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      “Hey, one of your favorite bands is playing at a festival this year.” Charlie pointed towards his phone screen. “You still like The Empty Expanse, right?”

      “Like them? I love them,” I squealed, as I pulled Charlie’s phone into my hands to look at the band announcement. “Oh my God! We seriously have to go to this, Charlie.”

      Charlie and I were seated out on the quad in front of one of the academy’s ancient buildings. We’d been sharing a meal back and forth, each taking bites from the same crisp veggie sub.

      “Oh. Dammit.” I sighed, as I looked at the date the band was playing. “I think we have a test with Mr. Toorin that day.”

      “Can’t you just make it up later?” Charlie frowned. “We can say one of your relatives died or something.”

      “You want me to lie my way out of a test?” I laughed. “You really think that’s going to be a good look at the Angel Academy?”

      His eyes sparkled as they caught mine.

      “I mean, they’ll probably believe you though, right?” Charlie laughed too. “It’s not like they expect angels to be good liars.”

      “Uh-huh. I’ll think about it.” I rolled my eyes, before pressing a kiss onto Charlie’s cheek. His eyes darkened almost instantly with a hint of desire and he leaned into me, changing our cheek kiss into an actual kiss. His lips grazed expertly over mine.

      I broke off the kiss, and smiled up at him. “You’re going to get us in trouble.”

      “What? No one said anything about PDA.” Charlie grinned, bringing his lips back towards mine. “Besides, what’s the worst they can do to me?”

      “They can always expel you,” I whispered between our kisses, the very idea of it sending an icy shiver down my spine. “Don’t think that just because you made it to year two means that they won’t.”

      “How many times do I have to tell you that I don’t care if they kick me out of this place?” Charlie murmured, his breath warm against my skin. “I can always go back to work as a software engineer. I’m staying here more for your sake, than for my own. All I care about is you being safe, okay?”

      As Charlie spoke, a warm feeling started in my chest and flamed out. I felt so safe, so secure.

      Cor tuum.

      My heart.

      Abaddon was right, and it felt truer now than ever before. Charlie Collins was my heart, and whether we’d been bound together by the angels or demons, I was grateful for the connection. I brought my hand up towards Charlie’s cheek, and I began to lightly run my fingers alongside his skin.

      “I love you.” I confessed for what felt like the billionth time.

      “I love you, too.” Charlie returned the expression before he bent his head down to kiss me, yet again.

      But this time, our kiss was interrupted by an extremely loud, extremely obnoxious cough.

      “Sorry to break up your little lovefest.”

      I looked up to see Zachary standing a few feet in front of us. He didn’t look sorry at all.

      “What do you need, Zachary?” I asked, with a shrug. “Or did you just come to harass us or something?”

      “Oh, shit. Is PDA seriously against the rules?” Charlie frowned. “Sorry, man. We can always take this back inside—”

      “No one cares about you two sticking your tongues down each other’s throats,” Zachary continued with an annoyed edge to his voice. “And I came to ask Celeste if she wanted to get a workout in, you know, before we have to head back into the classroom.”

      “Oh. No, thanks. I already did some sword training with Benjie today,” I replied. “He had me focus on my footwork, which I think is getting a lot better.”

      “So, what you’re saying is that you had a basic workout for the day and that’s all you think that you need?” Zachary scoffed, giving his muscles a little flex that I definitely noticed. “Sorry, but I always do both. Combat training and running the track. What’s the point of being good with your weapon, when you’re out of breath after the first round?”

      “Are you trying to tell me something, Zachary?” I asked. “Like, is this your way of telling me that you think I can’t last more than one round?”

      Asshole.

      I tapped my fingers in the grass, as I waited for Zachary to respond.

      “I’m not saying that.” Zachary eyed me up and down, a challenge flashing there. “I’m just saying that you’d probably be all tired out, after one lap around the campus.”

      “And what’s your opinion based on, exactly?”

      “Personal anecdote. Benjie told me that you were getting good at your footwork, but you were taking too long to recover.” Zachary smirked. “And the rest, I put together for myself.”

      “I didn’t take longer to recover because I was tired. I took longer to recover, because I was getting used to holding my sword like that—” I stopped myself mid-sentence, quickly rising to my feet. “You know what? Charlie, can you hold my jacket?”

      “Sure thing.” Charlie held out his hands and took the leather jacket from me.

      “Thanks.”

      I turned my attention back on Zachary. “Let’s do this. One lap around the campus, and then I’m going to kick your ass.”

      “Aww. So confident. So arrogant.” Zachary made a disapproving noise. “That’s going to be really embarrassing in about, let’s say, five minutes?”

      “Five minutes. One lap around the campus. Got it,” I said, gently bouncing on the balls of my feet. “Are we starting on five?”

      “Starting on five,” Zachary answered, before he shot a look over at Charlie. “Do you mind counting us down?”

      “Nope. This is my major actually, holding onto people’s jackets and being the countdown timer for dick measuring contests...” Charlie’s words trailed off, before he started to speak at a much louder volume.

      “Okay. Here we go. The amazing race around the campus is starting in five...four...three...two...one.”

      I was already sprinting across the quad, as I pumped my legs as fast as they could go. I didn’t take the time to look left or right, as I kept my focus on the wide, open field in front of me. If Zachary passed me, I would’ve been able to see him out of the corner of my eye. But as I turned a corner around one of the campus’ buildings, I heard a set of footsteps, steadily in place behind my own.

      Zachary.

      I grinned to myself, realizing that he was firmly in place behind me. I took a breath, needing to fill my lungs with air before I began to taunt the guy.

      “What’s it like being in second place, Mr. Lancaster?”

      “Are you seriously trying to talk shit right now?” Zachary panted. “We’re not even halfway done. Don’t count me out this early. Don’t count anyone out this early.”

      “Ugh. Are you seriously trying to teach me something right now?” I replied. “Did Mrs. Deveraux put you on the payroll as a teacher? What’s your starting salary like?”

      “Shut up,” Zachary grumbled, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “See you on the other side of campus, Zach,” I quipped, pushing my legs even faster than before. There was a nice breeze in the air, and I enjoyed the feeling of it against my skin as I continued to race around the grass and the cobblestone and the marble.

      The academy was beautiful, and the longer I stayed here, the more I came to appreciate its stunning features. I briefly wondered if this is what Michael had in mind for the academy, when he exchanged his life on Earth for its very first brick. Did Mrs. Deveraux have a hand in building it, early on, attempting to bring Michael’s vision to life?

      I knew that it was none of my business, but every so often, I couldn’t help but wonder about those two. Mrs. Deveraux would never confirm it, I was sure, but they had to have been in love. I thought back to the way she got so defensive last semester, just at the mere possibility that one of the Princes of Hell had escaped from Michael’s amber chains. As if everything that she’d worked for had been for nothing; as if the man she’d loved had been lost to her for no reason.

      A shiver went down my spine, as I remembered Abaddon, the Prince of Hell, who I’d made a deal with last semester too. He’d told me that he’d be back for me, that he wanted to present me to my parents as some kind of bargaining chip in lieu of going to war with Lilith and Lucifer both.

      My feet completely came to a stop, involuntarily, as the memory of Trinity floated across my mind.

      Trinity.

      My sister.

      I knew that she was out there, somewhere, looking for me, and I didn’t know why. I didn’t want to assume that she was dangerous, but it was hard for me to not judge her based on her roots. I knew how unfair that was, assuming that someone raised in Hell would be a bad person, especially considering that I had demon blood running through my own veins too.

      Still though.

      I didn’t know what to expect from her, and it made me so nervous that it was dizzying to think about. As I tried to regain my focus on the race, Zachary soon showed up at my side, concern casting shadows over his handsome face.

      “Hey.” Zachary stopped running, as he let out a shaky breath. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah. Sorry.” I waved a hand across my face. “I guess Benjie was right. I do need to work on my recovery time.”

      “Nah. That’s not it. You could run circles around me, if you wanted to.” Zachary shook his head, a shadow of concern taking hold of his features. “Something’s wrong, Celeste. I can tell. Just tell me what it is, for real.”

      “It’s just...you know. My parents.” I still hadn’t told Zachary or anyone about the deal that I’d made with Abaddon last semester, and I wasn’t about to spill the beans now either. “It’s just freaky to think about sometimes. It just hits me, every now and then, that Lucifer is my actual father. The guy with the horns in all those cartoons.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything,” Zachary replied, his voice tight. “It’s not like you had a choice in who your parents were.”

      “Still. It’s in my blood.”

      “Even so.” Zachary shrugged. “That doesn’t change who you are, not one bit. We’re not our parents.”

      I offered Zachary a barely-there smile, before changing the subject. “So, since you just admitted that I could basically run circles around you, does that mean that I win the race?”

      “You win on a technicality, which is barely a win.” Zachary chuckled.

      “Ah, so I do win. Which means that I get a free pass to kick your ass, don’t I?” I asked, in the sweetest voice that I could muster. My eyes tracked up and down his body, in a promise of what was to come.

      “Is that what you really want, Celeste? You want to kick my ass?” Zachary chuckled again, his voice dropping a note deeper. “There’s no greater prize that you can imagine, huh?”

      “Well, what prize did you have in mind—”

      Zachary interrupted me mid-sentence by moving in close and pressing his lips against my mouth. I melted into the kiss, even though it took me by surprise. Heat rolled off his body in waves and I was surprised how quickly I warmed in response to his touch.

      Zachary shifted away from me, as a stoic look came over his expression. “So? What do you think?”

      “About what?” I shook my head in confusion. “About you randomly kissing me?”

      “Was it really that random?” Zachary asked, quirking an eyebrow. “I thought it was pretty obvious.”

      “What? Zachary!” I scoffed in disbelief. “What would be obvious about you liking me? You’ve literally said out of your own mouth that you do not like me. Why would I assume—”

      “Whoa.” Zachary held up a hand. “Who said I liked you?”

      “Uh, isn’t that what kissing me means?” I asked. “It means you like me—”

      “No. It means that I think you’re...” Zachary paused, and then steeled himself to speak the truth. “Fine. Fuck it. I think you’re hot, Celeste. There. I said it.”

      His words brought a flush to my cheeks, even as my mind raced.

      “You think I’m hot, but you don’t like me?”

      “Correct.” Zachary nodded, his eyes flashing. “And I don’t think I have to like you, to want to fuck y—”

      “You’re a jerk, Zachary Lancaster.” My feelings were a little hurt, even though I couldn’t discern why. “Who tells a girl something like that? You’re basically saying that you’d be willing to have sex with me, but you wouldn’t even want anything more?”

      “What more could there be?” Zachary asked. “Aren’t you with Charlie? I mean, even if you’re not using labels yet, it’s pretty obvious where that’s going.”

      “Charlie and I...” I paused, as I tried to gather my thoughts and chose my words carefully. “Charlie and I have a modern relationship.”

      “Modern relationship? What does that even mean?”

      “It means that he’s okay with me seeing other people,” I explained. “It means that he’s not interested in owning me, not physically, anyway. As long as we love each other, at the end of the day, that’s all that matters.”

      “Oh.” Zachary hummed. “That’s interesting.”

      “Interesting?”

      “Yeah. Interesting.” Zachary looked me up and down, and I could’ve sworn something flashed behind his eyes. “Still doesn’t change how I feel though. Sorry.”

      “Yeah. Sorry, you’re such an asshole,” I replied, before turning back toward the main hall. “See you back at the dorm or whatever.”
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        * * *

      

      I was still thinking about Zachary’s confession, even as I sat through Mr. Toorin’s biblical linage class. Why would Zachary even tell me that he was attracted to me, just to be so mean about it? It made me feel so insignificant, like I was nothing more than a pretty face to him. It stung even more because we’d known each other and lived together for months.

      Ugh.

      Why the hell was I so bothered about what Zachary Lancaster thought of me, anyway? It wasn’t like he was particularly nice to me, even when he was seemingly trying his best to be social.

      “Ms. Venoix?” Mr. Toorin called out, from his place at the front of the classroom. “Are you going to answer the question?”

      “Sorry.” I shook my head, trying to bring myself back into the moment. “Um, I don’t think I heard it right the first time.”

      “It’s an easy one, just a conversation starter, really.” Mr. Toorin quirked an eyebrow at me, even as he nodded encouragingly. “Noah’s grandfather was...?”

      “Oh. Methuselah,” I answered, recovering quickly.

      “Methuselah! The father of Lamech, the grandfather of Noah. What a lineage...” Mr. Toorin smiled, before he continued with his lesson, his voice becoming background noise for my still-swirling thoughts about Zachary.

      I’d barely even noticed when the bell rang out, signaling that class was finally over for the day.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I was somehow feeling even worse than I’d felt back in Mr. Toorin’s class, the Zachary situation still weighing heavily on my mind. I tried to distract myself with my schoolwork, going over the lesson plan with a highlighter, mapping out my future study schedule. And when that didn’t work, I called Charlie, hoping that he could come over for a visit to my dorm room.

      “No can do,” Charlie replied. “Sorry, Celeste. You know how much I want to be there for you, but Benjie’s got me working on something with him.”

      “Working on something?” I asked, throwing my backpack down towards my dorm room floor. “Maybe I can help you guys out?”

      “That’ll be a no,” Charlie answered. “Again, sorry. It’s top secret stuff.”

      “We’re keeping secrets from each other now?” I took a seat on the edge of my bed.

      “Only this one time,” Charlie assured me. “And if it works out, I’m going to tell you everything about it, okay? I promise.”

      “Fine. I’ll talk to you later.” I sighed, as I ended the conversation with the press of a button. With a frustrated sigh, I flung the phone toward my pillow where it landed with an unsatisfying thump.

      I turned my face towards the ceiling, my eyes staring up at the room’s bright lights.

      Please sound the alarm.

      Please sound the alarm.

      Please sound the alarm.

      I wanted so badly for there to be an emergency, some kind of demon sighting, some reason for me to grab my sword and take to the streets. I just didn’t want to be alone in my dorm room, even though I knew that there was at least one thing worse than being all alone with my thoughts right now.

      And that one worse thing just happened to walk through the door.

      Shit.

      Zachary glanced over at me, before he sat down on the edge of his own bed, too. A few moments passed between us in silence, and then he let out an exasperated sigh.

      “Celeste.”

      “Yeah?” My tone was lined with irritation, but I couldn’t help myself. It’d been an irritating day.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry for what?” I asked. “Sorry for telling me the truth? Sorry for letting me know that even after all we’ve been through together, you couldn’t even think of anything you like about me besides my body?”

      “Celeste—”

      “It’s okay, Zach. You wouldn’t be the first guy in the world to only care about how I look on the outside,” I continued. “I guess it just hurt my feelings a little more, because you actually know me, you know? I thought we were closer than that. But I guess we’re not.”

      “Stop making me do this,” Zachary said so quietly it was almost underneath his breath. “Why are you making me do this?”

      “What am I making you do? Apologize?” I was confused by his response. “I just told you that I don’t care if you say sorry or not. You already told me how you really feel and that’s—”

      “For the love of God, Celeste!” Zachary exploded, before crossing the dorm room floor in a few easy strides. Before I knew it, he was on top of me, his hands pinning my wrists down towards the bed.

      “Don’t you get that this part is way easier?” Zachary said, his voice almost a growl. “Don’t you get that this part is fun and simple and doesn’t require anything more than us both having a good time? Why the hell do you want things to be complicated?”

      “I don’t want things to be complicated.” A familiar electricity began to vibrate right between my legs. “I...um...I just...if we’re going to do this...”

      Shit.

      I thought I’d gotten better at controlling this shit. I’d barely felt it when Charlie touched me nowadays, that electricity not fogging up my brain or making me forget myself. But for some reason with Zachary, its adverse effects were out in full force.

      “Are you okay?” Zachary asked, as he shifted away from my frame. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

      “No. You didn’t hurt me,” I replied quickly. “Sorry. It’s just...sometimes...when you guys touch me—”

      “You guys?”

      “Um, yeah. You. Charlie. Benjie.” I kept my voice low. “It’s like a surge of something over my skin. It’s like downing a bunch of shots and riding a rollercoaster, all at once. I can’t really explain it.”

      “Hmm.” Zachary stared over at me. “Interesting.”

      “I’m getting a little sick of you using that word,” I admitted. “Why can’t you just say how you’re really feeling?”

      “I just told you. I don’t want things to be complicated,” Zachary continued. “I want you, Celeste. Plain and simple. I’m not trying to be your boyfriend or whatever Charlie is supposed to be. If you’re not interested in that, I understand. But if you are, just let me know.”

      Zachary stood up from my bed, before offering me a playful salute. “I think I’ll head back to the training room. Work on some moves, something like that. I’ll see you around, Celeste.”

      “See you around,” I replied, watching Zachary walk out of the room.

      What the fuck?

      Just a few moments ago, the guy had been ready to jump my bones, and now he left me high and dry?

      Well, not exactly high and dry. I scolded myself for how turned on I’d gotten when Zachary had pinned my wrists down towards the bedsheets. It was just the kind of thing that Charlie wouldn’t do and something that I was positive Benjamin wouldn’t try to pull, either.

      However, Zachary was a different kind of guy altogether, more confident, more self-assured, more asshole-y.

      So, why was I so freakin’ conflicted?

      I reached for a nearby pillow, before holding it up to my face.

      I screamed directly into it, until all the confusing I-want-Zachary-Lancaster-inside-of-me feelings seemed to fade away.
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      “Charlie, you look like hell.” I squinted, before I pulled Charlie closer to my side. “Did you not sleep okay?”

      “Ah, I didn’t sleep at all,” Charlie chuckled. “That’s probably part of the problem.”

      “You didn’t sleep?” I shot an accusatory look over at Benjamin, who was sitting across from us at the cafeteria table. “What? Did you have Charlie up all night or something?”

      “It was necessary for the...project.” Benjamin seemed to be censoring himself. “But I assure you that he’ll be all right. There wasn’t any long-term damage inflicted on your...friend.”

      “Benjamin—” I started to speak but was cut off by Zachary’s sudden appearance. Just him showing up in the cafeteria made my heart skip a beat.

      Nope.

      No.

      It was too weird. Since when did I have a goddamn crush on Zachary?

      What the hell was happening to me?

      “Benjamin.” I returned my focus to the situation at hand. “Why can’t you just tell me what you and Charlie have been up to?”

      “You’ll see, once it’s all said and done.” Benjamin nodded. “Until then, we should speak of other matters.”

      “Did anyone else hear that thunder crack last night?” Charlie seemed to be trying to steer the conversation in a new direction. “No? Just me?”

      “I think the rest of us were getting a good night’s sleep, Charlie. Sorry,” I replied. “Although, I didn’t see any rain on the ground or anything. I guess there wasn’t a storm. Just the noise.”

      “I don’t remember hearing any thunder, either, but I wasn’t really listening for it.” Zachary took a seat beside Benjamin, as he started to flex his fingers. “I spent a good part of the night in the training room, messing around with—”

      “We don’t need to hear about your exploits,” Benjamin cut into Zachary’s sentence.

      Zachary looked at me with a nervous stare, before he replied, “No! No. I wasn’t—I was just practicing with the weapons. I wasn’t seeing anyone.”

      “I don’t believe you.” Benjamin grinned. “I remember how you were in high school. Although, granted, we’ve been a bit busy with the arrival of Celeste, but I figured you’d get back to your old ways, soon enough.”

      “Your old ways?” Charlie asked, before he leaned in closer to Zachary. “Zachary...were you a manwhore?”

      “No,” Zachary answered just a bit too fast.

      “Yes,” Benjamin answered this time, the grin still on his face. “I may not have used such a crude term, but yes, indeed, our Zachary was quite popular with the girls in our class. I’m not surprised that his popularity has followed him here, as well.”

      “That’s the least surprising thing that I’ve ever heard in my life.” Charlie laughed. “Of course, Zach’s a ladies’ man. What else would make any sense?”

      “I’m not a—Stop.” Zachary seemed to be getting frustrated. “I’m not talking to any girls. I’m not doing anything that isn’t related to advancing my standing at the Academy, and maybe if you two focused more on your studies, and less on my sex life, you’d be getting ahead as well.”

      Charlie snorted, the noise escaping through his pursed lips. “Getting ahead.”

      “Getting ahead...” Benjamin laughed too. “Ha! I think I get it.”

      “You two idiots have been hanging out too much,” Zachary scoffed. “You both are bad influences on each other, you know.”

      “Nah. We’re good,” Charlie replied. “Sorry for messing with you, man. It’s just kinda hilarious.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s not funny to me. So, can we just stop talking about it?” Zachary suggested. “Anyway, I think we have something else we should be chatting about.”

      “Like what?” Benjamin asked.

      “Didn’t you guys hear? We have a new transfer. Straight out of France,” Zachary continued. “Today was her first day on campus.”

      “Oh, right. I think I may have heard something about that...” Benjamin tilted his head to the side. “What was her name again? I remember it being something quite interesting.”

      “Trinity,” Zachary answered.

      Trinity.

      I tried to keep my composure, suppressing my desire to scream as loudly as I possibly could. “...What? I’m sorry? Did you say that her name was Trinity?”

      “Yeah,” Zachary replied. “She seems pretty cool, so far. Although, she’s probably going to take my valedictorian spot away from me. She seems to know everything about everything.”

      “You already had a class with her?” Charlie asked.

      “No. We crossed paths in Mrs. Deveraux’s office. I was there just for a check-in, and she was there to get her orientation started,” Zachary explained. “We spoke for a moment or two. I told her not to worry about the whole transfer thing, and that she was only the second, newest student that we had.”

      “Did you tell her my name?” I managed to keep the question neutral, hiding my fear underneath.

      “I don’t remember. Maybe? I didn’t think it was a big deal.”

      “It’s not.” I lied. “It’s fine. I’m sure she’s nice.”

      “Her niceness wasn’t truly in question, was it?” Benjamin asked. “We’ve only just heard of the girl’s existence.”

      “Yeah, Celeste. Don’t judge a book by its title.” Charlie playfully nudged me in my side. “Or are you worried that she’s going to take your place or something?”

      “I’m not worried about anything.” I lied again. “Excuse me for just a sec.”

      I got up from the cafeteria table and headed towards the nearest restroom.
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        * * *

      

      God.

      Oh my God.

      What were the odds that the girl named Trinity was genuinely just a transfer student? Someone who’d somehow found the academy a little later in life? Someone just like me?

      But if she was just like me, that would mean that she was just like me. A product of a hellish union, now part of a world that they never asked to inherit. I just couldn’t imagine a situation where Trinity wasn’t the same Trinity as my sister, whether or not she knew about our parents.

      Wait.

      What if she’d forgotten everything? What if our mom had stored Trinity’s memories in some kind of amulet, too, keeping them hidden away from her? For all she knew, maybe she’d just turned up on the streets of France, one day, and someone had spotted her wings and enrolled her at the Angel Academy in France.

      I mean, hell. Wasn’t that what basically happened to me, too? Except I’d been on Earth for a while longer than she possibly had.

      I turned on the faucet below me, letting a pool of cold water gather in the palm of my right hand. I brought the water to my cheek, splashing it against my skin, reveling in the sting of the moment. I just needed something to ground me, something to bring me back to focus—

      “Hello?” There was a knock on the door, followed by a light voice. “Hello? Is anyone in there?”

      “Oh. Sorry.” I turned off the faucet, and quickly grabbed a paper towel. “Just one second. I’m coming out now.”

      Tossing the paper towel into the trashcan, I ran my fingers through my hair, attempting to make myself look a bit less horrified and crazed.

      Although, there was nothing I could do about that terrified look behind my eyes.

      I calmly inhaled and exhaled, my hand resting on the doorknob. “Sorry about the wait. I was just—”

      My blood ran as cold as the faucet’s water, when my eyes met Trinity’s own. I knew that it had to be Trinity, due to her dark hair and dark eyes, looking just like Lucifer himself.

      Abaddon was right. She looked just like our father.

      “May I come in now?” Trinity asked, with a smile on her face. “I wasn’t sure how many stalls were in there, but I didn’t want to disturb you.”

      “You can come in. It’s fine.” Another lie, as I shifted away from the door. “You’re Trinity, right? The new girl?”

      “Oui. La nouvelle fille.” Trinity smiled again. “And you are?”

      “Celeste Venoix,” I answered, even though I had a feeling that she already knew my name. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Nice to meet you, too.” Trinity pushed open the bathroom door behind me, and disappeared inside.
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      “Auxilium.”

      I held my blade out in front of me before I began to slice it through the air. I’d lucked into having the practice room all to myself, with most of the other students having gone to bed already. I watched as the golden glow of the sword moved in time with my hands, until I couldn’t tell where I came to an end and my weapon began.

