over it?”

      “Yes?”

      “Uh, well, when I first found Charlie on the side of the road—”

      “You found Charlie on the side of the road?”

      “It’s how we met.” I shrugged, before I continued. “He’d been stabbed, right in the chest. And I think someone had stolen his wallet. A robbery gone bad, I think.”

      “So, what’s the secret?”

      I stammered, as I tried to piece my thoughts together. “How does it work? When you pray for something to be healed? The angels have to decide to do the healing part, right?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “So...there’s never been anyone who’s able to do the healing part, by themselves?”

      “Not in the history of angels, no.” Benjamin stopped himself, before he peered back at me. “Celeste. Are you suggesting that you’ve been able to heal Charlie, all by yourself?”

      “I don’t know.” I answered honestly. “I mean, I don’t have any evidence for it, either way. I just can’t think of anything else. How does he keep coming back to life?”

      “It might not be you. We still don’t know what Charlie might be.” Benjamin replied. “Sometimes those born to half-angels are given a gift from the angels. It helps them in their training.”

      “If that’s true, what’s Zachary’s gift, then? The gift of gab?” I joked.

      Benjamin stilled at my words. “Zachary told you about his parents? That they were half?”

      “Yeah, when he thought Charlie was dead. I think he might’ve told me just to make me feel better, in his own, twisted way, I guess.”

      “Zachary doesn’t talk about his parents. Not with me. Not with anyone.” Benjamin had a shocked look on his face. “He brought them up once with me in high school, and then never again.”

      “Is he ashamed or something?” I asked. “Is there something wrong with just being half-angel?”

      “He’s not ashamed of his family. He’s ashamed of himself.” Benjamin brought his sword up towards his shoulder. “Although, he has nothing to be ashamed of. He did what was necessary. He did what was right. If his parents had been allowed to continue in that state, they could’ve hurt so many innocent children.”

      “Why do you like him?”

      “What?”

      “Zachary.” I clarified. “Why do you like Zachary?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know, Benjamin. You just seem so nice and understanding.” I explained. “And Zachary seems...uh...”

      “Prickly?” Benjamin suggested.

      “Prickly, sure. Asshole-y? Even better.”

      “Zachary gave up a lot to be a part of this world. He just doesn’t want to lose it.” Benjamin smiled. “Honestly, I thought you two would get along a lot better than you have been. You’re quite similar.”

      “Eh. Great minds get into a lot of fights.”

      “I thought the saying was that great minds think alike?”

      “Charlie modified it.” I grinned at the memory.

      “Do you love him?”

      “Are you talking about as a friend or—”

      “You look at him as if you’re in love with him.” Benjamin continued. “I’ve seen it, from time to time.”

      “I’m not in love with Charlie.” I waved off the line of questioning. “And even if I was, it wouldn’t matter, anyway. He’s never been into me like that.”

      “No. He loves you, too.” Benjamin had a confident tone to his voice. “It’s plain as day in his eyes.”

      “Yeah, right. If he had feelings for me, why wouldn’t he just say something?”

      “Have you said something to him about your feelings?”

      “No.”

      “Then why would you ever expect the same from him?” Benjamin replied. “But don’t worry. The truth will come out, sooner or later. It always does.”

      “I never expected you to be the school gossip, Benjamin.” I rolled my eyes. “Please don’t go around spreading rumors about me and Charlie, alright? There’s nothing there. I promise.”

      Suddenly, Benjamin used his wooden sword to strike me in the back of both my knees. I ended up falling on my side, as the coldness of the training mat hit me right in the face.

      “Ow! What the hell, Benjamin?”

      “There’s nothing there.” Benjamin laughed. “That’s for lying to me, Celeste. I can’t stand being lied to.”
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        * * *

      

      “I saw someone’s wings today.” Charlie sounded awed, as he slid into the seat next to me in the cafeteria. “Have you seen anyone’s wings yet?”

      “No. I can’t even see my own.” I wanted to pout but decided to suppress the desire. “How were you able to see someone’s wings, man?”

      “No idea. I just peeked into one of the training classes, because I was looking for you and Benjamin. And I just...I saw this girl’s wings, during their fight.” Charlie shook his head. “They were beautiful. They were terrifying. And they were suspiciously white, like she'd been bleaching them or something.”

      “No fair.” I crossed my arms against my chest. “How come you get to see that kind of shit? I’m the angel! I’m supposed to be able to see it, too.”

      “Have you tried, I dunno, squinting really hard and seeing if that works?” Charlie shrugged. “Ooh, do you think they sell something like angel-grade contact lenses?”

      “I’m going to kill you.”

      “Yeah? Good luck.” Charlie chuckled, and I chuckled right along with him.

      “I’m so happy that you’re not dead, Charlie. Seriously. That would’ve fucked me right up.”

      “Me too.” Charlie tapped the edge of his bowl with a spoon. “So, what’s next on the angel agenda? We already sat through the most boring class in the universe, and then you had your training for the day. Do you think we could just spend some time together, one-on-one? Or is that against the rules?”

      “One-on-one?”

      “Just hanging out together, you know.” Charlie smiled.

      But the way his fingers trembled were telling me that something was happening underneath the surface.

      What was Charlie nervous about?

      Shit.

      Was this even my Charlie, at all?

      Was it possible that he was still possessed by some demon, and was just trying to get me alone?

      “Abaddon sucks.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. Abaddon sucks, and he’s never going to be the true Prince of Hell.”

      “...Okay. That sounds like a controversial opinion, but I’m not sure how that’s relevant.” Charlie chuckled again. “Are you going to hang out with me or not, Celeste?”

      “Sure. I’ll hang out with you.” I noticed that Charlie’s fingers continued to lightly shake. “You want to hang out on the quad or—”

      “Uh, you can just come to my room. Benjie’s gonna’ be out doing stuff until late tonight.”

      “He’s letting you call him ‘Benjie’ now?”

      “Oh, God, no. He’d kill me if he heard me call him that.” Charlie laughed. “But I have hope that in the future, he and I are going to be really good friends.”

      “Oh, Charlie. You’ve always been so optimistic.”

      “Why be anything else?” Charlie grabbed for the glass of water beside his bowl, as he took a big sip.

      “I’m going to be out of your hair until later tonight.” It was Zachary’s voice, and it sounded like he was standing right behind me. “Don’t do anything stupid until then, got it?”

      I turned around in my seat, to find Zachary standing directly in my line of sight. “Wait. Both you and Benjamin are going to be busy tonight? What’s going on?”

      “None of your business.”

      “That’s super helpful.” I made sure that my tone was dripping with sarcasm. “Come on. I’m officially one of the angels, right? Why can’t I know what’s up?”

      “Because you’re not one of the angels.” Zachary looked like I’d just hurled an insult right at him. “You’re a stray, and your friend’s a tag-along.”

      “Hey. Back off.” Charlie replied.

      A bewildered grin appeared on Zachary’s face. “Did you just tell me to back off?”

      “Yes. I did.”

      “You’re a brave little whatever-you-are, aren’t you?” Zachary moved over, until he stood behind Charlie. “But if you talk to me like that again, I’ll stuff your jaw down your throat.”

      “Yeah? And I’ll tell Mrs. Deveraux about that time I died and came back to life and you didn’t say anything about it.”

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “I might, if I feel like it.” Charlie slightly raised his shoulders. “What’s she gonna’ do? Kick me off campus? Good. Maybe then, I can go back to my real life.”

      Zachary looked like he wanted to say something else, but instead he turned around and walked away.

      “Thanks for standing up for me, even though I didn’t really need it. Zachary is mostly talk.” I smiled over at Charlie.

      “Whatever. He doesn’t get to talk to you like that, whether he means it or not.”

      “You’re being quite chivalrous today. What year is it? 1654?” I quipped.

      “No, my dear, I believe it’s 1657. Something in the air tells me that France and England have just formed an alliance against Spain.”

      “Nerd.” I laughed, and Charlie beamed back at me with a bright smile.

      “The biggest nerd you know.”
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        * * *

      

      “As careless as Eutychus, as vain as Absalom...” I was reading through one of the books on Benjamin’s bookshelf. It looked old and felt heavy, like it’d come from another century. “Is this poetry? I have no idea what any of this means.”

      “Doesn’t look like a poetry book to me.” Charlie took the hefty book into his own hands. “I think it might be some kind of study guide? Something to help students remember stuff.”

      Charlie then flipped towards the front of the book, as he bent his face closer towards its pages. “Yep. See? It has to be a study guide. There’s an index and everything.”

      Charlie paused. “Oh.”

      “Oh?”

      “Looks like it was given to Benjamin Nash, passed down from his father, also named Benjamin Nash.”

      “Oh. So, Benjamin’s a Jr.?”

      “No.” Charlie answered. “Benjamin’s a sixth, at least according to this little family tree at the front.”

      “Benjamin Nash The Sixth...” I rolled the thought around my brain. “That must put the pressure on.”

      “Yeah. I couldn’t imagine growing up like that, with people expecting so much from you.” Charlie placed the book back onto the bookshelf. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, my parents expected stuff from me, too. Just not angel stuff. Not saving the world stuff.”

      “You could save the world, if you really wanted to.” I smiled over at Charlie. “Plus, you could probably figure out how to turn the whole process into some kind of app, too, and make a bunch of money on the side.”

      “Okay, first of all, if I was trying to save the world, money would be the last thing on my mind.” Charlie grinned. “And second of all, how smart do you think I am, Celeste?”

      “Pretty damn smart.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s not true.” Charlie shook his head. “I’m an idiot.”

      “Charlie, you’re the furthest thing from an idiot—”

      “No, Celeste. I’m dumb. Just truly and inexplicably dumb.” Charlie continued. “I almost died, died, without letting you know how I feel about you.”

      “...How you feel about me?”

      “Yes.” Charlie shifted, until his back rested against the bookshelf.  “Celeste, ever since the day we met, ever since you followed me to that ER, there’s just been something about you. And yesterday, when I was dying on the floor of Garry’s, all I could think about was how much I was going to miss you, how much I was going to miss the way your eyes crinkle up when you smile, how much I was going to miss your menacing stares when I’d hog the TV remote, how I was going to miss how excited you’d get when I’d cook something you love for dinner...”

      Charlie sighed, before he continued. “And that’s when I realized that I am a complete and total idiot. How could I not let you know how I feel about you? Even if there isn’t a chance in Hell that you feel the same way about me, even if it might ruin our friendship. I don’t care. You need to know that I’m in love with you, Celeste, and you need to know that before I end up dying again, because next time it could be more permanent.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “Don’t say what? That I love you? Or that I might end up dead? Because both of those things are true—”

      “You’re not going to die again, Charlie. I’m not going to let it happen, okay?”

      “Right...” Charlie didn’t sound convinced. “And...about the rest of the stuff? You know, the me being hopelessly in love with you stuff?”

      “That’s...I...” My words trailed off, as I tried to explain myself. “That’s a lot, Charlie.”

      “Got it. You don’t feel the same way.” Charlie shrugged. “Not a big deal. We can just pretend like it never happened—”

      “That’s not what I said.” I was a little annoyed by Charlie’s response. “I said that it’s a lot, and it is right now. Charlie, I have feelings for you, too. You’re the first guy I’ve met who treated me like a person, really, and on top of that, you can cook and you’re hot.”

      “Hot? I’m not hot.”

      “And you’re humble, too.” I grinned. “But we’re in a whole new world right now. If you’d told me that you wanted to be together, before all of this, I would’ve said yes in a heartbeat. But now? I just feel like we’re asking for it.”

      “Asking for what?”

      “To get hurt.” I looked down towards the ground. “Being together, being in love in this kind of situation? We still don’t even know what you are, Charlie. What if the academy decides that we’re not supposed to be together? What then?”

      “Then we’ll be together, anyway.” Charlie’s reply was confident. “I’m not going anywhere, Celeste. I’m not going to leave you.”

      “Charlie, that’s sweet but I don’t think we get to choose anymore—”

      My words were interrupted by Charlie’s mouth crashing against my own.

      Electricity.

      The same kind of angelic jolts that had let me know that the academy was the place for me, the same ones that I’d felt on that very first night while fighting with Benjamin.

      Being kissed by Charlie felt like heaven.

      “Shit. Did you feel that?” Charlie whispered beside my ear. “What the fuck was that?”

      “It felt good, right?” I asked, wanting to make sure that Charlie and I were sharing the same experience.

      “Fuck, yeah. I’ve just never felt anything like it.” Charlie beamed, before he bent to kiss me again.

      In return, I wrapped my arms around his shoulders, keeping him in place in front of me.

      After a moment or two, the jolts seemed to make their way south of my body, rolling past my waist and slipping between my thighs.

      Oh.

      I moaned into our shared kiss, as I locked my fingertips.

      And I felt Charlie smiling against my mouth. “More?”

      “I don’t know. I—” I moaned again, as a small, pleasurable shock vibrated right between my legs. “Shit.”

      Charlie then broke off our kiss entirely, as he took a step away from me. “Hey. I’m not going to do anything that you don’t want me to do, okay? If you’re not thinking straight, we should just stop.”

      “Sorry. I want to. I mean, I think I want to. But when you’re touching me...it’s like being drunk and high, all at once.” I sighed. “It’s almost too much.”

      “Yeah, some might say it’s a lot.” Charlie laughed, as he threw my earlier phrase right back at me. “Maybe it’s one of those things you’ll have to learn how to manage or something.”

      “I don’t know if I could ever manage that.” I admitted. “I think it’s just one of those things I’d have to deal with now—”

      “Why are you two here?” Benjamin’s voice cut into our conversation. “It’s customary for students to spend their free time out on the quad, socializing. Not cooped up in their dorm room as if they were recluses—”

      Benjamin shot a look over at me, as he tucked his arms neatly behind his back. “Celeste.”

      “Yes?”

      “You’re flushed.”

      Embarrassed, I brought my hands towards my cheeks, trying to cover them with my own palms. “I am?”

      “Yes. Very much so.” Benjamin then quickly looked between Charlie and me. “Were you two training in here? That’s against the academy’s rules. For your own safety, I recommend training solely in the designated training areas.”

      “Don’t worry. We weren’t training.” Charlie replied for the both of us.

      “Ah. I understand now.” Benjamin nodded. “You two were trying to copulate, and I’ve interrupted your process. I ‘killed the moment’, as Zachary might say.”

      “We weren’t trying to—Okay, yes, we were trying to—But that doesn’t mean—” I had no idea what I was trying to say, but my mouth wouldn’t stop moving.

      “It’s not a problem.” Benjamin said, in a calm tone. “As I said before, carnal desires are no longer seen as a sin. And since we know that Charlie is somewhat of an angel, if you two wished to pursue a...sexual relationship...then technically, that would be well within your rights.”

      “It wouldn’t just be sexual, though.” Charlie looked over at me as he spoke. “We’d want to be together, romantically, too.”

      “Romantically, too?” Benjamin hummed. “I’m less sure about that.”

      “Are angels not allowed to be with whoever they want?” I asked.

      “Angels are with angels.” Benjamin’s response was quick. “And since we’re unsure of what Charlie is, I’m not able to determine if you two would be allowed to be together.”

      “That’s bullshit.” I made sure to keep all the venom out of my voice, not wanting Benjamin to think that I was upset with him.

      “It’s the commandments.” Benjamin shrugged. “Anyway, I only stopped by to grab something to read.”

      Benjamin reached for the presumed study guide and easily pulled it off the shelf, despite its weight. “I’ll see you two later this evening, or maybe sometime tomorrow. Mrs. Deveraux has called me into a special meeting.”

      “A special meeting about what?”

      “I can’t say.” Benjamin flipped through a few pages of his book, before he peered over at Charlie. “Charlie, did you touch my book?”

      “Yeah, but how can you tell?”

      Benjamin flipped back to the front page of the book, before he showed it to us. Plain as day, there were shadows of fingerprints near the bottom of the page. “The fingerprints will fade in time, but when those outside of my familial line touch the book, I will know.”

      “So, the book is like enchanted or something?”

      “No. It’s blessed.” Benjamin smiled, before he closed the book and tucked it underneath his arm. “Blessed for all eternity.”

      Benjamin turned to leave the room, without explaining any further.

      “Blessed for all eternity?” Charlie nodded to himself. “Sounds kinda’ tight.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Zachary got back late to our dorm.

      I was already passed out in bed, when I was woken up by the sound of his footsteps making their way across the room.

      “Hey.” I offered, still half-asleep.

      “Hey.” Zachary replied, sounding one hundred percent awake.

      “Were you at the meeting with Mrs. Deveraux?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How’d it go?”

      “I can’t tell you that.” Zachary sat down in the middle of his bed. “I can’t tell you anything.”

      “Because you still don’t trust me.”

      “Right.”

      “Okay, but how am I supposed to fix that?” I asked, in the darkness.

      “Who said you were supposed to fix it?” Zachary replied. “That’s not the kind of thing you can fix. Either I’m right about you, or I’m wrong about you. Either way, we’ll find out soon enough.”

      “Soon enough?”

      “Yep. I’ve already said too much.” Zachary slid down towards his sheets. “Goodnight, Celeste.”

      “Goodnight.” I murmured, as I rolled over in my bed.
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        * * *

      

      Hot.

      Why was it so hot?

      I opened my eyes, and beads of sweat rolled down my eyelashes.

      The room felt like it was a hundred degrees.

      “Zachary?” I called out, as I moved away from my damp bedsheets, presumably wet from my persistent perspiration. “Zachary? Can we turn the heat down or something—”

      There was a loud thud at the door, like something large was knocking.

      Or like something large was trying to get in.

      Panicked, I jumped away from my bed, and soon my hips collided with Zachary’s own, as he was crouched near the furthest corner of the room.

      “Here.” Zachary whispered, as he handed me a familiar-looking knife. “If worse comes to worst, you’ll need to defend yourself, alright?”

      “If worse comes to worst?”

      “Yeah, if worse comes to worst, meaning, if I end up fucking dead.” Zachary unsheathed a sword, which he then held at his side.

      “Is that a demon?” I asked, the tension obvious in my voice. “How’d it get into the academy?”

      “I have no idea.” Zachary answered. “But that’s not our problem now.”

      I nodded in understanding, as I once again assessed our situation.

      Something very large continued to thud at the door.

      Zachary seemed calm enough, as he held his sword in position.

      And all I had was a borrowed knife, one that I wasn’t comfortable using since I’d only held it once before.

      Why couldn’t we just call Mrs. Deveraux?

      “Why can’t we just call Mrs. Deveraux?”

      “Celeste. We have no idea what this thing is.” Zachary kept his gaze on the door. “Are you really willing to risk the lives of your fellow angels, just because you’re a little scared?”

      “I’m not scared.” I was lying through my teeth.

      I’d never been so scared in my life.

      “Good.” It sounded like there was a smirk in Zachary’s tone. “Because I’m going to need you to be braver than that—”

      Zachary left off the rest of his thoughts, as whatever had been trying to get into our room finally succeeded.

      The door burst open, and I was immediately confused.

      There wasn’t some huge monster standing in our doorway.

      It looked like a normal-sized woman, with dark hair and dark features. Her black hair was straight and slick, and she was wearing a silver gown, seemingly made from crystals.

      “Shit.” Zachary hissed, underneath his breath. “It’s a direct descendant.”

      “I can hear you, you know.” She replied. “What is with you angels and your inability to treat the rest of us like we’re thinking beings, with hearts and feelings?”

      She then turned her attention towards me, as a wide grin spread across her face. “Ah, so it’s true. You do look just like your mother.”

      “I don’t have a mother.”

      “Now, now, now. Don’t be so morose. We all have a mother, whether we like her or not.” She smiled again.

      “Why have you come?” Zachary asked. “What the hell do you want?”

      “Oh, nothing much. I just came to kill that one.” The woman pointed a finger at me, and I could now see that it was much too long and much too curved. “It’ll be a simple task. I’ve heard that she’s weak and untrained, so it should be like strangling an infant in their crib.”

      “Why?” Zachary barked out the question. “What did Celeste ever do to you?”

      “She existed.” The woman’s words felt like daggers against my skin.

      What the hell?

