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        Welcome to this book, proudly written in Canadian English—a delightful hybrid of British and American spelling that keeps everyone guessing. You’ll see kilometres instead of miles, double L’s where you might expect one, and a mysterious preference for adding U’s to words like “colour” and “neighbour.” It’s like we couldn’t decide which side of the Atlantic we’re on, so we just embraced both. So, if you stumble across a word that feels unfamiliar, don’t worry—it’s not a typo, it’s just Canada being its wonderfully indecisive self. Enjoy!
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      LILY

      I used to think Hell was working as a coffee shop barista during the Monday morning rush. Or waiting on hold while unholy elevator music blasted through my ear, all because I needed to cancel an internet package.

      Turns out I was wrong. On both counts.

      Because this was Hell. Actual, literal, spelled with a capital “H” Hell. Complete with scorching heat, murderous terrain, and the constant threat of death. There was a reason people said “go to Hell” like it was the worst possible fate they could wish on someone.

      This place was as wretched as a shot of cheap tequila without a wedge of lemon to suck on. As unpleasant as an appendectomy without any anaesthesia. As nasty as a diarrheic dog without a diaper. Okay, maybe that last one was a bit much.

      The moral of the story was: this place sucked.

      And the horribly unamusing part was that I’d come here willingly. But seeing as how I was Lucifer’s daughter—don’t worry, I wanted him dead just as much as the next guy—the location was non-negotiable. Killing him was the top item on my to-do list, or my BHAG, as I’d come to call it. And I couldn’t strike that goal off my list while on Earth, no matter how much I wished otherwise.

      The problem with Big, Hairy, Audacious Goals was that no one ever provided a step-by-step guide on how to accomplish them. I wanted Lucifer dead, yes, but how? How did I find him? How did I cut through his massive army to reach him? And if by some miracle I managed these, how then did I actually kill him?

      The last time I’d tried, I’d failed spectacularly. I’d gathered an army, trained and fought with them, only for Lucifer to massacre every single one of them before ripping my wings straight off my back. He’d wanted to kill me, and likely would have succeeded had Rathiel—my literal fallen angel with shiny black wings, and the love of my life—not saved me. With my memories now restored, I knew I’d never forget that moment. But if somehow I ever did, the scars etched into my flesh would remind me.

      Two members of my camp had some thoughts on how I could succeed this time.

      The first was my bestie Eliza. She believed we needed to kill all of Lucifer’s fallen angels—any who hadn’t sided with us, of course—because without them, my father couldn’t create more hellspawn. I agreed, and according to Rathiel, only three remained. A far more manageable number than the eight we’d faced not one week ago.

      The second was the angelic Levi. He suggested I tap into my untouched magic, magic I might have inherited from my father, and resurrect my slaughtered army.

      I wasn’t nearly as confident about this step.

      For one, it involved me exploring a darkness I’d spent my whole life avoiding. A darkness I feared. Becoming my father was my nightmare. And if I resurrected my fallen soldiers just to reforge them back into hellspawn, then how was I any better than my old man?

      I couldn’t ignore Levi’s suggestion, though. I absolutely needed an army. One that believed in my cause and had already fought and died for me. They fit the bill, provided I succeeded and didn’t lose myself in the process.

      The way I saw it, I had two choices, and both were unpleasant.

      Option A: Do as Levi suggested and raise my army from the dead by tapping into magic I hoped wouldn’t blacken my soul.

      Option B: Just keep chilling here in the ruins of my former rebellion camp, staring at a bunch of rocks until I died of old age. And since I was an immortal celestial, that timeline was both depressingly long and wildly unrealistic.

      Lucifer would surely find and kill me long before then.

      Which meant I was stuck with Option A, as terrifying as that sounded.

      Thankfully, no one was insisting I give it the ole college try right this second. Mostly because they were thoroughly distracted by the sight of Mephisar grooming Purrgatory. It was a sight that would haunt me until my undying day. My monstrous, fork-tongued hellwyrm, delicately licking and grooming my comparatively minuscule ginger cat. At least, I hoped he was grooming and not tenderizing.

      The others had formed a half-circle around the two of them, watching as though waiting for a tragedy to unfold. My gremlin-sized imp, with the attention span of a mayfly and the mouth of a sailor, seemed particularly interested. He was narrating the situation like we were watching some Hellscape nature documentary and loving every minute of it.

      “And here we have the majestic Mephisar,” Vol said, perched on Rathiel’s shoulder, “grooming this tiny feline in a rare act of domesticity. Observe the tongue. The finesse. The pure, unmatched horror.” He paused and cocked his head. “What exactly are we watching? Hey, Meat Sack! Is this common hellwyrm behaviour?”

      I didn’t answer, mostly because I was hardly an expert on such a topic. I was simply grateful Mephisar and Sable didn’t try to eat me. But Purrgy probably looked like a chicken nugget to them.

      “Should we intervene?” Calyx asked. Once an angel, he was now something far darker—a nightmare demon with a knack for tormenting people. He claimed he fought beside me for a chance to win back his freedom. Personally, I thought he just enjoyed causing chaos. “Or are you content letting your wyrm snack on this…creature you dragged into Hell?”

