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  To my loving husband, Will. Love is enduring, patient, and kind. 
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Chapter One
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It was the beginning of my final year at Brimstone, an elite boarding school in upstate New York. As I watched from the window behind my desk, students filled the courtyard below, scurrying off to their respected classes. The window was ajar, allowing a cool breeze to fill my room, causing the curtains to flutter. 

I sat there, contemplating my final year, as the stress of it all weighed upon me. I knew none of it was going to be easy, and I was never one to shy away from a challenge, but still, the sense of dread and uneasiness never left my side. It was like a darkness I had never quite mastered in my studies among the other demons, dark witches, and poor souls who made deals with my father. 

I eyed the prayer book on my desk, which taught all the students how to properly worship the Dark Lord. I had rarely ever used it, a secret I would take to my grave. Others might have found that fact appalling since Lucifer was revered as a God, but my slow-burning resentment towards him wouldn't allow me to follow behind my father's footsteps so blindly. 

He had never been the father I wanted, but he was the one I was dealt by some twisted hand of fate. If it hadn't been for my mother, Lilith, I wasn’t sure I’d be alive today. She never spoke much about my father, but if she did, I wouldn't be surprised if she hated him too, although her sense of duty and respect towards him was more substantial than mine. It was understandable given the amount of history they had together, whereas my account was the length of about a day after I was born. 

“Kasdeya! I need you downstairs right now!” shouted my mother. 

Shutting my journal and dropping my lucky pen on top of it, I went to pick up my backpack hanging from the bedpost. I wasn't allowed to live in a traditional dormitory, but whenever I heard the shrill call of my mother, I wished I did. I would've loved to say that being alone didn't bother me, but it enabled the mystery surrounding my reputation. Normalcy was something I craved for a long time. 

Walking back over to my desk, I picked up my journal and pen and shoved them into my backpack beside my other books. Crossing the room to my bedroom door, I tugged my black jacket from the hook. I dashed downstairs as the smell of bacon wafted up from the kitchen, where my mother was standing over a gas stove with a spatula in one hand and her cellphone in the other. 

“Of course, she's ready. We've been preparing for this her whole life...” my mother trailed off as her ice blue eyes shifted over to me in the doorway. 

She motioned for me to take a seat at the kitchen table. I dropped my bag beside the chair and sat as Jinx, my dapper tuxedo cat, sauntered up to rub against my leg, purring. I picked him up to place him in my lap. 

“What have I told you about having that cat near the table when we eat?” my mother asked as she set a plate of bacon and eggs down in front of my seat. She drifted down into the chair next to me and placed her phone on the table. 

“Trouble in paradise?” I asked as I took a bite of my bacon. 

“Nothing for you to worry about. Business as usual with the headmistress. You know she's always been jealous of me,” my mother said with a grin. 

I rolled my eyes and continued to eat. As beautiful as my mother was, she was as coldhearted and ruthless as the next demon. Her competitive spirit often put her at odds with others, but her charm was irresistible. No wonder my father chose her as his wife. She lifted her cup of coffee to her sultry lips and took a long sip. 

“What's on your mind, my little imp?” she teased as she nudged my shoulder. 

I smiled weakly at my plate and continued to play with my eggs without an answer. 

“Ah, I see.” My mother frowned. “I promise it won't be as bad as you think.” 

“Mom, every year has been bad. People only like me because they're required to. They don't like me for me. They're afraid of me.” I looked at her earnestly, anticipating her response. 

“You're not giving people a chance, honey,” she said as she stroked my auburn hair. “You have friends here, and people respect you. You're taking it too personally. You're blessed with beauty, brains, and the finest pedigree one could ask for. That's not your fault, and if someone makes you feel that way, then that's because you're allowing them that power over you.” 

I sighed profoundly, understanding the conversation was going to go nowhere as usual. It was hard to stomach her self-help advice even though a part of me knew she was right. Jinx jumped off my lap as I stood up from the table. 

“Thanks for breakfast, Mom,” I said as I snatched my backpack from the ground and slung it over my shoulder. 

“Take Misty with you,” my mother called from the table as I turned away. 

Mephistopheles, my guard, was assigned to me by my mother at birth. He followed me around like a puppy practically every day for as long as I could remember. When I was younger, I had a hard time pronouncing his name, so I called him Misty instead. Unfortunately for him, it stuck. 

He stood in the doorway with his arms crossed over his broad chest, a formidable presence. His muscles bulged under his jacket as he stayed his ground, a few inches taller than me. I never saw Misty out of a crisp suit, and he always told me it was because it made him more intimidating. He was right. 

“You ready, kid?” he asked as he peeked over his sunglasses. 

“Are you going to grow any hair soon?” I teased. 

Misty put his hand up to his bald head as I trotted by, rushing out the door. He followed quickly behind as I waited for him on the cobblestone sidewalk. The central courtyard was right in front of my home that connected most of the main campus buildings and housing. Students swerved around me, muttering their pardons while scampering away. Misty grabbed my arm and turned me to face him. 

“You should know better by now as many times as we've done this on your first day of classes,” he said sternly. 

“Believe me, I do,” I replied with a sigh. “Doesn't this ever get old for you? Babysitting, I mean. I'm seventeen now, not four anymore. I think I can walk across the courtyard by myself.” 

“I work for your mother, not for you, sweetheart. Trust me, if I could let you do this on your own, I would,” he said with his thick Brooklyn accent. 

“Okay, let's do this,” I said as I gave Misty a fist bump. 

Misty trailed closely behind me like a shadow as we made our way down the walkway underneath the trees' rustling leaves. I could feel the stares of the newly inducted students upon me as they whispered with one another. Trying to appear unbothered, I kept my gaze pointed towards the gothic spires of Abaddon Hall, the main campus building. 

Walking across the courtyard every morning was the hardest thing I had to do. It was the one thing that placed me on display in front of the entire school. Some days, I felt like disappearing into myself with all the stares I received. My father was the most feared entity in all the world. It only made sense that I would be the second. 

“Do you think Lucifer will come back when the prophecy is fulfilled?” I heard a girl in front of me ask as we gathered at the steps for classes. 

She turned around as she felt my presence. Her eyes widened with fear as she realized I was right behind her. It probably didn't help that Misty was bearing down on her too. A small gasp escaped her lips. 