      “Alright, then. You can kill her. But you’ll need to get through me first.” Zachary rushed towards the woman, with his sword prominently held out in front of him.

      Once he reached the woman, she casually grabbed onto the blade of his weapon, as it sank down into her skin. She bled, but she didn’t seem to mind.

      “Auxilium!” Zachary yelled, and his sword began to glow.

      The woman winced, but she kept her grip on the sword, as she stared Zachary down. “Sorry, boy. It’ll take more than an angelic trick to keep me from such an important task.”

      She suddenly pulled the sword out of Zachary’s hands, entirely, letting it fall to the floor with a clang. And then, within seconds, her fingers were wrapped around Zachary’s throat.

      “Zachary!” I screamed, as my feet carried me across the bedroom floor. “Auxilium!”

      The knife Zachary had given me glowed gold in my hand, and once I was close enough to the woman, I tried to jam the blade into her side.

      I tried to, at least.

      But the knife broke against her dress and fell to pieces on the ground.

      Shit.

      I looked back up at the woman, and caught her eyes staring me down.

      She wasn’t moving, at all, and it seemed like she’d stopped breathing, too.

      “Your hands...” It was all she said, as she stayed still in place.

      I glanced back down at my hands.

      Shit.

      Holy shit.

      My hands were glowing.

      Was that supposed to happen? I thought only weapons could get blessings from the angels?

      What the fuck was going on?

      I didn’t take too long to think about it, though, as I soon punched that demon-witch-whatever-she-was right in her face.

      She fell backwards, letting Zachary drop to the floor. He desperately gasped for air, as he rolled onto the ground.

      I punched her again, and she let out a piercing scream.

      “Have mercy!” She pleaded, as she struggled to stay on her feet. “Won’t you have mercy?”

      “You were going to kill me.” I reminded her, as I punched her yet again, this time right in her windpipe. “And I have a feeling, if I let you go, that you’ll just come back here and try to kill me again.”

      “Oh, please, daughter of—” She began to scratch and claw at her face, as she produced an agonized sound. “Ah! She still won’t let us say her name! That goddamn witch and her goddamn curse!”

      I ignored the woman’s words, as I wrapped my hands around her throat. I didn’t apply any pressure, as just the sting from my glowing hands seemed to be doing enough damage already.

      And I watched, as her skin melted away from her body, as her eyes turned black.

      I kept watching as she turned into nothing more than a puddle in front of the door.

      The glow then faded from my hands, and I took a step back from the dark pool of liquid that used to be a woman.

      Or, at least, a demon that looked like a woman.

      “You saved my life.” Zachary coughed out, as he rested on his hands and feet.

      “Yeah, I guess I did.” I kept a suspicious eye on the puddle. “Is she gone? Did I kill her?”

      “Yeah, she’s gone, but you didn’t kill her.” Zachary shook his head. “You can’t kill direct descendants of the Sins, but you can send them straight back to Hell. It might take her a while to get back up to the surface.”

      “How long is ‘a while’?”

      “Could be weeks. Could be decades.” Zachary shrugged. “We still haven’t worked out how Hell deals with its own children, but we know that being sent back can be a real bitch.”

      “She was going to kill me.” It came out matter-of-factly, as I turned to look at Zachary. “Do you know why she wanted to kill me?”

      “No idea.” Zachary then rose to his feet. “But I know where we can find out.”
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        * * *

      

      “Whoa.” It was all I said, as I glanced around the academy’s library.

      It was gorgeous, instantly reminding me of ancient architecture, as if the library had been built in Greece.

      The ceilings were high and gray, and there were wide pillars that connected each floor to another. There were also what looked like wrought iron fences twisted up into intricate designs, placed in-between different sections of the library.

      But what stood out to me the most were the statues.

      I’d assumed that they were angels, due to their grand height and size, but when I got closer to them, I was able to tell that these weren’t angels at all.

      These were philosophers, writers and scientists, men and women carved out in marble and beige. The height of their statues made them appear larger-than-life and commanded a sense of respect just by standing beside them.

      I looked over each of their names, written on golden plaques, until I reached a name that I’d never heard before. “Meridian Beauregard?”

      “Ah, the reason the academy even puts up with me, in the first place.” Zachary smirked, as he walked until he was standing at my side. “Half man, half angel. He was the first to prove that halfies deserved a shot here, too.”

      “What did he do?”

      “He stopped a slave ship.” Zachary continued. “Killed its captain, ended up with a nasty gash during the fight. And then, once he found out that some of the slaves had already jumped off the side of the vessel into the ocean below, he prayed to the angels for the strength to bring them back.”

      “Bring them back?”

      “Bring them back to life.” Zachary nodded. “In exchange, he offered up his own life. Once the deal was done, he was able to bring the people back home to their families, and he went on to be with our Father in Heaven.”

      “That sounds so...noble.” I was a little stunned by the revelation. “Are all angels expected to make a noble sacrifice like that, someday?”

      “Not all.” Zachary looked over at me. “But you almost did that for me today, didn’t you? Without a second thought.”

      “I just didn’t want you to die.”

      “Why not? It’s not like I’ve been particularly kind to you.”

      “Just because you haven’t been kind to me, means that I’m supposed to just let you die?” I scoffed.

      “I wouldn’t have been surprised. The world’s a cruel place.” Zachary looked back at the statue. “Always has been, always will be.”

      “Hey.” I snapped my fingers, wanting to regain Zachary’s attention. “Weren’t we supposed to be looking for something? Like, I don’t know, a book or two?”

      “Right. Biblical lineage.” Zachary grinned. “I can’t believe the one time I actually listened in that class might be coming in handy.”

      “Proud of you.” I made sure my tone was sarcastic as all hell. “So, where should we start?”

      “Third floor. To the left.” Benjamin’s voice cut into our conversation.

      “Whoa, what?” I spun around, surprised to see Benjamin standing right there. “How did you know we were in here? Did Zachary send you a secret message or something? Can angels communicate with their minds?”

      “Communicate with our minds? What?” Benjamin looked at me like I was insane. “No, Celeste. He just sent me a text.”

      “Yeah, Celeste. We’re angels. Not wizards.” Zachary chuckled. “You need to calm down.”

      “Oh, please! Don’t act like some things are possible and other things aren’t. Your weapons glow! You have wings!” I fumed a little in both of their directions. “Whatever. Let’s just go upstairs.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, where’s Charlie?” I asked, as we made it onto the third floor.

      “Sleeping.” Benjamin answered. “I wasn’t going to wake him up, not for this.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because the less he knows, the safer he is.” Benjamin replied.

      “Do you think we’re about to learn something dangerous?”

      “I have no idea what we’re about to learn, Celeste, but I know that we need to keep it among ourselves.”

      “What about Mrs. Deveraux? We wouldn’t tell her anything about—”

      “Not until we have all the facts. Otherwise, we’d just be opening a case against ourselves, and I’m not interested in being expelled anytime soon.”

      “Why would Mrs. Deveraux expel you for telling her that some she-demon was able to get onto the academy’s campus?”

      “She wouldn’t expel him for that.” Zachary answered for Benjamin. “She’d expel him for cooperating with a demonic spirit.”

      “Cooperating with a demonic spirit? What, like we invited her onto the campus or something?”

      “The direct descendants of Sins don’t just appear on campus, Celeste. From Mrs. Deveraux’s point of view, it might look like one of us let her in.” Zachary explained. “And since Benjamin is caught up in all this, too, we’d all get the boot together.”

      “Cooperating with a demonic spirit goes against everything the angels stand for.” Benjamin jumped back into the conversation. “It’s an unforgivable betrayal.”

      “Shit.” I blew out a heavy breath. “Then, yeah. Let’s keep this to ourselves, until we can figure out what’s going on.”

      “Here. Over here.” Benjamin walked towards a row of books. Each one appeared to be ancient, yet still in pristine condition.

      “Those look like they haven’t been touched for years.” I marveled at the condition of the books. “How is that possible? Don’t people need to look stuff up for class?”

      “Ah, but who has a need to study biblical lineage off-the-record when Mr. Toorin teaches the subject so thoroughly? If you listen enough to Mr. Toorin, you’ll never need to hear another word for as long as you live.” Benjamin chuckled at his own joke, before he moved a tuft of his red hair behind his ear.

      He then glanced back at me and offered me a small smile.

      His eyes...

      I was caught off guard by their depth of blue, the way they caught the moonlight that shone through from the library’s ceiling.

      And a familiar jolt ran across my fingertips.

      Benjamin Nash was beautiful. How had I never noticed that before?

      And why was I even noticing it now?

      I shook the thoughts from my head, as I moved closer to Benjamin. “So, biblical lineage. What are you thinking?”

      “Well, you said that the direct descendant that attacked you mentioned that you looked just like your mother?”

      “Yes.”

      Benjamin eyed me up and down, and I had to keep myself from blushing like an idiot.

      What the hell was going on with me?

      “Since we’re unsure of who your mother might be, we’ll need to do this not-so-scientifically. We’ll need someone to identify her for us, give us a name to go on.”

      “That sounds good, yeah.” I tore my gaze away from Benjamin, instead choosing to look across the room. “We can do that.”

      “She can bless her own hands.” Zachary moved behind me, until he stood beside Benjamin. “I can’t remember if I told you that part.”

      “Celeste can bless her own hands?” Benjamin picked up a book.

      “Don’t be so surprised. You were the one who told me that it looks like she can raise people from the dead, too.”

      “You think I can raise people from the dead?” I directed my question to Benjamin. “But I thought you said that for all we knew, it could’ve just been that Charlie was the one doing that for himself.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.” Benjamin opened the book, right towards its middle. “But there’s only one way to find out.”

      “How can I help?” I asked. “Which books did you want me to look through?”

      “Oh. Sorry. There must be some misunderstanding.” Benjamin set the book down, before he picked up another. “We’re not going to be searching through any books.”

      “What? Then, how are we going to find out who my mother is?”

      “We’re going to summon a demon.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you two out of your minds?” We were standing behind the library building, with Benjamin to my left and Zachary to my right. “Didn’t you just tell me that cooperating with demons was an automatic expulsion?”

      “We’re not cooperating with a demon. We’re summoning a demon.” Benjamin answered.

      “Huge difference.” Zachary chimed in, too. “And something the council does all the time, when they need answers they can’t get on their own. Besides, the physical restraints Michael put on each prince still hold. They’re unable to harm anyone, angel or human, when they surface.”

      “Okay, sure, whatever. But why did we need to find that book on lineage, anyway?”

      “Because we needed to find out who fathered the direct descendant that appeared in your dorm room.” Benjamin flipped to another page of the book. “And the easiest way to find out who fathered a demon is by tracing their bloodline back to the start.”

      Benjamin’s finger then slid down a page, from top to bottom. “Ah. Ashmedai.”

      “Really? He fathered a demon that violent?” Zachary hummed. “That’s surprising. I thought he was more of a lust guy.”

      “I thought so, too.” Zachary placed the book down on the ground, before he looked up at me. “But she had black hair and a silver gown, yes?”

      “Yeah. That was her.”

      “Then, Ashmedai is her father.” Benjamin closed his eyes, before he continued. “Ashmedai, ostende te.”

      He repeated the phrase, again and again, like a chant, like a prayer.

      Zachary eventually joined in, too, closing his eyes.

      After a moment or so had passed, I decided to follow suit, trying my best to pronounce the words that Benjamin had been speaking, over and over.

      And that’s when the ground underneath my feet violently shook.

      Shit.

      The vibrations soon knocked me on my ass, and I fell right onto my elbow.

      Ow.

      I kept my pain to myself, though, as I looked up to see a man now standing in front of us.

      He was classically handsome, with sharp features and dark hair, like the woman who’d been in our dorm room. He was wearing a fancy, sparkling suit made from what looked like the same crystals the woman had been wearing, too, and he carried a golden scepter in his hand.

      But when I looked closely enough, there were amber chains on his wrists that seemed like they were somehow interwoven with his own skin.

      Michael.

      That must’ve been how he was able to subdue all the princes.

      I briefly wondered what those chains were made of, but my attention was soon taken by Ashmedai addressing us all.

      “You requested a meeting with a Prince of Hell, and this is how you dress to greet me?” Ashmedai rolled his eyes. “Angels have no respect. You all look like you just woke up—”

      Ashmedai stopped his own sentence short, as he peered over at me. “Well, well, well. I never thought I’d get the opportunity to have council with you again, your grace.”

      “Do you know who my mom is?” I managed to speak to the man, even though my voice trembled with terror. “Please. That’s all we need to know.”

      “I do apologize, little one, but it would pain me too much to say her name.” Ashmedai shook his head. “And I’m both unwilling and uninterested in harming myself so that angels may be satisfied.”

      “Just tell her what she wants to know, and we’ll let you get back to whatever you were doing today.” Zachary spoke to Ashmedai. “Is the name supposed to be some big secret or something?”

      “I think you misunderstand me, angels. As I’ve said, it would pain me too much to speak her mother’s name, and I dare not mention her occupation. If I were to do something like that for you, I would expect something in return.” Ashmedai’s eyes began to glow a bright red. “Although, since none of you have graduated yet, it appears all you can offer me is a good time.”

      “Name your price.” Benjamin spoke with confidence. “We can try to procure it for you.”

      Ashmedai grinned, from ear to ear. “All I ask for is your total and complete honesty.”

      “What do you want to know?” Zachary asked.

      “I want to know the one you desire most.” Ashmedai clasped his hands behind his back.

      “That’s it?” Zachary’s tone was lined with suspicion.

      “That’s it.” Ashmedai nodded, but his grin was still firmly in place. “We’ll start with you, your grace.”

      “I’m not sure I understand the question—” Suddenly, my field of vision went black.
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      “Spaghetti squash or eggplant lasagna?” Charlie called out from the kitchen. “I’m thinking squash, but you’ve never had that before and if you don’t like it, then I know you won’t eat it, and then you’ll end up all sad and hungry for a week.”

      I woke up on my living room couch, with my head feeling like absolute hell.

      “Charlie?” My words came out weak and were followed by a loud groan. “Shit. Charlie. Is that you?”

      “Uh, who else would it be, Celeste? Do you have other guys over here when I’m at work or something?” Charlie laughed.

      What the fuck?

      What was happening right now? How was I back in my apartment?

      Had everything just been a dream? The academy, the library, Benjamin, Zachary, Mrs. Deveraux...

      Had none of it ever existed?

      “Are you alright?” Charlie made his way over to me, as he took a seat beside me on the couch.

      “Yeah. I’m fine.” I lied. “I think...I think maybe I just had a weird dream.”

      “Ooh, weird dream? You know, I’m an expert in those.” Charlie smiled. “Tell me all about it, angel.”

      Angel?

      “Angel?”

      “Yeah. You know, ‘angel’, the same nickname I’ve been calling you for the past six months.” Charlie laughed. “Are you getting sick of it or something?”

      Charlie then leaned in towards me, before he gave me a lingering kiss. “You’re not getting sick of me, are you?”

      “No.” I shook my head, and Charlie kissed me again.

      “Good.” He pulled me close, until I was basically sitting in his lap. “Because that would really suck.”

      Charlie’s hands went towards my waist, as his fingertips crept up beneath my shirt, and soon his palms were caressing my upper back. He paused for a moment, and then I heard a small, snapping sound, as my bra tumbled down towards my thighs.

      “Charlie!” Instinctively, I covered my chest with my arms. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Shit. I’m sorry. Did I hurt you?” Charlie sounded so concerned, as he looked me up and down. “Did you get hurt last night? Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. I just—since when do you go around taking off my bra?” My confusion showed through my voice.

      “Oh. Is this one of those feminist things?” Charlie smirked. “I get it. It’s the twenty-first century. You can take off your own bra. I won’t do it again. Really, I just wanted to do this...”

      “Do what—Ah!” I yelped in surprise, as I felt Charlie’s thumbs brush over my nipples.

      “Hold on. I think we can do better than that.” Charlie lifted my shirt, until there was enough space for him to press his mouth onto my chest, his lips soon taking one of my nipples between them.

      “Charlie...what...” I moaned, even though I was still perplexed by the entire situation.

      Charlie was way too comfortable with my body.

      Had I woken up in an alternate universe, one where we’d always been together?

      I moaned again when Charlie’s other hand slid between my thighs, his fingers gently moving in circles along my still clothed clit.

      “More?” Charlie asked, moving his head away from my skin.

      “Yes.” My answer came out breathless. “Please.”

      Seeming to take me at my word, Charlie dipped his finger underneath the fabric of my panties. I groaned as he pushed a finger deep inside me and bent forward to rest my head on his shoulder.

      “Fuck. You’re so wet, Celeste.” Charlie quietly laughed. “Did you say you were having a weird dream? Or a wet dream?”

      “Shut up.”

      Charlie laughed again, as he slid another finger inside of me, and I helplessly whimpered against him.

      He brought his mouth back towards my chest, and as he stroked his fingers inside of my pussy, he ran his tongue along my nipple, playfully licking and sucking the sensitive nub.

      My moans grew louder, as I bucked my hips against Charlie’s hand, shamelessly chasing my own release.

      Everything felt so good.

      Being with him felt so good.

      “I love you.” I admitted, as forceful waves threatened to send me over the edge. “I love you so much.”

      “I love you, too.” Charlie replied, as he increased the speed of his fingers. “Now, come for me.”

      I did as I was told, my hips trembling as I came for him.

      “You’re so beautiful. You know that?” Charlie asked, as he moved his fingers away from me. He then pulled me even closer, before he kissed the underside of my jaw, the tip of my nose, my forehead.

      “You, too.” I replied, with a satisfied smile. “So, what’s next on our agenda for the day? You mentioned something about squash?” I couldn’t hide the disdain in my tone.

      “What’s next?” Charlie looked back at me, returning my happy expression. “Benjamin.”

      And then, my world went dark.
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        * * *

      

      I was in the training room, a fake sword already in my hands.

      Benjamin was standing across from me, with a horrified look on his face. I looked around the rest of the room, trying to find the source of his horror.

      “Benjamin?” I took a step closer to him. “Benjamin? What’s wrong?”

      “Ashmedai.” Benjamin dropped his own sword to the ground. “This is exactly what he wanted.”

      “I don’t understand.” I shook my head. “I don’t even know what you’re saying right now. Who’s Ashmedai?”

      “We hadn’t gotten there in your training yet. The mental component of dealing with demons is always so tricky. I didn’t want to scare you off with the possibility of something like this ever happening.”

      “What is happening?”

      Benjamin’s cheeks reddened, before he answered me. “Ashmedai wanted us to reveal who we desired the most.”

      “Okay?” I looked back at Benjamin. “So, what are we supposed to do now? Do we need to go find someone else?”

      “No.”

      “Benjamin—”

      “I said ‘no’, Celeste.”

      “Sorry, but how the hell are we supposed to deal with Ashmedai or whoever if you’re not willing to reveal who you desire the most?” My voice rose with frustration. “I don’t think now is the best time to try and keep that shit a secret, Benjamin, but I promise I won’t tell anyone if it’s like a teacher or something.”

      I then took a moment to process what I’d just said out loud. “Oh. Shit. Wait. Is it a teacher or something?”

      I let out a soft gasp, as another thought ran through my head. “Oh my God. Is it Mrs. Deveraux?”

      “No!” Benjamin snapped, as his eyes met mine. “It’s...it’s you.”

      “...Me?”

      “Yes.” Benjamin nodded. “It’s you, Celeste.”

      “I don’t understand. You never made a move on me or anything.”

      “I wasn’t raised that way.” Benjamin continued. “Besides, I wouldn’t have made a move on you until after graduation, after we’d both been given our official positions and titles and quadrants.”

      “But why me?” I asked. “There have to be a bunch of angel girls out there, right? I’m not that special—”

      “You are special.” Benjamin interrupted. “And you’re kind. And you’re amusing. And you’re stubborn. And you’re one hell of a fighter, too.”

      “Benjamin, that’s really sweet.” I replied. “I didn’t know you ever thought of me that way.”

      “And? How do you think of me?” Benjamin moved across the room, until we stood nearly face-to-face. “Do you think of me, at all, Celeste?”