      Sighing, I joined the group and eyed Mephisar and Purrgy. One lick encompassed all of Purrgy’s chubby little body. But it didn’t seem as though Mephisar meant him any harm. A thought Purrgy proved true when he sprawled on his back and gave Mephisar his belly to clean.

      “Oh, I’ve seen this,” Rathiel stated. “Back on Earth. The feline presents its soft under-flesh as a token of trust.”

      “There aren’t enough diamond-studded loincloths in the world to convince me to let a hellwyrm groom me,” Vol muttered. Then he shook his head and finished with, “Purrgy’s lost his damn mind.”

      Hadn’t we all?

      Purrgy gave a small, blissful chirrup, then gently swatted at Mephisar’s snout. Everyone sucked in a collectively anxious breath, but thankfully, the gigantic hellwyrm just booped him back and continued licking.

      I was the first to release the breath. If Mephisar could handle Purrgy swatting him, then it seemed safe to say we were in the clear.

      “Well, as exciting—and disturbing—as this is to watch, perhaps we should discuss the ellafump squatting in our midst,” Levi began.

      One by one, everyone turned to stare at him. Until I shot Eliza a questioning glance. She clapped a hand over her mouth and started laughing, shoulders shaking as all eyes turned to her.

      “The elephant in the room, Levi,” she said.

      “You’ve been teaching him Earth phrases?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “A girl has to find some way to amuse herself in her downtime. It’s not like we have any form of entertainment here.”

      I gestured broadly to our surroundings. “Are hellwyrms bathing cats, a literal civil war, and murderous fallen angels not enough to occupy your time?”

      Calyx snorted a laugh. “Only you would consider any of that ‘entertainment.’”

      “What is an elephant?” Levi asked.

      “It’s a mammal—” I paused, realizing that was another word he wouldn’t know. Right. “Picture a tharnox.”

      “Dreadful creatures,” Calyx intoned. Everyone native to Hell nodded along.

      “Now remove the venom sacs and bone-saw tail and replace its mouth full of barbed tongues with a long, singular trunk framed by two massive teeth called tusks.”

      “That sounds…,” Levi said.

      “Horrifying,” Rathiel added.

      He hadn’t spent much time on Earth, and we’d been too busy fighting for our lives for me to show him all the finer points of life there. So far, the only animal—domesticated or otherwise—that he’d encountered was Purrgy. Unless we included Vol in that list. And I wasn’t quite sure my imp qualified as domesticated.

      I shared a chuckle with Eliza. “They’re actually quite cute. They enjoy playing in mud and splashing each other with water. Personality-wise, they’re the exact opposite of tharnoxes.”

      Because those beasts took their playtime to a devastating degree. Their idea of fun was stomping their enemies into a puddle of goo and masticating whatever remained with their sharp fangs and barbed tongues. Yes, plural.

      “Remind me to run if we ever come across one of those tharnox thingies,” Eliza said.

      “Don’t worry, they’re only native to one part of Hell, and I have no intention of taking us there.”

      Because we’d never come back. I’d gone once, a long time ago, back when my life had been simpler and my biggest concern had been escaping my father’s palace. I’d barely survived, and the only reason I had was because Rathiel had followed me and swooped in to save the day. As he always did.

      “So…back to the ellafump?” I said.

      Levi grinned, clearly proud his phrase had caught on. “We’ve taken a few days to let everyone acclimate to each other and to give you time, Lily, since recovering your memories. But we cannot remain idle any longer. Raelia and Gremory are now dead. Out of the original nine fallen angels, your father is down to three. I must imagine he’s livid. And the longer we wait, the greater the risk of Lucifer striking first before we’re ready.”

      Livid wouldn’t begin to cover it, and here was why.

      When my father fell from Heaven, he hadn’t done so alone. Nine angels had chosen to fall alongside him. And how had Lucifer shown his gratitude? By corrupting them. He’d merged each of them with demons, twisting them into unholy caricatures of their angelic selves. They’d become his strongest soldiers. His generals. But their power had come with a price, one they hadn’t realized they’d agreed to.

      He’d stolen their free will—a fact I’d only recently learned.

      They couldn’t disobey him, no matter how cruel the command. And truthfully, few wanted to. Most had become as twisted as him. Most. But not all.

      Rathiel had spent millennia under Lucifer’s thumb. He’d obeyed countless commands, shed more blood than history itself, and considered himself a monster. But when it came to me, he’d always found a way to bend the rules and protect me. And when the moment of truth came, he’d chosen to stand at my side rather than Lucifer’s.

      Then there was Calyx. Unfortunately, I couldn’t give him the same glowing review. He’d made my childhood a living hell, alongside the others. The only reason he stood at my side now was because he wanted something from me. His freedom.

      Of course, it wouldn’t be that simple to win back. Lucifer had freed Rathiel from his vow in order to plant him in my ranks and infiltrate my rebellion. My father was brilliant in the evilest of ways, but even he’d been blind to Rathiel’s true feelings for me. Lucifer hadn’t expected his right-hand soldier to betray him.

      Calyx, however, hadn’t received that same freedom. His vow still held, a complication we had to keep in mind the next time we faced Lucifer. If my father ordered him to kill me, he’d have no choice.

      But that was a fun time bomb we were currently ignoring.