“I'm so—so sorry! I—I don't mean to be in your way,” she stammered as she shuffled to let us pass. 

“It's fine,” I said with a shrug, trying to act nonchalant as I rushed by up the stone steps. 

“Misty,” I whispered. 

“Yeah, kid?” 

“What was that about? What was that girl saying? You think my father will make an appearance sometime this year?” It was a long shot, but that small ounce of hope kept me on edge. 

Misty shrugged. 

I shook my head and reached the landing in front of the doorway. Of course, my father wouldn't come. I wasn't sure why I wanted to please him so much. Maybe it was in my DNA to live up to his legacy. Or perhaps I felt like a failure because I subconsciously didn't. As much as the Archdemons and the headmistress drilled me on lore, hierarchical values, human and demon related studies alike, it was never going to change how I felt inside. 

I reached the door as another student opened it. He turned around to hold the door for me, making brief eye contact. He lowered his gaze as I walked through, stepping aside. I turned to thank him but instead caught his back hurrying down the hallway. He seemed new to Brimstone, as told by his kindness towards me. However, his quick exit seemed in line with every other student. 

The tile floor squeaked underneath my sneakers as I shuffled down the corridor. Only a few students lolled about, avoiding eye contact with the resident leper. Sighing, I glanced down at the red and black ensemble of my uniform, wondering where I had mustered the strength to attend this school for all these years. 

“Perhaps, I could convince Mom to let me outside of the gates this year?” I hated that it was even a question. The next ruler of Hell having to receive permission. How embarrassing. 

“Maybe,” Misty answered. “You could always live vicariously through a friend.” 

“Aren't you a riot today?” I laughed. Misty and I both knew my mother had all but outright forbidden my exploration of the mundane world. The closest I would ever get to being a part of it was through social media sites on the internet. 

“Okay, Misty,” I said as I spun around before opening the door to the lecture hall. “I need you to stay out here this year.” 

“Kas, you know your mother will kill me if I'm not in every classroom with you,” he said. 

“Please! Just this once. The teachers aren't going to let anything happen to me; I promise. I just want to fit in, and it's kind of hard to do that when you're standing over my shoulder. No offense.” If I couldn't go beyond the gates, then the least Misty could do was let me be without a shadow during my classes. 

Misty shook his head and positioned himself next to the door with his arms crossed. “If I get in trouble for this, kid, you better take the fall.” 

“Ah! Thank you! You're the best!” I squealed as I gave him a peck on his cheek. 

Misty chuckled, rubbing the area with his hand. “Now, get in there before that bell rings!” 

I stepped through the door, a sense of freedom in my stride. Beaming, I headed for the middle row and took a seat a couple of spaces over from the nearest person. Setting my backpack down, I took out a notebook and my lucky pen. 

“Where's your guard, Ms. Angelov?” the professor asked, eyeing me from the podium at the front of the classroom. 

“He's in the hall,” I answered. 

Professor Grigori shook his head and shuffled through his papers, frustrated. I knew he would report it back to my mother, but I was prepared to take on that wrath. I was nearing adulthood, and it was time for everyone to start treating me like one. If I was going to take over the throne, then I needed to grow into my own. 

“Well, then, class,” Grigori cleared his throat, “it's a new year, and if you're here, then it is your final one at Brimstone Prep. Welcome to advanced human requirements where you'll learn how to hide yourselves amongst humans, Paladin evasion, and...” 

His words trailed off as my attention settled on a boy across the room, the same boy who held the door open for me. I watched him, studying his face for any sign of familiarity. He had short, tousled, brown hair with soft blue eyes. It was a softness that was uncommon with the demonic, so perhaps he was a human who had sold his soul or his family did it for him. Those were the worst. He was seated erect and alert, watching the professor, undoubtedly eager to learn. 

Something about him piqued my interest as he wrote notes down in the journal before him. He was so elegant and proper, the look of someone who was refined. Yet, my senses told me that he acted out of a sense of duty and not because he wanted to be at this school. 

His eyes slid over to mine as I turned my gaze to the front of the class. My evasive maneuver wasn’t as smooth as I had hoped. I could feel my cheeks burning, a feeling I had not too often felt. I heard him snicker under his breath as he noticed my abrupt movements. Clenching my teeth, I looked down at my notebook, pen in hand. 

“Students, I have a wonderful announcement to make,” Professor Grigori relayed, capturing my attention once more. “We have an exchange student studying with us this year. He's come all the way from England. Mr. Melchom, tell us a little about yourself, your parents, and why you're here.” 

“Oh, um.” He rose from his seat timidly. I got the idea that crowds were not his forte. “My name is Gabriel Melchom. My family hails from the village of Canewdon. We were invited to join Brimstone this year as we come from a long line of witches.” 

“Ah, very interesting. So, you've committed your soul to our Lord?” Professor Grigori inquired. 

“No, sir,” Gabriel continued with more confidence in his voice. “I did not. My family did.” 

And there it was. It was so evident to me. Another unfortunate victim because my father was a greedy, selfish devil. It never ceased to amaze me how evil he could be. Of course, no one was precisely innocent to him, which was why all those broken contracts that occurred during the time of Christ bothered him so much. Now he could only get his hands on those who were genuinely willing to accept him. It was too bad that curse fell upon the entire family line. 

“Uh, well, shall we move on then,” Grigori stuttered, shocked at the bold response. 

I glanced over at Gabriel, who had opened his book to the assigned reading. With a smirk, I bowed my head over our textbook. I couldn't help but be a little impressed at his gall toward the professor. Not many people would speak up to Grigori that way. He'd fit in with the others perfectly fine, given his ancestry. The witches here would love to have him in their ranks, at least for a time. Fresh blood was one thing this school was always hungry for. As for me, I couldn't be bothered.








  
  

Chapter Two
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“You're not getting out of this one with me,” Misty said as I pleaded with him to let me go into the study hall alone. He had obliged for my classes, but this particular area of the East wing was always packed with students. The bookcases that surrounded the long wooden tables created many blind spots that placed Misty on high alert. 

“Fine,” I relented. “As long as it's only within the doorway. I'll sit close by.” 

“You're going to be the death of me,” Misty sighed. 