      Benjamin’s fingers went towards my skirt, as he bunched the fabric up near my waist. “When you’re alone at night...do you think of me, then?”

      “Benjamin—”

      “Have you ever desperately touched yourself, wishing that it was me?” Benjamin looped his thumbs into the sides of my panties, as he began to pull them down. “Have you ever prayed to have me inside of you?”

      A pleasurable chill went straight through my abdomen, before it shifted down just a little bit further.

      Fuck.

      I’d never seen this side of Benjamin before, and I couldn’t deny that it was doing something to me.

      He continued to pull down my panties, as he dropped down to his knees. “Spread your legs for me.”

      I immediately obeyed the order, and soon enough, Benjamin’s tongue dragged across my sensitive clit.

      “Benjamin...” I moaned, as he repeated the action. He then moved his hands until they were on either side of my waist, keeping me in place as his tongue thoroughly explored me.

      My knees wobbled, as Benjamin picked up his pace and increased the pressure of his tongue against my clit. From time to time, he’d move his tongue even further back, slowly gliding across my pussy, as if he wanted to taste every last drop of me.

      “Benjamin...Benjamin...” I moaned, as my clit began to throb and ache with the perfect kind of pleasure. “I’m gonna—”

      I didn’t even get to finish my sentence, as I came against Benjamin’s mouth, my cries filling up the entire training room.

      “Fuck...fuck...” I struggled to catch my breath, as I moved away from him. I pulled my panties back up around my waist, worried that someone might catch us at any moment.

      “Don’t worry. No one else is coming.” Benjamin shook his head. “There’s no one here, besides you and me.”

      “But aren’t we in the training room?” I replied. “Aren’t we at the academy—”

      Every light in the training room went out at once.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re an asshole!” I screamed, at the top of my lungs. “Fuck you!”

      I was fighting with Zachary, although I couldn’t even remember why we’d been fighting.

      Maybe something had happened out on the field?

      My memory was just so fucking fuzzy.

      “Yeah, right. I’m the asshole, because I wanted to keep you safe.” Zachary followed me into our dorm room, with an annoyed look on his face. He slammed the door behind him, before he walked over to me. “You can be such a—Wait. Shit.”

      Zachary glanced around the room, before he looked back at me. “Shit. This isn’t real, is it?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I stared back at him. “Feels pretty real to me.”

      “Yeah, you would say that.” Zachary scoffed, before he pulled a knife seemingly out of nowhere. “Auxilium.”

      But the knife didn’t take on a golden glow.

      “Yep. Just what I thought.” Zachary sighed. “Some demon’s just fucking with us.”

      A look of understanding then passed over Zachary’s features. “Oh, right. Ashmedai. I guess we brought it on ourselves.”

      “Who the hell is Ashmedai?”

      “Prince of Hell, prince of lust, whatever.” Zachary shrugged. “Let’s just get this over with.”

      Zachary wrapped his arms around me, before he picked me up by the waist.

      “Hey! Hey! What the hell are you doing?!” I yelled.

      “Getting this over with.” Zachary threw me down on the bed as he spoke. “We need to fuck, and then we can get back to business.”

      “Fuck you. I’m not having sex with you. I can barely stand you.”

      “The feeling’s mutual.” Zachary grinned. “But he’s not going to let us out of this scenario until we do, and I’d really like to get back to my life, wouldn’t you?”

      “So, if we have sex...we’re not really having sex? It’s not real?”

      “Nope. All of this is just in our heads.” Zachary explained. “He probably just wants us to have the memories of fucking each other, purely for the sake of chaos.”

      “I still don’t know if I...” I hesitated to finish my thoughts. “Even if it’s not real, I don’t know if I want to have sex with you, Zachary.”

      “Oh, come on. You don’t at least think that I’m cute?” Zachary smirked.

      I looked up at his striking features, his blonde hair, his forest-green eyes...

      But I just couldn’t get past how much of a thorn in my side he’d been.

      “Fine. Just pretend I’m someone else.” Zachary tugged at his pants, until he’d pulled his belt through the loops. “Pretend I’m someone you actually want to fuck. Like Benjamin.”

      Scattered memories of Benjamin’s mouth on me sent a shiver down my spine.

      Benjamin had felt so good.

      But then, a memory of Zachary, shooting me one of those vague, indecipherable looks flashed right across my mind.

      The way he’d looked at me the very first time we’d met, the way it felt like he was looking right through me.

      Be honest with yourself. You’ve wanted this one since the beginning.

      There was a man’s voice in my head, calm and deep.

      Show him how much you want him, and then, you can come home.

      “Wait.” I moved towards the edge of the bed, as I spoke. “I don’t think we need to have like...full-on sex for this to work.”

      “Yeah? What do you think we should do, instead?”

      “Come here.” I nodded towards Zachary, and he walked towards the side of the bed. I then pulled his pants and his boxers down, altogether, before taking his hardened cock into my hands.

      Holy shit.

      Zachary was...big.

      Possibly the biggest guy that I’d ever been with.

      “What’s wrong?” Zachary asked.

      “Nothing. I’m just not sure if this is going to fit in my mouth.”

      “The only way to know is to try.” Zachary grinned. “Might as well just go for it.”

      “Right. You’re right.” I took in a deep breath, before I slid my mouth over the tip of Zachary’s cock.

      He groaned in response, and I moved my mouth over his shaft even further, wanting to take as much of him as I could.

      When my mouth was full to capacity, I started to bob my head back and forth, sliding my lips alongside his shaft. At the same time, I used my tongue to swipe along the slit of his cock, wanting to work the most sensitive part of him, too.

      He groaned again, and I soon tasted his pre-cum, as it lined the back of my tongue.

      Fuck.

      Zachary tasted good.

      I wanted to taste him even more, and so I picked up the pace. The strokes of my mouth became quicker, firmer, and Zachary’s hips twitched in response.

      And then, he was coming, as strings of his cum shot right down my throat.

      “Fuck. You’re good at that.” Zachary’s breathing was uneven, as he pulled his cock out of my mouth.

      “Thanks.” I smiled up at Zachary. “But we’re done now, right? It’s over?”

      “Yeah. It’s over.” Zachary replied. “But tell me the truth. Were you actually thinking about me?”

      “Yeah. I was.” I admitted. “I guess, when you’re not being the absolute worst, you can be kind of attractive.”

      “Same to you.” Zachary laughed.

      Suddenly, the lights in the dorm room fizzled, before they completely faded out.
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        * * *

      

      “That...was fun.” Ashmedai still stood in front of us, his eyes that same color of bright red. “What an interesting little group of angels you are, especially you.”

      He turned towards me with a grin. “You are the apple of so many men’s eyes, just like your mother always was, too. At least until she met her match, of course.”

      “Give us a name.” Benjamin sounded like he was ready for a fight. “You said it yourself. You had your fun.”

      “Oh, son of many Nash’s, don’t be so embarrassed about your desires.” Ashmedai paused. “Or...is it not embarrassment, after all? Is it fear?”

      Ashmedai looked over at Zachary. “Are you afraid, too, dear Zachary? Are you afraid that two friends lusting after the same girl may cause a problem or two down the line?”

      “He can have her. I don’t want her.” Zachary replied.

      “Well, now, we both know that’s a lie.” Ashmedai sighed. “But a deal is a deal is a deal. And now, I will grant you what you wanted from me.”

      The glow in Ashmedai’s eyes burned even brighter. “The girl’s mother is named—”

      Ashmedai produced an awful sound, like he was choking on his own tongue. The sound continued, even as he gagged, even as his body spasmed back and forth. “Non erit tristis neque turbulentus!”

      Finally, the choking sound subsided, as Ashmedai looked me right in the eye. “You are Celeste Venoix. The true daughter of...Lilith.”

      As he spoke the name, Ashmedai burst into flames.

      And all that was left of him were ashes, gently floating through the night air.
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        * * *

      

      “Lilith’s daughter...how could you be Lilith’s daughter?” Benjamin stared over at me.

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “What does that even mean?”

      “It means that Ashmedai was probably lying.” Zachary scoffed. “It’s not like demons can’t lie or anything.”

      “Why would he lie to us, Zachary? We gave him what he wanted. He had a good time messing around in our heads.” Benjamin kept his gaze focused on mine.

      And I felt something clench between my legs.

      Shit.

      Real or not, I still remembered how Benjamin’s mouth felt on me.

      But I didn’t have time to daydream about that right now. “Why would he be lying about Lilith being my mother? How does that matter, anyway?”

      “Lilith is famously infertile.” Zachary blew out a heavy breath. “She can’t have children.”

      “How do you know for sure?” I asked.

      “I guess I don’t.” Zachary tilted his head to the side. “But everything we know about her says that she can’t, and if she could, why would she wait so long?”

      “Zachary’s right. It’s strange that Lilith would put off having children. If she could’ve produced an heir to Hell—” Benjamin stopped talking, mid-sentence. He then brought a hand to his head, as if he was chastising himself about something or another.

      “I...am a fool.” It was all Benjamin said, as he kept his hand in place against the side of his head.

      “What’s going on, Benjie?”

      “A direct descendant who’s prone to violence, but her bloodline led us back to Ashmedai, and not Abaddon? The Prince of Wrath?” Benjamin looked between Zachary and me.

      Ugh.

      I cringed, as soon as I heard Abaddon’s name.

      Not that guy again.

      “Abaddon is also the only prince so far who uses his descendants for chaos and violence. Why would he allow Ashmedai a chance to create demons in his name?” Benjamin’s eyes lit up with understanding. “Because they are working together.”

      “Princes of Hell don’t work together.” Zachary replied.

      “Yes, but I don’t think they’ve ever tried to usurp their current leadership, either.” Benjamin continued. “If the princes wanted to take over Hell, it would have to be a team effort.”

      Benjamin then turned towards me. “And if there was a revolution brewing in Hell, then that would mean they’d need to get rid of any potential heirs, too. When Lucifer and Lilith are gone, the only ones with a claim to the throne should be the Princes of Sin.”

      “But if Celeste is still alive...” Zachary’s words trailed off. “Shit. That means that Celeste can’t be alive.”

      “I’m sorry? Why can’t I be alive?”

      “Because you could challenge them for the throne.” Benjamin spoke in a low tone. “Because...you are...Celeste, you are—”

      “The Princess of Hell.” Zachary’s eyes went wide, as he spoke the words out loud. “Holy fuck.”
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        * * *

      

      “Celeste? Celeste!”

      Benjamin was whisper-yelling my name, but I ignored him as I continued to pack up my shit.

      I needed to get out of here ASAP.

      How could I be the Princess of Hell and currently be enrolled at the Angel Academy?

      Sooner or later, someone else was going to figure out who I was, and I couldn’t take that chance.

      Because I knew that if someone found out who I was, then they wouldn’t just hurt me.

      They’d hurt Charlie. They’d hurt Benjamin. And they’d hurt Zachary, too.

      If cooperating with a demon was enough to get someone expelled from the academy, then escorting the Princess of Hell right onto campus had to come with some kind of death sentence.

      The thought sent chills down my spine, as I threw yet another pair of socks into a garbage bag. “Benjamin. I already told you. I’m leaving. Don’t try to stop me.”

      “But Celeste—”

      “Benjamin!” I whisper-yelled right back at him. “I have to go. If someone finds out who I really am—”

      “Celeste, I know who you really are.” Benjamin shook his head. “You may be Lilith’s daughter, but you are nothing like her.”

      “Really? Because the night you met me, I’d just finished bashing a guy’s head in.” I reached for a pair of my boots. “Sounds like some pretty demonic behavior to me.”

      “You wouldn’t hurt someone, unless they deserved it.” Benjamin grabbed my wrist, stopping me from stuffing my shoes into the garbage bag. “There’s nothing hellish about you, Celeste, and just because Ashmedai told you of your parentage doesn’t mean that you’re anything like them.”

      “Right. I forgot. I’m Lucifer’s daughter, too, aren’t I?” I winced at the thought. “How am I even an angel, anyway? How do I even have wings?”

      “Lucifer was an angel.” Benjamin explained. “God’s favorite, before he fell. If you were truly his daughter, then of course you’d have wings. You are part angel.”

      “And part demon.” I offered, as I shifted the bag against my bedsheets. “Don’t forget about that part, too.”

      “That part doesn’t matter nearly as much as you think it does.”

      “Actually, it might.” Zachary joined the conversation, as he stepped into our dorm room. “Benjie, we don’t know what side she’s going to fall on. Maybe it’s best if we just let her leave?”

      “She’s going to fall on whichever side gives her a chance!” Benjamin was back to his whisper-screaming. “And if the angels reject her, where else is she supposed to go?”

      “Back to her old life?” Zachary suggested. “Come on, man. It’s not like anyone knows about her besides us, anyway. We can just tell Mrs. Deveraux that Celeste decided to leave the school—”

      “We can’t let her leave.” Benjamin then turned towards me. “Celeste. Do you hear me? You have to deal with this, head-on. There’s no escaping this one. If Hell is truly preparing for a revolution, then they’ll come for you.”

      “Yeah but leaving is kind of my specialty.” I shrugged at the memory of foster home after foster home. “And staying might get someone I care about hurt. I don’t know if I could live with that.”

      “Celeste, who do you think they’ll come after next?” Benjamin finally let go of my wrist. “If they can’t find you, then they’ll go after the ones you love, until there’s nothing left. That’s what demons do.”

      “So, what? I’m damned if I do, and damned if I don’t?” An unexpected sniffle made its way through my chest. “What do you want me to do, then, Benjamin? How do I—”

      A sob then broke free from my throat, and I took a seat on my bed in response. “How do I fix it? How do I fix it...”

      “You can’t fix it.” Benjamin took a quiet seat beside me. “And you can’t run from it, either. You have to stay, Celeste. And you have to fight.”

      “Fight for something bigger than myself?” I mocked. “Fight on the side of some war that I didn’t even know about last week?”

      “I can’t believe you’re going to make me do this.” Zachary sighed, before he nudged Benjamin out of his spot on the bed. Zachary then replaced Benjamin, now seated at my side. “Hey.”

      “Hey.” I replied to Zachary. “Are you going to help me finish packing or what?”

      “You remember how you told me that story? The one about the jacket you blew an irresponsible amount of money on?”

      “Yeah?”

      “It wasn’t about the jacket.”

      “What?”

      “How you felt, the hope, the specialness of the jacket...that wasn’t about the jacket, at all. That was about you.” Zachary continued. “You told me that you didn’t think that you were that special, so you never thought that you could be the person walking around in that jacket. But once you bought it, it made you special, right? It gave you hope about that.”

      “I’m not sure how that’s related, Zachary—”

      “You wanted to be special, Celeste. Hell, maybe you always knew you were, deep down, and that’s why everything’s felt so hard for you your whole life. You are special, but the world didn’t treat you that way.” Zachary murmured. “And now, you’re getting the chance to show everyone just how special Celeste Venoix really is, and you’re backing away from that?”

      “Weren’t you literally just saying that maybe I should go home?”

      “Look, I’m always going to suggest that maybe you should just go home. I don’t like you very much, Celeste. I thought we’d established that by now.” Zachary said, matter-of-factly. “But because I’m not a complete idiot, I’m not going to pretend like you’re not important, like having you on our side wouldn’t be a huge help.”

      Zachary then stood away from the bed. “Besides, I know you can do it.”

      “That almost sounded like you believe in me?” I asked, with a joking tone.

      “Hmm. I guess so.” Zachary gave me a barely-there smile.

      I then glanced back over at Benjamin. He looked so proud, as his eyes remained on Zachary.

      And in response, I ripped my garbage-bag-wannabe-suitcase apart with my fingers, as I nodded to myself. “Fine. If we’re doing this, then we’re doing this.”

      “You’re staying?” Benjamin’s words were hopeful.

      “I guess so.” I mirrored Zachary’s earlier phrase. “Besides, there’s nowhere to run, right? My mom can find me, wherever I go?”

      “She could, yes.” Benjamin reaffirmed my suspicions.

      “Alright then. I’m staying.” I watched as my belongings spilled out onto my bed. “Now, who’s going to explain all this to Charlie?”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re what?” Charlie was still half-asleep, as he squinted over at me. “I’m sorry. Who’s Lilith again?”

      “She’s the Queen of Hell.” I explained, for a second time. “And she’s also my mom.”

      “Your mom...is...the Queen of Hell?” Charlie slowly sounded out his words. “I’m not following.”

      “It’s simple, dude. Her mom is Lilith, which means that her dad is most definitely Lucifer. They somehow had a kid, dropped her off on the surface. And from what we’ve seen from other demons, it looks like Lilith didn’t want them saying her name, pretty much ever, which made it a little complicated when it came to talking to Ashmedai—”

      “Ashmedai, the Prince of Hell? Demon of Lust?”

      “Yep.” Zachary continued. “Anyway, yeah. We talked to him, got Lilith’s name, and then Benjamin with his super-sized brain realized that Abaddon and Ashmedai are probably working together, which is bad news for Celeste’s parents, since it means they might be getting a little coup-y.”

      “Best case scenario, they’re trying to take over Hell. Worst case scenario, they’re trying to take over...everything.” Benjamin added to the conversation.

      “And why does it matter? Even if Celeste is the...uh...”

      “Princess of Hell.” I suggested.

      Charlie gave me a grim nod. “Right. Why does it matter if Celeste is the Princess of Hell or not? What’s that got to do with the revolution?”

      “Celeste has a right to the throne. If her parents are overthrown, then she could always descend into Hell and become its rightful leader. It’s her blood-right.” Benjamin continued. “Which means, that a lot of demons are going to be after her, especially if the news spreads that she is the true daughter of Lilith and Lucifer.”

      “How could it spread, though? Who’s going to tell other people?”

      “Demons talk now, apparently.” Zachary sighed. “The direct descendant who attacked Celeste and me in our dorm room knew who Celeste was. Maybe others know now, too.”

      “The direct descendant?” Charlie shook his head. “Wait. You guys got attacked?”

      “Yep. Keep up, Charlie.” It was all Zachary said in response.

      “We need to go to Mrs. Deveraux.” Charlie shifted out of bed, as he stood to his feet. “We need to go right now. If something this big is brewing, then—”

      “We don’t know how she’d respond to the revelation that Celeste is Hell-born.” Benjamin gave Charlie a sorrowful look.

      “And what does that mean?”

      “It means that if Mrs. Deveraux decides to send Celeste to the council, none of us will ever see her again. She’ll probably be locked up somewhere, underneath the courthouse.” Zachary shrugged. “They couldn’t take a chance on her lying. What if she was lying, right now? What if she’d always known exactly who she was, and she just needed to infiltrate the academy to convince a bunch of dummies to help her out, somehow?”

      “Watch it.” Charlie’s words sounded like a threat.

      And Zachary held up his hands, as if in surrender. “Hey. I’m not saying that Celeste is lying. I’m just telling you what the council might say, what Mrs. Deveraux might think. There’s a whole thing between angels and demons, you know.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Charlie tugged at my shirt sleeve, signaling that he wanted to pull me aside.

      “Just give us a minute.” I directed the words to Benjamin and Zachary, as Charlie and I stepped off towards the dorm’s bathroom.

      Charlie closed the door behind us, as he gave me a panicked look. “We need to go. Right now.”

      “Charlie. No.”

      “Celeste. Listen to me.” Charlie brought his hands up towards either side of my face. “I love you.”

      “I know.”

      Those familiar, electric sparks danced across my skin.

      “I don’t know where we have to go, but we can’t stay here. I can’t watch you get hurt. I can’t watch you die. Not for them.” Charlie seemed like he was contemplating his every word.

      “There’s nowhere to go, Charlie. They’ll follow me, follow us, wherever we go. We just have to be brave—”

      “You don’t understand. I can’t watch you die, Celeste! You’re it. You’re all I have, the only thing left for me that’s good in this world. Don’t you get it? If you die, I might as well be dead, too.”

      “Charlie...” I stared into his deep, brown eyes. “I’m sorry, but there’s no other way. We have to stay. We have to fight this, the best that we can.”