      As for the other seven fallen angels, we’d killed four. Gremory, Tavira, Zera, and Raelia were gone. That left only three: Ezrion—an inferno demon with power over hellfire, much like me. Gavrel—a chaos demon who reveled in sowing discord and turmoil. And Miriel—demon of pestilence and rot. Of the three, Gavrel was my biggest concern. His ability to cause chaos had obliterated my forces last time. He didn’t need a sword. He just needed to unleash his magic, then stand back and watch while my soldiers massacred each other.

      In other words, livid wouldn’t begin to cover my father’s emotions. He would be incensed. Murderous, even. I had stolen six of his strongest, either through death or by earning their loyalty. And as we all knew, Lucifer didn’t handle betrayal well.

      Doubtful he was sitting on his charred throne, sipping a brimstone martini—whatever that even looked like—and meditating on his losses. No, my father would be planning. Seething. Concocting. I just wish I knew what.

      The others were relying on me to resurrect my fallen army, to supply us with numbers great enough to rival Lucifer’s. And I…I was waffling. Because I was scared. Scared of turning into him. Of becoming another devil who wore a crown.

      Levi believed my mother’s angelic blood would keep me pure, help me balance the darkness. I wasn’t so sure.

      I hadn’t spoken any of this aloud. Not even to Rathiel. I couldn’t. Not when everyone was staring at me like I was their best and only shot at winning. And I’d already agreed to try, so there was no turning back now.

      A gentle brush of fingers startled me out of my reverie, and I blinked to find eight pairs of eyes watching me. Rathiel, Levi, Eliza, Calyx, Vol, Gorr, Mephisar, and Sable. But not Purrgy—the little orange turd was fast asleep now, curled up like a fuzzy dot against Mephisar’s body.

      “Lily?” Rathiel murmured. “You okay?”

      I hadn’t spoken for a few moments, lost in my thoughts. Now would have been a good moment to confess my fears, but again, eight pairs of eyes were staring at me.

      So, instead, I nodded and forced a smile. “Yeah,” I said, squeezing his hand. “I’m good.”

      “Great, then let’s get started,” Levi said. “The battlefield is just over that rise.” He gestured south of the rebellion camp.

      A flash of memory returned to me, of the night my army marched over that exact rise to face Lucifer. Brave. Hopeful. Only to walk straight into a massacre.

      When Rathiel, Eliza, and I first returned to Hell, it’d felt abstract to me. Like I was merely returning after an extended time away. Now that I’d regained my memories, everything felt painfully sharp. Almost like I was about to march to my death. Again.

      “Yeah,” I said, forcibly bright. “Let’s go.”

      Levi offered an approving nod, then headed toward the small patch of camp he’d claimed as his own. Calyx and Eliza followed suit, as did Mephisar and Sable, leaving me with Vol, Rathiel, and Purrgy—not that he was aware of us.

      Rathiel cleared his throat and nudged Vol. The imp took one look at me, sighed like this was such an inconvenience, and scampered after Eliza.

      The moment we were officially alone, Rathiel reached out and tucked a strand of my windblown hair behind my ear.

      “You’re not okay,” he said softly.

      I tried to laugh, but the sound came out a tad broken. “What makes you think that?”

      Rathiel offered me one of his rare smiles before he leaned in and kissed me. Then he wrapped an arm around my shoulders and pulled me against his chest, holding me tightly.

      Tears pricked my eyes. Damn him for always knowing exactly what I needed.

      “You’re allowed to be scared,” he quietly murmured so no one overheard us. “Levi isn’t asking for a simple favour. I know your worst fear is turning into your father, and tapping into a well of his magic has to be terrifying. No one understands what this might cost you. But I do.”

      “What if I fail?” I whispered. “What if I try and nothing happens? Or worse…what if something does happen, and I resurrect them and lose myself in the process?”

      His arms tightened around me, and he brushed his lips across the top of my head. “Then I’ll be here to pull you back. You know you’re the most important thing to me. I will not lose you. Not to this war, not to your father, and certainly not to your magic.”

      I closed my eyes and revelled in the feel of Rathiel. This closeness, this ability to touch him, felt so different now that I remembered our entire history together. A week ago, I would have taken comfort from this embrace, but now I craved it. I yearned for his touch. He grounded me when everything else spun out of control.

      “If you’re still worried, just know I’m not afraid of whatever darkness might be inside you. I love you. All of you. If something happens, we’ll fight it. Together.”

      His words hit harder than they should have. Not because they were perfect, but because they reminded me of a time lost to us. The time before he’d cast me to Earth and separated us for ten years. During the last rebellion, he’d been my biggest supporter, and before that, he’d been my strongest protector. He understood that life wasn’t fair and that we had to play the cards it dealt us. All that mattered was we tried. And I knew he would. I also knew he would never stop. Just like he hadn’t stopped loving me during the ten years we were apart.

      “And if I end up like him?”

      “You won’t,” Rathiel said simply.

      “You don’t know that. What if⁠—”

      “I do know that, Lily,” he said, offering me another kiss. “Because I know you. Because I’ve seen you at your lowest. I’ve seen you broken. I’ve seen you when you didn’t even know who you were. No matter the circumstances, you never stop trying to help people. Beings like Lucifer don’t become who they are by accident. They become that way because they choose to. It’s all the little choices they make until it finally adds up. You won’t become like him because you would never allow that to happen. You would never make the same choices he would make.”