      It was a dance I’d become accustomed to, one that spoke to my very soul. Typically, angels would practice with the wooden swords, but I’d long since advanced past the need to play pretend. I’d used my summer to do nothing but prepare myself for what I felt was an inevitable battle, whether it’d be between Abaddon and I or between me and the Princes of Hell, all at once.

      I wanted to be ready for whatever was coming, which meant that I needed to be the best fighter that I could be.

      “Abscondam.” I spoke the words over my sword, and it disappeared in my hands. I could still feel its weight in my palm, as I continued to move it throughout the room. The weapon hadn’t gone anywhere, just concealed itself from sight. It was a new prayer that I’d been trying out, unsure if it would work. It wasn’t one that anyone had taught me, but I’d been working on my Latin, spending my nights reading notes from Mr. Toorin’s linguistic classes, over and over.

      I let out a sigh of relief, as the weapon remained hidden even as I slid the hilt into its scabbard.

      A loud blaring rang out across the room.

      Instinctively, I ran towards the nearest exit, my feet soon rushing down the academy’s halls.
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      “Demonic energy. I can feel it in the air.” Zachary looked disgusted, as his eyes swept the city streets. “Keep an eye peeled for anything unusual.”

      “And keep your weapons at the ready,” Benjamin directed. “Celeste, are you good to go?”

      “I’m fine.” I nodded as I checked out the scene for myself.

      “Are you?” Zachary scoffed. “It looks like you left your weapon back at the academy.”

      Shit.

      The cloaking prayer.

      My sword was still in place beside me, but no one could see its blade.

      “I’ll be fine.” I shrugged. “Besides, if anything gets too hairy, I can just use my hands, remember?”

      I wiggled my fingers for emphasis, staring back at Benjamin and Zachary. “I’m a natural born weapon.”

      “I’ll keep an eye on her,” Charlie sounded fierce as he moved to stand at my side. “Don’t worry.”

      “You don’t need to keep an eye on me.” I knew that Charlie was just being protective, but there was something annoying about the assumption that I needed anyone’s protection. I’d been practically living and breathing inside of the training room. If anyone was going to be a hero today, it was going to be me.

      “Charlie and Celeste, go left, Benjie and I will go right,” Zachary commanded, before he started to head down the street. “If anything gets weird, just scream or something, and we’ll be there ASAP.”

      “Got it.” I nodded, before nudging Charlie in his arm. “Let’s go, partner.”

      “Right behind you, partner.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m not seeing anything.” Charlie shook his head, as we rounded yet another corner. “Are we sure we are in the right place for the demonic energy?”

      “I’m not seeing anything, either.” I pursed my lips, before looking at a particularly tall apartment building.

      As my eyes trailed over its windows, some open, some closed for the night, a thought came to me in an instant. “What if we’re looking in the wrong place?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What if the energy isn’t on the streets? What if it’s up there?” I pointed towards the building. “We already know that demons can possess people. What if it just took over someone’s body and is just chilling in their apartment or something?”

      “Shit,” Charlie looked up at the building and then over at me. “That would suck for them. No way that demon is going to remember to pay their rent on time.”

      “Let’s check it out.” I was already walking towards the entrance of the building, before I’d even finished my sentence.

      I could tell that Charlie was behind me, by the sound of his echoing footsteps in my wake. I made my way up the first flight of stairs, the second, and then the third.

      On the fourth floor, I could’ve sworn that I felt something vibrating against my skin. It felt sickly and harsh, and it made me so nauseous that I grew unsteady on my feet.

      “Celeste?” Charlie panted, as he came to stand beside me in the hall. “What’s wrong?”

      “Demonic energy. You can’t feel that?” I brought a hand towards my stomach, as I winced. “Shit. I’ve never felt anything like that before. Not even with Abaddon.”

      “That can’t be good.” Charlie grimaced, his eyes taking in the landing around us and the hallway beyond. “Maybe we should turn back? Go get the others?”

      “No.” I steadied myself, placing my palm against the wall. “If it’s this bad, we can’t take a chance on letting it go. We need to deal with it right now.”

      “Fine. Then, let’s deal with it.” Charlie looked around the hall. “Do we need to break these doors down, one by one, or—”

      “It’s that one.” I nodded towards the room at the very back of the apartment’s shadowed hallway. “Just stay behind me, all right?”

      “Will do,” Charlie confirmed.

      I started to move towards the back of the hall, keeping my movements rational and measured. A part of me wanted to run away from the energy, while another part of me wanted to run right towards it, desperate to banish the energy back to Hell as quickly as I could.

      I knew that I needed to keep my head in the game and keeping up my sense of logic was going to hopefully help me bring this to an end even faster. As we reached the end of the hall, I placed one of my hands on the hilt of my sword and used the other to twist open the doorknob.

      The door opened without any resistance, and seconds later, Charlie and I were inside the apartment’s walls. The room was pitch-black, but not just because the lights were out. It was almost like the room was filled with a mist of pure darkness, something heavy yet reminiscent of smoke. I coughed a few times, the smoky substance threatening to coat my lungs. Every cell in my body fought to expel it.

      “Auxilium.”

      I drew my sword away from my side, as its golden glow lit up the darkness of the room. But as soon as its light shone through the darkness, there was something, wild and wide, gnashing its teeth into my sword.

      Holy shit.

      I’d never come across anything like this before.

      “Celeste!” Charlie called out. “What the fuck is that?”

      “Don’t know.” I struggled to keep my calm demeanor, as I fought the strange creature for control of my sword. Soon enough, the struggle came to an end, as its teeth pulled the weapon out of my hands. As the metal blade clanged against the apartment’s wooden floor, I knew that I had to act fast. Without thinking, I lunged towards the creature, wrapping my arms around what I assumed was its throat.

      “Auxilium.” I whispered the prayer again, as my hands began to glow with the same light as the sword. The creature whined in my grasp, but I kept my hold, unsure of what it might do if it was able to get loose yet again. Then, there was an unholy growl that went out throughout the room, before I felt the creature lick the side of my face.

      What the fuck?

      Gross.

      With that, I let go of the creature, moving a few feet away from it, just enough to see what it was.

      It looked like a dog, except it had glowing red eyes, and black fur that resembled wisps of smoke. It was huge too, more the size of what I’d always imagined a werewolf might be. The creature sat down, right in front of me, as its tongue lolled out of its mouth.

      “Hellhound. That’s a hellhound,” Charlie whispered, sounding shaken. “I’m looking at an actual hellhound right now.”

      “Good doggie.” My words came out breathless, as I was still recovering from the fight for my sword. I reached for my weapon, before I brought myself back up to my feet. “Not the source of the demonic energy, though. I guess he’s just on lookout duty.”

      “For who?” Charlie’s eyes went wide, as he looked over at me. “Do you think he’s working for your dad?”

      “I don’t think my dad needs anyone on lookout duty.”

      I proceeded to move through the rest of the apartment, until the nauseous feeling in my stomach nearly made me double over. I pushed past the feeling, pushing open what seemed to be a bedroom door, as well.

      “You’re late.” A man stood beside an open window, appearing to look down over the city streets below “You were right though, in your assessment of the angels. Oddly enough, they never look above them.”

      The man turned to face me, and his expression melted into one of curiosity. “Ah. You...are not you. Who are you?”

      I looked the man up and down, taking in his frame. His face was strikingly handsome, like he’d been blessed with the best genes. Honestly, he reminded me a lot of Ashmedai. He wasn’t as well put-together with his clothing, although it was obvious that he was trying.

      “Who are you?” I fired the question right back.

      “I believe I asked you first, angel.” The man smirked. “But I’ll be polite, since you are a lady angel, after all. My name is Belphegor. Perhaps you’ve heard of me?”

      “The demon of sloth...” my words trailed off. “You’re one of the Princes of Hell.”

      Belphegor nodded. “And you are?”

      “That’s not important.” In the moment, I realized that revealing my true identity could’ve led to something awful happening to me. “I’m just a student.”

      “You’re just a liar.” Belphegor chuckled. “You think I don’t already know who you are? You look just like your mother, little angel. I just wondered if you knew it too. And it seems like you do.”

      “Who were you waiting on?” I demanded, trying to redirect our conversation onto safer ground. “And why the hell were you waiting for them in the city?”

      “You have no dominion over me, Daughter of Lilith.” Belphegor chuckled again, the laugh ending in a little growl. “You have no power here. Leave. Be gone, and I’ll let you live yet another day.”

      “Yeah. Sorry. No can do.” I shifted my body into a fighting stance, with my sword held out in front of me. “You’re either going to leave right now, or I’m going to make you leave.”

      “Are you threatening a Prince of Hell?”

      “Are you disrespecting orders from your princess?” The words felt weird coming out of my mouth, even though I knew they were the truth. “Leave. Be gone, and I’ll let you do whatever it is you do for another day.”

      “All right.” Belphegor sighed, as his eyes began to glow a fiery red. “Then it looks as if I will be the one to send you back to your parents, after all.”

      Belphegor didn’t say another thing, before waving his hands in front of his face. There were wisps of black smoke that emitted from his fingers, blocking my view of him entirely. I could only see as far ahead as my glowing sword, and a nervous feeling began to build inside of my bones.

      Shit.

      I may have picked a fight that I wasn’t ready to win.

      I suddenly felt a stinging sensation moving over each of my fingers, as if I was being attacked by a swarm of wasps. I screamed, dropping my sword to the ground.

      Shit.

      I definitely just picked a fight that I wasn’t ready to win.

      The stinging wasps sensation migrated from my fingers to the sides of my throat, the pain so sudden and sharp that it brought me wretching to my knees. I reached for my weapon in the darkness, still able to see its glow a few feet away from my frame.

      “Sana eam!” I cried out, and the pain of stinging wasps seemed to disappear, if only for a moment.

      But a moment was all I needed, to get sword back into my grip. I took a second to think through my Latin lessons, before I yelled out a complete Hail Mary. “Solis ortus!”

      A bright beam of light shot out through the room, appearing to emanate straight from my sword. Everything was touched by its glow, with every corner of the room being illuminated and revealed to me at once. The stinging sensations receded, and I had a clear path toward Belphegor. I rose to my feet, before I took my shot, plunging my sword deep into his abdomen.

      Belphegor winced, looking pained as he watched my face. “Ah, little one. Your heart is strong, but you are so, so weak. What a pity.”

      I didn’t have a chance to respond, as Belphegor’s hand wrapped tight around my throat. The tips of each demonic finger seemed to sear themselves into my very flesh.

      I couldn’t speak.

      I couldn’t breathe.

      I couldn’t pray.

      I closed my eyes, as the veins in my neck began to pop before they were crushed even further by his hand.

      He was going to kill me.

      This was how I was going to die.

      I’d accepted my fate, as my lungs begged for air that I was unable to provide for them. I figured that I’d pass out before I died, which gave me some semblance of relief. At least I wasn’t going to be conscious enough to know I was dying, whenever my body gave up its last breath.

      As the world around me started to turn so, so warm, and so, so dark, my back landed with a spine-shaking crash against the apartment floor. I took in a desperate gasp for air, rolling over onto my side. I was too disoriented to do anything besides try to catch my breath.

      “Auxilium!” A girl’s voice confidently rang out, soon followed by pained groans and the wet sounds of a blade sinking into someone’s skin, again and again.

      As I continued to get my bearings, the nauseous feeling from being in the apartment seemed to lift right off me, until it had completely vanished. I turned my face upwards, trying to determine what the hell had just happened, and that’s when I spotted her.

      Trinity.

      She stood in the middle of the room, with two throwing knives, one balanced expertly in each of her palms. She looked down at me, with concern etched onto her expression.

      “Celeste. Are you all right?”

      “Sana aem,” I whispered, and my broken body felt whole yet again. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” Trinity smiled, before she slid her knives back into their sheaths. “Did you come here alone?”

      “No.” My eyes went wide. “Charlie. Shit! Charlie—”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it.” Trinity nodded, as she hastily left the room. I struggled to my feet, before I stumbled right behind her.
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      Charlie was on the living room floor, gasping and thrashing around. Trinity crouched right beside him, her hand pressed gently into his arm.

      “You’re hurt. But you’re going to be all right—”

      Just then, a cloud of black smoke descended onto Charlie’s frame. Trinity leapt right into action, her throwing knives already back in her hands. All I could make out was the glow of her weapons, as she seemed to be fighting off the darkness itself, the cloud receding further and further into nothingness.

      Once the cloud had completely dissipated, Trinity returned her attention to Charlie. “Sorry about that. Sometimes, demonic energy tries to take on an easy target. Have you been possessed before?”

      “Yeah,” Charlie admitted, and his voice cracked as he spoke. “Were they trying to possess me? Again?”

      “It’s easier the second time.” Trinity spoke to Charlie, a warm edge suffusing her voice. “But don’t you worry about anything like that. I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

      “Thanks.” Charlie smiled back at her.

      I finally had enough strength to approach them both. “What the hell just happened to us?”

      “Just another Prince of Hell.” Trinity shrugged.

      “You’ve seen them before?” I tried to make sure my question came out neutral, not wanting to tip her off about the fact that I knew who she really was.

      “In textbooks, yes,” Trinity replied. “Belphegor is known for pulling stunts like this one. He uses hellhounds and smoke and mirrors, because he wants to appear more menacing than he actually is. He’s one of the weakest of the princes, which is why he needs all of this pageantry.”

      “The weakest?” I choked out a hollow laugh “He almost killed me.”

      “He almost killed me, too,” Charlie chimed into the conversation.

      “Forgive me, but it seems as if you two might be in need of more training...” Trinity hesitated. “At the French Academy, we spend more of our focus on the realities of fighting demons. Meanwhile, the American Academy seems to care more about its history and traditions.”

      “Don’t let Zachary hear you say that. He’d move to France right now.” Charlie laughed.

      “Thank you for saving us.” I nodded towards Trinity. “Hey, how’d you find out where we were anyway? Did they already assign you a location to monitor in the city—”

      “We should go,” Trinity cut me off, rising to her feet. “The others will be worried.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.” I rolled my shoulders, before letting out a heavy breath. “We should get back to Benjie and Zach.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “You were attacked? By a Prince of Hell?” Mrs. Deveraux’s voice shook as she spoke. “Are you certain?”

      Trinity, Zachary, Benjamin, Charlie and I all sat in Mrs. Deveraux’s office, filling the line of seats in front of her desk.

      “Yes.” Trinity nodded. “I’m certain. It was Belphegor.”

      “Belphegor...” Mrs. Deveraux’s tone dropped to a whisper. “The weakest prince...able to escape Michael’s chains...”

      A look of sadness crossed over her expression, before she steeled herself and spoke again. “We will have to alert the council.”

      “And what happens then?” I leaned in towards Mrs. Deveraux’s desk. “Are they going to help us fight him?”

      “No,” She replied. “It is our job to fight off the demons. The council will simply provide us instructions for what to do next.”

      “Isn’t there protocol for something like this?” Benjamin asked. “And what if it isn’t just one Prince of Hell? What if it’s all of them—”

      “Then we will do what we must.” Mrs. Deveraux lifted a warning finger, signaling that it was time for Benjamin to be silent. “Even if that means calling on every last angel on Earth. We can’t let the princes reign over humanity. They’ll convince them to destroy each other, and then they’ll convince them to destroy us, too.”

      “And God will punish us all for failing him,” Zachary replied in a low tone. “And maybe they’ll come for Heaven next.”

      “They can’t do that, can they? Come for Heaven?” Charlie looked back and forth between Zachary and Mrs. Deveraux. “There’s no way that’s possible, is it?”

      “They’ve tried it once before,” Mrs. Deveraux replied, her voice flat. “That time, they lost. That time, we had Michael on our side and they did not. This time...”

      Mrs. Deveraux rose up from her office chair, before she turned to face the nearby window. “Without Michael, we have no assurance of victory over their darkness.”

      “So, what? The hellish rebellion might actually win this time?” Charlie’s words came out nervous. “What happens then?”

      “Nightmares come true.” Mrs. Deveraux folded her arms behind her back. “And it will be impossible to scrub all the blood out of the streets.”
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        * * *

      

      I stretched in the middle of my bed, waiting for sleep to come.

      It wasn’t working. Maybe it was the fact that I’d just been choked out and brought to within an inch of my life, but I just wasn’t in the mood for sleeping tonight.

      I had no idea where Zachary was, but I was grateful for the alone time. Besides, I was feeling a little embarrassed by the entire situation. I’d genuinely been training my hardest, and I still almost got killed by the weakest Prince of Hell. I wasn’t ready for Abaddon. I wasn’t ready for anything.

      I needed to get back to the training room.

      But as soon as my feet touched the ground, I heard the room’s door fly wide open. Zachary stepped into the room, locking the door behind him.

      “You almost died.” His tone was accusatory, as he crossed the distance from the door to the edge of my bed.

      His voice cracked. “You almost fucking died tonight.”

      “Yeah, did I not tell you that?” I asked, knowing full well that I hadn’t given anyone that information besides Charlie and Trinity, who were both eyewitnesses to my defeat.

      “No. You didn’t.” Zachary seemed pissed, as he folded his arms against his chest. “What the hell were you thinking? Going after a Prince of Hell by yourself?”

      “I wasn’t all by myself. I had Charlie.”

      “Yeah, and how did that turn out for you?” Zachary scoffed. “You might as well have brought along a pet goldfish.”

      “You don’t have to be such an asshole about it.” I snapped, before I looked back at Zachary. “I get it. You don’t like me. You think I’m an idiot. And you really don’t like Charlie. Can I just go to the training room now—”

      My words were cut off by Zachary’s lips against mine. He moved his body close to mine so fast it left my head spinning. The electricity from the interaction immediately flowed through my veins, and I turned my head to break off the kiss.

      “What the hell? What is your deal?” I demanded. “Didn’t we already go through this?”

      “Did we ever reach a conclusion?” Zachary retorted, his voice a not deeper than usual.

      “God! You are so—Ugh!” I pushed Zachary away from me. “What do you want from me, Zachary?”

      “I want you to stay alive.”

      “Why? Why do you care?” I shook my head. “It’s not like Mrs. Deveraux has you watching over me anymore. If I die, it’s my own damn fault, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, it is. Because you keep making stupid decisions—”

      “Then why the hell do you care?” I flung my question at him again, my voice getting louder. “Why do you give a fuck whether I live or die? Why are you goddamn invested in a girl that you just want to fuck—”

      “Is this what you really want to do right now?” Zachary sighed. “You want to get into a screaming match?”

      “No,” I admitted, raising my chin as I lowered my tone. “I don’t want to fight with you at all, Zach. I just want to get back to the training room. Work on my shit.”

      “Cool. Then, I’ll go with you.” Zachary held out his hand. “Let’s go.”

      I shrugged, accepting Zachary’s bizarre version of a peace offering, before heading resolutely toward the door.
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        * * *

      

      “How did it happen?” Zachary asked, as he stood a few feet away from me in the training room. He wasn’t holding onto any wooden weapons, just keeping his green eyes locked onto my gaze. “How did the demon get the upper hand on you?”

      “Uh, well...” I considered my words, as I stared back at Zachary. “He just kind of...choked me out.”

      “Was that the first thing he did? Just grab you by the throat?”

      “No. He did something that felt like wasps stinging me first? Something with smoke?” I struggled to explain the sensations that washed over me “It’s hard without the visuals to tell you what it was like, but basically, it felt like I kept getting stung, over and over and—Shit!”

      I cursed, as I soon felt the grip of Zachary’s hand close around my throat.

      “Zach! What the fuck?!” I asked, through gritted teeth. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      “Teaching you how to get out of a choke hold.” Zachary smiled. “Apparently, it’s something you haven’t mastered quite yet. Come on. Do your worst.”

      “Fuck you!” I groaned, as I tried to move out of his grip. But with each of my flailing steps, his iron grip around my throat only seemed to get tighter.

      “Zachary! Let me go!” I hated that my voice squeaked a little.

      “Is that what you did when Belphegor had you in his grip? You asked him to let you go?” Zachary made a disapproving noise. “No wonder you almost died tonight. Get it together, Celeste. Think through it.”

      “Zachary!” I yelled again, but this time I did as I was told. I thought through the current situation, with Zachary’s hand wrapped around my throat. I decided that I needed to jam my knee into his chest, as soon as fucking possible.

      I pulled him toward me, with my hands grabbing onto his forearm, before I did just that. Zachary stumbled into me, and as he fell, I brought my knee up towards his sternum, again and again, until he fell toward the ground.

      I took in a huge gulp of air, before I flipped him off with both hands. “Go to Hell.”

      “What did I tell you about counting people out?” Zachary growled.

      Then he hissed, “Sana eam.”

      Right after his prayer, Zachary swept his leg out towards mine, knocking me down so I fell right beside him. I groaned, as I landed hard on my right elbow.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” I asked, groaning again. “Sana eam.”

      “Ready for another round?” Zachary chuckled from his place beside me. “Or do you need me to give you a minute or two to recover?”

      “Nah. I think I’ve got it.” I said, before quickly shifting away from the training room floor. I placed my legs on either side of Zachary’s torso, holding my fists up toward his chest. “I’m going to punch you in the goddamn heart until you beg me to stop. Sound like a good plan to you, Zach?”

      “What the fuck? What kind of bullshit is that?”

      “You still owe me an opportunity to kick your ass,” I smirked. “And now seems like the perfect time to redeem my prize, since you’re obviously in the mood to start shit with me.”

      “If you punch me, even once, I swear to God, Celeste—”

      I brought my fist down as hard as I could against Zachary’s chest. He winced in pain, before his hands flew down toward my waist. In an expert move, he flipped me and I was pinned down against the training room floor.

      “God! You’re such a fucking brat!” Zachary snarled. “I knew that from the very first moment that I saw you. I’m trying to help you save your fucking life—”

      “By lording it over me that I almost died tonight? I know, Zach! I get it!” I barked right back at him. “Does that make you feel better about yourself or something? Kicking a girl when she’s already down—”

      My words faded, as I let out an accidental moan.

      Shit.

      The goddamn electricity.

      I shivered as it seemed to spark off Zachary’s skin and swim right through my veins, not stopping until it reached between my thighs.

      “Zachary...” I moaned again, squirming underneath him. “You’re touching me.”

      “Yeah?” Zachary asked, his breath hot on my face. “Is that a problem? I’m holding you down, because otherwise I’m pretty sure you’ll keep trying to punch me in the chest—”

      “I told you. When you touch me...sometimes...” I couldn’t even finish that thought, as another moan spilled right out of me. “Zachary. Please.”

      “Please, what?”

      “Touch me.”

      “I thought I was already touching you?” Confusion and a note of wariness colored Zachary’s tone.

      “You know what I mean,” I whispered, as my hips slightly raised away from the ground, grinding against Zachary’s own. “Please.”

      “Jesus. Celeste.” Zachary looked at me hard, as he clearly fought for self-control. “Are you sure? Didn’t you say when you get like this you’re not in control?”

      “I’m in control. Just. Overwhelmed,” I tried to explain the sensations that rocketed through my body. “Please. I think it gets better after we’ve...” Another moan, and this time the electricity sent shockwaves up and down my clit.

      Oh God.

      It felt so good that I thought I might die.

      “If you’re sure...” Zachary paused, as he looked down at me with desire sparking in his eyes. “Where do you want me to start?”

      “Wherever you want,” I replied, wrapping my legs around Zachary’s waist. “Just hurry. I feel like I’m going to die if I don’t—Ah!”

      I brought a hand toward my mouth to muffle my screams, as Zachary’s fingers dove down into my panties, and slipped inside of me. He slowly moved a finger back and forth, pushing it in and then sliding it out, like he was testing the waters. He slid another finger inside of me and I groaned at the sensation.

      “Zachary...” I called his name, and it came out breathless. “You have no idea how good that feels...”

      “Hmm. I think I might have an idea.” Zachary grinned, running his thumb alongside my clit, the pressure combining perfectly with his fingers still pushing their way inside of me.

      “Fuck,” was all I managed to say, as I closed my eyes in pure ecstasy. “I’m going to come.”

      “Good.” Zachary worked his fingers inside of me, and there was something mischievous in his deep voice. “Because as soon as you come, I’m going to fuck you so hard that you won’t be able to walk straight in the morning.”

      Oh God.

      Zachary’s plans for me only made me that much wetter, and I felt my thighs quiver as I got closer to the crest of an orgasm. As if he was reading my mind, Zachary sped up his handiwork. His thumb moved in faster circles along my clit, and his fingers reached down deeper and faster, the sensations all building up right below my abdomen.