      I brought my hands towards Charlie’s shoulders, as I peered up at him. “And you’re so freakin’ smart, Charlie. The smartest guy I’ve ever met. If anyone’s going to help us figure this whole thing out, it’s you—”

      My words were intercepted by Charlie’s mouth meeting mine. His kiss was desperate and rough, like it was the last time he was ever going to see me.

      And fuck.

      Maybe this really was the last time he was ever going to see me. For all I knew, I could be dead in the next five minutes.

      The rush of fear and adrenaline seemed to mingle in my veins, creating a sense of urgency that I’d never felt before.

      I needed Charlie, and it felt like if I didn’t have him within the next five minutes, then I just might die.

      I took a moment to subtly reach a hand out towards the bathroom doorknob, wanting to make sure that it was locked.

      It was.

      Good.

      I then felt Charlie pushing me up against the door, his body intertwining with mine as his leg slid in-between my thighs.

      I moaned at the contact, the electric shocks now taking over my body, making me feel like I just might explode with the pleasure.

      Charlie groaned, too, as he picked me up by my waist. In response, I wrapped my legs around his torso, with my back still pressed up against the door.

      It only took a few moments for Charlie to be inside of me, the head of his cock pressing into me with ease. I couldn’t remember when, exactly, he’d pushed my panties to the side, or when he’d taken off his boxers, the heady sensation of the angelic jolts making my thoughts fuzzy and useless.

      Shit.

      I wasn’t even sure if I could speak right now. All I could do was feel, feel Charlie moving inside of me, the tip of his cock pressing right up against my g-spot, feel the way he groaned into my neck as he kept his pace rhythmic and steady, feel the way my throat was growing hoarse with how loud I was screaming his name.

      “Charlie...Charlie...Charlie...” I whined, as my pussy tightened around his cock, and soon my hips rocked with the kind of orgasm I’d never had before.

      Holy shit.

      Sex with Charlie felt like...

      It felt like...

      Heaven.

      I wrapped my arms around the back of his shoulders as he continued to pump inside of me, chasing after his own release, too.

      When he’d found it, he groaned with a sense of finality, his body going still against mine. I pressed a kiss into his forehead in that same instant, wanting to feel even closer to him than I did, wanting us to live in that closeness for as long as we could.

      “Are you two finished with each other yet?” Zachary’s voice cut through our bittersweet moment together. “Celeste, we need to get back to our own dorm, before someone comes to check out all that screaming they probably just heard.”

      Charlie looked up at me and silently shook his head. “Celeste. Please. Don’t do this.”

      “I have to. I have to...” I whispered in return.

      And somberly, Charlie set my feet back down on the ground.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      “So, is he your boyfriend now?” Zachary asked, nearly as soon as I’d woken up.

      “We never talked about labels.” I replied, before I pulled my hair away from my face. “Why do you care, anyway?”

      “I don’t. I’m just making polite conversation.” Zachary continued. “Besides, it’s nice to have some sense of normalcy, isn’t it? In the midst of all this...bullshit.”

      “In the midst? You’re starting to sound like Benjamin.” I smirked.

      “Ehh. Maybe he has rubbed off on me, just a little.” Zachary sounded slightly amused. “You need to get going, though. Don’t want to be late for class, arouse any suspicion.”

      “Wait. I need to get going? What about you?”

      “I have a follow-up meeting with Mrs. Deveraux.”

      “Right, another super-secret meeting that you don’t think I need to know about.” I rolled my eyes. “Although, I think at this point you might as well tell me. You know a bigger secret about me, than I do about you.”

      “Well, tradition says that if I tell anyone about this before the week of the event, I’ll be cursed for the next seven years...” Zachary continued. “But fuck it. For all I know, I’ll be dead by morning.”

      Zachary then reached out beside him, before he pulled a blue binder into his grip. He then handed the binder to me, as a smirk came across his face. “Here it is. The biggest secret you were never supposed to know.”

      I opened the binder to its first page, and immediately shook my head in confusion. “Angel Academy’s 2019 Spring Formal?”

      “Yep. That’s right. Benjie and I are in charge of this year’s school dance.”

      “...And this was super-top-secret because?” I flipped through more of the pages, seeing various theme suggestions and detailed budget outlines. “Who cares what the school theme is this year? And why are you and Benjie overseeing everything, anyway?”

      “It’s the privilege of the valedictorian and the salutatorian to pick the dance themes each year. Of course, we won’t know the final results of our grades until we graduate as seniors, but we currently have the highest grades of the freshman class.”

      “Oh. I didn’t know that Benjamin was valedictorian. Good for him.”

      “Yeah, Benjie’s not valedictorian.” Zachary laughed. “And if he was half as smart as you thought he was, he would have never brought you here, in the first place.”

      “You’re valedictorian?” I made sure my question came out with as much disbelief as I could muster. “Can you even read? I’m serious. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you with a book in your hands.”

      “Fuck you.” Zachary laughed again, and it sounded like a genuine sound.

      I beamed with a sense of pride, and I wasn’t sure why.

      Why was I so happy to have made Zachary actually laugh?

      “What class is Mr. Toorin teaching today?” I asked. “I mean, does he teach anything besides biblical lineage?”

      “Languages. Latin. Hebrew. That sort of thing.”

      “Latin kinda’ feels like it’s a prerequisite course before you can even enroll at the academy...” I voiced my thoughts out loud, as I walked towards the dorm’s closet. Another thought then occurred to me, and I turned back towards Zachary with a question on my mind.

      “Hey, Zachary?”

      “Yeah?”

      “What happens after graduation?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “What happens after graduation?” I asked again. “I know it sounds like a stupid question, but I have no idea what the end goal is to any of this. What’s the point of graduating from the academy?”

      “Ehh. It’s no different from the same kind of colleges that humans enroll in, really. The end goal is similar enough.” Zachary shrugged. “The point of going to college is to get a good job. The point of going to Angel Academy is to get a good placement, when all is said and done.”

      “A good placement?”

      “Yeah. Depending on your skill level, when you’re finally assessed by the council, you can either end up stalking the city’s streets for the rest of your life, or in some soul-crushing office job, where your main source of joy is gossiping about your co-workers because the council determined that you couldn’t hold your own in a fight.” Zachary continued. “You could even end up with a seat on the council itself, which I guess is what Benjie’s been aiming for since the day he was born. There’s always been a Nash on the council.”

      “Has there ever been a Lancaster?”

      “Has there ever been a Venoix?” Zachary turned the question back on me. “Not all of us were meant to fly that high, Celeste. Being on the council is like being the president and the pope, all in one.”

      “I think you could handle that.” I replied. “I mean, especially if you end up being class valedictorian. I think that means that you could handle anything, angel-related.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. No need to kiss my ass. Being valedictorian doesn’t mean that I can get you a special parking pass or anything.” Zachary chuckled. “Seriously, though. Get to class, before Mr. Toorin marks you as late. We don’t need anyone asking a bunch of questions about you, Celeste. Not right now.”

      If I didn’t know any better, I would’ve thought that Zachary honestly cared about my well-being, but I knew that ultimately it was more about him needing to save his own ass again.

      “Right. Just let me get my uniform on.”
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        * * *

      

      Mr. Toorin’s class had been awful, but not more awful than it usually was.

      Today, he’d decided to focus in on languages, talking to us about prefixes and suffixes, and how our names potentially came to be. He’d even called on me, early in the class discussion, and asked me about my own.

      “Ms. Venoix?” Mr. Toorin walked right up to my seat, with a smile on his face. “What an interesting last name you have.”

      “Uh, thanks?” I was a little taken aback by the attention I was getting.

      “Do you know where it comes from?”

      “No idea.” I shook my head. “Sorry.”

      “Your parents never discussed with you any potential meaning of your name?”

      “No. I guess they just never got around to it.” I shrugged.

      “Hmm. Well, I’ll be happy to do the honors.” Mr. Toorin pushed up the glasses that rested on the bridge of his nose. “Venoix is composed of two different names. The German word vogel and the German word sang. On their own, vogel translates to bird and sang, of course, translates to song.”

      Mr. Toorin grinned down at me again. “Now, what about your first name? Did your parents ever bother explaining that?”

      “No.” I was growing embarrassed by the line of questioning, even though I knew that it wasn’t my fault.

      My parents hadn’t been in my life, because they’d been too busy running Hell.

      Still, there was a sense of shame about not really knowing where I came from, or what my name even meant.

      “Celeste. Your name means ‘heavenly’.” Mr. Toorin folded his arms against his chest. “You, Celeste Venoix, are a heavenly bird, singing a happy tune in God’s house. It’s a wondrous name for an angel, is it not?”

      An angel.

      Sure.

      “Yeah. It’s really pretty.” I agreed with Mr. Toorin, then turned my face down towards my textbook, desperate to get his attention off of me.

      The rest of the class had passed without any incident, as Mr. Toorin bounced around the room, explaining other students' names to the rest of us.

      I was ecstatic to finish with the class, and I hastily made my way towards the training room I’d so often shared with Benjamin.

      But my trek down the hall was intercepted by Mrs. Deveraux. She was wearing a bright, pink jacket, and her lips were curved into a welcoming smile. “Ms. Venoix.”

      “Mrs. Deveraux.” I slightly nodded to show my respect.

      “You do know that you’re not allowed to wear your jacket over your uniform, correct?”

      “I’ve...been told that a few times, yes.” My cheeks burned red, and my hands began to pull my leather jacket over one of my shoulders.

      However, Mrs. Deveraux waved her hand, as if she was waving off the entire issue. “I apologize. Today is not the day to enforce the uniform code.”

      “Then, what day is it?” I tried to hide the nervousness in my tone.

      Shit.

      Did she already know about who my parents were?

      Did she know about the fact that we’d summoned a demon last night?

      Neither of those were exactly great revelations, but I tried to keep my head up as Mrs. Deveraux stared back at me.

      “Today is gladius diem.” Mrs. Deveraux’s eyes shone bright. “The Day of The Sword.”
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        * * *

      

      I was standing outside on the quad, where a small group of students were seated and waiting for something.

      I even spotted Benjamin and Zachary among the seated students, with stoic expressions on both of their faces.

      What the hell was going on?

      “Ms. Venoix.” Mrs. Deveraux approached me from the side. “Are you committed to the cause?”

      “Yes?” I answered, unsure of where she was going with that line of questioning.

      “Well, dear, are you an angel, or are you not?” She asked with a wide grin.

      “Yes.” I nodded. “I’m an angel.”

      Kinda’.

      I kept that last part to myself, as Mrs. Deveraux took both of my wrists into her grip. She then pulled my arms out in front of me, until they were stretched all the way out. Lastly, she positioned my palms towards the open sky above me.

      “Call for a weapon.” Mrs. Deveraux still grinned. “Da mihi telum.”

      “Da mihi telum?” I repeated after Mrs. Deveraux.

      “Pray it to the angels and say it like you mean it.”

      “Da mihi telum.” I repeated the phrase again, and this time I turned my gaze up towards the sky.

      And then, I waited.

      And waited. And waited.

      It felt like at least ten minutes had gone by, as I stood there, standing and waiting for something to happen.

      Of course, as I waited, it dawned on me that if I was expecting anything from the angels above, then I wouldn’t be rewarded.

      Why should I have been?

      I was my mother’s daughter, after all.

      The angels’ refusal to assist me in any way, shape or form would’ve been the absolute worst way for the whole school to figure out my true identity.

      But I still hoped against hope that today wouldn’t be the day that I was kicked out of the academy or locked up somewhere forever.

      Please. Today can't be the day.

      Just then, there was a whooshing sound right by my ear, as if the air around it had been sliced with something clean and sharp.

      And then, a sword appeared in my hands.

      “Ferrum novum!” Mrs. Deveraux clapped with excitement, and the students outside on the quad seemed to follow her joyous lead. “A new blade! A new blade is among us all!”

      I looked down at the sword in my hands.

      It reminded me of Benjamin’s, but there appeared to be a few small differences, mainly in the hilt.

      My eyes moved over the intricate design of silver and gold, and when I realized that the twisted design showed what may have been a family symbol, my heart skipped a thousand beats.

      There was a silver snake, wrapping itself again and again onto an angel’s back, slithering between its golden wings.

      Lilith and Lucifer.

      My parents.

      My family.

      Could anyone else see the true design of the sword?

      I pressed my hand over the hilt, as Mrs. Deveraux patted me on my back. “Oh, Celeste. We’re so happy to have you here.”

      “I didn’t know that there was going to be a whole ceremony with the weapons.” I replied. “I guess I just thought people got them out of the weapons room.”

      “Yes, of course, you’re welcome to use the weapons room.” Mrs. Deveraux waved at a passing student. “But that sword is yours forever. Treat it as your companion, and it should serve you well.”

      She then moved her hands away from me completely, as she turned back towards the academy’s main hall. “We’ll talk later, you and I, won’t we?”

      “We will.” I answered.

      “Lovely. Just lovely.” Mrs. Deveraux let out a contented sigh, as she took the steps back into the nearest building.

      “I can’t believe that worked.” Zachary now stood in front of me, as he glanced down at my sword. “I seriously thought we were all going to have to make a run for it.”

      “Why wouldn’t it work? Celeste is an angel.” Benjamin stared down at my weapon, too. “And angels will always call to angels, despite what their parentage may be.”

      “Yeah, I guess you can’t choose your parents.” Zachary shrugged.

      “Hey, guys!” Charlie jogged up towards me, and soon wrapped his arm around my side. “What did I miss?”
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        * * *

      

      I swung my sword around, getting used to the weight of its blade in my hands, as I beamed from ear to ear.

      A new blade.

      I couldn’t explain it without sounding like a crazy person, but there was something special about my newfound weapon.

      It felt like it was connected to me, the same energy I felt all around the academy now simmering through the hilt of my sword, too.

      It wasn’t anything like when Charlie touched me, though, and I was starting to learn the difference between Heaven and Heaven.

      Heaven was a feeling that I could manage, something that warmed my soul and made me feel like I was one with the angels who walked these halls.

      Heaven was something different entirely, something primal that was unsatisfied with just a simple touch, always craving more and more.

      One reminded me of rapturous fireworks going off on the 4th of July.

      But the other was like a marching band, stomping right over my chest and heart.

      “It’s not customary to swing one’s weapon around during lunch.” Benjamin smiled over at me. “You should save your excitement for the training room.”

      “Yeah, you need to chill out before you take out an eye.” Zachary scoffed. “New blades are always the worst kind of people.”

      “Why didn’t you guys tell me about the sword ceremony?” I continued to swing the weapon in my hands.

      “We didn’t want to scare you.” Benjamin answered. “Since you were already a flight risk, telling you that you would have to receive your weapon in front of others may have upset you.”

      “Ehh. Benjamin didn’t tell you because he didn’t want to scare you. I didn’t tell you because I honestly forgot.” Zachary admitted. “I don’t usually go to those ceremonies. Barely made it on time for my own.”

      “Sounds about right.” I joked. “No offense, but you don’t seem like the type of guy who’s super interested in other people’s lives.”

      “You got me there.” Zachary smirked in my direction.

      “Look! Celeste!” Charlie sat down in the seat closest to me. “They have ice cream on the lunch menu today!”

      He then excitedly pointed to a mound of vanilla ice cream that currently sat on his plate.

      “Huh. That’s the first source of sugar I’ve ever seen on campus.” I held out my hand, waiting for Charlie to give me his spoon. When he’d passed it over, I dipped it into the dessert, and happily brought it towards my mouth.

      Whoa.

      It was freakin’ delicious.

      “Why does that taste so good?” I handed Charlie back his spoon, as I placed my sword at my side. “Is it like an angelic recipe or something?”

      “Nah. It’s just regular ice cream.” Zachary explained. “They bust it out the closer we get to the end of a semester. It’s like a pre-reward for almost hitting the finish line.”

      “Wait. The end of a semester? But I just got here.” Panic flowed through my voice. “What happens to my grades? I haven’t even taken any tests—”

      “Relax. It all averages out.” Zachary replied, as he slid Charlie’s tray of food over to his side of the table. He then grabbed his own spoon, before taking a bite out of Charlie’s ice cream.

      “Yes, Celeste. There’s no need to worry. There will always be next year.” Benjamin smiled, as Zachary slid Charlie’s food tray over to him, too.

      But Benjamin slid the tray right back to Charlie, who accepted it with a thankful grin.

      “Is there summer school?” I asked, as I quietly took my seat beside Charlie.

      “Summer classes are optional.” Benjamin replied. “Although, in your case, Celeste, I’d recommend you proceed with them. It’ll give you the opportunity to learn more about the academy, as well as discover more of your abilities.”

      “Abilities. Right.” I nodded. “Unfortunately, I think I’ve pretty much got all of those figured out. I can maybe raise the dead. I can make my hands into demon-killers. And I cannot, for the absolute life of me, see anyone’s wings, including my own.”

      “That is strange, yes.” Benjamin hummed. “The ability to see angel’s wings comes from being surrounded by angelic energy, which you have been for quite some time now.”

      “Well, I don’t know if I would say I’ve been here for ‘quite some time’.” I replied. “But yeah, I should probably be able to see them by now, right? I mean, even Charlie can see them.”

      “Charlie can see wings?” Benjamin turned his focus to Charlie.

      Charlie simply nodded, as he took in another bite of his ice cream. “I’m looking at a pair right now. That guy’s, right behind you. The ones that look like he dipped them in glitter.”

      Benjamin and Zachary both turned around, and Zachary soon gave an approving thumbs up to the angel seated behind us.

      “Wing deco. That’s a nice touch.” Zachary turned back around in his seat. “Micah must be trying to win ‘Best Dressed’ this year at the dance.”

      “Oh, he’s definitely going to win. Do you know how difficult it is to remove glitter from wings? He has to be an extremely dedicated man.” Benjamin replied.

      “Yeah, I would never put glitter on my wings.”

      “This? Coming from the same person who suggested we get matching wing tattoos together?”

      “Hey! I suggested that back in high school.”

      “And have you changed your mind since?”

      “Yes. I’d like to get even bigger tattoos.”

      Benjamin laughed at Zachary’s response. “I think that may be one mission I won’t be joining you on.”

      I looked around the cafeteria table, watching Benjamin and Zachary go back and forth about the pros and cons of getting their wings tattooed, watching Charlie enjoy the rest of his ice cream...

      And then I looked out onto the lunchroom as a whole, at Micah whose wings I couldn’t see, although I could tell that he was wearing makeup today, at other students huddled around a phone as they watched something with excitement in their eyes, at a few angels who kept to themselves, silently reading their textbooks or writing in leather-bound journals.

      This could work.I thought to myself, as a smile came over my face.

      Maybe I really could belong at the Angel Academy.

      But nearly as soon as I had such an uplifting thought, another one entered the back of my mind.

      My blood.

      My parents.

      The angel and the demon that created me.

      Were they the reason that I couldn’t see anyone’s wings? And could I ever truly fit in if I couldn’t even tell an angel from a human, at first glance?

      “Do you think it could be my parents?” I asked, out loud.

      “What?”

      “The reason I can’t see anyone’s wings.” I whispered. “Do you think it’s because of...you know who?”

      “Demons can see wings.” Benjamin replied. “I don’t think she would’ve affected you—”

      “Yeah, but Lucifer can’t.” Zachary shook his head. “At least, I don’t think he can. Not after being kicked out of God’s court.”

      “But is he not still an angel? Even when being thrown down from Heaven—”

      “He’s an angel by blood, right? The same way Celeste is, too.” Zachary answered. “But maybe God cursed his bloodline, the same way he did with Cain.”

      “A curse...” Benjamin hummed. “Or maybe even a way to protect future angels from Lucifer’s wrath. If he couldn’t immediately tell who was an angel and who wasn’t, he’d have a harder time exacting his revenge on innocent people.”

      “That sounds about right.” Zachary replied.

      “Great.” I sighed. “So, I’ll never be able to see angel wings. How cool.”

      “Never say never.” Benjamin offered me a hopeful smile.

      And I returned the expression, even though hopelessness was trickling down into my bones.
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        * * *

      

      “I think I had a weird dream.”

      Charlie and I were hanging out in my dorm room, both of us lying with our backs against the ground.

      “You wanna’ tell me about it?” I looked over at Charlie, whose focus seemed to be on the ceiling above.