      Damn it, now I was full-on crying. “You always say the right thing.”

      “Oh, now that isn’t true,” he said, laughing. “I had no idea what to say to you on Earth. You confounded me there.”

      I winced. Yeah, that had to have been a hard time for him. Watching me date another man, then watching me grieve him after he died. I couldn’t imagine how I would have felt had our roles been reversed.

      “I’m…scared,” I finally admitted aloud.

      “I know you are,” he replied. “But know that you aren’t facing this alone. We’re here for you. I’m here for you. And we’ll do anything and everything we can to help you.”

      Rathiel’s words eased the tension in my shoulders, and I melted against him. He was right. I wasn’t alone. And maybe, just maybe, we’d all get through this together.
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      LILY

      Eliza pounced the second I was alone, descending on me quicker than a hellcat in heat. She didn’t walk so much as appear beside me, with Vol tucked up against her neck—or, as he liked to call it, riding shotgun.

      “Oh. Uh, hi?” I said, one brow raised.

      She didn’t say a word. Just silently kept pace beside me until we reached the bedroll I shared with Rathiel.

      “So.” She sat and watched as I started grabbing my weapons. “Gonna resurrect the dead, are ya?”

      “Mm-hmm,” was all I said. I sheathed my daggers, then reached for my swords. “It shouldn’t be too difficult. Levi, Rathiel, and Calyx will be there to help me, so I’m sure we’ll figure it out in no time.”

      Eliza leaned back on her hands and crossed one leg over the other.

      “Levi is right. It’s my father’s magic, which likely means I have the power as well, so⁠—”

      “Damn, Meat Sack, you’re chatty when you’re lying,” Vol piped up.

      I glared at my rude imp. “You know, I really should have let you freeze to death,” I said, referencing the snowdrift in Edmonton where I’d found him. At the time, I’d never seen anything like an imp, and the thought of leaving him there to die hadn’t sat well with me. So, I’d wrapped him in my scarf and brought him home. Since then, I’d regretted my choice. Many, many times over. He was the definition of a pain in my ass.

      Vol grinned a toothy grin that showed off his tiny—but deadly—canines. “And yet, here I am, warm, thriving, and suffering the grace of your angelic presence.”

      He said “angelic” like it was a bad word, and my eyes narrowed on the little shit. He glared back, stuck out his tongue, then retreated into the shadows of Eliza’s hair.

      “He’s right, though,” Eliza said. “Clearly, you’re not comfortable with this.” She raised a hand when I opened my mouth to argue. “And don’t bother with more lies. Do you think we didn’t see you and Rathiel having what looked like quite a serious conversation? It doesn’t take a genius to figure out you’re worried, Lily. So fess up.”

      I stiffened, then reached for the edge of the bedroll, smoothing it out.

      “You don’t need to fake anything with me,” she said. “I’m here to help you, remember? To protect your ass and help you kill your father. Just because some angel says you need to resurrect your army in order to win the war doesn’t make it gospel.”

      I almost laughed at her description.

      Eliza had only recently met Levi. She’d heard Rathiel and I discuss him before, but she didn’t know the full story.

      Levi had spent millennia trapped in Hell, hiding in snake form and posing as a former friend’s pet just to stay close to me. He’d waited until I’d fully matured and could fight for myself to reveal the truth about the prophecy, the one that claimed I would restore Hell to its rightful state. He knew more about this war and had fought in it longer than any of us.

      So, if he said I needed to resurrect my army, then I would damn well resurrect them.

      I just wished I knew how.

      “Look, clearly you’re scared, even if you won’t admit it to me,” Eliza said. “I saw it in your eyes when Levi first suggested all of this. I know you, Lily. Maybe even better than anyone else here.”

      Oh, that wasn’t true. Not even close. But I wasn’t in the mood to correct her. The only one who truly knew me here was Rathiel. Eliza knew Earth-Lily, but that version of me was long gone now that I’d regained my memories. That Lily had lived her life on Earth free of responsibility, bloodlines, titles, and prophecies.

      Everything was different now that I’d stepped back into my former role as Lucifer’s daughter and heir. I was the Princess of Hell and the leader of the rebellion. There was no going back. I’d been born for this battle, and I would not chicken out simply because I was a little afraid—okay, petrified—of tapping into darker magics.

      “I’m fine,” I told her.

      She tilted her head. “No, you’re not. It’s okay to let your guard down around me, you know. I’m not gonna tattle to anyone, I swear.”

      Okay, that earned a wan smile from me.

      Eliza pushed off her hands and leaned forward, resting her elbows on her crossed knees. “Lily, no one expects you to be perfect. You are facing something most people can’t even fathom. You’re allowed to have emotions.”

      I forced myself to swallow, then shook my head. “No. I can’t let fear sway me. I just can’t.” My voice might have broken a little on that last sentence.

      “Fear isn’t weakness,” she said. “And honestly? I’d rather follow scared-you more than cocky-you any day of the week.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at that. I sat back, my gaze locked on my hands. “I—I’m frightened that if I explore this magic, it’ll change me. Turn me into my father.”

      “And if it does?” she asked without hesitation.