Flashing a smile, I turned on my heel and chose a spot near the hall's back exit. Not too far away, but enough to where I could have some semblance of privacy. Study hall was always my favorite period of the day. It was a time I could write in my journal and escape from the world. There was a relative amount of open seating around me as usual. 

I glanced around at those nearby as they dived back into their books. Releasing a soft sigh, I stared at the blank page before me, wondering what it would feel like to live outside the walls of Brimstone among humans who had no idea a creature like me even existed. How freeing it would feel to finally be unknown. 

“Is this seat available?” 

My eyes darted from my journal, startled at a voice aimed in my direction. Across the table, Gabriel sat on the bench, placing his messenger bag beside him. 

“Uh, not anymore, I guess,” I managed to say. Gabriel only smiled as he retrieved a textbook. 

“You're the one everyone talks about in the hallway, I presume?” Gabriel inquired. 

“I'm not sure what you mean,” I whispered as the hall monitor approached the table. He hurried by, keeping his distance. “I guess I shouldn't have to worry about whispering around here. It's not like anyone is going to reprimand me.” 

Gabriel chuckled low under his breath, amused by the ordeal. Cocking my head to the side, I studied him, wondering what his goal was. As much as I enjoyed having someone—anyone—to speak to, it baffled me that it took a transfer student to have the courage to do so. 

“With all this talk floating around the school, I don’t believe I caught your name.” His gentle lilt plucked me from my thoughts once again. 

“Kasdeya, but you can call me Kas.” 

“I understand I'm in the presence of nobility,” he teased. “But tell me, why are you all alone over here? Surely someone like you would be teeming with people trying to steal your attention?” 

“You see him?” I motioned towards Misty by the door. “He goes everywhere with me—my own personal guard. I would assume he's part of the reason behind it.” 

“A bodyguard? Is that necessary?” Gabriel opened his text to one of our reading assignments in Grigori's class. 

“Try asking my mother that.” I paused, somewhat reluctant to talk about myself. “So, why was your family invited to Brimstone? I've never heard of that happening before. Don't you have some sort of school branch over there in England you could've attended?” 

“It's not my business,” Gabriel said while shifting in his seat. “I didn't have a choice in the matter.” 

I waited for him to say anything else, but instead, he moved on to his reading. We worked quietly on our studies for a few moments. Misty watched us intensely from his post, and by the looks of it, he was judging. Gabriel was the first person to approach me in years, let alone ask questions. As thrilled as I was to simply be in the presence of a fellow peer, I wondered about him and his mysterious origins. He took out another book to study as I peeked out from under my lashes at him. 

“So...” I eased into it as not to frighten him away. “Since you won't tell me anything about your family, what are you studying?” 

“Offensive Spells and How to Cast them,” Gabriel replied as he flipped to the cover to read it. “Is everything here offensive? What about defensive?” 

“Defensive skills aren't really our thing. Besides, why would you need to defend yourself when you're the villain?” I closed my journal. 

Gabriel leaned in close to me. “Who said you have to be the bad guy?” 

The bell rang, signifying the end of study hall. I groaned internally at my gross misjudgment of the time I had left to have a conversation with someone other than Misty. I wasn’t sure when I would ever get that opportunity back. 

Gabriel rose from his seat and shoved his books into his backpack. “I guess I'll see you around, Kas. And just so you know, not everyone around here is afraid of you.” 

As Gabriel walked away, Misty followed him with his eyes. I gathered my belongings and headed out as well, with Misty close behind me. I kept thinking about what Gabriel had said. It had never occurred to me that maybe I didn't have to be the bad guy in all of this. I always understood that I would have to assume that role when I gained my full abilities at my coming of age. Could I truly have a choice? 

“You okay, kid?” Misty questioned as I snapped my attention back to where I was heading. 

“Uh, yeah. I guess I was lost in thought for a moment. Did you see that guy who sat with me at study hall?” I asked. 

“Of course, I did. I see everything. Why do you and your mother underestimate my abilities so much? It hurts. I hope you know that,” Misty replied as he gave me a slight nudge on my shoulder. 

“You're the only friend I have...” I trailed off. 

Misty's somber gaze burned into the side of my face. I knew it broke his heart to see that he was the only person who had truly been there for me all these years. My mother had been present as well, but Misty was easy to confide in. He listened to my rambling day in and day out. 

He gave me a weak smile. “Well, maybe this is your year, kid. That Gabriel guy seems to have taken a shining to you.” 

“Wait. How do you know his name was Gabriel? You weren't in class with me, and you couldn't have possibly overheard him,” I questioned. 

“Misty knows all,” he smiled. 

“Anything else I should know? Like...about my ceremony?” 

“Nice try, kid.” 

“It was worth a shot,” I said with a shrug as we turned a corner. 

The rays of the afternoon sun slanted through the tall stained-glass windows across the polished floors. I slowed as I saw a group of girls huddled around Mara, one of the most beautiful and manipulative demons to roam the halls. As I passed, their sweet pheromones assaulted my senses, causing my nose to wrinkle in disgust. Their games may have worked on everyone else, but to me, they were nothing but trivial. 

Mara slid a sideways glance in my direction before covering a tinkling laugh with her slender hand. Shaking my head, I maneuvered through the sea of students until I reached the girls’ lavatory. Shooting Misty a look, he threw up his arms in agreement and stood outside the door as I entered. 

I walked over to a sink and laid my backpack down. Scooping up my hair, I pulled a hair tie off my wrist and brushed it back. Splashing the warm water from the faucet on my face, I took a few deep breaths, meditating on the events of the day. My body tensed as I heard the door open to the bathroom. 

“I can't believe you slept with that boy, Ashlin. We weren't even supposed to be off campus for that party,” a girl said as she trailed behind her friend. 

“What?” Ashlin laughed. “I'm practicing for when I get out of this dump and into the real world. I live for pitiful human vitality. It's in my nature.” 

“Just because your mother is a succubus doesn't mean you can break the rules to impress the others. Don't you pay attention in class? You could've killed him, and it would've come straight back to the school! That new crew you're hanging with nowadays doesn't seem like they have your best interests in mind,” the girl exclaimed. 

“Shh...” Ashlin scolded as she placed a finger over the girl's lips. “Do you really think a sniveling human could even get past the Horde onto our campus? Brimstone will be standing at the end of the day, and I need this crew. If you don't want to do this, Ebony, then don't.” 

