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	CHAPTER ONE

	 

	I couldn’t believe I was here. Hazard, Kentucky. The name fit the place. I threw the backpack over my shoulder, pulled my hood over my hair, and got ready for the forty-minute-walk to Lena’s Diner. I could have taken a cab, but I didn’t want to. As stupid as it might sound, I’d missed this place. That didn’t mean I wanted anyone to recognize me, hence the hood, even though it was freaking hot outside. One week until school started, and I’d made the decision to visit my mom at the very last minute, but at least I’d made it. It said something about how far I’d come after my weekly therapy sessions with Mason Colin. 

	Yeah, that was right. After the finals, – which I aced, by the way, – practice started, students were assigned to their mentors, and the Academy became deserted. It was Christmas vacation all over again, except this time there was no Paz in sight, either. I was the only student left. Headmaster Colin hadn’t given any explanation to anyone as to why he hadn’t assigned me to a Violent Reaper, which left me to deal with the clusterfuck of having to tell Klaus, Patty, GC, and Paz something. Anything. Thank God I didn’t have many friends, or it would’ve been a major pain in the ass. At least, the ones I did have, I trusted. I couldn’t possibly lie to Klaus and Patty. So, I told them the truth. I was the daughter of Valentine Morningstar. Apparently, because he was a nephilim, – so only half supernatural, – and my mother was human, I had turned up human. That was the only thing that really did make sense in all this shit-show. Patty was over the moon. Klaus didn’t know how to feel about it, so even though we kept in touch all through practice, and then all through the summer vacation, we didn’t talk much about it. He wanted to pretend like nothing had changed, and I was fine with it. Actually, I was more than fine. I was grateful. 

	Okay, my friends were one thing. My boyfriends were another. I couldn’t lie to GC and Paz, either. I told them. Paz was taken aback. GC was even more excited than Patty. I guess, in the end, it did matter to him whom he dated. Dating a human was fine and all… Something new and interesting. But dating Valentine Morningstar’s daughter?! Suddenly, I wasn’t a normie goddess anymore. I was a goddess in my own right. Sometimes he proved to be so shallow that I didn’t know what to think of him. 

	Paz had an entirely different reaction, though. Since he’d told me about the prophecy and how he didn’t particularly believe in it because prophecies were superstitions for the poor and the less fortunate, he’d gone through a one-eighty, and started talking about conspiracy theories. What the fuck?! A demon suddenly addicted to conspiracy theories?! Jesus! That was the last thing I needed in my life! After practice was over, he spent the summer digging for more prophecies, trying to find out where the one about the human retiring Morningstar had originated, and… – oh God, this was the craziest part, – and working on putting my genealogy together. He even traveled to Bulgaria, and now he had a tentative family tree to show me once we got back to school. Honestly, I wanted nothing to do with his new hobby. It was almost like he was obsessed with me and the history of my supposed family, and that made me feel uncomfortable. Even after so many sessions with Headmaster Colin, I still wasn’t ready to find out who I was and where I came from. And Paz… Ugh! Pazuzu had made it his mission to turn every unturned rock. 

	I was dying to see them after a long, tedious summer vacation, and at the same time, I dreaded the moment of our reunion.

	My phone buzzed, and I pulled it out of my pocket to glimpse at the screen. A smile tugged at my lips.

	“Mis u goddes take care, mkay”

	GC had no respect for grammar or spelling when he texted. Sometimes I didn’t even understand what he was saying, and it was a good thing Pazuzu was online twenty-four seven to translate. 

	“Idiot, learn how to spell! *angry emoji* Dearie *heart emoji* do take care, though. You shouldn’t have gone alone.”

	I rolled my eyes. Maybe creating a group text for me, Paz, and GC hadn’t been my most brilliant idea.

	“I’ll be fine, guys. Chill.”

	A bunch of heart emojis from Paz, too many kiss emojis from GC, and a fuckton of poop and angry emojis they exchanged between themselves. I switched my phone off. Paz had spent his summer vacation in Hell, at his mom’s place, and GC had traveled to Egypt, India, Thailand, and a bunch of other places with Andromeda and Apis Senior. When he didn’t travel, he lived on his parents’ luxurious boat. Oh, how I wished I’d gone with him. Andromeda had invited me, in fact, but I was forced to refuse. For one, Pazuzu would have never let me hear the end of it if I spent the summer with GC and his family, and two, I’d made a promise to Headmaster Colin. 

	The diner was in sight, just across the street. I chewed on my lower lip anxiously, not feeling quite ready to face my mom. My adoptive mom, that was. Headmaster Colin had told me it would be healthy for me to make peace with my past and my parents. They did the best they could.

	“But did they?” I’d asked him in one of our therapy sessions. I’d pulled my shirt up to show him the cigarette burns on my abdomen. They were faded now. “He did this to me. I was three! He stopped when I told my mom, but that didn’t mean the abuse ended there. He found other ways.”

	The Headmaster had sighed and nodded. “I know this is hard to accept, but whatever he did to you, it was never personal. In his head, he wasn’t hurting you, he was hurting someone else. He was taking revenge on someone who’d hurt him in the past. You were just a reminder of that pain.”

	“That makes no sense. I’m not his daughter, and I’m not my mother’s daughter. What’s the connection between my real parents and them?”

	“You should ask them yourself. You have all these questions, all these things left unsaid… You’ll have to face the Lazarovs sooner or later. Why not sooner?”

	“You could just tell me, you know. You’re a mage.”

	“There are things no one else can do for you, Mila”

	So, here I was. Back home. Lena’s Diner. Thanks to the unbearable heat, there weren’t many customers today. I crossed the street and looked through the window. My mother was behind the bar, nursing a cup of coffee and watching some new girl she must have hired recently. From my mother’s expression, it was clear the new girl wasn’t doing great. But it wasn’t like she had many options. People didn’t exactly flock to get a job at Lena’s.

	I wonder… Did you look for me when you saw I was gone?

	She turned, and I stepped away from the window before she could see me. What’s the point? I should have stayed at the Academy and minded my own business. They weren’t my parents, so why was I here? Headmaster Colin had said I needed closure. That it would make me feel better to talk to them, confront them, tell them what I knew, and have them fill in the blanks that kept me up at night. And then, I could get out of their lives for good. Forever. Or just out of my dad’s life. Maybe it was worth keeping in touch with the woman who’d raised me. She’d done a piss-poor job of it, but at least she’d done it.

	I took a deep breath and went inside. The chirpy sound of the bell that announced a new customer didn’t impress anyone. No one looked my way, not even my mom, now busy admonishing the new girl in a hushed tone.

	“You always ask them if they want extra sauce. Always.”

	“I’m sorry. I’ll remember.”

	I stepped up to the bar and removed my hood. 

	“Mom?”

	She turned to me, and her blue eyes filled with tears. She was naturally pale, and her skin still managed to turn even paler. She rounded the bar quickly, smashed her hip in one of the bar stools, cursed under her breath, and threw the thing aside. 

	“My baby! Oh God, thank you for bringing my baby home.”

	She wrapped me in a warm embrace, and I resisted her for a second. Just a second. Then I let out a deep sigh I didn’t know had accumulated in my chest, and hugged her back, relaxing as I inhaled her familiar scent. 

	“My baby. Where have you been? Why did you do this to me?” She was crying now. “Why would you ever do this to me?”

	The whole diner was staring at us. I felt uneasy, so I pushed her away gently, and looked into her beautiful blue eyes.

	“Mom, we need to talk.”

	She cupped my cheeks with her trembling hands, pushed my blue hair away from my forehead, took a step back to look at me better. 

	“You’ve grown.”

	“Mom, come on. I look exactly the same. Let’s go to your office.”

	More tears streamed down her wrinkled cheeks. 

	“Why did you leave, baby? Why did you leave me? Was I so bad to you?”

	I forced a smile. “N-no. Come on, everyone is looking.”

	“I looked for you everywhere. I went to the police. I… I did my best. They said…” She shook her head and sniffed loudly. “Because you’d packed some of your things and we couldn’t find the suitcase, they said they couldn’t do anything. That you just ran away, and it wasn’t a missing person case. They refused to help me.”

	“Yeah, Mom, because they have better things to do than to look for someone who doesn’t want to be found.”

	“It doesn’t matter now. It doesn’t matter.” She hugged me again. “You’re back.”

	“Mom.” I struggled to push her away, and it wasn’t easy. “Mom, please. Come on. Mom, I’m not staying. We need to talk.”

	She furrowed her brows. I tipped my chin toward the customers at the tables, and she finally understood we were putting on quite a show, and it was all in bad taste. She took my hand and pulled me behind the bar, in the cramped room she called her office, and closed the door.

	“What do you mean you’re not staying? Mila, you broke our heart! You left without a word, without a note… Your father and I have been worried sick!”

	I laughed bitterly. “Dad. Yeah, I bet.”

	“Mila, don’t be so disrespectful. He has his flaws, but he cares. You’re our baby. Our only child.”

	I dropped my backpack in a chair and ran my hands through my long, blue hair. I hadn’t trimmed it in a while, and it was driving me crazy. Having long hair in summer was such a bad idea. I shrugged off my tattered hoodie, too, and remained in an old tank top and my new wristbands. Yes, I’d finally bought new ones. 

	“Mom, I know everything. I know you and Dad are not my real parents.”

	That took her completely aback. As if her knees had suddenly turned to jelly, she sat down behind her desk.

	“Baby, I don’t know…”

	“Stop calling me baby! I know, okay? I know everything!”

	“You know what? You have to tell me where you’ve been all this time. It has been almost a year. You were gone for a year!”

	“Does it matter? Don’t change the subject.” I took a step toward the desk, placing both my hands on the edge, looking her straight in the eye. “Katia. I know my mother’s name is Katia. It’s time for you to stop lying and start telling the truth. Lies never helped anyone.”

	“Baby…”

	“You say you care about me. So, prove it. Who is Katia? Where is she? Why did she give me away?”

	She placed her elbows on the desk and covered her face with her hands. I could hear she was breathing heavily now, as if she was on the verge of a panic attack and she was trying to keep it at bay. I pulled up a chair, sat down, and crossed my arms over my chest. I felt sorry for her, but I couldn’t back down now. If I had to, then I’d apologize later. Right now, I needed answers. And, apparently, I had to press her for them. Fine. I could do that. I was VDC. There were few things that scared me, and this woman’s panic attack caused by her own lies sure wasn’t one of them. 

	“I’m waiting,” I said. “Take all the time you need but know that I will not move from this spot until you tell me the truth. The whole truth. It’s the only reason I came back.”

	“The only reason you came back,” she said in a weak, defeated voice. 

	I swallowed hard. “That and… I missed you.”

	She looked up at me. “I missed you too, baby. I missed you so much. And I just couldn’t understand why you’d…”

	“Mom, please. Understanding why I left isn’t rocket science. Honestly. It’s not like I was happy, or like Dad wanted me around. Let’s move on, okay? Katia. Tell me about Katia.”

	She took a deep breath and released it slowly. She reached out under the desk, opened the mini fridge she had there, and pulled out two glasses and a bottle of what looked like… gin? Really?! My mother drank at work?! Wow! Since when? This woman was full of surprises.

	“Since you left, I need a drink from time to time, so…” She shrugged as she poured two fingers of gin in both glasses. She pushed one over the desk toward me and took a sip of hers. 

	“Mom, I’m not drinking with you.”

	She smiled bitterly. “You’re still calling me Mom.”

	“Should I not?”

	“No, no… you should. I raised you, after all.”

	“You did.”

	“Katia gave birth to you, but I raised you. And I did my best, please believe me. I’m sorry about your father. Stepan is… a difficult man.”

	“Well, that’s one way of putting it,” I huffed.

	She shot me a pained glance. “Stepan and Katia… They weren’t on good terms.”

	I leaned over the table. The smell of gin entered my nostrils, and despite myself, I grabbed the glass and took a sip. Not bad.

	“They were together for a while, both so poor they didn’t have a thing to eat most days. He did odd jobs here and there, she started working herself… but he didn’t agree with her… mmm… line of work. They broke up.”

	“What was her line of work?”

	My mom shrugged and took another sip of her drink. She was trying to dodge the question, and for once, I couldn’t blame her for it.

	“She was selling her body,” I said in a stern voice. 

	Her eyes bore into mine. “How did you know?”

	“I have my ways. So, they broke up. What then? Where are you in this story?”

	“I was her friend. Before… you know. Before she started working. I knew her since we were ten, going to the same school. She dropped school after a few years, though. She used to disappear for days. I didn’t know much about her, just that her mother was ill, and she was her only caregiver. My parents would sometimes give me food for her, but when her mother died, she vanished for a year, then came back to ask me for money. I helped her, of course. She was an orphan now. That was when I met Stepan, her boyfriend. They were both renting a room in a rundown house on the outskirts, but they were barely surviving. I helped them for a while, but I couldn’t do much for them. It wasn’t like my own family was rich. Then she vanished again, and I found out months later what she’d started doing. From Stepan.”

	“So, you stole her boyfriend or what?”

	“I didn’t steal anyone. They were separated. He wanted nothing to do with her. After she’d left, he’d gotten a job at a factory, and he was doing better. Katia… had made her own choices. She was barely seventeen… I admit now, we judged her too harshly then. I judged her too harshly. All I could see was Stepan and how she’d broken his trust and his heart.”

	“And you thought you could mend his heart.”

	She smiled. “You’re judging me harshly now.”

	“I’m not. I’m just stating some facts.” She nodded but didn’t say anything. “Where do I come into this picture. Or… when?”

	“Years after. Stepan and I were married, and we were planning to move to the US. We’d worked hard to save enough money. She just appeared out of nowhere, at our door, with a baby in her arms. She said she needed me to take her. Take you. She had no one else she could trust, and she said it would only be for a while, until she got back on her feet. Stepan wanted to hear nothing of it. But I couldn’t turn her down. She said… no more than a month. Two, at the most. Until she managed to get some money and rent a better place. She couldn’t keep you, a mere baby, in the same room where she…” Her voice cracked.

	“Worked,” I finished her sentence.

	“I’m sorry, Mila. You were never supposed to hear this. I never wanted you to find out about your mother and what she… did. She didn’t come back for you after a month, and she didn’t come back after two months, either. We kept waiting, Stepan and I. Three, four, five months. A year passed, and there was no word from Katia. We went to the police. We just wanted to track her down. They looked for her for half a year, maybe, and then they gave up. She was nowhere to be found. It was as if she hadn’t existed in the first place. Completely vanished. And Stepan and I had to leave. We couldn’t wait any longer. What were we supposed to do? Abandon you? Take you to a children’s home and leave you there? We adopted you and made a promise to each other that we’d never tell you about Katia. There was no point. Just pain, shame, and disappointment. We didn’t even know who your father was. Stepan thought it must have been one of her clients. We gave you our name, took you to the US with us, and raised you as our own. Later, I found out I couldn’t have children. So, in the end, you proved to be a blessing.”

	We were silent for a while. I finished my gin, and when she tried to pour me some more, I refused, covering my glass with my hand. 

	“So, she’s dead.”

	My mom shook her head. She sighed as if she was in pain and pinched the bridge of her nose. “I don’t know. All I know is that she never came back, and the police never found her. Dead or alive.”

	I nodded. “What was her name? Her surname.”

	“Katerina Angelov.”

	“Angelov. Mila Angelov.”

	My mom smiled. “Not half bad.”

	I wasn’t going to tell her that Headmaster Colin had started calling me Mila Morningstar since the day I found out who my real parents were. GC and Paz were doing the same when they wanted to piss me off. If she didn’t know who my father was, then that was a good thing. But did she… Impossible. Still… Dad did tear my letter to pieces. 

	“Mom, I want you to promise me something.”

	“Anything, baby.”

	“No more lies. From now on, only the truth. I need to know I can trust you.”

	She reached over the table and took my hands into hers. “I promise, baby.”

	“Okay, because I’m going to tell you something, and then I’m going to ask you something. And it’s important that you don’t lie to me now.” She simply looked at me, her eyes as big as saucers. Okay, maybe I was exaggerating a bit, but I needed her to understand how serious the situation was. “When I left a year ago, I went to Grim Reaper Academy. I accepted their invitation to apply, and I got in. I study there now.”

	She furrowed her thin, overly plucked brows. “Grim Reaper Academy? Oh! I remember the letter… But I thought… I thought that was a prank. What even is Grim Reaper Academy? It can’t be a real school.”

	I studied her closely. “You’re telling me that you know nothing about the place?”

	She blinked. “Baby, I promise you, I know nothing about it. When you got that letter, that was the first time I heard of it, and I thought it was a stupid joke. You thought the same, remember?”

	“But Dad… He took the letter from me and tore it to pieces. Why would he do that? If you don’t know anything, then he does.”

	She shrugged. “You know most of his outbursts make no sense.”

	“This one does.” I jumped to my feet and grabbed my backpack. “He knows something. He wouldn’t have snapped like that because of a joke that didn’t even concern him. Come on, we’re going home. I need to talk to him.”

	She stood up slowly. “Baby, are you sure?”

	“What do you mean?” I was already across the room, my hand on the doorknob. 

	“I want you to come back home. I do. But you’re angry now, and if you confront him…”

	“I’m not afraid of him.”

	She smiled. “My baby, you changed so much…”

	“You are, though.” My voice cracked a bit. I turned to her and squeezed her arm lightly. “Mom, why did you stay with him? After all he did… to me, to you. You should have left him a long time ago.”

	“Baby, you know I can’t. What kind of woman leaves her husband?”

	“Her abusive husband?” That came out louder than intended. “A sane woman!”

	She shook her head. I took her hand and pulled her toward the door. 

	“I’m not afraid of him, and you shouldn’t be, either. Because I’ll make sure he never touches you again.”


 

	CHAPTER TWO

	 

	We found Dad in front of the TV, as usual. One year away, and nothing had changed. Empty beer bottles strewn everywhere on the floor, an unfinished roast chicken on the table, among breadcrumbs and empty wrappers. Without a word, Mom started cleaning, not before making sure Dad had a new, cold beer in hand to appease him as I stood before him, blocking the TV.

	“You’re back,” he said in a flat, unimpressed tone. “And you’re interrupting my game.”

	I rolled my eyes and hit the on/off button on the TV. It was one of the old models that still had an on/off button. He huffed and leaned back in his armchair. He didn’t appreciate my attitude, but he was too shocked by my sudden appearance – even if he tried to hide it – to react violently.

	“We need to talk.”

	“We do? What the hell would we have to talk about? Look, kid, it’s a good thing you came to visit your mom. She’s been crazy since you left. I told her you’re not worth crying over, but does she ever listen?” He shook his head, as if he’d done his best here, he’d been a saint, and Mom was just so ungrateful. “So, go have lunch with her or whatever, then get the fuck out of my house. This year you’ve been gone…” He let out a full, hearty belly laugh. “It’s been great! So, how about you don’t ruin it for me, huh? I’ll make you a bargain, even. You can visit once a year, talk to your mom, but then you’re gone. You don’t live here anymore, brat. And even though she insisted we keep your room intact, you don’t have a place under my roof any longer. You’re on your own. As you should be.” He took a swig of his beer.

	I was disgusted. He’d gained weight since I’d last seen him. Too much beer, bread, and steak. He smelled of sweat and alcohol, and I wondered when he’d last showered. He hadn’t changed, but I had. His words didn’t hurt me anymore. For one, I’d gone through much worse at the Academy, had barely survived year one, and there were still at least two people who wanted me dead. I’d dealt with a mage, an archangel, and a tentacled fucking monster. Stepan Lazarov couldn’t have scared me now even if he launched his fat ass at me and tried to hit me. Which he’d done in the past, and I’d been weak then. Not anymore. And two, he wasn’t my biological father. And that knowledge changed everything. He could say whatever the fuck he wanted. I didn’t care. 

	“Grim Reaper Academy. What do you know about it?”

	He was silent for a second, and if I didn’t know him better, he looked like he was considering my words carefully. But I knew him better. He laughed.

	“Grim Reaper what?”

	“The letter I received last year, on my birthday. You remember it, don’t you? I read it out loud, in the kitchen. It was an invitation to apply to Grim Reaper Academy, and the second I finished reading it, you took it from me and tore it to pieces.”

	He cocked an eyebrow, thought for another second, took a swig of beer. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. What the fuck is a Grim Reaper Academy, anyway? What do they teach there? How to kill people? Is it like… a school for assassins?” He laughed harder. “Ilena, see what books do to people?” He yelled after my mom, who was in the kitchen. “Work more, read less,” he turned back to me.

	Mom appeared in the doorway. She watched us fearfully as she dried a freshly washed plate with a towel.

	“Your beloved daughter here is going on about some academy for assassins. Meh. Too many fantasy books.” He reached for the remote control, which he probably knew wouldn’t help because I’d turned the TV off from the button. “Now, move.”

	“I know you remember.” I stepped closer to him, fixing him with a hateful gaze. God, I really did hate this man! “You tore that letter to tiny pieces, told me to forget about it, and sent me to my room. You told me that I never received anything. Why would you do that? Unless you knew something about it. Unless you know, right now, even as you’re lying to me, about the Academy, about what it is, about who I am.”

	He clenched his jaw. Slowly, he set his beer down and stood up. He rounded the table and leaned in to hiss in my face. Fuck, his breath smelled like a dumpster!

	“And who do you think you are?”

	I stood my ground. One year ago, I would have cast my eyes down, slouched my shoulders, apologized profusely, and gone to my room, hoping he wouldn’t take revenge on my mom for my disrespectful behavior. But I wasn’t that person anymore. I wasn’t Mila Lazarov. I was Mila Morningstar, and that had to mean something. I had to make it mean something. Although I was pretty sure I was going to take my mother’s name sooner or later. 

	“I know I’m not your daughter. I know you and Mom adopted me in Bulgaria when my real mother disappeared. Her name was Katia.”

	He was taken aback. He retreated a few steps, hit the coffee table with the back of his knees, and almost lost his balance. He recovered quickly and plastered that smirk of his – which I’d come to hate – on his lips.

	“Is that so? And who told you?” He turned to my mom. “You told her, woman?” But she shook her head, and he looked back at me. “So what? Now you know. Good for you. Now you know you don’t belong here. You never belonged with us. You leeched off us like the parasite that you are…” He spread his arms. “But I’m a good man. I have a big heart. I took you in, fed you, clothed you, sent you to school. You should be thanking me, you ungrateful brat!”

	“Why do you hate me so much? What have I ever done to you?”

	He pointed his finger at my face. “You exist.”

	I crossed my arms over my chest. “I exist. I remind you of her, don’t I? What? Do I have her eyes? Her hair? I remind you of her and how she left you.”

	He cursed in Bulgarian and spat on the floor, then turned on his heels and stormed out of the house. That was so like him. 

	“Now you’ve done it, baby,” Mom said with tears in her eyes. “Why do you have to be so direct? So harsh?”

	“No more lies.” I walked to her and wiped her tears with the hem of my wristband. “He can’t blame it on you anymore. I’m not your daughter, so it’s not your fault.”

	“Do you think that’s why he blamed everything on me? No! Because I was the one who wanted to adopt you. I was the one who wouldn’t let you go. After you leave, he’ll… he’ll…” She started crying harder.

	“Shh… Mom. Mom! I’m not leaving. There’s one week left before school starts. I’m staying here.”

	“But he said…”

	“I don’t care what he said. He knows about Grim Reaper Academy. He’s a piss-poor liar, and I’m not leaving until I get the truth out of him. 

	But I was wrong. I stayed the week and didn’t accomplish a thing. When he realized I wasn’t going away this time just because he’d said so, he made a habit of getting out of the house early in the morning and disappearing until late at night. I had no idea where he went. Some rundown bar, most likely. All I knew was that it was the first time in my life – and his – when he was the one staying out of my way. Why? It was so unlike him. Which made me wonder… What else had I been wrong about?

	At least, my mother could take a break. I’d never seen her so happy and relaxed as I saw her that week, when we were just the two of us all day. We went grocery shopping, stopped by the diner a few times a day to make sure everything worked smoothly, and she didn’t even care that the new girl was making mistake after mistake. It didn’t matter, because we were together, and my dad was, for once, minding his own damn business. We had our coffee in the morning, in peace and quiet, and I told her about Grim Reaper Academy and what I studied there. I told her about the ocean, the woods, the luxurious dorms, the teachers… and I may have slipped a thing or two about GC and Paz, although I avoided mentioning one was a false god and the other was a demon. It was hard for her to grasp there were supernatural people in this world, and while she accepted the fact, she avoided talking about it. I could tell she didn’t want details. It was easier for her to stick to her world view and think the students and professors at the Academy were normal people, like me and her. There was a certain feeling of safety that came with the notion, and she wasn’t yet ready to give that up.

	There were things I didn’t tell her, though. I didn’t tell her about the bullying. I never mentioned Sariel’s or Lorna’s names. Not even Francis’s. I didn’t tell her about the Great Old One sleeping under the school, deep in the ground. I didn’t tell her I’d almost died at least two times. I was still here, and that was all that mattered. And I didn’t tell her about Valentine Morningstar. Most days, I didn’t want to believe I was his daughter myself. Most days, I hoped that if I stopped thinking about it, stopped acknowledging it, then it would simply stop being true. I knew it was silly. I didn’t tell her about the prophecy, either, but I did tell her about Patty, my best friend, and about Klaus. She felt better about me leaving again for a year knowing that I had friends where I was going. 

	Dad wasn’t there the morning I left for Salem, Massachusetts. By then, I knew he was hiding something. How would he know about Grim Reaper Academy, he, a human, an ordinary man who’d never had a brush with the supernatural? Or maybe, that was where I was wrong. No matter. I would be back one day, and he wouldn’t be able to avoid me then. I’d make sure of it. For now, I considered the fact that he’d stayed away from home for a week my first victory against him. And victory tasted sweet. Especially when the prize was seeing my mom smiling, going on about little nothings, and giggling at her own bad jokes. 

	We said our goodbyes, and I walked to the train station. I needed to burn the two pounds of fat my mom’s hearty meals had put on my hips and thighs. 

	“See you two blockheads tonight?” I group texted GC and Paz.

	“You took forever!” Pazuzu whined. “We’ve been here for three days!”

	“School 2morrow no time for shit,” GC explained in his unique writing system.

	“Shut up and wait for me at the gates.” 

	God, they were so needy! It’s a good thing they’re needy. That saves me the embarrassment. I chuckled to myself. Because if they hadn’t been that way, if they hadn’t texted me day and night, I would’ve been the obsessed one. The needy one. I missed them like crazy! My hormones had been doing a number on me all summer, and all I could think of when my head hit the pillow was GC’s strong body pressed against mine, and Paz’s rough hands in my hair. My dreams had gotten kinkier, too. Paz’s hands wrapped around my neck as GC pinned me to the mattress and… I shook my head in frustration. My panties were soaked, and I crossed my legs as I sat in the crowded railcar. A couple sat across from me, and I caught him staring. He smiled at me, and I furrowed my brows and looked out the window, making sure not to give him a second chance to make eye contact. Can’t wait to see my guys!

	I’d only seen them once after practice had started. At the end of the school year, all the students came for one week at the Academy to prepare for prom. The memories I’d made on prom night had kept me going all summer. My very first prom when I truly felt like a princess… GC bought me the dress, and Paz, always in competition with GC, bought me the most beautiful necklace I’d ever set eyes on. Sapphires to go with my eyes and hair. Sariel was chosen prom king, and Pandora was queen. I didn’t care. I felt like I was the true queen that night, and seeing how all the other girls glared at me as I danced with Paz and GC, sometimes at the same time, I could bet they knew it, too. One queen and two kings. We might have not been invited on stage, but we sure won prom that night!

	I took out my phone and looked through the pictures. A smile grew on my lips. The train couldn’t move fast enough. Especially now that I’d made up my mind about Paz and GC. I was going to trust them. Because trust was the only way to finally get what I wanted from them. Their bodies and souls. Not to reap, but to ravish.

	 


 

	CHAPTER THREE

	 

	They were waiting for me at the gates, as I’d told them to. GC ran to me, grabbed me by the waist, lifted me up, and spun me around, backpack and all. I giggled and held on to him. He put me down, and his lips were on mine, his hands all over me, groping and squeezing. He took my breath away. It didn’t last long, though. Pazuzu marched to us, grabbed GC by the shoulder, and pulled him away.

	“Greedy,” he mumbled as he pulled me against him and looked me in the eyes. “Welcome back, Mila.”

	I laughed, lifting myself on my tiptoes. “Thanks.” I kissed him fiercely, although GC’s taste was still lingering on my lips. His hands came to tangle in my hair, and I moaned when he pulled gently. I had no idea what his deal with my hair was, but I wasn’t going to question it. All his possessive pulling and tugging soaked my panties in seconds.

	“Okay, that’s enough.” GC grabbed Paz and got him off me in one swift jerk. 

	Paz shot him a murderous look, his hands turning into fists at his sides.

	“Back off, asshole! You had your turn.”

	“And you had yours,” GC crossed his arms over his chest, seemingly unimpressed. “It’s mine again.”

	Here we go… If I let them, they would eventually end up wrestling in the dust, making a mess of their clothes, and landing a punch or two, just enough to leave bruises and give the whole school something to gossip about. I pinched the bridge of my nose, dragged a breath in, and took control of the situation.

	“You guys have condoms, don’t you?” 

	Two sets of eyes snapped to me. I grinned mischievously, looking at them from behind my long lashes. Paz opened his mouth to say something, but no words came out. Oh, good! Just left a demon speechless. GC didn’t look like he was capable of more intelligence, either. They had been waiting for so long, fighting over who’d get to take my virginity, and now, when it was finally going to happen, they didn’t know how to react. It was a good thing I’d been planning on taking full control, anyway, so I knew exactly how I wanted to proceed.

	“I see your brains are experiencing some sort of… erm… glitch.” I giggled. “It’s okay. I’ll take it from here.”

	I took them by the hand and pulled them toward the Academy. They followed me in a daze. I could feel them exchanging a glance at some point, and I briefly wondered whether they were going to start arguing again. They didn’t. They were so shocked that I was finally going to… well… that we were finally going to do it, that they probably thought it best not to make a fuss about it, lest I’d change my mind.

	We crossed the courtyard, and the VDC and RDC students hanging out outside followed us with their gaze, whispering amongst themselves. The NDC and the MDC weren’t usually very interested in the whole soap opera that had started airing at the Academy when I began dating two hot guys at the same time. At least, there was still some common sense left in the world.

	We headed up the spiral staircase in the north tower, and stopped in front of the closest dorm, which was GC’s. He fumbled with the keys, dropped them, picked them back up, then finally managed to open the door as I literally laughed my head off. He blushed. Oh, wow! Now I’ve made a false god blush. What is this? Is the end of the world coming? It was fascinating, really. As we entered the room, I noticed how our relationship dynamic had changed just because I’d been brave enough to take control. GC and Pazuzu stood before me, waiting for my next move. I dropped my backpack in a corner and removed my hoodie. As I stood there in my V-neck tank top, my old skinny jeans, and my uniform ankle boots, – because they were literally the nicest pair of shoes I owned, – I suddenly didn’t know what my next step was. I’d thought about it, and now that the time had come, it completely eluded me. I chewed on my lower lip.

	“Well? What should I remove first?” I asked. “Come on, help a girl out. I’ve never done this before.”

	“Never been naked in front of a guy?” Paz asked incredulously.

	I shook my head. His green eyes widened, and the surprise and excitement that sparked in his irises made me blush. 

	“Okay, I’m ready to help, if you want me to,” GC offered.

	I nodded. “And you,” I said looking at Paz. “You can help, too.”

	They stepped up to me and each reached for something. GC took hold of the hem of my tank top, and Paz went for my belt. They moved slowly, carefully, as if I was a fragile, innocent creature that would immediately make a run for it if they rushed her. I stifled a laugh and stood my ground as they tugged at my clothes. I lifted my arms for GC, and soon the tank top hit the floor. Paz had gotten rid of my belt, and now he was undoing my jeans, one painful button at a time. I clenched the muscles in my thighs. My core ached for him. For them. GC stepped behind me, pushed my blue hair over one shoulder, and started working on my bra. He had it unclasped in a second, but he took his time pulling the straps down my arms, until they reached my elbows, and I pulled my arms out of them. The bra hit the floor, and my round, heavy breasts felt the soft breeze coming through the open window. My nipples turned to hard pebbles. 

	As Paz rolled my jeans down my legs, GC pressed his chest to my back and started kissing my neck. I moaned and leaned into him. His hands came to cup my bare breasts, and I shuddered. I’d wanted his touch for so long, craved it so hard for so many nights, that now that I could finally feel it, it was too much. It was overwhelming. 

	I lifted my feet one at a time to allow Paz to remove my boots. Soon, the jeans were gone, and I was standing there, in the middle of GC’s room, in only my black lace panties and my… wristbands. I’d forgotten about my wristbands. Shit. They had to go, there was no question about it. But then… A chill ran up my spine as I finally realized. Then, I would truly be fully naked in front of my two men. And once they found out why I wore those wristbands all the time, they would have power over me. Power like no one had ever had before.

	Pazuzu pushed himself to his feet and cupped my cheek with a warm hand. He looked me in the eyes, and there was so much devotion in his gaze that I could almost cry. His other hand came to wrap around my wrist.

	“May I remove these?”

	I could feel a knot forming in my throat. I couldn’t speak, so I just nodded. He smiled and proceeded to pull at my wristbands without even looking. He never took his eyes off mine, and when he lifted my hands, palms up, and looked at my exposed wrists, I knew he’d known all along. There was no surprise in his eyes, nor shock, nor disgust. He’d known. How obvious had I been all this time?

	GC stopped what he was doing and let go of my breasts. His hands came to rest on my waist as he leaned over to look over my shoulder.

	“Hmm… That’s quite a number you did there,” he said. But his voice held no judgement. 

	“Yeah, I…” My voice sounded choked. I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to say. What I wanted to say. Honestly, I didn’t want to say anything, I didn’t want to tell them the story of my scars. Not now, not ever. I wanted to pretend like they didn’t exist at all, like they weren’t these long, deep gashes on the inside of my arms that had turned pale and wrinkly. And I wanted them to do the same. To pretend. 

	“Shh… it’s okay,” Paz cooed. He let go of my hands. “It happens to the best of us.”

	“Does it?” Well, that was something I hadn’t expected to hear.

	He traced his fingers along my stomach and bit the inside of his lip as he touched the cigarette burns one by one. 

	“We all have secrets,” he continued. “And they’re rarely pretty.”

	“But you are,” GC whispered in my ear. “You are very, very pretty.” He took my earlobe in his mouth and sucked gently. I threw my head back to give him better access, and he chuckled at his small victory.

	I felt Pazuzu’s hands move lower and lower, until he hooked his fingers into the hem of my panties and started pulling them down. I tensed, and he caressed my inner thigh. I allowed him to remove my panties, stepping out of them, all the while leaning all my weight on GC. By this point, I doubted I could stand on my own. 

	Completely naked. My body and soul bare before their eyes. Exposed. Vulnerable. No wonder I was shaking like a leaf. There goes my control. It hadn’t taken much to lose it, but I could relax knowing I was in good hands. And not just two hands, but four.

	“Your turn,” I whispered. I pushed GC away, and moved to lie on his bed, on top of the covers. “I want to watch.”

	They exchanged a glance but didn’t fight this time. In fact, they even grinned at each other. They proceeded to remove their clothes one by one, rather slow for my taste, but I couldn’t complain. It was a pretty damn good show. 

	GC’s blond curls sticking out everywhere, ruffled after he took his shirt off. Paz’s ripped chest and abs, and the happy trail that led down down down as he undid his belt and I caught a glimpse of his briefs. GC’s strong legs as he got rid of his pants and almost lost his balance as he pulled them off. Paz running a hand through his raven-black hair before fixing me with his intense gaze as he removed his last piece of clothing. GC making a show of himself by ripping his briefs instead of undressing like a normal person, because my eyes were on Paz, and he couldn’t have that.

	I giggled and covered my mouth with my hands. I was naked, and there were two naked men in front of me, and I was acting like a damn schoolgirl. I was so wet between my legs that I soon realized I was sitting in a damp spot that hadn’t been there before. But, oh my God, it was so hard not to giggle! 

	They. Were. Big. And fully erect.

	I’d seen GC’s before, but he hadn’t exactly had a hard-on then. It was long, thick, slightly curved to the right, and nestled in a tuft of soft blond hair that seemed to be changing its shade just like the hair on his gorgeous head. Speaking of heads… The one that was not on his shoulders was perfectly round, engorged, and leaking delicious pre-cum already. I licked my lips.

	Paz was just as long as GC, but a tad thinner. It was straight, with a slightly elongated head that I already knew would reach just the right spots when the time came. Paz’s skin there was darker than on the rest of his body, and he had no hair. Shaved. Well, I don’t mind that at all. That’s the beauty of having more than one boyfriend. You get one shaved, one natural. Not a bad bargain. Best of both worlds. 

	“Like what you see?” GC smirked. He cocked an eyebrow and looked at his own cock, then gazed over at Pazuzu’s. “So, what’s your verdict, goddess? Which one should pluck your flower?”

	I rolled my eyes. “You really couldn’t find nicer words?”

	“She has two flowers, you know?” Paz grinned. 

	I knew what he was talking about, and I didn’t like it one bit. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

	Paz nodded. He looked at GC’s cock, basically returning the favor, and eventually concluded: “He’s too thick for your first time. If I may make a suggestion, I should go first…” His eyes moved up to GC’s face. GC was already scowling at him. “I mean, kudos to you, mate. You’ve got quite the tool. But we don’t want to hurt her, right?”

	“I’m not going to hurt her, idiot,” GC hissed at him. “Not if I get her hot and wet first. Or you don’t do foreplay? All those girls you fucked must have been so disappointed, then.”

	“Okay, guys! Guys! We’re not doing this. No fighting.” I sat up in bed, my breasts bouncing at the sudden movement. Instantly, their eyes were on my nipples. Good. “Come here. Both of you.”

	They climbed in bed with me, GC at my feet, and Paz by my side. I bit my lower lip. This was it. It was happening. I opened my legs slowly, and GC readjusted his position, his eyes going to my soaked pussy. I’d shaved completely, too, not wanting to make a fool of myself. I had no idea how supernatural girls groomed themselves down there, but I guessed I couldn’t go wrong with no hair at all. GC seemed more than satisfied.

	“You’re beautiful,” he whispered.

	He’d touched me there before, but I’d never actually let him look at me like that. I felt exposed again, but there was no going back. If I was to be honest with myself, I rather liked it. It was kinky as fuck. I spread my legs farther apart and let him see my dripping entrance. He licked his lips impatiently and reached over to touch my folds. He parted them with his fingers, revealing the tiny nub that was the key to all female pleasure. I moaned and leaned back on Pazuzu. 

	“Kiss me,” I whispered, and I didn’t know whether I was talking to Paz or to GC. To both, probably. Either way, it didn’t matter, because they both complied.

	Paz took me in his arms and lay me down, his lips descending upon mine, his tongue seeking my tongue. I let him ravish my mouth as GC licked a trail from my entrance to my clit, making me squirm and shudder. He grabbed my thighs and held me in place as his tongue started doing the most magical dance around my clit, teasing me until I couldn’t take it anymore and I bit on Paz’s lower lip, pulling at it like a mad woman, then releasing it and attacking his lips once more, so fiercely that I might have hurt both of us in the process.

	“Please,” I whispered between kisses. “GC, please.”

	Paz furrowed his brows at me. “I want to hear you begging me, not him.” Before I could protest, he moved down my body and sucked a nipple into his mouth. I grabbed fistfuls of his dark hair and pushed my head into the pillow, arching my back. 

	Now, Paz was sucking and biting my nipples, one at a time, while GC finally took pity on me and started licking my clit, slowly at first, then faster and faster, until I was curling my toes and moaning like it was the end of the world, like I couldn’t take another second of it, like I was ready to come apart… I screamed and pulled at Pazuzu’s hair as I came hard, my body shaking and my skin breaking in a light sweat. 

	GC emerged from between my legs victorious. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and climbed on top of me, irreverently pushing Pazuzu away.

	“Hey!”

	He ignored the demon. “Did you like that, goddess?”

	I looked into his blue eyes and nodded, not trusting my voice to sound even remotely human. 

	“What do you want to do next?”

	He was practically resting between my legs, his huge cock flat on my belly. He shifted a bit, sneaked a hand between us, grabbed his length, and started rubbing the wet, engorged head up and down my slit. My eyes rolled back in my head. I couldn’t believe I was so close to losing my virginity! And to a false god, nonetheless. No, wait. I came back to my senses just as Paz pushed GC off me. So hard that he rolled off the bed and onto the floor.