      “Sure.” Charlie grinned. “I think you owe me, actually, after all the times I’ve deciphered a dream or two for you.”

      “Oh, well if you make it a whole obligation thing, then I’m no longer interested.” I grinned, too.

      “Yeah, you’ve had enough of obligations, I guess.” Charlie turned his head, until we were eye-to-eye. “It was so strange though, Celeste. It was like...we were back at the apartment, just you and me. And I was able to...touch you. Without any of those sparks. Like we were human or something.”

      “Uh, yeah. That wasn’t technically a dream, but it still kinda’ was? I don’t know. It’s hard to explain, but this demon basically was planting scenarios into our brains—”

      “I really don’t care what it was.” Charlie cut me off. “It just made me happy.”

      “It made me happy, too.”

      “Do you think that could ever be possible?” Charlie asked.

      “What? Us living together in an apartment again?” I smiled. “I’d move in with you in a heartbeat, Charlie.”

      “No. I meant do you think that things could ever go back to normal? Could we ever just be...human again?”

      I somberly shook my head. “No. Things can’t ever go back to the way they were.”

      “Why not?” Charlie’s words came out low. “I understand that you can’t leave now, that you want to help the other angels win whatever war might be coming up, but what about after that? What about when you’re just Celeste again, the bartender with a bad-ass attitude? What happens to you?”

      “Charlie.” I continued. “I think what you’re really asking is what’s going to happen to us.”

      “Yeah. I guess I am.”

      “We’re going to be fine.” I shifted, until I was close enough to Charlie’s frame to drape my arm across his chest. “We’re not going anywhere, okay?”

      Charlie gave me a barely-there smile, before he changed the subject. “What was with that demon, anyway? Why would he plant something like that in my brain?”

      “He was the Prince of Lust. It’s just what he does.” I shrugged. “He said he had fun, after everything was over, so I guess playing mind games is his idea of a good time.”

      “Benjamin and Zachary were with you, too, weren’t they?”

      “Yep.”

      “Did they have stuff like that planted into their memories, too? Sexual type of stuff?” Charlie asked.

      And I grimaced at the question.

      Benjamin’s mouth.

      Zachary’s cock.

      I’d tried to push those memories out of my mind, but so far, I’d been unsuccessful in my attempts.

      “Yes.” I answered honestly.

      “That must’ve been awkward, then. Everyone moaning or whatever in front of a demon.” Charlie laughed. “Did they tell you what they saw?”

      “Me.”

      “What?”

      “Me. They saw me.” I couldn’t lie to Charlie, even if a part of me worried about his reaction.

      But it wasn’t like Charlie and I had ever defined our relationship, and it wasn’t like those memories were real, either. I hadn’t been with anyone besides Charlie, not really.

      Even if I could still feel Benjamin’s tongue pressed against my skin.

      “They saw you...the same way that I saw you?” Charlie asked.

      “Yes.” I answered honestly, yet again.

      “And...you were there, too? You saw the same thing?”

      “Yes.”

      Charlie then tilted his head to the side. “What did you see, Celeste? When you were with them?”

      I immediately blushed at Charlie’s question. “Why do you want to know?”

      “Tell me everything.” Charlie’s tone wasn’t accusatory, seeming more like he was just curious about what happened with Ashmedai.

      “I was with Benjamin, after you.” I explained. “We were in the training room, and he—Charlie!”

      I yelped in surprise, as Charlie’s hand slid between my thighs and underneath my panties. His fingers quickly found my clit, and he began to idly stroke it as he spoke. “Keep going. Tell me all about it.”

      “He ate me out.” I tried to focus on my words, but Charlie’s fingers were applying more pressure as time went on. “And that was it. Then I moved onto Zachary—Ah!”

      One of Charlie’s fingers dipped down towards my pussy, as he swirled a digit around my entrance. “You’re wet. Thinking about those guys must really turn you on, huh?”

      “Yes.” My cheeks were burning red. “Are you mad?”

      “No.” Charlie shook his head. “I’m a modern man, Celeste. I don’t believe in owning a woman. It’s your body, you can do whatever you want with it. The only thing I’m concerned with is your heart.”

      Charlie then moved his hand away from me, as he pressed a kiss into my cheek. “In that dream, demon-vision, whatever, you said that you loved me for the first time. Is that how you really feel? Do you love me, Celeste?”

      “Charlie—”

      “It’s a yes or no question.” Charlie’s tone was firm. “I just need to know the truth.”

      “Charlie...” I hesitated. “I feel like if I say it, then it’s over.”

      “You think I’m going to leave you after you say you love me?”

      “No, I mean. It makes it real. It changes everything between us.” I sighed. “And it puts a target on your back that I’m not sure is there right now. Me saying those words to you would feel like I’m dooming you or something, especially with all this demon shit going down—”

      “Just. Say it.” Charlie pressed. “If you mean it, Celeste. Please, just tell me.”

      “Fine.” I looked into Charlie’s eyes, as I finally found the words. “Charlie Collins, I love you. More than anything.”

      “I love you, too, Celeste Venoix.” Charlie beamed, before he kissed me, soft and slow.

      And the rest of the world seemed to fade away.
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      “We’re not going to the usual training room?” I asked Benjamin, as we walked down the academy’s halls.

      “Not today.” Benjamin replied, as he turned down a corner. “I wanted to try something else with you, if you don’t mind.”

      I wondered if Benjamin was purposely avoiding the training room, not wanting to bring up those memories from Ashmedai.

      I wasn’t sure how I would’ve fared in the training room, either. It wasn’t like I’d been able to get those memories out of my mind and having Benjamin so close to me while we sparred couldn’t have made things any better.

      Hopefully, over time, the memories would fade, and we could get to our usual training schedule.

      The rest of our walk through the academy was mostly quiet, as we passed various buildings and sections of the school that I still hadn’t seen.

      Did Angel Academy go on forever?

      It sure seemed like it.

      Once we finally reached wherever we were going, Benjamin stopped in front of a giant, stone door.

      “Is it locked?” I asked, as I glanced at where the doorknob was supposed to be. Instead, it looked like there was a miniature sundial set in its place.

      Benjamin smiled, as his fingers moved the dial, not stopping until it was almost in a straight line. He then pushed it a little further to the left, before he took a step away from it.

      “No man shall know the day or the hour...” Benjamin continued. “Matthew 24:36.”

      I looked back down at the sundial, taking a closer look at the position of its hands.

      Matthew 24:36.

      12:36am.

      Benjamin had positioned the dial to resemble a specific time of day.

      “It’s a really old joke.” Benjamin grinned. “Get it?”

      “Yep. Sounds like some real angel-specific humor.” I grinned right back at him.

      He then pushed open the door, revealing a dark, brown room with a sunken ceiling. The only lights on in the place were near the very back wall, and it looked like they were just tiny candles, barely a flame burning between them.

      “Why is this room so dark?” I asked, as Benjamin closed the heavy door behind us.

      “It’s an artifacts room. Too much light could be bad for the antiques and weaponry.” He continued. “For that same reason, there’s very little air circulation in this room. Be mindful of your breathing.”

      “I’ll, uh, try my best.” I replied, as I stepped further into the room. The floor of the room had the same stone material as the door, except it was carved into a walkway that seemed to circle around the entire space.

      “Over here.” Benjamin waved a hand, and I followed right behind him. He then stopped in front of a glass display case, filled with different kinds of oddities.

      There was a set of arrows, some broken.

      There were a few loose bullets, but no gun.

      And there were hand-written letters, too, but I didn’t recognize the language.

      “What is all this?” I asked, as I peered down at the glass.

      “Unclaimed or lost items, all possessed by angels.” Benjamin answered. “From a very long time ago.”

      “Is this what you wanted me to see? A bunch of broken arrows?”

      “No. I wanted to see if anything called to you.” Benjamin kept his focus on the glass case in front of us. “If anything made you feel complete.”

      “I thought my sword was all that I needed to feel complete, at least as an angel.”

      “Yes, but sometimes there are other things, passed down through the generations. If you were meant to have anything from your parents, they may have left it somewhere on the surface for you, and the angels would’ve retrieved it and brought it here.”

      “Did your parents give you anything like that? Something passed down through the generations?”

      Benjamin looked over at me, before he placed his hand inside of his pocket.

      A second or so later, he pulled out his palm, and there was now a smooth, clear stone that sat in the middle of it.

      “I used it on you a few times, when we first met.” Benjamin smirked. “Before I thought that you might follow me willingly.”

      “What is that?”

      “It’s used to confuse my enemies, sometimes render them unconscious.” Benjamin explained. “But I have to be careful of my usage. It’s a rather draining little thing, but I can’t deny that it comes in handy, from time to time.”

      “Who gave it to you?”

      “My father.” Benjamin placed the stone back inside of his pocket. “It’s a Nash artifact. I plan on giving it to my own son, someday.”

      “What happens if you have a daughter?”

      “I’d be happy, either way.” Benjamin smiled. “Would you like to look around the rest of the room? See if there’s anything here that was meant for you to have?”

      “Sure.” I shrugged, then began strolling down the stone walkway. I passed more glass cases, some containing books, others containing weaponry, but none of it felt like it called to me. Although, I wasn’t exactly sure what called to me truly meant as far as angel stuff went.

      Did Benjamin mean I was supposed to hear a song in my head when I found something good? Would the heavens open and the angels rejoice?

      Who knew?

      I continued my walk through the room of artifacts, until I came across a necklace on display.

      The description beside it told me that it was forged out of limestone, and despite its age and appearance, it’d only been found circa 1998.

      Huh.

      That was the same year that I was born.

      Angelic energy. Source unknown.

      I wanted to ask Benjamin if it was against the commandments to randomly try on angelic jewelry, but that wouldn’t have mattered too much to me, anyway.

      I was going to try it on, regardless.

      I pulled the necklace away from the display, angling the stone into my palm.

      It was a lifeless color, just dull and gray and empty.

      But as it rested against my hand, I noticed that the sides of the stone seemed to be bleeding with color, as hues of green began to shade its outer edges.

      What the hell?

      I kept my attention on the necklace, and the colors continued to swirl against its rocky center, until the stone was completely covered in a moss-like shade of green.

      My confidence about putting the necklace on wavered, as it suddenly felt so much heavier in my hand.

      No.

      I needed to be brave.

      If this was meant for me, then it was meant for me.

      And unless my parents were complete psychopaths, then the necklace wouldn’t have been given the power to kill me, right?

      Right?

      I took in a deep breath as I brought the necklace down over my hair and let the stone rest against my chest.

      And that’s when my world went red, red, red.
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        * * *

      

      “They’ll kill her. They’ll kill my baby.” A woman with blonde hair and bright eyes sat atop a burning throne, her eyes wide with panic. “What are we going to do?”

      “I knew that we couldn’t keep her for long.” A man with long, brown hair and pale, white skin sat in a burning throne of his own. “They’ll drive themselves mad with jealousy. They’ll rip our daughter to shreds—”

      “Lucifer!” The woman cried out. “I am completely aware of what they will do to our child! Do you not hear my woes?” She then moved away from her throne, as she walked over towards him. “Do you wish to torment me? All because I dreamed of a child?”

      “There was a reason the angels did not grant your prayers, my love.”

      “The angels did not grant my prayers because they despise me! They always have.” She rested a hand against her stomach. “They forced me to take matters into my own hands, just like I did with Eve in the garden.”

      “You doomed her.”

      “I freed her.” The woman growled. “No woman should be created to serve any man. You would not love me half as much as you do, if I bowed down to your every whim.”

      “This is true.” Lucifer grinned at the woman. “Although, it would make trials such as these non-existent if you’d listened to me in the beginning, my love.”

      “Yes, but the trial is here now. No need to imagine a world without it.” The woman sighed. “Is there no way that you can control your Princes of Hell? Do they no longer respect their king?”

      “They respected my word on the understanding that I would never have an heir to the throne. They imagined that one of them would someday take my place as ruler here.” Lucifer continued. “And now that I’ve killed their dream of kingship with the birth of our daughter as next-in-line, they no longer respect my words.”

      “Tell them you will still choose one of them to be king! Assure them that our child is no threat to their way of life—”

      “But we could never know for sure, could we, my love? Our daughter could always come into power, if she wants. She could always command her place on the throne and ask whoever sits on it to step aside. The princes do not like the reality of their situation.”

      “And so, we must bow to their wishes.” The woman’s voice was lined with contempt. “We must give them what they want? Our child must die?”

      “Lilith, she does not have to die.” Lucifer continued. “But she cannot remain in Hell.”

      “But she is an infant.” Lilith cried. “If she is not with me, then she is dead. And if I am not with her, then I am dead, too.”

      “The people on the surface will take care of her.” Lucifer’s tone was steady. “We will make sure of it.”

      A child’s sobs tore through the room, and Lilith’s lips curved into a smile. “If she is to leave my side forever, then I will enjoy the moments I have left beside her, even in her tears.”

      “Qui totum vult totum perdit....” Lucifer murmured, once Lilith was out of sight.
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        * * *

      

      “Celeste? Celeste!” Benjamin’s voice was at my ear. “Celeste! Wake up!”

      I opened my eyes and tried to focus on something, anything.

      Eventually, my gaze landed on Benjamin’s own.

      “Celeste...your eyes...” He murmured, as he stared down at me.

      Fuck.

      Had I passed out or something?

      Benjamin looked terrified.

      “They’re red. Why are they red?” He whispered his next question.

      “I don’t know.” I replied, as I closed my eyes again, no longer wanting to see that look on Benjamin’s face.

      Why was he looking at me like I was a demon straight out of his nightmares?

      I couldn’t handle that, not coming from him.

      Not coming from one of the kindest people I’d ever met.

      “The necklace.” Benjamin continued. “Celeste, I came over as soon as I heard you fall. But why were you wearing the necklace?”

      “I guess it called to me.” I replied, with my eyes still closed. “I think I saw them, Benjamin.”

      “Saw who?”

      “My parents.” I answered, as I took in a breath. “Lilith...she looks just like me. Except older. And my dad—”

      “You mean Lucifer?” Benjamin corrected.

      Lucifer to you.

      Dad to me.

      I didn’t have the energy to argue, though, so instead I just nodded along. “Yes. Lucifer. I saw him, too.”

      “Did you say anything to them?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “It was like I was watching an old memory. I’m not sure they could even see me, or if I was even really there.”

      “A memory amulet.” Benjamin hummed, and then I heard what sounded like the necklace hitting against his own chest.

      I opened my eyes at that, just in time to see Benjamin staring down at the amulet.

      But it wasn’t turning green, not like when I’d touched it.

      It was still that same, limestone gray.

      “Your eyes are back to normal.” Benjamin smiled down at me. “Good.”

      “Sorry. It must be hard for you to deal with the fact that one of your friends is a demon.” I faked a smile right back at him.

      “Celeste. You’re not a demon.”

      “I’m part-demon, at least.”

      “And are we really going to say that we’re just friends?” Benjamin asked. “Especially after the visions with Ashmedai—”

      “We don’t need to talk about that right now, do we?” I brought my feet closer to my chest. “Not if you don’t want to, I mean.”

      “I have no problem discussing it, Celeste. I’m not ashamed of what I want.” Benjamin replied. “Are you?”

      “No.” I answered. “But I’m not sure I know exactly what you want from me, Benjamin. I’m not an angel like you, no matter how many classes I take, no matter how much I train. I mean, hell. I can’t even see wings.”

      “I don’t care about any of that, Celeste. I just care about you.”

      “I care about you, too, Benjamin.” There was a sudden appearance of that same, angel electricity, as it floated just above my fingertips.

      “Can I kiss you?” Benjamin whispered, and I responded with a nod.

      Benjamin’s kiss was measured and leisurely, like we simultaneously had all the time in the world, but we were still running on someone else’s clock.

      His kiss matched his personality to a T.

      I smiled into it, as I positioned my hands on Benjamin’s shoulders.

      Fuck.

      The electricity sparking from my palms seemed to mingle with whatever sparks were shooting off from Benjamin’s skin, and I would’ve sworn that I was melting into a puddle.

      I pushed Benjamin away, as a realization dawned on me, mid-kiss. “We probably shouldn’t be making out in the artifacts room.”

      “Why not?”

      “Benjamin.” I lightly chuckled at his reply. “We could get in big trouble, couldn’t we? Besides, didn’t you mention something about breath control? I don’t want someone to find us passed out with our pants down, do you?”

      “Why would our pants be down?” Benjamin grinned. “Is there something on your mind, Celeste?”

      “Benjamin, I’m serious—” He interrupted me with another kiss, and I leaned right into it.

      Oh well.

      I guess someone was going to find us passed out with our pants down, but I honestly didn’t care.

      Not when kissing Benjamin felt this good.

      As Benjamin’s hand went down towards my thigh, an alarm blared throughout the room.

      “I thought classes were over for the day.” I leaned away from Benjamin, before I glanced up at him.

      “They are.” Benjamin moved away from me, and  offered me a hand to pull myself up from the ground. “Which means that we need to get to our stations.”
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        * * *

      

      Garry’s Funhouse was in ashes.

      I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t think.

      My second home was gone, just like my first.

      Benjamin, Zachary, Charlie and I were standing in position, waiting for our turn to investigate the scene for ourselves.

      We weren’t allowed to get any closer than we were, standing on the other side of the road. The police and firemen had been called in, and we were giving them a chance to do their jobs.

      “When they’re gone, we’ll survey the area.” Benjamin assured me, as he took a step closer to my side. “Celeste?”

      I still didn’t have any words to say, as I looked over at the caved in sign.

      As I stared at the remnants of the bar, an ambulance’s whine made its way through the streets. Once the vehicle was parked in front of what was left of Garry’s, I silently watched as two EMTs hopped out of the back of car.

      They then rushed towards the ashes of the bar, gloves on their hands and stethoscopes around their necks.

      Wait.

      Was there someone in the building? When it burned down?

      No!

      Anxiety rushed through me, and before I’d even realized it, I was halfway across the street.

      “Celeste!” Benjamin called after me, but I couldn’t stop myself, even if I’d wanted to.

      I had to know if he was okay.

      I had to.

      As I approached the EMTs, they looked at me with a confused stare. “Ma’am, this is an active emergency scene—”

      “Is he dead?” I asked, my voice trembling. “Is he?”

      “Ma’am, please. We need our space—”

      “Just tell me the truth!” I screamed, as my hands shook with an unspeakable rage. “Please. Please, please, please. Just tell me.”

      One of the EMTs, a man with kind eyes and a tanned skin quietly responded. “This man was dead, even before we got here. There’s nothing more that we could do for him. I’m so, so sorry.”

      “How did he die?” The rage inside of me boiled, but I managed to keep it out of my voice. “Do you think it was the—Do you think he died quickly?”

      “Typically, in fire-related deaths, the smoke gets to people before the fire ever has a chance to. So, yes, there’s a good chance that this man died of smoke inhalation, and he didn’t feel a thing.”

      “Thank you.” I nodded down at the EMTs, as I walked away from the scene, and headed back across the street.

      “Celeste! You can’t just do that. You could’ve blown our cover—”

      “Garry’s dead.” I turned my attention towards Charlie as I spoke.

      “What? Are you sure?” Charlie asked.

      “I just saw the body.” I replied. “He was nearly charred to a crisp.” I tried to suppress the recent memory, not wanting to remember Garry like that, ever.

      Garry was the life of the bar.

      He wasn’t a corpse, barely recognizable due to the flames that tore away his skin.

      “Couldn’t you just bring him back?” Charlie suggested. “When they roll him away to the coroner or wherever, couldn’t you just follow them and—”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I wouldn’t even try.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t want to bring back a zombie.” My eyes welled with tears and frustration. “When I brought you back Charlie, you never looked that bad, not once. But Garry was—Oh my God.”

      The reality of the situation hit me all at once, and I doubled over to rest my hands on my knees.

      Garry was dead. Garry was dead. Garry was dead.

      And he wasn’t coming back.

      “How could this have happened?” I asked no one in particular. “Yeah, the bar was old as hell, but Garry always kept up with fire safety, followed all the codes. He wouldn’t have let this happen.”

      “That’s why we need to survey the area.” Zachary responded. “It may not have been Garry’s fault here.”