Ashlin noticed me at the sink and sauntered forward. Her hips swayed seductively as her blonde curls bounced around her face. If I wasn't privy to what was going on, I would've said she was stunning. 

“Don't I know you?” she teased. 

“Ashlin, don't.” Ebony grabbed Ashlin's arm. 

I could feel her size me up as her gaze wafted over me. With a sly smirk, she snickered to herself. She was either incredibly brave or incredibly desperate. 

“So...” she began as she came closer to me. “I've never had the pleasure of meeting you in person. My friends have mentioned you to me once or twice. It must be so hard being so well-known.” 

“You should probably stop while you're ahead,” I said flatly as I turned to the sink to wash my hands. 

“Oh, I see,” she laughed. “You think you're better than everyone here in this school because of who your father is. Let me tell you something. You're just like the rest of us, and one day, you're going to find out how pathetic you actually are.” 

“Sounds like you have me all figured out then.” I flipped off the water. “Look, I don't want to do this with you. Blink twice if Mara put you up to this.” 

“Ashlin, let's go. You don't have to go after every girl you encounter,” Ebony urged. “We're sorry to bother you. I hope you know that those bred to succubi tend to be very territorial around women they see as a threat.” 

Ebony went to grab Ashlin's arm without much success. Ashlin stood her ground as she stared me down. Her eyes shifted from their pale green to a deep burgundy. I tried to walk around her, but she pushed me back. The force of her hand upon my skin ignited a slow-burning ember in the pit of my stomach. As much as I hated to admit it, the fire that burned within my father was ever-present within me. All it took was one little push. 

“Watch your back. Not everyone will bow down to you when you come of age. Some of us are waiting for that crown to fall.” She spun around as her hair barely missed slapping me in the face. 

“What a loser,” Ashlin shouted as she left the bathroom. I could hear it echo as she entered the hallway. I clenched my jaw as my senses heightened, picking up the giggles of the succubi awaiting Ashlin's return outside. It was almost as if I was right there, listening to every jab they aimed at me. Ebony gave me an apologetic look and dashed out after her friend. 

Turning to stare at my reflection in the mirror, I grabbed the side of the sink with both hands to steady myself. My knuckles turned white from my grip as I felt the rage bubbling beneath the surface. She was right. I was a loser with no friends and an even more lonely future. I was never allowed to have a normal life because of a prophecy based on my growing abilities. Abilities that were tapped into only through my rage—beyond my control. 

The ceramic sink cracked under the pressure of my fingertips as my wrath grew stronger. This was what I inherited from my father—a seething hatred for everything and everyone. As much as I tried to fight it, I couldn't help but sometimes let my cool façade fade away and give into what I was eventually to become. 

Losing control, my veins protruded from underneath my skin, turning a liquid black in stark contrast to my paleness. My eyes faded to black, leaving only a hollow void. Seeing myself this way only enraged me further. It reminded me of the demon that I was, the future title of the Antichrist. Not being able to contain my wrath, I ripped the sink from the tile and threw it into a stall door where it crashed and crumbled over a toilet. Water crashed over the ground as every mirror shattered, spraying the floor with shards. 

I backed up to the far wall and slid down, trying to catch my breath as my clothes dampened from the broken pipes. As the cold water hit my skin, it sizzled and vaporized as trails of steam rose into the air. This year was supposed to be different. I was supposed to be able to control myself and be my own person. Instead, as it got closer to my birthday, my abilities were gaining control over me. Was this what I had to look forward to? Destruction? 

Misty rushed into the bathroom, staring in disbelief at the damage. He saw me sitting on the floor and slowly approached. Even a man who had known me since birth was cautious around me. 

“You alright, kid? Did those girls do something to you?” he asked, already knowing that I had done this all to myself. 

I shook my head, trying to tamp down the last bit of anger I was feeling. I stared at my hands as I watched the veins return to normal, the inky blackness slinking away after holding me hostage in my own body. With the worst of it subsided, I managed to pull my trembling body from the floor. The burst of power weakened me as I rested my hand against the wall, steadying myself as I regained command over my legs. 

“Take me home, Misty.” 

“I'll get you home, kid.” 

Misty made his way to me as glass crunched underneath his weight. He gave me his hand as he pulled me to my feet and back out into the hallway. Students stared at us as we made our way to the great hall. It was as if the sea was parting for me as they pressed themselves up against the walls. They packed in close to one another, always eying me like an animal and whispering under their breath. If only they knew how close to the edge I was. 

I noticed Gabriel with a perplexed expression on his face. Turning away from him, I focused my attention on the floor in front of me as Misty led me to the main doors. If anyone could get me out of there without delay, it was Misty. 

“Stop!” a voice shouted from atop the grand staircase. 

Misty and I halted as the mutterings from students ceased. The harsh voice reverberated throughout the great hall until it too fell silent. We turned around as my gaze settled upon the headmistress as she glared down at me. Her arms were outstretched across the banister with her hands gripping the rail. Her long slender face was framed by her short black pixie cut, making her appear skeletal as the setting sun outlined her silhouette. She peered over the rim of her glasses with dark eyes as she opened her thin lips to speak. 

“My office. Now!” 

I stood corrected in my assumption that everyone was afraid of me. Headmistress Charon was certainly not.








  
  

Chapter Three


[image: ]




Seated in a red cushioned, high backed chair in front of the headmistress was not what I had intended while doing my affirmations this morning in my bedroom. I wasn't surprised that word got back to her about the mishap in the bathroom. Rampant gossip was an Olympic sport at Brimstone and if Mara was involved, then it was no surprise I found myself here. 

Headmistress Charon sat behind a thick wooden desk that consisted of nothing but paperwork, files, and a lamp. She was old-fashioned, always writing everything by hand instead of using a computer. There wasn't a family portrait or memento in sight, which only added to the chill in the air. While her words cut many students to the bone, it was the long silence that made me the most uncomfortable.  

She was an avid collector of books, with stacks lined around the walls and bookshelves brimming with them. As much as I hated to be in her office, her ancient texts were fascinating, and I couldn't help but wonder if she had read them all. As much of a displeasure it was to be inside her office, I couldn’t help but admire the headmistress as the intellectual that she was.  