	“Ouch! You moron! What did you do that for?!”

	I couldn’t help it. It wasn’t the most lady-like reaction I could have, but I laughed out loud. I’m no lady right now, anyway. As GC climbed back into bed, I looked over at Paz, who had taken his place on top of me. I’m a slut who wants to be possessed by a demon. Not literally, but close. There was no time for fantasizing, though, because GC was getting ready to launch Paz across the room, and I just couldn’t have that. Geez! They know how to ruin a perfectly good mood! 

	I sat up and placed a hand on GC’s chest to stop him. He immediately turned his attention on me. 

	“You, there,” I pushed him toward the pillow. “On your knees.”

	A smile tugged at the corner of his lips.

	“It’s my turn to have a taste,” I whispered seductively. Needless to say, he followed my orders like a puppy.

	I drew my knees to my chest to escape Pazuzu’s grip, and turned on my belly, ass in the air. I looked at him over my shoulder.

	“I figure you can pull my hair better in this position.”

	The lust I saw in his eyes almost threw me over the edge. My core throbbed for him, my tight passage craving to be filled for the first time. I’d chosen him to be my first. With the promise of a blowjob, GC wasn’t about to complain. After all, I was a virgin in that department, too. Back to Paz… his eyes had turned dark green at first, then slowly started showing specks of red. So, he got demon eyes when he was horny, too, not only when he was angry.

	I wiggled my butt. “What are you waiting for?”

	He took hold of my hips and scooted closer. The head of his cock touched my pussy, and my muscles instinctively relaxed, ready to grant him entrance. My body responded to these men like it belonged to them, like it recognized them as its masters. I would have expected to be tense and scared, but I felt quite the opposite. 

	“Are you sure?” Paz asked me. 

	“Of course I’m sure. What kind of question is that?” I reached for GC’s cock. “I’m here with you, naked. And after what we’ve already done, I’m not running away, am I?”

	He took in a deep breath. “I just wanted to be sure. I want you to feel safe.”

	My eyes were fixed on GC’s engorged head. I ran my hand up and down his length, enjoying the way he tensed his abs and thighs in response to my light teasing. “I feel safe,” I whispered as I licked the beads of pre-cum dripping down his shaft. Eyes closed, brows slightly furrowed, bracing myself for the taste… I’d dreamed about this moment so many times, and stressed over it, too. What if I didn’t like it? What if I didn’t find the taste of cock palatable and never wanted to give my boyfriend blowjobs? Well, I’d been wrong to fear something that felt so good and natural. As my lips wrapped around GC’s cock and his hands came to hold the back of my neck, I moaned in pleasure. He tasted amazing! Sweet and sour at the same time, and I wanted more. The tiny beads of liquid weren’t enough. Now that I’d tasted the forbidden fruit, I wanted a nice, hot splash of juices right down my throat. And I was willing to work for it.

	GC moaned louder. He was too long and thick for me, and soon my jaw ached. Maybe Paz had been right, and his cock was better suited for my first time. When the mushroom head of GC’s cock finally hit the back of my throat, I felt my mouth so full that I couldn’t even swallow my own saliva. I moved back up, released it with a pop, then dived in for a second try. Easier, this time.

	I felt Paz teasing my entrance with his fingers, pushing one inside, then a second one, and moving in and out, preparing me for what was to come. He was too gentle, and I soon found myself bucking my hips against his hand, urging him to pump faster. He placed his other hand on the small of my back.

	“Shh… No need to hurry.”

	I relaxed and spread my legs apart. I was so open before him. He could see my pussy and my puckered entrance further up, and it was odd, but I wanted him to see everything. I wanted him to look. I tensed again when I felt his thumb press on my ass, but he caressed my back tenderly, and I allowed him to penetrate me there, too. He had two fingers inside my pussy and the tip of his thumb inside my ass, and while I enjoyed every minute of it, I was wondering when he was going to give me what I really wanted. I focused on GC’s cock, instead. When his thumb went deeper inside, I gasped and pulled away from GC, pumping him with my hand.

	“Oh my God! Fuck! I had no idea…” I was panting. “I had no idea it could feel so good!”

	Paz laughed, but his ministrations never stopped or faltered.

	“First time taking something up your ass, love?”

	“Oh, fuck! Shut up!”

	But yeah… first time. Why did it feel so sinfully divine? 

	“You gotta learn how to multi-task, goddess,” GC said as he pushed my head back down, stuffing my mouth with his cock. He was growing impatient. I’d teased him enough, and now he wanted the real thing. “Suck, beautiful, or I’ll start fucking your sweet mouth.”

	I did as he asked, all the while doing my best not to melt into a puddle as Paz fingered my two holes. When he was finally done with the prepping, I was wetter than ever, dripping onto the sheets. He removed his fingers, and I felt so empty that I moaned in protest around GC’s cock. 

	“Oh, fuck! Yes, do that again.” GC begged, his hand pushing me down.

	I moaned again, groaned, and hummed, and when he started moving his hips and literally fucking my mouth, I knew that was the way to go. I sucked harder, bobbed my head faster, not caring I was getting sloppy. Saliva started gathering at the corners of my mouth, but that just made my job easier. I used one hand to pump the base of his cock, where my mouth couldn’t quite reach. 

	I heard the unmistakable sound of ripped foil. After a moment, Paz positioned the head of his cock at my entrance, steadied my hips with a firm grip, and pushed in slowly. I opened up around him, inviting him in. There was resistance at first, but as he caressed the small of my back and pressed in further, I relaxed and welcomed the slight burn. Of course there would be pain! But there was much less than I’d expected thinking about my first time these past few months, and I had GC and Paz to thank for that. Huh. The perks of having two experienced lovers. For how bloody immortal they were, it made sense to give me a memorable first time. All girls should shag a demon first. Or a false god. I smiled around GC’s cock. Or tried, at least. It was damn near impossible to do anything with my mouth so full. But he did provide a pleasant distraction from what Pazuzu was doing, so he deserved a good finish.

	“Like that, just like that, my goddess.”

	I stole a quick glance at his face, although the position wasn’t on my side. He had his eyes closed and his brows furrowed. A smile played on his lips, and his whole expression said the experience was way better than he’d anticipated. Not too shabby for my first ever blowjob. 

	Pazuzu was fully sheathed inside me. The head of his cock hit a spot I didn’t even know existed, and I moaned loudly, sucking GC more enthusiastically to distract myself from the overwhelming feeling of finally having a man take my virginity, a cock deeply buried within me, showing me for the first time what my body was capable of. Paz pulled out and slammed back in, and as he hit that spot again, I felt GC shudder, his muscles tensing and trembling, his cock swelling in my mouth. He pulled at my hair hard as he shot his cum right down my throat, keeping me there and forcing me to swallow every drop. I gulped it down the best I could, tears gathering at the corners of my eyes. It was thick and tangy, and oh my God, it was so much! When had he last come?! Had he been saving it for me the whole summer?! I want it on my boobs, next time. 

	After a minute, he pulled away slowly. He was still hard. He leaned in, took my face in his hands, and wiped the cum off my chin with his thumb.

	“My goddess,” he whispered. “That was amazing.”

	He kissed me softly, and I couldn’t believe he didn’t care that I still practically had cum in my mouth! His tongue sought mine, and I gave in with a moan. He pulled away and looked into my eyes.

	“Do you like it?” He chuckled at my slight confusion. “Do you like being fucked by Paz?”

	Oh God, did I? The demon’s cock moving in and out of me, slowly because I hadn’t adjusted yet, but picking up the pace… Fuck! Yeah, I liked it! I nodded, and he grinned.

	“It’s going to be me next. My cock up your tight cunt.”

	I gasped. “I don’t think I can…”

	He laughed. “Not today, silly. Next time.” He leaned in for another kiss, then straightened his back and exchanged a glance with Paz. “It’s nice seeing you like this,” he said to me as he locked eyes with the demon. “Being fucked by him.” He looked back at me, grabbing my jaw a little too harshly. “You look so fucking hot that I could marry you, goddess.”

	My eyes widened, but before I could react, his words made something snap in Paz, because he reached over and grabbed my blue hair in a tight grip, pulling my head free from GC’s grasp.

	“Watch it, false god,” he growled menacingly. “She doesn’t belong to you.” With every word, he thrust harder and deeper, making me scream in pain and pleasure. I didn’t even know what I felt anymore. All I knew was it was out of this world. “She’s mine now. I’m inside her. Wait for your damn turn.”

	GC laughed out loud. “You think you can fuck her better than I can?”

	“I’m doing it now. Watch me.”

	“Guys, guys…” I barely managed. “S-stop fighting.”

	Paz pulled at my hair again, and I couldn’t help but follow his lead, straightening my back and using GC’s chest for support. His tanned skin was covered in a sheen of sweat. I dug my nails into his flesh. He held me close and kissed my forehead as Paz increased the rhythm, fucking me into oblivion. My hips soon started moving to meet his, wanting more, wanting it faster and harder, although I had no idea if I could actually take it. I didn’t care. I wanted him to break me. I wanted them both to break me.

	Paz’s cock reached deeper than ever, and something lit up inside me. Pain at first, then pure, exquisite bliss. Why had no one ever told me of all these magical spots inside my pussy? Shit. I should have read a book… Fuck! I gripped GC’s shoulders for dear life, looking into his ocean-blue eyes as Pazuzu drew me closer and closer to orgasm. I moaned, and screamed, and cried, and GC kissed the tears off my cheeks, and when they flowed in rivulets, he licked a trail from my jaw to the corner of my eyes.

	“He’s not hurting me, I swear,” I felt like explaining myself.

	“I know, goddess. Shh… I’m here, I’m here. Scream, cry, fucking be yourself. I’ll hold you forever.”

	And that I did. A string of jumbled curses and pleas left my lips. I yelled at Pazuzu to pull at my hair harder, and he complied. My back was starting to ache, but I didn’t care. I was so close. So close to breaking into a million pieces and being put back together as a new me. A new me who’d died of too much pleasure and was born again. He was close, too. I could feel him grow harder and bigger inside me, and my only thought was how much I hated that stupid rubber separating us. I wanted to feel his cum fill me. Shit. I’ll get on the damn pill. All my thoughts turned into a chaotic blur when he hit my cervix again, and the next time he aimed for it just right, my mind went blank. For a fraction of a second. Then lights exploded before my eyes, and my body shook and arched under the sheer power of my orgasm. My walls clenched around him, throbbing and milking him dry, desperate to feel the hot sticky mess that was his cum. And even though that didn’t happen, it didn’t stop me from orgasming a second time, as if I’d been hit by a wave a moment before, and then another one came out of nowhere, swept me off, and carried me away into the unknown. 

	Pazuzu groaned behind me and held my hips in place as he came hard. His fingers left red marks on my pale skin.

	“Fuck fuck fuck,” he mumbled. 

	We stayed like that for a minute longer, the three of us, but I was getting tired. My knees were chaffed even with the silk sheets underneath, and the roots of my hair had been a tad too abused. Paz pulled out of me slowly, and I collapsed on top of GC, who gathered me in his arms and lay me down. He pulled the duvet over the both of us, and after he threw away the used condom, Paz sneaked under it, too. I rested my cheek on GC’s chest, listening to his heartbeat, as Paz cuddled me from behind. I was exhausted. 

	“We still have time to catch dinner,” GC said.

	“I don’t want any dinner.” I yawned. 

	“You will later.”

	“I just want to sleep now,” I mumbled. The fact that he was playing with my hair wasn’t helping my awakeness.

	“Shut up, you two,” Paz grumbled. “Sleep first, food later.”

	I nodded and drifted off almost instantly. Sandwiched between GC and Paz, my two boyfriends and lovers, I felt completely at peace. Safe. What more could I ask for?

	 


 

	CHAPTER FOUR

	 

	The cold came sooner this year. We were two weeks into the first semester, and all the leaves had already fallen. The wind howled every night, and it rained almost constantly, making the inner courtyard impracticable. Last year, we’d had PE outside until late October. Now, we practiced in the gym most days. 

	After my epic night with GC and Paz, I felt like a different person. And I could tell everyone who was paying attention sensed it, too. Maybe I carried myself differently. There was a confidence in my step that hadn’t been there before, and I tried to mask it, I tried to deny it, because I didn’t want them to think I believed I was better now just because I’d shagged and I wasn’t the only virgin at the Academy anymore. But there was no use. I really was more confident and self-assured. It was more than that. I was happy!

	And, hell! Why wouldn’t I be? I had two handsome-as-fuck men who worshipped me, my worth points were through the roof, and Patty and Klaus were the best friends in the world! Patty and Pazuzu were on good terms now. That didn’t mean they were all buddy-buddy twenty-four seven, but when they happened to be in the same room, they were civil. Pandora and Paz, however… That was a different story. The ex-fiancé avoided us both like the plague. Every time she saw us together, she’d scowl and almost spit in our faces. She actually did that once, after the word about me sleeping with her ex and his friend had gone out. For the life of me, I couldn’t understand how gossip worked in this place! Things none of the parties involved whispered a word about got out there in a matter of hours. Fucking mages! There was, literally, no other realistic explanation.

	Okay, so the entire school knew I now shagged Paz and GC, most nights at the same time, and still… it was the weirdest thing. No one was calling me a slut anymore! No one whispered whore, kuchka, or kurva behind my back. What had changed? The simple fact that our relationship was official? Or maybe, the head of the Mighty Jerks had changed. Sariel. 

	Sariel. The very first day of year two, semester one, I noticed something had changed in him. He was different. As usual, he sat at the front in every class, studied like hell, worked on extra projects to impress the professors, kissed ass for worth points when he had to. He was still ahead of me on the worth scoreboard. In fact, he was first. Right behind him, Francis, Lorna, and I were trying to catch up. He minded his own business. Girls didn’t flock around him as they used to, and most days, not even Lorna shadowed him like before. She’d tried at first, but after a week of Sariel rejecting her harshly and blatantly, she kind of gave up. She sat behind him in class, but rarely ate at the VDC table. Which was more than weird. Since I’d known them, Lorna and Sariel had been inseparable. He had never been into her, that much was obvious, but at least he’d tolerated her and considered her his sidekick. Now, not even that was a thing anymore. Sariel Gracewing, the archangel, the Protector of the Heavens, the bully who’d tried to kill me twice, had become a loner.

	Francis. He was the only one who still kept close to his childhood friend. At the VDC table, they sat next to each other. They talked in hushed voices sometimes, but that was about it. They didn’t laugh, didn’t make jokes. It was as if they had suddenly become the saddest people in the world, and they were supporting each other in their sadness. Focused on school and nothing else. 

	That suited me just fine. It had been somewhat of a shock at first, but I soon got used to the peace and quiet. I could live my life without having to look over my shoulder every second of every day, and not just because GC and Pazuzu were always there, ready to punch anyone who as much as looked at me the wrong way. 

	There was no point in lying, though. Sometimes I did miss Francis and the light chats we used to have in the Holy Chapel. On the first week of school, I went to the Holy Chapel three or four times, telling myself that I missed the place. But Francis didn’t seem to spend time there, anymore, so I gave up. If I wanted to be alone, the Unholy Chapel was just as good, and it didn’t come with that jittery feeling in my chest that felt too much like anticipation and hope that Francis would show up and it would all be like it once used to. The two of us staring at the altar, simply enjoying each other’s company. As much as I missed those times, I knew it could never be the same. Not after what I’d learned about him. Not after his god had almost swallowed me whole. Not after I’d almost been sacrificed to sustain his immortality.

	I still didn’t know who or what Francis Saint-Germain was. Undead? Seemed like it. Had he died first and then been revived and granted immortality? No idea. Did I want to ask him all these questions? Yes. Was I going to? Probably not. 

	I often caught myself wondering whether Sariel had told Francis what he’d told me before the finals. MDC. He was Merciful Death, and he’d deceived the system and gotten himself in the Violent Death Cabal. He’d said I was the only one who knew. But why not tell his childhood friend? Why carry the burden of this secret alone? So what if he was MDC? Who cared? Being merciful was just as valid as being violent. He was going against his own nature, so no wonder he struggled so hard to keep his grades and worth points up. He’d done the practice, just like everyone else (well, except for me, of course), and from what I’d heard, he’d done well. That was another thing I kept wondering about when GC and Paz happened to give me a few moments to think of something else than their tongues down my throat or up my… ahem. How had Sariel survived practice? As a Merciful Death, he should have practiced reaping the pained souls of people who died alone, abandoned, or forgotten. Instead, he’d been dragged to back alleys and bloody warzones, he’d seen torn bodies and victims of abuse and murder. How had he held up when he wasn’t cut out for this? 

	Did I want to ask him all these questions? Yes. Was I going to? Probably never.

	Since dating GC and Paz had literally granted me a whole new social status, I grew bolder. Gone were the days when I’d hide in my room to study. At the library, I’d claimed a spot by the window, and no one aside from GC, Paz, and Klaus dared to sit at my table or steal it when I wasn’t there. They didn’t fear me, obviously; they feared them. And since Sariel and Lorna had stopped bullying me, there was no reason to enrage my boyfriends. Sammy the angel, Kitty the succubus, and Sheba the demoness usually left me alone, too. They would sometimes laugh or whisper between themselves as I passed them in the hallways, but they avoided saying anything to my face. I knew they hated me. I knew they were on Pandora’s side and they were waiting for something to happen, for me to fall into disgrace, or for Paz or GC to break up with me, so things would go back to normal, because that normality, their normality, meant they could push me around and make fun of me. Well, tough luck. Because none of that was going to happen. My guys were crazy about me, and I was crazy about them. So, the bitches at the Academy could suck it the hell up.

	But growing too bold soon proved to be a mistake on my part. GC and Paz were stuck in Anthropology with Mrs. Po when I finished Geography earlier because Mrs. Maat had an emergency. That rarely happened, but when it did, the students thanked the Heavens and Hell at the same time, since we got so little free hours for ourselves. Klaus had been in class with me, but he rushed to the kitchens. Not because he was hungry, but because… well, he had a sweetheart there. Patty had introduced him to Joel, a smoking hot merman who cooked one hell of a brisket when he wasn’t out in the ocean, swimming, and it hadn’t taken Klaus too long to become completely entranced. So, he left me to my own devices. I could have gone to the Holy Chapel. I could have gone to the Unholy Chapel just as well. But no. I felt like going for a walk outside the Academy gates, in the woods. 

	I followed the trail to the glade where we’d celebrated Mabon one year ago, and before I knew it, my steps led me to the twin cliffs. I wrapped my arms around myself and peered over the edge. The ocean was particularly angry today, waves crashing so hard against the rocks that one might think they were trying to corrode the cliffs until they both gave in and collapsed into the water. 

	I followed the edge of the cliff and stopped in the exact spot where Sariel had convinced me to jump that night. The wind was picking up, and I buttoned up my uniform blazer. Thanks to my wristbands, I wasn’t that cold. I looked around me and found what I needed. It was hidden behind some bushes a few feet away, near the edge of the cliff – a narrow path that led down down down to the hidden beach. 

	This will help. I need to see it again, make peace with it. I’d felt for a long time that I needed to go to the beach where I’d almost died. Face your demons, confront your past. It’s never easy, but it can be cathartic. Since that night, I hadn’t set foot in the ocean again. Which was a shame, because I loved swimming. I’d spent the entire summer at the Academy, the beaches beckoning to me, and the unnaturally calm waves tempting me with the promise of a refreshing swim, yet I’d stayed locked up in my room, trying to forget there was an ocean outside. It was time for this to stop. It was time for me to look my own fears in the eye and tell them they had no power over me. Not anymore. I wasn’t the Mila they had taken hold of a year ago. I was a woman now. A woman who could love two men. A woman who’d almost been eaten by a monster and gotten away in one piece. A woman who knew secrets that could change the supernatural world forever. I was a woman who wanted a goddamn swim, even if it froze her tits up.

	The path down soon turned into slippery steps. I clenched my teeth and focused. Once I got to the bottom, the beach spread before my eyes. It looked pristine and untouched. I walked to where the sand was still wet from the high tide, identified the spot where GC had dragged me from the water and lay me to give me CPR, then proceeded to remove my clothes. This time, the ocean wouldn’t claim me. I would claim it. In my bra, my panties, and my elbow-high wristbands, I stepped into the water, shivering from the cold breeze. It really wasn’t a good time for swimming. It hadn’t been a good time for swimming last year on Mabon either, and I didn’t get a cold, so I was going to be fine. 

	I advanced into the water and dived under the surface, pushing the air through my nostrils. The waves were pretty wild, but I was a confident swimmer. I didn’t plan on going too far, anyway. Just far enough so I could see up the cliff. I resurfaced, wiped the water from my eyes, and looked up. There was no one at the edge. I closed my eyes for a second, then opened them and tried to go back in time, to that night. The full moon was bathing the landscape in a warm glow, and they were there, on the background of the sky. Sariel, Pazuzu, and Francis. Lorna, just a few feet back. And GC… GC launching himself off the cliff in his golden calf form, shifting midair, and hitting the water as a man. Saving me. I smiled to myself, dived back under, then resurfaced and finally swam back to shore. I was feeling better now. The cold water got my blood running, and I felt strong and invigorated. 

	Hey there, summer, move your lazy ass and come sooner. I have some serious swimming and sunbathing to do. 

	I waited until I was decently dry, then hopped back into my clothes and climbed up the cliff. I hurried back to the Academy, as the next class was about to start. As I rushed into the inner courtyard, Lorna blocked my way, making me almost bump into her.

	“There you are. I’ve been looking all over for you.” She’d been with me and Klaus in Geography, and she’d probably hoped she’d get me alone, since Paz and GC weren’t there. She looked at my wet hair and scrunched up her nose. “You smell like wet chicken.”

	I rolled my eyes. “What do you want, Lorna? Wait. I don’t care. Move!” I made to walk past her, but she wouldn’t have any of that. She blocked my way again.

	“You and I need to have a little chat.”

	“No, we don’t. I have nothing to say to you.”

	“Oh, but I have plenty to say to you.” She was right up in my face now. “You said something to Sariel, didn’t you? Or did something. You pulled some shady shit, and now he doesn’t want to talk to me anymore.”

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about. You’re crazy!”

	“No, I’m not crazy. I know, dumpster girl, because I’m a mage. You two talked last year.” She pressed her fingers to her temples. “I can sense it. I can almost see it. I’ve been trying all the spells I know, all the chants, all the see-into-the-past potions. Nothing seems to work just right, but I’ve gotten glimpses. I saw the two of you in the north tower, and he told you something. Then you touched him.” She was hissing at me by this point, like a venomous cobra that was about to sink its fangs into my face. “You fucking touched him on the arm. And since then, he doesn’t want to talk to me anymore. He doesn’t even want me around. You did something to him, dumpster girl. What is it? What did you do? Did you ask that gay friend of yours to put a spell on him? A curse?”

	“Oh my God, Lorna! Sariel is not cursed! He just doesn’t want you! And it’s nothing new, either. If you could just open your eyes for once and see the reality… He never wanted you. It’s so obvious. The only reason why he tolerated you last year was because you’re a powerful mage and he needed you to torture me. That’s all. If you don’t believe me, ask anyone. Literally. Anyone! Ask Pandora, Sammy, Sheba… If they really are your friends, they’ll tell you the truth. The whole school can see it, so why do you insist on being so blind? I know you love him. I do. But that doesn’t change the fact that he simply doesn’t love you back. He took advantage of you, that’s all. Because you can do things he can’t. Also, you made it so easy for him to get away with the bullying as you got yourself in trouble and lost worth points over me.”

	I should have kept my mouth shut. What was I thinking? That I was doing her a favor telling her the truth she didn’t want to hear? Could I have prevented what happened in the next couple of minutes if I had been gentler? If I had used other words? Okay, I might have been a bitch to her this time, but she’d done such horrible things to me that it was hard to not stoop to her level when she provoked me like that.

	She took a step back, and her eyes rolled back in her head as she lifted her arms to the sky. Blue energy started flowing through her eyes, falling in rivulets down her cheeks, just like at the Yule Ball. I gulped. When Lorna did that, she meant business. Last time, she’d formed a huge crystal ball and showed the whole school who my real mother was. She hadn’t hurt me physically, but she’d messed up my head real good, left me wondering who I was and where I came from for months. I’d just started to make peace with what she’d revealed then, and now she was doing it again – hurting me in ways I couldn’t even begin to understand.

	I felt myself being lifted from the ground. My eyes went wide, I opened my mouth to scream, but nothing came out. I kicked my arms and legs, trying to get back down to safety, but there was no use.

	“You ever wonder what flying must be like?” she asked in a wicked tone. Her voice sounded louder and… larger. As large as the courtyard, as if her energy now filled every available corner, and her voice followed her energy. “All these other kids with wings… and you have nothing. No powers, no abilities… nothing. You are nothing.”

	I took in a deep breath and released it slowly. It was happening again. It was year one all over again. I had no control over my own body. I narrowed my eyes at her, and she only made me fly higher. I was getting anxious. What would she do when she thought I was high enough? I unfocused my eyes for a moment, and I could see her aura. Violent red with specks of black and purple. She was angry, but at the same time, she was hurt. And yes, her aura had now expanded all around her, filling the courtyard and working constantly on overtaking the building. She grew more powerful by the minute. It was as if the more power she used, the more powerful she became. And all her power was fueled by anger and pain.

	“Lorna,” I shouted. She couldn’t hear me. I could barely hear myself. The wind was howling now, picking up dead leaves from the ground and lifting them up in a vortex around me. A storm was coming, and I didn’t know whether it was Lorna or the crappy weather we’d had for the past few days. “Please put me down.”

	“Up up up you go,” she laughed hysterically.

	Students gathered around us, but no one did anything. Some were in shock, others were chuckling in satisfaction. Pandora, Sammy, Sheba, and Kitty seemed particularly happy. Where was Klaus when I needed him? A bunch of VDC guys were there, too, and one of them was a mage. I looked at him pleadingly, but he shrugged and took a couple of steps back. He didn’t want to get involved. Of course he didn’t. Very few people were brave enough to stand up to Lorna. She was, after all, the most powerful mage at Grim Reaper Academy. I remembered hearing Headmaster Colin himself, one time, whispering it to another professor. “Lorna Chiaramonte,” he’d said, “I’ve never seen such power before.”

	Fuck. I’m so, so fucked. 

	I was going higher and higher. I closed my eyes and let it happen, not wanting to see how high she’d gotten me. But I couldn’t resist for long. I hoped she’d stop at some point. Get me back down. Or throw me to the ground, most likely. She wasn’t done yet. When I opened my eyes, I was at the same level with the topmost floors of the four towers. I felt sick to my stomach. Dizziness made my eyes cloudy, and I blinked a couple of times to clear the fog. My head was throbbing with a headache that was out of this world, and I realized my body couldn’t take much more altitude. It was freezing cold up here, and Lorna only lifted me higher and higher. Before I knew it, I was way above the tops of the towers, and the people on the ground were small now. 

	Can’t breathe…

	My hands flew to my throat as I started hyperventilating. It was either from the impossibly high altitude, or it was the beginning of a panic attack. I kicked my legs again, but it only made things worse. Bile rose in my throat, and for a moment, I was worried that I might throw up. If I was lucky, maybe I caught Lorna on the head, but if that happened… would she let me go? Would she let me fall to my death? Most likely, if I did throw up, the wind would carry it away. 

	Jesus! The mind is a mysterious thing. I’m about to die and… and I’m thinking about what would happen to my puke if I threw up.

	Just as I felt like my consciousness was about to slip away, like sand through my fingers, I saw a winged figure break through the clouds. 

	Grim Reaper.

	I was dying. I didn’t know how or why, but I was sure I was dying, and the winged creature was going to pull out his scythe and sever my string of life. There was no scythe, though. As he flew closer, I distinguished his features.

	“Sariel,” I whispered.

	He batted his wings once, sending leaves and tiny branches flying to the sides, clearing his way to me. His silver eyes were fixed on me, his lips were pursed in concentration, his perfect hair didn’t look so perfect anymore, ruffled by the wind and the air currents, pieces of leaves stuck between his golden locks. He batted his white wings again, and just as I felt like I was going to faint, he caught me in his arms, and I felt the rush of air hitting my cheeks as he flew me down down down. I wrapped my arms around his neck and pressed my body against his warm chest. His heart beat wildly in his ribcage, and I wondered… Why is he here? Why is he doing this? I couldn’t keep my eyes open, not with the air whooshing around me at every bat of his wings. I closed them. For one moment, I thought. Just a second, so I could gather my bearings. So I could think this through. So I could wrap my mind around the fact that I was in Sariel’s arms and we were flying. 

	I closed my eyes for one moment and when I opened them, it was hours after, I was in GC’s bed, and GC and Pazuzu were hovering over me.

	 


 

	CHAPTER FIVE

	 

	“What happened?” I sat up, smacking my lips in disgust. There was a bitter taste in my mouth, and I was dying of thirst. Paz grabbed a water bottle from the fridge and pushed it into my trembling hands. I drank like a mad person, water spilling at the corners of my mouth and onto my T-shirt. “Did I throw up?”

	“Plenty,” GC frowned. “But it’s fine, really. You puked all over Sariel’s uniform, and I’m so proud of you, goddess.” He laughed. 

	“It was epic,” Paz grinned. “He landed with you in the middle of the courtyard, set you down ever so gently, and as he was checking your pulse, you sat up, grabbed him by the shoulders, and just went for it.” They both started laughing out loud. Paz could barely finish his story. “Like… you threw up all over his chest, lap, I think you even got his wings real good.” 

	“And the best part is you fainted right after,” GC added. “You were all like… blargh, and then… poof! Sleep. He just stood there…” He laughed louder. “Oh my God, I can’t even!”

	Paz was already half on the floor, barely able to sit straight from all the laughter. I smiled awkwardly. 

	“Guys, come on… That’s embarrassing. The whole school saw me throw up.”

	“And that, dearie, is your superpower,” Paz pointed a finger at me. He just laughed harder when I pouted. “It’s your secret weapon. The jerk deserved it.”

	“Not this time,” I mumbled as I tried to get out of the bed. I lost my balance, and GC grabbed me by the arm. “It was all Lorna. He had nothing to do with it.”

	“Yeah, yeah… whatever,” Paz waved in dismissal. “He saved you and all that.”

	“Stupid Anthropology,” said GC as he helped me into the bathroom. “Mrs. Po took half of our period to explain her stupid assignment. We should’ve been there.”

	“You couldn’t have done much. None of you has wings.”

	“True,” Paz admitted disgruntledly. “But what he did today doesn’t absolve him of his past crimes.” He shot me an expectant look, and I nodded.

	GC was already running me a bath, dumping a ridiculous amount of bath foam as hot water filled the tub. He then reached in the cupboard above the sink, from where he produced a vanilla scented bath bomb. 

	“You might want to brush your teeth first,” he suggested.

	I shook my head in an attempt to clear it, but if my jumbled thoughts were any indication, I didn’t quite get the desired effect. I grabbed my toothbrush and the toothpaste in a daze. Since I’d started dating GC and Paz, I kept three toothbrushes at the same time: one in my room, one in GC’s, and one in Paz’s. And the guys made sure to keep a fair amount of bath bombs, since taking long bubble baths colored yellow, and pink, and purple, was my favorite thing in the world.

	“Why do you think he did it?” I said with my mouth full of toothpaste. “Saved me?”

	GC shrugged. Paz was silent. I rinsed and threw cold water onto my face. Straightening my back to look in the mirror, I cringed at my own reflection. I looked like shit. My blue hair was matted to my head, bits of dead leaves were stuck in the knots, and there was a chunk of something unidentified glued to my shirt. I pulled at it and scrunched up my nose in disgust. Dropped it in the toilet, flushed, and tried to forget about it.

	“Here, let me help you with that.” Paz grabbed the hem of my shirt and pulled it over my head. After what I’d done with him and GC countless times since the night before the beginning of the semester, being undressed by one of them (or both of them) was common practice now. “I’ll drop them in the laundry bin, but I’d burn them, if I were you.”

	I rolled my eyes at him. “It’s just puke. It’s not radioactive.”

	“It’s not your puke we’re worried about,” GC snickered. “Sariel gave you cooties.”

	I shot him an annoyed look. God, they’re impossible! Having a serious conversation with them was something rare. Very, very rare. For sure, they weren’t in the mood today, so I kept the thousand questions running through my head to myself. I allowed them to help me into the hot water and relaxed as GC washed my hair and Paz ran a foamy sponge up and down my arms. Mmm… at least, they do make me feel like a goddess. Later, they ran to the dining room and brought lunch for the three of us. After what I’d gone through, I was apparently excused for the rest of the day. They, however, had to go to PE and then Anatomy of Souls. I was more than happy to take advantage of the peace and quiet and take a nap.

	 

	* * *

	 

	The bookshelf snapped shut behind me, and I found myself in the dark, my trembling hands searching for the wall I knew was there, my legs not wanting to move another inch if I didn’t have something solid to hold on to. I found the wall, took a moment to breathe deeply, then reached inside my pocket. My phone wasn’t there. It didn’t make any sense. I never forgot my phone, never lost it… Shit. No light. How did I get here, anyway? I didn’t want to be here. I looked down, my eyes barely able to distinguish the stone steps in the dark. I knew what waited for me if I descended, so I tried the secret door again. It wouldn’t budge.

	Shit.

	The only way out was through. Down the stairs and through the cavern, that was. If I didn’t make a sound… If I managed to sneak along the wall… Maybe the thing sleeping in the well wouldn’t hear me. Wouldn’t smell me. Where was Francis when I needed him most?

	I was following him… How did I end up here, again? I’d been avoiding the hidden tunnel like the plague, yet here I was. I was following him. I swallowed hard and descended one step at a time. The further I went down the tower, the darker it got. But the only way out was through. I’d done it once… found myself down there, ankle-deep in warm, rusty water, my scared little voice bouncing off the walls and down the tubular body of the well. And I’d survived. I could do it again.

	He was here. I can swear he was here. I was following him.

	Had he gotten down the stairs so quickly? How? Could he see in the dark? I remembered his eyes. Not mossy green and gentle like when he was up there, at the surface, in the light. Yellow irises, elongated pupils. Like a reptile’s. 

	This time, I’ll ask him, and he’ll answer me. What’s wrong with your eyes, Francis? Why are your eyes yellow?

	I few more steps to go. I could see the familiar glow of candlelight pouring through the narrow tunnel. I reached the last step and stopped to study the water. What if there was something there, below the surface, waiting to grab me? I hadn’t been scared the first time, but now I knew better. What if the tentacled thing had babies? And the babies were tiny, and they swam in the rusty water, and when they got a whiff of warm blood running through some uninvited guest’s veins they… they…

	I saw my own reflection in the pond. I was pale. My blue hair had faded, and… when had I lost so much weight? I was almost skeletal! I could see my cheekbones protruding underneath my skin. I touched my face reluctantly, shivering at how sharp and bony it felt. My hands moved down my jaw and neck, in search of some part of my body that had more meat on it. My fingers reached my collarbone, and I felt it cold and smooth… Bone. Pure bone. No flesh. The reflection in the dirty water confirmed my greatest fear. I was turning into a skeleton. I gasped and looked away.

	Something fell from the sky. No, not the sky. I was inside the north tower. From the ceiling. Something white. Something soft. It floated before my eyes, touched the surface of the water, and just stood there, pure and plump, in hard contrast with the red of the puddle. An angel feather.

	An archangel feather.

	“They can create illusions,” Francis had said.

	I looked up, searching for him. Searching for the archangel. I should have heard the wings beating, but in this dark hell, the only sound was the feeble whisper of the air currents chasing each other through tunnels and caverns. I looked harder. Another feather fell, and I caught it. There was someone there. I could feel him flying closer and closer. It had to be him. He was the only one who could fly.

	Sariel…

	I expected to see a pair of beautiful silver eyes. Instead, two yellow slits blinked at me. I was so shocked that my foot slipped, and the next thing I knew, I was falling. Falling falling falling, and never hitting the ground.

	I woke up with a startle. I was in GC’s bed still, the curtains were drawn, and by the orange light in the room, I could tell the sun was setting. GC’s oversized T-shirt was soaked in sweat clinging to me uncomfortably. 

	“Fuck!” I ran my hands through my hair. I’d gone to sleep with it still damp, and now it had the delightful texture of a witch’s old broom. “Fuck!” I rubbed my eyes and temples, trying to clear my head. “What does it mean? Why do I keep dreaming myself in that wretched place? Yellow eyes. Why does Francis have yellow eyes?” Since his Great Old One had almost eaten me alive, I’d had these nightmares almost every night, and now, apparently, also when I took an innocent midday nap. But I’d been dreaming about his yellow eyes way, way before I’d found out his secret. There was this connection between us. I could feel it. I didn’t want it, but it was there.

	I shouldn’t have discontinued my therapy sessions with Headmaster Colin. 

	 


 

	CHAPTER SIX

	 

	The second-year classes were different. We pretty much only had Anthropology and Geography together, students from all the four cabals, and the rest were tailored for each cabal according to their unique abilities. Now I only saw Klaus in Geography. It was a good thing it was one of the most important classes and we had it three times a week, otherwise I would have really missed him. When he wasn’t in class, he was with his boyfriend. And when we were all in the dining hall, he was at the MDC table and I was at the VDC table. The next day after the puking disaster Lorna had caused and Sariel had to suffer, Klaus and I were at the back of the class as Mrs. Maat was going through a quick introductory presentation of the Nine Spheres of Heaven. We were going to study the Geography of Heaven this semester, and the Geography of Hell the next. Grim Reapers didn’t only reap on Earth. That was only the beginning, and Earth only provided the most basic jobs. Angels died, too, and so did demons. Not to mention the rest of the creatures that dwelled there. If first-year geography had proved to be tougher than expected, – no, we hadn’t only learned about countries, and capitals, and mountains, and deserts; long-forgotten tunnels, hidden caves, lost cities that were still inhabited despite what human geography and history said… yeah, way more expansive than what I’d learned in high school, – then second-year geography was going to be insane! Still, what Klaus and I had to talk about was currently more important than the Nine Spheres of Heaven. 

	“Tell me again.”

	Klaus blew out his cheeks, thought for a second, trying to make sure he had all the details in place, then shrugged. 

	“That’s it. That’s all we could see from the ground. Lorna was doing that thing with the leaky eyes and the booming voice, you were going higher and higher until there was a moment when we couldn’t see you anymore, and then Sariel ran out of the building, took off his uniform jacket, threw it God knows where – because he certainly couldn’t find it after, – spread his wings rather violently, if I may say so myself, and flew toward you. Lorna saw him, did this screeching sound with her teeth, like… I swear to God! We could hear it! It was so loud we could almost feel it in our bones!”

	“I saw her aura. When she does that level of magic, her energy expands until it fills the entire space she occupies. That’s why we can hear her voice louder.”

	He nodded thoughtfully. I wondered if he too could do what Lorna had already done twice. 

	“Anyway, when she saw him jump to your rescue, she got super mad. She moved like a couple of feet to the right, and the whole vortex thing moved with her. Like, she dragged you away from Sariel.”

	“Makes sense why I was so damn sick. It’s no fun being whipped about like a poppet.”

	“Well, you weren’t exactly a victim this time,” he chuckled. “I heard you said some pretty harsh things to her.”

	I cocked an eyebrow. “They were perfectly true.”

	“You know people can’t handle the truth.”

	“And how is that my problem?”

	“Did you handle the truth when you found out that…” He stole a glance at the students sitting closest to us and leaned in to whisper in my ear. “That Morningstar is your father?”

	Burned. 

	I straightened my back and looked ahead, at Professor Maat. She’d drawn a loose sketch of Heaven on the white board. 

	“This is not the place, nor the time. I told you I never want to talk about it. Not in public.”

	He shrugged, unaffected. “It was something worth pointing out. I’m not in the business of lying to you, sister. Just like when you didn’t lie to Lorna. So, I guess we have that in common. We’re both ruthlessly honest, even when it might get us in trouble.”

	“You’re not in trouble,” I said in a softer voice. “It’s just that… it’s uncomfortable. And dangerous to talk about it in class. No one needs to know, remember? Not about my father, and not about the prophecy. Or it all goes to shit.”

	“So, you do believe in the prophecy. You believe you’re going to be the one to retire Morningstar.”

	I sighed deeply. “I don’t. And I don’t want to, either. Retiring him means… killing him.” Crude words, but I needed to say them out loud from time to time. That was how reality checks worked. “But Headmaster Colin does, and I made a promise to him.”

	Klaus was silent for a while. When I thought he’d gone back to paying attention to the lesson, he whispered so softly that I could barely hear him. 

	“If they knew who you are… If Lorna knew, she would never touch you again. You’d be indestructible.”

	His words felt like a punch to my stomach. “But not because of my skills or my brains. Because of my name.”