      “What are you saying?” I snapped my head up towards Zachary. “Are you saying that it might be my fault?”

      “I’m saying that demons talk, and maybe the one that possessed Charlie started spreading some shit around, about how he saw the daughter of Lilith at this bar.” Zachary continued. “No one’s saying that it’s your fault, Celeste, but this might have been some demon retaliation.”

      “Retaliation against what? Against who? I haven’t done anything to them.”

      “You exist.” Benjamin answered, with his tone filled with sorrow. “That seems to be enough to antagonize them.”

      “But we don’t know anything for sure, right?” Charlie looked back at me. “Celeste, this may have just been an accident, okay? We have to take the time to look into it. I need you to stay calm, okay?”

      “I am calm.” I replied through gritted teeth. My rage felt like it was hitting a fever pitch, and my palms suddenly felt so warm.

      “Celeste. Your hands.” Benjamin nodded down towards them. “Control yourself.”

      “I am in control.” The golden warmth in my hands dissipated, as I turned to look back at the burned down bar. “And you’re right, Charlie. We’ll just have to wait and see.”
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        * * *

      

      We waited until the police and the EMTs were gone, seemingly taking a break from the crime scene.

      Maybe they needed to pick up some more yellow tape.

      “I’m not seeing anything here too unusual for a natural fire...” Benjamin spoke, as he stood off to the side of the ashes. “I see no evidence of demonic activity.”

      “Me neither.” Zachary replied, while peering down at the bar’s burned down sign. “Could this have just been an arson case? Celeste, did Garry happen to owe anybody a lot of money?”

      “No.” I answered. “Garry was a lot of things, but shady wasn’t one of them. Everything he did was legal, on the up and up.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” My response came out pointed. “And don’t ask me anything else like that, alright?”

      “Got it.” Zachary backed off, as he walked towards another edge of the bar’s remnants.

      “Celeste...” Charlie was right beside me, with a wary expression. “I think I might have found something.”

      He bent over the ashes, before he pulled something out of them, something brittle and half-broken.

      He handed it over to me, gently placing it in my palm.

      Once I looked down at the object, I desperately wanted to scream.

      I wanted to cry.

      I wanted to run.

      And I wanted to never look back.

      “What is that thing?” Charlie asked, as he squinted down at it to get a better look.

      “It’s half of an amber chain.” That was all I had in me to say, as terror began to course through my veins.
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        * * *

      

      “This can’t be.” Mrs. Deveraux held the chain in her hands.

      “We found it at the scene.” Benjamin explained, as we sat across from her in the main office. “It was the only thing that remained.”

      “Almost like that’s all they wanted us to find.” Zachary joined the conversation. “Like they were taunting us or something.”

      “Michael forged these himself.” Mrs. Deveraux’s eyes never left the chain in her palm. “They cannot fail. They could never fail.”

      “Are you supposing that it’s a trick, then?” Benjamin asked.

      “Yes. It has to be.” Mrs. Deveraux set the chain down onto her desk. “A demon must want us to believe that one of the Princes of Hell was able to escape, even though it’s not a possibility.”

      “Not a possibility?” Zachary scoffed. “Would it be less possible than the council not being able to locate an angel-born child? No offense, Mrs. Deveraux, but I’m starting to think that a few more things are possible than what the council is able to imagine.”

      “Michael’s failure is not in the realm of possibility, and it is not up for discussion.” Mrs. Deveraux’s eyes flared with fury. “And you all may now leave my office.”

      “Wait. Mrs. Deveraux, what if one of the princes has really escaped? Shouldn’t we put the school on high alert?” Benjamin leaned towards the desk. “How could we go on as normal, knowing what we know about the chain? There has to be something in place to keep people safe.”

      “Mr. Nash, we are put in place to keep people safe.” Mrs. Deveraux’s tone was severe. “If we cannot protect the Angel Academy, then we can protect nothing.”

      “So, what? You want us to just act like there’s nothing going on? Like there isn’t potentially some Father of Sin out there, wreaking havoc on—”

      “You have no evidence for your claim, Mr. Lancaster, and your wild theories are beginning to upset me.” Mrs. Deveraux held up her hand. “Now, if you are able to present evidence to back up your claims, then I will listen to your theories once more. Until then, all we know is that there are demons and demonic energy, like there’s always been, and like there always will be.”

      “Mrs. Deveraux, please—”

      “The school is safe. You all are safe. Now, please. Return to your studies.”

      “Mrs. Dever—”

      “I said return to your studies!” She yelled, with her hand still held in the air. “And tell no one of what you saw. We don’t want to cause any unnecessary panic, especially not so close to the end of the semester. Students need to preserve their energy.”

      Whoa.

      I’d never heard Mrs. Deveraux raise her voice like that before.

      I wasn’t sure she was even capable of it.

      “We won’t say a word.” I assured Mrs. Deveraux, before I stood up from my seat. “Thank you for your time.”

      “Always happy to speak with my students.” Mrs. Deveraux smiled, even though I could tell that there was still something burning behind her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      “What the hell was up with Mrs. Deveraux back there?” Zachary asked, as we all gathered around the quad.

      “Yes, she was acting rather strange. It’s unlike her to be so...illogical.” Benjamin replied, before he took a seat on the grass. “It was almost like she was in denial.”

      “She was.” I took a seat beside Benjamin, before I folded my legs underneath me. “It makes sense, too.”

      “How so?”

      “She loved Michael, didn’t she?”

      “What?” Zachary’s shock came through in his question. “What are you talking about, Celeste?”

      “You guys never picked up on that?” I asked. “It was one of the first things I figured out about her. She loved Michael, and whether or not they were a couple, she was heartbroken when he sacrificed himself for Angel Academy, to rid the world of sin. So, of course, us busting into her office and telling her that the man she loved sacrificed himself for nothing, that he took himself away from her for nothing...she’s not going to be too receptive to that.”

      “That’s a damn good theory.” Zachary sighed. “You know, I’ve never been able to tell how old Mrs. Deveraux really is.”

      “You can never tell with the angels on the council. One of the gifts from Heaven.” Benjamin continued. “They get to live for such a long time.”

      “Yeah, no wonder you’re trying to secure a sweet spot for yourself.” Zachary nudged Benjamin in the arm. “You get to basically live forever and you’ve got job security for the next thousand years? I might need to think about getting onto the council for myself.”

      “I never said I wanted to be on the council.” Benjamin replied.

      “What? But there’s always been a Nash on the council.”

      “Yes, well, it seems that the council may be more susceptible to earthly emotions than I thought.” Benjamin shook his head. “If Mrs. Deveraux is willing to put everyone at risk, just so she can preserve her image of the angel she loved, then I have no interest in swearing my loyalty to someone as blinded as her.”

      “You can’t fault her for being in love, Benjamin.” I shrugged. “It’s a hard thing to shake.”

      “Benjamin wouldn’t know anything about that.” Zachary smirked. “He’s a robot, remember?”

      Memories of Benjamin and I kissing in the artifacts room flooded my brain.

      Funny.

      Benjamin didn’t kiss like he was a robot, and from the way he’d been insulted by me referring to him as my friend, I didn’t think he was interested in pursuing a robot-like relationship with me, either.

      “I’m not a robot.” Benjamin replied. “I’m just in control of my emotions. I live with them, not for them.”

      “Ah, yes. The Nash family motto.” Zachary joked.

      “So, what’s the plan? What are we supposed to do?” Charlie frantically looked between us all. “If there’s a demon or a prince demon or whatever you guys call them, he must be headed right for Celeste, right?”

      “Probably so.” Zachary replied.

      “Then how the hell do we keep her safe?” Charlie shot me a nervous glance. “Celeste, how are we supposed to keep you safe?”

      “I have no idea.” I admitted. “If a direct descendant or whatever could make her way onto the academy’s campus, then what’s stopping a Prince of Hell from doing the same thing? Especially if we’ve still got our guard down.”

      “Nothing. There’s nothing stopping him...” Benjamin continued. “Nothing, except for us.”

      “Nothing, except for us.” Zachary repeated. “Sounds good enough to me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      I stared at the flyer, all decorated in neon shades of pink and green.

      I couldn’t believe Mrs. Deveraux was just going to act like everything was fine, like it was totally okay to still have a dance like this on campus.

      It’d been a full week since we’d told her about Garry’s Funhouse and the amber chain that was found in the remnants of the bar.

      I winced at the memory of Garry’s corpse, burnt and nearly unidentifiable, and then I continued down the hall. Today was going to be my first ever testing day at the academy, and I was nervous enough about passing.

      I didn’t need the added stress of thinking about a Prince of Hell coming after me, too.

      Although, ever since we’d found the chain, demonic activity around the city had basically gone quiet.

      Maybe Mrs. Deveraux had been right. Maybe it was just some demon, playing a trick on us.

      I tried to believe that.

      I really did.

      But I just couldn’t shake the feeling that something bad was on the horizon.

      When I entered Mr. Toorin’s classroom, he was seated at his desk, with a huge stack of papers adorning its surface. “Take one. Sit down. No note sharing. No talking. And certainly, no cheating.”

      I pulled a sheet of paper from the top of the pile and took a seat near the back of the quiet classroom.

      I then glanced down at the sheet, and suddenly felt like I was reading another language.

      Question A: Which one of these is a Latin preposition?

      
        	Inut

        	Ex

        	Sinus

        	Pro

      

      Question B: Terah begat Haran. Haran begat Lot. Lot begat two tribes; which of these was one of them?

      
        	Moabites

        	Cushites

        	Jebusites

        	Reubenites

      

      

      As the questions went on, my brain went blank.

      I didn’t know any of this shit.

      I hardly knew enough Latin to hold my own in a fight.

      I started to panic, as I realized that I was definitely going to fail my first test at Angel Academy.

      But then a wave of calm passed over me, as I remembered what Benjamin and Zachary had told me about how the grades would work here.

      Everything was cumulative, right?

      So, even if I completely blew my first semester, I should be able to make it up somehow.

      Besides, there was always summer school.

      I then lightly chuckled to myself, as I thought back on one of my earliest conversations with Zachary, about how I was more of a fighter than a reader.

      Judging by the failing grade I was sure to get in this class, it seemed like that was shaping up to be the truth.

      I flew through the rest of my test with a shrug, guessing at my answers, having had no mental space to retain anything outside of what was necessary to survive.

      I needed to know that I was Celeste Venoix, daughter of Lilith and Lucifer.

      I needed to know that Charlie loved me, and I loved him.

      And I needed to know how to pray to the angels, how to bless my weapons and how to heal myself during a fight.

      I didn’t need to know who begat whom, or different elements of Latin.

      At least, not right now.

      I was the first to leave the classroom, and I even heard an impressed whistle come out of one of my classmate's mouth, quickly followed by a loud shush from Mr. Toorin.

      Ha.

      If they only knew how unimpressed with my testing time they really should’ve been.

      I then made my way back out into the rather silent halls of the academy, as I walked by a group of students with their heads huddled over a shared textbook.

      Their testing time with Mr. Toorin must’ve been next.

      Huh.

      I wondered how many students would be cooped up in their rooms studying, or completely distracted with acing Mr. Toorin’s test.

      I then tried to run some mental calculations about whether or not I could get to the artifacts room and back to my own dorm in the next few minutes, while everyone at the academy appeared to be otherwise preoccupied.

      Ever since we’d discovered the possibility of a Prince of Hell being free on the surface, I’d been thinking about swiping the limestone amulet. But since I imagined that taking such a thing would be completely against the academy’s rules, I didn’t want to involve any of the guys, not wanting to sully their reputations all because I was in the mood to be a thief.

      I adjusted my jacket over my shoulders, as I continued down the hall, making sure that my face was as stoic as possible. I didn’t want to raise any suspicion, which also meant discouraging any kind greetings or invites to hang out after lunch.

      The more I’d been on the campus and had hung around the angels, the more I'd come to realize that they truly were their own community. They were nice to me, and it made me feel awful that I continually pushed them away.

      But I had to. I couldn’t risk befriending anyone right now, not when there was a target on my back.

      Maybe I could try to make more friends next year.

      The thought comforted me, as I turned down a corner, the artifacts room now in my line of sight.
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        * * *

      

      I dream of you, world-ender.

      I sought you in the night.

      I've seen what you do to beautiful things.

      And I long to be by your side.

      

      I pray for you, world-ender.

      I long to see your face.

      I've seen what you do to beautiful things.

      And I wish to take her place.

      

      There was a woman singing a haunting melody, her voice lilting and light.

      And everything around me was so impossibly warm.

      “Lilith. We must give the child to the surface. Now.” Lucifer warned. “Our window is closing. The angels will not grace us like this again.”

      “And why do you suppose they’ve graced us, at all?” Lilith growled. “They’d do anything to see me weak, to see me suffer.”

      “They do not wish harm on our child, Lilith. They know that she is an innocent.”

      “Then, they should let me go to the surface, too. They should let me care for her. How will she survive without her mother?”

      “You are not her mother.”

      “I birthed her!” Lilith screeched. “I bled for her. She is as mine as much as she ever was that other woman’s.”

      “Yes, but it was a forced surrogacy.” Lucifer sounded so sad. “A part of me regrets indulging you in that. If I’d been stronger against you, you would not be in so much pain, my love.”

      “Are you not in pain, as well, my king? She is your daughter, too.”

      “I will mourn each day for what I’ve lost, for what we’ve had to do.” Lucifer sighed. “But still, it must be done. Here, Lilith, hand the child to me.”

      Lilith hesitated, but eventually passed the child to her husband. “Will she forget me?”

      “She will forget all of us. She is not old enough to remember.”

      Lilith looked as if she was going to cry.

      But then, she reached for the green necklace around her neck. She hastily pulled it away from her skin and offered it to Lucifer. “Give her my memories. The most precious ones.”

      “My Queen...” Lucifer was stunned. “You would give up your most treasured source of witchcraft, all so that a child may remember you someday?”

      “Yes.” Lilith offered Lucifer the necklace again. “I don’t care if it weakens my strength. I’ll find a way to recover. Just. Give her this. Add this to her journey. Please. I can’t bear the thought of my own child not recognizing my face.”

      “I’ll see if I can secure passage for this, too, my love.” Lucifer then walked out of the room.

      And Lilith continued to sing, although her tone shifted from lilting and light to dark and entirely hopeless.

      

      How could you forget me, my Venus?

      How could you forget me, my stars?

      How could you forget me, my love?

      How could you forget what’s ours?

      

      Come back to me, my Venus.

      Come back to me, my stars,

      Come back to me, my love.

      And we will take back what is ours.
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        * * *

      

      “Spring formal tonight! Whoo!” Micah hollered right in my face, before he spun out onto his feet. “Are you ready to dance, new girl?”

      “I’m good. Thanks.” I kept my tone reserved, but I offered him a small smile. “You look good, though. Love the purple tux.”

      “And? The wings?” Micah did another spin, this time circling in place. “What do you think?”

      “They’re perfect.” I nodded, even though I couldn’t see a thing. I was hoping that he still had them all glittered up and pretty, but how the hell would I know for sure?

      “Thanks. I worked pretty hard on them.” Micah grinned, before he patted me on the shoulder. “See you around, Celeste Venoix.”

      “See you around.” I repeated Micah’s words, then leaned against the empty wall beside the auditorium door.

      I still couldn’t believe this dance was actually happening, but I’d decided to go along with it, anyway. What was the point of fighting against the tide?

      There’d still been no demonic activity, even days after the last test had been doled out, so I was starting to feel a little less anxious about everything.

      I’d even decided to dress on theme for the dance, adding a pair of dark sunglasses to my typical streetwear ensemble of a leather jacket, dark t-shirt, black jeans and black boots to match.

      I was going for 80s biker chic, but no one had commented on the look so far.

      “80s biker cool-girl-chic.” Zachary appeared out of the corner of my eye, already wearing a grin on his face. “I like it. Minimal effort, but I like it.”

      “I’m surprised you got what I was going for. None of the other angels have commented on it so far.” I smiled back at him. “And you’re supposed to be? A pirate?”

      I eyed Zachary’s outfit up and down, taking in the brown, knee-length boots, the black leather pants tucked into them, the heavy, hazel-colored jacket, the matching hazel-colored buccaneer hat, and the complete lack of any kind of shirt underneath.

      Zachary’s bare chest was on full display, including his chiseled abs.

      Oh.

      I’d never seen Zachary with his shirt off before.

      I tried to pretend like I was unaffected, still keeping my tone light and joking. “You know that the theme was supposed to be set in the 1980s and not the 1680s, right? Didn’t you help plan this dance?”

      “I did, and Benjie and I were in some pretty heavy disagreement over the theme for this year. He wanted colorful, fun escapism and I wanted rogue heroes and swashbuckling.” Zachary continued. “But he felt like the pirate thing was a little too close to our real lives, with the sword-fighting and whatnot.”

      “Nah. I think it looks alright.”

      “Thanks.” Zachary nodded, before he peeked inside the auditorium. “Wow. The place is packed.”

      “Did you think that it wouldn’t be? There’s not a lot for people to do around here.”

      “That’s true. I was just worried that people would—” Zachary stopped himself short.

      But I playfully nudged him in the arm, wanting him to continue with his thoughts. “What in the world were you worried about, Zachary Lancaster?”

      “That no one would come to my party.” Zachary chuckled. “I know it’s dumb.”

      “That’s not dumb. Everyone wants people to like them.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t usually care if people like me or not. Who cares what people like, right? People have no taste.”

      “Not to ruin your vibe or anything, but I think you might care a little more about what people think than you’re willing to admit to yourself.”

      “Whatever.” Zachary chuckled again, as he headed into the party. “Are you coming or what?”

      “I’ll be inside. Just gimme a sec.”

      “Whatever you say.”

      I turned back towards the hallway, just in time to see Charlie walking up to me. He was wearing a huge smirk, and an all-white tuxedo, complete with his hair styled into a pompadour and glittering black pumps on his feet.

      “Is everyone just refusing to dress on theme for this party or what?” I laughed, as I glanced over Charlie’s outfit. “Didn’t the theme say 80s? Why are you dressed like disco’s still cool?”

      “Because disco is never going to die.” Charlie’s smirk grew even wider. “Speaking of people not dressing on theme, why are you dressed like you’re in a biker gang from the 50s?”

      “Because leather jackets will never die.” I played on Charlie’s words as I beamed back at him. “Ready to go in?”

      “Oh, baby.” Charlie pulled a wide-tooth comb, seemingly out of nowhere, and used it to press his pompadour back just a little further. “I was born ready.”

      “You’re completely ridiculous. You know that?” I couldn’t stop laughing, as Charlie and I made our way inside of the auditorium.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh wow. Are they serving alcohol here?” I pointed towards a table that glowed with drinks of various reds and blues.

      “Nah.” Charlie explained. “I heard some guys talking about it on my way over here. They just bless the drinks to get ‘em that super cool color.”

      “The angels are okay with that?”

      “Looks like it.” Charlie smiled. “I’m starting to think that the angels are some seriously mysterious beings. The longer I stay here, the less I understand.”

      “I feel the same way.” I looked around the room, taking in the excited noises and ecstatic dance moves coming from some of the students. “But we might as well relax a little bit. I don’t think anything too mysterious is going to happen tonight.”

      “Me neither.” Charlie agreed, as he reached down for my hand.

      But I moved my hand away from his grip, as I quickly shook my head. “Sorry. I’m still working on trying to control how I feel when you touch me, and I don’t think this is really the place for public sex.”

      “Is anywhere the place for public sex?” Charlie grinned.

      “Sure. Public bathrooms, beaches when it gets really late at night—”

      “Are these places you’ve thought about having sex in public? Or places you’ve actually had sex in public?”

      “Who’s having sex in public?” Zachary wandered into our conversation.

      “No one’s having sex in public.” Charlie assured him. “We were just talking—”

      “Hey! No! No sex! No sex allowed!” Benjamin was whisper-yelling at us, as he approached our conversation now, too. “You will not ruin this event for me. It’s my first time putting one of these on for the academy, and it needs to go off without a hitch. Understand?”

      I peered over at Benjamin, and soon smiled to myself as I analyzed his outfit.