“Do you know why you're here?” she inquired as she leaned forward in her chair. 

“Am I supposed to answer that?” 

She pursed her lips, unamused. “Not only did you destroy the girls’ lavatory, but you managed to create such a stir within the student ranks that your name is becoming synonymous with unpredictable, uncontrollable, and ultimately, weak. Do you know what happens when students start talking about weakness in our next heir? They don't fall in line.” 

“I don't want this—” I belted out before she waved her hand to cut me off. She stood up abruptly from her seat and walked over to one of the bookcases, her hands clasped behind her back. 

“It doesn't matter what you want. It's what's best for our kind,” she said. “You will fall in line with the others, you will take your trials like everyone else before you, and you will assume your position in the fold. What would your father think?” 

Before I could answer, Misty placed his hand on my shoulder from behind. He knew arguing with the headmistress was unbecoming for someone of my stature, not to mention a lost cause. She returned to her seat. 

“As for your punishment for the damages sustained, you will be required to aid the grounds crew for the next month—” 

“But—” 

“And,” she continued, “you must take extra combative lessons.” 

“Yes, Headmistress,” I answered weakly. 

“Good. Then it's settled. I'll be contacting Madam Lilith with your new schedule.” A sinister smile spread across her face. 

It was a pleasure for her to make my mother feel incompetent. Lilith was the Queen of Hell, and while she had not lived there since I was born, she was still revered as such at Brimstone. I didn't believe Headmistress Charon to be envious of her title, but I did suspect that some previous feud between her family and ours was to blame. 

“I expect more out of you. As impressive as you think yourself to be, others have seen your blatant disregard for your status in the demonic hierarchy. If you aren't careful, you won't make it to your coming-of-age ceremony.” 

“Is that a threat?” I fumed, unable to hold my tongue. 

The headmistress crossed over and stood behind my chair. She placed her hands on my shoulders, her bony fingers digging into my skin. “Oh no, child. You misunderstand me. It's a promise.” 

Misty took a quick step forward, perturbed by her bluntness. As she saw Misty move, she shot him a cold glare in his direction, stopping him in his tracks. Sighing, she walked back around to her chair behind her desk. Smoothing out her black pencil skirt, she tugged her business jacket towards her chest. 

“Regarding your trials and ceremony, I do have more to discuss with you and your mother. Your trials will begin on the darkest day of the year and determine whether you will graduate from Brimstone Prep at Beltane. Your ceremony will culminate at Midsummer, where you will be ritually prepared. Until those milestones are reached, you will be prompt with your studies. I have taken the liberty of assigning you a tutor whom you will meet with after every school day,” she informed. 

“I don't need a tutor. My studies are fine—” 

“Your mother has already been notified by my assistant, Mrs. Melchom. You will begin this afternoon in the study hall.” Headmistress Charon tapped her fingers on the desk. “Do not disappoint me again.” 

With that, she waved her hand to shoo me away as though I were a fly. I rose from the chair and turned on my heel towards the door. Closing it behind me, I walked silently beside Misty down the hallway. I recognized the last name of her assistant. Mrs. Melchom must've been some sort of relation to Gabriel. I understood having an exchange student, but inviting the rest of the family wasn't an ordinary undertaking. It only fueled my desire to discover their secrets even more. 

The study hall was empty except for a girl sitting in the middle of one of the long benches with small stacks of books surrounding her. She glanced up at me over the top of her book with light brown eyes. I sat down in front of her, wondering what kind of nonsense I had to endure. 

“You must be my new pupil, Kasdeya,” she said as she snapped the book shut. “I'm Penelope Melchom.” 

She extended her hand to me. I shook it firmly. 

“Melchom, eh?” I asked. “I seem to be surrounded by all of you.” 

She raised an eyebrow. “I'm not sure I understand your meaning.” 

“Do you know a Gabriel Melchom? Or am I going crazy?” 

“Oh! Right,” she said with a grin. “I keep forgetting that we're newer here. Yes, Gabriel is my twin brother. Our mother is the new assistant to the headmistress, and our father is working as a psychologist. He's also a member of the Board for the school.” 

“How come we're just now meeting all of you?” I asked suspiciously. 

She shrugged. “We were only now invited to be here. We go wherever our parents go, so here we are.” 

There was an awkward pause as I waited for Penelope to add to the topic, but she let it fall to the wayside. She seemed like a sweet girl—perhaps a little naïve, but kind. Not at all like the other witches at Brimstone which probably wasn’t the greatest situation for her. They were going to eat her alive here. 

I glanced around at the books, catching a few of their titles. “I'm not in any of those classes.” 

“No matter. The headmistress wants you to expand your studies to make sure you're prepared for your trials.” 

“I see that, but they're supposed to focus on my area of study, which is my family tree, the demonic hierarchy, contractual agreements...not spellcraft, mystical creatures, and,” I picked up one of the books, “learning occult rituals. I'm not a witch.” 

“Believe me; I know you're not,” she said. “But your trials are a little different from the average student. You're essentially taking over Hell, and you need to know more than everyone else around here. The things you'll have to face require you to know much more about our realm and its people.” 

“And you're the most qualified on these subjects because...?” 

“I get it. You don't trust me,” she said. 

“No, it's not that. Look. I'm sorry. It's in my nature to question everything,” I apologized. 

“No, it's quite alright. My whole family shows up out of the blue, and it would only make sense that you would wonder why we're here,” she stated. “We're all here because my parents are needed for your coming-of-age ceremony. It has to be conducted by our line because we were chosen ages ago for it. The ritual itself was passed down from the very first Melchom witch, Elinor.” 

“I didn't know witches meddled in demonic affairs.” 

“I'm not here just to prepare you for the trials, but for your reign as well,” Penelope confirmed. 

“So, I'm guessing you've accepted our Lord into your life?” 

She smiled. “Yes. It's the only way a witch can access the gifts the Dark Lord bestowed upon us. I couldn't teach you if I couldn't use them.” 

“How come your brother hasn't? He's damned anyway, so might as well reap the reward, right?” I was curious, and Penelope seemed more forthcoming with her answers than before. 

“That's...that's something you'd have to ask him.” Silence filled the room as Penelope averted my gaze, glancing down at her hands in her lap. Her short, dark hair hid her face as she nibbled on her lower lip. I could tell I struck a nerve but thought it best not to pry. 