	“So what? Most of the kids here are just that. Names. And those names open doors for them.”

	“Then I’d be no different. Gracewing, Darkmoor, Chiaramonte, Saint-Germain. Morningstar.”

	“Would it be so bad?”

	I thought for a moment, chewing on the end of my pencil. “I don’t know. I’ve never been in that situation.”

	He leaned back in his seat and trained his eyes on Mrs. Maat. 

	“You might find out sooner than you think.”

	“What makes you say that?”

	“Call it a gut feeling.”

	I huffed. “Mages have all kinds of gut feelings.”

	“And they always come true.”

	“Ms. Lazarov, Mr. Hamelin!” My heart jumped when Professor Maat called our names. We both sat up straighter. “Are you done catching each other up with the latest gossip?”

	“We apologize…” Klaus started, but the teacher cut him off with a gesture of her long, dainty hand. 

	Nefertari Maat was a sphinx. An ancient creature with the head and the upper body of a beautiful woman, the lower body of a lion, and the wings of an eagle. Not that we’d ever seen her in that form. Just like GC, she was a sort of shifter. When she took the form of a woman with legs and no wings, she was tall and graceful, with long limbs that made you wonder how the hell she managed to move like the rest of us. Her golden eyes and golden hair, her tanned skin and high cheekbones – they all spoke of the noble race she belonged to. 

	She fixed us with her breathtaking eyes for a second longer, eyebrows furrowed, then returned to the white board. I released a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. I could swear she was going to take a bunch of worth points from both of us, but she didn’t. I stuck my head in my notebook, drawing what she’d drawn on the board. 

	“I want you to study this map and read the bibliography on the Nine Spheres of Heaven. I know it’s two big, consistent books, but you’ll have to read them in three weeks’ time. The second week of November, we will visit Heaven for the first time, and I want you all to be ready. It’s going to be a one-day field trip, one of many. I don’t want you wandering about and getting lost. So, study study study until you know your Spheres like the back of your hands. Understood?” She took a moment to look around the classroom, then nodded in satisfaction. She’d gotten our attention, alright. A field trip to Heaven? Hell, yes! “Now, for next time… Sheba, prepare a presentation of the First Sphere, Lorna, you’re in charge of the Second Sphere, Klaus – the Third Sphere, and Mila, you get the Fourth Sphere.”

	Great! As if we didn’t already have a fuckton of assignments for the other classes! It was as if each professor thought his or her subject was the most important and had precedence over everything else, including out personal lives. Huh. How I’ve changed. A year ago, I would’ve been grateful for the extra work. But a year ago, I didn’t have two hot-as-sin boyfriends to keep me up all night. I smiled to myself, making sure to cover my mouth with my textbook, so Mrs. Maat wouldn’t notice.

	“Professor, could I prepare the Fifth Sphere for next time?” Sariel raised his hand.

	She cocked an eyebrow. “No, you may not. Four will be enough for one class.”

	“Then maybe for next week?”

	She shook her head as she sat down behind her desk. “Let’s leave the Spheres to the students who haven’t seen them before. I bet you know your own home very well, Sariel. Don’t worry, you’ll get the chance to earn some worth points next semester, when I’ll make sure you’ll present at least one Circle of Hell.”

	Sariel pursed his lips and cast his eyes down. I studied his profile for a long moment, wondering what could be going on in his head. Since he’d saved me, we hadn’t gotten the chance to exchange a single word. He was keeping away from me, just like before, pretending nothing had happened. 

	“I wonder why he couldn’t find his uniform jacket afterwards,” I whispered to Klaus.

	“Really? That’s what’s eating at you?”

	“Don’t you think it’s strange?”

	He sighed. “What I think is strange is you suddenly thinking about him so much.”

	“You’re right. It’s stupid.”

	Lorna was sitting on the other side of the classroom, which was something she had never done before. Even if Sariel hadn’t allowed her to sit next to him these past two weeks, she’d still made a habit of sitting right behind him. Breathing down his neck – literally – had been her latest hobby. Now, that was a thing of the past too. The only one who was still allowed to sit next to Sariel – or talk to him, for that matter, – was Francis. But Francis didn’t have Geography with this group of students.

	The bell rang, and we all hurried to gather our things. I had to make a dash for the north tower to grab my scythe for PE. Having PE with the VDC was weird as fuck. I was the only girl there, and sometimes I felt like Mrs. Charon tended to go easy on me. I hated it. I was just as capable as the guys, and even though I knew she was trying to be nice, I wanted her to treat me like she treated everyone else. I could bet she didn’t go easy on the RDC, MDC, or NDC girls. Just me. She’d developed some kind of liking to me, and that made me wonder whether Headmaster Colin had told her something. But I couldn’t worry about each and every person I interacted with, or I’d become legit paranoid. I’d been paranoid enough the year before, and it had been exhausting.

	Pazuzu caught up with me as I took two steps at a time. 

	“So, are you coming to the party?”

	“What party?”

	“Some of the girls are throwing something for Mabon. In the woods. I think Sheba and Sammy. They’re like best friends now, and they’re organizing this thing that’s supposed to be rad.”

	I frowned. “No one invited me, so no. Not going.”

	He stopped in his tracks for a second, then recovered and rushed after me.

	“I’m inviting you now.”

	I rolled my eyes. “Really, Paz? Can you do that? It’s not your party.”

	“Well, Sheba invited me and GC, and she knows we’re not going anywhere without you. I think it’s implied that you’re invited, too.”

	“Right. By default?”

	“Yeah?”

	“That’s just grand.” We stopped in front of his room, and I was the first to take out my keys. I’d left my scythe at his place. “You and GC can go, I don’t mind.”

	“Come on, don’t be like this.” He hugged me from behind, and I couldn’t suppress a smile. “It’s gonna be fun.” He kissed along my neck, knowing that would eventually melt my resolve.

	“You’re manipulating me.”

	“Am I? I don’t think so. Not yet.”

	“Oh?”

	His hands sneaked underneath my uniform blazer to rub at my sides. With each caress, Paz got closer and closer to my breasts. He wasn’t doing much, but oh my God, how his every touch and kiss set small parts of me on fine, one by one! First, a rush of heat spread up my neck and cheeks, all the way to my temples, making my head buzz pleasantly. My pussy was next, the muscles tensing and relaxing as he breathed against my skin, then tensing again, until the throbbing and the squeezing sent waves of pleasure to my clit. I felt something warm growing in my stomach, and then my heart, and I knew it wasn’t physical. My knees turned to jelly, and I leaned my weight against him, knowing that he was more than happy to hold me, more than happy to carry the burden of my body.

	“You’re being very persuasive,” I moaned.

	“Still haven’t even started yet.”

	He turned me around and looked into my eyes for a second, then dived in for my lips. I wrapped my arms around his neck and let him ravish my mouth, all the while anticipating where his hands would go next. They went underneath my skirt, pulled at my red tights, then at my soaked panties. As he rolled them both down my legs, he broke the kiss and moved down my body, one painful inch at a time.

	“Hurry up,” I breathed. “We have PE in a few minutes.”

	“PE can wait.” 

	He stuck his head under my skirt, and the next thing I knew, my left leg was perched on his back to give him better access, and my hands were on his head, pushing him gently and guiding him.

	“There. Oh, right there.” I threw my head back and bit my lower lip hard. The things he did with his tongue… magic! He was just as good as GC, but in an entirely different way. They had very distinctive techniques. 

	Paz swirled his tongue around my clit just two or three times, then went right for it, sucking and licking eagerly. He pushed two fingers inside me, earning himself a muffled scream. GC liked to take his time, tease me until I begged. Paz was the kind of guy who’d rather hear me scream than beg. I could appreciate that, especially when we didn’t have more than a few minutes at our disposal.

	I was close. So close…

	The creak of the door made my heart jump in my throat. I almost pushed Pazuzu away, but then I saw it was only GC. He sneaked into the room, a wicked smile playing on his lips.

	“I knew you guys were cheating on me.”

	“It’s not cheating, idiot!” Paz yelled from under my skirt.

	I thrust my hips forward as I grabbed him by the back of his neck and pushed his face against my wet pussy.

	“Shut up and finish what you started,” I said in a slightly frustrated voice. But I wasn’t angry at him. I was pissed at GC. He’d ruined my orgasm. No matter, he could actually make it better now. “You, take off your pants and jerk off. I want to watch.”

	His blue eyes went just a tad wider. “My, my, my… goddess! You kiss your mamma with that mouth?” But he proceeded to undo his belt, and quite fast, I might add. “You want to see my big, fat cock?”

	“I want to see you cum.”

	“Cum where? On his carpet?”

	I thought for a second. Okay, so maybe this wasn’t my best plan. Sue me!

	“Not on my carpet!”

	“You shut up.” An idea popped into my horny mind just at the right time. I pushed Paz on his back. Seeing how he kept interrupting himself, the best way to make sure it didn’t happen again was to sit on his face. Which I did. Then I beckoned to GC to step closer. His cock was already out and hard. I took off my uniform blazer and shirt, then my bra. “On my tits.” Oh, we were going to be so late for PE!

	“Your wish is my command, goddess.”

	He stepped over Paz’s head, which was basically covered by my skirt, and grabbed his cock with his right hand. He let me have a taste of it, then pulled away and started jerking off fast, knowing we were all in a hurry. But especially me. Paz was sucking on just the right spot, and even though he couldn’t stuff my pussy with his fingers from that position, his skilled tongue was enough to send me over the edge. I moaned loudly as I came, not taking my eyes off GC’s gorgeous cock for a second. With a grunt, he splashed his cum all over my breasts, and I cupped them with my hands as he came in waves, to make sure none of it ended up on my skirt. Or on Pazuzu’s face, since he’d emerged for air. 

	“Eww… dude! Your balls are hanging over my face! Seriously?”

	GC laughed out loud. “No, they’re not. Do you want them to?” He cleaned his cock on my nipples, then did a bit of the helicopter. He stopped when a few drops of cum splashed around and landed God knew where. “Do you want a taste of my hairy balls?”

	“Mate, come on. Do you need me to buy you a razor?” He pushed me off him, afraid that GC might actually mean what he said, and he could expect him to drop to the floor and smush his balls on his face at any moment.

	“Guys! Guys, guys, guys! We’re fucking late!” I pulled my panties and my tights up in a rush, ran into the bathroom to take my first whore bath, and once my shirt and uniform blazer were back in place, I grabbed my scythe and was out the door before Paz had even gotten off the floor and GC had zipped up his pants. “Nevermind!” I yelled from down the corridor. “It’s better if we don’t all show up late at the same time!”

	As if the whole school didn’t already know we shagged like… at least twice a day. And not always in our rooms. 

	 


 

	CHAPTER SEVEN

	 

	I didn’t have time to think about Mabon. Seeing how Professor Maat had assigned the Fourth Sphere of Heaven to me, and there were three pretty damn good students doing their presentations before me, I had to make sure mine was equally informative and concise. My turn would come at the end of the class, when everyone was going to be tired and bored. Not the most enthusiastic audience, and that could cost me some worth points. Depending on Mrs. Maat’s mood. 

	I spent the next two evenings in the library, bent over books, while Paz and GC were doing everything in their power to distract me. They were like children who couldn’t breathe if I didn’t pay attention to them for five minutes. Needy as fuck! On my good days, I found it flattering. On my bad days, or when I was stupid busy with homework, I found it beyond annoying. It didn’t help that they were still in constant competition. The pissing contest Klaus had told me about last year had escalated since I’d started sleeping with them. Now, they were mostly busy trying to decide who could sustain an erection for longer, who gave better head, who could make me orgasm more than once, and so on. Sometimes, I stared at them for minutes on end, wondering just how old they were. A demon and a false god. I knew GC was immortal. Pazuzu wasn’t, but he was pretty close, too. They certainly didn’t behave like they were much, much older and more experienced than me. 

	The Fourth Sphere was connected to the energy of the Sun (as a planet, like in astrology), and the souls of the wise, who had helped illuminate the Earth intellectually. It was where these great minds dwelled after leaving their mortal bodies, and it was also the home of the powers, which were the warrior angels that supervised the movements of the heavenly bodies and fought evil in their spare time. As I read about the Fourth Sphere, I couldn’t help but steal a glance at the Second Sphere, which was the home of the archangels. Sariel’s parents lived there. He’d lived there before the Academy. His Sphere was ruled by Mercury, and the souls who dwelled there were those of famous, ambitious people who’d taken the world by storm and bent it to their will. Souls of kings and queens found refuge here, of emperors and empresses. Quite fitting, if I stopped to think about it. Archangels were known to be proud and ambitious, and Sariel was a perfect example. If not him, then his parents, for sure. From what I knew, he also had a sister, and his parents were more than happy to favor her if he didn’t make it as a Grim Reaper. As a Violent Reaper, that was. Anything less was unacceptable.

	In the end, I read about all the Nine Spheres of Heaven. When I held my presentation on Friday, Mrs. Maat received it well, especially since I was the only one who’d also ventured to make a quick comparison between the Fourth Sphere and the other eight. That earned me 30 worth points easily and put me in a good mood. Such a good mood that I went as far as to choose a cute dress for Mabon on Saturday night and forget all about the fact that the girls hadn’t actually invited me. Who cared? As long as GC and Paz were happy, I was happy, and Sheba, Sammy, and the rest could suck it. I’d worked hard to score my two boyfriends! Okay, sarcasm. All I did was get in trouble more than it should have been humanly possible. And acceptable.

	As I walked down the path to the forest, hand in hand with both GC and Paz, I smiled at how cute Klaus and Joel looked together. They were walking ahead of us, not holding hands though, because appearances, but each time they exchanged a quick glance, the chemistry they had was so obvious that my heart grew. I was so happy Klaus had finally found someone, even though they needed to hide from prying eyes, and even though he couldn’t tell his parents.

	“You look sexy,” Paz whispered in my ear, squeezing my hand lightly to get my attention.

	I smiled up at him. “So do you, mister.”

	“What about me?” GC pouted.

	I laughed. “Love your outfit, make sure it stays on. No shifting into a golden calf tonight, okay?”

	“But why? I need to run free from time to time, you want to keep me locked in a cage.”

	“Is that how you see your body? Like a cage?”

	He frowned. “You have no idea.”

	I shrugged. “Fine, but if you want to shift, do it away from everyone. I don’t want them to see you naked.”

	“They saw me naked countless times.”

	“Well, I don’t care. You’re with me now, and I make the rules. No more wiggling your cock in front of the other girls.”

	He snickered. “Never worry about that, goddess. You’re the only one I wiggle my cock for.”

	“Good.”

	Paz sighed heavily. How come GC’s childish behavior annoyed him, but when he was being childish, he never noticed?!

	Campfires were peppered all over the glade, and students were gathered around them, roasting marshmallows and sipping from plastic glasses that I knew contained more than light beer and soda. GC had his special flask on him, in the inside pocket of his jacket, and Pazuzu had brought a bottle of something, too. Although he hadn’t bothered to hide it that well. Unlike last time, there was no professor in sight. Klaus waved at us from up ahead.

	“There are a few MDC campfires. You guys wanna join us?”

	I looked at the side of the glade the VDC had claimed. Sariel and Francis were there, and to be frank, I had no desire to let them ruin the party for me. I looked at Paz, then at GC. They shrugged, which meant I could accept Klaus’s offer if I wanted to.

	“You guys don’t mind sitting with the Merciful Death Cabal?”

	“Nope, they’re fine,” GC said.

	“Honestly, I’m tired of the VDC drama,” Paz said. “And I don’t feel like dealing with Sariel tonight.”

	“We’ll join you,” I told Klaus. 

	Two MDC girls scooted closer to each other to let me, GC, and Paz squeeze in. Klaus and Joel sat down across from us, on the other side of the campfire. The girls stared curiously at GC and Pazuzu for a minute or two, then shot me an envious glance and went back to their marshmallows. Since the cockroach incident on the first day of year one at their table, the MDC students had preferred to stay away from me, just in case the wrath of the elite might get directed at them if they helped me. I couldn’t blame them. Now, because I was dating two members of said elite, I was practically part of it. But I knew only the MDC believed that. To the rest of the school, I was still the filthy human who’d stolen two of their hottest guys, and that certainly didn’t make me more popular or liked. I knew for sure that the VDC and the RDC believed this was just a fluke, and it would all go back to normal once GC and Paz got bored with me. But they won’t. Will they? Sometimes I wondered… Would it last? What if they did get bored of me at some point? After all, it had been their MO so far, with all the other girls. In Pazuzu’s case, even with the fiancé imposed by his father – Satan himself.

	Two guys from the Righteous Death Cabal brought two huge loudspeakers, and once they set them up, Sheba connected her phone, and music blasted through the entire forest, scaring the night birds and their prey. 

	“Up up up,” she yelled, going from one group to another. “Time to dance!” She grabbed Samantha, her angel friend, by the hand, pulled her up, and they both started swaying in the rhythm of the music. It was a sensuous song, and they rubbed against each other, beckoning for the Violent Death Cabal to join them. Who was going to refuse a sexy blond demoness and a dark-skinned angel? No one, obviously.

	I caught GC looking at them, punched him in the shoulder, and stood up.

	“Wanna dance with them, or with me?”

	“What?! I wasn’t looking, I swear!”

	“He was looking,” Paz said sternly. 

	I stepped away from the fire and started dancing on my own, touching my sides invitingly, running my hands through my hair, and pulling my skirt up my long legs just a tiny bit, enough to ignite their imagination. I had their whole attention now. Well, this is easier than I thought. I wasn’t the greatest dancer. Compared to all the other girls, angels, and succubi, and mages, I was pretty average, actually. I knew I didn’t look as confident as them, but I was willing to give this a shot. I hadn’t danced in ages! Not like this. 

	An upbeat song started, something with drums and a bunch of other tribal instruments I couldn’t identify even if someone showed me pictures of them, and I changed my dancing style to match the rhythm. Pazuzu grabbed my hand and spun me around, then pulled me against his chest. We swayed to the beat that was becoming faster and wilder by the second. GC stepped behind me, his hands on my waist. I leaned into him, and we danced like that, the three of us, me leaning into one or the other, flowing with the rhythm as it spoke to my body. I closed my eyes and reached a hand back to touch GC’s face, ruffle his hair, and urge him to kiss my neck. With the other hand, I grabbed onto Paz’s tight T-shirt. The song flowed into the next one, and the beat sounded just as tribal, but more sensuous.

	I let go of all my stress and worries. No thinking about school, no stressing over the field trip to Heaven, no wondering whether the two men who were currently all over me would later feel the need to play the field again. It was just me and them, reduced to sweating bodies rubbing against each other. Paz’s hand was under my skirt, and I could feel GC pressing his clothed erection against my ass. My dress was soaked in sweat, and my panties were just as wet, but for entirely different reasons. 

	“Fuck,” I moaned when Paz managed to cup my pussy for a fleeting moment. It wasn’t as if we could shag then and there, in front of everyone, but they both seemed content with teasing me. “Mmm…” GC brushed my left breast and pinched my already hard nipple hastily. Just as I wanted to ask him for more, his hands went back around my waist. “You guys are driving me crazy.”

	“You want my cock inside you, goddess?” GC leaned in to suck on my earlobe, knowing that would make me gush like a goddamn waterfall.

	“Mmm… yes, please.”

	I’d been on the pill for almost a month now, so I wondered… What if tonight would be the night when I let them both cum inside me? No fucking condom standing in the way of my wet dreams of being stuffed full and then filled with their seed. We’d been careful so far, even with me taking my pills religiously, but I felt frisky tonight. I was pretty sure I was safe, though. The OBGYN I’d seen in Salem right after I’d lost my virginity had said I should be fine in a month. I liked her. A cute, curvy lady in her forties who’d told me to go ahead and have all the sex I wanted now, because life was short and nasty, so what better way to deal with it if not by getting some good cock at least a couple of times a month? I fully intended to get plenty of cock at least once a night, but I hadn’t told her that. No reason to make her think I was some crazy nympho. Which, thinking about it now… I guess I was.

	“Come on, let’s get out of here,” Paz pulled me through the crowd. 

	I giggled and followed him, not before making sure I had a tight hold on GC’s jacket. We bumped into a couple of students dancing wildly, but I was the only one throwing apologies left and right. As usual, my two hot boyfriends thought it was their right to stomp over people. I’d have to teach them some manners one of these days…

	“Watch it!”

	“Sorry, I’m sorry…” The words died on my lips when I saw who I’d unintentionally hit in the side. Pandora. She narrowed her eyes at me, threw a murderous glance at Paz, – which he ignored – then gave me the finger. She wrapped her arms around her VDC date and kissed him passionately, putting on quite a show. Good for her, I thought. She was moving on. Except the guy was pretty much a copy of Pazuzu. Black hair, olive skin, tall stature, and broad shoulders. Not a demon, but a mage. I couldn’t blame her for her preferences… I happened to have a thing for exotic types, too. 

	We left the glade behind and dashed through the trees. I congratulated myself for having gone for the long boots instead of the ankle boots that went with my uniform. I’d bought them with the money mom had given me before I’d left for the Academy, and I was pretty proud of them. They were sexy as hell! Flat heels and soft black eco leather that reached above my knees. I couldn’t afford real leather, but that didn’t bother me. They were just fine. I’d also invested in a pair of eco leather wristbands that came with a fashionable thumb strap, which I was also wearing, thinking they gave my outfit a bit of a classy goth look. Only my dress was flowy and purple. That, I’d gotten at a secondhand store. 

	“Here,” Paz breathed as he grabbed me by the shoulders and slammed me against a tree rather harshly. “Sorry. Are you hurt?” He kissed me hard, licking my lips as he pulled away. “I just can’t wait.” He lifted my skirt and started pulling at my panties.

	GC let out a heavy, annoyed sigh, grabbed his arm, and pulled him off me so hard that Paz stumbled and had to grab onto the nearest tree to regain his balance.

	“Dude, what the fuck?!”

	“What the fuck, indeed!” GC growled. “My turn.”

	Oh, I’d forgotten about that. Since that first night, they’d decided that if one of them fucked me once, next time, it would be the other’s turn. And so on. Well, GC was right. It was his turn. And my pussy throbbed in anticipation. He was thicker than Paz, and let’s face it, a girl needed some extra girth from time to time. 

	“I want both of you tonight,” I said. I looked over at Paz. “You’re next.” Then turned back to GC as I rolled my panties down my legs and stuffed them in the pocket of his jacket, which he proceeded to remove, anyway. “I want it hard and fast.” I hooked a leg around his waist, leaning with my back against the tree.

	“Goddess, you’re going to hurt yourself.” He chuckled and placed his jacket around my shoulders.

	“Not anymore,” I smiled up at him. I beckoned to Paz to come closer. “You, kiss my neck as he fucks me.” It wasn’t going to be an easy task, what with the strained position, but I was sure he could pull it off. And he knew what I liked, too. Tiny bites and licks along my neck and jaw, his tongue in my ear, licking the shell and biting the lobe. Oh, that would make me come so hard.

	GC undid his belt and his zipper, then rolled his pants, along with his briefs, down to his knees. His gorgeous cock bounced out of its confines proudly, beads of pre-cum already glistening at the tip. He hiked my skirt up and positioned himself between my legs. I was so wet that I could feel my own juices dripping onto my inner thighs. There was no need for foreplay. That had been the wild dancing we just did in the middle of a crowd of students who, for sure, knew we’d run into the woods to fuck.

	At the last moment, he pulled away and struggled to get to the back pocket of his jeans.

	“No,” I said. “There’s no need for that.” 

	“You sure?”

	“I hate those fucking things. We’re good.” I winked. 

	He grinned and pushed himself inside me. I threw my head back and laughed in delight. 

	Pazuzu grabbed my jaw and squeezed, his lips diving to taste the sensitive skin on my neck. He knew how much I loved it when he was rough with me. His other hand tangled in my hair. I grabbed him by the back of the neck and held him there, close, as GC pounded me with abandon. I looked at him over Paz’s head, a wicked smile playing on my lips.

	“Fuck me,” I whispered. “Mmm… just like that.”

	He lifted my other leg and urged me to wrap both around his waist. 

	“Tell me how much you love my cock,” he demanded.

	“I love your cock so much…” He thrust harder and deeper, hitting that spot inside me that, if abused just right, could make me see stars. “I need your big cock inside my cunt.” I knew that would make him cum in seconds, and that was what I wanted. I’d dreamed of his seed coating my walls for long enough, and it was time to turn those dreams into reality.

	“No,” he groaned, and I could see he was trying his hardest not to cum. “You first.”

	Paz released my jaw and shoved his hand down the front of my dress, pulled the bra cup off my left breast, and started rubbing my nipple. It was all the added stimulation I needed. I let my head fall against the tree and looked up at the night sky as I came, my pussy throbbing around GC’s cock. He let go too, and came deep inside me with a long, satisfied moan. I clenched my walls around him, milking him dry, and we stayed like that for a minute, connected, his fingers digging into my thighs as he held me in place and filled me up. When we were both done, GC pushed Paz away, rather violently, just as usual, and claimed my lips. We shared a long, sloppy kiss, but it was Pazuzu’s turn, and the demon couldn’t wait a second longer. He hit GC in the shoulder, and GC rolled his eyes as he set my feet down and pulled out of me.

	“Mmm… that feels so good,” I moaned when his cum dripped onto my legs.

	“My turn,” Paz whispered against my lips as he worked on his belt and zipper. “You sure you can take me, too? You don’t have to.”

	“I know I don’t have to. I want to.” I wrapped my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist. As he positioned his cock at my entrance, I hugged him close and looked over his shoulder at GC. He’d pulled his pants up, looked around him for a second, as if he were lost, then stepped up to the tree I was leaning against and reached for his secret flask in the inside pocket of his jacket. With all our fumbling around, it was a miracle it was still there.

	Paz pushed his cock inside me in one swift thrust, and GC winked at me and took a swig of rum. My giggle turned into a moan.

	I held onto Paz’s shoulders, and he was leaning completely over me, pushing me harder against the trunk of the tree. GC kissed my temple, then my cheek and my neck. I heard a rustle in the forest, but I was too close to tell them to stop. There was someone behind the trees. I squinted my eyes, trying to see in the darkness. The moon was full, but the canopy was thick enough to block most of the moonlight. There was that rustle again…

	For a split second, I saw someone move to hide behind the trunk of a tree, and I could swear I knew him. A guy, for sure, because he was tall, with wide shoulders, and short hair. Brown hair. The moonlight lit half of his face when he moved again, and I saw it was Francis. There was no doubt about it. What the fuck? I opened my mouth to say something, to warn GC and Paz, but only a moan came out. I blushed to the tips of my ears. I’d been louder than usual, but Paz had just rubbed against that sweet spot inside my pussy that he knew would soon throw me over the edge.

	Francis saw that I saw him. He moved from behind the tree and stood there, looking me in the eyes. Paz had his back to him, so he was completely unaware of our little voyeur, and GC was busy with my neck and my shoulder. Should I tell them? Francis didn’t seem to be ashamed of what he was doing. Watching me have sex with two guys. His green eyes were fixed on me, and I couldn’t help but get even more turned on. Who would’ve thought? I actually liked being watched by a third guy I wasn’t even in a relationship with. 

	Pazuzu fucked me harder and faster, so close to release himself. I opened my mouth and let out a string of moans and whimpers, all the while keeping my eyes trained on Francis. He wanted a show? Fine. I could give him a show. I’m enjoying this more than I should…

	“Yes, just like that,” I whispered in Paz’s ear. “Fuck. Just like that.”

	I looked Francis in the eyes and let out a scream as I came, and I never averted my gaze as Paz filled me up with his hot cum. One moment longer, and Francis was gone. He disappeared into the forest before Paz and GC could notice his presence.

	“Are you okay?” Paz asked me.

	“Mmm… yes.” I smiled up at him and pecked him on the lips. “Just tired. Who’s going to carry me back to the Academy?”

	As they argued over the privilege of carrying me through the woods, I didn’t stop them like I usually did. My mind was on something else. Why would Francis follow us away from the party, when he clearly knew why we’d sneaked out? And why would he stay and watch? How long had he been there? Had he seen GC fuck me, too? Did he enjoy watching people have sex, or just me? 

	Well, well, well… Who would’ve thought? Francis, kinky? I looked at Paz and GC, who were still arguing. Should I tell them? No. Not before I figured out what Francis’s deal was.

	 


 

	CHAPTER EIGHT

	 

	I spent the whole weekend in bed, and my boyfriends were more than happy to bring me whatever I needed, from food and drinks, to ice cream, cheesecake, and books from the library. I felt extra lazy and like I needed a break. I couldn’t stop thinking about Francis.

	On Monday, the first class was Psychology with Headmaster Colin. It was one of the classes we now only had with the VDC. Topic of the day: how to deal with abuse victims and reap their souls when their abuser has gone too far.

	“Rule number one,” said Headmaster Colin. “Do not turn on the abuser. No matter how hard it is to fight your desire for justice, you will have to keep your head cool. If it’s not their time, then it’s not their time. Your focus must always be on the soul you are there to reap. And you, Violent Death Reapers, are uniquely qualified to reap the souls of the abused and the broken, to comfort them in their last moments, and sever their string of life gently, yet firmly.”

	I shifted uncomfortably. How many times had I thought my father would finally snap and hit me or my mother just a little too hard? Or in the wrong place? Or that he’d miscalculate his physical strength and push me or her too harshly over some table or chair? And once you lost your balance, God knew what you could smash into before you hit the floor… 

	Headmaster Colin fixed us with his gaze, one at a time, to make sure we were on the same page. Psychology was going to be a freaking pain this year. As VDC, we were looking at some pretty nasty scenarios. And it was hard knowing our only purpose was to reap the soul of the one whose time had come, not the soul of the one we personally thought deserved to fucking die. 

	Someone snickered at the back of the class, and we all turned to see who it was. A vampire with dirty blond hair, eyes as blue as the sky on a cold morning, and cheekbones as sharp as blades.

	“Mr. Delacroix, care to share with us?”

	“I was just thinking… Sometimes, we Violent Reapers can get lucky and get a case where the abuser kills himself after.”

	Headmaster Colin cocked an eyebrow. “That does happen. Unfortunately, it’s not very common. Either way, Mr. Delacroix, I believe the thought of such a tragic event shouldn’t make us laugh. Remember: no matter whose soul we reap, we must do it gently and respectfully.”

	“Sorry, Headmaster Colin.”

	The professor smiled indulgently and went back to his notes. He usually had to tell us so much in class, that if he didn’t follow his lesson plan, we’d end up with pages and pages of information, and not one good strategy to comb through them and extract the essentials.

	“Moving on, what do we do when the victim clings to life, but we know it’s their time and we can’t spare them? There are three ways we, as Grim Reapers, can go about this…”

	The sound of the door being thrown open so hard that it banged against the wall cut him off mid-sentence and made us all jump two feet in the air. Metaphorically speaking, of course. My heart beat so wildly that I reached over my desk and grabbed Pazuzu’s hand. One firm squeeze, and I felt better. 

	“Mila!” 

	I blinked at the man who’d just barged into our classroom in such a rude manner. What the hell? Who was he? How did he know my name?

	Headmaster Colin tried to stop him. “What is happening? Whatever it is, I believe it can wait,” he said in a polite, yet firm enough voice. “We’re in the middle of a lesson.”

	“Mason, come on! You know I can barely find a free minute these days! I can’t wait around for you to finish your…” He waved his hand dismissively. “... whatever this is.”

	Headmaster Colin cleared his throat. “Psychology.”

	“Oh, you still teach that? I would’ve thought you’d want to move on to something more interesting by now.” He shrugged and turned his back to him, his blue eyes fixing on me once again. “My beautiful daughter. At last…”

	I blinked twice, then my eyes went as wide as saucers when I finally realized who he was. He was tall, well-built, with long, graceful limbs, broad shoulders, and lean muscles. He was dressed in black from head to toe – elegant shirt, perfectly-cut dress pants, and a long cloak that covered his shoulders and his back and touched the heels of his expensive shoes as he walked. His scythe was slightly taller than him, and he held it in his left hand, with confidence. His hair was light blond, tied neatly in a low ponytail, and his eyes were of an intense blue. 

	He took a step toward me, and I instinctively jumped out of my seat and took two steps back.

	Valentine Morningstar. 

	He was here, right in front of me, my real, biological father, and I was acting like a mad person who didn’t know where to hide or run. He beamed at me and walked swiftly to my desk. I took another step back, and my hip hit Sariel’s desk. For some reason, he’d chosen to sit behind me today.

	“Mila. Oh my God, look at you! I should have been there. I should have been there to watch you grow. Will you ever forgive me?”

	But there was no real apology in his eyes. In fact, his whole expression was in stark contrast with his words. I tried to smile and failed. I couldn’t manage more than a grimace, and my voice seemed to be just as uncooperative as my face muscles, because I opened my mouth to say something, and nothing came out. So I closed it and waited to see what would happen next. Face-to-face with my father for the first time, and my gut told me there was one word to describe him: unpredictable. His whole personality was built on his unpredictability.

	“Mila, come here.” He threw his scythe at Pazuzu, who caught it, closed the space between us, and drew me into a tight hug. Discreetly, he smelled the top of my head, and the much-too-intimate gesture made me freeze in place. “I’ve missed you so much!” 

	Really?! I wanted to push him away, but that seemed inappropriate. I looked around. The shock on the VDC students’ faces said everything. The only ones who weren’t shocked, – just surprised and curious, – were Pazuzu and GC. Francis was staring at me and Valentine with furrowed brows, as if he was trying to make sense of the scene but wasn’t quite managing. I couldn’t see Sariel, since he was behind me. 

	“I think about you every day,” Valentine said, squeezing me tighter. “There isn’t a moment when you’re not on my mind.”

	Okay, that’s it. And you expect me to believe this total BS? I pushed him away gently. There was no point in making more of a scene, so I mostly pulled at his cloak, trying to make him understand that it was time for him to get the hell off. 

	“I… I don’t know what to say,” I managed. Which was ridiculous! One, I did know what to say. Liar! And two, since when was it okay for a stranger to just invade someone’s personal space like that, hug them without their approval? And no, it didn’t matter that I was, allegedly, his daughter. 

	Finally, he let me go. Not entirely, though. He held me at arm’s length and fixed me with his intense blue gaze.

	“Look at you! So beautiful. You look just like your mother.” He reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “But what did you do to your hair, Mila? Why this fake blue when your natural color is the purest shade of blond I’ve ever seen? Just like your mother…”

	“S-stop.” I swallowed heavily. “Stop talking about my mother.”

	“Katerina. Such an exquisite beauty! And you’re following in her footsteps.”

	“I never knew her.” Also, saying I was following in her footsteps when we both knew she was a sex worker… I almost expected to hear Sariel whisper “kuchka” or “kurva” behind me. Then I remembered he’d recently turned from my bully to my protector. Or something.

	“I will tell you all about her,” he whispered, and for the first time, I thought I heard some emotion in his voice. On the other hand, he might have just been a good actor. “At dinner. We’ll catch up at dinner.” He leaned in, closed his eyes, and placed a soft kiss on my forehead.

	I shuddered. His lips were cold against my heated skin. When he finally let go of me, I let out a heavy sigh of relief. I stood there, still frozen in shock, as he waved at Headmaster Colin, grabbed his scythe, and rushed out of the classroom at the same speed he’d rushed in. 

	“I held Valentine Morningstar’s scythe,” Paz said as he looked at his own hand. He exchanged a glance with GC, who seemed to have fallen into a sort of awed admiration toward Paz. Just because he’d touched Morningstar’s scythe. “Did you see that? He let me hold his scythe!”

	I would’ve rolled my eyes if I hadn’t been so shaken. Everyone was staring at me. Now, more than ever, I felt vulnerable and exposed. The only girl in a room full of men. I took a deep breath in, centered myself, and walked back to my desk. Before I could sit down, Headmaster Colin stepped up to me, reached out to close my textbook, and looked me in the eye.

	“You’re excused for the rest of the class, Mila.”

	I blinked. Did I want to be excused? “I… uh…” I hazarded another glance around me. The VDC guys were still staring at me as if I were some sort of alien who’d been in their midst for more than a year, and they were just now becoming aware of my true nature. Yes, in fact, I did want to be excused. “Thank you.”

	“Let’s make it the rest of the day,” he changed his mind. “See you at dinner.”

	“Y-yes. Thank you.” I gathered my things as quickly and as silently as possible and tiptoed out of the classroom. On my way to the north tower, I couldn’t help looking over my shoulder every two minutes. I wasn’t being followed, and I was being silly, but it sure felt like it.

	He knows who I am. He found me. But why now? I could almost slap myself over the head. He’s always known who I am. Then why hasn’t he made contact? “I’ve missed you so much, Mila!” Yeah, right. “I think about you every day.” Bullcrap. He wants something from me. But what? Something I couldn’t have given him before. Nineteen years, and he’d never thought about showing up. Because I held no interest to him. Not as a common human with no powers and no perspective. Now that I was a student at Grim Reaper Academy – in the Violent Death Cabal, no less, – and now that I was in year two, which meant I’d survived year one and had a chance at finishing my studies and becoming a Grim Reaper… Now, I did hold interest to him. A lot of interest. Does he know about the prophecy? Oh shit! What if he knows about the prophecy? But the most pressing question was: did he believe in the prophecy?

	 

	* * *

	 

	As I walked into the dining hall, I could feel all eyes on me. And I mean all. Word spread fast at the Academy. Apparently, boys were just as gossipy as girls. As I walked toward the VDC table, I heard Pandora whisper something in Kitty’s ear. Two stunning redheads, heads close together, talking about me. Fabulous! Soon, all the girls at the Neutral Death table were whispering amongst themselves, but what surprised me was that there were no giggles or laughs. None of that. They all seemed so serious. The Righteous Death table was just as active, with Sheba and Sammy whispering over each other, while Lorna sulked in a corner. The Merciful Death table was the most silent one. I figured Klaus had made them behave.

	I spotted GC and Paz, and made to sit next to them. As one of the other VDC guys made room for me to get to my boyfriends, Valentine’s voice rose over the incessant chatter. 

	“My daughter! Come sit with me.” 

	What now? But he was sitting at the professors’ table! I couldn’t possibly…

	“Mila, we have so much to talk about,” he insisted. He stood up and beckoned me over, which put me in a position where I couldn’t refuse. “Come.”

	I bit the inside of my cheek. I exchanged a glance with GC and Paz, and they encouraged me to go. 

	“And then tell us all about it,” GC said, beaming at me.

	Oh, great! They’re more excited about my father than I am. 

	“Go, go, go,” Paz shooed me. 

	“I can’t,” I mouthed silently.

	“Mila, you have to,” Paz said in a serious tone. “He’s Valentine freaking Morningstar!”

	“And you’re his daughter,” said the VDC guy who’d stood up to make way for me. There was so much awe and respect in his dark brown eyes that I was taken aback. “I can’t believe you’re Valentine Morningstar’s daughter. Oh my God!”

	“What’s your name again?” And I felt so rude for asking…

	“Raziel.”

	Right! The angel who’d jumped first on Mabon last year. Right before Sariel and Lorna had tried to fucking murder me. Huh. Maybe being Morningstar’s daughter won’t be so bad. Maybe it will give me an edge. I stole a glance at Sariel. He’d been staring at me, but when I looked his way, he averted his gaze, as if he were embarrassed. Weird. 

	I turned back to Raziel. “I’m sorry, I…”

	A genuine smile grew on his face. Up to his ears, even. “It doesn’t matter. It’s my fault I never properly introduced myself.”

	Come to think of it, none of the VDC guys had ever properly introduced themselves. They’d all treated me like shit since day one, and it had been up to me to guess their names from hearing them talk to each other and hearing the professors call them in class. Except for Pazuzu and GC, who’d wanted to fuck me since they’d set eyes on me, Sariel, who’d wanted to end me, and Francis, who’d wanted to… well, he never wanted anything, really, I hadn’t interacted with the others much. Seeing how Raziel was suddenly behaving around me, I felt like that would change soon. And I wasn’t sure I was ready for such a massive shift in the status quo.

	I’ll have to deal with this later. With a sigh, I moved away from the VDC table. As I walked toward the dais upon which the professors’ table was perched, I could feel all those curious eyes still on me, following my every move. God, I felt naked! As I stepped up the low stair, I pulled at my skirt to make sure it covered my bum and the back hadn’t accidentally gotten stuck in the hem of my tights. Stupid. Ridiculous. That was why I’d always hated skirts, actually. But someone would have laughed by now if my clothes were wonky. Right? Or not. Since Valentine Morningstar had made his unexpected appearance in Headmaster Colin’s class, people seemed to have forgotten how to laugh. Or even that laughing was a thing.