      I shook all over, as the crest turned into a tidal wave, bursting out from my body and I cried out Zachary’s name as it rushed over me.

      I barely caught my breath before Zachary was over me and sliding inside of me. His cock was bigger than I’d expected, and it felt like he filled me up nearly to the point of stretching me out. It felt so good though, and each of his thrusts seemed to line up perfectly with my g-spot, causing me to whimper and whine underneath his frame.

      “Fuck. You’re so perfect. You’re so fucking perfect,” Zachary groaned, as he kept the same pace going with his hips. “How the fuck are you so perfect, Celeste?”

      I couldn’t find any words to respond; my body felt like it was on fire in the best kind of way. Every part of me felt alive, like I could feel every cell in my blood, and all of me cried out for more of Zachary Lancaster.

      “Fuck. I’m going to come,” Zachary growled, beside my ear.

      “Please. Zach. Please.” I placed my hands on his shoulders, trying to keep myself steady under his thrusts. “Please. Come.”

      “Fuck!” Zachary let out an almost primal sound, as his hips stuttered.

      As he finished inside of me, I pulled his head down toward my own, kissing him with everything I had left and setting off sparks that set my mouth alight.
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        * * *

      

      “Did you guys know that I was getting graded?” Charlie’s jaw fell open with surprise. “I didn’t even know that I was enrolled here. What the hell?”

      The guys and I sat at our usual place in the cafeteria, as students hustled and bustled all around us.

      “What’s your standing?” Benjamin asked.

      “Last in the class.” Charlie shook his head. “Which makes total sense, since I haven’t been taking any tests or anything. I thought I was just being kept here as some kind of science experiment. No one told me that I had to—”

      “Learn?” Zachary suggested, with a smirk.

      “Yeah! No one told me that I had to learn.” Charlie blew out a heavy breath. “I guess I need to get a textbook or something. Where do you guys get your textbooks? Is there a way I can order one online?”

      “I’ll walk with you to the library after lunch,” Benjamin replied. “Don’t worry. We should be able to raise your class standing, by the middle of the semester.”

      “Well, let’s not try to make me class valedictorian.” Charlie grimaced. “I just want to not flunk out of whatever program I’m apparently in. F’s look bad on transcripts.”

      “You think that the academy is using the normal transcript system?” I asked Charlie, giving him a puzzled look.

      “Fine. It doesn’t matter about the transcript. I just don’t like being last in the class,” Charlie admitted. “God, this place is giving me flashbacks to high school. I think I’m gonna break out in hives.”

      “Don’t you mean college?” Benjamin looked over at Charlie. “I thought you were a software engineer.”

      “I was a software engineer because I was too smart for college.” Charlie shrugged, a small smile tugging at his lips. “My plan was to develop the next big app and buy an island or something. Maybe adopt a few cats.”

      “You can still adopt the cats, once you graduate.” Zachary pointed out. “I don’t think the academy’s going to interrupt too many of your unbridled passions.”

      “Was that supposed to be a joke—Hey!” Charlie cut off his own sentence, as he waved at someone across the cafeteria. “Hey! Come sit with us!”

      I turned to see who Charlie was talking to, even though I already had a feeling that I knew who it was.

      Trinity.

      She came to stand beside our table, holding a tray of food in her hands. “Hey, guys! What’s up?”

      “Nothing much.” Charlie scooted over, making room for her at the table. “Come on. Sit down. Unless you have other plans?”

      “I don’t have any other plans.” Trinity accepted Charlie’s offer, sitting down across from me. “Thank you for letting me sit here with you guys. The other angels are nice enough, but I think everyone’s already broken off into their cliques for the rest of the semester.”

      “Yeah, coming in as a new person sucks sometimes.” Charlie patted Trinity on the shoulder. “But don’t worry. We’ve got your back. Besides, Celeste and I only got here last year, and we’ve done pretty well for ourselves so far.”

      “Oh?” Trinity smiled. “I think I may have heard something about your sudden arrival. Rumors spread pretty quickly, when there are new angels added to the fold.”

      “Ah. Not an angel.” Charlie shrugged. “Just a curiosity Mrs. Deveraux keeps around until she can figure me out.”

      “Being an angel isn’t only about the wings on one’s back,” Trinity said softly. “It’s about what’s on the inside, as well. And you, Charlie Collins, from the little I’ve known of you so far, are positively radiating with angelic qualities.”

      “Get a room.” Zachary rolled his eyes, taking a huge bite out of his eggplant sandwich.

      “So, Trinity,” I said trying to keep my tone neutral, turning my attention toward her. “The French Academy, huh? What was that like?”

      “Oh, very similar to the American one. But as I’ve mentioned before, there was more of an emphasis on fighting and offensive tactics, rather than tradition, not to say that history and tradition are not important.” Trinity’s hand reached down for her fork.

      “And you went there for your freshman year, too?”

      “Yes.”

      “And before that?” I leaned toward her, waiting for her to respond. “Did you go to angel high school or wherever you guys go before college?”

      “I...was homeschooled,” Trinity hesitated. “I know that may sound unusual, but my parents wanted to be in control of my education, and there was no easier way.”

      “What did your parents do?”

      “My father was an entertainer and my mother was an herbalist.”

      “Entertainer?”

      “Yes. He sang professionally for a while, before he retired.” Trinity seemed to grin at the memory of our father. “Well, I say retired, but really he was let go after he got into a rather huge argument with the band leader.”

      Ha.

      The way she’d phrased Lucifer’s rebellion against God brought a genuine smile to my face, but I quickly wiped it off as I continued with my line of questioning. “And you said your mom was an herbalist?”

      “Do you mean like, she sold weed? Or do you mean like, she sold those tiny green pills? The ones they show on TV at like midnight?” Charlie chimed into the conversation.

      “Neither. She was basically a community doctor, just without the fancy degrees. She loved to help people, and the best way she could do that was medicinally.” Trinity offered Charlie a warm expression, before she glanced my way.

      “And how about you, Celeste? What do your parents do?”

      “I have no idea,” I replied. “Never had a chance to meet ‘em.”

      “Oh.” Trinity’s face saddened. “And what were you doing before the academy?”

      “Surviving.” I kept my answer short.

      “I’m sorry you had to go through all of that alone.”

      “Not all of it. I had Charlie for a little bit, before I ended up here.” I nudged Charlie’s arm for emphasis. “And it wasn’t all that bad. It taught me how to be independent. Strong.”

      “I don’t know if I believe that.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I don’t know if I believe that suffering makes you any stronger than the next person. It’s not the suffering that shapes you, after all. It’s the endurance, the quality of your spirit. I think you’d have that resolve, whether or not your life started off in tragedy,” Trinity continued. “You’d still be you, Celeste Venoix, whether or not you were raised by your parents, or raised by the streets.”

      “Hmm. I’m not sure if I believe that,” Benjamin hummed. “Are you suggesting that there’s no logic behind the idea of nature vs. nurture? That we’re all doomed to be the same person, regardless of the other factors in our lives?”

      “I believe that some of us were always meant to be who we are,” Trinity answered. “And it doesn’t matter how we get there, the end result will always be the same. The sun is always going to shine. The moon is always going to hang in the sky. And mothers are always going to weep.”

      “I’ve never heard it put quite that way before,” Benjamin said softly.

      “It’s just something that my own mother used to say.” Trinity smiled. “I’ll admit, she was a little quirky, but she had her moments of wisdom.”

      “Why did you come here?” I kept my question low, knowing that I was interrupting the growing banter between Benjamin and Trinity. “Why the American Academy? Why not stay in France?”

      “Because there were things that I wanted to see for myself.” Trinity’s answer was vague.

      “Things like what?” I pushed her on it, just wanting her to admit the truth.

      She knew who I was.

      And she’d come here for me.

      Hadn’t she?

      “Landmarks,” Trinity replied. “The sights. The sounds. France is beautiful, but it’s easy to tire of France when it’s all you’ve known. And besides, I think my services would be better suited for the American Academy. I think that my sensibilities may align better with your values.”

      “And what values are those?” I wasn’t letting up, not until I was satisfied with her answers.

      “Life without liberty is like a body without a spirit.” Trinity’s fork dove into her salad. “And I find myself very much agreeing with such a statement.”

      “Nice.” Zachary nodded, taking the final bite of his sandwich. “Celeste, are you done with this inquisition or what? Can we get back to talking about how Charlie’s definitely going to fail out of the academy now?”

      “Fail out?” Charlie looked distressed. “Is that even an option? Is that even a possibility?”

      “Everything’s a possibility, unfortunately...” Benjamin’s words trailed off. “But as I said before, don’t worry. We can work on it. Everything is going to be just fine.”

      Everything is going to be just fine.

      Benjamin’s words played over and over in my head, as I watched Trinity finish her meal out of the corner of my eye.
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      “Does Mr. Toorin think that we speak Aramaic?” I asked Benjamin, as we sat across from each other in the library. “Wait. These study questions are written in Aramaic, aren’t they?”

      “Let me see.” Benjamin held out his hand, and I passed him my notebook from class. He took a moment to look over the page, before he shook his head. “Mandaic. Not Aramaic.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “Mandaic is a dialect of Aramaic,” Benjamin explained, as he handed me back my notebook. “They’re similar, but still not the same.”

      “Yeah, I can tell you how they’re similar in one other way, too,” I replied. “I don’t understand either of them.”

      “You’ll get better. Once you learn one language, it’s easier to pick up the others.”

      “Yeah. Sure,” I sighed, flipping to another page of my notebook. “I just thought that I was getting better with all of this stuff. I mean, I spent my whole summer studying everything I could get my hands on, and it’s like I still have no idea what’s going on. Not even spending all day in the training room made a difference when it came to facing off against a real demon.”

      “You weren’t facing a demon. You were facing a Prince of Hell. And it’s a wonder that you survived, at all.”

      “It’s not a wonder. Trinity saved me,” I replied. “Because even with all my studying and training, I’m still the kind of person who needs to be saved. Ugh.”

      “Don’t be so down on yourself, Celeste,” Benjamin said, he eyes resting on my face and a warm expression taking hold of his features. “What you were trying to learn in a summer can take years for angels to learn starting out. You’re doing good. Just keep up the same pace, and by this time next year, you’ll be unstoppable.”

      “I may not be here by this time next year,” I answered. “None of us may be. You heard Mrs. Deveraux, if the Princes of Hell all band together to take back Heaven, to take back Earth, it’s over for all of us.”

      “Yes. She did say that. But until we hear from the council, there’s no guarantee of anything.”

      “So, you think the best course of action is to just pretend like nothing’s happening?” I asked.

      “What do you suggest we do instead?”

      “Benjie, if the house is on fire, it doesn’t do us any good to pretend like we don’t see the smoke. We need to take action. We need to figure out an escape route. We need to grab a fire extinguisher. We need to call the police station. We need to do things that give us our best shot, or else we’re going to be living with regret and a house that’s now completely turned to ashes—”

      “Go out with me.”

      “...What?”

      “We need to do things that give us our best shot, or otherwise we’re going to be living with regret,” Benjamin quoted my words right back at me. “Go out with me, Celeste.”

      “What? Like on a date?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?” I needed to rephrase my question, as I realized it came out a little strange. “I mean, why now? When we’re in the middle of all of this?”

      “Would you rather I wait until the Princes of Hell descend upon the Earth?” Benjamin grinned.

      “Fine.” I smiled, as I closed my notebook. “Where do you want to go?”

      “To the roof of the main building. Seven o’clock.”

      “Wait. Seven o’clock tonight?”

      “Yes.” Benjamin nodded. “Will that be a problem for you?”

      “Uh, I guess not. As long as you don’t mind me wearing my uniform. If you would’ve given me a little more notice, I could’ve gone shopping and got something nicer to wear—”

      “Your uniform is perfect,” Benjamin beamed. “And if you need something to enhance your outfit, feel free to wear your jacket over your blouse. I promise I won’t report you to Mrs. Deveraux for the clothing violation.”

      “Gee. Thanks.” I lightly chuckled, before I leaned back in my chair. “Seven o’clock, it is then.”
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        * * *

      

      “I didn’t know we could get up on the roof...” I spoke, as I climbed the final flight of steps. Once my foot touched down on the rooftop, I was greeted by the smell of the warm night air, and a vanilla scent that wafted over toward me.

      “We’re not really supposed to be up here,” Benjamin admitted, climbing up the steps behind me. Once he reached the top of the roof, he came to stand at my side. “I had to make a deal with Micah to stand guard, just in case Mrs. Deveraux decides to make rounds tonight in the hall.”

      “Ooh. Benjamin Nash, the bad boy.” I smirked. “I’m not used to seeing this side of you.”

      “I try to keep it reserved for the summertime.” Benjamin grinned right back. “You like the smell of vanilla, don’t you? I was able to get ahold of some candles, and I set them out before our date.”

      I looked to my right, noticing the set of candles that Benjamin had put out for us. I walked over toward them, and that’s when I saw a long, black shape sitting a few feet away from them too.

      “What’s that?” I asked, as I pointed to the shape in the night.

      “That’s our date,” Benjamin replied, before he reached down and pulled the figure into his hands. As he held it in his palms, I was able to get a better look at the thing, and I could tell that it was some kind of handheld telescope.

      He turned it over in his grip, and I spotted the B.N. engraved in bronze onto the telescope’s side.

      “Birthday gift?” I asked.

      “Kind of. It was given to me on the day of my birth, one of the items typically passed down to the Nash men in my family. It belonged to my great-great-grandfather,” Benjamin explained. “It’s called a spyglass. He used it when he was at sea.”

      “Your great-great-grandfather was a fisherman?” I couldn’t hide the surprise in my voice.

      “He served with Meridian Beauregard,” Benjamin replied.

      “Oh.” I remembered that name. It was the half man, half angel who’d rescued the slaves from a slave ship, offering his own life in return for theirs. “Did he survive after the ship?”

      “Yes. Meridian was the only one who sacrificed his life. However, my great-great-grandfather was the one who went on to serve on the council.”

      Benjamin brought the spyglass up toward his eye. “And even though we never had the chance to meet, it amazes me that I’ve been given the opportunity to see things through his eyes.”

      “To see things through his eyes?”

      “Yes. Look here.” Benjamin handed me the spyglass, as he briefly touched my shoulder. “Aim it at the night sky and tell me what you see.”

      I looked into the spyglass, pointing it at the sky.

      What I saw nearly brought me to my knees.

      Everything was illuminated, the stars, the planets above them. It was as if I was able to see through to the entire galaxy, with the constellations appearing like frames of art, hung alongside the walls of the universe. I pulled the spyglass away from my frame, before I handed it back to Benjamin.

      I let out a breath, one that I hadn’t even realized I’d been holding in. “What was that? What do you call something like that?”

      “God’s eye.” Benjamin smiled. “My great-great-grandfather supposedly found a piece of glass that’d been formed in Heaven and he used it to make part of the telescope. Although, my father said the more likely truth is that my great-great-grandfather found a way to pray over his spyglass, embedding it with that kind of vision for the rest of its lifetime.”

      “It’s beautiful,” I quietly admitted. “But it’s also...a lot. I couldn’t even tell what I was looking at.”

      “You learn how to focus in, after you’ve had enough practice. Besides, once you’ve seen the full picture, you really start to understand how much the little stuff matters,” Benjamin continued. “When just one star is out of place, the whole universe is thrown off its balance.”

      “You’re kind of a poet, aren’t you, Benjie?” I smiled.

      “As much of a poet as an angel can be.” Benjamin brought the spyglass toward his side. He then turned to look at me, with a stoic expression on his face. “There’s something I wanted to talk to you about, Celeste.”

      “What is it?” I was worried by Benjamin’s tone. “What’s wrong?”

      “I wanted to talk to you about us.”

      “About us?”

      “Yes.” Benjamin nodded. “We never quite got back around to the conversation, after everything we’d been through last semester. I didn’t want to bother you with it.”

      “What’s there to talk about?”

      “What are we going to be?” Benjamin asked. “I know that we’re friends, and if that’s all you wanted, then I could learn to live with that. But I thought that you’d want to be more. Although, there seems to be the issue of Charlie. You’re dating him, aren’t you?”

      “It’s not what you think,” I explained. “Charlie isn’t possessive. Our relationship is more progressive than that.”

      “What do you mean?” Benjamin tilted his head to the side. “Progressive?”

      “Yeah, we don’t really do the whole jealousy song and dance,” I continued. “Just because Charlie and I love each other, it doesn’t mean that he owns my body.”

      “But you two have been having intimate relations, haven’t you?” Benjamin asked.

      “Yeah.” I shrugged. “Still though. I’m my own person. I get to decide who I want to be with, as long as I’m open and honest with all of my partners.”

      “All of your partners?” There was a subtext to Benjamin’s question, and I could hear it as loud as day.

      “Well, there’s Charlie. And...there’s Zachary,” I replied. “I’m honestly surprised he didn’t say anything to you about it.”

      “I have asked that he keep his exploits to himself,” Benjamin smiled. “Is that all?”

      “All of my partners? Yeah.”

      “Okay.” Benjamin nodded. “Then, I’d like to be added to the list.”

      “Added to the list? You make it sound like a trendy nightclub or something.” I laughed. “There’s not a proper list or anything, Benjie. Things just happen, whenever they happen.”

      I gave Benjamin a curious look before finishing with my thoughts. “I’m pretty shocked that you’re okay with all of this, Benjie. You seem like such a traditional kind of guy.”

      “I am,” Benjamin answered. “But from the moment that I met you, Celeste Venoix, I knew that you weren’t a traditional kind of girl, and if I ever wanted to have a chance with you, then I’d need to learn how to adapt.”

      “I don’t want you to feel like you’re making some kind of sacrifice.” I grimaced. “If you’re not okay with a relationship like this, you don’t have to—”

      “I’m not making a sacrifice. I think there’s been a misunderstanding,” Benjamin interrupted my words. “I’m willing to do whatever it takes to be with you, Celeste, and I’m willing to abide by your terms. I’m not giving up anything. I’m gaining something that I’ve wanted for a very long time. You.”

      “Benjie...” I shifted towards him, before linking my arms behind his shoulders. “That’s so fucking sweet. What the fuck.”

      “Hmm. Maybe I am a bit of a poet.” Benjamin chuckled, before bending down to kiss me.

      As soon as our lips met, the electricity started up again. As sparks shot through my fingers, I deepened the kiss between Benjamin and me, letting my tongue swirl against his own, as my hips suggestively pressed further into him.

      But Benjamin soon broke off our kiss before moving a few steps away from me. “Sorry, Celeste.”

      “No, I’m the one who’s sorry. Did I do something to hurt you?” I asked, as I looked him up and down. “Sorry, it’s just when I get like that, I sometimes lose a bit of control.”

      “No. You didn’t do anything to hurt me. It’s just...” Benjamin looked off to the side. “I’m not like Zachary.”

      “I know. That’s what I like about you.” I grinned.

      “No, I mean...I don’t have any experience.”

      “Experience?”

      “With women. With sex,” Benjamin continued. “I’m a virgin, Celeste.”

      “Oh,” I said in a quiet tone.

      “Does that make you less interested in me?” Benjamin murmured.

      “No. Not at all.” I reached out and took Benjamin’s hand into my own. “I think it just means that we should move at whatever pace that you’re comfortable with. We can do whatever you feel like doing, when you feel like doing it.”

      “Okay.” Benjamin sighed, squeezed my palm. “Would you like to perhaps just hold each other’s hands as we gaze upon the stars?”

      “I would perhaps like that, Benjie.” I leaned my head onto Benjamin’s shoulder. “I would perhaps like that very much.”
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      “Just give it up, Celeste,” Zachary groaned underneath me. “You’re never going to last longer than me. You like my cock too much.”

      “Shut up,” I moaned, as I grinded my hips down against Zachary again. “You’re so fucking cocky.”

      “Don’t act like you don’t like how cocky I am.” Zachary laughed, grabbing onto my waist. “You’re pretty full of my cocky, right now, aren’t you?”

      “Shut up!” I whispered, as I felt my pussy start to clench against Zachary’s shaft.

      Shit.

      I was way too close to coming. I didn’t quite know how we’d gotten here, but I knew that Zachary and I had made a bet earlier this morning about which one of us could last longer in bed. It started with Zachary eating me out under the sheets, and then, I was riding his cock as rough as I could, trying to tip him over the edge.

      “Shit!” Zachary cursed, before he let out a loud groan. “Your pussy’s getting tighter. You must be close.”

      “Nope,” I lied, as I continued to rock against him. “Are you close?”

      “Fuck yeah, I’m close. I always get close when you’re close,” Zachary sped through his words. “Fuck. We might end up with a tie, if we come at the same time.”

      “We’re not going to come at the same time. You’re going to come before me.”

      “No fucking way—Shit!” Zachary cursed again, as I quickened my pace against him, letting his cock slide in and out of me in double time. My toes curled, as the first wave of an orgasm threatened to pull me under, but I somehow managed to suppress it.

      “Shit, shit, shit!” Zachary groaned, pumping inside of me, his hips lifting away from the bed. He muttered something under his breath, before giving me an annoyed look. “Fine. You win.”

      “Told you so.” I grinned, as I rocked myself to completion, moaning out Zachary’s name as I came against him, hard.
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        * * *

      

      “Meet you after Mr. Toorin’s class? Back in our dorm?” Zachary asked, as we walked down the hall toward the cafeteria.

      “Zach. Chill. We just had sex this morning.” I chuckled, as I turned the nearest corner. “We still need to do other stuff, you know, like study and eat and sleep.”

      “Nah. We don’t need to do any of that,” Zachary continued. “Just come back to the dorm after class? Please? I’ll make it quick this time.”

      “Fine.” I playfully rolled my eyes, knowing full well that I wanted to have Zachary inside of me again just as much as he wanted to be inside of me too. It’d been like this for a few months, with Zachary and I having sex every chance we could. I just couldn’t get enough of him, and I’d borderline wondered if it was possible to be addicted to someone, because if so, Zachary and I were completely addicted to each other.

      It was strange, to have gone from a general tolerance of each other to being around each other 24/7, and yet, I wasn’t willing to call it a love story, either. I wasn’t sure that I knew Zachary any better than I did a few months ago, at least not personally. I may have memorized every last freckle on his body, but I couldn’t even say that we’d grown closer as friends.

      We just needed each other, and when the need grew too great, we’d spend all of our free time tangled up in my bed sheets.

      When we reached the cafeteria, I saw Benjamin, Charlie and Trinity, all seated at the usual table. Benjamin flipped through the pages of a textbook, and Charlie was looking over his shoulder. Trinity was taking bites of her salad, as she kept her focus on Charlie’s frame.

      Hmm.

      I slid in beside Benjamin, who quickly closed his textbook.

      “What were you reading?” I asked. “Something boring?”

      “I don’t wish to lie to you, so I won’t say that it was boring,” Benjamin continued. “But it really wouldn’t be fascinating to those who didn’t know what they were looking at.”

      “Okay. So, what were you looking at?”

      “Just something that Benjie and I have been working on after classes,” Charlie explained. “We think we’ve finally got it all figured out.”

      “Wait. Are you two still working on whatever-the-fuck you were working on months ago?” I asked. “And you’re still not going to tell me what it is?”

      “Maybe, if this succeeds, we can finally let you in on our progress.” Benjamin beamed. “It really is an exciting realization.”

      “Exciting for him. Terrifying for me.” Charlie shrugged. “But isn’t that how science experiments always tend to go?”

      “Oh, Charlie. You can’t see it that way. You’re not a science experiment. You’re a pioneer,” Trinity replied. “You’re like...oh. What was the human’s name? The first one to walk on the moon?”

      “Louis Armstrong?” Zachary suggested.

      “Oh, not him. He was the jazz player, I think.” Trinity suddenly snapped her fingers, as her eyes lit up. “Neil! Neil Armstrong!”

      “You think I’m as relevant as Neil Armstrong?” Charlie asked.

      “I think you’re going to surpass him.” Trinity grinned. “And I don’t think anyone will be getting Charlie Collins confused with any jazz players.”

      “Ha. Yeah. Maybe not.” Charlie grinned back at Trinity. “Hey, do you want me to get you something to drink? Your glass is looking a little empty there.”

      “Let’s both go. Make a trip of it.” Trinity rose away from the table. “And maybe we can try some of that lemonade?”

      “Yeah, if Micah left any of it for the rest of us.” Charlie laughed. “You remember how much he drank at that party last week?”

      “Oh my gosh. He drank so much that I thought he was going to throw up.” Trinity giggled, before she linked arms with Charlie. “But seriously. Let’s get going. I really did want to try some of it.”

      They walked across the cafeteria, arm in arm, and I was hit by a sharp pang of confusion.