      Of course, Benjamin Nash was dressed on-theme. He was wearing blue jeans, and a letterman jacket, the color of which matched the red in his hair.

      He looked like literally every bully in every 80s movie ever made, and nothing tickled me more than the thought of Benjamin as a bully.

      It was the total opposite of something that he’d ever be, and I think that’s what made the outfit so perfect for him.

      “Your outfit is perfect, Benjamin.” I took the time to compliment him.

      “Thank you.” Benjamin smiled in return. “I thought about it for a straight week.”

      Benjamin then turned his attention to Zachary. “I see you still decided to go with your heart, and not the theme that the rest of the planning committee and I decided on.”

      “If I don’t challenge your rule, Benjie, you’ll become a tyrant. And we can’t have any tyrants on the council, now, can we?”

      “I already told you. I’m not interested in being on the council.”

      “That’s what you say now.” Zachary rolled his eyes. “Just wait until we hit senior year.”

      “I like your outfit, too, Benjie.” Charlie added onto my compliment. “Sorry! I meant Benjam—”

      “No. You can call me Benjie.” Benjamin nodded. “We’re friends, aren’t we, Charlie?”

      “We’re friends?” Charlie sounded so surprised. “Yes. Friends. Totally. We’re friends.”

      “For the record, just because you two are friends, doesn’t mean you and I are friends.” Zachary directed his words towards Charlie, as he clarified his stance. “I’m barely friends with her.”

      “Don’t talk about me like I’m not standing right here.” I quipped, before playfully pushing Zachary a little to the side.

      “Aww, yeah! This one goes out to the ladies!” The DJ screeched, as the music in the auditorium turned into something more upbeat and fast-paced.

      I instantly recognized it as a synth-pop-girl-power-anthem, a song that Garry would’ve blasted through his bar’s speakers without a moment’s hesitation.

      The realization sent a wave of sadness through me, as my heart sank behind my chest.

      Garry was dead. Garry was dead. Garry was dead.

      And so was my old life and everything in it.

      Tears threatened to fall from my eyes, but they were interrupted by the sight of Charlie awkwardly swaying from side to side. “Celeste! Let’s dance! You love this one, don’t you?”

      “Yeah. I do.” I sniffled, before I began to move in time with the music.

      “Are you guys getting in on this one or what?” Charlie asked, as he glanced over at Benjamin and Zachary. “Or is dancing not really your thing?”

      “Oh, dancing is my thing.” Zachary smoothly moonwalked a few feet away from us, before he bust out into a robotic dance.

      “Oh no. Oh my God. Why would you get him dancing?” Benjamin groaned, as he turned away, heading back towards the drink table. “I refuse to be a witness to this.”

      “You’re just scared of my sweet moves!” Zachary called out. “Why are you always running away from the rhythm?”

      I laughed at the scene unfolding around me, with Zachary shouting over at Benjamin, now challenging him to a dance-off, and Charlie still attempting his own version of dancing right in my vicinity.

      Yeah. Garry was dead.

      But I wasn’t.

      I was happy in this moment, with my newfound life, my newfound friends, my newfound home.

      And a part of me hoped that Garry would’ve been happy to see me like this, smiling, safe and secure.

      Just then, someone bumped into me, hard.

      I turned around to see who it was, assuming it’d just been an accident on the dancefloor. But nearly as soon as I’d turned around to face them, there was a knife being buried deep into my stomach.

      Shit.

      I looked down at the knife, still protruding from my abdomen. I then calmly pulled it out of my skin, inch by inch. As the weapon fell to the floor, I gazed up at the angel who’d stabbed me.

      It was Micah.

      Except, his eyes glowed red, and his stare was completely vacant.

      “40 bodies.” Micah murmured. “40 bodies for tribute to Abaddon.”

      No.

      I backed away from Micah, almost tripping over my own feet in the process. I managed to recover my stance, as I whispered my next words. “Sana eam.”

      And the stabbing pain in my abdomen disappeared.

      “Hey! Back off!” Zachary yelled, as he was surrounded by angels, all with their swords drawn on him. “What the hell is up with you guys? Is this some kind of sick joke?”

      “Zachary!” I bounded over to where he stood, but I couldn’t break through the group of angels gathering near his frame. “Get out! Get away from them, Zachary!”

      Zachary seemed to have heard my warning, as he drew his own sword now, too. He brandished it with ease, immediately knocking swords out of different students’ hands, before he was able to run towards the side of the auditorium.

      “We need to get the hell out of here!” Zachary screamed, as he continued to move through the auditorium. “Benjamin! Watch out!”

      Benjamin’s sword was already drawn, and there was a plethora of liquid decorating his letterman jacket. It seemed as if he’d sliced right through the beverage table and was currently positioning himself near the closest exit.

      “Charlie!” I yelled, and soon felt electricity somewhere near my side. Charlie had wrapped his arm around me, before he moved us both towards the auditorium’s wide-open doors.

      Once we’d all reached the other side of the venue, Charlie slammed the doors behind us. Then Benjamin pulled an old-fashioned silver lock-and-key out of his pocket and fastened it onto the doors themselves.

      “Is that going to be enough to hold them?” I asked, as I watched the doors shake, the students’ fists pounding on them, again and again.

      “Auxilium.” Benjamin spoke the word over the lock, and it began to glow gold. “It should hold them now.”

      “I thought that was only for weapons.”

      “That lock is our weapon now.” Benjamin’s tone was steady. “And I suggest that we lower our swords until we find out what’s going on. We don’t want to risk hurting one of our own.”

      “Is that against the commandments?” I asked, my hand going towards the hilt of my sword. “Even if they’re trying to kill us, too?”

      “It’s not about the commandments, Celeste. These are our friends. Classmates. We know these people.” Benjamin shook his head. “And we know that they wouldn’t do something like this. Not without reason.”

      “Abaddon.” I replied. “After Micah stabbed me, he mentioned 40 bodies. He mentioned needing a tribute.”

      “Holy shit.” Zachary’s eyes went wide. “Did Abaddon—Did he get his demons to possess angels? Since when can demons do that?”

      “If Abaddon’s the Prince of Hell who escaped, then he’s much stronger on the surface than he ever was in Hell.” Benjamin’s words were quiet. “Who knows what the limit of his powers may be? Or if he even has any, at all.”

      “But getting angels to grant him tributes?” Zachary shook his head. “He’s going to make them break the commandments. He’s—”

      “He’s going to doom them to Hell.” I finished Zachary’s thought. “Abaddon is going to doom the angels to Hell. Why would he want something like that?”

      “Well, if he’s ramping up to a war, who wouldn’t want a bunch of specially trained soldiers on their side?” Charlie suggested. “It’s psychotic, but it makes sense, doesn’t it?”

      “Yeah, but if he’s so psychotic, why aren’t we possessed, too?” Zachary asked.

      “Because I’m not a psychopath.” There was an unfamiliar voice that suddenly joined our conversation. “I’ve always been a man of honor, regardless of what your history books might have to say about me.”

      I turned to see a man with dark, maroon skin and sharp, scarlet eyes.

      He was decked out in silver armor, from his chest all the way down to his legs. His armor had inscriptions on it that I couldn’t read, but they reminded me of the verses I’d studied in Mr. Toorin’s Latin class.

      “Good evening, Daughter of Lilith.” The man spoke directly to me. “May I have a word?”

      “Celeste. Don’t.” Benjamin warned, as he flourished his sword.

      “Yeah, Celeste. You need to stay back. We’ll give you cover, and if it starts to go south, you’ll need to run.” Zachary stepped beside Benjamin, positioning his own sword, too.

      “We’ve got this, Celeste.” Charlie nodded towards me, as he took a step towards the stranger, as well, even though he didn’t even have a weapon on hand.

      “Don’t be foolish.” The man sighed. “This is not a battle that you can win, and it is also not a battle that I’m interested in pursuing. I only wish to speak to the girl.”

      “Yeah? Then, you’ll have to go through us first.” Zachary rushed towards the man in silver.

      But his target barely moved a muscle, simply waved his hand towards the side of the room.

      And Zachary’s body went flying, hitting the wall at full force, before slumping down towards the floor.

      “Zachary!” Benjamin yelled, as he ran over towards him. But within seconds, Benjamin joined Zachary in his pain, as the man in silver threw Benjamin’s body against the wall, as well.

      “Stop! Please! Stop!” I held my hands up in surrender. “Please. Don’t hurt them anymore.”

      Don’t hurt Charlie.

      He wasn’t like Benjamin and Zachary, if he was thrown against a wall like that, I was worried that it could crush his spine, do some permanent damage.

      “Ah. Cor tuum.” The man in silver looked over at me. “Do not worry, Daughter of Lilith. I am not going to hurt your heart. Although, even if I did, I can’t imagine that it would have much of an effect. You seem to be in good health, yourself.”

      Cor tuum?

      My heart?

      I didn’t have time to think about the man’s strange words, as I took a step closer to him. “What did you want to talk to me about?”

      “Come over here.” The man attempted something like a smile, but it looked so strange and out of place on his features. “Walk the grounds with me.”

      “Celeste. Don’t.” Benjamin groaned from his place on the floor.

      “Don’t go. Celeste, please. Don’t go.” Charlie murmured, underneath his breath.

      “Celeste.” All Zachary said was my name, as he clutched his torso in pain.

      “I’ll go with you.” I nodded towards the man, as I walked up to his side. “Promise you won’t hurt them anymore?”

      “I promise.” The man returned my nod.

      “And the other angels, the ones in the auditorium. You’ll let them go?”

      He waved one hand briefly. “It is done. Now come,” he said, as he started to stroll down the hall. “We have much to discuss.”
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        * * *

      

      “My name is Abaddon.” The man in silver introduced himself, as we walked over the grass in the quad. “But I’m sure you already knew that, if you’ve been enrolled at this fine establishment.”

      “I didn’t know that, actually.” I admitted. “I mean, I had a feeling, but I wasn’t sure.”

      “You’re unaware of the Princes of Hell?” He asked.

      “Not entirely. I met Ashmedai a while ago.”

      “You met Ashmedai?” Abaddon threw back his head in laughter. “That must’ve been an entertaining evening. He is a rather entertaining man.”

      “Entertaining. Hmm. That’s not the word I’d use to describe him. More like manipulative.”

      “Well, it is in his nature. It’s in all of our natures, really, if one ponders on it long enough.” Abaddon hummed. “Which brings me to the question of your very existence. How in the world did you come to be, Celeste Venoix?”

      “I don’t know.” I answered. “I’ve never met my parents or anything like that.”

      “You’ve never met your parents...” Abaddon nodded. “Yes, that makes sense. I believe they snuck you to the surface, when you were nothing but a tiny child.”

      He then stopped in his tracks, as his eyes bored into mine. “Would you like to know my theory, Celeste?”

      “Sure.” I shrugged. “Why not?”

      “My theory is that your mother, the demon-witch, snuck into an unsuspecting woman’s body.” Abaddon continued. “She possessed her. And your father, Lucifer, must’ve possessed someone as well, a man somewhere on the surface. The two met while in these borrowed bodies, and that’s when they created you.”

      Abaddon tried to smile again, but the motion only unnerved me. “They used earthly forms to make you, and then they took you back to Hell.”

      “And now, you’ve come to kill me, right? Send me right back to the afterlife?” I tried to keep my voice steady, but I could hear it faltering in my ears. “All so you can rule Hell on your own?”

      “Kill you?” Abaddon seemed insulted by the phrase. “I have not come to kill you. If I wanted you dead, you would be dead within seconds.”

      Abaddon began to walk once more, and I struggled to keep up with his long steps. He appeared to be an average-sized man, but with the steps he took, I wondered if he was a giant in a past life.

      I then wondered if he was a giant in Hell, merely disguising himself in an acceptable human form while he was on the surface.

      Mr. Toorin had touched on that idea once in his lineage class, the idea that giants had descended from demons, that demons had come to the surface before to mate with humans.

      All my thoughts swirled around in my head, making less sense as time went on. When everything felt truly incomprehensible, Abaddon stopped his pacing yet again.

      “I’ve come to gain your favor.”

      “...What?” Shock lined my tone. “Why do you need my favor?”

      “Ah, that’s right. You haven’t met your parents.” Abaddon laughed, long and loud. “Going to war with Lucifer and Lilith is something that I would like to avoid, if I could. I believe that the best way to mitigate our current political situation would be if I were to use you as a bargaining chip. I believe that if I returned you to your parents for safekeeping, then they would abdicate their throne to me.”

      “What makes you think they want me back?”

      “Every parent yearns for their children, living or dead.” Abaddon continued. “And for the sake of utter honesty, I truly believe that you are their favorite child. The one that got away. It would be like the prodigal son returning once again.”

      “Of course, I’m their favorite. I’m their only one.”

      Abaddon shook his head. “No. You are not alone in your lineage. There is another.”

      There is another.

      The words felt like a dagger, right in my chest.

      My parents had another child?

      “You did not know?” Abaddon folded his arms behind his back.

      “How could I have known something like that?” My voice was quiet and low. “I have a...brother?”

      “Sister.” Abaddon corrected. “Trinity.”

      “Trinity...” I repeated the name. “Where is she? Is she in Hell with my parents?”

      “No. She is on the surface, too.” Abaddon continued. “However, she was raised alongside your parents, spending her formative years in the palace. She managed to somehow go unnoticed for some time, but once she was discovered, her parents sent her to safety, as well.”

      “And why would she not be my parents’ favorite child? She spent so much time with them.”

      “Yes. Too much time with them.” Abaddon explained. “Trinity is the spitting image of your father, both in form and personality.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “She is...problematic, to say the least.” Abaddon looked away from me. “But I have not come to badmouth your sister. As I said, I’ve come to gain your favor. Will you allow me to present you to your parents?”

      “You killed my friend.” My response was stoic. “I saw his body, burned to a crisp.”

      “I assure you that I have taken many steps to avoid such an outcome.” Abaddon said. “If someone close to you has perished, then it was not by my hand or by my orders.”

      “Did you know that a direct descendant came after me? She tried to kill me in my own bed.”

      “She was no descendant of mine, and even so, are we really to blame for what our children do?” Abaddon shook his head. “They don’t always listen, taking it into their own hands to determine what’s for the best. Ashmedai should’ve kept a better watch on her.”

      Shit.

      Benjamin was right.

      If the direct descendant hadn’t come from Abaddon’s lineage, then the Princes of Hell must’ve been working together. How else could Ashmedai have gotten permission to create such a violent demon?

      And why would Abaddon have given Ashmedai that kind of permission in the first place?

      I kept my questions to myself, unable to imagine that Abaddon was going to tell me the entire demon game plan for taking over the world, although I wished that he would.

      “I don’t believe you.” I swiftly changed the subject. “About not being behind the attacks.”

      “But you should.” Abaddon continued. “It’s a misconception that demonic spirits are prone to lying. I only lie when it’s necessary. The truth is often so much more brutalizing.”

      I still didn’t believe a word he was saying, but in that moment, I decided that I was going to concede.

      I didn’t want to risk losing against Abaddon in a fight, because I knew that if I lost, I’d also be losing my school, my friends, my Charlie and whatever life I’d made for myself in the past few weeks.

      I would’ve been losing the only sense of home that I had left.

      And I’d already lost enough homes for a lifetime.

      “Fine. You have my favor. When are you going to present me to my parents?”

      “When it is the right time.” Abaddon nodded. “If you grant me this favor, I will leave this academy and not look back, not until I need you.”

      “Okay.” I nodded, as I agreed to his terms. “Now, please. Leave.”

      “As you wish, Daughter of Lilith.” Abaddon turned to leave my side.

      But as he walked away from me, another question popped into my head. “Wait! Wait.”

      “Yes?”

      “Back there, in the hall. You said something about Charlie?” I brought a hand to my head, as I tried to remember what Abaddon had said. “Something about him being my heart?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t understand what that means.”

      “He is your heart. You have connected him to your very soul. Whether through magic or through the angels, I do not know.” Abaddon explained, in a plain tone. “But I do know this for sure. He will not perish, until you perish.”

      “Charlie can die?”

      “Only if you do.” Abaddon attempted a final grin. “Goodbye, Celeste Venoix. I’ll be speaking with you soon.”

      I didn’t bother to greet Abaddon goodbye, but I watched him walk until he reached the end of the quad.

      And then, he disappeared into ashes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      A young girl sat at a piano, as she hummed a small tune.

      She then began to softly play the corresponding notes, but there wasn’t any sheet music in front of her.

      

      We will bring them to their knees.

      We will slice their children’s throats.

      We will steal what we can from their coffins,

      We will leave them all in smoke.

      

      She confidently sang the song, as her fingertips floated across the piano.

      “You play just like your father.” Lilith appeared beside the girl, as she placed her hand in the center of her back. “Beautiful, but much too measured. There’s no need to be perfect at all times, Trinity.”

      “I’m playing just like father taught me to play.” Trinity continued. “I wasn’t aware that you were much of a musician, mother. I imagined that you did your best work with gardens and herbs.”

      “Flattery will not distract me.” Lilith smiled down at her daughter. “Even if it comes in the form of snark. Try to play it again. This time, from your soul.”

      The music started up once more, but after a few notes, it came to a complete stop.

      Trinity then stood up from the piano, before she politely nodded towards Lilith. “If you will excuse me for a second, mother. It appears that something has come up.”

      Lilith then left the room, her every step seeming more graceful than the last.

      Afterwards, Trinity glanced around the room, her eyes growing wide. “I know that you are here. In this moment. Do you hear me, sister?”

      She began to walk towards every corner of the room, her eyes continually searching. “I feel you. Do you feel me, sister? Do you feel me, too?”

      She came to a sudden stop in the center of the room, before she closed her eyes. “Each day, we grow closer and closer. And soon, I will find y—”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I woke up, jumping away from my pillowcase.

      What the hell?

      Was that just a dream?

      But it looked like a memory...

      How could I be remembering something when I wasn’t even wearing the necklace? Sure, I had the necklace tucked away in an innocuous dresser drawer, but I hadn’t worn it since before Abaddon’s visit.

      I didn’t want to know anything more about Hell.

      Not even about my sister who’d been raised there.

      “Bad dream?” Zachary asked, from across the room.

      “Yeah.” I nodded.

      “You want to talk about it?”

      “Do you actually want to hear about it?” I smirked.

      “Maybe.” Zachary shrugged. “Start talking, and if I lose interest, I’ll tell you to stop.”

      “That’s sweet of you, Zachary, but I think I’ll just keep this one to myself.” I replied.

      “Was it about what happened at the dance?” Zachary suggested. “Abaddon’s not coming back anytime soon, Celeste. If you told him that you’re not interested in ruling Hell or whatever, he doesn’t have anything else he needs from you.”

      Oh.

      Right.

      I’d told Zachary, Benjamin and Charlie that Abaddon only wanted to guarantee that I would never try to claim my rightful place on the throne, and as long as I made no claims about being the Princess Of Hell, then he’d leave me alone forever.

      Of course, that was a lie.

      Abaddon would come back for me any day now, when he needed to use me as a bargaining chip in some burgeoning war.

      But I didn’t want the others to worry about something that they couldn’t stop or control. Besides, something told me that the only person who even had a chance of stopping Abaddon would be me.

      Which is why I was taking my summer classes so seriously, needing to become the best version of myself that I could possibly be.

      “You up for a training session?” I asked.

      “Celeste, it’s like, midnight.”

      “So, is that a no?”
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, please! I invented that appel move!” Zachary laughed, as he avoided my oncoming sword attack.

      I lunged at him again, this time using all the strength in my body.

      But he avoided me, once more, and I fell towards the training room mat.

      “Ow.” I winced, then whispered, “Sana eam.”

      And the recent injury to my body suddenly disappeared. I got right back on my feet, and I came after Zachary again.

      “Don’t make your moves so obvious.” Zachary warned, as he used his wooden sword to bat my own right out of my hands. “Predictability will get you killed.”

      “Predictability will get you killed.” I repeated Zachary’s words in a mocking tone, as I positioned my feet against the mat below. I balled my fists up in front of me, as I grinned over at him. “How’s this for predictable?”