	“Finally.” Morningstar beamed at me. “We dine together.”

	He pulled up my chair, and I sat down between him and Mrs. Po, our Anthropology professor. I made myself as small as I could. The table was already laden with delicious food and beer that was way stronger than what the students were given, but my appetite was nowhere to be found. Even if I were hungry, I didn’t think I’d be able to help myself with food at the professors’ table. Not without spilling half of it on the tablecloth. My hands were already trembling, and I turned them into fists in my lap.

	“What would you like to eat, daughter?” He didn’t wait for me to answer. He started piling grilled salmon and stuffed mushrooms onto my plate, then he poured me a glass of red wide. Oh. They have wine. “Your mother used to love a good Pinot Noir.” He pushed the glass toward me, and I couldn’t refuse it. My hand was sweating as I curled my fingers around the long, thin crystal leg. He raised his own glass as he looked around the table. “To my beautiful daughter, to our long-overdue reunion, and to her future career as a Violent Grim Reaper! Cheers!”

	“Cheers.” The professors said in one voice that sounded half-reluctant, half-uncomfortable. Okay, maybe not half-half, because there were other feelings to be divined – if you were a good diviner, that was – surprise, shock, disbelief, outrage. Still, no one contradicted Morningstar. No one told him it wasn’t customary for students to ever dine at their table. Not even Headmaster Colin dared to say a single thing that might have gone against his wishes. Oh my God, they’re scared of him.

	So, the rumors were true. Valentine Morningstar was the most powerful and influential Grim Reaper the supernatural world had ever seen to date, and they were all terrified of him. Impossible to overthrow, impossible to retire, impossible to say no to. And I was his daughter. 

	“Come on, Mila. At least a tiny sip,” he pressed me when he saw I hadn’t touched my wine. “I’m dying to know what you think.”

	Are you, now? Are you really dying? I took a sip and actually loved the way the rich, black cherry aroma tickled my taste buds. Well, I’d never tasted anything like this, for sure. Morningstar’s blue eyes were fixed on me as he waited for my verdict.

	“Amazing,” I whispered. “I love it.”

	He clapped loudly, then leaned back in his seat. His whole demeanor and body language screamed power and confidence. 

	“You and your mom… Good taste, good taste!” He shook his head and smiled nostalgically. “In wine, but in men, too.” He threw a glance at the VDC table, and I knew he meant GC and Paz. I blushed to the tips of my ears. “I’m proud of you, Mila. I saw your worth score. It’s through the roof! And I don’t want you to worry about Sariel, Francis, Lorna…” He waved his hand dismissively. “The only reason they’re still at the top is because their parents donate money to the Academy. And Francis’s great-grandfather was one of the founders.” He looked at Headmaster Colin over the rim of his glass. “Favoritism. Never been a fan. But that will change soon. I’ll make sure of it. You deserve better. You deserve to be appreciated for who you are and what you do.” He turned to me. “Don’t you agree?”

	I looked at him with wide eyes. I hated that I was suddenly the proverbial deer caught in the headlights, but I just couldn’t shake the role he’d forced me into. I nodded because I couldn’t trust my voice. Also, I didn’t yet know if I agreed with him. It didn’t bother me that Sariel, Francis, and Lorna were ahead of me. And I was pretty sure it wasn’t because of favoritism. For one, I knew Sariel and Lorna worked their assess off. Francis… Francis was another story. He was always going to be another story.

	“Okay, enough talking!” As if I’d done any talking at all… “Eat! I want to see my beautiful daughter eat, drink the best wine, and have fun.” As if I could have any fun at the professors’ table… Is he crazy? I think he’s crazy. Unlimited power could do that to you…

	I looked at my plate and willed my appetite to come back. For some reason, I felt like it wouldn’t have been a good idea to say I wasn’t hungry and make a scene. He’d made enough of a scene already, earlier, when he’d so rudely interrupted the Psychology class. It was better to play nice, for now, and see if I could find out anything about why he was truly here and what he really wanted from me. 

	As I ate in silence, sipping my wine from time to time, trying to keep my head low and my eyes down, he started talking with the professors about things in the supernatural world I knew nothing about. Work was hard, too many violent deaths in the past few years, what had become of America? Okay, that much I could wrap my head around. A bus accident in India had caused thirty-five deaths, and he couldn’t understand why they hadn’t been assigned to Neutral Reapers or Righteous Reapers. Why did Violent Reapers have to take care of everything?! And the Supernatural Council… Why were they taking so long passing the law against copulation with humans?

	I almost choked on a piece of mushroom. I looked up at him, my eyes filled with so many questions I already knew I wouldn’t have the balls to ask. He was against supernaturals having relationships with humans?! In what world did that make any sense? He was the result of an archangel shagging a human! I was the result of… Okay, maybe I shouldn’t be so disrespectful toward my family. The family I’d never known. 

	“Are you okay, daughter? Here, have more wine.” He filled up my glass. It struck me then that he was constantly calling me “daughter” because he didn’t know what else to call me.

	“It’s a difficult decision to make,” said Headmaster Colin in reply to Morningstar’s outrage. “Even for the Council.”

	“What? To finally organize a proper vote? The last one was a sham.”

	“I don’t believe that’s true,” said Mrs. Charon, our PE teacher. “I remember five years ago the suggestion of passing the law was taken by the Council very seriously, and the voting took place over a period of three days. More than enough for everyone to express their opinion.”

	“What about the propaganda? Have you all forgotten the pamphlets that were being passed around? The articles in The Daily Diviner? Whatever group was behind those was never discovered. They said humans were necessary for us to thrive. That having relationships with them only made us stronger.” He huffed. “A society of hybrids! That’s what these rebels want!”

	Okay, I couldn’t take this any longer. And I knew I’d regret opening my mouth, but I just had to say it. Someone had to.

	“But aren’t you a hybrid yourself? And aren’t I a human?”

	He turned to me slowly and fixed me with a stern gaze for a second. Then, his lips curled into an indulgent smile. 

	“You have nothing to worry about, Mila. When the law passes, I will make sure it doesn’t affect you.”

	I furrowed my brows. Was he really going to ditch my question like that? 

	“I’m not worried about anything. It’s just baffling to me that someone who is a hybrid and has a human daughter would support such a law. I mean… if it weren’t for humans, we wouldn’t exist.”

	“Or maybe, we would. We would’ve been born anyway, but instead of being half-bloods or… no-bloods,” Ouch! That stung. “...we would’ve been pure-blooded supernaturals. Maybe, you would’ve even had powers of your own.”

	Well, I couldn’t deny that sounded nice. As someone who’d wondered all her life what it was like to have powers, I couldn’t argue with his logic. But at the same time, I knew it didn’t make any sense. A Mila with powers would’ve been a different person. Not me. I had come to like me for me, and I’d never thought I’d say this, but having no special skills or powers had made me stronger, had made me fight harder and be better. I was where I was now, almost at the top of the worth scoreboard, not because of my name or my parents’ fortune, but because I was one stubborn bitch who wouldn’t give up even when faced with horrible bullying and the promise of death lurking around every corner. If I’d been a supernatural, I would’ve most certainly been a spoiled brat. Just like Lorna, Pandora, and… let’s face it, Pazuzu and GC Apis. At least, being who I was, I had a fair chance at liking myself. I wasn’t sure these people liked themselves very much.

	“We aren’t, though,” I said. “You’re still a hybrid, and I’m still a human. And that’s okay, right? I mean, look at you. You’re the most powerful Grim Reaper of the twenty-two. I learned about you in History.” I didn’t mention I’d studied him outside of the History class, too. Looking at him, I couldn’t help but wonder why I’d been unable to find any pictures of him. He was legit handsome. When I’d asked Mrs. Morgan about it, she’d just said Valentine Morningstar didn’t like having his picture taken. “And I’m the only human who’s ever received an invitation to apply to the Academy.”

	A dark shadow fell over his face. “And why do you think that happened?”

	I gulped. He does have a point. “Because I’m your daughter…” My voice suddenly turned meek. 

	“No.” Everyone at the table was looking at us. They were so focused on our exchanges, so eager to catch every word and every inflection, that they were barely breathing. “Many supernaturals have children with humans, and those children are human, with not a bone of angel, demon, or vampire in them. Yet, you don’t see them at Grim Reaper Academy. Try again.”

	Oh, the time when he’d call me “daughter” and tell me how much he missed me was long gone! And it had only been a few hours…

	“I don’t know.” But I did know. The prophecy. Grim Reaper Academy, and maybe the Council even, wanted Valentine Morningstar removed. And who could be a better candidate than his own daughter?

	He was silent for a long moment. The tension was so thick that one could cut it with a knife. It hung in the air, heavy and suffocating, like cigarette smoke in a cheap bar on game night. No one at the table said a single word. No one in the entire dining hall whispered, or even breathed. Thirty seconds. One minute. He finally relaxed back in his seat and gave me a bright smile.

	“You know what? Headmaster Colin will excuse you tomorrow.” He looked at Mason Colin, who nodded. “I’m taking you out. Have you visited Salem? Lovely little town.”

	I took a sip of wine, hoping the cold liquid would help bring back my voice.

	“I’m not comfortable missing a whole day of school. It will be hard to catch up.”

	“Nonsense! You’re the smartest student here! Just ask your fellas to lend you their notes.”

	“I have Anthropology with the RDC.” 

	“So, ask someone else.” He stood up straighter and looked over the dining hall until he spotted the RDC table. “Miss Chiaramonte, you will lend your Anthropology notes to my daughter tomorrow.” That wasn’t a question, nor a suggestion. It was an order. “If that’s okay with you, of course.”

	It was Lorna’s turn to play the deer-caught-in-the-headlights part. Honestly, seeing her so scared and confused made me feel better about myself. I really didn’t want her notes, though.

	I leaned in to whisper in Morningstar’s general direction. “I don’t want to…”

	“Shh. Lorna is more than happy to help!”

	“Y-yes,” Lorna finally managed. “I’d be happy to share my notes with your daughter.” Her pale face turned an angry shade of pink, which showed just how humiliated she felt. In other circumstances, I would’ve enjoyed this victory. Except it wasn’t mine. So, naturally, I didn’t want it. Maybe I was more like my father than I wanted to admit.

	“Marvelous!” He turned to me and raised his glass. “Tomorrow, after breakfast. You, me, and the town of Salem. There’s something I want to show you. You’ll love it.”

	Would I? I stole a glance at Headmaster Colin, looking for a sign. Any kind of sign. He simply nodded then averted his gaze and poured himself more beer. Funny. I hadn’t seen him drink beer before.

	 


 

	CHAPTER NINE

	 

	My father owned a black Lamborghini. I never thought I’d say the words father and Lamborghini in the same sentence. Like… ever in my life. Valentine Morningstar wasn’t Stepan Lazarov. There were moments when I couldn’t decide who was worse. Because, for damn sure, neither of them was any good for me.

	All hell broke loose after dinner last night. He’d popped up out of nowhere and turned my world upside down. Not that I was a fan of my social status before the whole school knew I was his daughter, but the sudden one-eighty the other students pulled on me in the span of a few hours freaked me out and might have scarred me for life. Now, Sheba and Sammy, who seemed to be joined at the hip, smiled at me every time I walked past them in the hallways. What. The. Fuck. Some guy from the RDC flirted with me at breakfast. I didn’t even know his name. He knew mine. At the VDC table, everyone wanted to sit as close to me as possible. Next to me was just not an option, since GC and Paz were – to their sudden, mystifying despair – still in the picture. Klaus had managed to demystify some of their behavior after breakfast, right before I was supposed to meet Morningstar at the gates. 

	“You can choose whoever your little heart desires now. You’re Valentine Morningstar’s daughter! You don’t have to settle.”

	I laughed. “That’s ridiculous! We’re talking about GC freaking Apis and Pazuzu freaking Eremus. How am I settling?”

	He shrugged. “You’ve been dating them for a few months. Maybe you’re bored.”

	“I’m not bored.”

	“Maybe you’re just a little bit curious about how… geez… I don’t know!... how an angel is in bed. Or a vampire. Or a merman, for that matter.” He grinned at me.

	“I get it, I get it… Joel is rocking your world.”

	“Not just my world, sister.”

	“Well, I’m happy for you. And you should be happy for me, because GC and Paz are enough. More than I need, actually. I’m not curious about any angels, vampires, or mermen.”

	“Maybe you’re curious about girls. Sheba seems to like you. Blond-haired demoness with catty eyes and cattier attitude… Don’t pass up this opportunity.”

	“Okay, you’re just being annoying right now. Intentionally. What are you getting out of this? Sheba doesn’t like me. She hates my guts! I stole GC from her. And from Sammy. And from all the other girls at the Academy.”

	“Bygones. They forgot all about it, believe me. You’re Mila Morningstar. You can steal whoever the fuck you want.”

	“I’m not.”

	“You’re not… what?”

	“Mila Morningstar. Don’t call me that. I’m not that person.”

	“What do you want me to call you then? You’re not Lazarov, for sure. And what kind of person is she that you hate her so much?”

	“She’s selfish and entitled, and… and she has a name. A name that opens doors.”

	“Hmm… déjà-vu. We’ve had this conversation before.”

	“My mother’s name was Angelov. I’m thinking of taking it.”

	We stopped at the end of the courtyard. That was as far as he’d agreed to walk me.

	“He won’t let you,” he said after a moment’s pause. “He’s too proud.”

	“Well, I’m proud, too. And I have a say in this.”

	“I don’t know about that…”

	“I do,” I snapped at him, then regretted it instantly. I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Klaus, you’re my friend. You should be supporting me.”

	“I support you, sister. I support you by telling you the truth. Isn’t that what we’re about?” He motioned between us. “And the truth is that he’s here now, in your life. Why? Fuck knows. Why now? Again, fuck knows. Did you want him in your life? He doesn’t care. And he won’t care whether you want to take his name or not, either. You are who you are, the whole school knows it… Hell! The entire supernatural world knows it by now. And there’s no going back. Like it or not, you’re Mila Morningstar, and that’s who you’ll be from now on. There’s no getting out of this, so better make the best of it, am I right?”

	I sighed. “Ugh! You’re making so much sense and I hate you!”

	As if to confirm his reasoning, an NDC guy walked past us and threw me a casual “Hey, Mila! What’s up!” along with a wink and a wave. Who the fuck is that?! 

	“Caleb. He might be the merman I was telling you about.” Klaus read my mind. “I bet he’s going for a swim.”

	I rolled my eyes. “I’m going.”

	“Have fun! Don’t forget we’re convening in the library tonight, so you can tell us all about it!”

	“What? No, we’re not!”

	“Too late, I’ve already invited everyone, and Patty is bringing snacks.”

	“Who’s everyone?”

	He started counting on his fingers. “Me, Joel, Patty, GC, and Paz. Francis overheard us and said he wanted to be included.” He scratched the back of his neck. “Which was super weird. Anyway, I told him to fuck off.”

	I laughed. “You told Francis Saint-Germain to fuck off? Who are you?” 

	He grinned from ear to ear. “Why, I’m Mila Morningstar’s best friend. I can afford to be a jerk now.”

	“You’re not my best friend, Patty is. Anyway, I gotta run. Don’t break anything while I’m gone.”

	As I was saying, my father owned a black Lamborghini. I got in and looked around as he pulled out of the parking lot and drove down the slope of the mountain, making my heart jump in my throat and my stomach do juggling tricks with my breakfast. He had his scythe in the back, and I might have stared at it for a second too long.

	“Do you like it?”

	I blinked at him, confused. “Y-yes. I guess so. Isn’t it like all the other scythes? I mean, attuned to your energy, of course, but similar to…”

	“No,” he cut me off unceremoniously. He loved interrupting people. Okay, I made a note in his personality profile I’d drafted in my head. He didn’t think what other people said at any time was worth his patience. “I had one like yours a long time ago. The scythe I chose at the test… I used it all through the Academy years, graduated with it, and reaped with it for some hundreds of years after that. I had to replace it when it broke. I was devastated at first.” He laughed, his eyes on the road. Even if he drove a bit too fast for these mountain roads, he drove carefully. “A Grim Reaper with a broken scythe… It makes you doubt yourself, you know?”

	To say that I was equally shocked and entranced by his story would’ve been an understatement. Open file, click mental pen, note down: Valentine Morningstar knew how to tell a story.

	“I had no idea scythes could break,” I whispered.

	“Me neither. Apparently, in certain circumstances, they can.”

	“What circumstances?”

	He was silent for a moment. He looked straight ahead. We were coming down the hill and entering Salem.

	“When you try to reap a soul whose time hasn’t come yet.”

	“Like… when someone tricks you into it? They want to commit suicide and you can’t stop them?”

	“No. Like when you want to kill someone who isn’t supposed to die.”

	A chill ran up my spine. I smiled at first, thinking it must have been a joke. I was ready to note that down in my invisible file: Valentine Morningstar could tell a good, albeit cruel joke. But he wasn’t laughing. The smile died on my lips.

	“You can’t be serious.”

	“Oh, I am.” He turned to me and fixed me with his gaze. I suddenly felt the urge to make myself small.

	“Eyes on the road,” I whispered. Anything to get him to look away.

	“What? Do you think Grim Reapers are saints? We have our own agendas. We want to kill people from time to time, people who stand in our way.”

	“Who could ever stand in your way when you’re a Grim Reaper? You are Death.”

	“Death,” he chuckled darkly. “There are twenty-two Grim Reapers, and only one Death. Don’t ever use them interchangeably.”

	I guessed we hadn’t yet gotten to that particular part in our curriculum. Since the differences between Grim Reapers and the one Death were so subtle, I figured we were probably going to study them in year three. Morningstar was way ahead of me. He knew things I couldn’t even imagine existed right now, with my limited experience. And I’d also skipped practice last year, so I could barely keep up with my peers in that department, let alone with him.

	We drove down the main street, then took a right to a secondary one and stopped in front of an old building made of red bricks. It was the bank. 

	“You said you wanted to show me something.” I doubted this was it.

	“We’re here. Come on.”

	Oh, it was. I followed him, but instead of going into the building, through the front door, we went around it. He had his scythe with him, and I was shocked to see no one seemed to notice it. I moved to his left, so I could get a better look at it. The curved handle seemed to be older than the blade, which meant that when he’d changed it, he’d kept the handle. The blade, however, was longer and more massive than the blade of my scythe – which I’d left in GC’s room – and the runes were, of course, placed in a different sequence. What was fascinating was that when the sun hit the top of the blade just right, the runes seemed to bleed. I’d never seen anything like it before.

	“It seems to be new.” He’d said he’d used his old scythe for some hundreds of years. When had he exactly broken it?

	“It is,” he stated simply. “Newer than you might think.” With that, the subject was closed. I could sense from his demeanor that he didn’t want to talk about it anymore.

	I shrugged. Whatever. I didn’t have to know all his secrets to figure him out. Not now, of course, but at some point in the future. 

	“So, why does no one seem to notice you’re carrying an honest to God scythe?” I looked at the people passing us by. They rarely spared us a disinterested glance. 

	“I can see you didn’t do your practice last year. Tell me, why is that?”

	I swallowed hard. I wasn’t going to get an answer to my question. Instead, he had me cornered. Do I lie? Do I tell the truth? How much of the truth, though? Straight-up lying wasn’t an option, though. For one, I hadn’t prepared a good enough lie. Stupid! I should have. I should have known this moment would inevitably come. And secondly, he would have seen right through me. I’d never been a great liar. The truth it is… Some of it, at least.

	“I wasn’t ready.”

	“How come? You took your finals and you had a good worth score.”

	“I wasn’t ready to meet you.”

	I thought I saw him grin from the corner of my eye.

	“You knew,” he said in a whisper. “And instead of wanting to meet me, you chose to avoid me.”

	I furrowed my brows. Anger started boiling in my veins, and my heart beat faster. I suddenly felt dizzy, and I felt like I needed to pee. It was my body’s way of trying to stop me when I was about to say something I might regret later. This was usually how I felt whenever someone did a crass injustice to me and I was getting ready to confront them and put them in their place. Because I hated conflict and I’d lived my whole life trying to find creative ways to avoid it, my body fought with all its might when it sensed I was walking right into it. 

	“You’re my father,” I said through gritted teeth. “And unlike me, you’ve always known you had a daughter, you’ve always known I was out there, somewhere, and you never came to find me. I, on the other hand, have only found out about you recently. For eighteen years, I believed my parents were Ilena and Stepan Lazarov. I came to Grim Reaper Academy, and my whole world turned upside down. No, it was more than that. My whole world before the Academy was invalidated. Suddenly, it was all a lie. My parents weren’t my parents. They were just a sad, poor Bulgarian couple who adopted me because they had no other option. It was either that or leaving me at an orphanage. Because of me, they ended up miserable. My real mother turned out to be a prostitute, and my real father… you. So, tell me, how do you fathom I was the one who was supposed to come find you first?”

	He remained silent the rest of the way. At the back of the building, there was a door that had been painted to resemble the red bricks around it. It was well-camouflaged. Morningstar held it for me, and I walked in, not before hesitating when I saw the well-lit stone staircase that led down down down, to some sort of basement. At least, it wasn’t sunk in darkness. As I descended, the space opened up, and when I reached the end of the staircase, I realized we were in a grand waiting hall. 

	“What is this?” A crystal chandelier hung from the tall ceiling, the floors were covered in expensive marble, and across the spacious hall, there was a row of four desks behind which clerks were answering calls, talking to clients, and signing papers. It seemed to be some sort of secret branch.

	“This is our bank. It’s run by supernaturals, and only supernaturals have accounts and deposit vaults here. You might just be the first human to set foot in it.”

	“Oh, lucky, privileged me,” I mumbled sarcastically. It was becoming old news. The first human to do this, the first human to do that. These people needed a new hobby. “This is what you wanted to show me?” It didn’t make any sense. For our first father-daughter day out, – and especially since he’d taken me out of school, – I would’ve thought he’d take me somewhere more… romantic.

	“Yes. Patience, daughter. You’ll see why.”

	“You have to start calling me something else…”

	We walked to the first desk and approached the clerk. When the middle-aged woman raised her eyes from her papers, I was taken aback by how red and dark they were. What sort of creature was she?! Then I saw the wings protruding from her back. They were rather small, with rough, ashen feathers. A harpy.

	“Mr. Morningstar, what a pleasure!” She smiled broadly, revealing two sets of sharp teeth. “And this must be…” She shot me a confused look. 

	“My daughter, Mila Morningstar.”

	“Oh!” She clapped enthusiastically, then quickly opened a drawer and rummaged through it. “I believe I know why you’re here, then.” She was talking to him, but she winked at me. “Such a pleasure to meet you, young lady. I was wondering when I’d finally get to make your acquaintance.”

	I looked up at Morningstar. Was he going to tell me what this was all about? Anytime soon, would’ve been nice.

	“This is Mrs. Celine Barnes.” She extended a hand, and I didn’t have a choice but to shake it. “She’s been taking care of the family vault for years. In fact, since I was at the Academy, I believe.”

	“No, that was my mother,” she corrected him cheerfully. “My mother opened the accounts and the vault for you, and I took over when she retired.” She turned to me. “And I, young lady, was in charge of opening your account and your own personal vault.”

	What now?!

	“How is your mother, by the way?”

	Celine’s expression changed. She finally found what she was looking for and gave it to me. It was a bronze skeleton key.

	“She passed away a few years ago, poor thing. But it was painless and peaceful.”

	“I’m so sorry to hear that,” Morningstar empathized.

	“Yes, thank you. I believe a Neutral Reaper was called that night.”

	“That is good to hear. There’s no better way to go than with a Neutral Reaper.”

	Celine nodded, then in an instant, went back to her cheerful self.

	“Well, young lady, this is yours. Your father has charged me with its safe keeping until it was time for you to claim it. You can keep it, if you want, or you can give it back to me, and I will make sure it’s absolutely safe. You’ll find it here whenever you need it.”

	I looked at the key in my hand. “What does it open?”

	“Oh, aren’t you sweet? Follow me.” She placed a “Temporarily Closed” sign on her desk and proceeded to head toward a door at the back.

	More stairs, less light, increased feelings of creepiness and “maybe I shouldn’t be here, after all.” I felt out of place. Soon, the perfectly chiseled brick, wood, and marble gave way to rough rock and dirt. We descended into a place that looked like a mine, with long, winding tunnels, and deep abysses opening underneath rock bridges. We walked for what felt like forever. Finally, we entered a huge cavern that looked entirely man-made. There were holes dug inside the walls, and the holes were covered by heavy steel doors. These must have been the vaults. The doors had runes and numbers on them.

	“Here it is. This is yours, Miss Mila Morningstar.”

	I cringed at the name. Oh, it was going to be a pain to make everyone call me Angelov if I decided to take my mother’s maiden name. Something to worry about later. Way later. After I figured out what to do about Valentine Morningstar, perhaps.

	“Open it,” he urged me.

	I took a deep breath, stepped up to the steel door, and placed the key in the lock. One, two, three clicks. I pushed the door open and stood like that for a second, in the threshold, almost not wanting to step inside. I didn’t know what to expect. When my eyes fell on the high shelves, filled with neatly stacked gold and silver bars, and precious stones in closed, transparent boxes, I almost fainted. I held onto the door for support, swallowed hard, and blinked a couple of times, just to make sure I wasn’t dreaming. I would’ve pinched myself, but I didn’t want to look stupid in front of Morningstar and Celine.

	“Well, what are you waiting for? Go in.”

	I ignored him. Who said I had to do exactly what he told me? “This is all mine?”

	“Yes.”

	“But why?” My thoughts ran a hundred miles an hour. This didn’t make any sense. If he hadn’t been forced by my going to Grim Reaper Academy, he would’ve never showed up. He would’ve never come to find me. If it hadn’t been for the prophecy, Valentine Morningstar would have lived a ridiculously long, happy life, without having to see me or talk to me once. These were the facts. I had no proof, and he dodged my questions every time I tried to get any, but I was one hundred percent sure. And he was trying to tell me that, all these years, he was working hard on hoarding all this gold and silver, and all these diamonds, and rubies, and sapphires for me? I turned to look Celine Barnes in the eye. “When was this vault open in my name, Mrs. Barnes?”

	My question took her by surprise. She hadn’t expected me to be so direct. She probably thought the treasure would take my mind off all the tiny details that didn’t seem to fit together.

	“Err… here,” she walked inside the vault and reached for something that was in a small, fancy black box. “This is your card. It’s attached to a bank account that already has quite a generous balance on it. When you empty it,” she chuckled awkwardly, “... although I don’t think it will happen very soon… Anyway, when it does happen, all you have to do is give me a call, and the bank will sell whatever you choose from here in your name and place the money in your account.” She motioned toward the stacked-up shelves.

	I nodded. Should I ask her again? Hm. It was no use. She would just try to distract me like she was doing now. No matter. I wasn’t stupid. Pure gold and sparkly jewels weren’t enough to make me lose my mind. If anything, what was in this vault made me even more aware that my biological father was dangerous. Whatever his agenda was, he was doing everything in his power to manipulate me. Too bad. He didn’t know me at all. He was failing epically. But he doesn’t have to know it. Not yet. If I played my cards right, his desperate attempts to convince me he wanted me on his side could, perhaps, give me an advantage.

	I took the card from her and slipped it into my pocket. I turned to Morningstar.

	“Can we go now?”

	He cocked an eyebrow. “You don’t like it? But you haven’t even looked at what’s inside!”

	“I don’t have to. I can see it’s a lot. Too much,” I chuckled forcefully. The truth was… all this stuff was making me uncomfortable. I’d been poor all my life. I was still wearing my old clothes from the ninth grade, I didn’t have money to spend on pretty jewelry, and I could barely afford to dye my hair blue every two months. And now, he was giving me all this! What the fuck? No.

	He shrugged. “I understand.” He didn’t. But he was losing his patience, I guess. “It’s here if you need it. It will always be here. It’s all yours.”

	I stepped out of the vault and waited for Celine to walk out, too. I locked the door three times and gave her the key. 

	“Hold onto it for me, please?”

	“Oh, of course… Miss Morningstar.” My behavior confused her to no end. 

	I let out a sigh, placed my hands in the back pockets of my tattered jeans, and looked around. “So, all the students at the Academy have vaults here?”

	“Yes,” Celine hurried to answer me. “This is one of the many rooms dedicated to the Heirs. And Heiresses. The family vaults are much bigger and deeper underground.”

	“Fascinating.”

	Morningstar tapped his scythe impatiently. “Mila, I have one more thing to give you.” He pulled out a tiny bell out of the inside pocket of his long, black cloak, and dropped it into my open palm. 

	“What is this?”

	He beamed at me, suddenly excited by the discovery I was, inevitably, going to make. “It’s a bell.”

	“I can see it’s a bell.”

	“So, what do you do with a bell?”

	I rolled my eyes. Fine, I’ll play your stupid game. I shook the bell hard, and its chirpy ring filled the stone room. I jumped three feet back when a tiny being with translucent wings popped up out of nowhere. Out of thin air! There was nothing there one second, and the next, this short, curious creature materialized, its elegant wings flapping relentlessly to keep her 13-inches-body in the air.

	“What the… What is… Who are you?” I finally managed to address the creature in a decently polite manner.

	“I am Corri. At your service, Mistress.”

	I blinked once, twice. Then pinched myself. I’d resisted the urge a few minutes ago, but I just couldn’t take it anymore. I had to make absolutely sure I wasn’t dreaming. I heard Morningstar laugh, and he was soon joined by Celine. Marvelous!

	“Father, explain!” It was the first time I was calling him that, but it was fine. It was more out of anger than out of… anything else, really. His smile turned into a knowing grin, which told me it hadn’t gone unnoticed.

	“This is a pixie.  A small supernatural being whose sole purpose is to serve. Very few people have one because they are so incredibly expensive. Haven’t you seen any pixies at the Academy?”

	“No.”

	“Well, it appears the rumors are right. Since Headmaster Colin has been instated, the bar has dropped. What will become of us if this generation of students can’t even afford their own pixies?”

	I ran my hand through my hair, pulling at a particularly stubborn knot. The slight pain helped clear my mind. The pixie… Corri was still flapping her long, graceful wings maddeningly fast. I extended my right arm. 

	“Please, sit. You’re driving me crazy.” I must have sounded harsher than I wanted, because her smile turned into a frown, and her eyes filled with sadness. “I’m sorry, I…” She sat down on my arm, nonetheless. “I’m not used to seeing someone… err… fly?” That made no sense. Words! Where were my words?

	“She will do anything you ask,” Morningstar continued. “It’s her sole purpose.”

	“So, you said pixies are expensive… Does this mean you bought her?”

	“Of course I bought her! For you. You must have a pixie, Mila. I honestly thought most of your peers already had one, and it was killing me to know you spent the entirety of year one without a pixie of your own.”

	I cocked an eyebrow and popped my hip. I knew my demeanor screamed sarcasm, but I didn’t care by that point. He was pushing all my buttons. 

	“If you were so concerned I didn’t have a pixie, then why did you wait for over a year to come see me?”

	There it was again. The discomfort caused by my direct question made him avert his gaze and study the steel door with interest, as if he was suddenly wondering whether it was solid enough to keep possible intruders out.

	“Nevermind,” I sighed.

	“We will have this conversation one day, I promise,” he said in a low, thoughtful voice. “And then, you will understand.”

	“Can’t wait.”

	The blade of his scythe couldn’t have found a better moment to start glowing eerily. The faded red light coming off it danced on the walls and bathed the steel doors of the vaults in bloody shades of scarlet.

	He sighed. “Duty calls. I must leave you now, but I will do my best to see you at dinner.” He looked at the pixie. “Corri, do me a favor and take her shopping. Help her choose clothes, accessories, bags… anything she wants.” He winked at me. “Promise me you won’t go easy on that new card of yours. Make me proud, Mila Morningstar.”

	With that, he swung the scythe in front of him and was gone in a cloud of black smoke. The smoke dissipated, and the spot where he’d been a moment before was empty.

	“How did he…”

	Celine looked at me, confused. “He teleported. He is needed for a reaping, of course. I’m frankly surprised he found the time to stop by. Mr. Morningstar is the busiest Violent Reaper I know. Now come on, darling. Let’s get out of this hell hole.” She headed out of the room and toward the stone bridge, constantly chatting over her shoulder. “I mean, it’s not a hell hole. Don’t tell anyone I said that. I love my job, you see,” she giggled mischievously. “But it’s quite damp and stuffy down here, don’t you think? It makes my hair frizzy.”

	 


 

	CHAPTER TEN

	 

	Corri. My arm was starting to ache, which meant I had to find her a better place to sit or get used to the incessant flapping of her wings. We were in front of the bank now, and Morningstar’s car was still there. I figured he was probably going to come get it later. Or send his pixie to do it. For sure, he had to have a pixie. Right? Since he was such a huge promoter of tiny, winged slaves…

	“What am I supposed to do with you?” I asked. I started walking toward the boulevard. Shopping or no shopping, there was no point in lingering about.

	“What do you mean, Mistress? I am here to help you with anything you might need. Anything.”

	“Yeah. Don’t call me Mistress. How about we start with that? My name is Mila. Call me Mila.”

	“I couldn’t possibly…”

	“You can, and you will.”

	“But I can’t!” She was beginning to panic. Her big, almond eyes grew wide with fear, her chin started trembling, and her tiny hands went to sink into her short brown hair and pull at the roots mercilessly.

	“Okay, okay! Oh my God, okay. But why?”

	She let out a long sigh of relief. “Because they’ll penalize me if they find out.”

	“Who will?”

	“The Supernatural Council, of course. I mean, not the Council itself, but the department that oversees my kind.”

	“Hm.” I didn’t know what to say. There was a department that oversaw pixie slavery. I’d have to meditate on that later and see how I felt about it. “Wait. Do you, like, get paid for this job?”

	She looked up at me like I was the silliest person in the world. After a moment’s thought, she giggled. “You’re funny, Mistress.”

	Well, that answers my question. 

	“For what it’s worth, Corri, I promise I will treat you well. In fact, I will never ask anything of you. I’ve managed on my own so far, so here’s my proposition: let’s be friends.” For some reason, I felt like I couldn’t convince Morningstar to return her. And if I did, what would become of her? A pixie who’d been returned by her Mistress. It couldn’t have ended well. The last thing I wanted was to get this cute, tiny creature in trouble.

	The effect of my words was the opposite of what I expected. She turned all panicky and agitated again.

	“No, no, no! But you have to ask for things. I am here to help you! I have magic, you see?” She snapped her fingers, and a cab stopped right in front of me as I was about to cross the street. Its wheels screeched, and I yelped. “Time for shopping!”

	“I want to go back to the Academy,” I protested. The driver opened the door and patiently waited for me to get in. What was I supposed to do now? I got in.

	“Where should it be, Miss?” He flashed me a smile, and his two elongated canines made me think: Vampire! 

	“Uh… err… Grim Reaper Academy?”

	Corri jumped off my arm, flapped her wings twice, and landed in the cup holder. “To the mall!” she declared.

	“What? No. I want to go back. I have classes.”

	“But your father said…”

	“I don’t care what he said.”

	“But you need new clothes, Mistress.” She crossed her tiny arms over her flat chest and gave me a once-over. “I can help you find your style.”

	“I don’t need a style!”

	She pointed her finger at me. “I beg to differ.” She turned to the vampire driver, and he nodded. We were off to the mall. Apparently, I had no say in it. If Morningstar had decided I needed new clothes, then I needed new clothes. And Corri was going to follow his orders over mine. After all, I was her Mistress, but he’d acquired her for me. Wasn’t this just fun?

	We got off at the mall, and I paid the driver with my brand-new card. It felt strange… Spending someone else’s money. Money I hadn’t earned, money my mother hadn’t given me. My father had. But not the father I’d always known. At least, with Stepan Lazarov I knew where I stood. Valentine Morningstar was an enigma.

	We went through the sliding doors, and that was when I realized this was not the mall Klaus and I had gone to when he’d bought me the dress for Yule Ball. In fact, I’d had no idea this mall existed, and after one year at the Academy and a bunch of trips down to Salem, I had come to know the town quite well. As we entered the wide gallery and I got a better look at the stores and people, I realized this was a mall for supernaturals. Sexy succubi sold lingerie, a vampire girl was doing a makeup demonstration at Sephora, a demon and a mage girl were behind the counter at Guess, and harpies flew around selling drinks and pretzels. 

	What. In the actual. Fuck. Oh my God! This is insane! I couldn’t help the smile that kept growing and growing on my face. It all made sense. Of course it did! The world of the supernaturals was just a smaller entity within the bigger entity that was the world of humans. They had their own places, their own banks, their own malls, their own… everything!

	“I’m thinking… eclectic,” Corri yappity-yapped as we moved from one store to another and checked the brands. Her little voice was starting to get on my nerves, to be honest, but it wasn’t like she could do anything about it. It was fitted to her unique stature. “With your body shape, you can pull anything off. We can go for a frilly, feminine skirt, some leather boots, and T-shirt that looks casual but not quite, and maybe a leather jacket? One of the fancy ones, no studs and zippers. What do you think?”

	I shrugged. “It’s not like I’m paying.”

	She rolled her eyes at me. “Okay, then maybe a pair of classy dress pants, a sexy corset, and a blazer.”

	“Whatever you think is best. Let’s get this over it, so I can catch up with work. Missing a whole day of school is no joke.”

	She completely ignored me. “Blue eyes, blue hair… maybe sapphires are too much. We must find something to compliment this whole…” she flew in front of my face and waved her hands around, “... this whole thing you have going on. So much blue. And you’re sure you don’t want to go back to your natural color? I advise it.”

	“I don’t care what you advise.” I shooed her away, and she flappity-flapped her wings. “It stays blue.”

	“But you could be such a gorgeous blonde!” She sighed. “Alas. How about rubies? Yes, I think we can do rubies. A bit of contrast with your pale skin and blue… everything.” She scrunched up her nose. 

	Great! No one liked my blue hair. Not even my own personal pixie slave!

	“Come on, Mistress, let’s try on some outfits!” She grabbed me by a lock of hair and pulled me toward the nearest clothes store. “Find a dressing room, I’ll bring you the stuff.”

	“How will you bring me anything? You’re so tiny!”

	She stuck her pointy nose in the air and huffed, offended. “Magic.”

	Four hours of trying on clothes, shoes, perfumes, and jewelry, and I was exhausted. All I wanted was to eat something, anything, even a pretzel from one of those harpies, and then crash in my bed. I didn’t even want GC or Paz. But Corri wasn’t going to have it. She magically made our bags float behind us as we looked for a lingerie store. She found one, scrunched up her silly nose, and declared it had to be Victoria’s Secret or nothing.

	“Go big or go home.”

	“Home. Please, let’s go home.”

	“No, Mistress. We’re going big.” She flew around my chest, rubbing her chin in deep thought. “What cup are you?”

	“Frankly, I have no idea.”

	She pulled at my blouse and stuck her head in my cleavage.

	“What the hell?!”

	“Just as I thought. You’re wearing the wrong size!” She was so angry with me, as if wearing the wrong bra was a direct offense to her very existence. “You’re lucky you have me, you know?”

	“The luckiest girl alive,” I mumbled, displeased.

	Victoria’s Secret it was! And then Sephora, and then the salon for a fresh dye and an improvement to my boring shade of blue, as she put it. By the time I was back at the Academy, it was dinner time, I was dead tired, and I didn’t want to deal with anything and anyone. I just wanted to be left alone. Since I had a pixie now, I figured I could just go up to my room, take a quick shower, and ask Corri to bring me some food. I didn’t want to treat her like a servant, but she kept insisting she was there to help me and grant me all my wishes – within reason, of course – and I thought asking her politely to bring me dinner didn’t make me the bad guy who took advantage of an unfair system that had decided pixies were creatures to be sold into slavery.

	“We’ve made great progress today,” she chirped. She was sitting on my right shoulder now. It was the new place I’d assigned to her. “I’m proud of ourselves, Mistress. Starting this very instant…” She reconsidered. “Okay, you want to lock yourself up in your room tonight. Fine. Starting tomorrow, you will be the hottest, sexiest, most fashionably-dressed student at the Academy.”

	“I wear a uniform,” I reminded her.

	“In class. Yes, whatever. Those things look awful! But after class, the possibilities are endless.” She eyed the paper bags floating behind us. “Literally. Endless.” She’d made me buy so many things, and all expensive as fuck too, that I couldn’t believe my credit card hadn’t been rejected yet.

	Most of the students were at dinner already, so we’d managed to sneak in. I walked past an MDC girl downstairs, and then two VDC guys in the north tower. They all looked at me with wide, curious eyes. Well, not at me, actually, but at Corri. She waved at them cheerfully. 

	“Poor things,” she cooed. “They don’t have pixies of their own. How do they even manage?”