      I tore my attention away from my hands and met her eyes. The words were stuck in my throat, but I had to get them out, even if they came out as a rasp. “Rathiel would never kill me. Not in a million years.”

      “No, he wouldn’t,” she murmured, her eyes narrowing as though she already suspected the direction I was taking.

      “Levi wouldn’t either,” I said. “He has me on a pedestal, I think. He’s never said the words, but I think he believes I can get him home.”

      “Wait? Home?” Eliza repeated. “What do you mean?”

      I nodded. “If I win the war and restore Hell, Heaven will open the gates again.”

      She paused, not looking at me. Just stared past my shoulder as she idly picked at a piece of dirt on her pants. When she finally spoke again, her voice was carefully neutral. Too neutral. “Right. Makes sense. Guess he would want to go home, given the chance.”

      Frowning, I glanced behind me to find her presumably watching Levi, standing a short distance from Rathiel as the two spoke. When I turned back to Eliza, the look on her face told me everything I needed to know.

      When she caught me staring at her, she cleared her throat. “You were saying?”

      “Right. Me losing doesn’t fit with Levi’s plans. And Rathiel…” Well, he’d rather die than ever hurt me.

      When I fell silent, Eliza reached out, took my hand, and gave it a squeeze. Vol peeked out from behind her hair, and if I didn’t know the imp, I might have thought he looked almost sorrowful.

      “What are you trying to say?” she asked.

      I took a deep breath and forced the words to the surface. They had to be said—I needed to know we had a contingency plan in place, in case, for lack of a better phrase, all hell broke loose.

      “If I resurrect my army and it awakens a darkness in me… If it looks like I’m turning into him, I need you to kill me. Please, Eliza.”

      Her expression twisted. She slowly shook her head. But before I could say another word, she said, “Lily, I’m just a siren. Yes, I can fight with a sword, but I’m hardly as skilled as you. Nor do I possess the pure power you do. And if you awaken some unknown powers, then what chance do I stand?”

      “I know,” I told her. That was the biggest part of what terrified me. “But Calyx will help you if you ask.”

      Her eyes widened. “What?”

      “He’s not my friend, or the one I love, or even an angel anymore. More than anyone, he will understand what it means if I turn into my father. He won’t take much convincing, trust me. He’s been trying to kill me my whole life.”

      “Yes, trying, Lily. But he’s never succeeded. Do you honestly think the two of us could manage such a thing?”

      I gripped her hand and squeezed so tightly, she winced. “You have to, okay? I’m entrusting this to you. I know it won’t be easy. Rathiel won’t let you anywhere near me if the worst happens. So, you’ll need to be clever about it.”

      She fell silent, then drew a deep breath and glanced away from me. After a few moments, she turned back and nodded. “Alright. I don’t know how we’d manage it, but if the worst happens, I will take care of it.”

      “Promise me,” I begged.

      Tears pooled in her eyes, but she said, “I promise.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Hey,” she said in a watery voice. “What are best friends for?”

      “Apparently, for murdering each other when one of them goes ‘dark side,’” Vol snarked, though it lacked his normal edge. “Friendship goals, amiright?”

      Eliza and I shared a small smile, though neither of us responded to his comment, seeing as how Levi and Rathiel took that moment to approach, their footsteps crunching over the barren, ashy ground.

      “Are you two ready?” Levi asked.

      Eliza’s head snapped up like a deer caught in the headlights. Her fingers fumbled with the straps of my pack, and she bent down fast—too fast—to recheck a buckle that definitely didn’t need fixing.

      I blinked, shocked by her strange behaviour.

      But then…oh.

      Clarity struck, and I gave a bemused laugh, one that Vol echoed, followed by a little “oooh” noise under his breath.

      Well now, this was an interesting development. Perhaps this was more than the one-off blush I’d caught the other day when Levi said they’d “spent time together.”

      I coughed into my hand, mostly to hide my growing grin.

      Eliza glared daggers at me and mouthed, “Shut up.”

      A second later, she stood and dusted off her thighs, like our conversation hadn’t just included a murder pact. She was the image of casual indifference—except that her ears were pink and she was studiously looking anywhere other than Levi.

      I had to admit, I found this downright hilarious. Eliza was a siren. She was used to everyone fawning over her. But I’d never seen her fall for someone. Maybe she never had? It must have been hard to develop relationships when your siren abilities attracted anything with a heartbeat. Anything other than celestials, of course. We were immune to her powers. Perhaps therein lay the appeal.

      “What’s going on?” Levi asked, his gaze darting between us.

      “Nothing,” I said too quickly. “Just girl talk.”

      Not exactly true. But oh, we sure as hell would be girl talking tonight when we returned to camp. Because apparently Eliza had it bad for the only halo-wearing angel in our group.

      “Girl talk?” he echoed.

      Rathiel strode over to me and glanced between the three of us with a confused frown. I subtly jerked my chin toward Levi, then to Eliza, then winked. Rathiel’s brows shot upward, and he coughed into his fist, suddenly interested in a distant rock.

      “Mm-hmm,” I murmured. “You know—makeup, murder, men…”

      Levi blinked. His attention flicked to Eliza, who was blushing like a virginal bride on her wedding night.

      “No one here, of course,” I quickly added. “We were discussing our friend Mason, who’s back on Earth. Very handsome fella, ya know. I think he had his eye on Eliza before we left for Hell. We were just discussing whether or not she’s interested in him.”