      “Uh, since when did Charlie and Trinity get so close?” I asked the table.

      “No need to worry. They’re just friends,” Benjamin answered. “And they’ve grown much closer since you two began hiding away in your dorm room.”

      I blushed at Benjamin’s subtle accusation. “We’ve just been studying.”

      “Yes, studying human anatomy.” Benjamin chuckled after his own joke. “Although, I’ve been busy myself. I haven’t had time for much else outside of coursework and walking on the moon with Charlie.”

      “I should go talk to them.” I was thinking out loud, as I got up from the table. “I’ll see you guys later.”

      “See ya.” Zachary waved me off, before he turned his attention to Benjamin. “I can’t believe I missed one of Micah’s parties. What the hell?”
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        * * *

      

      “All out.” Charlie sighed, as he handed Trinity a glass filled with a dark, red liquid. “They still have a bunch of fruit punch left, though.”

      “Fruit punch does not make lemonade.” Trinity pouted. “But thank you for trying, anyway. You’re my hero.”

      “Eh. I wouldn’t go that far. Maybe I’m just a nice guy who helps old ladies cross the street?”

      “I believe it.” Trinity smiled. “You’re such a good person, Charlie. How on Earth do you not have wings?”

      “Hi. Hey. Hello.” I awkwardly waved, as I stepped into the conversation. “So, the cafeteria is officially out of lemonade?”

      “For now, yeah.” Charlie grinned over at me. “Looks like Micah got to it before the rest of us did. They should really cap the drink limit.”

      “You want them to cap the drink limit in the cafeteria?” I asked. “What’s next? Capping the amount of sandwiches that Zachary can put on his plate?”

      “Oh, no. You’re right. He’d kill someone if they tried to tell him he couldn’t have at least three.” Charlie laughed. “Never mind.”

      “I should get back to the library,” Trinity said. “I have a few test questions I’d like to study up on. I’ll speak with you both later.”

      Trinity nodded towards me, before smiling up at Charlie and hastily leaving the cafeteria.

      “What’s that about?” I asked Charlie.

      “What’s what about? Trinity studying for the test?” Charlie replied. “We should probably be studying for it, too. I heard Mr. Toorin always gives his hardest tests near the beginning of the semester. Like he’s trying to weed out the weak.”

      “No. You and Trinity.” I took a step closer to Charlie. “Since when did you two get so close?”

      “I dunno. She seems like a cool girl.” Charlie shrugged. “She did save my life, after all.”

      Charlie then gave me a suspicious look. “What’s wrong with us being friends, Celeste? Do you not like her or something?”

      “No. It’s not that. It’s just—” I shook my head. “Don’t you think it’s kind of weird? How she’s basically falling all over you?”

      “Falling all over me?”

      “Please, Charlie. Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed.” I sighed. “She’s got a huge crush on you. I can tell by the way she grabbed onto your arm, at the first opportunity.”

      “So, you do have a problem with us being friends,” Charlie replied. “And even if she has a crush on me now, it’s not going anywhere. You already know how I feel about you, Celeste. But that doesn’t mean that I shouldn’t be allowed to make friends.”

      “You can make friends. Just be careful.”

      “Careful? Are we still talking about Trinity? The nicest girl in the world?” Charlie scoffed. “If I have to be careful when it comes to her, then I’m completely screwed.”

      “There’s just something about her, Charlie.”

      “What is it?”

      “I can’t say.” I kept my voice low, as I folded my arms against my chest. I didn’t know how to tell Charlie that Trinity was my sister, and I wasn’t sure that he would’ve taken it in a calm manner. I didn’t like keeping secrets from him, but I didn’t have any other choice. I wasn’t willing to put anyone else in danger, not for my own sake.

      “You can’t say because you actually have a reason? Or you can’t say because you’re jealous?” Charlie tossed an annoyed look my way. “I thought we weren’t going to be that kind of couple, Celeste.”

      “We’re not. Charlie, I’m not jealous. I’m just looking out for you—”

      “It doesn’t feel that way, though. It kinda feels like you just don’t trust me enough—”

      “Oh, so you’re allowed to have your secrets, but I’m not allowed to have mine?” My voice rose a little. “You’ve been doing God knows what with Benjie for months now, but I’m the one who has to be completely transparent?”

      “Yes! Because you’re the one in the most danger!” Charlie snapped. “Do you think I’ve forgotten about who you are, Celeste? Or what’s at stake for us here? And fuck, if the Princes of Hell are back on Earth—”

      Charlie stopped himself, taking in a deep breath. “I just care about you, okay? So, if something’s going on, please just let me know.”

      “I will. I’ll let you know,” I lied, as I stared into Charlie’s eyes. “Sorry for being so weird about Trinity.”

      “Eh. It’s all right.” Charlie shrugged, wrapping an arm around my shoulders and pulling me close. “We all have our off days.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      “The council has arrived,” Mr. Toorin announced to the class. “As you all know, it is a blessing just to be in their presence, and they’ve deemed the academy worthy of a visit at this point in time.”

      The council.

      Shit.

      They were finally here. Mrs. Deveraux had alerted them months ago, when we’d come into contact with Belphegor. I’d guessed with all the angelic bureaucracy and red tape, that they hadn’t been able to visit the campus until now. Of course, if we’d actually been in any immediate danger, we would’ve been completely screwed by the council’s skewed sense of time.

      But whatever. At least they’d shown up.

      “Will we be able to speak with them?” One of the students shot their hand up as they asked the question. “Will they be holding any one-on-ones?”

      “Your eagerness is admired, angel, but the council will only speak to those they need to speak to. They have many important matters to attend to,” Mr. Toorin continued. “And now, let’s get on with our lesson. I hope that you’ve all been brushing up on your Mandaic.”

      Mr. Toorin hummed, as he turned back toward the blackboard. “It’s a rather lovely language, and it’s written all over your bibles, so it shouldn’t be too difficult to understand in the following passages—”

      Ms. Venoix, please come to the office at once.

      I looked around the room, even gazing up at the ceiling above.

      What the hell?

      It sounded like there’d been a private announcement, just for me, that’d gone off in my head.

      Ms. Venoix, please come to the office, immediately.

      The announcement came again, and I looked around the room, once more. No one else seemed to be reacting to the words that I clearly heard.

      Weird.

      However, I still decided to do as I was told, shifting away from my seat in Mr. Toorin’s class, and soon heading down the hall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      “Mrs. Deveraux?” I knocked on the office door, confusion showing through my voice. “I think that you wanted to see me?”

      “Yes. Please come in.” Mrs. Deveraux replied. “The council would like to speak with you.”

      The council.

      Fear vibrated along my skin, as I stepped inside of Mrs. Deveraux’s office. I looked around the room, before I spotted a woman dressed all in white, standing beside Mrs. Deveraux. The woman’s face seemed to be changing every second, going from an older man’s, to a younger woman’s, to a small child. Her clothing seemed to be impermanent too, shifting slightly with each change of her identity, but still retaining the same bright color.

      She was gorgeous. She was terrifying. I didn’t want to look her directly in the eye, so I kept my attention on Mrs. Deveraux. “What’s this about?”

      “Gabrielle?” Mrs. Deveraux directed her question to the strange woman beside her. “What was your question?”

      Who are you?

      The question wasn’t voiced out loud, and that’s when I realized that the council must’ve been able to communicate telepathically. I still chose to respond with my words, unsure if they could also read my mind, as well as speak into it. “Celeste Venoix.”

      Where do you come from?

      “The city,” I replied.

      Who are your parents?

      “I don’t know. I never met them.” I told half the truth, but the room felt ten times hotter. I didn’t know what would happen to me if the council discovered that my parents were the rulers of Hell, but I figured it wouldn’t be pretty.

      Why are you here?

      “Because you...called for me to come here?” I suggested. “I was just sitting in Mr. Toorin’s class, getting my studying on.”

      No. Why are you here?

      The council’s voice took on a different inflection, and I suddenly understood their question. “Oh. Because I’m studying to be an angel, a protector of men and the Earth.”

      It is strange that you do not know your parentage, is it not?

      “Well, I don’t think that’s really my fault.” I grimaced. “It’s not like I had a choice about it, you know?”

      And so, you were abandoned? As a child?

      “Yes.”

      That does not seem to be angelic behavior.

      “I mean, sure, but it happened to me, so...” I shrugged. “Maybe my parents were possessed or something? Or maybe I’m just half?”

      You were present when Belphegor, Prince of Hell, was seen in this city.

      “Yes?” I wasn’t sure if the council was even asking me a question, or just voicing a true statement.

      And yet, you lived to tell the tale.

      “I wasn’t the only one who lived,” I replied. “There were a few of us who made it out of there, thankfully.”

      You are a new student, are you not?

      “Yes.”

      And yet, you had enough wherewithal to withstand an attack by Belphegor?

      “No. I almost died.”

      But you did not die.

      “What are you implying?” I asked, looking the councilwoman right into her ever-changing face. “Are you suggesting that I’m working with the Princes of Hell?”

      No. We are implying that you know more than you say you know. We are implying that you are a liar, and the truth is not in you.

      “That’s a bold accusation. Got any evidence to back it up?” I was annoyed at the council’s assumption that I was working with demons.

      What the hell? I’d been nothing but loyal to the academy so far, and this was how the council decided to approach me about something like this?

      “Ms. Venoix is right,” Mrs. Deveraux joined the conversation. “It is not like the council to accuse an angel without any evidence.”

      Bring us your sword.

      “No,” Mrs. Deveraux answered for me, as she turned toward the councilwoman. “Gabrielle, no. You are not allowed to take a weapon away from an angel. The girl has done nothing wrong.”

      A decision will be made soon enough.

      “If you’re going to bring charges against Celeste, then you might as well do it now. Or else, I’ll advise you to come back when you have something more substantial. If we go around accusing people without any proof, this whole thing turns into a witch hunt,” Mrs. Deveraux continued. “And once we have the angels fighting amongst themselves, then the princes have already won. If you want to hold a trial, hold a trial. But you’re not going to take this girl in, not without due process.”

      You would go against the council’s wishes? To protect this one?

      “It’s not about what the council wants. It’s about right and wrong,” Mrs. Deveraux explained, her voice full of passion. “No evidence. No trial. That’s the way it has to be, or else we’re headed down a dangerous path.”

      All right. We will return, once we have gathered evidence.

      Gabrielle walked past me, with her long white gown trailing behind her every step.

      I was left alone in the room with Mrs. Deveraux. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, Celeste.” Mrs. Deveraux sighed. “And I apologize for the way the council is behaving. They’re just as terrified as the rest of us, and they seem to think if they can make an example out of someone, then maybe that’ll scare off the princes.”

      “I don’t know why they’d zero in on me, though. I haven’t done anything wrong.” I didn’t want to admit that I was hurt by the council’s accusations, yet the sting of rejection made its way behind my eyes. “All I wanted to do was be a good angel.”

      “And you are a good angel, Celeste. You are.” Mrs. Deveraux offered me a small, sad smile. “And it looks like we’re going to need all the good angels that we can get.”
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        * * *

      

      My mind was stuck on my experience with the council, even as I made my way back to my dorm room. It was an awful feeling to be accused of something that I had no part in, especially when it came to bringing on what sounded like it’d be the end of the world.

      Why would I have even wanted something like that?

      I liked my world enough, as is. Sure, it’d gotten a lot more complicated, ever since I found out I had wings and all that, but I also didn’t think there’d ever been a time when I’d been any happier.

      I pushed open the door to my room, my mind still reeling from the meeting with Gabrielle and Mrs. Deveraux. I was so distracted that I hadn’t even noticed that Trinity stood in the middle of the room, not until she tried to make a mad dash for the door.

      I blocked off the room’s exit, as I shut the door behind my frame. “Trinity? What the hell?”

      “It’s not what you think,” she tried to assure me.

      “What do you assume that I think this is?” I asked, leaning even further against the door, keeping it shut with all of my weight. “And again, what the hell are you doing in my room in the first place?”

      “Nothing. I was just—” Trinity scoffed. “Can’t you just let me go? I just got lost. That’s it.”

      “You got lost?” I pretended to believe her story. “What were you looking for?”

      “Charlie’s room,” Trinity admitted. “I guessed that he was staying with you, but it doesn’t look like it, so never mind.”

      “Why were you looking for Charlie’s room?” I asked. “And why didn’t you just ask him? It seems like you two are close enough.”

      “I just never found the right time—”

      As Trinity replied, I noticed that she was grasping onto something in her palm. My eyes went wide, as I spotted the familiar chain of the limestone, memory amulet, jutting out between her fingers.

      “What the fuck are you doing with my necklace?” I interrupted whatever she’d been saying to me. “Put it back. Right now.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Trinity casually lied, as she kept her focus on mine.

      “Are you serious right now? You’re holding onto it, right in your hand,” I scoffed. “Why am I even doing this with you? Just give it back!”

      I reached out for the necklace, my fingers brushing against its chain.

      And that’s when my whole world went black.
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      Hot.

      It was so, so hot.

      It was so hot that I couldn’t think, as my eyes whirled around the room.

      The room.

      I wasn’t in a room. I was in some kind of dark, open space. There wasn’t a sky, only dark, dark ground that appeared below my feet. I heard a piercing cry, and began to move toward it, unsure of where I was going.

      The piercing cry was soon followed by the sound of what sounded like bodies, falling toward the ground. The awful sound continued, as I kept my pace, continuing onward in the darkness. I could tell that I didn’t have my blade at my side, invisible or not, since there wasn’t any added weight toward my abdomen. Although, I couldn’t imagine why I’d show up to a place like this without my weapon.

      Maybe the council had taken my sword. Maybe they’d gotten their way, after all.

      But if I wasn’t here on behalf of the academy, why was I here? The question plagued me, as I followed the sound of cries and bodies, only getting louder as I approached what I assumed to be the end of where I’d been going.

      I turned a corner, and that’s when I saw them.

      My mother. My father. Lilith and Lucifer.

      They were lying, side by side, with broken crowns atop their heads. Their corpses were twisted and broken, but even in their lifeless state, they appeared to still be holding hands. Standing beside their bodies was Abaddon, his sword wet with their blood and his grin so wide that I could see all of his teeth.

      Without thinking, I sprung into action. I knew that I didn’t have a chance against him, but something inside of me didn’t care. He’d killed my parents. He’d killed what was left of me. He had to die.

      I saw a flash of fear in Abaddon’s eyes as I approached.

      Strange.

      He must not have known how weak I was, how I couldn’t even defeat Belphegor. Still, I continued on, not stopping until I reached Abaddon, not stopping until my hands were on his chest, my fists buried inside of his chest.

      As Abaddon fell to the ground, I felt his heart beating inside of my palm. I dropped the organ out of my grip, when a sword punctured my spine and hastily sliced upward, destroying every bone in its wake.

      Oh.

      I was going to die here. I was going to die beside my mother and father, beside the prince who’d killed them both.

      The last thing I saw was Abaddon’s expression, his grin replaced by something more complex, something that seemed like he’d found something amusing, even in his death.

      And if I’d had any breath left in my own lungs, I would’ve asked him for the punchline.
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      That wasn’t a memory.

      As I came to, the world came back into color, my breaths coming quick and short.

      That wasn’t a fucking memory.

      My thoughts buzzed through my head, one after another, as I struggled to bring myself back to my feet. Before, whenever I used the memory amulet, I felt like I was always going back in time, like someone wanted to show me things that I hadn’t gotten a chance to see for myself.

      This time felt different. I didn’t feel like I was a passenger being taken for a ride through my mind. This time, I felt like I had agency, with enough free will to make some choices on my own. The decision to kill Abaddon had been a knee-jerk one, and it’d ended with me dead on the floor of Hell.

      Message received.

      I guess it wasn’t up to me to kill Abaddon, not without being killed myself. I still could picture the amused expression on his face too, and I wondered what was so funny to him in his final moments. Maybe I’d been killed by Belphegor? Which I guess to Abaddon would’ve been hilarious, since I’d been able to kill him, but I wasn’t able to protect myself from the weakest prince.

      As my thoughts settled down, I noticed that Trinity was just coming to her senses, too. She stumbled, as she held onto a nearby wall, a small groan emitting from her throat.

      “What did you see?” It was the first thing I thought to ask. “When you touched the amulet?”

      “I didn’t see anything,” Trinity replied, as she slid down toward the floor.

      “Liar.” I called her out, before I began to feel woozy myself. “Just tell me what you saw.”

      “It’s not going to make any sense to you.” Trinity waved a hand, as if she was dismissing my entire existence. “I’m not sure anything I tell you is going to make any sense to you.”

      “Just tell me.”

      “I saw Hell.” Trinity’s eyes narrowed, as she looked over at me. “I saw the end of the world. The beginning of a new one. I saw what happens to them all, Abaddon, our parents—”

      “Our parents?” I tried to play it off like it was the first time I’d ever heard about it.

      “Don’t play dumb.” Trinity sighed. “You know who I am. You know what we are. I could see it in your eyes, the first time you saw me here. You didn’t know whether you wanted to hug me or kill me, which I’ve heard is pretty common when it comes to sisterly relationships.”

      Trinity then let out another groan, as she winced. “Has the amulet always done that when you touched it? Thrown you into another existence?”

      “Yeah,” I admitted, as I spotted the amulet on the floor. I reached down and scooped it up, placing it into my back pocket. “But coming back isn’t usually so rough.”

      “I’ve never experienced anything like that,” Trinity replied. “Our mother must’ve blessed it with her magic. Or cursed it. It’s amazing how hard it can be to tell the difference.”

      “I think she wanted me to have her memories, at least some of them. So, whenever I found the amulet, I’d be able to know who I really was.”

      “Good. It’s good you know who you really are, Celeste,” Trinity continued. “But I’m not sure if you know how important you are.”

      “I think I got it. I’m the Princess of Hell. If something happens to our parents, I’m next in line, right?”

      “That’s a short-sighted way of looking at things,” Trinity scoffed. “You should be considering the bigger picture.”

      “And what’s the bigger picture?”

      “You have a right to claim a throne that rivals God’s. The only throne to ever do so,” Trinity explained. “Don’t you see what that means for us, big sister?”

      “Not really. No,” I admitted. “And I’m not sure I’m even interested in—”

      “The Princes of Hell are going to win, Celeste. This time, there is no Michael on the angels’ side.” Trinity took in a shaky breath. “And we, you and I, are going to be what remains of our parents’ legacy. We have a chance to rule, if we’re able to make the princes respect us.”

      “I thought they were pissed off because we existed in the first place? Because we messed up the natural order of things, by having a right to the throne, at all?”

      “Yes, but they can forget our parents’ betrayal for the right price.” Trinity nodded. “And once we command the Princes of Hell, then we’ll command Heaven and Earth, too. We’re going to inherit everything, Celeste. Everything is going to be ours. We were born for it.”

      “Not interested.”

      “What?”

      “I’m not interested. In any of it,” I continued. “If the angels lose, then I lose too. I’m not going to suddenly become some ultra-ruler of the universe. That’s just not my style.”

      “What do you mean it’s not your style?” Trinity hissed. “It’s in our lineage. Power is our birthright.”

      “Yeah, I’m still not interested,” I answered. “Thanks for the invite, though. I hope everything works out for you.”

      “You don’t understand,” Trinity replied. “It doesn’t matter if you’re interested or not. The Princes of Hell still have a target on your back. They’ll still come after the things you love, the people you love, all in the name of revenge. You have to show them that you’re—”

      “I’m not going to show them anything, besides the bottom of my boot.” I interrupted Trinity’s rant. “If anyone comes after me, or the people I care about, I’ll handle it. But I’m not getting involved any deeper than that. I already have one of the princes on my back, I don’t need to get on anyone else’s bad side.”

      “We need to show a united front—”

      “Hey! What are you girls talking about?” Zachary entered the room, with a huge grin on his face. “Are you talking about boys?”

      “You’re such an idiot sometimes, I swear to God.” I chuckled, even though deep down I knew this was no time for laughter. It just felt good to release a bit of tension. “And no. Trinity was just stopping by to ask if she could borrow my notes from class. And she was just leaving.”

      “Yes. I was just leaving.” Trinity began to head for the door, before she turned back around towards me. “We’ll talk more, at a later time.”

      “Sure,” I coolly replied, as I closed the door behind her.
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        * * *

      

      “We’ve got it!” Charlie burst into the library, running through the aisles. “We did it! Holy shit! We did it!”

      He was greeted by the sound of various students shushing him. He whispered an apology, as he continued to head straight for my study table.

      “Celeste!” Charlie’s tone was excited, although he was now keeping it down. “Celeste! We figured it out! We really fucking did it!”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I murmured. “But good for you. You seem really happy about it.”

      “Come on. You need to check this out.”

      “Oh, I was kind of in the middle of memorizing the Latin phrases for—”

      “That doesn’t matter! None of that matters!” Charlie gave me a wild grin. “Nothing is ever going to matter more than what I’m about to show you right now!”

      “Fine! Fine.” I closed my notebook, before stuffing it into my backpack. “Let’s go, then. Show me what’s so important that it’s going to cause me to fail Mr. Toorin’s quiz in the morning.”

      “Ah, you can always make up a Toorin quiz. This is something that you’re only going to see once, because I’m definitely not putting myself through it without just cause.”

      “Putting yourself through it? Charlie, what are you—”

      “Let’s go!” Charlie grabbed me by the hand, before he proceeded to pull me across the library floor.
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      “Celeste, so happy you could join us.” Benjamin smiled at me, as he stood in the center of the quad. It was pitch black outside, and I would’ve been freezing if it wasn’t for my jacket.

      “What are you guys doing out here—Oh.” I changed my tune, spotting Trinity standing beside Benjamin. “Hey, Trinity.”

      “Hey, Celeste,” Trinity replied. She and I hadn’t spoken since that afternoon in my dorm room a few weeks ago. I couldn’t tell if she’d just been avoiding me, or if I’d just been so caught up in studying for midterms that I didn’t notice what the hell was going on around me. Either way, this made for an awkward reunion.

      “There are knowns and there are unknowns,” Benjamin explained. “The known is that Charlie is immortal, at least until something happens to Celeste. The other known is that any angel who attempts to pass through to Hell shall surely die, unless given such an exemption by a demon or a Prince of Hell.”

      “I did not know that,” I replied. “Oh my God. Why is there so much to know? Why can’t everything just be in one, little book?”

      “Yeah, it’s annoying as hell,” Zachary answered, suddenly appearing at my side. “Yo, Benjie! Why did you text me to meet you out here? It’s cold and I’m bored.”

      “You literally just got here,” Benjamin said.

      “Yeah, and I’m cold and bored. Wrap it up already,” Zachary scoffed. “Some of us have some studying to do.”

      “All of us have studying to do,” I said, looking back at Benjamin. “But it must be important, if Benjie wanted us to set time aside for it.”

      “It is important! Now, if you’ll just let me finish...” Benjamin made a motion with his hand, and Charlie seemed to follow said motion, until he was standing in front of Benjamin.

      Benjamin began to chant something so quiet that I couldn’t make out the words. Even though I didn’t understand a word Benjamin said, I was soon taken aback by the way the grass appeared to glow red under Charlie’s feet. Benjamin continued on with his chant, maybe even his prayer, and the grass around Charlie not only glowed, but I could feel its heat begin to prick at my skin.

      It was hot.

      It was so, so very hot.

      “Benjie, what are you doing?” My hand instinctively reached for the hilt of my weapon, as I looked back and forth between Charlie and Benjamin. “Stop. Right now.”

      “Just a moment...” Benjamin held up a finger, as if signaling that he needed just a little more time. “And...any second now...”

      “Benjie! Stop!” I cried out, now unsheathing my weapon from my side. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      I dropped my weapon towardsthe ground, as the red glow became too bright and burning. It felt like my eyes were ablaze, and I screamed out at the pain. Thankfully, the pain came to a sudden stop and I was able to use my eyes once again.

      I blinked as I glanced around the quad, noticing that Charlie was no longer anywhere to be found. “Benjie, what the hell did you just do?”

      “I sent Charlie to Hell,” Benjamin beamed.

      “...What?” I asked, perplexed by the entire situation. “What the fuck? Why? How? Why?”

      I knew that some of my questions were repeats of each other, but I couldn’t stop myself from asking them.

      “Because Charlie can’t die. Not without you,” Benjamin explained. “Which means that he doesn’t need permission from anyone to get into Hell. He can go whenever he wants. He’s a walking, talking portal.”

      “Did you know about this?” I directed my question towards Trinity. “Did you know that they were trying to find a way to Hell?”