	“Just like I managed for nineteen years.”

	She looked at me with big, compassionate, doe eyes. Sometimes, her eyes looked way too big for her tiny doll face. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that. But I’m here now, and I will make it all better.”

	I shook my head and didn’t say a thing. Arguing with her was pointless. I unlocked my door and switched on the light as I entered my room. What the hell?! Where are my things? It was empty. I slammed the door shut – which left the floating bags outside – and barged into the bathroom, which was empty of my toiletries and my laundry basket, too, checked the mini fridge – empty! – the wardrobe – super empty! – and the bed. It was all gone.

	“What the fuck? I don’t need this right now!”

	Corri rubbed her pointy chin. “I believe you got the wrong room, Mistress.”

	“It’s not the wrong room. It’s my room! I’ve been living here since year one!”

	“Do you want me to find your room?”

	I rubbed my aching temples. “Do what you will, I don’t care. I just want to wash, eat, and sleep. Is that too much to ask for? I’ll just go to Paz’s or GC’s.”

	“No need! I found it.” She flew off my shoulder. “Follow me.”

	I bumped into the floating bags as I rushed out of the dorm, cursed under my breath, and followed Corri toward the corridor of the elite. We went past Pazuzu’s room, then GC’s. She didn’t stop. She guided me to the spiral staircase, then up another flight of stairs. I’d never been there before, and I knew other students had no business there either, since there were no dorms in the attic. At least, I’d always thought it was an attic. 

	“Here it is.” She pointed at a tall oak door that was beautifully embellished with golden leaf models, then snapped her fingers and made a key appear out of thin air. I hurried to catch it. “Your new room. I hear the maids brought all your stuff here while you were out.”

	“This can’t be,” I whispered. I looked around and couldn’t believe my eyes. Why had I never thought of going up the last flight of stairs to explore what I’d believed was the attic of the north tower? Oh, because I was always too busy running from my bullies and hiding in my room. That made sense.

	The corridor here was well-lit, the floor was covered in a soft, red and gold carpet, and there were paintings on the walls, depicting all kinds of mythical beasts. A silvery unicorn here, a mighty sphinx there, three mermaids dancing in the depths of the ocean… There was only one door I could see so far, and it was mine. Allegedly. I looked at the key in my hand and shrugged. Might as well give it a try.

	The door opened to reveal what looked… not like a room, not like an apartment, but like a bloody palace! Okay, like one floor of a palace. I stepped inside, and Corri followed me with the floating bags in tow. With a flick of her wrist, she finally set them down on the floor. 

	“Oh my God! Corri, this can’t be my room.”

	“I believe it is. You know, I might be here with you, but my ears are super sensitive. I can hear conversations happening at the opposite end of the building. Believe me, this is your new room. Two maids are just talking about it. Headmaster Colin asked them to prepare it for you this morning.”

	“And the key?”

	“I grabbed it from one of the maids.” She wiggled her short fingers at me, beaming. “Magic.”

	“You’re one hell of a pickpocket.”

	“You said it, not me.”

	I walked around the room, touching the armchairs, the long, velvety sofa, nudging the big floor pillows with my toe. The living room was huge. There was an open space kitchen that was way bigger than what GC and Paz had, two bathrooms, one bedroom with a humongous four-poster, and an office that also served as a personal library. The shelves were already stocked with various books. Seriously?! Who thought I needed that much space? Headmaster Colin? No. Valentine Morningstar. I knew he was behind this. 

	I walked to the coffee table, where a red envelope was waiting for me. Inside, a simple paper with one line written on it.

	 

	You deserve better than my old room.

	Dad

	 

	Dad. He’d signed himself Dad. Wasn’t it just lovely?

	“You wanted to take a shower?” Corri flappity-flapped her hyperactive wings into the master bathroom. “How about a hot bath?”

	I moaned at the thought of hot water enveloping me whole, the scented bubbles soothing my sore muscles. I followed her into the bathroom but couldn’t get father than the doorframe. I stood there, shocked and awed at the same time. Marble from floor to ceiling. The tub was round and large, positioned right in the middle of the room. It was so tall that it was accessible via three stone steps. The taps seemed to be made of pure gold, which was so over the top that I didn’t even know what to think, let alone how to react. There were two sinks on one of the walls, with huge mirrors around them. In fact, that wall was covered in mirrors almost entirely. There was a fancy toilet, too, along with a bidet, but frankly, if I was going to live here, I was pretty sure I wanted to use the other bathroom for my other needs. This one was just not made for peeing and pooping. Hell no!

	“So, should I run you a bath? Or… do you want dinner first?” Corri was flying around, all nervous and fidgety. If too much time passed without me asking her to do something, she started panicking. 

	“I can run my own bath,” I whispered, still in a daze. All my bath products, bath salts, and essential oils were there. “Go see what’s for dinner.”

	“Oh, but I can’t possibly let you…” She flapped her wings faster and harder, flying around the tub like a nervy, buzzy nuisance. If she was going to stick around, then oh my God, she needed to chill! “Here, I’ll help.” She launched her tiny body at the two gold taps and opened them both. The hot and cold water hit the bottom of the tub with a splashing sound. She looked at the water with sheer dread in her eyes. “This will take forever! It won’t do! I can…”

	I let out an exasperated sigh. “Corri, it’s fine! I don’t care. Please go and see what’s for dinner. I’ll just call my mom while the tub fills.”

	She nodded quickly and rushed out of the bathroom. I sat down on the edge of the tub and pulled out my phone. Since I’d visited my parents before the beginning of the school year, I’d stayed in touch with my mom via texts and short calls. After the day I’d had, I needed to talk to someone normal, someone who could tether me back down to reality. She answered on the second ring. Five minutes into the conversation, and I found myself telling her about classes, my friends, and how everything was starting to look up for me. The urge to tell her the truth was killing me. She couldn’t offer me the comfort I needed if she didn’t know about Morningstar, about my fat bank account and even fatter vault, about Corri and how my life had changed in a matter of hours. If not minutes. But I couldn’t tell her. 

	“So, what’s wrong, baby? You say everything is great, but you don’t sound happy.”

	I sighed. “I don’t know. I should be happy. I don’t feel like myself… My life has changed so much and so fast, and even though it kind of sucked before the Academy, I sometimes miss those times. Everything was so much simpler then. I knew what to do, I knew who I was and where I stood.”

	“You have a good future ahead of you. A year ago, you didn’t know any of this existed. It’s only natural to feel overwhelmed. But you adapted well! Even as the only human there, you made it. You’re one of them now.”

	“One of them…” That was the last thing I wanted to be. 

	“Hang in there a little longer, baby. You will get used to it and it will all feel so normal. You belong to that…” she hesitated. “World. You know what they say…”

	“Fake it till you make it,” we said at the same time. I chuckled. “Thanks, Mom. That helps.”

	 


 

	CHAPTER ELEVEN

	 

	Despite his promise, Morningstar didn’t show up for dinner that evening. Which was fine by me, since I’d eaten mine in the bathtub. But he didn’t show up the next day either, or the day after that. He didn’t show up for the whole of two weeks! Not that I missed him. Also, I was too busy dealing with the new status quo. 

	What was the new status quo? Excellent question! In few words, I was now the most popular girl at the Academy, the wealthiest, best dressed, most admired and envied chick everyone wanted to hang out with. I was the only one who had a pixie. My outfits after classes slayed. When I walked down the halls, girls and boys alike stepped aside and looked at me like I was the eighth wonder of the world. They all said “hi” as I went past them, and they all knew my name. And used it. No more dumpster girl, no more kuchka, and no more whore, slut, man-eater. Sheba, Sammy, and Kitty were now following me everywhere, trying to get into my good graces. At first Pandora, had a fight with Kitty, who was her best friend, but when she saw the redheaded succubus didn’t care because I was suddenly more popular than the daughter of Satan and Paz’s ex fiancé, even she changed her attitude toward me. When she first greeted me in the dining room. – with a smile! – I almost tripped over my own feet. Pandora was being nice to me?! After I’d stolen her boyfriend?! What had become of this world?

	Lorna had kept her word and given me her notes. After that, she just stayed out of my way, mostly. Even though she wasn’t mean to me anymore, or trying to hurt me or kill me, the fact that she was the only one who seemed to keep her awful opinion of me intact despite all the changes made feel oddly safe. Made me feel like the Academy hadn’t gone completely bonkers.

	My name jumped up on the worth scoreboard. Mila Morningstar was right under Sariel Gracewing and Francis Saint-Germain. I had no idea why, though. I hadn’t done anything special lately. Except carrying a pixie with me everywhere. Soon, I understood what was happening. The professors had stopped taking points from me. Instead, they were giving me 20 or 30 points randomly, usually just because I was there, just because I existed. I knew it wasn’t fair, but that did free up a lot of my time. I wasn’t struggling to keep up anymore. I didn’t have to. Everyone had stopped giving me homework and assignments. I didn’t know how much this miracle would last, so I decided to take advantage of it. There were a bunch of optional classes I’d always wanted to sign up for but couldn’t because I’d simply never had time for extracurriculars. 

	I took up Literature. 

	Literature was taught by Professor Lovecraft, and it was every Friday, from 10 AM to 11 AM. I knew the class would be mostly empty, since the other students were in the same situation as I had been before my name suddenly changed to Morningstar. There were four other students – three girls from the Merciful Death Cabal, and one guy from the Righteous Death Cabal. When I entered the classroom and sat at the front, they immediately started whispering among themselves. I ignored them. Corri was sitting on my desk, which was the new usual.

	“We have a new student in our class,” Professor Lovecraft started. “Mila, thank you for joining us.” 

	I nodded. He was a tall, lanky guy, with a long, oval face, deep set eyes, and short brown hair. He wore a rather old suit, a pair of shoes that he hadn’t polished in a while, and a gold pocket watch. The watch must have been the most expensive object he owned. I had no idea what he was. A vampire? He had no fangs. His suit jacket didn’t have the long slits on the back that indicated he had wings, so he certainly wasn’t an angel, a harpy, or some sphinx. Sphinxes looked much more noble than him, anyway. If I didn’t know better, I would have been tempted to say he was human.

	“Today, we shall dive into an all-time favorite of mine. The Picture of Dorian Gray by Oscar Wilde. Has anyone here read it?”

	I put up my hand. “I have, a few years ago. It’s about a young, handsome man who is dashing on the outside, but rotten on the inside.”

	“Very good, Mila. I want you all to read it or re-read it this weekend, and we will go deeper into Dorian’s world next Friday. For now, let’s talk a bit about Oscar Wilde and the socio-economic background of his works.”

	Professor Lovecraft went on like that for half an hour, then the discussion digressed, and we ended up talking about the gothic novel. I liked that about his class. It didn’t have the rigidity of all the others, and the teacher didn’t mind letting the students have a relaxed, natural conversation that he guided gently from time to time.

	“Professor, you’ve written some gothic novels.” A dark-haired mermaid from the MDC said.

	Mr. Lovecraft blushed a little. “Yes, I have. But I wouldn’t call them novels. More like… novellas. Or short novels.”

	“Tell us about them?”

	“This is interesting,” I whispered to Corri. The pixie jumped slightly, taken by surprise. She was bored out of her mind! Not a fan of literature, apparently.

	“Let’s see… it’s hard to explain.” After a short pause, he gathered his thoughts and started speaking in a changed voice. He’d been carefree and cheerful a moment before, but as he talked about his books and went deeper into the themes and story lines, a shadow fell over his face, and a note of gravity sneaked into his voice. “I’ve always had this interest… this obsession, even, with beings that are beyond good and evil. You may call them gods, I guess, and I do… That’s what I call them, with the caveat that they have nothing to do with God or Satan, and they are not false gods, either. The Great Old Ones. I didn’t invent them, by the way. They’re not a figment of my imagination. I discovered them when I was studying the ancient myths of the natives, then I went deeper, researched old religions all over the globe, and discovered some tribes in Africa had similar stories. They spoke of cosmic beings that had come to Earth a long time ago, ravaged what was to be ravaged, then hid deep underground to sleep until their time might come again. Sleeping and dreaming, waiting for a new age when they would ravage the Earth once more.”

	Chills ran up my spine. I stood up straighter, my eyes and ears completely focused on Professor Lovecraft. Great Old Ones. Sleeping and dreaming.

	“They have powers, these tribes say. The people who worship them are granted great physical strength, endless wisdom, and even immortality. So, I took these myths and stories, added a sprinkle of imagination and mystery, and I turned them into short novels. Mostly for myself, though. I mean, I did manage to get published by a small press, but I don’t sell many copies. And that’s okay.” His voice lowered even more. “It just makes me feel better to put it all on paper. The Great Old ones, the terror they bring, the isolated groups that still believe in them and bring sacrifices to them…” He waved his hand dismissively. “Not all of it is true. You know what? I was inspired by obscure myths that aren’t probably true. It’s just a hobby of mine.”

	My hand went up faster than lightning. “Where can we find your books? Do they have them at the library?”

	“N-no.” He was shocked that I asked. “I can lend them to you, if you’re really interested in checking them out.”

	“Yes, please!”

	“Well, I don’t have them now. Maybe next Friday? If you’re still here…”

	I smiled. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

	He looked around the classroom. “Students tend to come and go. Not many stick with this class.”

	“I’m not going anywhere. I love reading! The only reason I didn’t take your class earlier is because I was so busy with the others.”

	“That seems to be the case these days,” he mumbled as he returned to his papers, trying to figure out where we’d left the Dorian Gray discussion. “Back in my day, the classes at Grim Reaper Academy were easier. Less rigorous. And the teachers understood the need for creative extracurriculars.”

	Same old, same old. The old generation pitying the new. Sometimes, the supernatural world was no different than my world.

	Next Friday, the Literature class was full. Mr. Lovecraft had to find more chairs. Paz and GC had decided to take Literature with me, so we’d spend more time together. That was fine. But Sariel was here too, sitting right behind me, his silver eyes boring a hole in the back of my neck, and Francis, of all people, was sitting next to Pazuzu. Sammy, Sheba, Kitty, Pandora, Klaus, a bunch of MDC and NDC students, and half of the VDC. 

	“What the hell is going on?” I asked GC.

	“Oh, you haven’t heard? Where you go, everyone follows now.”

	“What the fuck?! Why?”

	“Because you’re Mila fucking Morningstar, and they want to be your friends. Or your acquaintances, at the very least. And if that doesn’t work for you either, then they want to be in the same classes as you.”

	Corri flapped her translucent wings and sat on my right shoulder to whisper in my ear. “You’re popular now, Mistress.” She giggled, her voice like a crystal wind chime, which only drew even more attention to us. To me. 

	I sighed and buried my head in my notebook. I’d re-read The Picture of Dorian Gray and taken some good notes I wanted to share with Professor Lovecraft and the three MDC girls plus one RDC guy who’d attended the class the week before, but now I just wanted to make myself small, so they would all leave me alone. And here goes the only class where I thought I could be myself… I closed my notebook and rested my hands on top of it. I wasn’t going to read my notes or participate in the discussion. I just wanted to get out of there.

	The minutes went by slowly. Most of the students hadn’t read The Picture of Dorian Gray once in their almost immortal lives, which only made Professor Lovecraft’s job harder. When the bell finally rang, I gathered my things and headed for the door, hoping to put some distance between me and the crowd of people following me before they swept me away and attempted to make small talk.

	“Hey, wait up!” Pazuzu ran after me and sneaked his hand into mine, matching my quick pace. “Are you okay? You were so silent.”

	“Yeah.” GC took my other hand. “You didn’t shut up about Dorian Gray all week, and now you didn’t say a word.”

	I sighed. “I don’t like this.”

	“What? That you’re popular?” GC laughed. “Welcome to my world, goddess! See? I told you it’s not easy. Girls drooling all over you… I mean, boys in your case.”

	“And girls, too,” Pazuzu chuckled. “Did you see how Sheba and Kitty were looking at her?”

	GC laughed louder. “Oh, man! Like they wanted to eat her or something. In a good way.”

	“You know,” Paz turned to me. “If you’re curious, we wouldn’t mind.”

	“Curious about what?”

	“Shagging a chick or two.”

	I pulled my hand free. That was it. Pazuzu had just lost his boyfriend privileges for the rest of the day.

	“Come on, don’t be like this,” he whined. “I was just kidding.”

	“No, you weren’t.”

	GC saw this as an opportunity to hog me. “He wasn’t. He was totally not kidding.”

	But I wasn’t stupid. I pulled my hand free from him, too. 

	“What did I do?”

	“You’re both acting like children! This is serious. I don’t want this! I want everything to go back to normal.”

	I was so busy arguing with my boyfriends that I didn’t see Sariel catch up with us.

	“So, you want everyone to call you slut and dumpster girl, make fun of you, and make you eat cockroaches?”

	I stopped and faced him, shoving my finger into his broad chest.

	“You did that. Oh, so you’re talking to me now? You’re following me, too?” I narrowed my eyes at him, but he didn’t back down. He looked at me sternly, his lips slightly pursed. What did he want, anyway? It wasn’t like we had anything to say to each other. “What’s your deal, Sariel? Why were you in Literature today?”

	“Because The Picture of Dorian Gray is one of my favorite books.”

	“Ugh!” I huffed, stomped my foot, then turned on my heels and walked away.

	“Do you want me to hurt him, Mistress?” Corri asked. 

	“What? No!” After a moment’s thought, I couldn’t help myself. “How?”

	She shrugged. “I don’t know. However you want. I could make him trip and break something. A wing, maybe.”

	I laughed at the image of mighty Sariel tripping over his own feet. “Archangels can break their wings?”

	“Of course. Wings are like any other limb. Except they have feathers.”

	“It’s fine, Corri. He’s not worth our time.”

	Before I could break free from the throng of students that poured out of the Literature class and seemed to walk faster than me, Pandora and Kitty caught up, called after me, and when I ignored them, blocked my way. Had Pandora been in Literature? I couldn’t remember. 

	“Pandora wants to ask you something,” Kitty beamed at me.

	I crossed my arms over my chest. Two weeks ago, if these two had stopped me in the hallway, I would have peed my panties. GC and Pazuzu were at my side, but I noticed I didn’t feel like I needed them to protect me anymore. Strange things were happening, and they were happening to me. To my own thoughts, feelings, and behavior.

	“Is that so?”

	Pandora bit her lower lip, looking at me with her big, green eyes. She and Kitty looked so similar that they could have been sisters. Except one of them was a demoness and the daughter of Satan and Lilith, and the other one was a succubus.  

	She handed me a flyer. “I wanted to invite you to my Halloween party. It would be so great to have you there.”

	“Are you serious right now?” I stared at the flyer as if it was going to bite me. “You want me at your Halloween party. Pandora, we’re not friends. You hate me. So, why?”

	“I don’t hate you,” she said quickly. “I mean, yeah… I was a bit upset over Paz,” she shot him a sad look, but recovered in a second. “It’s all in the past, and I don’t care anymore. We weren’t meant to be. I can see that he loves you, and you…” She didn’t finish the sentence the way I’d have expected her to finish it. In fact, she didn’t finish it at all. I felt relieved. Because I wasn’t ready to declare my love for either Paz or GC. I still had a couple of things to figure out before I was ready to go there. “Anyway, what I’m trying to say is that we’re cool. I’m cool. I want us to be… err… not strangers.”

	She knows how to choose her words. 

	“So, please come to my party?” She pushed the flyer in my hand, and I took it this time. “It’s going to be on the beach, just by the old caves. I don’t know if you know the place. Paz and GC will show you.”

	I think I know the place. I shuddered thinking of that dreadful night. I didn’t only know the beach, but I also knew the caves well. And what lay sleeping inside them. Now I knew for sure that I wasn’t going to attend her Halloween party. Paz and GC would have to manage without me, and hopefully, not cheat on me just because I was no fun and I wanted to stay in my room. My own thoughts took me by surprise. Did I really believe Pazuzu and GC would cheat on me at some point? And that was why I wasn’t ready to decide whether I was in love with them or not. In lust. In lust, I was for sure. And a girl could be in lust with two men she didn’t quite trust. 

	“I’ll think about it,” I told Pandora. 

	Finally, they let me through, and I walked to my next class. Geography. As Paz and GC went to Anthropology, Klaus caught up with me.

	“How do you feel, princess Morningstar?”

	“Shut up.”

	 


 

	CHAPTER TWELVE

	 

	Pandora made sure to ask me a bunch of more times in the following weeks if I was going to her Halloween party. I said “yes” every time, knowing full well it was a lie. The night of Halloween came, and I was holed up in my room with Corri and Lovecraft’s first volume of short novels. GC and Paz had dressed up, and they were now trying to convince me to change my mind.

	“Come on,” begged GC. “It’ll be so much fun! I bet that if you ask Corri to find you a costume, she’ll snap her fingers and you’ll be… err… Cinderella! Or Snow White! Or whoever the hell you want to be!”

	I chuckled. “Snow White and her two dwarves.” In fact, GC was dressed like his favorite Roman god, Dionysus, with a crown of grapes and vines, and a thyrsus in his hand, and Pazuzu was dressed like a pirate. The demon wasn’t a great fan of Halloween, so he’d gone for a rather bland costume.

	“We’ll be bored out of our minds without you,” Paz said.

	“I’m sure you’ll find something to entertain yourselves with after a beer or two.” I turned the page. It was incredible, but since Paz and GC had practically moved in with me, I’d developed this special skill of being able to read and do my own things while they talked my head off.

	“You sure you don’t want to come?” GC was at the door. The truth was he couldn’t wait to show off his costume. “Pandora will be so disappointed.”

	“Yeah, it’ll break her heart.”

	“Last call,” Paz said.

	“Go! Go, go, go! Let me read. And when you come back, bring me some beer and some… I don’t know… cupcakes. Or whatever they have there.”

	They finally fucked off, and I was alone with Corri. She yawned and made herself comfortable on my pillow. Honestly, I’d grown very fond of her. I enjoyed her company, and even though she refused to say – or even think – that we were friends, I considered her my friend. I had three now. Patricia, Klaus, and Corri. A succubus hybrid, a mage, and an all-powerful pixie. Not too shabby.

	I’d been reading for an hour when someone knocked on the door. It couldn’t be GC or Paz, because they never knocked. We’d been together for half a year now, and they still couldn’t grasp the notion of privacy or personal space. I got out of the bed and went to open the door. I would’ve asked Corri, but since she’d entered my life, I kept catching myself being lazier than usual, asking her to do the simplest things for me. I couldn’t have that. It wasn’t me, and it wasn’t right. I could open a stupid door, thank you very much.

	Pandora.

	Her beautiful red hair was hidden under a wig. Two pigtails, one pink and one blue. She wore exaggerated makeup – red lips, mascara intentionally smudged under her eyes, and a single small, black heart high on her right cheekbone. She was dressed scantily, in a pair or red and blue shorts and black fishnets. She can certainly pull off a mean Harley Quinn. 

	“You didn’t come,” she frowned. “You said you’d come, and you didn’t.”

	I crossed my arms over my chest. “I changed my mind.”

	She looked at me for a long moment, as if she was trying to decide the best course of action to get what she wanted. As far as I was concerned, that would never happen, so there were only two viable options: she either dropped the act she’d been struggling to pull off lately, scream, curse, and return to being the bitch I knew, or turn on her heels and walk away. I certainly didn’t expect what she did next.

	Pandora let out a deep sigh, looked me in the eyes, and with the sincerest tone she could muster…

	“Please, Mila, you have to come. Please.”

	… she started begging.

	“Why is this so important to you?”

	“Because if you’re not at the party, no one wants to come. A bunch of people came one hour ago, looked around, saw you were not there, and then started leaving one by one.” Were my eyes playing tricks on me, or was she blushing? It must have been the light. “So, will you please come? Kitty and I have put so much into it, and it just sucks.”

	I was speechless. I opened my mouth, closed it, opened it again. I gave up. If I said “no” now, that would make me the bitch. Not that I cared, but this situation intrigued me. It was all new, and I didn’t know how to react. It was strange and rather sad that I knew how to react when I was bullied, and stepped on, and mocked. I knew how to run and hide, how to stand my ground, how to take revenge. I knew how to stay out of people’s way, how to make myself invisible and inconsequential, but this… I didn’t know how to deal with this. Popularity… People wanting to be around me, willing to do anything so I’d at least learn their names, actually caring if I was at a party or not. The world had turned on its head, and if I was prepared for pretty much anything, I sure as hell wasn’t prepared for this. 

	“Pandora, I don’t know what to say.”

	“Just say yes,” she smiled.

	I scrunched up my nose. The funny thing was… A few weeks ago, I would have been convinced this was some sort of elaborate prank, and I wouldn’t have hesitated. Run as fast as you can from anyone who is willing to put so much time and effort into making your life hell. That was my motto. It had helped me survive. My gut told me it was not the case now. Pandora didn’t want to hurt me. Or, if she wanted to, she’d buried that desire deep down, because the new status quo meant she had to change her methods if she still wanted to get what she wanted. What did she want, exactly?

	“Why would I do this for you?”

	“Don’t do it for me. I know you don’t want to. But maybe, you could do it for yourself?”

	“I don’t follow.”

	She leaned against the doorframe, popping a hip forward and reclaiming some of her old power and confidence. Not that she wasn’t confident, because she was, but since my last name had become Morningstar, I’d noticed she’d started downplaying her qualities when she was around me. It didn’t happen when she was around, literally, anyone else.

	“You’re someone new now. Don’t tell me you never dreamed of this, imagined how it must feel to be the total opposite of the person you were last year. Don’t tell me that Mila Lazarov never wondered what it must be like to be me, or Lorna or Sheba. Hot, popular, rich, confident, adored… Hell! Entitled!”

	It was stupid to deny I hadn’t had such fantasies. Not that I was going to say it out loud. She was wrong about one thing, though. I’d never wanted to be like her or Lorna. Beautiful on the outside, but absolutely ugly on the inside. Gratuitously mean and ruthless. In fact, since I’d been accepted at Grim Reaper Academy, I’d had this fantasy much less often than when I was at my old high school. It was as if the discovery of the supernatural world had, in fact, cured me of my long-time dream to be special. It showed me what being special really meant, and how it had nothing to do with what I’d imagined. Now that it turned out I really was special, I wanted nothing to do with it.

	“What’s your point?”

	Her smile grew. “This is your chance to see what life on the other side is like. Why waste it? After all, you never know when it will all be taken away from you.”

	I cocked an eyebrow. There she was! The Pandora I was accustomed to.

	“It’s a truth universally known that nothing lasts forever, be it good or bad.”

	“Are you saying that…”

	“I’m not saying anything,” she cut me off quickly, pushing herself away from the doorframe and taking a step back. “I’m just stating facts. Anyway, will you come to my party? Come on, do it as an experiment. Your first party where you’re the center of attention. Aren’t you even a little bit curious?”

	I sighed. I had to admit she had a way with words, and she knew how to read people. Or me. Maybe she just knew how to read me because I was so damn transparent. 

	“Give me a second.”

	I slammed the door in her face, knowing she’d wait for me. There was no way she was going back to her party without the prize everyone was waiting for. Corri jumped off the pillow, flapping her wings viciously to keep herself in the air. 

	“You need me, right? You need me!” She spun around once and kicked her tiny feet in some silly dance she’d invented. “What shall it be, Mistress? Wonder Woman? Captain Marvel? Black Cat?”

	“Superheroes?” I laughed. “I gotta say, though. Compared to my blockheads’ ideas, yours are inspired.” GC and Paz had gone for Disney princesses. Corri had only been around me for two weeks, and she already knew me better. Anyway, I knew I wouldn’t feel comfortable dressed up as a superhero, so I went for something tamer. Still a superhero, but less angry than the DC and Marvel ones. “Let’s go for Sailor Moon.”

	Corri nodded knowingly. She thought for a second then started swirling fast in the air until she disappeared with a poof, leaving a cloud of sparkling dust that dissipated quickly. I went to brush my teeth and wash my face. It would take her a minute. The pixie had a bunch of tricks up her sleeve, and I still had no idea whether her powers were limited or not. They probably were, but since I never asked her to do anything difficult, I was never going to find out what her limits were. She was back three minutes later, dropping a costume onto the bed. It was perfect, and it even had a wig. I put it on quickly, laughing all the while. Sailor Moon had been my favorite cartoon when I was little. I related a lot to the clumsy girl with long, yellow pigtails. My own hair was blond back then, and my mother had insisted I let it grow. I chopped it off later, in fifth grade, and dyed it blue. It was fine. With my new look, I could still be Sailor Neptune, who I later considered way cooler than Sailor Moon. She was more feminine, more mature, and she could play the violin. So many things I was not…

	“This is perfect! Corri, you knocked it out of the park.”

	The pixie beamed at me. “It was no big deal. I just went to Japan and back.”

	I blinked at her, then laughed out loud. She was kidding, for sure. Still, it was better not to ask. 

	“Now, be a good pixie and stay here, okay? I won’t be gone long.”

	“Don’t worry about me. Go, have fun, party until morning!”

	I rolled my eyes and opened the door. Pandora was waiting for me outside. Yeah, that won’t happen. The plan was to go there, stuff my face with some shrimp and cupcakes, have a drink or two, and once the students who’d come to see me got drunk enough to forget I was there at all, leave. The idea was to get Pandora the successful party she wanted, then ditch her. Maybe GC and Paz would want to ditch the thing with me. 

	 

	* * *

	 

	It was cold on the beach. Not the best place to have a party at the end of October, if you ask me. On the other hand, I was probably the only one who was suffering. I was the only human. The mages could get warm in seconds with some hot brew made of weird plants I’d never heard about, the demons were naturally hot and never felt the cold, and the angels had their wings to protect them from the harsh breeze coming from the ocean. Vampires never felt cold, nor warm, and mermaids and mermen were fine with either temperature. GC hugged me to his chest to warm me up, as Paz went to get me a mug of mulled wine. 

	“I’m so glad you changed your mind, goddess.” He kissed my ear. 

	“Mhm…”

	I looked around me. Word had gone out that I was at Pandora’s Halloween party, and more and more students were pouring down the cliff. As far as I could tell, no one was coming through the caves, which meant they had no idea they were connected to the Academy via a secret staircase and an underground tunnel. Warm air was coming out of the large mouth of the cave, and I pulled GC away and toward one of the campfires. But no matter how much distance I put between myself and the cave, I could still feel the damp air tickling my legs. This is stupid. It’s all in my head. Because I was wearing Sailor Moon’s tall red boots. The skirt was a little too short for my liking.

	“You look sexy in that sailor outfit,” Paz smirked. 

	I took the mug from him and greedily inhaled the rich cinnamon and apple vapors.

	“I regret everything,” I mumbled. “I should’ve come as a giant hot dog or something. Wouldn’t be freezing cold…”

	He stepped closer and shoved GC in the shoulder. “Move. I can keep her warm. My skin is naturally hot.”

	GC narrowed his eyes at him but decided that my comfort was more important than his ego. Well, that was a first! Pazuzu wrapped his arms around me, and I leaned into him, resting my head on his chest.

	“Ouch! What the hell is that?”

	He chuckled. “Sorry. Just my pirate sword.”

	He pulled the prop sword out of its sheath and threw it in the sand. With the bumpy obstacle between us gone, I settled back into his embrace. Only to feel another bump, more familiar this time, against my buttocks. I smiled. This one, I could be on board with.

	The beach got populated quickly. A bunch of boys and girls hovered around GC, Paz, and I, and I smiled politely. And fakely, I might add. I didn’t know most of them, and frankly, because I knew they didn’t want to befriend me because they genuinely liked me, but because I was Morningstar’s daughter, I wanted nothing to do with them. I thought about what Pandora had told me. Treat it as an experiment. Yeah, right! See what being on the other side is like. Fake, and boring, and unpleasant. I briefly wondered whether they liked Lorna and Pandora for who they were. Most likely, they feared Lorna because she was a powerful, vengeful mage, and envied Pandora because she was Satan’s daughter. How can they like this life?! They will never know if their friends are for real or not. I felt bad for them. I looked over at Pandora, who was giggling with Kitty and Sheba, and wondered if she knew. She must have known how fake this whole thing was, she wasn’t stupid. It must be harder for them to step out of their comfort zone and change something, I thought. Humans don’t get stuck in their comfort zones for more than a couple of years. These people… I threw a glance over the beach, at the students around the campfires, and the ones making out up on the hill. They can be stuck in their comfort zones for centuries. For the first time, being human made me feel like I had something they didn’t have – the capacity to change, adapt, and face the unknown with the least amount of resistance.

	Sariel made his appearance. I couldn’t tell what he was dressed as because his wings were spread wide around him, covering his whole back and coming over his shoulders to protect him from the cold. He got himself a mug of mulled wine, blew into it, and just observed the party for a while. He was alone. Lorna had completely given up following him since he’d saved my life and gotten puked on. He’d been very lonely lately, but he didn’t seem to mind it. I ignored him at first. I wonder where Francis is… They were usually together, although they didn’t talk much. A few minutes later, when I saw Sariel sneak into the cave, my heart started beating faster, and my senses sprung into high alert. I pushed myself away from Paz.

	“Hey, where are you going?”

	“Too much wine,” I said distractedly. “Nature calls.” I pushed my empty mug into his hands and walked away, pretending I was headed toward the trees up on the hill. I need to ask him. I need to know. Why had Sariel led me to finding the caves and Francis’s secret? He hadn’t thought I’d live to tell the story. Not that I told anyone… The last thing I needed was to cause a panic by spreading the rumor that a tentacled monster slept under the Academy, and Francis fed it people once in a while. No big deal… Just once in a while… I sneaked after Sariel when I was sure no one was looking.

	I found them in the main cavern, surrounded by stalagmites, flickering candles, and that rusty, warm water that made the air damp and heavy. Sariel had brought Francis a beer, and they were both drinking in silence and staring at the well. I approached them carefully, my eyes fixed on the low stone fountain. It had almost been my doom a couple of months ago, and I wasn’t going to let it out of my sight. Just in case a bunch of tentacles decided to spring out in search of a juicy morsel. 

	“Mila, come join us,” Francis said, not taking his eyes off the well. He’d felt me. But how? What were his special powers? What was he? Was I ever going to find out? Was I ever going to be brave enough to ask the question?

	Sariel stiffened at his words, which meant he hadn’t been aware of my presence. That gave me courage. I sat down on the stone ledge, between them. It was as if all three of us were silently watching over the Great Old One’s slumber. At least, that was what I thought we were doing. 

	“You don’t like the party?” I asked. Neither of them was wearing a costume. Sailor Moon sitting between an archangel with his wings spread out, and a totally normal-looking guy. We were a sight to behold.

	“I’ve never been into parties, to tell you the truth,” Francis said. Sariel simply sipped his beer.

	“What are you into, Francis?” There was just a tiny bit of sarcasm in my voice. “What do you like? What are your hobbies?” Who are you?

	He shot me a confused glance then shrugged. “You know, the usual. I like to read. Russian classics, mostly. I play video games sometimes…”

	“Sure you like to read. That’s why you took up Literature recently.”

	He sighed. We were all silent for a few minutes, then Sariel turned to me.

	“Why are you here, Mila? Why aren’t you with your boyfriends?”

	“Because I feel like something has changed,” I said in a low voice. “And I want to know why. I’m trying to understand. Since you’ve all found out who I am, I’m the popular one, and you’ve become so isolated.” I was mostly talking about Sariel, and I was sure he knew. “You used to laugh, and have fun, and be in the center of attention. At my expense, sure, but I’m sure that if you really wanted to pick on someone now, you’d find a target. So, what changed, Sariel? What’s up with you?” I looked into his silver eyes. For a moment, I expected him to avoid my gaze, but he held it, instead. 

	“You know what.” He looked over at Francis quickly, then back at me, shaking his head as if to say that Francis didn’t know his secret, and this wasn’t the time and place to talk about it. 

	I nodded. Okay, it wasn’t like we were out of crucial things to discuss.

	“Last year, before the finals, you created an illusion that led me here, into this cave. You made it look like Francis wanted me to follow him. You almost got me killed that day.”

	“I know it was you who stole my scythe at the Yule Ball and replaced it with another, so I’d make a fool of myself in front of everyone,” he said in a tight voice. We were still holding each other’s gaze.

	I laughed. “Seriously? That was your revenge for… my revenge? I merely made you mess up the choreography. It was all in good fun. A lot of people laughed. I just wanted to give you a taste of your own medicine. Didn’t feel that great, did it?”

	“You made me hurt Paz,” he hissed. “But I guess you don’t care. You weren’t together back then.”

	“Paz healed just fine. I don’t think you give a shit about a tiny scar on Paz’s face. Tell me, Sariel, what did your parents do to you after Christmas? Was it that bad that it made you want to sacrifice me to Francis’s god?”

	His jaw tightened and his whole body tensed so hard that his beautiful wings trembled. 

	I gave him one last murderous look, then shot to my feet and turned to face them both. I crossed my arms over my chest and took Sailor Moon’s well-known power stance. Hip popped slightly forward, back straight, chin up.

	“No more secrets. I’m done with you and all this mystery,” I told Francis. “Since you saved me from Yig’s slimy tentacles, you’ve been avoiding me...”

	“I didn’t think you wanted anything to do with me...”

	“Let me finish! You’ve been avoiding me and following me around at the same time. Why? What’s your deal, Francis Saint-Germain? What do you want from me?”

	He looked down at his feet. I huffed and turned to Sariel.

	“And you… You tried to kill me twice last year, and now you saved me. You sit behind me in Literature, in Psychology, in Geography… I don’t get you anymore. You hated me when I was Mila Lazarov, and now that I’m Mila Morningstar… what? What’s happening? What are you actually doing?”

	He sighed and stood up. Good. My insistence was making him feel uncomfortable. 

	“You don’t understand what this means,” he said forcefully. “Morningstar’s daughter…”

	“But you didn’t know that when Lorna went batshit crazy on me. GC and Paz knew, Klaus knew, and Francis. Did Francis tell you?” He shook his head. “Then, why did you save me? If anything, after what you told me last year, before the finals, I would’ve thought you wanted me dead more than ever.”

	“I don’t…”

	“What did he tell you?” Francis intervened. He’d finally caught up to the fact that Sariel and I had a secret. And if baffled him. His mossy green eyes were filled with suspicion and curiosity.

	“Should I tell him, Sariel? Or do you want to tell him? After all, you guys are childhood friends, and you tell each other everything. You know about his Great Old One, so maybe it’s time he knew about…”

	“Mila, what are you doing?”

	“No more secrets!”

	Francis stood up, fixing Sariel with a calm yet determined look.

	“If there’s something you want to tell me…”

	“Ugh!” Sariel threw his empty beer bottle at the wall, and it shattered into a million pieces. He ran his hands through his perfect blond hair, closed his eyes for a second, and when he opened them, he was back to being calm and normal. “Okay. Fine. I shouldn’t have been in the Violent Death Cabal. I am Merciful Death. I’ve always been Merciful Death, I’ve known the second I got the invitation to apply to Grim Reaper Academy, but I never told anyone. Not even my parents. Especially not my parents. They wanted me to be VDC since day one. Because the Violent Reapers get all the prestige. Because Valentine fucking Morningstar is VDC, and my mom and dad fucking worship him.”

	Francis was taken aback. The strange thing was… I’d known Sariel’s secret all this time, but his heated confession still threw me off. The last part, to be more exact.

	“There. Now you know,” he told Francis. “Now you both know, and if any of you talks, I’m screwed. I cheated on the entry test, the test no one ever cheats on, and if they find out, I’ll be expelled. Or worse. No one has ever been expelled from Grim Reaper Academy.” He looked at me, his silver eyes gentle and almost warm now. Pleading. “Francis won’t talk because he’s my friend. He’d never betray me.” Francis nodded, even though he was still in shock and needed time to recover. “Mila, my future is in your hands.”

	I cocked an eyebrow. “All the more reason to want me dead.”

	“No.”

	I chuckled sarcastically and started counting on my fingers. “I’m human. I can dream, and you can’t. I pulled that awful prank on you at the Yule Ball. I know your darkest secret.” I looked at my hand. “Hmm… I thought I’d have more. At least five.” I shrugged. “Would’ve been a nice, round number.”

	“No. I don’t want you dead. I don’t want you to get hurt, either.”

	“Why?!” The fact that he’d changed completely and I didn’t know why was driving me insane. I knew how to deal with a Sariel who hated my guts, but not with a Sariel who looked at me with puppy eyes, urging me to stop asking him uncomfortable questions.

	“You’re Mila Morningstar…”

	“Spare me, okay? You saved me before you knew…”

	“The field trip to Heaven,” he changed the subject in a split second. “My parents want you to join us for dinner after.”

	“What?!”

	He rolled his eyes. “You heard me. You’re invited to dinner. They want to meet you.”