      “I—what?” she sputtered. “I, no, I don’t—Lily!”

      Levi said nothing.

      I’d purposely mentioned Mason—our fellow gargoyle—to gauge Levi’s interest. Mason was the perfect scapegoat to possibly rouse a little jealousy in Levi, if such a thing existed.

      Eliza shot a death glare at me. Then she turned and visibly stiffened when she came face-to-face with Calyx, who’d practically appeared out of nowhere. The colour drained from her cheeks, and she paled two shades.

      Okay…that was another interesting reaction.

      Calyx stared at her, and like always, he seemed more bored than anything. But then, I caught the slightest tic in his jaw. His gaze shifted to Levi, and his eyes narrowed just a fraction, just enough to tell me something I never would have expected.

      Oh.

      Ohhh.

      Eliza liked Levi.

      But Calyx looked like he wanted to throw our friendly neighbourhood angel into the nearest lava pit and watch him burn.

      My mouth parted in surprise as the puzzle pieces all began to snap into place. The siren, the angel, and the fallen. Each standing just a little too close and were a little too tense.

      Did we…have a love triangle blooming here?

      I truly hoped not. I’d never witnessed a love triangle in real life, but I’d seen enough romantic movies on Earth to know these sorts of situations never ended well. And worse, ours came with the added horror of a fallen who still technically belonged to my father.

      This wasn’t just bad.

      This was really, stupidly, hormonally inconvenient.

      And here Rathiel and I stood in the middle of this ticking time bomb.

      I pushed to my feet and grabbed my belt, complete with my two scabbards, and secured it around my hips. “Alright, time to move,” I announced, my voice cutting through the awkward silence. “Eliza and I are ready. So, if the rest of you could kindly gather your things, that’d be amazing.”

      Rathiel gave a soft grunt and pointed at his pack, which sat between Eliza and me. I nudged her aside with a hip bump to give him the space he needed.

      “I’m ready,” Calyx said, his voice clipped for once.

      “I just need to grab my sword,” Levi added. “Won’t take but a minute.”

      “Great,” I said, clapping my hands together. “So, everyone’s ready. Fantastic.”

      And dear god, the awkwardness was palpable. Calyx and Levi peeled off in opposite directions.

      Next to me, Eliza released a long breath. “Could you not?” she hissed.

      “Calyx—”

      “I don’t want to talk about him,” she muttered darkly.

      Oh, shit. “Did he try something?”

      “No,” she said immediately. “He’s just a prick.”

      Fair enough. He was exceptionally skilled in that regard.

      “Come on,” she said. “Let’s just get out of here. We’ve got corpses to raise and a war to win, right? No time for drama.”

      Right she was. Unfortunately, drama didn’t care about our schedule. It’d found us all the same. I just hoped it didn’t dropkick us all in the asses.

      Rathiel straightened, sword in hand, and kissed the top of my head.

      “Have I told you recently how much I love you?”

      I snorted. “You just love that we’re not part of this mess.”

      “Oh yes,” he said, chuckling.

      “Hey,” Eliza bit out. “You two had your fair share of drama. Don’t make me start listing all the longing glances, unresolved sexual tension, or the countless insults.”

      “Don’t forget the biting,” Vol piped up, snapping his teeth together for effect. “You two were worse than a soap opera.”

      I flipped Vol the bird—because I was classy like that—and crossed the scorched clearing to the far side of the camp, where my personal menagerie awaited.

      Mephisar and Sable coiled together in a loose, lazy knot of black-scaled muscle, their infernal eyes tracking me as I approached. Gorr thumped his tail in greeting, his claws gouging deep rivets into the ashen dirt. I smiled at the sight of my favourite ravager, all teeth and muscle and horns, who was really just a hellhound looking for a cuddle. And Purrgy…well, Purrgy still slept soundly. Cats and heat—a natural kitty sedative.

      I crouched beside my favourite furball and gently stuffed the ginger sausage into his carrier. He and Vol wouldn’t be coming with us to the battlefield, but I couldn’t leave Purrgy unsupervised. What if he wandered off and never came back? He hadn’t yet, but I would hate myself if that happened.

      My delightful kitty woke and unleashed a series of murderous yowls the second I zipped the carrier door shut. “Oh, hush. You won’t be stuck in there for long. We’ll be back in an hour at most. And Vol will be here to keep you company.”

      Not that Purrgy understood me. I didn’t speak cat.

      Gorr plodded over and lowered his massive head to peer through the mesh door, then sneezed directly at the carrier.

      Purrgy screamed and swiped at the air, his aura that of a pissed-off kitty.

      Before I could correct Gorr, Mephisar bonked him aside with his snout—gentle enough not to hurt, but firm enough as though to say, “Dude. No sneezing on the cat.”

      I shook my head, barely hiding my smile. How I’d ended up with Hell’s most mismatched crew, I had no idea. Honestly, though, I wouldn’t have had it any other way. These were my people and beasties. My family. And I loved each and every one of them.

      Well, except Calyx.

      I tucked Purrgy’s carrier beneath a shaded outcrop, then rose and stared at the glowing horizon, lit by unending hell light. There was no sun here. No moon. No stars. Just endless heat.