      “Yes.” Trinity nodded. “I thought that it’d be useful, especially in the instance of a war or something of the like breaking out on the surface. While Charlie may not be our most knowledgeable ambassador, he’d be perfect for the role as he cannot be harmed by the hellfire.”

      “He’s not a fucking ambassador,” I said through clenched teeth. “And he’s not a fucking science experiment. Benjie, bring him back. Right now.”

      “All right.” Benjamin nodded, before he began to chant, yet again. The same red started to glow against the grass, and the same heat filled the night air. Soon enough, that same bright, blinding light took over my eyesight.

      When I regained the ability to see, Charlie was back in place, standing right where he’d been before. “Pretty cool, right?”

      “What was Hell like?” Zachary asked. “A bunch of souls crying? Skeletons dancing?”

      “Nah. It was mainly just way too hot. Kind of dark,” Charlie replied. “Honestly, I think it’ll take me going on a few trips down there before I have the place memorized.”

      “And no one stopped you? Asked you for your papers?” Zachary followed up on his previous questions. “Doesn’t Hell have some type of security?”

      “I don’t think they care.” Charlie shrugged. “They probably figured that I’m not an angel, so it’s not like they have a reason to be afraid of me or want to kill me. They probably just think I’m there on some kind of...business.”

      “What kind of business could a guy like you have in Hell?” Zachary continued with his questions.

      “No business at all,” I answered on Charlie’s behalf, before I walked up to him. “Charlie, what the fuck? Why would you even agree to something like this? You could’ve died!”

      “You know that’s not true.” Charlie’s reply was flat. “Besides, you already know why I’m doing it. It’s the same reason I do anything anymore. It’s for you, Celeste.”

      “You can’t say this is for me. I never would’ve asked you to—”

      “It doesn’t matter what you would’ve asked me to do. You’re not in control of me, even if we’re soul-bonded or whatever. I can still make choices on my own.”

      “Yeah? Then, you should make better ones.” My words were lined with venom. “I swear to God, Charlie, if you’d just stop for a moment and think this shit through, instead of being some kind of hero, when I never asked you for it—”

      “Who else is supposed to look after you?” Charlie raised his voice. “You’re the one who runs into apartment buildings, without telling anyone else where you’re going. You’ve always been the one to run toward anything that’s on fire.”

      Charlie took a moment before he continued. “I know my role with you, Celeste. I’m the guy who’s supposed to be left holding the bag, until you come back. And I’m sorry, but the deeper we get into this angel stuff, the more I realize that I can’t just sit on the sidelines anymore. You can’t be mad at me for wanting to help.”

      “No, but I can be mad at you for risking your life to do it,” I replied. “And if this is how you’ve decided that you’re going to contribute to my life, then I’d rather not have you involved.”

      “What are you saying, Celeste?”

      “I’m saying that the next time you try out your little science experiment, don’t pretend that you’re doing it for me,” I went on. “You have no idea what it’s like to watch you go through something like that—”

      “Yeah, that. That helpless feeling in your chest? That’s how you make me feel every day,” Charlie scoffed. “But I guess you’ve never had to take a dose of your own medicine before, have you?”

      “Charlie...” My words trailed off, as I stared up at him. “What’s happening to you?”

      “I’m not the one who’s changing,” Charlie answered, before walking away from the conversation. Trinity followed in tow, her feet keeping up with his every step.

      “Celeste. I’m sorry. I—” Benjamin tried to speak to me, but I shook my head in the middle of his thoughts.

      “Don’t worry about it.” It was all I had left to say, as I wandered away from the quad myself.
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        * * *

      

      It’d been a week since the incident with Charlie in the quad. I hadn’t spoken much to anyone since then, not Benjamin, Charlie or Zachary. I’d been purposely keeping to myself, surrounding myself with overdue library books and the occasional old-timey journal written long ago. I was trying to find my own route to Hell, curious to see if there was a way for me to venture there without the use of the amulet, without putting Charlie’s life on the line. Besides, the amulet didn’t seem to be too interested in placing me in Hell during the present, apparently only working to show me memories of the past and images of a potential future.

      If Benjamin had figured out a way to travel down below using Charlie, then there had to be something on the books about half-demons using some kind of secret passageway. I wasn’t a full angel, but I didn’t want to find out the hard way about visiting Hell when the half of me that was angelic ended up with a permanent scar. I assumed that any trip to Hell would have me relying more on my demonic side, although I had no idea how to bring that shit to the surface.

      Hmm.

      I thought back to Benjamin’s words.

      Any angel who attempts to pass through to Hell shall surely die, unless given such an exemption by a demon or a Prince of Hell.

      I knew that I didn’t have any favors on the books with any of the princes, so I considered the other part of Benjamin’s statement.

      An exemption by a demon.

      My mom?

      If Lilith had gone through the trouble of enchanting an amulet for me, maybe she’d also assured a safe passageway for me to return home. Unfortunately, there was only one way to find out, and I wasn’t in any place to ask Benjamin to try to send me straight to Hell.

      As I wondered about my avenues for Hell travel, there was a loud knocking at my door. I moved away from my bed to answer it, as I hastily pulled it open. “Hello?”

      “Hello.” Benjamin offered me a wide smile. “May I come in?”

      “Of course.” I returned Benjamin’s expression. “Always.”

      “I just wanted to check in with you. I know that you were upset about Charlie—”

      “It’s okay, Benjie. We don’t have to talk about that—”

      “Yes, we do.” Benjamin nodded, before taking a seat on my bed. “It’s my fault. I was so concerned about whether or not Charlie could safely travel to Hell, that I never stopped to ask myself if he should ever have the ability to travel safely to Hell.”

      “I can understand how it could be useful. I just don’t like the idea of getting Charlie further involved with this shit.” I took a seat beside Benjamin. “Honestly, if there was a way for me to wave a magic wand and take him out of the equation, completely, I would.”

      “Me too.” Benjamin sighed. “Charlie isn’t like the rest of us. He wasn’t born into angel society. He shouldn’t have to suffer like this.”

      “You think he’s suffering?”

      “I think the knowledge of the angel world is overwhelming to someone who otherwise feels powerless,” Benjamin continued. “He just wants to be useful Celeste, but it’s going to be much harder for him to achieve that goal when up against demons and demonic princes.”

      “I know. I shouldn’t have been so upset with him,” I admitted. “I know he just wanted to help me.”

      “We all just want to help you.” Benjamin playfully nudged me in the arm. “What have you been up to, anyway? All holed up in your room. I’ve missed you.”

      “You missed me?”

      “Yes. Very much.” Benjamin smiled. “You are one of the few parts of my day at the academy that I’ve come to genuinely look forward to.”

      “Benjie. That’s really sweet.” I shifted a bit closer to his side. “I missed you, too.”

      There wasn’t another word exchanged between us, as Benjamin bent his head down towards mine, pressing his lips against my mouth. I returned the silent kiss, happy to be in the moment with Benjamin. I tried to suppress the urge to moan, even as Benjamin’s tongue met mine, even as he rested a hand on my upper thigh.

      I didn’t want to scare him away like last time, even though that same electricity was speeding through my veins.

      Fuck.

      I wanted him inside of me.

      Just as I felt like a moan was going to break free from my mouth, I heard the door quickly open and snap to a close. “Oh. So, this is what you’re doing in your free time these days.”

      Zachary laughed after he spoke, and I then heard him plop down onto his bed. “Don’t mind me. I just came in here for a nap. I stayed out way too late last night. Finally got an invite to one of Micah’s ragers and I went for it.”

      “Congrats,” I sarcastically replied, breaking off the kiss between Benjamin and me. “Speaking of absolute ragers, how’d you do on your midterms?”

      “I did so well that Benjamin has a good shot of being valedictorian again.” Zachary chuckled. “But I’m not gonna sweat it. I’ll get my grades up by the end of the year. Besides, life can’t all be about books and shit, right, Benjie? Sometimes, you just need a little action.”

      Benjamin appeared to blush at Zachary’s phrase. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “What? Weren’t you two about to fuck?” Zachary looked over at us. “I’m assuming it isn’t the first time. Just keep it down, all right? I need my beauty rest.”

      “I’ve never...we’ve never...” Benjamin stuttered and stammered over his words.

      “...What?” Zachary’s eyes went wide. “Benjie, are you telling me that you haven’t had sex before? Ever?”

      “No,” Benjamin admitted. “It’s something I’ve never had the opportunity to do.”

      “The opportunity...you make it sound like it requires backstage passes or something.” Zachary smirked. “Well, in that case, if it’s going to be your first time, maybe I should go.”

      “Yeah, maybe you should,” I joined in the conversation. “Go take a nap on the third floor of the library or something. No one’s going to stop you.”

      “The library doesn’t have pillows. Or sheets.” Zachary grimaced. “But hey, I’ll do anything for Benjie, even if it means sacrificing my own comfort so you can two finally hit a homerun together—”

      “Don’t go.” Benjamin’s words were quiet.

      “What?” Zachary and I asked the same question at the exact same time.

      “I...” Benjamin glanced away from me, as he continued. “I’ve been reading up about it, how these sorts of relationships work. It’s not unusual to have intimate relations with more than one partner at a time.”

      “Never done that before,” Zachary replied.

      “Me either,” I admitted. “Benjie, are you sure that’s something you’d want? For your first time?”

      “Yes,” Benjamin nodded. “It might sound odd, but there’s something unnerving about doing it alone for the first time...I just feel like I’ll need some guidance, and I trust Zachary has enough knowledge for all three of us combined.”

      “Dude. Don’t invite me to a threesome and then tell me it’s because you think I’m a man-whore.” Zachary rolled his eyes. “I mean, I’ll do it, but only because you asked me to. And because I’m kind of horny.”

      “I thought you were tired,” I said.

      “Tired and horny, my two main moods.” Zachary winked. “It can either go one way or the other.”

      “Celeste, would you be all right with it?” Benjamin directed his question toward me. “I wouldn’t want to do anything that would make you uncomfortable.”

      “It would be fine with me,” I answered. “But I’ve never done something like this before, either. I’m not sure where to start.”

      “I think we can just start like this...” Benjamin leaned toward me with a kiss, bringing a hand up toward my hair. He then began to gently brush his fingers through the strands, and I moaned at the sensation.

      His fingers in my hair felt so impossibly good.

      I returned his kiss and pressed my palm against his chest, right over his heart. I could feel it going a mile a minute and I smiled at the thought of Benjamin being so anxious, yet still so turned on. I moaned again as Benjamin deepened the kiss, his tongue dancing along my own, just as purposeful and graceful as the way he carried himself during a fight.

      I was so lost in my kiss with Benjamin that it took me by surprise when I felt Zachary’s hands on my thighs. He must’ve situated himself behind me somewhere in the kiss, now running his fingers along my skin. Zachary continued the motion for a moment or so, until his fingers dipped down between my thighs. I felt one of his palms pressing against my clit, softly rubbing it as he used his other hand to spread my legs open further.

      Fuck.

      The electricity I typically felt on my skin seemed like its wattage was increasing tenfold. I’d never been touched by both Benjamin and Zachary at the same time and I felt like I might explode with pleasure at any moment. Everything felt too good to be true, and as soon as Zachary slid a finger inside of me, my hips rocked against him, as I shivered and came.

      “Are you okay?” I heard Benjamin ask. “Celeste, is everything all right?”

      “She’s okay, Benjie.” Zachary grinned. “In fact, I’d say she’s more than okay. And I bet she wants to keep going too. You want to keep going, don’t you, Celeste?”

      I nodded since my mouth felt totally unable to produce the sounds that I needed to be comprehensible right now. All I could do was moan. All I could do was feel.

      “Okay. As long as you’re okay...” Benjamin moved away from my lips, bringing a hand towards my uniform. He started to unbutton my blouse, taking it one button at a time, pulling the fabric away from my skin. When my black bra was exposed, Benjamin slowly slid the straps away from my shoulders, until the bra hung loose around my abdomen.

      “You’re beautiful,” Benjamin murmured, bringing his lips towards my chest, and starting to play with my nipple, caressing it with his tongue. He used his free hand to take my other nipple between his fingers and roll it between the digits.

      “Benjie...fuck...” I moaned, throwing my head back in bliss. While Benjamin sucked on my chest, Zachary was steadily fingering me, brushing up against my g-spot with every motion. Again, I felt like I was going to combust, the electricity needing somewhere to go or else I was going to catch on fire.

      Just when I came close to finishing again, Zachary slid his fingers completely out of me. I whined at the loss of contact, and at the loss of potentially reaching another orgasm so soon. I didn’t have to whine too long though, as I felt Zachary’s hand move my panties to the side, before he dipped down between my legs and pressed his tongue against my clit.

      I felt like I was going to scream from the sensation and I roughly bit at my own lip. Another lick between my legs and I yelped, unable to contain the sound in my throat.

      Shit. Someone’s going to come check on us if I don’t get my shit together.

      I didn’t know what would happen next if Mrs. Deveraux caught us having a threesome, but I wasn’t in any position to find out. I already had the council breathing down my neck. I didn’t need to give them any reason to continue their probe into my life.

      “Wait. Hold on,” I instructed, moving my hips away from Zachary and my chest away from Benjamin. “Benjie, lean back against the wall. Zach, get behind me.”

      They both did as they were told, swiftly getting into position. I laid down between them both, with my head facing Benjamin’s waist and my hips facing Zachary’s mouth. I made quick work of Benjamin’s uniform pants, pulling them down just enough to reveal the massive hard-on in his boxers. I pulled his boxers down, and Benjamin looked a little embarrassed as his cock sprang from the fabric.

      “Sorry,” Benjamin whispered.

      “What are you apologizing for?” I smiled up at him. “You’re supposed to get hard, Benjie. How else are you supposed to fuck me?”

      Benjamin’s face reddened even more at my dirty talk and I couldn’t help but grin. He looked so cute like that, all nervous and shy. It was nothing like the Benjamin that I’d come to know, overflowing with confidence and refusing to back down when he knew he was in the right.

      I took Benjamin’s cock into my mouth, without saying another word. He groaned at the contact and so I kept it going, soon bobbing my head up and down his shaft. I could taste Benjamin’s precum, already spilling out from the slit of his cock.

      Fuck.

      Benjamin tasted so good.

      I continued to blow him, loving the way he let out low, raspy groans, as I took nearly every inch of his cock into my mouth. I started to whimper against Benjamin’s cock, as Zachary’s long licks against my clit were becoming merciless, each one putting me that much closer to coming against his tongue.

      Zachary ran his tongue along my clit for a final time, and I felt myself losing the battle. I came, hard, against Zachary’s face, my hips pushing back toward his mouth. I kept Benjamin’s cock between my lips as I moaned, wanting him to feel the sensations between my cheeks.

      “Let’s switch,” Zachary suggested to Benjamin, as I was still in the midst of an overwhelming tide.

      “Okay.” Benjamin nodded. “I’ve never eaten anyone out before though. Sorry if it’s not as good as when Zach did it, Celeste—”

      “Who’s talking about eating her out?” I felt Zachary already moving toward Benjamin’s place on the bed. “Nah, man. She’s warmed up enough. You need to get inside of her.”

      “Is that what you want, Celeste?” Benjamin directed his question toward me. “Do you want me inside of you?”

      I nodded, moving my mouth away from Benjamin’s cock. “Please.”

      “Okay.” Benjamin bent down to give me a sweet kiss on my forehead, before shifting away from the wall. “Then, let’s switch.”

      By the time I’d finally come down from my orgasm, I spotted Zachary in Benjamin’s old place. Zachary’s cock was already exposed, as he smiled down at me. “Having fun?”

      “Mmhmm.”

      “Good.” Zachary smiled again. “Now, are you going to be a good girl and swallow for me?”

      “Yes.” Zachary’s question sent sparks straight down to my clit. I loved how his dominant streak always seemed to come out while we were having sex. Zachary fucked the same way he seemed to live his life, extremely confident and a little reckless, too.

      I took Zachary’s cock into my mouth, feeling Benjamin’s hands press onto my hips. I winced a little bit as Benjamin quickly slid his cock inside of me because I felt like he was on the verge of stretching me out. I didn’t know what it was with these angel guys, but their cocks were always so big.

      I couldn’t say that I didn’t love it though.

      Benjamin then started to move inside of me, slow and steady. It was a torturous pace, my body was so ready for him to pound away inside of me. I pushed my hips back toward him, hoping that he would get the message. He seemed to understand what I wanted, as he began to pick up his rhythm, thrusting into me at double time. I groaned against Zachary’s cock in my mouth, as my pussy clenched tighter and tighter around Benjamin’s shaft.

      I came for him, coming against Benjamin. Zachary came too, spurting against my tongue. I swallowed every last drop for him, as Benjamin held onto my hips, keeping me in place while he pumped his hips with finality, finishing inside of me.

      “Fuck.” It was the only word that came out of my mouth, as my legs gave out and I fell onto the bed.

      “Yeah. Fuck.” Zachary grinned. “That was pretty fan-fucking-tastic.”

      “Celeste, are you okay?” Benjamin appeared beside me on the bed, wrapping an arm across my abdomen. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

      “No, you didn’t hurt me.” I smiled over at Benjamin, bringing a hand to his cheek. “That felt really good, Benjie. Thank you.”

      “Uh, were you praying during sex?” Zachary asked.

      “Praying? What? What are you talking about?”

      “Your hands, Celeste. They’re glowing,” Zachary continued. “But I don’t think I heard you say anything.”

      “That’s because I didn’t.” I frowned, pulling my hand back toward my face.

      My hand was glowing. Looking at my fingers, out of the corner of my eye, I saw that my forearm was starting to glow too. And my chest. And my abdomen. And my thighs. And my legs.

      What the fuck?

      “What the fuck is going on?” I voiced my concerns out loud. “Uh, am I going to die or something?”

      “I didn’t know angels could still do that...” Benjamin’s tone was lined with wonder. “I’ve only heard about that in textbooks. I thought after Michael fought off the princes, angels weren’t supposed to have that much power...”

      “What’s going on right now, exactly?” I panicked, as the glow continued to radiate off my skin.

      “Telum Dei ultimum est scriptor,” Benjamin murmured. “God’s ultimate weapon.”
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      “God’s ultimate weapon?” I asked, as I sat across from Benjamin and Zachary in the cafeteria. “Are you telling me that God’s ultimate weapon is sex? That’s insane.”

      “Not sex. Love,” Benjamin corrected me. “God’s ultimate weapon has always been love.”

      “So, why did I get all glow-y when we were, you know.” I nodded towards Benjamin for emphasis, not wanting to say the word fucking in the middle of the dining hall.

      “Because sex is just another expression of love, or it can be. Although it doesn’t always have to be accessed through sex,” Benjamin continued. “It is believed that Michael, when he was able to take on the glow of God, proceeded to defeat the Princes of Hell and lock them away in their chains. I don’t think he engaged in intimate relations before that moment.”

      “I mean, we could never know for sure,” Zachary chimed into the conversation. “But yeah, he probably didn’t bone anyone before he went off to battle.”

      “He probably just spent some time with Mrs. Deveraux,” I suggested, and the situation suddenly made me feel so sad. It must’ve been horrible for Mrs. Deveraux to know that she was in love with a doomed man, someone who had to sacrifice himself for the betterment of the world. And now, that world was in jeopardy again and this time, he wasn’t even by her side.

      “So, how do we harness it?” Zachary asked. “If Celeste is able to pull that little trick whenever we’re out in the field, we’ll never have to worry about demons ever again.”

      “We can’t harness it,” Benjamin replied. “And in fact, we should consider keeping it among ourselves. If the council were to discover that an angel was as capable as Michael, right in the middle of our dealings with the Princes of Hell, then they may suggest that Celeste make a similar sacrifice.”

      “You think they’ll ask me to exchange my soul for the world?” I looked over at Benjamin. “Would the council really expect me to do something like that? Die at the drop of a hat?”

      “You wouldn’t be dying. You’d be joining our father in Heaven.”

      “He’s not my father,” I replied. “And I’m pretty sure as soon as I’d get there, he’d knock me right back down to Hell.”

      “True.” Zachary let out a sigh. “Things do get a little more complicated when you’re navigating old, family politics.”

      “Just give me some time to consider this unique situation,” Benjamin responded. “I’m sure I’ll think of something along the way. For now though, this stays between us.”

      “Agreed.” Zachary nodded. “We don’t want the angels carrying Celeste off to Heaven anytime soon. Besides, she probably wouldn’t fit in.”

      “Asshole.” I rolled my eyes, before taking a sip of my green tea. I spotted Trinity, walking across the cafeteria, heading for the hallway. She seemed to have a pep in her step and her sense of enthusiasm set off warning bells in my head.

      “I’ll be right back,” I told Benjamin and Zachary, as I rose up from my seat.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s your deal?” I asked Trinity, as she stood in front of her locker.

      “Excuse me?” Trinity replied, before she turned my way. “Oh. Are you speaking with me again?”

      “Look, I know you’re all doom and gloom, and you think that the Princes of Hell taking over the world is inevitable—”

      “Because it is—”

      “But I’m going to tell you right now, if you bring any harm to any of these innocent people, I’m going to have to deal with you myself,” I continued. “I don’t care if you followed me here, out of some sense of a sisterly bond. I’ll handle you if it ever comes to that.”

      “You’ll handle me?” Trinity grinned. “And what does that imply, Celeste? Are you going to tell our parents what I’ve been up to?”

      “What are you up to?” I shook my head in confusion. “If everything is already in motion, then what do you need me for? Why’d you come back for me?”

      “Because I need you on my side, sister,” Trinity explained. “I told you before. We need to show a united front. My plan doesn’t work unless we’re both signed onto the dotted line. The princes can’t think that you’re still somewhere out there, still ready to challenge me for the throne.”

      “As long as you keep all of this shit confined to Hell, I’m not going to challenge you for anything. I don’t want to rule over a bunch of demons.”

      “And I’m telling you, that this war will not only be confined to Hell, and you and I are going to rule over everything.”

      “All right. Nice chatting with you.” I moved away from Trinity’s locker. “Maybe we can talk again, when you’re feeling a little less world-dominating-y.”

      “Don’t make me force your hand.”

      “What was that?” I spun back toward Trinity. “What did you just say to me?”

      “I am my mother’s daughter.” Trinity shot me a vengeful look. “If you do not cooperate with me on this, then I’ll have no choice but to convince you by other means.”

      “And what other means are you talking about, exactly?”

      “Your heart.”

      “My heart?”

      “Charlie Collins.” Trinity smiled. “I can break the bond between you two, you know. I can time it perfectly, so the next time he takes a trip to Hell, he doesn’t come back. Next time, he burns.”

      A wave of anger flooded through me and before I knew it, I was holding Trinity up against the locker, with my arm pressed into her neck. “Don’t you ever fucking threaten Charlie like that again.”

      “Oh. I wouldn’t want to hurt him. Not really,” Trinity replied. “He and I have been having so much fun together.”

      “Fun?”

      “Yes.” Trinity chuckled. “I can see why you were sleeping with him. He’s quite skilled in the bedroom. His cock is especially—”

      I pressed my arm further into Trinity’s neck, cutting off her ability to speak.

      Still, she continued to choke through her words. “He’s allowed to want who he wants, isn’t he? What’s the matter, big sister? Are you upset that your heart has fallen in love with me?”

      “Charlie would never touch you.”

      “But you don’t know that for sure, do you?” Trinity coughed. “You didn’t know about his little experiment with Benjamin and you wouldn’t know if I’d been screaming his name for the past few nights. You should keep better track of your heart, sister, or else someone might snatch it away from you.”

      I moved my arm away from Trinity’s neck, before I used all of my might to punch her locker right beside her head. Trinity flinched but the sick smile on her face remained.

      “Don’t you fucking touch Charlie,” I threatened.

      “Too late.” Trinity sighed, before turning away from me, and making her way down the hall.
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      “Did you touch her?”

      “Celeste? What the hell?” Charlie asked, standing over the sink. “How did you get into the bathroom? Didn’t I lock the door—”

      “Yeah, you did.” I shrugged, not feeling like explaining to Charlie that I’d used a prayer to open the bathroom door. “Did you touch her? Did you fuck her?”

      “I have no idea—What?” Charlie seemed so confused. “Wait. Are you talking about Trinity?”

      “She said that you two have been sleeping together. Is it true?”

      “Celeste—”

      “Is it true?” I was so upset, I was shaking. “Charlie, how could you do something like that? You said that you loved me.”

      “I do love you,” Charlie replied, moving to stand in front of me. “Do you really think I’d cheat on you?”

      “I don’t know. You’ve been keeping secrets lately, so maybe.”

      “Yeah? You’ve been keeping secrets, too,” Charlie bristled. “Screw you for thinking that little of me. I’d never cheat on you. You should know better than that.”