	I laughed out loud. “You’re joking, right?”

	“No. They want to meet Morningstar’s daughter. They invite him over all the time, but he keeps ditching them. Says he’s busy reaping. Do me this favor, please? They told me to ask you. I’ll never hear the end of it if you don’t come.”

	I shook my head. Suddenly, I didn’t know what I was doing with these guys here. I hadn’t managed to find out a thing from neither Francis, nor Sariel. And now the archangel had dumped this thing on my head. His parents wanted to meet me. Fucking great! And I was going to Heaven anyway, so how could I refuse? It wasn’t like I was busy reaping, like my father. 

	“Okay, but GC and Pazuzu are coming too.”

	“What the fuck?! My father is an archangel, and my mother is a seraph. Do you really think they want to have a false god and a demon over for dinner?”

	“No deal, then.”

	He thought for a long moment, staring me down. I stood my ground. Honestly, I hoped my condition would get me out of this. When he finally said “okay, fine, you have a deal,” I blinked a couple of times, threw my hands in the air, and stomped out of the cave, my fake pigtails swinging behind me. 

	Life as Mila Morningstar sucked balls.

	 


 

	CHAPTER THIRTEEN

	 

	There were eleven entrances to Heaven and eleven entrances to Hell in the world, and two of each were in North America. The four cabals were taking the field trip to Heaven separately, on different days, so as to not overwhelm our hosts. As usual, the VDC was first, and Heaven sent a private airplane for us. The entrance we were going to use was on Mount Shasta in California. Normally, the plane could have dropped us right at the gates of Heaven, but for our first experience, Professor Maat wanted us to take the stairs. 

	“There’s a lady who’s sure all that glitters is gold, and she’s buying a stairway to Heaven…” Pazuzu sang in my ear. 

	“Shh… knock it off!” The other VDC guys had noticed, and they were starting to sing, too. 

	We were off the plane, on a snowy plateau, up in the clouds. We walked for a while, and I wrapped my arms around myself, trying to ward off the sharp bite of the freezing wind. Why hadn’t Mrs. Maat told us it was going to be fucking cold up here?! Oh, right. Because she’d forgotten she had a human in the VDC. The only girl, and the only human. Or maybe, because she knew I was Morningstar’s daughter now, she thought some of his powers had rubbed off on me? As if that made any sense… She started leading us upslope, and my stupid ankle boots proved useless on the ice and rock. 

	“Stairway to Heaven my ass,” I cursed under my breath and grabbed onto Pazuzu’s arm. He was nice and warm, and also steady. 

	“Are you okay?”

	“Do I look okay?!” I yelled at him, frustrated. Everyone seemed to be fine. I was the only one struggling. GC was right behind me, making sure he was ready to catch me in case I slipped. Thank God I have two boyfriends… In situations like this, one wouldn’t have been enough. I chuckled to myself. If all goes well today, maybe I can thank God in the literal sense. Though I doubted it. If God and Satan had one thing in common, it was that neither of them received any visits. 

	“Look!” Pazuzu pointed ahead.

	“I don’t want to look.” I kept my head low. It had started snowing, and the sharp wind was hitting me right in the head, making my sinuses ache in protest. 

	“Mistress, I can help,” Corri flapped her wings incessantly, flying from left to right and right to left. “Just say the word.”

	I didn’t want to use her anymore. Since Halloween, I had barely asked her for a thing. She’d told me she’d gone to Japan to get my costume, which meant she was willing to go to great lengths to fulfill my wishes. That made me feel uncomfortable.

	I tripped on something and almost lost my balance. Pazuzu pulled me up, and I saw what it was. A step made of a material so white and pure that it was out of this world. I thought ivory at first, but that couldn’t be it. It wasn’t just white. As I climbed the next step, then the next, I saw something sparkling inside it. Like gem dust had been mixed into the base material before it was poured into the matrix to build the stairway to Heaven. We’d found it.

	The wind stopped, and so did the snow. Suddenly, it wasn’t freezing cold anymore, and I dared to look up. The stairway was huge. So large that ten people could climb it at the same time, and so long that it disappeared into the clouds. I knew that at the end of it we’d find the mighty gates of Heaven, and Saint Peter would usher us in, not before giving us a lengthy speech about safety and how we were supposed to stick close to Nefertari Maat, our teacher, and not wander around like lunatics. 

	This is amazing!

	We climbed for what seemed like forever. I was panting, my poor leg muscles were starting to get crampy, and it was almost impossible for me to keep up with everyone. Paz and GC stayed behind with me, but the rest of the VDC was way ahead of us. Sariel was flying, and so was Raziel, the angel. I hated them. At least Mrs. Maat hadn’t shifted into her sphinx form, in which she had wings, too. She was loyal to the rest of us, non-winged creatures. 

	When we finally reached the tall, white gates, I was a sad, sweaty mess. I wanted to take off my uniform blazer, but that would have looked silly and unprofessional. I met Corri’s almond gaze, swallowed heavily, and nodded.

	“Okay, you may do your thing. Like… I need a fan or something.” 

	She beamed at me, swirled in the air twice, snapped her fingers, then held her palm up and blew some sort of gold dust toward me. I closed my eyes and let it envelop me. Not only did it dry the thin sheen of sweat on my skin, but it also calmed my wild heartbeat and soothed my muscles. Magic. Oh, how I loved magic! Too bad I couldn’t do it myself.

	As Mrs. Maat had warned us, Saint Peter kept us at the gates for half an hour. He was an old man who looked like he could use a promotion, but I stood still and tried not to make fun of him. It was hard when GC and a bunch of guys were mimicking him, and Paz was snickering beside me. I elbowed him.

	“Stop it. You’re being disrespectful.”

	“Please! Saint Peter is a relic. He should have retired a long time ago. It’s not like there are many jobs in Heaven. He should step aside and let someone young earn a living.” He leaned in to whisper in my ear conspiratorially. “I heard Heaven has the highest unemployment rate. You’ll never see something like this in Hell. Even Earth has it better.”

	I looked at him as if he were speaking in languages. Which I was sure he could, since he was a demon. Finally, Saint Peter deemed us worthy of walking through his beloved gates, and we followed Mrs. Maat inside to visit the First Sphere of Heaven, which was the realm of the angels and the souls who’d abandoned their vows in their previous lives. The angels were there to guide them, so when they reincarnated, they wouldn’t make the same mistakes again. Breaking a vow wasn’t bad enough to send a soul to Hell. 

	The First Sphere was under the rule of the Moon, the cosmic body that, with its waning and waxing, represented inconstancy. It was bathed in an eerie, silvery glow. The streets were narrow and dusty, the houses were simple and close together, and all the trees, flowers, and bushes were silvery and ghostly. I immediately thought of the First Sphere as this small, quaint town that never saw the dazzling light of the sun and could never tell the difference between day and night, because they dwelled in the haze before daybreak forever. 

	The Second Sphere was the next, under the rule of Mercury, and the home of the archangels and the ambitious souls whose own ego had landed them here. Still, having a huge ego wasn’t enough of an offence to get one into Hell. This was where Sariel’s parents lived, in an imposing mansion up on a lonely hill, and where I had been invited to dinner later. I would finish my field trip with the VDC first, have lunch with everyone at a nice hotel restaurant in the Fifth Sphere, see the rest of the Spheres, then Sariel would take me, GC, and Paz to his folks’ place. They had already talked to Professor Maat, and they’d taken it upon themselves to get us back to the Academy safely.

	On the one hand, I hated myself for not refusing the invitation firmly. I had a long day ahead, and the last thing I needed was to play the grateful guest at the end of it. On the other hand, though, I was crazy curious to meet his parents and see what all the fuss was about. Why was Sariel so terrified of them? I’d heard his sister would be there, too, and Francis had been invited as a family friend. Great! I was going to be trapped at a fancy dinner with the Mighty Jerk Cabal, and no, it didn’t count that two of the guys were my lovers. I knew they would be total jackasses. Heaven, with its stupid rules, was the reason why the ancient gods and goddesses had been branded as false, so GC was not a fan, by default. He and Sariel were buddies just because Sariel seemed to hate Heaven, which was very unusual for an archangel. And, of course, Pazuzu was a demon, Hell and Heaven had been at odds since the beginning of time, so he was going to be a jerk at dinner out of principle. Although, he himself had admitted this whole kerfuffle was mostly for show.

	The Third Sphere was ruled by Venus, and it was bathed in the soft, orangey glow of the lovers’ planet. The principalities dwelled here – angels with wings of gold and eyes of emerald, wearing crowns upon their heads, and scepters in their hands. The souls who’d loved without restrain in their previous lives were sent here. Love was not a sin in and of itself, but when it was only focused on other human beings and not on God, well… Heaven saw it as only worthy of the Third Sphere. Which wasn’t that bad, but there was a freakishly long way to go if you wanted to reach the Ninth Sphere, which was basically dedicated to the souls that were the embodiment of perfection. I wondered how populated it was…

	By the time we reached the Fourth Sphere, which had been my assignment at the beginning of the semester, I was dead tired and super hungry. I was the only one who seemed to be suffering, and that was frustrating. I tried to hide it, but GC and Paz had seen me hangry countless times, and they knew the signs. We had a reservation at Hotel Fortitude. The building was like nothing I’d seen before. It was built like a stair pyramid, with angel wings protruding from its sides. There were rooms both inside the pyramid and inside the wings, and Professor Maat told us the ones located in the wings were crazy expensive. At the top of the wings, there were two restaurants, and we were going to have lunch in the left wing one. As we walked through the sliding doors – because, yes, everything was modern – I couldn’t even comprehend how the thing was built. Physics said it was impossible – at least, the Physics I’d learned in high school.

	I had so many questions.

	“Stop stressing and just enjoy it,” Sariel whispered in my ear.

	Where had he come from?! I looked around me, but Pazuzu and GC had walked away, fascinated by the strange architecture, eager to explore. They’d left me alone, and I hadn’t even noticed. I’d been staring at the ceiling and wondering how they’d managed to install the incredible chandelier that was hanging from the very top of the pyramid, going down down down, and looking as if it was made up of smaller chandeliers, one for each level. 

	“This is breathtaking,” I said.

	Sariel beamed at me, and that took me aback. Was this the first time I saw him smile? I was pretty sure. I mean, he’d smiled and laughed before, but always at my expense. This was definitely different. It was as if he was happy that I liked Heaven. His home.

	“Come on. You must be starving.”

	“How did you know?”

	“Humans are hungry all the time.”

	I sighed. “That we are…”

	The view from the restaurant was unbelievable. We all sat around a table on the terrace, looking over the Fourth Sphere of Heaven. In the far distance, if your eyesight was sharp, you could see the Fifth Sphere. The ones who gave their lives for God dwelled here, along with the angels called virtues. These were the heavenly beings through which miracles took place. Crying statues and the like. 

	After lunch, we had a quick tour of the Fourth and Fifth Spheres, then moved on to the Sixth. The field trip was going faster now, and Professor Maat urged us to move move move. It wasn’t because we were all tired. In truth, I was the only one who was tired. It was because these were the most exclusivist regions of Heaven, and very few people were allowed to see them. The students of Grim Reaper Academy were an exception because we’d become Grim Reapers one day, and that meant we’d be called to reap everywhere around the world, Heaven and Hell included. Angels died, too. It didn’t happen often, but just in case, we all had to be ready. 

	“I don’t get it,” I said to Sariel, who was now walking by my side. Pazuzu and GC were ahead, arguing over some stupid thing. As they did. Francis was a few steps behind me. Since the five of us were going to have dinner together later, there was no point in being at odds anymore. “Why would Violent Reapers ever be called to reap in Heaven? If you ask me, only the NDC and the MDC should have taken a field trip to Heaven.”

	“You’re working on a wrong assumption,” he said mysteriously.

	“And what is that?”

	“That angels are perfect. We aren’t. The threat of falling from grace looms over us since the day we are born. The rigors of being who we are weigh heavy on our shoulders, and every once in a while, some of us are crushed under them.”

	“And what happens then?”

	He shrugged, but a shadow had fallen over his beautiful silver eyes. Francis took over.

	“I heard Paz say Heaven has the highest unemployment rate. It’s true. It also has the highest rates for depression, anxiety, and attempted suicide.”

	“Say what now?!” I’d been a little too loud. GC shot me a questioning look. I smiled and waved at him. 

	“That’s where we, the VDC, come in,” Francis continued. “We don’t reap a lot in Heaven, but we do talk a lot of angels out of taking their own lives.”

	“This is crazy! I don’t believe it.” We’d reached the Sixth Sphere, the home of the just. “If there’s any place in this world where everyone, and I mean everyone, should be happy, it’s here.”

	Sariel shook his head. “How is that possible when there are so many restrictions? When everything outside of those restrictions is a sin?”

	“You wanna see happy, my dear?” Pazuzu fell in step with me and took my hand possessively. “Wait until next semester, when we visit Hell. Now, that’s where the party’s at!”

	“This doesn’t make any sense.”

	“Look around you. Do these people look happy to you?”

	The Seventh Sphere was the next, the home of the contemplatives and the thrones. We moved quickly to the Eight Sphere, which I knew was the home of the saints and the cherubim, but the streets were empty, everyone was inside, and I barely managed to see a face or two. It was as if these souls didn’t even want to interact with each other, let alone with strangers. The Ninth Sphere was next and last, and as I’d thought, it was mostly empty. We didn’t stay here long, and I was glad, actually, because the sky was too bright. I had to shield my eyes and ask Corri to get me a pair of sunglasses. No wonder Sariel’s mother, who was a seraph, had preferred to move to the Second Sphere with his father, who was an archangel. Her Sphere was boring as fuck, which was, apparently, another definition for pure perfection.

	“Not many souls dwell here,” Sariel explained. 

	GC snickered. “I bet the perfect ones get here, see what’s what, get reincarnated quickly, then make sure to commit a sin or two, so they wouldn’t end up in this boring place again.”

	The archangel rolled his eyes. “That’s not what happens. It’s empty because not many souls get here in the first place. Anyway, it sucks because that means less jobs for the seraphim.”

	“Does your mom work here?” I asked.

	“No. But it’s okay, she’s got many things to do at home, in the Second Sphere. She keeps busy with parties, clubs, meetings for the souls still struggling with their egos. It’s voluntary work, but she enjoys it.”

	I nodded. Meeting the Gracewings was going to be quite the experience. We gathered around Professor Maat, who wrapped up the field trip with a short speech, then a weird flying shuttle came for me and the guys. I’d seen the things parked here and there, but I’d had no idea they flew. Our ride was a white, oval machine that reflected the bright light of the skies off its shiny surface. Inside, the seats were in a circle, and I squeezed in between GC and Paz after GC gave me his hand to help me up. Francis and Sariel sat opposite from us.

	“Nervous?” Paz whispered in my ear.

	I bit the inside of my lip and thought for a second. Was I nervous? Probably. Was my nervousness justifiable? Fuck knew. I’d find out soon enough.

	 


 

	CHAPTER FOURTEEN

	 

	Compared to the higher Spheres, the second one was well populated. The shuttle landed in the main courtyard, behind the imposing gates of the mansion, and my guys helped me out. Mr. and Mrs. Gracewing were waiting for us at the top of the stairs. A young, beautiful woman stood beside them, and I immediately guessed she was Sariel’s sister. The introductions were made, and two minutes later, Sariel’s parents and I were on a first-name basis. They insisted. GC and Paz weren’t given the same privilege, though.

	The mansion was truly impressive. White, silver, and gold were the main colors – walls, floors, furniture, – while the ceiling was painted in light blue. The dining room had already been prepared for us, and we sat down to eat. For such a small family, it gave me the impression they had more servants than it was necessary. Must have been then whole “not enough jobs” story, and since the Gracewings could, apparently, afford to pay a few dozen lower-ranked angels, why not? 

	Both Raguel Gracewing and Ariela Gracewing were tall, lean, blond, and silver eyed. If I didn’t know better, I could swear they were brother and sister. Their daughter, Cassia, was just a younger copy of her mother. Sariel was the spitting image of his father. The four of them looked so damn perfect and serene, that they made me feel uncomfortable. I tucked a strand of blue hair behind my ear and shot Corri an agitated look. She was talking to Cassia like she didn’t have a care in the world. Sariel’s sister wanted a pixie, so she had a bunch of questions. 

	Ariela had insisted I sat between herself and her son. Francis sat between Raguel and Cassia, which left GC and Pazuzu kind of isolated across from me, at the far end of the table. As the main course was served, the first thing I noticed was that Ariela Gracewing didn’t even acknowledge GC and Paz. She was doing her best to pretend they weren’t there, and even though I’d introduced them as my friends, hinting that they were more than that, she pretended like that wasn’t a thing, either. It was as if she’d made it her mission to hog me completely, and when she wasn’t talking to me, the only person I was allowed to talk to was Sariel. If I tried to make conversation with GC, Paz, or even Francis, she’d interrupt me in the cutest, most oblivious way, and redirect my attention back to Sariel.

	This woman is up to something. She was.

	“I didn’t see you last year at the Yule Ball,” she said in her chirpy voice. She smiled all the time now. I remembered clearly she hadn’t smiled back then.

	“I was there.”

	“But I didn’t see you up on the stage!”

	“My parents couldn’t come…”

	“Oh, yes. Valentine is so busy these days.” She nodded knowingly.

	I cocked an eyebrow. I wasn’t thinking of him. Back then, I had no idea the man and woman who’d raised me weren’t my real parents. I didn’t feel like explaining any of that to her, though. She wasn’t interested. 

	“I heard he took a short vacation to spend time with you. When you see him, please do tell him our doors are open. He should join us for lunch, or dinner, or just tea anytime he likes.”

	“Vacation…” I took a sip of white wine to mask my sarcasm. “It was more like a day. Yes, I’ll tell him, of course. I don’t know when I’ll see him next…”

	“Oh, I’m sure he’ll make time for you. You’re his only daughter!” She giggled like a schoolgirl, and for the life of me, I couldn’t understand where all this giddiness came from. I smiled and took a bite of my vegan lasagna. “How do you like the food?”

	“It’s delicious.”

	“Sariel, tell her what your favorite food is.” 

	I looked at Sariel, and he looked at me. We were both confused. Of all the topics she could have suggested, she went for favorite food?! He cleared his throat and gave it a shot.

	“Yes, I… mmm… it’s stuffed sweet potato.”

	“What do you stuff it with?”

	“Avocado and black beans.”

	I stared at him for a second, then laughed. “No, it’s not.” His cheeks turned slightly red, and I wasn’t sure why. “Can’t be your favorite food. You always go for the duck à l’orange at the Academy.” Roast duck with orange sauce was his guilty pleasure. That much I knew about Sariel from Patty.

	He pursed his lips and furrowed his brows. His face was now full-blown red. 

	“What?” I asked, confused.

	That was when I noticed everyone at the table had gone silent. Raguel Gracewing cleared his throat, then said in a stern voice: “We do not eat meat in Heaven.” I looked at my vegan lasagna, then at the rest of the food on the table. Spinach quiche, roasted beets, stuffed mushrooms. Before this, we’d had some crackers with cheese that didn’t taste like cheese at all. Oh, so that’s why. Heaven was vegan.

	“I’m sorry, I must have had Sariel confused with… erm… someone else.”

	We resumed eating, and Sariel and I resumed our awkward conversation. I couldn’t wait to get out of there! GC and Pazuzu whispered and laughed among themselves, and Francis sometimes shot them an annoyed glance. I’d been worried about my lovers, and for good reason, because they were behaving exactly as I thought they would. Since everyone was ignoring them and pretending they weren’t there at all… no harm, no foul. 

	“So, Mila,” Raguel raised his voice over the ruckus created by GC and Paz. “Three more semesters, and you will work alongside your father. I am sure you are excited.”

	I furrowed my brows. “I’m not sure what you mean…”

	“Well, we all know that Valentine has no desire to retire, but the other positions will be filled by the new generation, and I am sure you will make a great Reaper. There’s no doubt you will graduate magna cum laude.”

	Was it possible that he hadn’t heard of the prophecy? No, of course he’s heard. These people are so fake. I was starting to understand why Sariel hated his family. He was a jerk and a bully, but at least he wasn’t fake like them. He’d even been honest to me when he’d told me he was supposed to be in the Merciful Death Cabal. As awful as he was, that still made him better than his parents. 

	“I don’t like to think about the future,” I opted for an abstract answer. “I live in the present, you know. Focus on the now.” 

	“Focusing on the present,” Ariela changed the subject. “I must say, I believe you and Sariel make a wonderful couple.”

	“Excuse me?”

	She reached over to play with my hair. “You’re naturally blond, aren’t you? With those deep blue eyes of yours, it’s easy to tell.” She chuckled. “This might be the wine talking, but you two look like you belong together.”

	Raguel raised his glass. “And what fine wine it is.” He laughed. “My wife is right, of course. Gracewing and Morningstar. What pleasant music to the ears…”

	To their ears, probably. To mine, it sounded like a conspiracy I wanted nothing to do with. 

	“I’m sorry, I think you misunderstand.” Ariela’s beautiful features darkened a bit, but what was I supposed to do? Let them play their stupid game when it was so wrong? “Sariel and I are just… friends.” And that was a stretch! But I was having dinner in their home, so be it. “I already am in a relationship.” I looked over at GC and Paz, and nodded. At Ariela’s observation that Sariel and I would make a great couple, they’d gone silent and attentive. By the streaks of red in Pazuzu’s green eyes, I could tell he was barely containing his anger.

	“Oh, we had no idea,” Ariela said quickly and dismissively. “Well, you know, my dear, at your age… relationships rarely last.” She gave me the prettiest smile she could muster, considering the circumstances. “Sariel is free and absolutely fascinated with you.”

	“Mom!” He almost choked on his lasagna.

	“He’s too shy to tell you,” she continued. “Of course he is. You’re Mila Morningstar! Literally, the star of Grim Reaper Academy. I bet all the boys are crazy about you.”

	I scrunched up my nose. “I wouldn’t say that…” I shot Sariel a quick glance, and he shook his head discreetly, as if to say that his mother didn’t know what she was talking about. That much I’ve figured. “Anyway, Mrs. Gracewing…”

	“Ariela.”

	“Ariela. He might be free, but I’m not.”

	She patted me on the head, as if I were a child who refused to eat her vegetables.

	“Oh, you’re so young and innocent. I remember when I was your age. Such a dreamer.”

	I gave up. The best thing I could do was to hurry up and finish my food, then my glass of wine, and then insist that it was late and I had classes tomorrow. Which I did in the next ten minutes. And worked only after dessert and another hour of insignificant chatter about things no one cared about.

	 

	* * *

	 

	We arrived back at the Academy in a private plane, but it was so late that all I could think of was my room, my bed, peace, quiet, and a few hours of sleep before I had to wake up for the first class. I convinced GC and Paz to sleep in their own rooms.

	“I want to be alone,” I told Corri as I finished brushing my teeth and hopped into my pajamas. I grabbed my phone and looked at the time, wondering if my parents were sleeping. My parents who raised me, not Valentine fucking Morningstar and the mother I never knew and who was probably not even alive anymore. “Could you leave me alone tonight, Corri?”

	Since I’d gotten her, I hadn’t been alone for one second. It hadn’t bothered me, frankly, but I was exhausted, and I just wanted to be with myself and my own thoughts. And I wanted to call my mom and have her tell me it was all going to be okay. 

	“Sure, Mistress. All you have to do is ring the bell.”

	“That’s all?” I reached out for the bell that I’d stashed away in a drawer.

	“Yes. And when you need me, just ring the bell again.”

	“Huh. I thought it was just to call you…”

	“And send me away, too.” She beamed at me, but her smile didn’t reach her eyes. That was unusual. 

	I shrugged and rang the bell. She vanished into thin air. Well, this was easy. Maybe I’ll just give her a vacation and call her back in a few days. I didn’t need a pixie by my side twenty-four seven.

	 

	The phone rang four times, then my mother answered. She sounded sleepy, but happy to hear my voice. 

	“Baby, what happened? Why are you calling so late? Something happened, didn’t it? Are you okay?”

	“I’m fine, I’m fine…” My voice trailed. Why had I called her, anyway? Because I’ve just been to Heaven, had dinner with a bunch of stuck-up angels, and I need someone to tether me back to the ground. But how could she help me if she didn’t know the whole truth? “Mom, I need to tell you something.”

	“What is it, baby?”

	“I know who my real father is.”

	And that was how it started. In the next half hour, I told her everything. Valentine Morningstar, the prophecy, my field trip to Heaven, GC and Pazuzu… Sariel, and how his mother wanted us to be together. How I was a freakin’ star now just because my father was the most powerful and dangerous Grim Reaper alive. How Headmaster Colin wanted me to retire him and take over his position. Retire Morningstar… As if. I needed to get it all out, so I did. 

	“Baby, I’m so sorry… I had no idea. Katia never told me who your father was. I thought she didn’t know. You’re going through so much… You have to deal with so much… If only you could just say the hell with it, the hell with all of them, with their prophecy and intrigues, and come back home.”

	“I can’t,” I whispered and sniffed my nose. I hadn’t cried in so long. I wasn’t even sure why I was crying. 

	“I know your father and I haven’t been the best,” she was whispering now, which made me think Stepan was around. “But at least, we don’t expect you to fight some evil Grim Reaper and then go reap souls all over the world. Since you left, your father has been better…”

	“What do you mean better?”

	“More considerate… He brought me flowers last week.”

	“Oh, mom… flowers don’t make up for years of…”

	“Don’t say it, baby. I’m fully aware. But it’s better. It is. And I think it’s all because of you. Oh, he’s here… Do you want to…”

	She held the phone away from her ear and covered it with her hand. I’d told her mobile phones didn’t work like that. She exchanged a few words with my dad, and from his voice, I understood he’d heard most of our conversation. Shit. I didn’t want him to know about Valentine Morningstar. What difference could it have made?

	“Give me that,” he yelled, and I knew he’d taken the phone from her. “Mila. What’s this about Morningstar whatever? He came to you and told you he’s your real Dad?”

	There was an edge to his voice, which I was completely used to, but there was something else, too. 

	“Yes,” I said. I couldn’t lie now. “It doesn’t matter.”

	“He’s not human.”

	“N-no. He’s a nephilim.”

	He cursed in Bulgarian, then in English. “That piece of shit good for nothing…”

	“Dad! Come on, you don’t even know him.”

	“He sounds like a piece of work,” he said in a calmer tone. 

	I rolled my eyes. Well, you got that right. But still… How would you know? 

	“Mila, the semester is almost over, isn’t it?”

	“Yeah.”

	“I want you to come home for Christmas.”

	My eyes grew as wide as saucers. I was silent for a few seconds, unsure of what to say, mostly because I was pretty sure I’d heard him wrong.

	“What? Why?”

	“You heard me. Come home for Christmas. Your mom will be very happy. She’ll make that chocolate biscuit cake you like so much.” He moved away from the phone to yell after her, although I knew she hadn’t left the room. “Isn’t that right, woman?”

	“Dad, I can’t. I have the Yule Ball, and then I’d just rather stay here and study ahead.”

	“Yule Ball? What’s a Yule Ball?”

	I sighed. Great! What the hell? Was Mercury retrograde? I couldn’t believe I was about to tell my adoptive dad who hated me about Yule Ball.

	“It’s this party we have before Christmas. We eat, dance, maybe prepare something artistic for the parents…”

	“The parents are invited?”

	Crap. “Y-yes. But it’s not…”

	“Your mother and I are coming to this Yule Ball.”

	“What?! No, you’re not!”

	“What do you mean we’re not, young lady? Are you embarrassed with us?”

	“N-no, of course not…” Liar.

	“Then it’s settled. We’re coming. Send us an owl or whatever.”

	I groaned. “We don’t send owls. We send normal letters, in the mail.”

	“Waiting for ours.” He hung up.

	I stared at my phone for a long while, not comprehending what just happened. My adoptive parents were coming to the Yule Ball. They were going to meet Valentine Morningstar. They were going to embarrass the heck out of me.

	It was going to be a disaster.

	 


 

	CHAPTER FIFTEEN

	 

	Corri was in charge of my dress, this time. Long, black, sleek. It hugged my curves perfectly, and the embedded corset pushed my breasts up for the world to see. I bought a pair of black satin gloves, and a new pair of shoes that cost a fortune. But Corri insisted I should only wear Louboutins from now on. Sure, whatever. This was the first and last time I was spending so much on shoes. I didn’t tell her, but I was probably going to return them after the ball.

	GC and Pazuzu walked me to the dining hall. Stepping through the open doors with my lovers at my side, I felt slightly better and less terrified for my life. I hadn’t eaten all day, but my stomach still felt funny, and I didn’t want to risk getting sick. Not tonight. My parents had arrived at the Academy an hour before, and they were already at the table assigned to them. As my boyfriends and I crossed the dining room the servants had turned into a ball room, the students stepped aside, as usual. That drew everyone’s attention to us. Corri flappity-flapped her wings behind me – the ever-loyal pixie that she was. I would have sent her away, but she really wanted to see a ball, and if I could do her this tiny service, then damn my discomfort. I knew that if I made my appearance with a pixie flying back and forth, eager to grant my every wish, I’d draw even more attention to myself. As if it wasn’t enough that I was Valentine’s daughter, and that I had two boyfriends, not one. I also had a pixie.

	As we approached our table, my mom and dad stood up awkwardly. Next to them, there were GC’s parents, whom I loved, and Paz’s mother, Lamia Eremus. I’d seen her at the ball last year, but no one had introduced us. Back then, her son and I weren’t an item. Next to Lamia, lo and behold! Valentine Morningstar. The one and only. I wondered whether he’d already met my adoptive parents, or maybe everyone was waiting for me to make the introductions. Joy!

	“My beautiful daughter!” Leave it to Valentine to put on a show… He rounded the table, spread out his arms, and hugged me briefly, just enough to make both GC and Paz let go of me. “You look amazing! I love the dress.”

	“Thank you,” I whispered.

	He led me to the table and pulled up my chair. Apparently, I was going to sit between him and my mom. I was okay with my mom, but it would’ve been nice to have GC or Paz close for comfort and encouragement. GC had already started catching up with Andromeda, his mother, and Pazuzu was whispering something to Lamia, the black-haired beauty with green eyes. I couldn’t believe she’d given birth to him some hundreds of years ago. She didn’t look much older than I was!

	“Mila, you look so pretty,” my mother said in a shy voice. “And this place is…” She gulped discreetly. “Impressive.”

	I gave her a reassuring smile. Her blue eyes were bluer and bigger than ever as she took in the grandeur of the room, the professors in their elegant robes, the stunningly beautiful girls, and the equally handsome boys. Mr. Halo, our Mythology professor, was wearing his angel wings spread wide, protruding from his shoulder blades through the two slits of his suit. She stared at him for a minute too long, so I tried to distract her.

	“You like it?” She nodded. “You know what? I’m glad you came.” A few days after our talk on the phone, I’d eventually gathered my courage and asked Headmaster Colin to invite my parents to the Yule Ball. “I’ve missed you, Mom. It’s nice to have you here.”

	She took my hands in hers and looked into my eyes. “I’m afraid we’re underdressed.”

	I laughed. Well, she was right, she and Dad were awfully underdressed, but who the fuck cared about that? I knew I didn’t. She was wearing a simple black dress, and if the cut wasn’t perfect, the color still gave it an air of elegance, and my dad was wearing one of his old suits. His shoes weren’t new or too polished, either. I did notice the students, the professors, and the other parents were sneaking glances at them when they thought they weren’t looking, but it didn’t bother me. So what if they were poor? I wasn’t embarrassed by that. The only thing that could have embarrassed me was if my dad decided to unleash his bad attitude on everyone. So far, so good. He seemed calm, albeit a bit grouchy. He hadn’t touched his glass of wine, and I chose to take it as a good sign.

	“Dad?” He shot me a suspicious look. “Are you okay?”

	“Yes. Why wouldn’t I be?” He looked at Morningstar over my shoulder, and… was that a scowl? Did he just scowl at Valentine? 

	I turned to my real dad. He was chatting up Lamia, completely ignoring my parents. Déjà-vu. Sariel and his parents were two tables away from us, and I thought Valentine would have been in his element with them. He was just as fake as Raguel and Ariela.

	“Have you met my adoptive parents?” 

	Morningstar turned to me, beaming. But there was a strain in his smile.

	“Yes, yes. They introduced themselves before you arrived.” He said it as if they’d offended him simply by approaching him. “Lovely people, yes. They did a great job, so that’s all I need to declare that I like them. Your mom is most charming.”

	“Really?” I whispered. “You like them? Wow! That’s a relief, I must tell you. I was nervous.”

	“Nothing to be nervous about, daughter. We had a little chat… It’s all good.”

	My ears perked. I imagined myself as a cat who’d been relaxed and at ease just a second before, and then she heard the tiniest sound that could have been a critter. 

	“A little chat? About what?”

	“About how things should be from now on. Your real father is here, Mila! There’s no need for you to live with your adoptive parents anymore.”

	My shoulders tensed. Not that I particularly wanted to live with Stepan and Ilena, but living with Morningstar wasn’t an option, either. In fact, I was thinking of getting my own place. What was it with supernatural people and sticking with their families for fucking centuries?! Hadn’t they heard of moving out at eighteen? Maybe their eighteen was one hundred… 

	“You shouldn’t have talked about this in my absence,” was all I could manage. I could feel the blood boiling in my veins.

	“Why not? I think it’s only fair that they should know where they stand.” He exchanged a gaze with my mom, which resulted in her sipping her wine hurriedly. “Oh, and I hope you packed your bags.”

	“Why would I pack my bags?” I had every intention of spending this Christmas at the Academy, too. 

	“You’re coming home with me. Our first Christmas together! Can you believe it?”

	No, I cannot believe it. My vocal cords weren’t as cooperative as my brain.

	“No, she cannot believe it, because it’s not going to happen,” Stepan spoke for me, and for once, he wasn’t out of line.

	Something happened when my two dads locked eyes over the table. I could feel it in the air. Tension fell over our little party, and even GC’s parents and Paz’s mother fell silent. Corri stopped her flappity-flap dance and settled in the middle of the table, on top of the fruit bowl. The tiny hairs on the nape of my neck stood on end. I leaned back in my chair, suddenly feeling like this wasn’t my fight.

	“We’ve talked about this,” Morningstar said with a forced smile. “I told you Mila is going to spend the holidays with me.”

	“And I told you that’s going to happen over my dead body!” He raised his voice, which drew unwanted attention. 

	I bit the inside of my cheek and exchanged a glance with my mom. She was just as lost and confused as I was. From the corner of my eye, I saw Headmaster Colin approach our table.

	Valentine narrowed his blue eyes at Stepan. “That can be arranged.”

	What the hell was going on?! My two fathers were fighting over me? Why?! Neither of them actually cared about me. Morningstar had only sought me out because he knew about the prophecy, and he probably wanted to make sure I wouldn’t take him out anytime soon. Stepan Lazarov had never loved me as a daughter. He’d abused me emotionally and physically, called me names, made fun of me, bullied me until I couldn’t take it anymore and I started hurting myself. I pulled at my long gloves to make sure they covered my arms perfectly. They came two inches over my elbows, so I was safe.

	“Mila, would you like to dance?”

	What the fuck?! It wasn’t Headmaster Colin’s voice that had startled me, but his request. I looked at him, mouth agape, feeling like a dumb fish who’d just been pulled out of the water and left to die on the beach.

	“I… mmm… Yes, of course.” How could I have refused him? You don’t just say “no” to the Headmaster of Grim Reaper Academy. “I’d love to.”

	He took my hand by the very tips of my gloved fingers and led me to the center of the ball room. A few couples were dancing on the soft tunes of a ballad. This is… too romantic. As Mason Colin positioned his other hand on my waist so lightly that I could barely feel it, the song changed. It wasn’t much better, but still slightly more appropriate. 

	“I’m sorry, Miss Morningstar. I wanted to have a word with you.”

	From up close, Headmaster Colin was quite handsome. Tall, broad-shouldered, strong… I wondered if he had anyone. A wife, or a girlfriend…

	“Your father has asked you to spend Christmas with him.”

	“Which father?” I chuckled. This was hilarious.

	He furrowed his brows. “Valentine Morningstar. Your biological father. I’m sure you don’t want to call Stepan Lazarov father after everything he’s done to you.” 

	Yep, Headmaster Colin was my therapist. I hadn’t gone to our sessions since school had started, but I’d already told him everything during the summer holiday. Therapy had been part of the deal that allowed me to stay at the Academy indefinitely. That, and my promise to study Morningstar while I lived in his old room. I’d discovered a couple of things, actually, but that was a story for another time.

	“Well, both my dads want me to spend Christmas with them, so I haven’t decided yet.”

	“What is there to decide? Remember what we talked about. You have to learn as much as you can about him. When the time comes, you must be ready.”

	“Yeah, I don’t know about that. There’s plenty of time until graduation.”

	“You never know what might happen between now and then.” 

	He spun me around gently, then we both bowed and resumed our dance. We were silent for a minute, and while he was giving me time to consider his suggestion, I was trying to figure out what was amiss. Because something was amiss, for sure. I stole a glance at my table, and I saw Valentine and Stepan argue over my mom’s blond head. She made herself super small and poked at her food. GC and Pazuzu were watching the scene with extreme interest.

	“Do you think…” I started reluctantly. “Do you think they know each other, Headmaster Colin?”

	“What? No! How could they? They just met this evening. What makes you say that?”

	“I don’t know. I just have this feeling.”

	The song ended, we bowed, and the Headmaster kissed the tips of my fingers with endless care. It was as if he was worried that if he touched me in any way, it would all be too inappropriate. I smiled at him, thanked him, and went straight to GC and Pazuzu. A rock and roll song started, and most of the students were already on the dance floor. Pandora was dancing with Klaus. What?! She was trying to be his friend because… he was my friend? The world was fucked up.

	“Hey you, let’s dance.”

	Valentine and Stepan fell silent the second I approached the table. They do know each other. And that was when I knew what I had to do.

	“By the way, I’ve decided to spend the holidays with Stepan and Ilena,” I threw over my shoulder as Paz and GC grabbed me by the hands and pulled me toward the dance floor. “We have all the time in the world, don’t we?” I smiled sweetly at Valentine. “One more Christmas with my mom and dad, and then I’m all yours, father.”

	Father. The first part had him fuming, albeit guardedly, but the last part did the trick. He smiled back and nodded.

	“As you wish, daughter. If that’s what you want, I cannot stop you. Your happiness is my main concern.”

	Sure it is, you pompous prick. As if I don’t know every word that comes out of your mouth is a lie. But was Stepan lying as well? He’d lied about not having heard of Grim Reaper Academy before. Was he lying about Valentine, as well? How could I hope to crack my newfound father, when I couldn’t crack the man I’d lived with my entire life? I’m a piss-poor detective. And that needs to change. 

	 


 

	CHAPTER SIXTEEN

	 

	Nope, the fact that I was piss-poor detective didn’t change overnight, nor over the holidays. Stepan was like a wall I could not break. I could scratch at it for hours, days, and not get a one-inch crack, at least. Aloof, impenetrable, but surprisingly not a jerk. He stayed out of my way, avoided my questions grumpily, cut any confrontation short in seconds, and when I pressed him too hard, grabbed his old coat and headed out for a beer. Aside from the fact that I wasn’t getting anywhere with my investigation, this new side of him suited me just fine. He didn’t cuss anymore, he was less violent, and he generally left me and my mom alone. For the first time in nineteen years, I actually had a pleasant winter vacation. 

	I’d spent my mornings with Mom, sipping coffee and talking about Grim Reaper Academy, Valentine, my boyfriends, and my classes. Since I’d told her about the field trip to Heaven, she’d become even more religious, if that was even possible. She bought a bunch of new icons and built herself a small altar in hers and dad’s bedroom, which I told her was uncommon for Orthodox Christians. She didn’t care. Heaven existed, God existed, so she was going to take all necessary precautions, and then some. She didn’t like that I was dating Pazuzu, a demon, but oddly enough, she had no problem with GC, the false god. I tried to explain to her countless times that demons were not inherently evil, just like angels were not inherently good. I even gave her examples of what Sariel had done to me in year one. I soon discovered she was open-minded about many things, but not this one. 