      The love-triangle drama had offered a momentary distraction, but once we started moving, my nerves kicked back in, cinching around my chest like a vise.

      I can do this.

      I had to.

      Rathiel caught my gaze. Eliza did too. His said, I believe in you. Hers said, I’ll do what I have to. Hers was more reassuring, and the only thing that kept me walking forward instead of running off to the nearest cave, where I could suffer a meltdown in peace.

      “Alright,” I said, lifting my chin. “Let’s go raise an army.”

      It was time to find out what kind of queen I’d be.
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      RATHIEL

      I’d never hoped to set foot on this battleground again.

      Time had changed the terrain—ten years would do that—but it still looked the same to me. Beneath the ash, scorched ground, and new craters, I saw what it had once been. I saw our forces lined up behind Lily, our allies at our back, ready to defend her at all costs. I saw Lucifer’s army across the field, twice the size of ours and just as ruthless. I saw the march, the clash, and the bloody end when every single soldier lay dead on the field.

      And I saw Lucifer’s hand crushing Lily’s throat as he tore her wings from her back. Like she was nothing.

      So, I’d cut off his hand.

      I still remembered the feel of my blade hitting his bone. The resistance. The snap. The hot spray of blood. I remembered his scream—more rage than pain—and his threats. He hadn’t expected my attack. Perhaps he’d forgotten what I was. What I am. Maybe that was why he’d taken such pleasure in tormenting me for the last decade, as payment for what I’d stolen from him.

      Well, it was my turn now. I owed him so much more than pain. I owed him death. And I’d be damned—again—if I didn’t deliver.

      I turned my attention to Lily, who stood a few paces ahead, surrounded by her team of misfits. She’d tied her hair back into a no-nonsense braid, though a few strands had fallen loose to curl around her cheeks. She wore a dark tunic and leather-hide pants, both coated in a thin layer of dust, but the look suited her, as did the dual swords hanging at her hips. She looked strong and complete now that she had her memories back. Like the Lily I remembered.

      She would never admit it, but she belonged here. The realm responded to her. Welcomed her. She was its true ruler. Or would be once we took the throne from her father. Where Lucifer ruled with fear and pain, she would rule with empathy. With every fiber of my being, I believed she would restore Hell to its rightful state.

      As though to prove my inner thoughts, Gorr stepped up next to her and butted her side with his massive head. Lucifer had designed ravagers to rip, shred, and destroy anything that stood in their way. I’d never seen one bond with anyone before.

      Yet, here they stood, side-by-side, a princess and her loyal hellspawn.

      Without looking, Lily reached up and slid her palm between Gorr’s horns, her fingers finding the soft hide behind his ears. Gorr leaned into her touch with a contented huff and sat, his tail thumping the cracked ground hard enough to jostle a few loose rocks.

      As though the sight of them together offended Mephisar, the massive wyrm slithered over, nearly knocking Eliza off her feet. He coiled around Lily’s legs, placing himself squarely between her and Gorr, who hopped aside to avoid being squished. A low, guttural growl slipped past the wyrm’s quivering lips, one that Sable echoed. They grumbled at each other, speaking in the guttural, wordless language they shared.

      Lily, unfazed, patted Mephisar’s side and soothed him with a quiet shush.

      She’d always had an affinity with Hell’s creatures. I’d once chalked it up to instinct, but lately, I’d begun to wonder if something deeper wasn’t at play here. She’d opened Hell’s gate without so much as breaking a sweat—something neither Lucifer nor I could accomplish. The last time I’d opened the gate, it’d taken me two days and a massive blood donation to recuperate my strength. But Lily had simply willed it open.

      That was the moment I’d begun to believe that she truly was the prophesied one. I hadn’t wanted to believe it before. But there was no ignoring it now.

      “You guys remember this place, huh?” Lily murmured to Mephisar and Gorr.

      Gorr’s fur bristled, and he lifted his lips in a displeased sneer. I completely understood his reaction. We’d all fought here. We all carried the unpleasant memories. Returning to the scene wasn’t anyone’s idea of a good time.

      “I know, I feel it too,” she said.

      She pulled her hands back from both beasts and wrapped her arms around herself. I stepped forward, wanting to comfort her, but Mephisar deliberately slid his tail between us.

      I stopped just short of his coils. The wyrm didn’t frighten me—very little did. But I also knew better than to force my way between a hellwyrm five times my size and the person they believed was their master.

      “What do you feel?” I asked.

      Lily didn’t look at me when she answered. “I don’t know how to describe it,” she said, her voice quiet. “It’s like the air is whispering to me, speaking my name. I can’t hear the words, not specifically, but I feel them. I think… I think it’s their voices.”

      I didn’t need her to clarify who she meant. We all knew. It was why we were here, after all.

      “They’re all here,” she said. “I feel them all.”

      I couldn’t imagine how that felt. To feel the souls of your most loyal soldiers whispering to you all at once. From the pained expression on Lily’s face, it must have hurt.

      Levi approached Lily from the other side of Mephisar. “They’re waiting for you.”

      Levi believed Lucifer had trapped the souls here as punishment for betraying him. It wouldn’t surprise me. I knew from personal experience what Lucifer did to those he deemed traitors. He didn’t kill us—he bled us. Tormented us. Broke us. Our screams were music to his ears.