      “How would I know better than that, Charlie?” I scoffed. “When was the last time we had a full conversation that didn’t turn into a screaming match?”

      “How is that my fault? You’re the one who gets pissed at me for trying!” Charlie exclaimed. “I’m just trying to help you, Celeste. I’m just trying to protect you and keep you safe, and yet, I feel like I’m being punished for ever caring.”

      “You’re not being punished for caring!” I screamed right back. “I just don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “Then you have to let me learn how to take care of shit myself—”

      “You’re my heart,” I interrupted Charlie’s words, as a blast of emotion made its way through me. I was already crying, when I continued with my thoughts. “You’re my whole fucking heart, Charlie Collins, and if something happens to you, because of me...I don’t know what I’ll do.”

      “Celeste...” Charlie wrapped his arms around me, pulling me into his embrace. “Shit. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you cry.”

      “It’s not you. It’s just everything.” I cried even harder. “Charlie, I’m so sorry. I wish I never got you involved in any of this. I just want to keep you safe, but it feels like it’s getting harder and harder every day. Just. Tell me how to keep you safe.”

      “You can’t,” Charlie admitted. “And that part isn’t up to you anyway. I made my choice, Celeste, a long time ago, and I chose you. I chose staying here, right beside you. And yeah, that choice might come with some unpleasant consequences, but that doesn’t make the choice any less my own.”

      “I just want things to go back to the way they were.” My crying turned into weeping, as I buried my face into Charlie’s shoulder. “I never asked for any of this. Why is all of this happening to me?”

      “Because you’re special, Celeste Venoix.”

      “I never asked for that, either.”

      “Yeah, well. Can’t control your destiny.” Charlie smirked down at me, wiping away tears from my cheeks. “And honestly, I’m starting to think that you’re destined to save the whole world, Celeste. And I want to be with you, every step of the way.”

      I sniffled, pulling Charlie in even tighter, feeling like I was trying to keep my whole world from slipping through my hands.
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      “Charlie...Charlie...” I moaned into his ear, rocking against him.

      “Shh.” Charlie smiled, before he kissed me on my shoulder. “I don’t know what the rules are about having sex in the bathrooms here, but it’s probably not allowed.”

      Somewhere in the middle of my weeping and Charlie comforting me, we’d ended up together in a bathroom stall. I shamelessly rode Charlie’s cock, resting my hands on his shoulders.

      “Fuck. I missed this,” Charlie whispered. “I missed you so much, Celeste.”

      “I missed you too, Charlie.”

      “Did you really?” Charlie smirked. “I figured you were just having fun with the other guys without me.”

      “Charlie...” I moaned as another wave of pleasure came over me. “You know that’s not how this works. None of you are replaceable to me.”

      “I know.” Charlie lightly laughed. “I was just messing with you—Ah!”

      Charlie brought a hand over his mouth, as he began to shake underneath me. “Fuck! I’m coming! Fuck!”

      I didn’t respond verbally, choosing instead to move my hips against Charlie even faster, chasing my own release in that same moment. I whimpered as I came against Charlie’s shaft, my head rested in the crook of his neck.

      “I love you, Celeste,” Charlie announced, pulling me closer to his chest.

      “I love you, too,” I replied with a smile, my body calming down from its high.
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        * * *

      

      “Merry Christmas!” One of the students threw a wreath right at my head, as they ran through the hall. “Merry Christmas!”

      “I figured the people here would be super into the Christmas spirit.” I chuckled, taking the wreath into my hands. “Are we allowed to hang these on our doors, though?”

      It was the next-to-final week of the semester and I was hanging out with Charlie, Benjamin and Zachary in the hallway. We’d decided to meet up after I got out of Mr. Toorin’s class and then we were going to head to the cafeteria together.

      I hadn’t heard from Trinity in weeks, not since our last encounter. I couldn’t tell if she was avoiding me or had just lost interest, and I was praying that it was the latter. Thankfully, I hadn’t heard from the council either, with no requests to meet with me in Mrs. Deveraux’s office or anyone knocking down my dorm room door.

      It’d been a peaceful life at the Angel Academy, and even though I’d been embracing it, something told me that I wouldn’t be experiencing it for too much longer.

      “You can hang them on your door, sure.” Zachary shrugged. “Although most of us just take them home.”

      “Take them home?”

      “Yeah. For winter break?” Zachary continued. “You do know that winter break is right around the corner, don’t you?”

      “Uh, I didn’t know you guys went home.” Since I arrived after winter break last year, there were some details that I’d missed.

      “Why wouldn’t we go home?” Zachary asked.

      “Because you didn’t go home during the summer?” I suggested. “I just figured everyone lived here, 24/7.”

      “We didn’t go home over the summer because you were here, Celeste. And we wanted to be there for you, as well as catch up on some of our upcoming classes.” Benjamin smiled. “But there’ll be no coursework during winter break, so there’s no reason to stay on campus either.”

      “But you guys canceled our lease at the apartment.” Charlie grimaced. “Where the hell are Celeste and I supposed to go over the break?”

      “Ask Mrs. Deveraux for assistance. I’m sure she’d be more than happy to help you two find a place,” Benjamin replied. “Your situation is unusual, but not uncommon. Sometimes other students cannot or will not return home for winter break.”

      “Yeah, there’s nothing I love more than being a charity case,” I scoffed. “Come on, Charlie. Let’s go beg for our supper.”

      “Actually, is it okay if I meet up with you later? I wanted to talk to Benjie about something.”

      “All right then. I’ll catch up with you guys in a few.” I beamed, before reaching up to kiss Charlie on his cheek.

      “Hey, what makes him so special?” Zachary looked annoyed. “If you’re giving one of us cheek kisses, then you’re giving us all cheek kisses.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “Yeah, I totally am.” Zachary stared back at me. “And I’m waiting.”

      “So ridiculous...” I murmured, before I leaned towards Zachary, giving him a kiss on the cheek. I did the same for Benjamin, before I turned back towards Mrs. Deveraux’s office.

      “I’ll see you all later, all right?”

      “See ya.” Zachary offered me a salute before he joined the conversation between Benjamin and Charlie.
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        * * *

      

      I’d passed by Mrs. Deveraux’s office, but it’d been empty by the time I got there. I figured that she must’ve been talking with Mr. Toorin or handling some other administrative responsibility. Since I didn’t know what time that she might make it back, I decided to work on my skills in the training room instead. I was in my typical starting position, with one of my feet planted well behind me, bringing my sword out toward my front.

      I was already in the zone, slicing my blade through the air, when a figure appeared in the far side of the room. Once I noticed the figure, I placed my blade by my side. I wasn’t sure if the person was a friend or foe, but I didn’t want to make the mistake of accidentally attacking Gabrielle or something like that.

      “There you are, Celeste Venoix.” It was Abaddon’s voice and he soon stepped out of the shadows. “I was looking all over for you.”

      “You were looking all over for me?”

      “Indeed.” Abaddon nodded. “I wanted to speak with you, but it was difficult with so many angelic eyes watching. I hear that even the council has their eyes on this academy now. Would that have something to do with you?”

      “No. I think it has something to do with you and the other princes, whatever you’ve been planning,” I replied. “I ran into Belphegor a few months ago.”

      “Hmm. Belphegor. I never liked him very much,” Abaddon admitted. “I’m sure it was an unpleasant encounter. He probably had his pet with him too.”

      “His demon-dog was fine really, once I got it to calm down,” I explained. “But then Belphegor tried to kill me, so, that was uh, less than fine.”

      “Well, I’m happy that he did not succeed.” Abaddon offered me a smile. “It is time, Celeste.”

      “Time for what?”

      “Time for you to uphold your end of the bargain,” Abaddon continued. “It is time for you to return home.”

      I shifted my sword in my hand until it was in fighting position.

      Abaddon gave me a blank stare. “You would go back on our agreement?”

      “You’re going to kill my parents anyway, aren’t you?” I asked, as I thought back to the amulet and the glimpse into the future that it had given me.

      “No. I had no such plans,” Abaddon replied. “As I’ve told you before, my wish is to avoid a war with your parents. I only desire a peaceful transition of power.”

      I didn’t know if I believed him, but I did know what happened to me the last time I’d attempted to fight off a Prince of Hell. I didn’t feel like dying today and I really didn’t want for one of the other students to find my lifeless body in the middle of the training room. After I briefly weighed my options, I decided to go down the path of least resistance.

      “...Fine.” I retracted my sword. “Then lead the way.”

      Abaddon nodded, before grabbing my wrist. “Do you wish to enter Hell with me, Celeste Venoix?”

      No.

      “Yes,” I replied. Abaddon’s grip on my wrist seemed to become even tighter.

      “Then down we go.” Abaddon grinned, before the world became dark and red, before my own screaming pierced my ears.
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      Hot.

      It was so, so hot.

      My uniform was already drenched with sweat, and its fabric was sticking to my skin. “Ugh. Gross.”

      “You’ll get used to the heat,” Abaddon suggested, as he if read my mind. “Follow me. And stay away from the walls.”

      “Stay away from the walls?” I glanced around the space, noticing that it looked more like a cave than anything else. I spotted what looked like male chests lining the sides of the cave, breathing in and out by themselves, with no obvious limbs attached to them. As I stared at the walls, I heard what sounded like snarls, and the noise sent a shiver of fear right through me.

      “They can’t hurt you, unless they touch you,” Abaddon replied, like he was reading my mind again. “As I said, do not get too close.”

      “What are they?” I asked, my voice filled with both terror and wonder.

      “They are what’s always been. Even before Lucifer, maybe even before Heaven itself. They were always here,” Abaddon explained. “The Unsaved. We do our best to avoid them.”

      I continued down the path, following Abaddon’s lead as the snarls began to lessen with each step. Eventually, we came out of the cave, and into an open area. There was a lake in front of us now, with crystal clear water. Abaddon grunted at the sight of the lake before he started to walk further away from it.

      “What’s wrong with the water?” I asked.

      “Nothing is wrong with the water,” Abaddon continued. “It’s holy water. For some of us, it burns. For others, it serves as a stark reminder of the sting of failure, how the rebellion didn’t end in our favor. Although, some believe that if a Prince of Hell were to repent and drink from its well, then all would be forgiven.”

      “You’d be allowed to go back to Heaven?”

      “I would never go back to Heaven. Not to serve.” Abaddon folded his arms behind his back. “Serving has never been in my nature.”

      “Is that why you think you’ll be the perfect person to lead Hell? After my parents are forced out?”

      “I don’t know about perfect,” Abaddon responded. “Maybe the most well-suited.”

      “You know, you’re very calm for a guy who’s basically about to start a coup,” I replied. “Sorry. It’s just that you’re the Prince of Wrath, right? I just figured that you’d be—”

      “All fire and brimstone?” Abaddon chuckled. “No, princess. I reserve my fury for those who deserve it. You have yet to wrong me in any way, and therefore, I have no need to be upset with you.”

      “...Thank you?” I wasn’t sure how to reply to that one.

      “Look ahead. Just another mile or so and we’ll be at the palace.” A smile appeared on Abaddon’s face. “It’s the most beautiful attraction we have down here.”

      I looked up toward the palace and felt my heart go warm behind my chest.

      Home.

      I knew that I was looking at my home, even though I couldn’t remember ever being there. Just the shape of it made me feel at peace, like nothing at the academy, not the council, not even Trinity, could ever touch me again. The palace was a deep blue, with curves that sloped downward, reminding me of the folds of a dress. Its shape was so unusual, so impractical, that I wondered if it’d been enchanted, a structure that couldn’t hold up without my mother’s magic.

      Regardless of its possible magical state, the palace was magnificent. I glanced at its open windows, seemingly without any glass in them and being the size of extra-wide doors. Every now and then, I noticed that a spark of something would appear in the places that the windowsills may have been.

      “Lightning,” Abaddon answered, before I’d even asked the question. “Not harmful. Just something for dramatic effect. Your mother is a big fan of showmanship.”

      “Is my mother really a witch?” I asked, as we continued on our way.

      “That depends on who you ask,” Abaddon replied. “I never thought that she was much of a witch, more of a healer really. She’s never been cruel, at least not to me.”

      “But she’s still a demon, isn’t she?”

      “Yes. And so are you.” Abaddon kept his focus on the path of stone ahead of us. “There’s nothing wrong with the demonic quality, no matter what they tried to fill your head with at that school. All it means is that you were not born for Heaven. You were born for greater things.”

      “Greater things than Heaven?”

      “Yes.” Abaddon nodded. “I believe that once you are reunited with your family, you will go forth and forge a path of your own. You all could be quite successful on the surface. I have no doubt about it.”

      “Are you going to let us be successful?” I murmured. “Once you take over the Earth?”

      “I have no interest in world domination.”

      “What?”

      “I’m not interested in the surface, Celeste. I’m only interested in Heaven and Hell,” Abaddon continued. “What happens in-between is no concern of mine.”

      “But Trinity said—”

      “Trinity?” Abaddon stopped in his tracks. “You’ve been in contact with your sister?”

      “Yeah. She enrolled at my school and everything,” I admitted. “Is that a surprise? I thought you would’ve known that already.”

      “Trinity is dangerous,” Abaddon replied. “Do you recall the death of your friend? The place that was burned down and the chains that were left behind?”

      “I try not to think about it.” I shook my head as memories of Garry, happy and smiling, floated through my head.

      “It was discovered that the incident was Trinity’s doing. She’d forged a set of amber chains all by herself, and left them at the scene. She’d been the one to burn the building down too,” Abaddon commented. “It was as if she wanted you to have a sense of animosity towards the princes, despite us not harming you directly.”

      “At least not back then. Belphegor harmed me pretty damn directly.” I chuckled, but there was no joy in it. “Why would she want me to hate you guys anyway?”

      “Now, that I do not know.” Abaddon sighed. “Perhaps she thought that with a common enemy, she could convince you to make an unwise decision. You wouldn’t be the first person swayed by the desire for vengeance.”

      A common enemy.

      Trinity must’ve wanted me to associate Garry’s death with the Princes of Hell.

      No.

      Wait.

      Trinity must’ve wanted me to associate Garry’s death with Abaddon. Of course, she didn’t know that I’d been in contact with the demon already, so I knew he was innocent. But that wouldn’t have stopped her from trying.

      Why the hell did she want to drive a wedge between Abaddon and I? It wasn’t like we were friends.

      Were we?

      It was an odd moment of reflection, as Abaddon started to walk again. No, we weren’t friends, but we weren’t enemies either and I didn’t see myself ever raising my sword against him, unless the awful images from the amulet came true.

      “We have arrived.” Abaddon’s tone seemed to perk up, as he crossed over the final set of stones in our path. “Welcome home, Celeste Venoix.”
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        * * *

      

      “...Celeste?” My mother’s voice was low, as she stared over at me. “Can it be?”

      “Abaddon, what matter of trickery is this?” My father gave Abaddon a stern look. “Why would you upset your queen so?”

      I stood by Abaddon’s side, unsure of what to do with myself. He’d walked us right into the throne room, moving past what seemed to be royal guards, with swords prominently displayed in front of their bodies. They hadn’t stopped Abaddon from walking through the palace halls, and I wondered if it was because of his own status as royalty.

      Or maybe he’d just had an appointment with the king and queen.

      “It is not trick. I assure you.” Abaddon waved a hand toward me. “This is your daughter. The lost Princess of Hell.”

      I awkwardly offered a wave toward my parents. “Hey. Yeah, I’m real. I’m—”

      “Celeste.” My mother’s words came out broken, as she rose up from her throne. She came dashing toward me with her arms already outstretched. “Oh, my Celeste. My first. My love.”

      I was in her arms within seconds, and I found myself returning her embrace. “Mom.”

      It was such a strange word on my tongue, but it still felt right. I hugged her even tighter, as the realization finally hit me in full force. “Holy shit. Mom. You’re here.”

      “You’re here, too.” Lilith gave a contented sigh. She then pulled away from me, bringing a hand up toward my hair. “I knew it. I knew that you were going to look just like me, even when you were an infant. Even down to your eyes.”

      Lilith smiled wide before she took in a breath. “And you’re as beautiful as I always imagined.”

      “That’s one way to give yourself a compliment, isn’t it, my love?” Lucifer laughed, shifting down from his throne. He walked up to me too, with a grin plastered on his expression. “Ah. You are her spitting image indeed. Were you also gifted with the powers of magic and healing?”

      “I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “I’ve been going to the Angel Academy—”

      “The Angel Academy?” Lilith placed a hand over her heart as her jaw fell wide open. “My God, Lucifer. They’re trying to corrupt our baby. Make her into a proper little angel.”

      “And what have they taught you so far at the academy?” Lucifer asked. “Have they taught you how to fall to your knees and beg? Have they taught you how to ask for mercy?”

      “No. They’ve just been teaching me stuff about biblical lineage, languages, stuff like that.” I shrugged. “And they’ve been teaching me how to fight.”

      “How to fight?” Lucifer’s interest seemed to be piqued. He produced a long thin blade, apparently out of thin air, holding it out in front of him. “Will you show me what you know?”

      “Right now?” I suddenly got nervous, not prepared for a show-and-tell session.

      “Yes.” Lucifer smirked, and Lilith moved a little out of the way.

      “Uh, all right.” I reached for my blade at my side, sliding it out of its scabbard. “Auxilium.”

      Even though I’d spoken the prayer, no golden glow appeared across my sword.

      “Prayers don’t work where we are,” Lucifer said, lunging toward me. “You’ll have to fight your battles on your own!”

      I expertly ducked and rolled away from my father’s attack, landing squarely on my ass. I didn’t even have any time to think before he came at me again, his weapon nearly impaling my left arm.

      Once I was able to get my bearings, our blades crossed each other, again and again. The clanging sound of metal didn’t seem to disturb anyone around us, they continued to passively watch our battle.

      Was this normal?

      Was this the way that fathers typically greeted their daughters, after not seeing them for decades?

      And yet, despite the strangeness of it all, it still felt right.

      I continued to go to war with my father, neither one of us letting up on our technique. However, once he’d sliced downward faster than I saw it coming, my sword was knocked right out of my hands. My father still used his weapon against me, not stopping his assault even when my palms were empty.

      That’s when I decided to try something completely out of the box. I knew that my father had just said that prayers didn’t work in Hell, but what about the glow I seemed to have inside of me? I took a moment to concentrate, calling on the electricity, the power that I believed flowed through my veins. A moment or so later, my palms were glowing gold.

      My father came at me again with his weapon and I used one of my hands to swipe down at its blade. The blade then split into two and my father’s eyes went wide. “You...you destroyed my blade. With...with your hand?”

      I nodded. “It’s a little trick that I picked up.”

      “Oh, my child,” Lilith squealed with excitement. “You are more powerful than you know! You are—”

      “The embodiment of God’s gift.” Abaddon finished my mother’s sentence for her. “Yes, she’s a very special child, indeed. I’m glad you are pleased with her.”

      “We are. Thank you, Abaddon, for returning our daughter to our home,” Lucifer replied.

      “And now, despite the joyous occasion, I must express more somber news,” Abaddon continued. “It is time for you and Lilith to abscond from the throne.”

      “What a silly thing to say.” Lilith’s head snapped up toward Abaddon. “So, why are you saying it?”

      “The Princes of Hell have determined that you two are no longer fit to rule. You’ve broken our initial covenant by having natural children, producing potential heirs. And since you can no longer be trusted to hand down your crowns, in due time, we must ask that you leave immediately.”

      “And where are we supposed to go?” Lucifer asked. “If we are so hated in Hell that our own princes would rebel against us, where are we supposed to be safe?”

      “Consider the surface,” Abaddon suggested.

      “The surface?” Lilith said as if she’d just been insulted. “And what are we supposed to do on the surface, with all of those...humans? How dare you suggest something so beneath us!”

      “It was good enough for your children, was it not?”

      “If I would’ve had it my way, they never would’ve spent a day up there,” Lilith explained. “It was you and those other princes, and your lust for power. That’s what scared me into sending my children to live among savages. And now, you bring my child home to me, only to demand that I hand it over to you?”

      “That is the nature of the bargain, yes. I have given you back your child. And now, you will give me the throne.”

      “You will never have our throne.” Lucifer turned toward Abaddon. “Not without spilling our blood.”

      “I am willing to do so,” Abaddon answered. “And so are the rest of the princes. However, I do not wish to fight with you, Lilith and Lucifer. So, please. Relinquish the throne, and we can handle this without a war.”

      “Ah, but a war is easy.” Lucifer took on a defensive stance.

      “Then it’s a war you shall have.” Abaddon took on a similar stance too, his eyes focused on Lucifer.

      “No. No!” Lilith screamed, before she took my hand into her palm. “We will leave the throne to you, Abaddon. Just let us have our family in peace.”

      “Lilith.” My father’s voice came out as a warning.

      “Lucifer, Abaddon is correct. We broke the covenant that we made with Hell. And now, we must pay the price,” Lilith continued. “We can find another place to live here. I can conjure one for us all. But we cannot replace our daughter. We cannot replace our children. I would rather rip out both of my eyes, than to see any harm come to our Celeste.”

      “You’re not thinking clearly, my love.”

      “And you are not thinking at all,” Lilith hissed back at my father. “She’s just returned to us, Lucifer! How could you be willing to sacrifice her life so quickly? All in the name of winning some war?”

      “Listen to your wife,” Abaddon suggested. “She speaks the truth.”

      Lucifer shifted out of his defensive stance, looking between Lilith and me. “Lilith, are you absolutely certain?”

      “Yes,” Lilith answered, but her gaze was focused on mine. “Oh, yes. I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life.”
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      “Focus.” My mother stood in front of me, with a frosty stare on her expression. “Focus, my love.”

      “I am focusing,” I mumbled. “Just give it a minute.”

      My mom and I stood in the middle of our living room, or at least what looked to be a living room. We’d moved to a different side of Hell, gathered in our own cave. I’d watched as my mom changed what used to be nothing but rock into something more familiar, with furniture and tabletops. Her magic flew out of her fingers in sparks, except instead of gold, the sparks were a deep red. She’d told me afterwards that she didn’t like to call on her magic too often, since it left her vulnerable and exhausted.

      It had been about a week since I’d been back with my family, and despite missing Charlie, Benjamin and Zachary quite dearly, everything else seemed to be going just fine. It was so weird being back home, but Lilith and Lucifer were my parents and they acted just like it. My father would often offer me bits of wisdom in-between his meditation, which Lilith explained helped him to keep a pulse on the surface above.

      And my mother seemed to both love me and expect the world of me, emotions that I hadn’t ever had thrown my way before. I was trying my best to live up to her expectations, because I hated letting her down, even though I hadn’t known her long.

      “If you were able to snap your father’s blade in two, then surely, you can do this,” Lilith encouraged. “Knock everything else out of your mind. Call your gold to your hands.”

      “It’s...not working,” I admitted, before letting out a loud sigh. “I don’t know. I feel like I’m tapped out.”

      “Tapped out?” Lilith hummed. “So, your power does not come from within you?”

      “I think it does,” I explained. “But it has to be charged up first? And I’m not sure how that part really works.”

      “That’s enough for the evening.” Lucifer appeared beside me. “Come, Celeste. Let’s speak of other things over dinner.”

      “Dinner...” The word felt familiar, and suddenly my stomach growled. “Shit. Dinner. When was the last time I ate something?”

      “The last time you were on the surface,” Lilith replied. “It makes sense that you’d be hungry by now, even though we don’t necessarily have to eat down here. It’s a remnant of your surface upbringing.”

      “Oh. Well, what do we have to eat?” I asked.

      “Whatever you’d like.” Lucifer clapped me on the back. “You’ll be the only one dining tonight, and possibly forever. Food has no meaning to me or your mother.”

      “Got it.” I nodded, glancing around the room. “Hmm. How do you two feel about rice bowls?”

      “Indifferent,” my mother answered, with a wide smile at her lips.
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        * * *

      

      “You should view your weapon as just another extension of your arm.” My father had his blade pointed at my neck, as we engaged in our usual spar of the day. “The same way you wouldn’t put your arm into an alligator’s mouth, should be the same way you approach every battle. Once you lose your sword, you will surely bleed to death.”

      My own blade had been knocked out of my hands again, and I gave my father a thoughtful nod. “That’s something one of my friends at the academy used to say.”

      “I cannot believe you’ve broken bread with angels.” Lucifer chuckled, as he moved his blade away from my frame. “Did they know who you were?”

      “Yes,” I admitted, hopping to my feet.

      “And yet, they decided to stay in contact with you?”

      “Yes.”

      “And they did not turn you in to the council?”

      “No.”