	After breakfast, I’d hole up in my room with a steaming pot of tea and professor Lovecraft’s two volumes of short novellas. His writing style had proved to be challenging. I could understand why he hadn’t gotten the attention of any big publishing houses in the supernatural world. His writing was convoluted, with too many adjectives, too many adverbs, and a vocabulary so archaic and rarely used that I had to keep Google close. After a few pages, I usually fell asleep, which was super annoying, because I didn’t want to spend my entire holiday deciphering his books. I also had some serious studying to do. I took notes, wrote a bunch of questions down, and sighed in deep relief when I finally closed the second volume and declared it finished. As he’d told me, he’d written about a few Great Old Ones, but the stories were so complex, the plot drowned in endless descriptions, that I could barely make sense of them. In the end, to my absolute frustration, I realized I’d spent hours reading without understanding much of what I’d read. Francis’s Great Old One, Yig, was only mentioned in a short story called The Curse of Yig, but the description of the serpent-like monster had very little to do with reality. That was one thing I couldn’t wait to ask Mr. Lovecraft about. Why did he believe Yig was a giant serpent? Giant serpents didn’t have a bunch of slimy tentacles… Of course, I couldn’t tell him about the Yig I knew. Maybe Lovecraft’s Yig was some other god? So confused…

	After two weeks of not getting much from my dad and spending too much time reading questionable literature, I returned to Grim Reaper Academy mostly the same as I’d left – clueless. I dumped my stuff in my room, went to dinner, then back to my room with two of the hottest guys in school, and had some life-changing, mood-improving sex. Sleep, breakfast, the first day of semester two. Life was back to normal. Valentine Morningstar wasn’t around and settling in my old routine soon gave me a feeling of safety I hadn’t felt in a while – more specifically, since Morningstar had entered my life.

	“Hey, where’s your pixie?” Klaus caught up with me at lunch. We were waiting in line to fill our plates.

	I chuckled. “On vacation.”

	“What do you mean?” His voice was suddenly grave, which I found odd.

	“I was at home, I didn’t need a pixie. So, I sent her away with a ring of the bell. Just like she taught me. I don’t need her to serve me all the time, and anyway, I feel bad when I ask her for things. It’s easier when she’s not around.”

	Klaus’s pale cheeks turned red, and it had nothing to do with his generally shy personality.

	“And you sent her to the Blank because you don’t want to feel bad about using her?! How is that any better?!” He raised his voice and started flailing his arms. “How is that not pure evil?!”

	“What the fuck are you talking about?” Everyone was looking at us. I grabbed him by his uniform jacket and pulled him out of the line. “What is the Blank?”

	He looked at me with wide eyes. Disbelief was written all over his face. 

	“You don’t know what the Blank is? How long has she been there?”

	“I don’t know, since the second or third day of Christmas. What the fuck is the Blank?”

	“Oh my God, Mila…” He ran his hand through his platinum blond hair. “Oh my God, you’re so clueless sometimes… And I know you’re not one of us, and there are many things you don’t know about our world, but this just can’t be your excuse all the goddamn time. Is it so hard to do some fucking research?”

	“Research on what?”

	“On pixies!”

	I crossed my arms over my chest. I was starting to feel annoyed, and a bit scared. 

	“Just tell me what’s wrong. I don’t need all this drama. If I did something bad, I’ll fix it and do better next time.”

	He huffed. “Yeah, and while you’re at it, maybe get Corri a therapist, too. If you really want to fix it, that is.”

	“Klaus!”

	He sighed and tried to calm down. “The Blank is where pixies are held after they’re trained and put on the market. They stay there until someone buys them, then they go there every time their master sends them away.”

	“And what’s this place like?”

	“What do you think it’s like? It’s called the Blank.”

	“So… empty?” I didn’t like where this was going. I reached into the pocket of my uniform blazer, but the bell wasn’t there. I’d left it in my room.

	“Empty, dark, floating in an endless space of sensory deprivation. I’ve never been there, obviously, but that’s how books describe it. And if you think this is fun, then hear this: not only are pixies sent to the Blank, but they each have their own cage. And they stay there, locked up, until their master calls on them again. There are horror stories about masters who got bored of their pixies and left them in the Blank to rot. Pixies are not immortal, but they do have awfully long lives.”

	“Oh my God!” I covered my mouth with my hands. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” 

	“I thought you knew!”

	“Corri never told me.”

	“She probably didn’t want to upset you. That would get her a penalty from the Council. But I thought you’d done your research.”

	“Well, apparently, I’m not as smart as you think I am!” I yelled at him and ran out of the dining hall. 

	I couldn’t get to the north tower fast enough, and then the stairs literally killed me. I was a mess by the time I reached my floor. Panting, sweating, and cursing under my shallow breath, I burst through the door, rummaged through my bedside drawer, and pulled out the bell. I rang it desperately.

	“Mistress, you’re back! I’m back! How may I serve you?”

	“Oh my God, Corri!” I grabbed her by the waist and pulled her to my chest. She yelped, then let out a pained screech, and I realized I was squeezing her too hard. I held her more gently but didn’t let go. “I’m so sorry! I had no idea. You never told me, and I was so stupid, so clueless, so busy with my own damn drama, that I didn’t think… I should have asked you, should have asked someone…”

	“I don’t understand what’s happening.”

	I held her at arm’s length and looked into her big, almond eyes. “The Blank. I had no idea that every time I sent you away, you were locked up in a cage, in complete darkness.” An odd mix of fear, sadness, and gratitude flashed across her tiny face. “I’m sorry. I promise I will never do that to you again. You’re staying here, with me. I’m never sending you away.”

	“Thank you,” she said in a small voice. “You don’t have to, you know? I’m used to it. It’s… natural.”

	“Corri, there’s nothing natural about it! There’s nothing natural about pixie slavery. Was your kind ever free?”

	“Oh, a long time ago. Long, long time ago.”

	“And don’t you want to be free again?”

	She shrugged. “I don’t know. What would I do if I were free? At least, with the way things are, I have a purpose.”

	I shook my head. She didn’t know what freedom was. She couldn’t even imagine it. All these incredible powers, and the pixies weren’t going to use them to rebel, because freedom had been bred out of them. I couldn’t get her a therapist, like Klaus had sarcastically suggested, but I could get her a friend. Me.

	 


 

	CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

	 

	Friday couldn’t come fast enough. Professor Maat was getting us ready for the field trip to Hell with a bunch of extra assignments, and all I could think about was Lovecraft’s stories about the Great Old Ones. We were studying the Nine Circles of Hell, and I showed up unprepared on Thursday, made a mess of the Third Circle, which was Gluttony, but thank God I was Morningstar’s daughter! Mrs. Maat didn’t take any points from me. I’d already passed Francis on the worth scoreboard and was on second place after Sariel. None of it was for real or made any sense, but who cared? The worth score system was broken before I was popular, and now it was just as broken, but I was at the opposite end of where I’d been in year one. In truth, nothing had changed. Just my perception of it. I’d cared a lot about my worth points back then, when I had to do everything in my power to stay afloat. Now I knew it was a rigged system that had nothing to do with the real world, so I couldn’t care less. Being second didn’t mean I really was the second-best student at the Academy. It just meant my father was who he was, the professors were afraid of him, so they were trying to get into his good graces by boosting my grades and worth points.

	I was sure a lot of my classmates hated me for real now, but no one dared to say a word or make one wrong step. They should have hated the stupid system, not me. It wasn’t like I could have chosen my parents. If I could have, Valentine wouldn’t have been my father. I wasn’t sure about Katia. I knew so little about her that I tried not to judge. Mostly, I tried not to think about her at all.

	The Literature class was full. Mr. Lovecraft had asked us to read quite the brick on holiday – The Possessed by Dostoevsky – and I was genuinely surprised so many students had done their homework and actually read it. They probably thought it was about demons. Some Stephen King-type horror, I chuckled to myself. Pazuzu shot me a confused look. He was right. The Possessed was a sad, heavy, depressing story, and laughing while Mr. Lovecraft was trying to help us understand Stavrogin was super disrespectful.

	I bounced my leg the whole class, checking the time every five minutes and annoying the crap out of GC, who hadn’t only read the book, but also loved it. 

	“The fuck’s wrong with you? I’m trying to pay attention.”

	“Sorry.” I rolled my eyes. If it hadn’t been for me, he would’ve never taken Literature. Neither would have Paz, Sariel, Pandora, and the rest of the students who’d made it their mission to follow me around. They’d ruined the class for me, anyway. 

	Corri was sitting on top of my book, which made a pretty tall chair for her. She kicked her tiny legs back and forth, not much more patient than I was.

	Saved by the bell! I told GC and Paz I’d catch up with them later, then waited for everyone to leave the classroom. Sariel shot me a questioning glance, and I masterfully ignored him. Since I’d had dinner with the Gracewings, he seemed to be following me around even more fiercely. For the life of me, I couldn’t understand what his deal was. I thought he wanted to be there to protect me from Lorna at first, but Lorna had disappeared from the picture almost completely. We rarely saw her around anymore, and rumor had it that she was dating some poor sap from the Righteous Death Cabal.

	“Professor Lovecraft, do you have a minute?”

	“Of course, Miss Morningstar.” 

	“I wanted to return the books.” Corri made the two volumes float right onto his desk.

	“Have you read them?” I nodded, and his whole face lit up. “What did you think?”

	I cleared my throat. Well, you’re not going to win any literature prizes anytime soon. “Err… yes, I… I enjoyed them a lot. They were… different.”

	“Different. That was one thing I was going for.”

	I had to do better. “Dark, gloomy, suspenseful… I could really feel the characters’ tension, their horror when they came face to face with the unknown. The terror of not knowing what would happen next, but also the certitude they’d never be the same.” I was describing my own experience with Francis’s monster. 

	Professor Lovecraft nodded enthusiastically. 

	“So, I have a few questions,” I took out my notebook. “I was especially intrigued by Yig, the King of Serpents. Where did you first hear about him? You said you were inspired by old mythology?”

	“Very old, and not very mainstream, like the ones you studied with Professor Halo. Yig comes from the Native American culture. Some say he is the same with Quetzalcoatl, the Mesoamerican feathered serpent, the god of the wind, the air, and learning, but I’m not really on board with this theory. I believe they’re different.”

	“But Quetz… erm…” Fuck. I couldn’t pronounce the name. “The Mesoamerican god would be a false god, right?” He nodded. “While Yig is a Great Old One.”

	“Exactly. That’s why I don’t believe they’re one and the same.”

	“This is very confusing. I’m sorry, so Quetz-whatever is a false god, which means he is real, existed, or still exists somewhere in the wide world, and Yig is… not real?”

	“Yes to the first part of your question, maybe/not sure to the last one. That’s the thing with the Great Old Ones. Maybe they’re among us, maybe they’re not.”

	I cocked an eyebrow. I wasn’t getting anywhere. Moving on…

	“So, the way you described him… Did you take that from the old stories, as well?”

	“No. That was one hundred percent my imagination. The stories describe him in various ways. Honestly, I think that if he did exist, and ten people saw him, you’d end up with ten completely different descriptions. That’s the nature of the Great Old Ones. Everyone perceives them through their own fears, beliefs, dreams and nightmares.”

	“Fascinating.” Still not getting anywhere. “It doesn’t matter. Let’s say the Great Old Ones do exist. How do you… kill them?”

	Surprise was written all over his face. “Kill them? Where did you get that idea? No one can kill them. They just are, which is the opposite of are not.”

	I blinked, completely lost. What the hell does that mean? “But they are beings. And all beings are born and can die. Even the immortal ones. Vampires are immortal and they can still be killed or can kill themselves.” Which was, actually, very common, as I’d learned in Psychology. “Everything that is born will have its soul reaped at some point.”

	“Your logic is sound. You’ve spoken like a true Grim Reaper. Except… the Great Old Ones are not born. They are. That’s all. They just are.”

	I shook my head. “That doesn’t make sense. It’s not how our universe works.”

	“It’s not how our dimension works, I agree. But, between you and me, I don’t think they come from this dimension.”

	I left his class more confused than before. Maybe I can find something about the Great Old Ones at the library. I just couldn’t wrap my head around the theory that they just were. They were never born, so they could never die. I was lost in thought, so I didn’t notice Sariel waiting for me outside of Mr. Lovecraft’s classroom.

	“You asked him about the thing in the well.”

	I jumped out of my skin. My hand went to my heart, and I pressed hard.

	“What the hell?! Don’t do that! What’s wrong with you?”

	He fell in step with me. “What did he tell you?”

	“You were eavesdropping, so I’m sure you already know.”

	“Maybe I want to hear it from you.”

	“Why?”

	“Because if you say it out loud, you might come to accept it.”

	I sighed. “The Great Old Ones cannot be killed. They just are.”

	He smirked. “Better?”

	“Absolutely not!” I realized I’d yelled, and I lowered my voice. Sariel leaned in. “Francis is bringing sacrifices to that… thing. Not symbolic sacrifices like, I don’t know, bread, whiskey, cake. Blood sacrifices. And not animals, either. We have to stop that.”

	“We?”

	“I have to stop that.”

	“Wow. You have a knack for picking extracurricular projects. You heard the guy: you can’t kill a Great Old One.”

	“Everything that has a soul can be killed. Reaped. There must be a loophole. Now all I have to do is find it.”

	“You’re going to the library.”

	“Yep.”

	“I’m coming with you.”

	I stopped in my tracks. Okay. What’s going on here? I thought Sariel had stayed behind because he’d overheard me and Mr. Lovecraft. Apparently, he had other reasons, too.

	“Why are you coming with me?” I fixed him with the most serious look I could muster.

	He shoved his hands in the pockets of his uniform jacket and shrugged. 

	“I just thought we could spend some time together.”

	“You just thought,” I mocked him. “What are you doing, Gracewing?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Did your mother tell you to flirt with me?”

	“I’m not flirting.”

	“Then what is this?”

	“I just thought…”

	“You just thought…”

	“We could be friends.”

	I looked at him for a long moment then threw my head back and laughed out loud. Okay, so maybe I didn’t have to laugh that hard, but I felt like I had to make a point. It had the anticipated effect. Sariel narrowed his silver eyes at me, suddenly unhappy with my brash attitude, and took a step back. 

	“That’s what I thought,” I said between chuckles. “I’m gonna go now, so please don’t follow me. Let me make that even clearer.” I pointed at the corridor ahead. “I go,” then at him, “You stay.”

	“Fuck you,” he mumbled as I walked away

	That’s the Sariel I know. 

	 


 

	CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

	 

	Just like Heaven, Hell had two entrances in the US. Feeling generous, professor Maat chose the most beautiful one, located in one of Arizona’s breathtaking canyons. Since I hadn’t traveled much, I was excited, but at the same time, terrified. I was going to visit Hell. When Pazuzu’s mother found out that the Gracewings had had me for dinner in Heaven, she decided she had to go the extra mile, beat them at their own game, and throw me a party. GC, Paz, and I were invited, which of course, made sense, but then she invited Francis and Sariel, too, and that was where she lost me. Maybe she wanted to show Sariel that a dinner party in Hell was better than a simple dinner in Heaven? These people mystified me…

	Anyway, I liked Lamia Eremus, I’d met her at the Yule Ball, so I couldn’t wait to see her again. My boyfriends had the best mothers, and they both loved me! What more could I ask for?

	The canyon was made of red sandstone, and it was the most breathtaking thing I’d ever seen in my life. It was difficult to navigate, there were places where stairs weren’t available, and there were spots so narrow that I could barely fit. It wasn’t open to humans, and those who ignored the warnings and went in anyway, never returned. Spiral rock arches ascended toward the sky all around me, and the sun sent its beams down the openings and crevices, creating a scenery that, in my opinion, was way prettier than what I saw in Heaven. The gateway to Hell was behind a narrow passageway between two spiral columns, and once we managed to squeeze through it one by one, the cave opened up, and we saw the dark mouth to Hell. 

	I gulped. 

	“Don’t worry, it’s safe for us,” Pazuzu encouraged me.

	“Who isn’t it safe for?”

	He chuckled. “For the humans who can’t get it through their thick skulls that this canyon is not open to tourists.”

	“What happens to them?”

	“If they come this far and find the mouth to Hell, what do you think happens? It swallows them whole.”

	“They can turn back.” I looked at the deep, ominous cavern we were supposed to enter. Professor Maat was already stepping into the darkness. “Who would ever choose to go in there instead of just going back?”

	“They don’t actually have a choice. It’s too tempting. Don’t you feel it? Supernaturals instinctively know what it is, and they stay away from the canyon. But humans don’t know how to listen to their instinct. Don’t you feel drawn to it?”

	Now that he mentioned it, I did feel inexplicably pulled toward the darkness. It’s fine. At least, I know what I’m getting into. Those poor, curious souls, though… A bunch of VDC students followed professor Maat. GC and Paz stayed behind, waiting for me to gather up my courage. What was strange was that Sariel and Francis were waiting for me, too. I looked over at Sariel, and he quickly averted his gaze. After our strange encounter outside Mr. Lovecraft’s classroom, the archangel had taken up this hobby of following me around unnoticed and popping up out of nowhere when I was alone. His flirting style left a lot to be desired. Not that I was interested. 

	This was ridiculous. I didn’t want to be last, and I also didn’t want to miss what Mrs. Maat had to tell us about each Circle of Hell. I dragged a deep breath in and walked briskly through the dark entrance. The guys followed me, and I soon felt Paz’s hand seek mine. Our fingers entangled, and I felt safe again. 

	Hell was structured the same as Heaven. If Heaven had Nine Spheres, Hell had Nine Circles. We were going to visit the first three, stop for lunch in the Fourth, then visit the last five. Lamia, Paz’s mother, lived in the Ninth Circle, which was where Satan lived, too. He liked to keep his wives close. We weren’t going to see him, because he didn’t take visitors and he didn’t care that we were the next Grim Reapers, but we were going to see his palace from a distance. 

	The First Circle was called the Limbo, and it was the home of those souls that weren’t sinful enough to deserve damnation, but neither pure enough to go to Heaven. So, they were going to suffer here a bit, learn a lesson or two, then get reincarnated and see if those lessons had stuck. The only difference between Heaven and Hell was that the souls that got into Heaven could choose how much they wanted to stay there and when they wanted to take another shot at life on Earth. The ones that went to Hell had to first serve the time allotted according to their sins, then they could reincarnate and do better. As far as I was concerned, it all sounded fair.

	Limbo was bathed in a dim light that made my eyes struggle to see clearly. As we walked down the narrow streets, looking at the small, old houses and rundown shops, Corri snuggled closer to my neck, hiding under my blue hair.

	“I don’t like it here.”

	“If you don’t like it here, I don’t want to know about the next circles.”

	“Maybe you want to send me away?” She tried, feebly. Since Klaus had told me about the Blank, I hadn’t sent her away once. And I wasn’t going to, no matter what she said.

	“You’re scared of Hell, but you’re not scared of the Blank?”

	“I know the Blank. It’s sad and bleak, but nothing can hurt me there.”

	“Nothing can hurt you here, either. You’re with me.”

	She sighed and resigned herself to hiding under my hair.

	Though poor and depressed, the souls in Limbo didn’t suffer that much. Their sentences were the shortest, too. Most hung around dingy bars, drinking and smoking with a bunch of demons who were supposed to torture them. Everyone was so demotivated that not a lot of torture happened. So, they just gossiped about this and that, about who Satan was dating, and who he’d left pregnant this month. The real torture began in the Second Circle, which was dedicated to those whose sin was Lust. 

	The Second Circle was windy. The sky was dark, the skeleton trees bent under the wrath of the hot, dusty storms, and most of the houses had lost their roofs a long time ago. They didn’t have windows, and they didn’t need them. The air was so hot and stuffy that it was barely breathable. Seeing how everyone but Pazuzu was struggling, professor Maat started taking out the masks she’d brought for us. 

	“Put these on, and don’t take them off until we reach the restaurant in the Fourth Circle. The weather in Hell is tricky.”

	Tricky? More like hellish. I looked at Corri. “Are you okay? I don’t think she has a mask for pixies.”

	She snapped her fingers, and the next thing I knew, she was covered from head to toe in something that looked like a miniature hazmat suit. She gave me the thumbs-up.

	So, you have too much sex on Earth, you end up in the middle of an eternal storm. I didn’t think it was that bad of a punishment. The souls roaming the streets looked stressed and beaten-up, though. The horrible weather had gotten to them. 

	It rained in the Third Circle, and the streets were flooded with a green, disgusting slush. We had two mages in the VDC, and professor Maat asked them to clear a path for us. There was no reason to go through the same torture as the souls whose sin was Gluttony. Caspian and Merrit did as instructed, and the path before us dried up in a second, only to be inundated again behind us once we’d passed. Merrit was a loud, obnoxious mage who was constantly trying to make up for his ridiculous name through an overbearing attitude. I remembered sitting next to him on Mabon in year one. Caspian was slightly better-tempered. 

	I was glad we weren’t going to eat here. They did have a lot of restaurants, the food looked incredible, but Mrs. Maat told us it couldn’t be eaten. The moment you stuck your fork in it, it turned into the green slush the whole Third Circle seemed to be made of. That was what you got when you succumbed to your voracious appetite on Earth. The souls here were starving. Not the souls in the Fourth Circle, though. Here, the demons tortured those who’d been greedy and hoarded wealth. Their punishment? They were surrounded by wealth and beauty, while their houses remained empty. The stores were filled with clothes, jewelry, and expensive perfumes, their restaurants served exotic, delicious food, but they could take nothing home. They couldn’t buy a single needle. They were doomed to never own a thing until they learned their lesson.

	We weren’t guilty of Greed, so we did a bit of shopping, then stopped to eat at the Sinful Elk. Who the hell had come up with that name? Since it was safe inside, we removed our masks. Corri got out of her hazmat suit and ate a bit from my plate when I insisted it was the most delicious thing she’d ever tasted in her life. I had no idea what the name of the dish was, nor what it contained, but it was so good that I was tempted to ask for a second portion.

	“Save some space for dessert,” Pazuzu laughed at me. 

	I grumpily listened to him, and when a demon girl placed a slice of tiramisu before me and I took a bite, I literally moaned. I couldn’t stop myself. All the VDC guys at the table looked at me, and I was aware I might have caused a bunch of surprise erections, but the cake was just too good. 

	“I had no idea you had such crazy amazing food in Hell.”

	Paz smiled. “We do. It’s for demons only. The policy for the souls that get here is ‘look, smell, don’t touch’. Hilarious, huh?”

	“Evil!”

	“Welcome to Hell, baby!”

	I didn’t find his jokes particularly funny. We finished our lunch and moved on with our hellish journey. When it came to the last few Circles, the situation in Hell was the opposite of Heaven. These were more populated than the first five, and the economy was thriving. For the demons, of course, not for the souls. The more wretched souls ended up in Hell, the more jobs they created. The better the demons tortured their bodiless clients, the more bonuses they got and the faster they rose in ranks. That was why Hell had so many earls, and dukes, and princes. They were, basically, managers with fancier titles. 

	The Sixth Circle held the heretics, and the Seventh was divided into three rings to better classify the souls who’d been violent, and punish them according to their deeds. If there was one thing I admired about Hell, it was how organized it was. The system worked like a well-oiled machine – no glitches, no excuses, no bribes, and no exceptions. The Eight Circle was made of ten concentric ditches where demons tortured the souls of those who’d committed fraud and thievery in any way – seducers, con-artists, liars, corrupt politicians, and even hypocrites. After everything that I’d seen, I still wasn’t prepared for the last Circle of Hell – the Ninth. 

	We took off our masks. The air was hot, but the cold coming from the frozen lake in the center balanced the temperature out. Thanks to these two extremes meeting in the middle, it was the only Circle that had decent weather all year round. The best place to live in Hell, for sure, if you could ignore the cries of pain coming from the lake.

	“This is Cocytus,” professor Maat said as we stopped at the shore. Shadows danced over it, limbs moving back and forth, hands reaching toward the sky, mouths agape in silent screams, loud screams, and all kinds of screams in between. “Sinners who’ve committed treachery are trapped in ice, each according to his or her guilt. The lake is divided into four concentric rings, and as you can imagine, the one in the middle is the worst and most painful.”

	I stepped away from the shore. The other VDC students were fascinated, but I just couldn’t look at the desolation on the sinners’ faces for another minute. I turned around and looked in the distance.

	“My father’s palace,” Pazuzu said. “I’d love for you to see it one day.”

	GC joined us. From the corner of my eye, I saw Francis and Sariel were sticking close, too.

	“So, how do you feel?” GC asked me.

	“I don’t know. It’s strange…”

	“Better get used to it, because the Violent Reapers get a lot of jobs in Hell,” Paz said.

	“Why?”

	“Too many demons, too little room.”

	“Are you kidding me? Hell is way bigger than Heaven.” 

	“And demons make babies like crazy,” GC laughed. “Seriously, dude, haven’t you heard of condoms?”

	“I have five in my back pocket,” Paz growled. 

	“Five? Why five?” I giggled. “That’s all I get? Five fucks?”

	He leaned in to whisper in my ear. “You get as many fucks as you want, love.” He licked the shell of my ear, and I shuddered. A pleasant warmth rushed through my veins, and my blood carried it through my entire body. 

	“You know we don’t use condoms anymore,” I whispered. 

	“I have them in case you want to try… backdoor activities.”

	I jumped away from him, blushing like mad. We hadn’t done it that way yet, and to say that I was nervous about it would have been an understatement. Both GC and Paz were just too big to go in there, so I had mixed feelings about ever letting them. 

	“This is making me uncomfortable,” Corri fidgeted on my shoulder. “Mistress, how about you send me away for a while?”

	“No! You’re not going anywhere.”

	“I really don’t want to be around for these conversations,” she whined. 

	These days, when GC and Paz spent the night in my room, Corri went to one of their rooms. For how tiny she was, either GC’s or Paz’s dorm was like a palace. She even had snacks and drinks. I would have thought she’d be more enthusiastic about her new life, given that I didn’t ask her to do many things for me, treated her like a friend, and did everything I could to make her feel comfortable. Instead, she usually just kept going on and on about how she could help me, and if I didn’t need her, how about sending her away to the Blank? For the life of me, I couldn’t understand her logic. The Blank was horrible! Why would she want to be trapped in a cage, surrounded by nothingness, when she could have a huge room for herself? Hell! I hadn’t had a huge room for myself when I first arrived at the Academy! But I knew she wasn’t acting like this because she was ungrateful. It simply was the only life she knew and asking her to step out of her comfort zone and be free was too much, too soon. 

	Professor Maat ushered the group to the bus that was supposed to take us back to the canyon, but GC, Paz, Sariel, Francis, and I didn’t get in. A car was waiting for us. It was more of a limousine, which was silly because we could have probably walked to Paz’s house. Lamia had outdone herself. She wanted to make an impression on Sariel. She knew his parents would call him the minute he was back at the Academy and pester him to tell them everything about Hell and Lamia’s house. Knowing how much Sariel liked his parents – insert sarcasm – he was going to make it sound like he’d had the trip of his life. And, for sure, he was going to tell them that food was way better in Hell than in Heaven. He wouldn’t be lying to them, either.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Lamia Eremus invited us into her home as her demon servants took our uniform jackets, our backpacks, and our masks. Since her son had left for the Academy, she lived alone in a house that was too big and empty for her. It was decorated tastefully, though, in warm colors of red, orange, burgundy, and terra cotta, with massive furniture, and plush pillows all over the floor. To my surprise, we weren’t going to eat at a normal dinner table. She invited us to sit on floor pillows and soft divans spread all over the room. The servants brought plates filled with fruits, meats, vegetables cooked in various ways, fish, and seafood. Bottles of wine, fruit nectar, and beer were brought in, and demons filled the glasses with our drinks of choice. My head was spinning. There was so much decadence, and what shocked me the most was that… I liked it. No. I loved it.

	“I’ve never been to such a party before,” Corri whispered shyly. A servant girl had brought a small plate for her, the smallest she could find, and the pixie was working on a shrimp now. Corri with a shrimp was like a normal-sized person with a cod. 

	“I agree with you on this one.”

	“I don’t know what to do.”

	“Just be yourself.” I looked over at Lamia, who raised her glass and smiled warmly at me. “The mistress of the house seems to like pixies.”

	“Yes, she doesn’t treat me like a servant at all…”

	“I cannot treat you like a servant, dear Corri, because you’re not one,” Lamia said in her beautiful voice. She’d overheard us. “Do I pay you?”

	“N-no…” Corri was beyond lost.

	“Then you’re not a servant.”

	My pixie was blushing so hard that I thought she’d explode if I didn’t take over.

	“So, you don’t agree to pixie slavery. You believe all creatures should be paid for their services.”

	“Indeed. That is the right way in Hell. Money is the root of all evil, they say. They got that all upside down. Yes, we invented money, but only because we thought it would help organize the rest of the world like it had helped us. We’re big on bureaucracy here in Hell, but the right kind of bureaucracy, the kind that makes things simpler and more logical, not the deviation humans have dug themselves into.”

	Beautiful and wise. Wow! I exchanged a glance with Pazuzu. He was lucky to have been raised by this woman. 

	We dined, drank, laughed, and listened to Lamia’s favorite records. She had a passion for 70s music. Even Sariel relaxed in her presence. He attacked the roast duck in orange sauce with a vengeance, and declared he’d never eaten anything so delicious. Lamia laughed in delight and promised to pass on his compliments to her chef. Personally, I wondered how she’d known that was his favorite food. Francis caught my gaze, and I had my answer. 

	“Paz, why don’t you show Mila your room? I’m sure she’d love to see it.”

	“What?” I looked around, panicked. GC furrowed his brows, displeased. Lamia hadn’t mentioned him, although she knew I was in a relationship with both of them. Sariel and Francis fell silent. “It’s fine, you don’t have to.”

	Too late. Paz stood up and offered me his hand. “I’d love to. Come on.”

	I bit the inside of my cheek, looked at GC for approval, and when he nodded, I took Paz’s hand and allowed him to pull me away from the party.

	 

	* * *

	 

	His lips on my neck, his warm tongue lapping at my skin, his hand under my uniform skirt… I moaned and clung to him like he was my life belt. 

	“Do you want it?” 

	“I do, but…”

	“But what?”

	“GC…” 

	He took my chin between his fingers and pulled me in for a long, desperate kiss. I bit at his tongue and giggled when he winced.

	“You’ll just owe him a fuck,” he said mischievously.

	“I’ll owe him?”

	“Yeah.” He grabbed me by the back of my knees and lifted me up. He carried me to his bed but didn’t put me down yet. He liked holding me like that, and I thought it was because it made him feel strong. It made him feel like he had full control. “Your greedy little cunt wants a quick fuck, and she doesn’t care that he’s not here. So, you’ll take what you want from me, then owe him for it.”

	“Your logic beats me. Are you sure you’re from around here? Because Hell loves logic, and it doesn’t seem like it’s your strong suit.”

	“Shut up and kiss me.”

	Well, I couldn’t argue with that. I pushed my tongue down his throat, trying to reclaim some of my power. He’d already removed my red tights, and as I wrapped my legs around him, his fingers moved dangerously close to my panties. He slipped his index underneath them and ran the tip between my folds. The position I was in spread me wide. I was so vulnerable and accessible, and it only made me hornier. 

	“I’ll ask again,” he breathed against my lips. “Do you want it?”

	“Yeah. I want it. I’ll owe GC a fuck.”

	He dropped me onto his bed and smiled down at me. Oh, how I fucking loved that wicked grin of his. A strand of raven black hair fell over his forehead as he started working on his belt. I removed my panties quickly and pulled my legs open. A single glance at my wet pussy, and his eyes turned red. I loved it when I had that effect on him.

	“What are you guys doing here?” 

	The door slammed open, and GC burst in the room. He crossed his arms over his chest when he saw us.

	“Really?! Behind my back again? You guys suck.”

	Paz rolled his eyes. “You’re welcome to join us. I mean, you’re here now…”

	“Hell yeah, I’m here!” He removed his shirt in a swift motion. “Jerk.” He jumped on the bed, and his hand went straight between my legs. 

	“Mmm…” I threw my head back and moaned. He pushed a finger inside me, and I bucked my hips, wanting more.

	“I’ll let Paz get you nice and ready with his dick,” he whispered in my ear. “Then it’s my turn, goddess.”

	I couldn’t argue with that. His plan only improved on Paz’s initial plan, and I was on board. For a moment, I wondered whether I should feel weird that I’d be fucking Lamia’s son while she was downstairs, in the dining room. Then I remembered she was a demoness living in actual Hell, and lust wasn’t something she frowned upon. It was only a sin if humans did it. Humans who were not offspring of nephilim and weren’t training to become Grim Reapers, that was. 

	Paz pushed his pants and briefs down to his knees. His cock bounced out, and I eyed it hungrily, but there was no time for that. He positioned himself between my legs and slapped GC’s hand away. The head of his cock was at my entrance when someone knocked on the door. Which I then realized GC had left wide open. 

	I pushed Paz away, crossed my legs, and pulled my skirt down. Sariel and Francis stood in the doorway, amusement painted on their stupid faces.

	“Sorry to interrupt,” Sariel said. “Your mom said you can show us to our rooms.”

	“What rooms?” Paz and I said at the same time.

	“It’s late, the Academy is too far, so she said we can sleep here tonight,” Francis explained.

	Paz growled, displeased. His cock was painfully hard, and he had trouble stuffing it back in his pants. GC was laughing his ass off. He’d only removed his shirt, so he was cool.

	“I can’t let you children travel all night,” Lamia said, appearing behind Sariel and Francis. She assessed the situation quickly, and I had the distinct impression that she saw more than any of us could see. “Mila can share a room with Paz and GC, of course. I don’t mind. And you two can share a room, if you’re into that…” Sariel blushed to the tips of his ears. He was getting ready to tell her she’d gotten it all wrong, but she stopped him with a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Or you can each have your own room. There are so many rooms in this house that I can’t even count them!” She giggled, and the tension dissipated.

	Interesting. I’d never thought of Sariel and Francis that way, but now that Lamia had pointed it out, I had to admit they were awfully close.

	“Mila, let’s let the boys figure it out.” She beckoned to me, and I followed her out of Paz’s bedroom, entranced, my tights, boots, and panties forgotten on the floor. She pulled me away, down the corridor. “Tell me, honey, why do you settle for two when you could have four?”

	“What? Four what?”

	“Lovers,” she giggled. 

	“I… I…” My brain was glitching. She took me by the arm, and I inhaled her exotic, spicy perfume. 

	“Come on. Let’s get a hot drink and have a good, healthy girl’s talk.”

	 


 

	CHAPTER NINETEEN

	 

	I did my best to forget my “girl’s talk” with Lamia the moment we had it. She had an interesting theory about how Sariel and Francis were enamored with me. Interesting, but false. Sariel only wanted to be around me because his parents were forcing him to, and his mother wanted to see us together. Her son dating Mila Morningstar… What a success for the entire family! And Francis had his eyes on me because he knew I wanted to kill his beloved monster, god, or whatever that thing in the well was. But Paz’s mother didn’t know these details, so I let her talk, and forgave her enthusiasm at the idea that I could be fucking four guys instead of just two. 

	How she doesn’t want me to date just her son blows my mind. Ariela Gracewing would have married me to Sariel in a second. Heaven and Hell are different, for sure.

	The finals were coming. With so many projects to hand in, so many books to read, and so much material to cover for the exams, the last thing on my mind was my love life. The finals were going to last for an entire day, with one break, then we’d have a week of vacation while the professors graded the papers, updated the worth scoreboard, and announced our results. I wasn’t as stressed as I’d been the year before. Now I knew I was going to do well, if not even great, and even if I wasn’t going to be the best, my new name would make up for it. I knew I was shallow and entitled. But so was everyone else, and if I wanted to survive in this world, if I wanted to become a Grim Reaper and, maybe, fulfill the prophecy, I had to learn the game and play it better than them.

	The finals came and went. I spent my free week with GC and Paz, masterfully avoiding Sariel, who was becoming such a nuisance. To get him off my back, I embraced my mean girl side and spread the word that he and Francis were gay for each other. The juicy piece of gossip took a life of its own, and soon, the whole Academy was making jokes about Sariel and Francis sitting on a tree. It was all nice and fun until Klaus found out I was the perpetrator, came fuming at me, and slapped me over the head.

	“How dare you? You’ve changed too much, sister. You’re mean, insensitive, and now you’re making fun of gays? Who are you? Because I don’t know you anymore.”

	I felt ashamed of myself. He was right. I apologized, he refused to forgive me, I begged, and we finally made up and were friends again. Reluctant friends. I let the gossip die down. That was when I realized I’d turned into a bully. I wasn’t as cruel and dangerous as Lorna and Sariel had been, but I was still a bully. I even apologized to Sariel and Francis. Francis took it surprisingly well, shrugging it off and declaring he didn’t care. He had better things to do than concern himself with gossip. Sariel, on the other hand, took it as the perfect chance to guilt me into a date. A date! What the fuck? I rejected the hell out of him, of course, he pouted for a while, then was back to thoroughly following me around, flirting in his awkward way. He’d never had to work to get a girl before, so he had no idea what he was doing. Not that he was ever going to succeed with me.

	I’d never been top of my class. I’d always been a good student, did my homework, did extra projects, did my best, and even though I was among the nerds, I was never first. So, when Headmaster Colin announced the results and the final worth scores for year two, I nearly had a heart attack. For the first time in my life, I was number one. Sariel’s name dropped below me on the scoreboard, and my name, Mila Morningstar, was at the very top. At the finals, I got perfect grades. Lorna, Sariel, and Francis had gotten perfect grades, too, but my worth score set me apart. This was all happening on a Friday, in the dining hall, right before dinner. The last thing Headmaster Colin announced before we could dig in and stuff our faces was the practice groups and the Grim Reapers they were assigned to. Last year, Headmaster Colin had made the distribution, but this year, since the twenty-two Grim Reapers were now familiar with the students, they had been the ones to choose. Shit was getting serious. I already knew Valentine wanted me in his group, and I’d expressively asked him to take Pazuzu and GC, too. I didn’t want to be separated from them. So, when Headmaster Colin said their names way before he’d reached Morningstar’s practice group, my heart jumped right in my throat. I gulped down a glass of water, exchanged fearful glances with my guys, and wondered whether I should protest or not.

	“If you’re not with me,” I told them, “then who is?”

	“Valentine Morningstar,” said Headmaster Colin in his calm, measured voice. “The students who will practice under his guidance are: Mila Morningstar, Sariel Gracewing, Francis Saint-Germain, and Merrit Castegny.”

	“Oh, come on!” I covered my face with my hands. The entire VDC table was looking at me now, and I just wanted to hide. What the fuck was my father thinking? 

	“He probably doesn’t want you distracted by us,” said Pazuzu. I’d let my guard down, and he could access my thoughts. I immediately shoved him out of my head. Since I’d learned that demons were decent telepaths, I’d learned to be careful around Pazuzu. It wasn’t that hard. I just had to contract my energy to keep him out, and he usually didn’t insist, either. The only time when I let my energy expand and allowed him access was when we had sex.

	I sighed, and finally looked up. Sariel was grinning at me. Idiot. Francis was doing his best to look as impassive as ever, but there was something in his mossy green eyes that said he cared. He cared a lot that we were in the same practice group. Merrit Castegny? I didn’t know him that well.

	A human, an archangel, a mage, and a… Francis walked into a bar. Because I still had no fucking clue what Francis was.

	 

	* * *

	 

	PE uniform, check. Long leather boots, check. Leather wristbands, check. Black, cartoony cloak, check. Scythe, check. Pixie, check.

	I was ready to reap.

	Monday. A fresh new week, a fresh new start. All the students gathered in the inner courtyard to wait for their mentors. I was with the VDC, GC and Paz glued to my sides. They didn’t want to let me go, and I didn’t want that, either. Two whole months of being apart. The thought made me slightly sick to my stomach. My bladder started doing that thing I hated when it was trying to convince me I needed to pee. I didn’t. I don’t need to pee, I don’t need to pee. My new mantra.

	I was nervous. I’d skipped the year one practice, so I was way behind my classmates. Was Valentine going to go easy on me because I was his daughter? Was he going to go hard on me because I was his daughter? He was so unpredictable that I’d stopped guessing a long time ago. Or tried to, at least. What had I missed? GC and Pazuzu hadn’t told me much. Last year, practice had been all about assisting and not doing any actual reaping. They’d shadowed their mentors and taken notes on their methods, techniques, and how they adapted to difficult cases. GC had been in Valentine’s group, and he said my father had one hell of a work ethic. He was emotionally detached from the violent circumstances he had to reap in, compassionate when needed, cold when it served him better. He didn’t talk much, didn’t preach, and didn’t give advice. His students had to figure out what to keep and what to leave themselves, because Valentine never told them what notes to take. If he, indeed, was like that, I was on board with his mentoring method. Like father, like daughter, and all that.

	The twenty-two Grim Reapers materialized in clouds of black smoke.

	“Their cloaks do that,” GC whispered in my ear. “This year, we’re going to learn how to teleport like that, too. Last year, they teleported us.”

	Cool. I didn’t miss that. I was good. 