“You see,” she began suddenly, “not all witches are damned.” 

“What do you mean?” I asked, not fully understanding. 

I had never met a witch from any line that had not accepted my father into their life to gain access to their abilities. That's why I found Gabriel's decision to be strange but admirable at the same time. But still, there was only one place he would be afforded after leaving the human realm regardless of his commitments. 

“Well, there can be lines of witches that aren't connected to your father. Elinor had a twin sister named Olivia. Twins kind of run in the family,” she explained. “Olivia and Elinor practiced healing in the village. They were excellent people. They would work as midwives and dabbled in herbs to aid with all sorts of illnesses, having been taught by their mother. 

“One night, a nobleman came to their door with his son. It wasn't unusual for noblemen and women to go to them for help, but the boy was limp in his father's arms. You see, he was on the brink of death, far too gone for any of their herbal remedies to work fast enough to cure. Olivia tried to explain this to the man, who grew angry. Elinor, fearing for her sister's life, told the man to leave the child, and she would heal him. After much convincing, he left his son in their care. Olivia knew he would die and begged Elinor to flee the village, so they could live. She wanted to start a new life, but Elinor saw it as an opportunity to gain respect from the villagers. A respect their mother never had. That night, Elinor pledged herself to the Dark Lord and tapped into a power she had never known before. Olivia, distraught, fled and was never seen again. 

“You see, Elinor only offered her offspring to the Dark Lord, a pact that never influenced anything from Olivia's line. Olivia and her future descendants are untainted and remain innocent. People have an internal intuition they can tap into. Olivia was one of those people, the knowledge passed down from her mother to her. It's not as powerful as your father's given that he's a celestial being, but that power is pure.” 

“Why haven't we been taught this? Witchcraft isn't my major here, but I feel like that's something they should be telling us,” I said. 

Penelope sighed. “If they told you all this, it would be considered a hindrance to your father's reach. I'm only telling you this because you're his daughter, and you need to know. Your purpose is to make sure Lucifer retains and expands all his contracts once you step into your abilities.” 

“That seems unfair,” I scoffed. 

Penelope raised an eyebrow. “Oh? It almost sounds like that's not what you want.” 

I bowed my head and shuffled my feet under the table. “Well, what if it isn't? Would that be such a bad thing?” 

“Well,” she started as she closed the book in front of her, “it would disturb the order of things. I wouldn't share this with anyone else if I were you, Kas.” 

“Is that a threat?” Everything was starting to sound like a threat to me. 

“It's a warning,” she stated. 

I studied her eyes, wondering if I had said too much. She was easy to talk to as if she had a secret ability to cause those around her to reveal their souls. However, it may have only been because I was starving for some sort of companionship. Her words were blunt, and yet they cut through my mind like a knife. Was I really disturbing the order by my lack of enthusiasm to take over the family business? What did that even mean? Maybe I was fighting my destiny too hard. Sometimes I wondered what would happen if I gave into it. 

“Let's start with mystical creatures, shall we? It's longer than the rest because there are so many species, but it's easier to read than the others.” Penelope opened the book, starting in alphabetical order. 

I glanced at the first page, realizing how long my afternoons were about to become with my extra assignments. And how much I had yet to learn.








  
  

Chapter Four
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Penelope was brilliant and wise beyond her years with an intelligence that far surpassed my own. Without her expertise, I may have never known about the bird-like creatures of the Adarna or how to train the proud Hellhound species. It amazed me how little I knew about my own people and the monsters who existed within my realm. At the same time, I also felt inadequate as the next person to lead them. The only saving grace was that Penelope withheld judgment of my ignorance and instead spoke to me as an equal. 

In fact, she was one of the best teachers I ever had. I was beginning to understand why she was chosen to take on this endeavor. She was cultured, and being trapped inside this fortress of a school had isolated me from experiences I would never get back. Her openness about my studies was refreshing since all my life, I had felt shut out. 

“That's about all the time we have for today,” she said. “Same time tomorrow?” 

“Yeah, can't wait,” I said, exhausted. 

“Are you okay?” 

“It's not you or your teaching. It's been a long day.” And this was only the beginning. I still had my punishment to look forward to. 

“You need me to walk you home?” she asked, concerned. 

“Hey!” 

We both turned towards the voice from the other side of the study hall as it rang through the emptiness. Gabriel was walking towards us with certainty in every step. As he drew closer, he threw his messenger bag down on the table beside our books. 

“I've been looking everywhere for you,” he directed toward Penelope. 

“I told Mum and Dad I was here. What are you doing here?” 

“I thought I just told you that,” he teased as his gaze slid over to me. “So, I see you've met my twin.” 

“If it wasn't for the last name, I don't think I would've realized you two were related,” I commented as I observed their strikingly different features. 

Penelope sighed, propping her chin in her hand. “It's amazing what a little magick can do.” 

My brows furrowed as I shifted my gaze from one to the other. “What's that supposed to mean?” 

Gabriel sat down on the edge of the bench. “Is that why I’ve been getting so many awkward questions from our fellow classmates today about our parents? You’ve been spilling our family drama around the school? It’s the first day for bloody sake!” 

“Our parents had trouble conceiving, so they conjured us using blood and sex magick. It was bound to get out anyway. Other students have been asking me about our family all day, and I got tired of answering them. May as well let everyone know the reason and nip the rumor mill in the bud,” Penelope piped up from beside him. “Besides, wouldn't you rather her hear it directly from us instead of through gossip?” 

Gabriel rubbed the back of his neck. “True, but I didn't think we'd be explaining our situation so soon to strangers.” 

“Get used to it, brother. We're the outsiders here.” 

“You two seem close,” I smiled, steering the conversation in a direction that didn't distress Gabriel. Not to mention it was getting more than a little uncomfortable for me as well.  

He put an arm warmly around his sister, grateful for the shift in the discussion. “Extremely. By the way, Penny, Mum is looking for you. It's a full moon or some nonsense, and she needs your assistance.” 

“Why don't you assist her, Gabby,” Penelope shot back. 

Gabriel gave her a dark stare and whispered, “You know why.” 

“Alright, alright,” Penelope threw her hands up in defeat. “I'll go help her. Kas, are you sure you're okay?” 