      “Are you sure they were angels?” My father grinned. “My experience with them has been colored by jealousy and petty politics. I’m not sure what I’d do if I came across a decent one.”

      “You were a decent one,” I replied. “Weren’t you?”

      “Yes,” my father answered. “So decent that I dreamed of a life outside of subservience and servitude. I wanted better for myself. I wanted better for you.”

      “I thought you didn’t have me until you came to Hell.”

      “I didn’t, but I always had a feeling that I’d have children.” My father returned his weapon to his side. “And I wanted them to know that their father was a great man. Maybe consider following in my footsteps too.”

      “...Would you do it again?” I kept my question quiet, looking over at my dad. “Even though you lost?”

      “The rebellion?”

      I nodded without saying another word.

      “Yes.” Lucifer’s reply came quickly. “Celeste, I don’t believe in living with regrets.”

      That sounds familiar.

      I thought back to my talk with...

      Someone...

      Huh.

      I couldn’t remember the person’s name, although the image of a boy with ocean blue eyes and neat red hair filled my mind. He was handsome, but I didn’t know if I’d ever met him before in my life.

      “You have to be decisive in your actions, even if the world is telling you that you’re wrong,” my father continued. “You do what’s right in your heart, and you’ll never make a mistake.”

      “Got it.” I slid my foot back into a defensive position, before I pulled my sword out in front of me. “Ready to go again?”

      “Celeste!” A voice called out my name, and I turned around to see a boy with brown hair and brown eyes running towards me. “Celeste! There you are! I found you! I finally found you!”

      “Intruder!” my father bellowed, as he shifted in front of me.

      I placed a hand on my father’s back, as I stepped around him, my sword already in place. “I’ll handle this one.”

      My father smirked, letting me pass. “Make me proud, my child.”

      “I always try.” I smirked right back, as I began to run towards the stranger at full speed. Eventually our paths met, but the stranger’s eyes appeared wide with terror.

      “Celeste! What are you doing?” the stranger cried out. “You know me! You know me!”

      “No. I don’t.” I used my elbow to hit the stranger in his jaw, knocking him right down to the floor. “Who sent you?”

      “Who sent me?” The stranger brought a hand to his face, as he winced in pain. “Celeste! It’s me. Charlie! I came looking for you. You’ve been gone for so long—”

      “I don’t know a Charlie.” I shook my head. “Maybe you’ve got the wrong girl.”

      “Shit. Celeste. Come on.” The stranger sighed. “Charlie Collins. Your roommate. Your favorite hookup.”

      “Finish him,” my father called out. “We don’t owe the uninvited any mercy.”

      “I’ll try to make this quick,” I spoke down to the stranger, as I raised my blade. “Don’t worry. This’ll all be over soon—”

      “White Russian! No vodka!” The stranger held up his arms over his head, in defense. “White Russian! No vodka! You were a bartender at Garry’s Funhouse! I used to make you breakfast, after your overnight shifts! You love your leather jacket so much that you never take it off, even when it’s a billion degrees outside! I love you, Celeste! And I’m always going to love you, even if you chop off my head!”

      White Russian. No Vodka.

      Charlie’s favorite order at the bar.

      Charlie.

      I steadied my weapon in my hand as a smile came over my face. “Charlie?”

      “Shit. Celeste. You fucking scared the hell out of me.” Charlie let out a sigh of relief. “Fuck. Did you forget who I was?”

      “I think so,” I admitted. “Sorry. I think it has something to do with being in Hell. I’ve only been here for a week or two, but it’s like...I don’t know. Maybe because I’m so disconnected from the surface, my memory is just—”

      “A week or two?” Charlie interrupted. “Celeste, you’ve been gone for months.”

      “...Months?”

      “Yeah. You’ve been gone since winter break,” Charlie explained. “At first we thought that you just went somewhere to clear your head for the break. But then you were gone in January too. It’s February now and—”

      “Shit. Shit!” I yelled. “How the fuck have I been gone that long? Why didn’t I notice?”

      “I think you were right about your theory when it comes to the surface.” Charlie brought himself up by his knees. “There’s something funky going on with time down here. Or I guess, up there. Just depends on where you’re from.”

      “And you came down here...to bring me back up there?”

      “Yeah, that was the plan. I mean, we looked all over for you and when we couldn’t figure it out, we had a hunch that you’d really gone home for the break, just like everyone else. And yeah, I came to get you,” Charlie continued, as his face shifted into one filled with concern. “Wait. Do you not want to go back to the surface?”

      “I...don’t know,” I answered honestly. “It’s different down here. I’m not worried about the world ending. And I know that you’re safe, Charlie, the further I am away from you. The odds of me getting killed down here are slim to none. But on the surface, it’s like I can’t get away from any of that shit.”

      “But Celeste...” Charlie shook his head. “You know this isn’t the life for you, right? Hiding out like this? Just because you’re afraid of what’s going to happen back at the academy?”

      “You’re not getting it, Charlie. I can have a life down here—”

      “This isn’t a life,” Charlie scoffed. “This is a hideout. This is a permanent vacation. This is an easy escape from reality, because it’s definitely not reality. Yeah, everything’s fucking terrifying up there, it’s scary as hell for me too. But it’s real. And there are people and angels in real danger up there who need someone like you to look out for them, to protect them.”

      “Charlie—”

      “No, Celeste,” Charlie cut me off. “I get it, okay? I know that you didn’t ask for any of this. And I know that you didn’t ask to be special. But you still are. You’re still special. And pretending like you’re not, doesn’t make that specialness go away, it just delays the inevitable.”

      “And what’s the inevitable?”

      “That you were born for something more,” Charlie continued. “That you matter in this world, probably more than anyone else.”

      “That’s a crazy thing to say, Charlie.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s a pretty crazy world up there.” Charlie blew out a heavy breath. “And without you in it, I’m pretty sure things are only going to get even crazier. I’m sorry, Celeste. But you can’t stay down here. You don’t get to take the easy way out.”

      “But I...” I wanted to tell Charlie that I’d never been happier, that I’d never felt more comfortable in my life. I wanted to tell him that I had a feeling that bringing me back to the surface was going to bring about the end of the fucking world. But instead, I kept those thoughts to myself, as I replied to him with a nod. “Okay. Fine. Let’s go.”

      “Let’s go.” Charlie smiled, before he took my palm into his own.

      Shit.

      I knew right then that everything was about to go to hell.
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        * * *

      

      “Mom. Dad.” I waved at them, one final time. “I’ll be back, okay?”

      “You don’t have to lie to us, child.” My mother wiped a tear away from her cheek. “We were just happy to have you for as long as we did.”

      “Will you be taken care of on the surface?” my father asked. “Will you need us to watch over you?”

      “I think I’ll be fine.” I smiled. “You both taught me a lot. I think I can take it from here.”

      “Oh, I can’t take it,” Lilith sobbed, as she moved to stand in front of me. She pulled me into her arms, her chest heaving as she wept. “I’m going to miss you so much, my love. And I’m going to miss you more each and every day. I am so proud of the woman that you’ve become.”

      She let me out of her hold, as she beamed back at me. “You are just like your mother. Proud and strong and unapologetic about who and what you really are. Never let them make you feel like you shouldn’t be.”

      “I won’t.” I felt my own tears starting to well up behind my eyes. “I’m going to miss you so much, Mom.”

      “Now, go.” Lilith took her hands off my frame. “Go, before I enchant you and make you want to stay forever.”

      I looked back at Charlie, who gave me a hesitant thumbs up.

      “Are we good?” I asked.

      “Uh, good enough.” Charlie shrugged. “Your parents are sure that you’ll be able to get back to the surface? You know, without dying?”

      “Yeah. I’m part-demon, so as long as I wanna give myself permission to go back to the surface, we shouldn’t have a problem.”

      “And what happens if you’re conflicted?”

      “I’m not conflicted,” I replied. “You were right, Charlie. I have to stop being afraid of what I am. Even if I’m involved in some bullshit I never asked to be a part of.”

      “Maybe that’s why you’re involved in it,” Charlie responded. “Maybe that makes you the best woman for the job because you’re not interested in taking sides. You just want to help people.”

      “I just want to help people.” I repeated his phrase. “Which is why I have to get back to the academy.”

      “Then, back to the academy we’ll go.” Charlie offered his hand to me. “All you have to do is visualize it, really, and then you should be able to get back on your own.”

      “Does it hurt?”

      “Oh. It’s fucking brutal.” Charlie chuckled. “But it only lasts for a few seconds, and then you’re done.”

      “All right.” I nodded. “Let’s go home.”

      I closed my eyes as I thought about the academy. I thought about the motto engraved on its main hall door. I thought about the grass in the quad, Mr. Toorin’s lectures that went on forever and ever. I thought about ocean blue eyes, and green eyes, and brown ones too.

      I thought about the way it felt like home, before I’d ever had a taste of my real one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
      “Happy Valentine’s Day—Oh shit! Celeste!” Micah excitedly greeted me by pulling me into his embrace. “Shit! We haven’t seen you in forever. We just thought you weren’t coming back or you died or something.”

      “Welp. I’m back,” I replied. “How have you been?”

      “Shit. Probably better than you.” Micah laughed, before giving me a huge grin. “Seriously, though. It’s so good to have you back, Celeste. I hope everything’s worked out for you. Oh, and by the way, Happy Valentine’s Day!” Micah handed me a bright pink card before he made his way down the rest of the hall.

      I opened the card and a bunch of glitter fell onto the floor.

      Of course.

      It wouldn’t be a card from Micah if it didn’t involve an irresponsible amount of glitter. I couldn’t help the smirk on my face as I read over the card’s message inside:

      Roses are red,

      Violets are blue,

      The world is beautiful,

      And so are you.

      “Aww, thanks Micah.” I thanked him, even though he’d already disappeared down the hall. I slipped the card into my backpack, continuing on my way to Mrs. Deveraux’s office. I figured I needed to speak with her ASAP, to try to explain my sudden disappearance from the academy. I didn’t have an airtight alibi just yet, but I’d probably be able to nail one down by the time I reached her office door.

      By the time I knocked against the mahogany, I had the perfect alibi rattling around in my head. I was going to tell her the truth. Well, I was going to tell her the partial truth. I was going to tell her that I was scared, and my meeting with the council via Gabrielle really shook me to my core. I was going to tell her that I just needed some time to really consider if I wanted to be an angel or not, and I’d decided that yes, I loved it here and I wanted to see it through.

      And I was hoping to God that she’d buy it.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh. Ms. Venoix,” Mrs. Deveraux greeted me, as I stepped inside of her office. “You’ve been...hard to find.”

      She measured her words, but I wasn’t sure why. Instead of asking her outright, I took a seat in front of her desk. “Sorry. I just had some things that I needed to—”

      “I wish you hadn’t done it.”

      “...What?”

      “I wish you had never left for as long as you did.” Mrs. Deveraux gave me a small, sad smile. “You were gone and you weren’t here to defend yourself, which meant that you couldn’t be proven innocent in the moment.”

      “Proven innocent?” I quirked an eyebrow. “Wait. Was I being officially accused of something?”

      “Another student has submitted evidence against you.”

      “Evidence against me for what?”

      “Consorting with demonic energy.” Mrs. Deveraux sighed. “The council has launched an official investigation into you, Celeste Venoix.”

      “Consorting with demonic energy...but I...” I shook my head. “I don’t even know what that means. Does that mean I’m working with demons?”

      “Maybe.” Mrs. Deveraux gave me a sorrowful look. “It is unclear at this time. What is clear, however, is that once the council called you in to speak, you disappeared for weeks. It made you look guilty I’m afraid, and it scares me to think that the council may consider you guilty as well.”

      “Don’t I get a trial?” I asked. “Don’t I get a chance to prove that none of that is true?”

      “Of course,” she explained. “But it may not be the kind of trial that you are used to. You are now under surveillance, Ms. Venoix. Your every move must be accounted for.”

      “You want me to wear a camera or something?” I scoffed. “Are you serious?”

      “It is not up to you to report your own whereabouts. As a suspect, you cannot be trusted to tell the truth,” Mrs. Deveraux continued. “You’ll remember that last year, I assigned Zachary Lancaster to you, with the permission to eliminate—”

      “Yeah, with the permission to kill me. I remember.” My heart sank in my chest. “So, that’s how things are done around here? If Zachary thinks that something’s up with me, he can just kill me whenever he wants?”

      “He can either eliminate you or turn you in to the council. However, if he is merciful, he will handle it himself.” Mrs. Deveraux glanced away from me. “The council is fair, but they are also barbaric. I don’t think I could stomach it if you were publicly stoned to death.”

      Stoned to death?

      What the fuck?

      “What the fuck?” I was frustrated, so I voiced my concerns out loud. “Stoned to death? What is this? The Salem witch trials?”

      “No, Ms. Venoix. Nothing the council does is based on superstition,” Mrs. Deveraux replied. “However, I have faith that you have done nothing wrong, and soon enough they’ll move along with their little investigation. They’re frightened just like the rest of us and it’d be easy enough to believe that you were at the center of the resurgence of the Princes of Hell. It’d be easy enough to believe that if they took one girl out of the equation, then they could go back to contemplating matters of Heaven and the soul.”

      Mrs. Deveraux folded her arms against her desk, giving me a stern look. “I promise you. The academy is better than this. The council is better than this. Please do not judge us by our weakest moments.”

      She leaned back in her seat, picked up a pen and went back to diligently marking through a notebook. “And welcome back, Ms. Venoix. You were sorely missed.”
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        * * *

      

      “It was Trinity.”

      “What?”

      “It was Trinity who reported me for consorting with demons.” I looked over at Charlie. “I know it was.”

      Charlie and I were having a conversation in his dorm room, in the middle of the night. Since I’d been back on campus, I was busy catching up on my coursework and trying to set up some extra credit with Mr. Toorin, so it was my first conversation with Charlie since we’d both journeyed out of Hell.

      “Celeste, are you still doing your whole jealousy act?” Charlie scoffed. “Can’t you tell that you’re the only girl that I’m in love with? Who cares about Trinity—”

      “She’s my sister.”

      “...Wait. What?”

      “Yeah. She’s my sister,” I admitted. “I didn’t want to tell you because I didn’t want to open up a whole new can of worms—”

      “Gross!” Charlie looked absolutely disgusted. “She’s your sister? But she’s been trying to flirt with me ever since you’ve been gone. Does she know she’s your sister? Does she know she’s basically trying to commit incest by proxy?”

      “I don’t think incest by proxy is a thing, Charlie.” I grinned. “But yeah. She knows. She doesn’t care. She just wants to fuck my life up I guess, get me kicked out of the academy. Or killed. Not sure she cares which one it ends up being.”

      “But why? What did you ever do to her?”

      “I turned down her offer to rule to world, side-by-side,” I explained. “She had this vision in her head, which included me for some reason, but I wasn’t interested in it. I told her that if she tried to hurt anyone I cared about, then I’d have to handle her myself.”

      “Rule the world, side-by-side?”

      “Yeah. She thinks the Princes of Hell are going to win the war this time, take over the Earth, take over Heaven. And she thinks we can curry enough favor in Hell to retain our place as its rightful rulers.”

      “But what about your parents?”

      “I don’t think she’s factoring them into the equation,” I replied. “Or she just thinks they won’t survive the next uprising.”

      “Jesus.” Charlie let out a loud sigh. “Celeste, why didn’t you tell me that she was your sister? That would’ve saved us both a migraine.”

      “Because I didn’t want to get you further involved in my shit,” I responded. “But it looks like we’re both knee-deep in it now, so what does it matter?”

      I shrugged, before continuing. “If the council decides that I’ve been playing with demons, it’s game over for me, Charlie. They’re going to want me dead.”

      “Shit. But they don’t even have any evidence—”

      “Yeah, but since when has being innocent of a crime ever stopped someone from being found guilty?” It was my turn to sigh. “The council will find out whatever they want to find out. I just have to hope that they come to their senses, sooner rather than later.”

      “Who are we hoping comes to their senses?” Zachary entered the room with a wide grin on his face. “Ah, the prodigal girl returns.”

      “Hey, Zach.” I acknowledged him with a wave. “Did you miss me?”

      “Nah.” Zachary shook his head, before laughing. “Of course, I missed you, Celeste. Damn. I’m not a monster.”

      “You might be, if you’re agreeing to kill me.” I narrowed my eyes in his direction. “I can’t believe you’re still going along with that whole thing.”

      “Hey, it was something Mrs. Deveraux trusted me with.” Zachary shrugged. “Besides, I didn’t want her to think that you and I had gotten too close—”

      “Why? So, the council wouldn’t burn you at the stake right next to me?” My words were lined with malice.

      “No, so I could watch over you and keep you safe without anyone breathing down my back about it,” Zachary scoffed. “After all we’ve been through, you still don’t think that I care about you?”

      “You’re right. I’m sorry.” I lowered my voice. “Sorry. I’m just going through a lot right now. First, with the council and the shit with my sister—”

      “You have a sister?” Zachary asked.

      “Yeah. Her sister is Trinity,” Charlie answered for me.

      “...What?” Zachary looked back at me. “What the hell? Why wouldn’t you tell us something like that?”

      “Because I didn’t want anyone to get more involved in my shit—”

      “What’s going on? Who’s getting more involved?” Benjamin entered the room, before he offered me a bright smile. “Celeste. Happy to see you again. I missed you.”

      “I missed you, too, Benjie.” I turned back towards Zachary. “And like I was saying, I just didn’t want to get anyone further involved in my shit. I wasn’t sure if she was evil or anything anyway, so it didn’t seem like I needed to warn anyone until—”

      “Who’s evil?” Benjamin asked.

      “Oh, Celeste’s sister. Trinity,” Zachary replied.

      “Trinity is your sister?” Benjamin gave me a curious look. “And you didn’t speak of this connection sooner?”

      “I thought I could handle it on my own.” I shrugged. “But it looks like I was wrong.”

      “What else have you been keeping from us?” Benjamin took a step closer to me.

      “Nothing,” I lied.

      “Celeste,” Benjamin pressed. “Please. The more you tell us, the more we can assist you. It’s a waste of time when we have to spin wheels trying to figure out what’s happening with you.”

      “Yeah, just tell us what’s going on,” Zachary commented. “You can trust us.”

      “You really can,” Charlie replied, giving me a soft nudge in the arm. “Now, spill the beans, Celeste.”

      “Fine.” I took a seat on Charlie’s bed before I continued. “I didn’t just go home for the break. It wasn’t like a vacation or something. Abaddon took me back there to give me back to my parents. He thought that it would be like a peace offering.”

      “Peace offering?” Benjamin asked.

      “Yeah. He was trying to avoid a war,” I explained. “He figured that if he returned their daughter to them, then Lilith and Lucifer would give up the throne and they did. They exchanged their throne for me coming back to live with them, at least until Charlie came to get me. Honestly, I don’t think I would’ve ever left my parents’ place otherwise.”

      “And they were all right? With Charlie taking you from them?”

      “They didn’t seem to mind,” I shrugged. “I think they understood that there’s a bigger picture happening up here, something that even I don’t get yet. My mother was trying to train me to use God’s gift. But it was like it disappeared while I was down there and my prayers didn’t work so I couldn’t call it that way, either.”

      “That makes sense.” Zachary hummed. “God’s gift is something pure and angelic. I can’t imagine why it would ever work in Hell.”

      “I’m not so sure it was because I was in Hell. I mean, I was able to get my hands to glow when I first got there,” I explained. “I think it was because...I was away from you guys for too long.”

      “Away from us?” Benjamin’s interest seemed to be piqued.

      “Yeah, I think because I was away from all of you, the power just got less and less, until it ran completely out,” I continued. “I think you were right, Benjamin. I think you guys are like my fuel or something.”

      “Cool,” Zachary replied. “So, what now? Are we going after Trinity or what?”

      “Going after her?” I asked.

      “You said she was evil, right?” Zachary went on. “So, doesn’t that mean we need to figure out what she’s up to? Gather some intel?”

      “You can leave that part to me.” I rose up from Charlie’s bed. “I think it’d be better if I was the one who started the conversation with her, you know, sister-to-sister?”

      “Sister-to-sister.” Charlie nodded. “Yeah, that sounds like it could work.”
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      I spent a full week waiting for the right time to confront Trinity about her report to the council. Even though I knew that Zachary wouldn’t get on my case about it, I still didn’t want to be seen raising my voice at her or approaching her in any anger. For all the council knew, we were just two students at the academy that had no prior history together.

      Ha.

      God. I wished it were true.

      The perfect moment came when I saw her going into the training room all alone. It was during lunch, so it kind of made sense that no one would be interested in training since everyone was already congregating inside of the cafeteria. I stayed a few feet away from her, as I followed behind her every footstep.

      By the time she’d walked through the training room door, I’d already pushed her up against the nearest wall, with my hand clenched tight around her throat.

      Trinity’s eyes went wide, before she looked me up and down. “Is this how you handle all your problems? Violence?”

      “I think it’s the only language that people like you understand.” I stared back at her. “Why the fuck would you ever go to the council about me?”

      “Because I needed you to see.”

      “See what?”

      “I needed you to see that the angels don’t care about you. They don’t even care about their own,” Trinity continued. “They’d eat you alive at the mere suggestion that you were consorting with a demon. I didn’t even bring any evidence to their door, just an accusation on my lips. And look, it’s already driven you to madness—”

      “Oh, I’m not choking you because I’m crazy. I’m choking you because you’re really starting to get on my fucking nerves.”

      “All you have to do is work with me. Rule with me.” Trinity’s lips turned into a wild grin. “Can’t you feel it? The power that courses through your veins? It needs a home.”

      “The surface is my home.”

      “The surface? You sound like our father—” Trinity paused, before she looked back at me. “Wait. Is that where you ran off to? Were you holed up somewhere with our parents?”

      She let out a low laugh. “I’d heard something about them finally stepping down from their throne, but I never found out why. Did you convince them that a war would be futile? That they’d be dead before morning?”

      “No. They didn’t need to be convinced,” I continued. “They gave up their throne in exchange for having me back.”

      “Of course,” Trinity hissed. “Of course, they’d give up their entire world for the sake of you. They were never happy with the daughter they still had at home. They mourned you. I could see it in their eyes, every time they looked at me.”

      “Why would they love me more than you, Trinity? You actually spent time with them,” I explained. “I think they love us both, they just didn’t get as much of a chance with me—”

      “You don’t understand.” Trinity tried to shake her head, even though my grip around her throat was tight. “You and I are not the same. Call it a play of genetics. Call it just shitty luck. But you are more angelic than I could ever hope to be. Most of my power lies in the dark, lies in the demonic side of my nature. And our parents were afraid of it, how it would cause me to turn out.”

      “You don’t have to lean into your demonic side, Trinity. You can choose to be good.”

      “Being good is not a choice. People who are good are good all the time.” Trinity smiled, but there was something wicked behind it. “And being bad isn’t a choice, either. It’s inside of me, pulsing through my heart, turning it an even darker shade of black.”

      “Trinity, you just have to fight it—”

      “I don’t want to fight it!” Trinity yelled. “I want to be who I am! Who I was born to be! And I want my sister at my side!”

      Trinity pushed me away from her, before using her leg to kick me right in the abdomen. I stumbled backward but didn’t fall. By the time I looked back up, Trinity was running toward me.

      “If you are not with me, then you are against me!” Trinity cried out, bringing her leg down straight toward my head. I expertly dodged her move, as I rolled back toward the other side of the training room.

      “Don’t make me do this.” My hand reached down towards the hilt of my weapon.

      “Make you do what, Celeste? Make you lose?” Trinity pulled out her throwing knives, holding them up towards her face. “You’re weak, just as all angels ultimately are. Your goodness isn’t a blessing. It’s a curse.”

      When Trinity finished speaking, she threw one of her knives right at my shoulder. And unfortunately, it quickly sank into my skin.

      “Shit!” I pulled out the throwing knife, letting it clang against the ground. “Abscondam.”

      “Are you with me or against me, sister?” Trinity held another throwing knife between her fingers. “Now is your last chance to decide.”

      “I’m sorry,” I apologized, before I sprang up to my feet, and ran toward Trinity.

      “Sorry for what—” Trinity’s mouth fell open, as my hidden blade pushed through her waist.

      “You...your blade...I...didn’t see it...” Trinity’s words fell out of her mouth, nearly one by one. “That’s...an interesting trick.”

      “I’m sorry,” I apologized again. “But you weren’t giving me any other choice.”

      “Oh, do you think you’ve killed me, sister?” Trinity coughed, close to my ear. “No. I have a few interesting tricks of my own.”

      Trinity grabbed onto my shoulders and my world swirled into deep red and darkness.
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        * * *

      

      I was underwater.