      “Hand-to-hand? Are you sure?” Zachary dropped his fake weapon to the ground, before he subtly crouched, getting into his own fighting position. “Because I’m not going to go easy on you.”

      “No one asked you to go easy on me.” I kicked my leg out, swiping Zachary behind the knee.

      He wobbled for a moment, before he steadied himself. “Don’t make me hurt you.”

      “That’s kinda’ the whole point.” I chuckled, as I gave Zachary a swift kick to the underside of his jaw. I then moved a few feet away from him, not wanting to give him the opportunity to grab at my ankles and pull me down with him.

      Zachary fell backwards on the mat, before he rolled over onto his side. He pushed himself to his feet, then came running at me like a madman.

      As he ran, I thought about the speed at which he was coming at me, his general size and weight, and if what I was about to do next was completely insane.

      Yep.

      It was.

      When Zachary had finally reached me, I jumped as high as I could go. As soon as his body made contact with mine, I pressed my foot against his chest, using the force of the hit to propel me even further upwards.

      And then, my legs were wrapped around his neck.

      Perfect.

      Zachary grunted and groaned, as he tried to pull me off his frame, but I wasn’t going to budge.

      “Tap out if you think I’m the greatest fighter ever.” I playfully requested, as I rested my elbows on the top of Zachary’s head. “Come on. Tap out, tap out.”

      Something that sounded like the word never came out of Zachary’s mouth, and I sighed in response.

      “You’d rather pass out than just admit that I won?”

      Zachary did his best attempt at nodding.

      “Fine.” I released Zachary from my grip, and once my legs were free enough, I flipped back towards the mat, managing to land more gracefully than I’d planned.

      “I win.” Zachary said, in between his desperate gasps for air.

      “What? How could you say you won?” I shook my head. “I had you. You would’ve died if I didn’t let you go.”

      “But you still let me go.” Zachary grinned. “You should’ve just let me pass out, but you’re still playing things way too nice.”

      “Is that allowed in the training room? Letting the people we train with pass out on us?”

      “Do you think your enemy cares if you pass out or not?” Zachary asked. “Do you think a demon is going to give you the opportunity to tap out?”

      “No, but—”

      “You have to take this more seriously, Celeste.” Zachary warned. “And don’t be afraid to break a bone or two. It’s fine. It’ll heal.”

      “Okay. I think I’ve got it.” I smiled over at Zachary.

      And then I reached for his arm, before I snapped it right down the middle.

      “Ah! What the—Sana eam! Sana eam!” Zachary cried out, and his arm instantly healed. “No fair. That was a low blow.”

      “Oh, really? Do you think your enemy is going to warn you if they’re about to break your arm?” I beamed. “You have to take this more seriously, Zachary. And don’t be afraid if you get a broken bone or two. It’ll be fine. It’ll heal.”

      “And so, the student becomes the teacher...” Zachary marveled, as he stared down at his arm.
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        * * *

      

      “Latin really isn’t so difficult, once you’ve gotten it down.” Benjamin smiled over at me from his seat at the library table. “I bet we could get you fluent in just a few afternoons.”

      “Yeah, I don’t really see that happening.” I admitted, as I returned his joyful expression. “I’ve never really been one for studying.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s just never been my thing.” I shrugged, before I thought about the question a little harder. “Well, I don’t know. Maybe it’s just because I never had time for it? Most of my time was spent just trying to learn a new family’s name, whether or not their pets liked me, how I was going to fit in at a new school. Studying stuff just wasn’t the most important part of my day.”

      “I’m sorry you had to go through something like that.” Benjamin offered me a sorrowful look.

      “It’s okay. It’s behind me now.” I smiled. “I’m here, aren’t I? And I’m 21 on top of that, so I’ll never have to go through the foster care system, ever again.”

      “She must’ve loved you.”

      “What?”

      “Lilith. Your mother.” Benjamin continued. “She must’ve loved you, or else she would’ve let you stay in Hell, at her side. To give up a child to the surface...”

      Benjamin shook his head, before he returned his attention to his textbook. “Sorry. It was an errant thought.”

      “It didn’t sound so errant to me.” I leaned towards Benjamin’s side of the table. “Why are you so impressed by Lilith’s mothering skills? It’s not like she actually raised me or anything.”

      “I’m just...being self-centered.” Benjamin sighed. “We don’t need to discuss every thought that comes into my head, especially the indulgent ones.”

      “Benjamin.” I reached my hand across the table and pressed it on top of Benjamin’s own. “What were you thinking about?”

      Benjamin took in a deep breath, then looked over at me with those ocean blue eyes. “You never had parents. Well, I did. And sometimes, I think that you are the more fortunate of us both.”

      “Benjamin.” I couldn’t think of anything else to say, as I gave him a concerned look. “What’s going on with you?”

      “My whole life has been dedicated to one purpose, serving the Academy, serving humankind.” Benjamin continued. “I’ve always been told that I was born for it, meant to serve out my time among the angels and make my family proud.”

      “I feel like there’s a but coming.” I replied.

      “There is.” Benjamin shot me a half-smile. “Celeste, until you arrived, I never considered my own happiness. Not in anything I did. My own joy, my own desires, were never at the forefront of my mind, and emotions weren’t how I made my decisions. And yet...”

      Benjamin’s gaze met mine. “You make me want to be...happy.”

      “Oh.” I replied. “That’s good then, isn’t it?”

      “No, because I don’t know how to be happy, because being happy isn’t part of my programming.” Benjamin shook his head. “I’ve never had anyone put my happiness first, not my parents, not myself. And perhaps that’s why I’m so fixated on Lilith’s sacrifice. I wonder if my parents would do the same for me, if they would let me leave the academy, if that’s what it took for me to survive.”

      “Wait. You’re thinking about leaving the academy?” I said in disbelief. “But Benjamin, you’re the one who convinced me to enroll here in the first place.”

      “I’m not thinking about leaving the academy. Not seriously.” Benjamin sighed again. “I enjoy being of service, Celeste. Perhaps I just wish that I could find something that wasn’t for the benefit of others, something that was just for me.”

      “Have you ever considered taking up a hobby?”

      “And just what kind of hobby do you think would fit me, Celeste?” Benjamin smirked.

      “Well, you’re pretty patient. How about fishing?”

      “I’ve never enjoyed being surrounded by a body of water. It’s never made me peaceful. I just wonder about how many souls have been lost under the surface.”

      “Okay. How about writing?”

      “Angels are not known for their contributions to the arts. We’ve gone over this before.”

      “Uh, okay. Video games?”

      “I dislike the idea of violence being reduced to something that only happens virtually. Humans should be more empathetic to their surroundings.”

      “The games don’t have to be violent, Benjamin. There’s plenty of non-violent ones, too.”

      “I work enough with my hands, as is.” Benjamin replied with a grin.

      I leaned back in my chair, as I racked my brain for more possibilities. “You ever gone on a hike?”

      “Several times, while hunting for demons in the Great Mountains.”

      “That’s not a hike, Benjamin. That’s just more work.” I frowned. “I think that’s your problem. You don’t know how to do anything except for work.”

      “It’s important work. I’m not going to apologize for being attuned to it.” Benjamin replied.

      “Yeah, but you need to have a way to get your mind off of—” I snapped, as an idea popped into my head. “Car racing.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, car racing.” I chuckled between my words. “You should totally get into car racing.”

      “Isn’t that extremely dangerous?”

      “Not for you. Not for an angel.” I shook my head. “It’s the perfect way to take your mind off whatever you’ve got brewing up there, and it’s something that literally has no ulterior motives about it. It’s simple. You reach the end of the track or the flag or whatever, and you win. That’s it.”

      “Wouldn’t I need to enroll in some kind of human league? How could I even get into this hobby without—”

      “Ha! Enroll.” I chuckled again, this time under my breath. “You leave that part to me. I know some people who can help get us started.”

      Benjamin didn’t look so convinced, as he returned his attention to the textbook in front of him. “We should probably get back to studying prepositions.”
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        * * *

      

      “Uh, Celeste?” Charlie asked, as we walked down a dark alleyway. “What exactly are we getting up to tonight?”

      “I told you. We’re helping Benjamin out.” I pulled out my flashlight and shone it at the street ahead of me. “He needs a new hobby.”

      “He needs a new hobby, so we’re...hanging out...at night?” Charlie shook his head. “How are those two things related?”

      “You’ll see once we get there.” I promised, as I took another step. “You remember how Garry used to be busy a lot during the weekends?”

      “Yeah?” Charlie replied.

      “Well...” I hastily turned a corner, unable to hide the excitement in my tone. “It’s here! I think it’s actually here!”

      “What’s here?” Charlie asked.

      And then, I turned my flashlight onto the bright orange Mustang that was hidden in the shadows of the night.

      “Whoa.” Charlie let out a heavy breath. “Whose car is that?”

      “It was Garry’s.” My voice went tight for a moment, before I continued. “But now, it’s going to be Benjamin’s.”

      “Oh. Does it need repairs or something?” Charlie asked, as he moved a bit closer to the vehicle. “Is his hobby going to be fixing stuff up?”

      “No. It works just fine.” I patted the passenger side door for emphasis. “It’s for street racing. Garry would usually park it out of sight, because he didn’t want anyone to know he had it. Really, he just didn’t want to have to list it on his tax returns. He told me he spent way too much on it.”

      “...Street racing?” Charlie’s confusion showed through his response. “I’m sorry. Benjamin Nash is going to be taking up...street racing? The same Benjamin Nash who made me change out of my jeans this morning since he thought it was disrespectful to wear them to such an early class?”

      “One and the same.” I smiled.

      “Did you talk him into it?” Charlie laughed. “How the hell did you talk him into it, Celeste?”

      “Actually, he’s not totally convinced.” I went around to the driver’s side of the car. And then, I whispered, with my hand on the driver’s side door, “Patentibus.”

      The door unlocked for me, even opening towards my frame.

      “That sounded like a new phrase.” Charlie commented, as he walked over to where I stood.

      “Benjamin’s been tutoring me in Latin.” I explained, as I climbed into the car. “I’ve just been trying out my own prayers and stuff, too, seeing what works and what doesn’t. I figured since I’m—Well, you know who I am.”

      I didn’t feel like thinking about my lineage right then, as I pressed a hand onto the car’s dashboard. “Auxilium.”

      The car’s engine roared to life, and I couldn’t help the grin that came over my expression.

      “Hop in, Charlie.” I nodded towards the passenger seat. “We need to swing by the academy and pick Benjamin up.”
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        * * *

      

      “This is a bad idea. Oh God. This is such an awful idea.” Benjamin drove the Mustang through the city streets, his eyes focused on the road ahead. “Celeste, I know that you think I need a hobby outside of the academy, but—”

      “Don’t knock it until you try it.” I replied, as I looked out the passenger side window. “I think you’re really going to like it, Benjie.”

      “I think you’re going to throw up, Benjie.” Zachary chuckled, from his seat in the back. “I don’t think you’re going to last more than one lap around the block.”

      “Ignore him, Benjie. You’ll be fine.” Charlie scoffed. “You’ve got so much training, dude. Whipping a car like this around is going to mean nothing to you.”

      “Actually, I’ve never driven a vehicle before.” Benjamin replied.

      “What?”

      “What?”

      “What?”

      The question came out of our mouths at the same time, as Zachary, Charlie and I exchanged frantic looks.

      “But you’re driving the car right now!” I turned my attention towards Benjamin. “How did you even know how to get on the road without—”

      “I’m a fast learner.” Benjamin shrugged. “And this is a rather simple machine. No offense to the humans who created it.”

      “Show off.” Zachary rolled his eyes. “What next? You’re going to tell us that you know how to pilot a spaceship, too?”

      “I mean, it’s possible. It all depends on the layout of the main control panels—”

      “Nope. I’m not getting into a spaceship with you. I don’t care if you need a new hobby.” Charlie’s words came out fast. “This is the one and only time that we’re doing this, okay? So, if you don’t like racing, we’re signing you up for a quilting class or something.”

      “Quilting sounds nice.” Benjamin hummed. “My nonna loved to quilt.”

      “Great! So, we can just turn the car around and you can break out some patterns—”

      “We’re here!” I yelled, as we approached the empty parking lot.

      Benjamin pumped the brakes, and we all lurched forward with the motion.

      “Sorry. Still working on the mechanics of everything.” Benjamin apologized, before he glanced at his surroundings. “Where are we, Celeste?”

      “This used to be an old grocery store, a Stack and Shop, something like that.” I explained. “It closed down a few years ago, you know, because everyone started buying everything online.”

      “Rest in peace, brick and mortar.” Charlie sighed.

      “Anyway, Garry used to bring his car out here, park and wait. He’d tell me stories about how passers-by from the street would come up beside him if they wanted to race.”

      “Oh. So, we’re just gonna’ spend the rest of the night waiting?” Zachary asked. “Guess I should’ve brought a book or something.”

      “Why would you bring a book? You don’t read.” I quipped back at him.

      And I soon felt Zachary’s hand, playfully pushing into my shoulder. “Hey! I read! I’m class valedictorian!”

      “Not for long.” Benjamin murmured, before he broke out into a grin. “You only got that honor this year because I got a little distracted during last semester.”

      Benjamin then looked over at me, and my cheeks immediately flushed.

      Distracted.

      Yeah, the feeling was mutual.

      Just then, out of the corner of my eye, I watched as another Mustang pulled up beside us. The car was white, and the driver was a woman, wearing yellow-tinted shades. “You guys looking for a race?”

      “Are you?” I asked her right back.

      “Always.” She smirked, before she revved her engine a few times. “Regular rules? Three times around the park, and we’re back here soon as it’s done?”

      “Regular rules.” I nodded, as if I had any idea of what she was talking about.

      “Got it. We’ll go on five.” She turned away from me, as she began to scream, seemingly at the top of her lungs. “One! Two! Three! Four! Five!”

      Her car went roaring as soon as she finished her countdown, and Benjamin wasn’t too far behind.

      “Whoo!” Zachary screamed. “Go! Go! Go!”

      “Oh fuck. Oh fuck. Oh my God.” Charlie groaned, as he closed his eyes. “I’m going to die. This is really how I’m going to die.”

      “We’re not going to die, Charlie!” I yelled, as Benjamin took a corner, fast and hard. “Okay! Maybe! We might totally die!”

      “It seems as if she’s using the back streets of the city.” Benjamin’s voice was calm, as the car picked up speed. “Perfect. I know exactly how to play this.”

      “Ah. You sound so confident. I almost believe in you.” Charlie’s words came out breathless, like he was close to hyperventilating.

      “I know what I am doing.” Benjamin pressed down on the gas even more, and I felt like my bones were threatening to jump out of my skin.

      “This is the best thing that’s ever happened to me in my life!” Zachary clapped, before he broke out into a laugh. “You got this, Benjie! Let’s take it home for the win!”

      “Why didn’t I get out of the car when I had a chance...” Charlie moaned, as his head went back towards his seat.

      “Benjie! Look out!” I pointed towards the road, spotting a bunch of traffic cones piled across the middle of the street. “You probably don’t want to hit those. It’s probably a bunch of pothol—”

      The Mustang was already hitting against the rough edges of the potholes, before I could even finish my sentence. The bumps in the road, combined with the speed at which the car was moving, made it feel like the Mustang was about to spin out, right into the freakin’ atmosphere.

      But hey.

      Benjamin said that he could probably pilot a spaceship, too, right?

      I braced for the potential impact of the car crashing into a nearby comet, but instead, the Mustang came to a complete stop.

      We were back in the vacant parking lot, and the white Mustang wasn’t anywhere to be found.

      “Whoa. You won?” I asked, as I looked out my window. “Wait. That was three times around the park?”

      “Yes.” Benjamin still sounded so calm. “We were using back roads. However, I’m assuming that my opponent did not want to damage her vehicle, and so she chose another route. The other route would’ve added at least a few miles onto her final time. I’m sure she also assumed that I wouldn’t be foolish enough to damage my vehicle and would take the same route.”

      “And by assuming that you wouldn’t be foolish, she assumed wrong.” Zachary joined the conversation.

      “She took a calculated risk. Sometimes, those create winners. And sometimes...” Zachary’s words trailed off, as the white Mustang finally pulled up beside us again.

      “How did you do that?” The woman’s shock showed on her face, and her eyes shone with pure admiration. “No one’s ever beaten me on that route before.”

      “I took a chance.” Benjamin shrugged.

      “Yeah, it looks like you blew out your tires, too.” The woman laughed, as her eyes glanced downward. “Hey, if you join our little club, we can help you fix your car right up. You interested?”

      “Oh. I don’t know if—”

      “Yes! He’s interested!” I answered on Benjamin’s behalf. “Do you guys have a business card or something?”

      “No. Just come back here whenever you can, and we’ll take care of the rest.” The woman grinned. “What’s your name, by the way?”

      “Nash. Nash The Man.” This time, Zachary answered for Benjamin, shouting his response from the backseat.

      “Nash The Man. I like that.” The woman hummed, before she revved her engine for a final time. “I’ll see you around, Nash The Man.”

      She then pulled out of the parking lot, her Mustang leaving a flurry of tossed gravel in her wake.

      “Did you have fun, Benjie?” I asked, as I turned to look over at him.

      “That was...” Benjamin paused. “Incredible.”

      “So, you’re gonna’ do it again?

      “Of course.” Benjamin smiled. “It was everything that you said it would be, but even more exhilarating in practice. And best of all, I didn’t think about angels or the academy or the council, not even once. I just wanted to win.”

      “Wait, wait, wait. Benjie, you can’t just start street racing, man. You know this isn’t legal, right?” Charlie asked.

      “I know.” Benjamin sighed. “But I’m tired of playing by other people’s rules. My family’s rules, the angels' rules, the academy’s rules...if I have one more rule added to the list, I think I might explode.”

      “If you get caught, we’ll cover for you.” Zachary nodded. “But you’ll probably be fine. I mean, no offense, but if humans can do this on a regular basis and not end up in jail? I think we can knock it out of the park.”

      “We?” Benjamin asked.

      “What? You think I won't be out here with you?” Zachary replied.

      “I’d prefer to pursue this on a solitary basis, at this time.”

      “Benjie! What the hell! You find out about this cool, new hobby, and then you tell me I can’t do it with you?”

      “You can find another cool, new hobby. Have you tried quilting?”

      “Benjie, I swear to God—”

      “What I don’t understand is why everyone is suddenly so interested in street racing! What happened to just staying at home and watching Netflix?!” Charlie chimed into the conversation. “None of us have to do this! Do you know how much good TV there is these days?!”

      I smiled to myself, as the guys argued back and forth, with Zachary and Charlie growing louder and louder, and Benjamin keeping his calm demeanor.

      I then turned my attention back to the car’s dashboard, where a rainbow peace sign sticker had been pressed into its surface.

      Garry.

      And for a moment, my smile grew even wider at his memory, before that same, awful realization hit me like a ton of bricks.

      Garry was dead. Garry was dead. Garry was dead.

      I was sitting in a dead man’s car.

      And for all I knew, between Trinity, Abaddon and whatever other demons potentially had it out for me, I could be next.

      “Celeste? What do you think? Do you wanna’ go home and binge-watch some cheesy, action flicks?” Charlie asked, and it brought me out of my wandering thoughts. “We’re trying to find other ways for Benjie to get his adrenalin fix. I think we’ve all determined that participating in super illegal activity is not the stuff of angels.”

      “You’ve determined it.” Benjamin replied. “I am still considering.”

      “Yeah.” I nodded, as I snapped back into the moment. “Yeah. Let’s just go home and figure it out.”

      Home.

      I beamed back at Charlie, Zachary and Benjamin...

      And then, Benjamin pulled the Mustang out of the parking lot.

      My boys.

      I didn’t know what I would’ve done without them.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      Ready for more of Celeste and the boys? Get book two in the Angel Academy series here on Amazon!

      Oh, and don’t forget to sign up for my mailing list, too! That way, we can keep in touch 😊

      If you’d like to get sneak peeks of the next book, enter some fun giveaways or just rant about how much you love Charlie, you can join my reader group on Facebook right here.

      To infinity and beyond,

      Riley London
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