I nodded, but before I could reassure her, Gabriel intervened. 

“I'll walk her home,” he volunteered. “Unless your guard has other plans?” 

Misty stood quietly by the door with his hands clasped in front of him. The others didn't notice, but a slight twitch of his lips revealed a subtle smirk. “Think of him like a shadow. I know I do.” 

Penelope gave a little smile as she gathered her books and promptly left the study hall, leaving Gabriel behind. He picked up one of my texts off the table as I shoved the rest into my backpack. 

“Looks like you have a lot to do.” 

I took the book from him. “Yeah. It's not really my choice.” 

He raised an eyebrow. “Why not? Don't you want to know everything about your kind?” 

“My kind?” I chuckled. “Please, I'm the only one of my kind around here.” 

“I know what you mean,” he said somberly. 

I finished packing and sat back down for a moment. “I'm sorry. I didn't mean it that way.” 

“It's okay,” he said quickly. “It's not every day I meet someone as lonely as I am.” 

“I'm not lonely,” I lied. “I have my mom and Misty.” 

“Right.” He stood up from the table and motioned for me to follow him. “Because your mum and bodyguard are the same as having people your age to talk to.” 

I hurried after him out into the hall of the wing. “Just because they're not my age doesn't mean I'm lonely.” 

Gabriel scoffed from beside me as we strolled along. “You're telling me you prefer it this way? Behind these walls?” 

“No, but...” He was right, and he knew it by the smug look on his face. “Well, what about you? You may have your issues, but I doubt you've had any trouble talking to the other witches who attend this school.” 

“Well, wouldn't you be surprised to know that witches have their own pecking order? It doesn't matter my lineage if I can't dabble in any magickal arts. Studying concepts and practicing them are two completely different things. Would you like to guess where I fall in the ranks?” 

“That was your choice. I never had one.” 

He stopped before opening the door to the courtyard. “I see I've met a formidable opponent.” 

“Or maybe we could simply agree that neither of us wants to be alone anymore, whether by choice or not.” 

“Are you asking me to be your friend, Kas?” Gabriel asked as he opened the door for me. 

My heart pounded in my chest as he awaited my answer. Taking a deep breath to compose myself, I said, “I suppose you'll suffice.” 

He dashed down the stairs after me as I kept my back to him, a wide grin across my face. “Are you saying that because you believe me a pretentious Brit?” 

“Only time will tell,” I laughed as he caught up to me. 

We strode out into the fresh night air together as Misty trailed behind, ready to pounce. I shot a glance over my shoulder to let him know to keep his distance while appreciating that he allowed another student to walk home with me. Misty took the hint and walked down the opposite path within sight, but far enough away, so I could have some privacy.  

Gabriel glanced up at the stars, accentuating his strong jawline. A jolt of electricity scorched down my spine as I averted my eyes to the stones on the path. Our gaits slowed to a stroll as Gabriel took a deep breath. “I feel that I must apologize for my sister this evening.” 

“For what?” 

He chuckled under his breath and shook his head. “For what she divulged about our parents.” 

“Oh.” I waved my hand to dash the comment. “I get it. We all have our secrets, and I don’t see how what she said would have any bearing around here.” 

Gabriel stopped. I was standing so close beside him that I could feel the heat of his skin. I felt sweat bead along my brow, a visceral response to his presence that sent my heart racing. It seemed like ages before he spoke. “It may not mean much to you, but to other witches it was an ordeal. Back at our old school, Penelope confided in someone she thought she could trust, who turned her words into a weapon. Rumors circulated among the community, and we were all but exiled.” 

“I see...” The dealings I had with witches were kept to a minimal at Brimstone. I thought they were mostly harmless compared to demons, but I suppose they had their traditions as any other breed. “I’ll make sure it doesn’t come to that here.” 

Gabriel gave a weak smile. “Thank you.” 

I wondered what kind of rumors were spun from something that seemed almost normal—at least to me. I didn’t know the first thing about that type of magick, but I assumed it was extensively used. Perhaps, it was frowned upon to be used to conceive children? A gentle breeze floated by, making me shiver. 

“Are you cold?” he asked, breaking the silence. 

I shook my head. “No, I'm never usually out this late. Yet another thing my mother forbade me to do.” 

“That's a pity,” he said as he took off his jacket to hand to me. “Here. My mother would never forgive me for letting our future queen freeze to death.” 

I took it and placed the coat around me. It was warm from his body heat and smelled of cedar and pine. 

“Have you been out in the forest recently?” I asked. 

“Nothing gets past you,” he smiled. “I go out there a lot to think and be at peace mostly. I like to forget that all this exists for a while.” 

“It sounds like you don't like your own kind very much,” I mentioned. 

He tensed. “I'm not like them. I didn't sell my soul, and I don't intend to.” 

“But why?” I asked. “You're already damned. Elinor made sure of that long before you were even thought of.” 

“How do you know that name?” he asked, grabbing my arm. 

“Your sister told me,” I said as I pulled away. “What? Some old family secret or something? I thought we were kind of past this.” 

He sighed, bowing his head. “Sorry for grabbing you. It's not something I talk about very often. Well, more like, never.” 

“Sore spot? I've got a lot of those, so trust me, I know how you feel.” I blurted it out before I could stop myself. 

A sly grin spread across his face. “Is that what happened in the girls’ lavatory?” 

I punched his arm playfully as he feigned being hurt, rubbing it. As we approached my front stoop, I unwrapped myself from his jacket and handed it back to him. The glow from the lamplight by the door shone across his face. He appeared almost angelic, but I hastily dashed the thought for nothing so beautiful could possess any goodness. Not in a place like Brimstone. 

“What are you thinking?” he asked, barely more than a whisper. His breath was short and shallow. 

“That this isn't a place for a person like you. You don't belong here,” I said. 

He took a step forward, closing the small gap between us. “And why do you say that?” 

I peered into his eyes as the light hit them at an angle, causing them to appear silver. They almost seemed to glow with anticipation to an answer that I didn't even have. He was so close that I could feel his hot breath caress my cheeks. 

Ahem. 

Gabriel backed away as the sound startled us both. I saw my mother staring at us from the top of the stoop with her arms crossed over her chest. She didn't look pleased. No doubt, her phone call from Headmistress Charon was to blame. Misty appeared next to us a moment later. 