      I was burning underwater.

      I opened my eyes and the sky above me was pitch black.

      I decided to swim, kicking my feet toward anything, everything, until something around me made sense.

      Eventually, my fingers gripped onto something sharp and tangible. I pulled on it until I was able to lift myself up and over the source of water.

      I gasped for air as soon as my knees hit land.

      I turned back toward the water, confused. I didn’t know where I was or how I’d gotten here, or why I’d woken up drowning.

      In that same lake, there was Trinity. She wasn’t swimming. She wasn’t moving at all.

      I could tell that her heart was still beating, by the way it fell and rose in her chest.

      Hell.

      I must’ve been back in Hell.

      I must’ve been drowning in holy water.

      Why would Trinity have sent us both back here?

      I glanced at the water again.

      Holy water.

      I wondered if its properties were able to heal angels, even though those same properties might have burned a demon alive. Since Trinity was still part angel, even if she was doing her best to kill that part of herself, the healing properties must’ve worked on her.

      Not wanting to be here when she woke up, not wanting to be here at all, I thought back to the academy, visualizing the training room, visualizing the empty hallway and the crowded cafeteria...
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        * * *

      

      And then, I was back.
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      Trinity had disappeared for the rest of the school year. I hadn’t minded her absence since it gave me one less thing to worry about. Of course, the council was still on my ass about possibly consorting with demons, and I think that Trinity’s mysterious state of no-longer-being-here wasn’t making me any less of a suspect. But it was whatever. I had other shit to concern myself with, like bringing up my grades on average, and learning more about myself.

      And by learning more about myself, I meant learning more about how to hone God’s gift.

      In that dream or vision of the future or whatever it was that I’d seen when Trinity and I both touched the amulet, I was much stronger than I was now. If I was able to kill Abaddon after he killed my parents, then I must’ve learned how to harness that shit, right? The problem was that I had no idea where to start. All I knew was that my body turned into a glowstick after I’d had sex with both Benjamin and Zachary at the same time.

      But how the hell was I going to pitch another threesome to the guys? Since I’d gotten back to campus, I’d been having one-on-one time with each of them, physically and romantically. It’d actually become a pattern, spending my mornings with Charlie, my afternoons with Benjamin and my nights with Zachary. And each time, the electricity would almost reach a fever pitch, but never quite got back to where it was when it’d been two-on-one.

      I put the thought out of my mind as Charlie nuzzled up beside me in his bed. “Hey. What are you thinking about?”

      “Nothing.” I shrugged. “Just school stuff.”

      “What kind of school stuff?”

      “...Stuff.” I kept my answer short. “What are you thinking about?”

      “You don’t have to do that. You don’t have to lie to me.” Charlie shook his head. “And don’t say it’s for my own protection, I was the one brave enough to come down to get you in literal Hell. I think I’ve earned some respect.”

      “You were very brave.” I smiled back at him. “And fine. If you really want to know what I’m thinking, then I’ll tell you.”

      I took a moment, trying to find my words. “Uh, did you know that, uh, Benjie and I—”

      “Had a threesome?” Charlie grinned back at me. “Yeah, I know. Zachary’s awful at keeping secrets, by the way. But I guess it wasn’t really supposed to be a secret, even though I wasn’t invited.”

      “You weren’t not invited,” I explained. “It was just a spur of the moment type of thing. I promise. If we’d planned it, you definitely would’ve been there.”

      “Un-huh.” Charlie smiled. “And what does that have to do with what you were thinking about? Were you just daydreaming about that threesome or what?”

      “No. Something else happened, when we all...got together,” I winced at my own euphemism, as I continued. “You know how I can sometimes make my hands glow gold? Like the weapons usually do?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Well, after that, my whole body did it. Every part of me was lit up, and I’ve never felt anything like it since,” I responded. “It was like every part of me was...”

      “Electric?”

      “No. Blessed.” I smiled at the memory. “That same feeling I get when I’m touching each of you was like, multiplied by a million, and I just felt so...strong. Like I could take on the world. Benjie said that it’s the same thing that Michael experienced, when he was given enough strength to bound the Princes of Hell.”

      “Shit.” Charlie whistled. “Celeste, do you know what this means?”

      “No. What?”

      “Well, if the Princes of Hell have already escaped to the surface or whatever...” Charlie paused. “Celeste, I think that means it’s your job to send them back. You have to bind them again.”

      “I’m not sure that tracks.” I gave Charlie a skeptical look. “I mean, yeah, I have a power similar to Michael’s, but it’s not like God left me a guidebook or something—”

      “Yeah, he did.” Charlie nodded. “The academy is your guidebook, Celeste. I’m dead serious. I think you’re supposed to take on the demons this time.”

      “But...don’t you know how that story ends?”

      “I know.” Charlie let out a somber sigh. “But I always knew that you were special, Celeste Venoix. And if someone has to save the world, it has to be you.”

      “What if I don’t want to save the world? What if I just want to stay here with you?”

      “Sorry. That’s not on the menu.” Charlie grinned, before he rolled out of bed. “Come on.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “We need to tell the others.” Charlie was already heading toward the door. “And we need to make sure that you can still glow.”
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        * * *

      

      “You want me to do what?” Zachary asked, as he glanced around our bedroom. “With you?”

      “Not with me.” Charlie looked irritated. “With Celeste.”

      “And you wanna watch?”

      “No. I’ll be uh, doing something too.” Charlie turned to look at me. “Whatever Celeste is comfortable with.”

      “And this is supposed to be what? Like research or something?”

      “I think we need to see what we’re working with. See how far Celeste’s powers can go,” Charlie explained. “I’m starting to think that she might be the new Michael.”

      “Yeah, and what’s your evidence for that?” Zachary shrugged. “So, she can glow gold. So what?”

      “Oh, come on. Don’t act like you don’t realize how big of a deal it is.”

      “No, I know how big of a deal it is, and I know what happens if we’re able to prove your little thesis.” Zachary narrowed his eyes over at Charlie. “You realize what this would mean for Celeste, right? What it would mean for all of us?”

      “Yeah. I do.”

      “Celeste? You’re okay with this?” Zachary directed his question toward me.

      “I am.” I nodded. “I think it’s important to know, Zach, whether or not I can even do that little trick again. For all we know, it could’ve been a fluke.”

      “It wasn’t a fluke,” Zachary continued. “But I’m willing to help you out with your science experiment. See what happens.”

      “Nice. And what about Benjie?”

      “I mean, I’m sure Benjie would be fine with it, once you explained to him what’s going on,” Zachary replied. “Although, he might make you hide in the corner or something, Charlie. No idea if he’s comfortable or not with you just yet.”

      “I’ll take my chances.”

      “Good. So, it’s settled.” I tried to sound as calm as possible. “We’re going to have a...foursome.”

      “Yep. Let’s get to it.”
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        * * *

      

      God.

      This was awkward as hell.

      Charlie, Benjamin, Zachary and I all stood naked in the center of my dorm room. We’d been exchanging glances at each other for what felt like the past half hour, without anyone saying a word.

      Eventually, Zachary broke the silence with a loud sigh. “So, is this going to be one of those parties where everyone just stands around? Or is someone going to start dancing?”

      “I’ve...I’ve never...” Benjamin blushed, as he crossed his arms over his waist. “I wouldn’t know where to start with something like this.”

      “I think we just start by listening to Celeste?” Zachary nodded towards me. “How do you want this to go, babe?”

      “Uh, I don’t know?” I admitted. “I mean, last time it worked when you were in front Zach, and Benjie was behind me? Maybe we could try that again?”

      “Yeah, and what about Charlie?” Zachary asked. “Is he just going to stand in the corner or what?”

      “I could try using my hand...” My words trailed off, as I tried to think through the logistics of the situation. “Okay. Wait. Um, which one of you really wants to be inside of me?”

      Each of the men quickly shot up their hands.

      “Shit. No. That’s a bad way to do it.” I grimaced. “Hmm. What’s another way we can decide something?”

      “We can draw straws?” Benjamin suggested.

      “We can draw straws,” Zachary agreed, before he bent down behind a nearby bookcase. He soon produced three plastic straws in his hand, each cut into different lengths. “Haven’t done this for a while. The last time was to see who had to help Charlie out with his tutoring.”

      “Hey,” Charlie scoffed.

      “Here you go.” Zachary held out the straws towards Charlie and Benjamin. “Go for it.”

      Charlie and Benjamin went for it, pulling the straws out of Zachary’s grasp. I looked and saw that Benjamin ended up with the shortest straw and my heart skipped a beat inside my chest.

      Perfect.

      Although honestly, any of the guys would’ve been perfect. I couldn’t imagine any of them being bad at this, even though it was everyone’s first time.

      “Second to last straw gets a blowjob.” Zachary smirked. “And the longest straw gets a handjob.”

      “Works for me,” Charlie replied. He turned his attention towards me. “Celeste, are you ready?”

      “Yeah. Benjie, do you mind getting down on the floor? Lie down on your back,” I instructed, and soon, Benjamin followed my instructions.

      After he lied down on the floor, I followed his lead. I shifted down towards his abdomen, before I gently took his cock into my mouth.

      “Hey, no fair. The floor guy gets a blowjob and the pleasure of fucking you?” Zachary complained.

      “Ehh. How else is she going to get Benjie ready?” Charlie shrugged. “Seems only fair to me.”

      “...Fine,” Zachary relented.

      I didn’t pay their conversation too much attention, as I began to lick the sides of Benjamin’s shaft. He groaned underneath me and that same electricity made its way right through my clit. I started to moan right along with him, continuing to play with his cock in my mouth. I continued with the same motions, until Benjamin’s shaft went hard between my cheeks.

      When I thought that he was good and ready, my mouth moved away from his cock with a loud popping noise. There was a trail of precum that strung between my lips and the head of Benjamin’s shaft, and I quickly wiped it away with the back of my hand.

      “Fuck. That was hot,” Zachary whispered. “Shit. You’re so good at that, Celeste. Can’t wait ‘til I have my cock in your mouth next.”

      Zachary’s words created a pool of wetness between my thighs, as something clenched hard beneath my stomach. I couldn’t wait for Zachary’s cock to be in my mouth either, but first I needed to get myself settled onto Benjamin. I threw my legs over Benjamin’s waist, as I slid down far enough for his cock to meet the entrance of my pussy.

      I pressed down onto him even further, letting his huge cock slide right into me, already wet enough to take all of him in. I shivered as I sat on his perfect cock, the electric shocks threatening to take me right over the edge.

      “Are you okay?” Benjamin asked from underneath me.

      “Yes. I mean, no,” I admitted. “Honestly, I think if I start to move I’m going to come, Benjie. Everything just feels too good.”

      “Then come.” Benjamin smiled, before he started to push his hips up towards me.

      With just a few thrusts from him, I was a goner. I came against him hard, as I whimpered through it all.

      “Now, ride me for real.” Benjamin smirked up at me. “You should be able to last a little longer now, right? Since you already came.”

      “I should be able to, but with all this—” My sentence was cut off by the feel of Zachary’s cock pushing its way inside of my mouth.

      “Sorry. Couldn’t wait,” Zachary explained. “If I stayed back there to watch, I would’ve blown my load way too early.”

      It’s okay.

      I wanted to tell him, but I knew that it would’ve just come out all muffled anyway. I began to bob my head up and down Zachary’s shaft, as I rocked my hips against Benjamin at the same time.

      Fuck.

      The taste of Zachary’s cock in my mouth, the feel of Benjamin underneath me...

      It felt so good that I almost wanted to cry.

      I tried to keep my focus on the task at hand, soon bringing my palms towards Zachary’s sides for some sense of balance. I knew that if I didn’t get a grip on something right at that moment, that my legs were going to give out from shivering and shaking.

      I wasn’t keeping track anymore of how often the shocks moved through me, setting off waves of pleasure against my skin. I just knew that every time I came, my pussy would clench around Benjamin, and he’d shudder in response. I thought that he had maybe shuddered a few times by now, but I wasn’t sure if it’d been three times or five.

      I didn’t think it really mattered, anyway. We weren’t going to stop, not until I was glowing.

      I heard a familiar cough, and I cracked open an eye to spot Charlie standing beside Zachary’s frame. “Sorry. Shit. I don’t even know how to say—Uh, I think I’m supposed to be getting a handjob?”

      Shit.

      I’d forgotten all about Charlie. Not on purpose, but with the way the sparks were setting off all over me, I could barely tell that I was even in my own body. It felt like I’d ascended to some other planet, somewhere where pleasure was embedded beneath my bones.

      I moved my mouth away from Zachary’s cock, just long enough to lick the palm of my hand. I brought that hand up to Charlie’s shaft, before I began to pump it. My mouth went back to sucking off Zachary, moving in time with my palm against Charlie.

      Benjamin continued to groan, as my hips kept up a steady pace.

      A few moments later, I felt Benjamin’s hips thrust upwards with a sense of finality, and I knew that he’d finished inside of me. I shifted my hips away from him, not wanting to keep riding him once he was already so sensitive, and Benjamin casually rolled away from me too.

      Zachary pulled his cock out of my mouth, as he eyed me up and down. “Is it my turn now?”

      I nodded, before I looked over at Charlie. “You can put your cock in my mouth now, if you want.”

      “I do want.” Charlie smiled, taking a few steps to his left, his cock settled into place before me. I waited until Zachary slid down towards the floor, pushing up my hips and bringing my pussy back down onto his cock.

      Once Zachary was securely inside of me, his hands gripped onto my waist and controlling the movement of my hips against his own, I took Charlie’s cock into my mouth.

      Zachary didn’t fuck me like Benjamin did. Benjamin’s motions tended to have a sense of sweetness about them, as if even during sex, he was only concerned about what I wanted and when I wanted it done. With Zachary, he fucked me like he needed it, like he was going to die if he didn’t get inside of me. It was urgent and it was fucking hot, making me feel like I was the most beautiful woman on the planet.

      And Charlie? Charlie fucked me like I was his first love. It wasn’t urgent like Zachary or super-sweet like Benjamin. Charlie fucked me like we had all the time in the world, like we were going to be together for the rest of our lives.

      My heart warmed at the memory, as I continued to suck him off. Charlie groaned above me, his hand soon finding my hair, and gently twisting his fingers beneath the strands. Zachary pushed and pulled me where he wanted me to go, making me whimper and moan as his cock pressed up against my g-spot, over and over.

      When I came against Zachary, I knew I was done for the day. My body felt like it’d finally reached its limit, my throat feeling sore from having to suppress my screams of pleasure. Zachary finished inside of me right afterwards, his grip still tight on my waist. He then moved away from me too, but not before playfully slapping me right on the ass.

      “Fuck, Celeste. You got me again.” Zachary smirked.

      I jokingly rolled my eyes, but I didn’t respond with my words. I was still working on Charlie, wanting him to spurt his cum right down my throat. It only took my tongue swirling along his shaft a few more times, and then he came between my lips. I swallowed every drop, making sure to look up at him as I did.

      “I love you, Celeste,” Charlie whispered, when all was said and done.

      “I love you, too,” I whispered right back, a smile then appearing on my face.

      “You’re glowing,” Zachary remarked. “You’re glowing all over.”

      I looked down at my skin, taking in my now golden complexion. The glow seemed to start at my palms and work its outwards, then leading to my arms and chest and stomach and legs. The glow was everywhere, and it came with a beautiful warmth.

      “Okay,” I nodded. “Let’s see what I can do.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure we should be doing this?” Charlie had a concerned look on his face, as he glanced around the rooftop. “Are we even supposed to be up here?”

      “No, but Micah is keeping lookout,” Benjamin replied.

      “You know, I’m really starting to like that guy.” Zachary chuckled. “Why don’t we hang out with him more?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, Zachary, probably because we’re trying to save the world.” Benjamin sighed. “Now, Celeste, it was written that when Michael was able to use God’s gift, he had the ability to do things that other angels could not.”

      “Things like what?” I asked, as I stared down at the ground below. “I never thought about how high up we were last time, Benjie.”

      “You’ve been up here before?” Charlie asked.

      “For our first date,” Benjamin admitted.

      “What? You two are going out on dates?” Zachary’s head whipped back towards Benjamin. “Ah, man. No wonder she likes you best.”

      “She doesn’t like me best. She doesn’t like anyone best.”

      “Eh. You’re right about one thing. She doesn’t like you best. She likes Charlie best.” Zachary grinned. “And then, you and then me. I’m not upset about it. I know my place in this.”

      “You don’t have places. That’s not how this works.” I kept my attention on the grass at the very, very bottom of this very, very tall building. “What was Michael able to do, Benjie?”

      “Well, it was written that he could fall from heights like this one, and not perish.”

      I turned to look at Benjamin. “Wait. You want me to...jump?”

      “It’s the only way to find out if Michael’s gifts apply to you,” Benjamin continued. “Of course, we will all pray over you once you land, assuming that the fall injures you greatly. However, with your training, you should know how to land from a height such as this one.”

      “Yeah, I haven’t gotten around to learning how to fall to my death, just yet.” I laughed, trying to cover up the fact that I was terrified. “So, what? You just want me to—Shit!”

      I screamed, and in the split second before my feet were off the building, I saw Zachary shrug out of the corner of my eye.

      He must’ve just pushed me.

      Asshole.

      As I hurtled toward the ground, I came to several realizations. The first was that I definitely didn’t have Michael’s powers, since I felt absolutely nothing standing between me and certain death. The second was that I probably should’ve traveled more, as I was hit with a wave of regret as I thought back on how little I’d left the city. The third thing I realized was that I truly did care for each one of them, Charlie, Benjamin and Zachary, and if I died right now, it was really going to suck to be separated from them in the afterlife.

      I closed my eyes, as the ground only got closer and closer. And then, I braced myself for the painful impact.

      Except, the painful impact never came. I opened one of my eyes, and I was greeted with the sight of grass, a few inches away from my face.

      Huh?

      Had I somehow frozen time to stop my fall? I couldn’t imagine that God would’ve bestowed Michael with that much power, but maybe he had.

      “Celeste!” It was Charlie’s voice, calling from somewhere up ahead. “Celeste! Holy shit!”

      “What?”

      “Come back up here!”

      “I don’t think I can,” I replied, still stuck in place right in front of the grass.

      “Just try!” Charlie called again.

      I wanted to shrug, but I didn’t know if shrugging would end with my face planted onto the ground. Instead, I thought about going up and up and up. I thought about the clouds and the night sky and Benjamin’s spyglass and being able to see the universe all at once.

      And before I knew it, I was moving away from the grass, back towards the rooftop of the main building. I continued to move upward, unsure of how I was doing it, but grateful that I hadn’t fallen to my death tonight. Once I reached the rooftop, I twisted my body around to face the guys, who looked at me with a mixture of shock and amazement in their eyes.

      “What? What is it?” I asked, confused about the expressions on their faces. “Wait. Did I really stop time or something? Holy shit. Did I go through time?”

      “No.” Benjamin shook his head. “Celeste, you’re flying.”

      “I’m flying?” I spared a look towards my back, but I couldn’t see anything.

      Oh, right.

      I wasn’t able to see my own wings, not even if I’d tried. It was part of being Lucifer’s daughter, I guess, unable to tell the difference between angels and non-angels, since if Lucifer came across an angel, there was no telling what he might do to one.

      “Yeah. You’re fucking flying.” Zachary clapped his hands together, before he let out a shout. “You’re fucking flying!”

      “I’ve never seen an angel do that before,” Benjamin marveled. “I knew it was possible, but you have to have the highest of blessings—”

      “Can you come back onto the roof? Before your power wears off or whatever?” Charlie asked. “I just want to make sure don’t get hurt.”

      “Oh. Right.” I nodded in agreement with Charlie, before directing myself back toward the rooftop. I softly landed on my feet, looking between the rest of the guys. “Cool. I can fly. What else could Michael do?”
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        * * *

      

      Charlie, Benjamin, Zachary and I walked into the local animal hospital, all of us following right behind each other. I’d decided to wear shades, unsure of if I’d be recognized back in the city. It wasn’t like I spent a lot of time hanging around animal hospitals, but I didn’t want anyone to recognize me from my life as a bartender.

      Besides, I wouldn’t even know what to say if someone did. I didn’t want to talk about Garry’s Funhouse, and I certainly didn’t want to talk about Garry. As we moved throughout the building, I quietly hoped and prayed that I wouldn’t have to have any awkward conversations.

      “Good afternoon! May I help you?” A sweet woman at the front desk greeted us all.

      “Yeah, uh, I was here about the foster program?” I asked. “The one where people can take an animal home, who might need to recover from surgery, stuff like that?”

      “Oh, yes. Of course.” The woman beamed, before she pointed a finger down the hall. “Just go down that way. We have our furry friends who need a home out for your choosing. All we’ll need from you is a one-hundred-dollar processing fee and to fill out this application. We’ll need a good phone number and an address in the city, too. No P.O. boxes, please.”

      “Got it.” I took some cash out of my pocket, before I placed it down on her desk. “I’ll fill out the application afterward, if that’s all right with you.”

      “It’s fine.” She nodded. “Just let me know when you’re ready and I’ll break out a pen.”
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        * * *

      

      “This might not work,” I muttered, as I looked around at all the animals in their pens. “I’ve never even tried something like this before, and it’s been hours since I got all glow-y.”

      “The power should last, at least for a day. Maybe more, when you learn how to control it,” Benjamin explained. “Just try to focus, okay? And we’ll be right here to support you.”

      I nodded over at Benjamin, before I folded my arms against my chest. I closed my eyes, before whispering a small prayer, “Sana eam.”

      I waited to feel something different in my veins. I waited for the golden glow to radiate somehow, letting me know that it was working. However, just like when I was apparently flying, I didn’t feel anything different in my body.

      I opened my eyes, as I looked around the room. I couldn’t visibly see a difference in any of the animals, not at first. That’s when I realized that the room had suddenly gotten a lot quieter, with no more of the poor animals screeching in pain or producing sad, defeated sounds.

      “I think you did it,” Benjamin replied.

      “Yeah, but how do you know for sure?”

      “Look.” Charlie patted me on the shoulder, as he pointed out a beige cat, with a cast on its leg. The cat was casually using its leg to stand, as it gave me a curious look. “It worked, Celeste. You healed them. All of them.”

      “Whoa.” I took in the potential reality, as a slight shiver went through my spine. I briefly wondered if I had both sides of a power like this, if I was able to hurt living things, just as much as I could heal them. I wondered if it was possible that Trinity had the same access to a power like mine, and the shiver turned into a full body shudder.

      “Are you all right?” Zachary asked. “Or are you just cold or something? Although, I don’t see how that’s possible, with that jacket you’re always wearing.”

      “I’m fine. This is just...a lot,” I admitted. “I don’t really know what I’m supposed to be doing with all this. I mean yeah, I’m eventually supposed to save the world or stop demons or—”

      “Ah!” The woman at the front desk let out a small cry. “Not again.”

      “Give me one second,” I directed my words towards the guys, before I jogged back up towards the front desk. “Hey. Is everything okay?”

      “Ah, it’s nothing. Just my hands,” she explained. “Carpal tunnel. Twenty years as a secretary will do that to you.”

      “You’ve been working here for the last twenty years?”

      “Yes.” She smiled again. “It’s funny. I actually went to school and got a master’s in business administration but after one visit to this place, I just couldn’t let it go. And then, the old secretary quit, and I couldn’t have been happier to fill her place. I just wanted to do something good for the world, you know? And then I fell in love with it.”

      “Being a secretary?”

      “No. Helping people. Doing good in the world.” She lightly chuckled. “If you’re not careful, it can be addictive. But I think it’s the one thing that it’s okay to be addicted to. Now, if you’ll excuse me...”

      The woman’s words trailed off, as she reached below her desk and pulled out what looked like a cast for her wrist.

      “You’re not going to need that for much longer,” I replied, completely off the cuff.

      “Oh? I’m not?”

      “No,” I answered. “Because I’m going to pray for you.”

      “Ah, well. That’s sweet of you.” The woman slipped her hand into the cast, as she slightly winced with pain. “From your mouth, to God’s ears.”

      “Yeah, I think that’s how it works.” I smiled down at her, before I whispered under my breath. “Sana eam.”

      I headed back towards the guys, who were still standing in the center of the foster pet area. “Okay. I think I know what I’m supposed to be doing.”

      “And what are you supposed to be doing?” Benjamin asked.

      “As much as I possibly can.” I smiled back at the guys, as the possibilities danced through my head.

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      

      Thank you so much for reading the latest installment of Angel Academy! Ready for more of Celeste and the boys? Get book 3, “All the Demons: Angel Academy Year 3” on Amazon now.
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