	The smoke cleared and the women and men stepped forward, their black cloaks magically whooshing behind them for added effect, their scythes glowing faintly. They looked impressive, I had to admit. The ones who had wings wore them spread wide on their backs. Morningstar was one of them. His wings were tall, reaching two inches above his head, but not as long as those of an angel. When he tucked them down his back, they didn’t touch the ground, like Sariel’s did. After all, he was only half-angel, and it had to show somehow.

	He came over to me, kissed me on the forehead, and looked for the others in his group of students. GC and Paz joined their own group. Their mentor was a beautiful sphinx lady. I waved at them and mouthed “I’ll miss you.” 

	“Ready, daughter? Nervous?”

	“A little.”

	“Don’t worry, you’ll catch up in no time. Though I’m still not happy you skipped practice last year. You’ll have to work extra hard.”

	“I will, I promise.”

	He smiled down at me and pinched my chin playfully. “My good girl.”

	I winced. I’m not a damn puppy. 

	“You’re not taking your pixie with you.”

	My heart sank. “Why not?”

	“Reaping is a reaper’s business. No pixies allowed.”

	“But she won’t tell anyone a word.”

	“It’s okay, Mistress. You can send me away.”

	“I’m not sending you away,” I growled.

	Morningstar shot me an impatient look. Sariel, Francis, and Merrit had joined us, and it was time to go. The other Grim Reapers had already showed their students how to teleport, and they were zapping away one by one.

	“Mila, we don’t have time for this. You have one second to figure it out.”

	“She’ll be trapped in the Blank for two months,” I whined. Not that I believed whining worked on him.

	“So?”

	“I don’t want her to be caged and alone.”

	“She’s a pixie, Mila.”

	This wasn’t helping. I wasn’t going to change his opinion about pixie slavery in the next five minutes, so I needed to find a better way to make sure Corri was safe while I was gone.

	“Can I leave her with someone?”

	“She’s not a pet.”

	“Okay, then can I gift her to someone else for a while?”

	“I guess. I’ve never heard of anyone donating their pixie before, but fine. She’s yours. You can do whatever you want with her.”

	While I didn’t like the way he’d put it, he’d agreed, and that was all that mattered. I told him it would only take a few minutes and ran to the kitchen before he could stop me. Whether he liked it or not, he was going to wait. I rushed in with Corri flapping her wings at lightspeed behind me, found Patty, gave her the bell, and asked her to keep the pixie safe.

	“She’ll help you around the kitchen.”

	“I love baking!” Corri chirped.

	“Okay,” Patty looked at the bell in her hand reluctantly. “I never thought I’d have… a pixie.”

	“Just for two months, so don’t get used to it,” I laughed. “Promise me you won’t ring the bell and send her away, okay?”

	“Oh, God no! I wouldn’t send my worst enemy to the Blank.”

	I sighed. “You know about the Blank?”

	“Everyone knows.”

	Great! That was so like me. To be the only stupid human who’d locked her pixie up in a cage in the darkness for weeks without knowing. I thanked Patty and rushed back to the courtyard. 

	“Good luck,” my best friend yelled after me.

	I ran so fast that when I had to stop, my feet slipped on the gravel, and I almost knocked Sariel on his ass. He caught me and brushed my blue hair out of my eyes. Was he getting better at flirting?

	“You’re late,” Valentine said in a cold tone. “You missed the teleportation training, so I guess you’ll just teleport with me, and then one of the boys can show you how to do it.”

	Oh wow! He’s not kidding around. He was definitely not going to go easy on me because I was his daughter.

	He gave me something that looked like a gold, swirly pin, and I looked at it with wide, confused eyes. 

	“It goes in your pocket for now. Someone will show you how to place it on your cloak later.

	Sariel leaned in. “It’s a teleportation device. Don’t worry, I’ll help you activate it.”

	“Teleportation device?”

	“We’ll need them until we learn how to teleport without them.”

	“Time to go,” Valentine announced. The blade of his scythe started glowing red. “Death doesn’t wait for anyone. Mila, come here.” I went to him, and he threw the side of his cloak over my shoulders. “The rest of you, set your devices and follow the glow.”

	Follow the glow… Maybe it was better that I’d missed the training. It all sounded so complicated. Before I could ask him where we were going, we swirled inside a cloud of black smoke, and all I could see was a vortex of lights. We were traveling. How far and how fast, I didn’t know, but it felt so sudden and unnatural that my stomach twisted and knotted, and when I felt solid ground beneath my feet again, it did a somersault and bile rose in my throat. I gagged, covered my mouth with my hand, and swallowed heavily. No matter what, I wasn’t going to make a fool of myself. I opened my eyes and shielded them with my arm from the scorching sun. We were somewhere in the desert. 

	“Are you okay?” Francis asked me, concerned. 

	“Yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?” Probably because my face was green. I felt so sick and I needed to throw up so badly… No. I was Mila Morningstar, and I was supposed to teleport like a pro. Fake it till you make it. “Where are we?”

	“West of the Sahara Desert,” said Valentine. He started walking purposefully, and we followed him. “Behind that dune.”

	What dune? There were dunes everywhere! His scythe glowed redder and redder as we approached our destination, and two silhouettes appeared in the distance. A man and a woman. He was dressed in white from head to toe, with a turban wrapped on his head. She was dressed in long, gray skirts, and her long black hair was loose on her back. He was pulling her by the hand, and she was trying to resist him, fight him, make him let go of her. He was stronger.

	 

	The handle of my own scythe started vibrating in my hand, and I stopped in my tracks. I looked up at the blade and saw the runes glowing red for the first time. It was as if a mysterious power had activated the scythe. It responded to the scene before me, it knew that the woman’s time had come, and the blade ached to cut her string of life, to detach her soul from her body.

	“I can’t do this,” I whispered. It was a good thing Sariel, Francis, and Merrit had followed Valentine and were too far away to hear me. I was way behind them, frozen in place, and they hadn’t even noticed. “Oh fuck, I can’t do this,” I mumbled again, my voice a bare disturbance in the stillness of the desert. 

	She was going to die. He was going to kill her. Why? She didn’t want to die. She was young, and beautiful, and her body was strong and healthy. This couldn’t be her time. Yet it was. 

	“Mila?” Francis had noticed my absence.

	I can’t do this. I don’t want to do this. Despite myself, I moved. One step at a time, and I was at Francis’s side. No one had to know what I was thinking. I was VDC. I am VDC. I am a Reaper. Reapers reap. 

	The man threw the woman to the ground. She screamed and begged in a language I’d never heard before. He took out a curved knife, grabbed her by the hair, and…

	Valentine swung his scythe swiftly. With infinite precision, the blade cut the woman’s string of life, and her soul separated from her body. The brown and red energy field that had been vibrating and shaking all around her from sheer terror gathered into an oval shape and started changing its color to light yellow. The pain was gone, and so was the fear. She was free.

	I blinked away tears, then rubbed fiercely at my eyes before Morningstar turned around and saw me.

	“You were paying attention, right?” He said in a stern voice. He looked up at his scythe, which was glowing again. He grinned and finally looked at us. A fleeting gaze at Sariel, Francis, and Merrit, then his blue eyes focused on me. “Your turn, my daughter.”

	 


 

	CHAPTER TWENTY

	 

	We teleported again. Black, moonless night. Gunfire all around us. A grenade exploded in the distance. War.

	Valentine released me from his strong embrace and pushed me forward. He wanted me to lead the way. My scythe hummed in my hand, and I clenched my fingers around it until the tips turned white. I stepped over mutilated bodies, soldiers crying in pain, and soldiers who cried no more. I swallowed heavily and tried to keep my eyes ahead. The scythe was leading me, and all I had to do was follow its glow. It came naturally. I didn’t have to think about it, I didn’t have to ask myself who my victim was. I didn’t have to understand the situation, know what war these people were fighting, find out their names before I reaped their souls. From the way my scythe was buzzing, I knew I’d have to cut more than just one string of life here. And I knew Morningstar wasn’t going to step in and ask the guys to help me. This was a test. He wanted to know if I was, indeed, blood of his blood. If I was Reaper material. If I was a danger to him.

	Well, guess what. I am. I am a danger to you. I am your worst nightmare, Valentine Morningstar.

	I could feel something change inside me. The more I advanced on the battlefield, the stronger my scythe glowed, the faster my heart beat, pumping adrenaline through my veins. There was this rush… Rush of blood, rush of thoughts, rush of emotions. Fear, power, disgust, compassion, excitement. My first soul, my first job. My foot caught on something, and I looked at the ground. I hadn’t tripped on anything; a man had grabbed my ankle. He was looking up at me, his eyes pleading. There was a gash on his head, and his teeth were stained with blood when he opened his mouth to say “please”.

	“This one’s not yours,” Morningstar pulled me away, and the man let go of my ankle.

	“He can see me.”

	“Because he’s half dead, waiting for his Reaper. But his time hasn’t come yet. He’ll suffer for another hour, and then a Merciful Reaper will come to cut his string.”

	I didn’t feel a thing. I should have. Back in the desert, I’d felt for that woman. My heart had ached for her, and I’d wanted to take that man’s dagger and drive it through his chest. I looked away from the man and kept following the glow, laser-focused on my task. I stepped over a dead body and caught the gaze of a Neutral Reaper. Pandora was with him, but I didn’t have time to wave at her or anything. It wasn’t like we were real friends. My victim… There he was, a few feet away. 

	He was on the ground, recharging his rifle. Once he was done, he jumped to his feet, and I knew… I knew half a dozen bullets would hit him right in the heart. I swung my scythe back and waited. His string of life was floating around his shoulders, his energy red and vibrant. He was scared, but he was determined. He was terrified of death, but he charged anyway. The first bullet hit him, then the second, and I aimed the blade at his string. A perfect cut. His soul left his body, and before his eyes closed, he stared at me in shock. I watched his soul rise to the heavens, for two seconds only. My scythe buzzed and glowed again, and I turned to the man who’d shot him. It was his turn. I stood between him and his enemy, and the bullets that hit him went through me first. The cloak wasn’t just for fashion, or to make us look like the Grim Reapers in children’s cartoons. They made us invisible and untouchable. This one didn’t see me. He wasn’t ready to die, and he didn’t even believe in death. When I severed his string of life, his body fell to the ground, and his soul bounced around for a while before it found its way to the dark sky.

	My blade glowed once more. I turned to my right, walked a few steps, and detached the soul of a soldier hit by a grenade. 

	Glow. Slay. Glow. Slay.

	I was drenched in sweat. It was half an hour later when I felt Morningstar’s hand on my shoulder. 

	“Our job here is done. Let’s see what’s next.”

	“Next?”

	I was confused. My head was pounding, and when Valentine took me under his cloak and teleported us to a new location, I fell on my hands and knees the moment we landed. I needed a minute, but my mentor wasn’t going to give me thirty seconds. I pulled myself to my feet and followed him into a rundown house, into the basement. It was early morning here. The house was empty, except for the cluttered room down there, in the damp semi-darkness. There was a woman on the floor. She was in her forties, thin, almost malnourished, with brown shaggy hair, dressed in rags that hung awkwardly on her bony structure. There was an empty pack of cigarettes at her feet, and a bunch of crushed pills on a book, next to the foot of the bed.

	“Sariel, you’re up.”

	Sariel took a reluctant step toward the woman. His hand trembled on his scythe, and I realized that if I had barely been able to stand the scene in the desert, if I had barely been able to do what I just did in the deep of the night… I couldn’t even imagine how he was feeling. He wasn’t made for this. Compassion filled my heart, and I stepped forward. I wasn’t supposed to do this. Morningstar had said it was his turn. Still, something wasn’t right. Maybe he could give Sariel an easier job later, because this woman… My shoulders tensed and my fingers gripped the scythe harder. As the sun rose in the sky, its light filtering through the dirty window, there was a flash of metal. This woman was holding a tiny blade. 

	I reached Sariel, pulled him by the arm, and stepped between him and her. 

	“I’ll take this,” I said.

	“Mila, this isn’t your…” Valentine started, but I cut him off with a gesture of my hand.

	“She’s not supposed to die.”

	“Exactly.” He sounded annoyed. “It’s a suicide case, and I want Gracewing to show me how we handle suicide cases.”

	“I’ll do it.”

	“Mila!”

	I sighed. I threw the flaps of my cloak over my back and removed my wristbands. I turned to him, arms outstretched, palms up. He paled at the deep, white scars running from my wrists, up the inside of my arms, almost to my elbows. 

	“I think I have more experience than Sariel, and we don’t want this woman to die today, do we?” 

	“Do you expect Sariel to fail?”

	The archangel clenched his jaw. In other circumstances, he would have protested. He would have pushed me away and taken over, determined to prove himself. Not this time. He knew, and I knew, that he wasn’t ready for this.

	“Of course I don’t expect him to fail,” I said. “But if he does, if he can’t convince her to put the blade away, then will you take over?”

	“No.”

	Just as I’d thought. “I have a better chance. So, let me.”

	He crossed his arms over his chest, thought for another few seconds, then finally nodded. I turned to the woman, placed my scythe on the floor, and knelt next to her. She lifted her eyes from the ground. Finally, she could see me. But she couldn’t see Valentine, Sariel, Francis, or Merrit.

	“Hey there.”

	“You’re here to take me.” Her fingers gripped the blade so tightly that her hand started shaking. She sighed deeply but managed a smile. “It’s okay, I’m ready.”

	“It’s not your time.”

	Her dark gaze studied me for a long moment. “You’re so beautiful. I like your blue hair. Is it natural? Do all Grim Reapers have blue hair?”

	“Err… no. I’m actually…” I gulped. I didn’t know whether I was allowed to tell her or not. “I’m human.” On the other hand, this was a special situation. 

	“No. You can’t be.”

	I smiled. “I am. Grim Reapers can be humans, too.”

	“You mean… you were human, and then you died and became a Grim Reaper, right?”

	That was some simple logic that, though false, couldn’t hurt anyone. I nodded. “Yes. Something like that.”

	“I don’t want to be a Grim Reaper when I die. Promise me you won’t make me one.”

	“I… can’t make another Grim Reaper. It’s not like vampires, when a vampire can make another vampire.”

	Her eyes widened. “Vampires exist?” But in a split second, her mood changed, her eyes darkened, and she averted her gaze. “It doesn’t matter. Don’t tell me. I don’t need to know anything. I just need to… finish what I started.”

	“Wait.” I couldn’t just take the blade and throw it away. I wasn’t supposed to stop her physically, because that would’ve been temporary. I had to stop her for good, convince her that life was worth living. “Let me tell you a story first.”

	She shook her head, still not looking at me. “No stories.”

	“It’s my story.” I showed her my left arm. “Look. I’ve been where you are now.”

	She looked at my scars for a long moment, then finally gazed into my eyes. She smiled bitterly.

	“No, you haven’t. You’ve never used. You never went for days without food because you had to waste your money on pills. You never lost a job, lost a baby…”

	“But I lost my faith. Countless time. I lost my faith and thought I was alone, the most wretched soul alive, that no one wanted me, and no one loved me. I couldn’t love myself, so why would they? Everyone was better off without me. Is that what you think now?”

	She sighed. Her gaze turned to the dirty window. Maybe, if she stepped outside for a moment, she’d see the face of the sun, the trees in bloom, and new life would seep into her tired bones. If I could make her go outside…

	“I think there’s nothing for me here. It’s too painful, too hard, and I’m exhausted. I just want this to end. So, please, Grim Reaper. You’re here, which means it’s time to go.”

	“No. I’m here because you called me, but that doesn’t mean it’s your time. It’s not, trust me. I’m here to help you see there are other alternatives.”

	“What alternatives?” She pointed at my scars. “What other alternatives were there for you?”

	I took a deep breath. This was hard to talk about. I’d never told anyone about my darkest moments. Not even Headmaster Colin, even though he knew I used to cut myself. He never pushed me to give him details, so I didn’t. There was no point in it. The past was in the past, and all that mattered was that I’d stopped cutting. The urge was still there, sometimes. When life got too hard, when it was painful, when I felt like I couldn’t do it anymore, couldn’t be myself, live as this person who was nothing, this person who had this hole inside her, this void she couldn’t fill with anything and anyone. When the void grew larger than me, larger than the house I lived in and the life I had, until the void was me, I was the void, and I had to end it, because if I didn’t end it, it would keep growing and swallowing up all the good in the world. And this void within me hurt so much that I had to manifest that hurt on the outside. So, I cut. Because if my flesh bled with pain, then my soul could breathe again. The pain was on the outside, so my insides could rest.

	I took her hand in mine and looked into her hazel eyes, doing my best to ignore the tiny blade in her other hand. It was better to focus on her, not on the object of destruction.

	“There’s one thing that is true, universal, and all-encompassing. One.”

	“What is it?”

	“That all things pass. Good and bad. They pass.” Pandora had told me this, and she was right. “The way you feel now… it’s not forever. Nothing is forever. You feel like this today, you may feel the same tomorrow, and maybe even for another week. But it will stop at some point. All things change, and this will change, too. You just have to hang in there and do your best. That’s it.” I gave her a reassuring smile. “You don’t have to slay your demons today, go out there, conquer worlds, and achieve transcendence. Hell! You don’t even have to get off the floor and shower. Not today. But you can just sit here for a while, gather your thoughts and your strength, and tomorrow, maybe you can get up, go outside, and look at the sky. And that will be enough.”

	Tears filled her eyes. I didn’t know her name, I didn’t know how she’d gotten where she was, lying on the floor, surrounded by garbage, and with a blade in her hand, but I knew that she was me and I was her. In that moment – that frozen moment in time – I knew we were one. I could feel her, and I could feel myself. We were part of the same universe, part of the same story. I could sense Valentine, Sariel, Francis, and Merrit behind me, watching my every move, listening to my every word. And they were me, and I was them. And it was okay. It was as it was supposed to be.

	“I want to look at the sky today,” she said.

	I bit the inside of my cheek. I wanted to laugh, hug her and congratulate her, but I knew it would have been too much. One step at a time. Too much enthusiasm could ruin everything.

	“Okay, let’s go.”

	I offered her my hand, and she took it. I helped her to her feet, then led her up the stairs and into the house. She looked around her like she didn’t recognize the place, then we both stepped outside. It must have been seven in the morning. All the houses in this part of town were almost in ruins, but the sun shined brightly, and birds chirped in the trees. She looked up at the cloudless sky, dragged a deep breath in, held it at the top, then released it slowly. And I could actually see some of the icky things that had clung to her aura detaching and vanishing under the blessed light of the sun. It was incredible what a little sunlight could do to a person’s energy field! 

	“Feeling better?”

	“Yeah. Feeling better…”

	She dropped the blade into the grass, and I caught its metallic flash from the corner of my eye. Before leaving, I made sure to take it with me. I wasn’t supposed to, but who cared about rules?

	“Impressive work,” Morningstar said as we left the rundown house behind. “Daughter, I am pleased to say that you’re a natural. You’re going to make one hell of a Grim Reaper one day.”

	“Thank you.”

	Was it weird that I felt proud of myself? I’d been so afraid. But I hadn’t failed. On the contrary, I’d reaped a dozen souls in the middle of a war, and I’d saved one from an early demise. I hadn’t puked after teleporting a bunch of times, and I hadn’t run for my life in the desert. Yeah. I was proud of myself. 

	All our scythes started glowing in unison, and Morningstar pulled me to his side, throwing his cloak over my shoulders. Damn it! I have to find a spare moment and learn how to use that stupid teleportation pin. 

	“Sariel, it really is your turn this time,” he said.

	 


 

	CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

	 

	A dark alley in some big city. I didn’t recognize it. My space orientation is shit. No wonder Geography is my least favorite subject. I suck at it. A thud and a cry of pain behind a dumpster. A burly man ran out and right through us, a black laptop bag in hand. He was unshaved and dressed poorly, so it was clear the bag didn’t belong to him. He’d just stolen it and left his victim beaten up on the ground.

	“When you’re ready,” Morningstar commented, and I could tell he was impatient. 

	Sariel was hesitating. None of us knew what waited for us behind that dumpster, but we knew the victim was a man, and he was in great pain. We could hear how he was trying to crawl, to no avail. He screamed for help, but his voice was so weak that it barely penetrated the rumble of cars, trams, chatter, and music down the street. No one paid any attention to the back alley with its dumpsters, dark, menacing corners, rats, and smell of piss and feces. It was as if the main street was a world in and of itself, and the alley was a pocket universe everyone could glimpse from the corner of their eyes, but no one dared to enter. And for good reason. 

	Sariel was still hesitating.

	The man grunted. It was obvious he was making a huge effort to pull himself up. It went like this for another few seconds, then he fell silent. All we could hear now was his labored breathing. 

	“Anytime you like, Mr. Gracewing.” Valentine’s voice was cold.

	I looked at his profile. Aside from the fact that he was as pale as a ghost, Sariel’s eyes had grown wide with fear and panic. His fingers gripped and ungripped the handle of his scythe, and no matter how hard the blade glowed red, he couldn’t seem to bring himself to walk to the dumpster, look behind it, and do his job. He should have marched there, cut the man’s string of life, and released his soul from the pain of his body. 

	“Sariel,” I whispered, hoping to get his attention and snap him out of it. “Sariel, go.”

	He turned to me, and his silver eyes shined with unshed tears. He shook his head slowly. I was taken aback. I’d never seen Sariel Gracewing so lost and desperate. He didn’t want to do it. Okay, I could understand that. I didn’t want to do it, either. Being VDC was no walk in the park. But this was what we did. The dirty jobs the other Reapers couldn’t stomach. In the desert, if Valentine had told me to take over and cut that woman’s string of life, I would have died a little inside, but I would have done it. And the scenario in which I took the man’s knife and drove it through his chest? A daydream. It would’ve stayed that way. Because I knew now. I knew who I was. I’d reaped my first souls, and I knew I was a Violent Reaper.

	Sariel knew who he was, too. He wasn’t this.

	He shook his head again, then took a step back. And another. He didn’t even look at the others. His eyes were fixed on me, as if he was waiting for me to save him. To grab him and take him out of there, away from the man who was breathing heavily and crying weakly behind the dumpster, the man who’d given up and accepted his imminent death. Except… that imminent death was taking his sweet time figuring out if he was going to keep playing the stupid game he himself had started, or run for his life.

	He ran for his life.

	Sariel simply turned on his heels and started down the alley at a brisk pace.

	“What the hell is he doing?!” Merrit yelled after him.

	“Merrit, take over,” Valentine commanded.

	The mage shrugged, stepped behind the dumpster, and a moment later, I saw the man’s soul rise to the night sky. 

	Morningstar marched after Sariel. He grabbed him by the left wing, and pulled him back, almost slamming him into the building. I covered my mouth with my hands and moved to Francis’s side. Francis shot me a confused glance, then stepped closer to me, as if he wanted to shield me from whatever was about to happen between the archangel and the nephilim. If he weren’t so shy, he would have put his arm around my shoulders. But he was shy, and a textbook introvert. He had no problem watching me have sex with GC and Paz, but when I was within arm’s reach, he wouldn’t dare touch me.

	“What’s wrong with you?” Morningstar demanded. “You froze. You got a perfect score on the finals, you’re right after Mila on the worth scoreboard, and you froze. Why?”

	Sariel looked down at his feet. His lips were clenched. It was heartbreaking to see him like this. Where was the proud, cocky bastard who’d given me grief in year one? I almost missed him. Because it was easier to deal with Sariel being a mean motherfucking jerk, than with him being this poor soul who was in the wrong place, doing the wrong thing. We were living our dreams here. Grim Reaper Academy had been a dream come true for me, a mere human who couldn’t do shit. For Sariel, it had been a nightmare. Every day, he had to pretend he was someone else to make it. I wondered if all the extreme bullying he’d pulled on me had been the same. Play pretend, fake it till you make it. I was doing the same most of the time, but in a direction that was right for me. In my own way, I was following my heart and my destiny. What had he been following all this time?

	“Speak!” Valentine was losing his patience big time. I’d never seen him so angry. His blue eyes had turned dark, a strand of hair escaped his low ponytail and fell on his shoulder, and he didn’t immediately stop what he was doing to fix it. Which was unlike him. He went to great lengths to look perfect, and a loose strand of hair was just not acceptable. 

	Sariel finally gathered his courage and looked him in the eye.

	“I’m not a Violent Reaper, sir.”

	“What?” He was confused. He’d never had to deal with such a situation before.

	“I’m not supposed to be in the VDC. I’m a Merciful Reaper. I knew it since day one, but I cheated on the entry test and got into the VDC.”

	Morningstar stepped back. He looked at Sariel with wide eyes. He wanted to say something at first, changed his mind, thought for another minute, then finally spoke.

	“This is Colin’s fault.” He shook his head in a mix of disbelief and contempt. “Colin has ruined the Academy. A headmaster doing his job wouldn’t have let this slip past him.”

	Then, he did the last thing I expected. He threw his cloak over Sariel, and teleported. 

	“Where did they go?” My heart was beating wildly. It was so strange, but I felt scared for Sariel. I grabbed Francis by the cloak. “Where did they go? Can we… can we follow the glow?”

	“What glow?” Merrit asked. “There’s no glow.”

	“No, no, no.” I was freaking out. “We have to follow them!”

	“Why?”

	Francis took over. I was still holding onto him. The moment I touched him, I felt him grow tense. “Merrit, I believe you can use your powers to track them.”

	The mage rolled his eyes.

	“If we don’t follow them, then what do we do? Go back to the Academy?”

	Merrit sighed but agreed. It took him a couple of minutes to draw a circle around the place where Valentine and Sariel had stood last, mumble some words under his breath, and perform a complicated spell with gestures and more mumbled words. He wasn’t as powerful as Lorna, but he was all we had. When he was finally done, he declared that Valentine had taken Sariel to the Supernatural Council.

	“What?! Are you sure? Why would he do that?” Now I was freaking out even harder. “Where is that? We have to go.”

	“We can’t just show up at the Council,” Merrit protested. “I know you’re Mila Morningstar and all that, but seriously. Not a good idea. Not even for you.”

	I didn’t like Merrit much, but when he said “no” to me, I liked him even less. I turned to Francis.

	“We have to go. We have to be there for him.” We were the only ones who’d known and kept Sariel’s secret. We couldn’t leave him alone with my father and the Council. “You’re his best friend.”

	“You’re right. I know where the Council is.”

	“So, let’s go!”

	“You can’t teleport on your own…”

	“You’ll do it for me.” I sneaked under his long cloak and wrapped my arms around his torso. I hated the whole teleportation thing. Maybe once I learned how to do it myself, it wouldn’t be as bad. The fact that I didn’t have control over it was what made it unpleasant. 

	He tensed up. Completely. I looked up at him. He was staring at me with big, green eyes filled with shock and disbelief. I was hugging him, holding on to him, and he didn’t know what to do. We’d never been this close. I tried to give him a reassuring smile, but it only seemed to scare him more. What the hell is wrong with him? Was he a virgin? I doubted it. Then what was his problem? I wasn’t even sure whether he was making that face because he liked having my body pressed to his side or was disgusted by it. A quick glance at his crotch was the answer to my question. He was hard. I might have blushed. While I was used to giving a bunch of guys at the Academy erections simply because I was who I was and they seemed to be turned on by my last name, it was different with Francis. It was as if I had this strange conviction that he was untouchable and unimpressionable to the point where he just didn’t have erections. Well, my conviction had been shattered. He was like any other man. Normal. His cock got hard when a pretty girl clung to him, and that was a relief, really. 

	“I’m sorry,” he mumbled. “Of course I’ll teleport us.” He pulled the other flap of his cloak over his crotch. “Merrit, are you coming?”

	“No, man.” The mage took a step back. “I’m headed back to the Academy.”

	Pussy, I thought. He was all tough and loud until things got real.

	“Do it,” I pulled at Francis’s sleeve. “Hurry.” We’d already waited too long, and I didn’t even want to think what Valentine and the Council had done to Sariel while we were here, waiting for Merrit to track them down. But what could they do to him? What was the punishment for cheating on the entry test?

	Francis activated his teleportation pin, and his arm came to hold me by my waist. I could feel his fingers tremble through my clothes and his cloak, and I wondered what would happen if he touched my skin. His head would explode. Given the circumstances, it was almost inappropriate that I could still make fun of Francis in my head. Shit was going down, and here I was, plotting new ways to tease Francis, now that I knew he had a thing for me. So, I like shy guys. Sue me.

	We swirled into a cloud of black smoke, and I wrapped my arms tighter around him, my cheek pressed to his chest. I could hear his heartbeat, and the soft, thumping sound soothed me. When we landed, I didn’t feel sick at all. Which means it’s not the teleportation itself, it’s Morningstar. He had a violent way of teleporting. As all things, this skill required grace. I promised myself that I would learn how to teleport gracefully. Like Francis.

	We were in the middle of a room filled with people. Valentine and Sariel were in the center, before a long, massive table that was raised on a dais. There were four people behind it, two women and two men, and I instantly knew this was the Council. The others were just functionaries and people who come here with business and various cases that needed the Council’s attention. From what I could see, Valentine had interrupted a meeting by teleporting right in the middle of it, uninvited. And now, Francis and I had done the same.

	“... expelled, and Headmaster Colin demoted,” Valentine was just finishing a speech that had been going on for a while. “I demand this be effective immediately.” The members of the Council were looking at him with wide eyes, while the other spectators were whispering and shuffling uncomfortably.

	Sariel was standing a few steps behind Valentine, his eyes cast down. Even his tall, beautiful wings spoke of defeat. They were dragging on the floor. 

	“Young man, young lady, you’re not allowed in here,” a man approached us silently. He took me by the arm, and that did it. I snapped.

	“Get your hands off me!” I stepped forward. The men and women behind the table were now looking at me. “I am Mila Morningstar.” As if that meant anything. The moment I said it, I realized it was stupid. What was I trying to do? What was I trying to demand? I didn’t even know what was happening.

	One of the men was younger, in his forties, and the other one was older. If he’d been human, I would have given him around eighty. He was clearly supernatural. He had huge wings on his back, and their stony color made me think he was a gargoyle. The younger man was an angel, and the golden halo floating three inches above his head indicated that he was of a higher order. The women were both young and beautiful. One was a vampire with long blond hair and blue eyes, and the other one was a demoness with black hair and red eyes. Red eyes. She’s angry. 

	Morningstar sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. He didn’t say a thing to me. He didn’t want me there, and he didn’t care about what I had to say. What do I have to say, though? 

	“You can’t expel Sariel.” There. I said something.

	“Daughter, stay out of this,” Morningstar hissed. He turned back to the Council. “Please ignore her. She doesn’t know what she’s talking about because she doesn’t understand the situation. Grim Reaper Academy needs a strong leader. Since Mason Colin has been appointed, everything has gone from bad to worse. Sariel Gracewing cheated on the entry test on his watch. This should have never happened. No student is supposed to be able to cheat on a well-developed, well thought-out entry test, no matter how hard they might try. Mason Colin failed to create an entry test at the levels expected and imposed by the rigors of the Academy, by its legacy. These are facts. Knowing what happened and how it happened, knowing that a student who is Merciful Death tricked everyone into believing he was Violent Death, we cannot go forward without implementing drastic measures, or the whole system we created will collapse. Mason Colin cannot be allowed to keep his position. He has failed all of us and disappointed us greatly.”

	Shit. I couldn’t argue with that. If the entry test was so important… But why? Such strict rules… So what if Sariel was Merciful Death? That didn’t make him less of a Grim Reaper. And he was still the best student at the Academy. And when I said the best, I meant definitely better and more hardworking than me. I’d taken his top spot on the worth scoreboard only because I was Morningstar’s daughter and everyone believed they had to worship me or something, so he wouldn’t cut their balls off. 

	“And who would you propose, Mr. Morningstar?” the old man asked. He’d studied me for a minute while my father had been giving his second speech. He didn’t seem particularly impressed by my presence there. The two women though… they hadn’t taken their eyes off me since I’d introduced myself as Valentine’s daughter.

	Speaking of Valentine…

	He straightened his back and lifted his chin. His wings spread wide, obstructing my view of the Council.

	“Me. I should be Headmaster.”

	The room fell silent. Not a whisper, not a shuffle, not even a breath. The old councilman narrowed his eyes at Valentine and pursed his lips. The vampire and the demoness fixed him with dark, intense gazes that spoke loudly of how much they hated the idea of him taking over Grim Reaper Academy. Still, they didn’t say a word. The high-ranked angel cleared his throat and dared to speak for all of them, although I could hear the reluctance in his voice.

	“Mr. Morningstar, we appreciate your concern, and we want to thank you for bringing these irregularities to our attention. We will make out assessment and decide how to proceed.”

	Morningstar took a step forward. “There is nothing to assess.” His voice was now low and filled with anger and impatience. He wasn’t going to take “no” for an answer. I stepped next to him, my hand reaching to stop him. Before I could touch his arm, he slapped my hand away and took the last step that separated him from the Council’s table. He hit the floor with his scythe, and the room vibrated. “Listen to me. There is nothing to assess here. Facts are facts. Mason Colin will be demoted, and you will make me Headmaster of Grim Reaper Academy.”

	The old man attempted to stand up. “This is not the way things are done,” he tried.

	Valentine hit the floor again, and the whole building rumbled. His long black cloak whooshed behind him, like an invisible wind had blown it away. Magic crackled in the air. Dark magic.

	“You will do as I say!”

	His voice was deep and dark now. When he spoke, his scythe banged on the marble floor a third time, the invisible wind picked up, and when it blew over his face, his features changed. His whole body changed. In the blink of an eye, the strong, handsome man turned into a mummified creature. I could see his bones through thin, translucent skin, his eyeballs floating in his eye sockets, his empty chest cavity devoid of organs… I took a step back, but it was too late. I was too close to him, so when his scythe banged on the floor a fourth time, the room trembled, coffee cups were smashed, papers flew, and I was thrown a few feet in the air, like a strong force had punched me in the stomach. I landed on the floor with a thud, my back hitting a chair.

	What the fuck?! Valentine Morningstar was powerful. And dangerous. Now that I saw his real face, I knew why everyone had put their faith in a silly prophecy. It wasn’t much, but it was something. 

	In his new skeleton form, he placed one hand on the table, and as it shook and clattered, he looked the old gargoyle in the eyes and said one last time:

	“You will make me Headmaster. Now.”

	But the Council was powerful, too, wasn’t it? These people couldn’t just…

	“Headmaster Morningstar. Grim Reaper Academy is yours.”

	Fuck.

	 


 

	CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

	 

	We were all gathered in the dining hall, students and professors. It was 2 AM in the morning, and we were waiting for the last Grim Reaper who was supposed to bring his practice students back to the Academy. Morningstar had called it all off. There wasn’t going to be any practice until he designed a test himself and we all took it. There were going to be no mistakes on his watch. He was alone at the professors’ table, while all the professors were standing before it. He hadn’t invited them up, so they didn’t dare to take their usual seats. Headmaster Colin was Headmaster no more, but Morningstar had allowed him to keep teaching Psychology. He was going to keep a vigilant eye on him, though. 

	GC, Paz, Francis, and I were at the VDC table. Sariel was nowhere to be seen. Since we’d come back from the Council, he’d disappeared. I tried to ask Morningstar about him, but he’d shot me one of his angry looks, and I backed away despite myself. His appearance was back to normal, but I was never going to forget how he’d changed and how he’d made the ground shake with a tap of his scythe. 

	“Can’t you talk to him?” GC asked me.

	“I don’t think I can ever talk to him again. He’s… changed.”

	“Where did he take Sariel?” Paz was just as worried as I was. It wasn’t that we liked Sariel much, but if Morningstar could get rid of a Gracewing at a snap of his fingers, then he could get rid of anyone. He could expel anyone he liked on a whim.

	“In Heaven,” said Francis. He stole a glance at his phone. He’d just received a text, and now he was turning it off and putting it away. “He’s fine. For now.”

	“What do you mean?” I leaned over Paz. “Morningstar just expelled him. What did his parents say?”

	“He didn’t tell me. He just said he’s fine.”

	The practice party we were waiting for materialized within a cloud of black smoke. Lorna, Sheba, and another Righteous Death guy emerged from it, and their mentor joined the other Grim Reapers who’d formed a separate group next to the professors. So, people have stopped dying all over the world because fucking Morningstar wants to hold his first speech as the Headmaster? There were no words to describe how big this man’s ego was. Of course no one had stopped dying. They were just going to suffer until he allowed the twenty-one Grim Reapers to return to their duties.

	The new Headmaster banged his scythe on the floor, the walls rumbled subtly, and silence fell over the dining hall. All eyes were on him. Even the staff had emerged from the kitchens and were listening from behind discreetly cracked doors. I saw Corri flying around one of the hidden doors behind the MDC table, and I knew Patty was with her. 

	“From this day on, there will be no more mistakes,” Valentine started. “Sariel Gracewing has brought shame upon this institution, but he wasn’t entirely at fault. The fish rots from the head down.” He paused for effect, and I was glad he wasn’t going to say more about that. I actually liked Colin, and I would’ve hated to witness his public humiliation. Morningstar had class, at least. “Practice is suspended. I will spend the next few days constructing a fail-proof test that will show once and for all in which Cabal our students belong. Until then, all activity is suspended. The students are not allowed to leave the Academy. There will be a curfew. The professors will work on a new, improved curriculum for year three.” No one said anything, but the professors were visibly displeased. They’d already established the classes for next year, and now he was asking them to change them according to his instructions. “Once we are sure that each student has been sorted into the Cabal he or she belongs to, practice may start again. I shall be the one to decide who practices under which mentor.” Now, the Grim Reapers looked displeased. Valentine looked at them, seemingly unaware of their feelings. “You may go now.” They all vanished in clouds of smoke, happy to get out of there. Next, he looked over the dining hall. “You may all return to your dorms. Tomorrow is a new day.”

	The students started making their way out of the room, creating a bit of a commotion at the exit. They were eager to gather in their dorms, away from Morningstar’s keen eyes and ears, and gossip about the latest events, call their parents, turn it into a huge drama. It already was a huge drama. I didn’t see how they could add to it. There were too many people pushing each other, so I stayed back and waited. GC, Pazuzu, and Francis waited with me. Now that Sariel was gone, me and my boyfriends had silently agreed to adopt Francis. 

	“Mila.”

	I jumped out of my skin. He was behind me. I composed myself and tried to look normal.

	“Yes?”

	“A word.”

	Morningstar pulled me away from the boys. 

	“Two things, daughter.” I didn’t like the sound of it. “One, once practice is over, you’re spending the summer vacation with me.” I wanted to protest, but he cut me off. “Two, you’re done dating GC Apis and Pazuzu Eremus.”

	“What?!”

	“They’re not good for you. I promise I will find you a proper match.”

	My blood started boiling. “No.”

	“Excuse me?”

	“I said no. I date whomever I want.”

	He took in a deep breath and forced a smile to his scowling lips.

	“I’m your father, Mila. I know what’s best for you.”

	I took a step toward him, hoping I looked as menacing as I felt. He was so tall that I had to straighten my back all the way and lift myself on my tiptoes to catch and hold his gaze.

	“You are not my father,” I said in a low, hissing voice. “You donated a spurt of cum, that’s all. It doesn’t make you a father.” He was taken aback by my disgusting vocabulary. Good. I needed to find more of those precious words he detested so much. “Oh, and two things. One, I’m taking my mother’s name. From now on, I’m Mila Angelov. Two, I am taking you the fuck down. I know about the prophecy. And it’s real. I am the only one who can retire you. I will.”

	I turned on my heels before he could say anything or react in any way. Before he could slam that scythe of his and create an earthquake. I gotta learn that trick. 

	GC, Pazuzu, and Francis followed me quickly. We walked out of the dining room, our cloaks floating behind us, and the few students that remained stepped out of our way.

	“What was that?” GC asked what the three of them were thinking.

	“A declaration of war.”
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	This was never supposed to happen.

	 

	When Valentina’s coven is attacked and she’s the only survivor, she saves the Suit of Spades, which she is sworn to protect, and flees. Thank the Goddess there’s a solid protocol in place! All she needs to do is find the Major Arcana, and Keepers who are more powerful and experienced than her will take over from there and protect the Mysteries of the Tarot.

	 

	Or not. 

	 

	What happens when half of the Major Arcana is destroyed? Valentina doesn’t know. There are no protocols. No precedent. She’s lost, but the good news is she’s not alone. She can count of her best friend, Piper, a hobgoblin who decided to follow them, and now on this handsome, hot as sin guy who claims he’s Loki himself, the God of Mischief. 

	 

	It could have been worse.

	 

	Oh, wait! It’s going to be. Because in order to save the Tarot, Valentina will soon have to deal with even more gods. And, it is known, gods are impossible to work with! Mainly, because they hate each other. One witch to convince nine powerful gods to play nice? 

	 

	Unlikely.
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