“Kasdeya, who's this?” she asked in a sweet tone. I knew it was a trap. 

“Oh, um, this is Gabriel Melchom. He was walking me home from my study session with his sister.” I tried to make as many connections to him as possible, so she wouldn't be too upset that I didn't come home sooner. 

“I see. Thank you, Mr. Melchom,” she said as she turned her gaze to me. “Come inside. Dinner is ready.” 

She turned on her heel, her robe swirling around her legs. With an apologetic look, I turned my attention back to Gabriel. 

“I heard,” he said before I could speak. “I'll catch you around school. Have a good night, Kas.” 

Gabriel strode away into the night without a glance over his shoulder. My heart sank as I kicked a small pebble on the ground. Whatever that feeling was that came over me—I never wanted to experience it again. The high wasn’t worth the low afterward. 

“I'm pretty sure I know what happened there,” Misty teased. However, I knew he could tell from my expression that I was upset about our rendezvous being cut short. “Look, I know how hard connecting with someone can be. If you need more space when you're around him, I'll see what I can do.” 

I jumped into Misty's arms, hugging him tightly. 

“Now, now,” he said, a smile spreading across his face. “You've got to put on that brave face for your mother. We both do.” 

I nodded and headed up the steps through the front door with Misty behind me. He hung up his jacket on the hook by the door and proceeded to make his way to the dinner table with me. I started to feel guilty about my actions causing him this kind of trouble with my mom. As much as I appreciated him being there with me through all the trouble I had caused over the years, it must have been tiring for him. Seeing him look like a whipped puppy was punishment enough for me. 

My mother was seated at the kitchen table with a glass of red wine in her hand. Her expression was blank as she stared straight ahead, deep in thought. I sat at the head of the table while Misty occupied a chair at the other end. We ate our dinner in silence, which I found to be quite disturbing. The tension was thick, and I was waiting for the explosion to happen, but it never came. 

“Kas.” 

“Mom, I can explain what happened.” 

“Kas,” she said gently, taking my hand in hers. “Your abilities are growing at a rapid pace. I can only imagine what you're going through because none of us have any experience with this.” 

“Mom, it's not your fault. I'll do better. I promise,” I assured her. 

“Sweetie, it's not that,” she sighed. “It is my fault. I've protected you, but I've also sheltered you. How do I expect you to blossom into the person you're meant to be if I don't show that I trust you?” 

“What do you mean?” I asked skeptically. 

“What it means is,” she took a sip of wine, “that I'm proud of you. You need to start making more mistakes and learning from them. I heard about those two awful demon girls accosting you.” 

“What?” I shook my head. “How? Headmistress Charon didn't know about any of that. I didn't hurt those girls either.” 

“I know you didn't. And no, I didn't hear it from that old crone. I heard about it from Mrs. Melchom, who I assume is that boy's mother. The one you were with tonight?” She peered over the rim of her wine glass as she lifted it to her lips. 

“Yeah, that would be him,” I said. “But Mom, you're not mad at me? I got into so much trouble.” 

“Headmistress Charon would've added more work to your schedule regardless of this mishap. She wants you to stay as busy as possible.” 

“Why? I can stay here and learn everything I need to know out of ancient texts, but if I'm not able to experience any of it...then what's the point?” I insisted. 

“The point is to keep you safe until you ascend the throne—” 

I snatched my hand away from hers. “There's so much I don't know. I understand not being able to go and visit among humans, but why can't I visit Hell?” 

My mother frowned, setting her glass down in front of her. “Hell can wait until after your abilities are under control and after your trials—” 

“Do you know something I don't? About the trials?” 

She stood up from the table to clear the dishes. “I know about as much as you do. While I may be feared and respected within the community, I'm not a person people trust. If I was trusted with such secrets, if it meant helping you, you would be the first to know them.” 

I was taken aback by her forwardness. My mother and I had an okay relationship with each other, but I would’ve never have guessed her to go against the discretions of the Archdemons if tried. 

“Misty,” she directed. “You'll be here with me in preparation for Kasdeya's trials.” 

“What about Kas, Madam?” Misty knew whatever my mother had to say was law. 

“If she is to rule one day, she must learn to protect herself. Thus, the hand-to-hand combat she'll be learning,” my mother assured. “Her abilities may not always be enough.” 

“Who am I training with?” 

“Mrs. Melchom volunteered her son, Gabriel, to teach you over the weekends. She told me she would be speaking to him tonight about it,” she concluded. 

My heart fluttered at the mention of his name as I silently cursed myself. “Gabriel is the most qualified to teach me these things?” 

“Apparently, the Melchom family is one of many talents. That's why they were invited to our school. They could've chosen The School of Judas back in England, but they chose us specifically because of you. They didn't have to attend Brimstone to be present for your coming-of-age ceremony in the summer.” She removed the dirty dishes from the table and piled them in the sink. Misty moved from his position to wash them. 

“Of course they did,” I said under my breath. It angered me to think that maybe Gabriel only wanted to get close to me because I was some prize to be won. Wouldn't that be one for the rumor mill? A powerless witch rising through the ranks because of his connections to me. 

“It's an honor, really,” she continued, leaning against the kitchen island. “It's been a long night. Why don't you get some rest? We'll talk about this more in the morning.” 

I rose from the table and headed upstairs to my room without another word. It was going to be strange not having Misty to keep me company in school. This morning, I would've thought that a dream come true, but now I needed him more than ever. All I ever wanted was friends, but now I was utterly paranoid of being stabbed in the back by them. Was this what it was like being royalty? 

I stared out the window above my desk into the blackness of the night. The trees rustled in the cool breeze threatening to drop their leaves at any moment. The soft glow of the street lamps was the only comfort from the dark. I pitied the innocent soul that ever wandered onto these grounds and strayed from the warmth of those lights. 

Opening the window, I let the crispness of the night air pass about the room. Some papers lifted off my desk before settling down again. As it whistled past, I could almost hear a whisper. I sat down on my bed and kicked off my shoes as I reached into my backpack for my journal. Finding it, I tossed it onto the bed in front of me. Jinx hopped onto the foot of my bed and twirled around before resting at my feet. 

As the pages flowed forth from my pen, the room grew colder and darker. I couldn't help but think my life was heading in the same direction.
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