      And now, Lily stood in the center of it all, listening as they whispered to her. Begging her for help, most likely. I couldn’t hear anything, but that didn’t surprise me. I wasn’t Lily.

      Levi braved a couple more steps toward Lily, but Mephisar rose between them, his body a wall of scale and muscle. He lifted his massive head and levelled a glowing glare at the angel, then let out a deep growl that clearly said back off.

      Levi—who could shift into snake form himself—chuckled and gave the wyrm’s thick neck a casual pat.

      I couldn’t fault Mephisar’s protective instincts. Mine were no better. After ten years apart, I wanted nothing more than to shield Lily from all of this. How I wished I could whisk her away and take her somewhere—anywhere—safe. I wanted her to remain on Earth but Lily had refused. Lucifer had breached the gate once, and Lily knew he would do so again in search of her. Remaining on Earth would simply drag the humans into this war. And she refused to let that happen. In her eyes, it was her job to protect Earth from her father, to keep him from harming a single human.

      “Alright,” Lily said, nudging Mephisar’s side. “Move, you brute.”

      Mephisar refused. Instead, the massive wyrm curled tighter around her in open protest. If he were any other hellwyrm, I might have worried about him suffocating her, but Mephisar and Lily had been through a great deal together. He would rather die than harm her. And when he laid his massive head against hers, I almost laughed. It was the closest thing to a draconic snuggle I’d ever seen.

      “Okay, Mr. Clingy,” Lily murmured before giving his scaled side what she called a scritch. “Give me some space, please. I have work to do.”

      With some coaxing and a bit of nudging, she finally managed to scoot him aside—though not without a disgruntled grumble. Gorr trotted away too, seating himself next to Calyx—who blinked, clearly surprised by the ravager’s choice.

      Lily separated from the group and ventured deeper into the field.

      I followed at a distance, close enough to intervene if needed but far enough to give her space. She didn’t need me hovering over her every step.

      She stopped at the edge of the chasm where Lucifer had fractured the ground so deeply it had split from the rest of the landmass. The rift was narrower than I remembered, though it still yawned wide enough to expose the gurgling magma below.

      The memory of Lucifer forcing her to her knees on the other side of the chasm as he made her watch him kill her soldiers one-by-one surfaced. I almost hadn’t reached her in time to save her, and that knowledge would haunt me the rest of my eternal life.

      Lily crouched and brushed her fingers across the blackened ground.

      “Have you ever seen Lucifer create hellspawn?” I asked Levi.

      He shook his head, then glanced at me. “Is it painful? The merging?”

      I almost laughed. Once, I would have said that painful didn’t begin to cover it. But thanks to my time spent in Lucifer’s tender mercies, I measured pain on a new scale.

      Creating hellspawn required three elements: a body, a condemned human soul, and the essence of a fallen. Lucifer had never used his own—the bastard was selfish like that—but he had no issue taking ours. He’d take the soul, stuff it into a freshly made body, then merge the two together using our essence. The nature of the fallen he chose determined the hellspawn’s form. My essence bred the sanguinari—aka vampires—while Ezrion created the brimlords, Gremory the netherons, Miriel the plaguebearers, Raelia the venerath, Gavrel the vexori, Tavira the ravagers, and Calyx the umbrari.

      I half-shrugged.

      Levi’s gaze softened. “Then I’m sorry. But I feel this is necessary. She needs an army.”

      Yes, she did. We all had our sacrifices to make in this war.

      “I haven’t explained the merging process to her yet,” I said.

      Levi watched Lily for a moment, then said, “Don’t. If you explain Lucifer’s process, she may mimic it. Let her discover this magic in her own way. Bond with it. She needs to feel it for herself and understand how it works.”

      His reasoning made sense.

      I gave a curt nod. “Then we let her lead.”

      Lily rose, dusted the ash from her pants, and turned to face us. Her eyes locked with mine, and I caught a flicker of fear within. She masked it well, but I knew her well enough to see it without her saying a word. I gave her a small, encouraging nod.

      She could do this—I had no doubt. But I also understood her concerns. Becoming her father was her worst nightmare, and she feared using that type of magic might awaken something within her. But she wasn’t only Lucifer’s daughter. She was Sofiel’s too. And while Sofiel had fallen alongside the rest of us, Lucifer had never infected her with a demon.

      Because she’d been the purest and most beautiful of us all.

      Across the ages, she’d borne Lucifer many children—all of whom he’d murdered—so when Lily was born, Sofiel had run. Where she’d planned to go, none of us knew. There wasn’t anywhere in Hell she could hide without Lucifer finding her. But she would have done anything to protect her daughter and keep him from destroying her.

      That blood, that innocence and light, existed within Lily. I saw it every day, even if she didn’t. I believed her mother’s blood wouldn’t fail her now. Lily had to believe it too, though, which was a difficult ask when she had no memories of her mother. She’d been far too young when Lucifer killed Sofiel.

      Lily looked to the others, her gaze moving from face to face until finally settling on Eliza. The two locked eyes, and I saw it again—the silent exchange. The stiffening of Eliza’s shoulders. The subtle twitch of her fingers as they ghosted toward the dagger strapped at her hip.

      My eyes narrowed just as Eliza turned and met my stare. I didn’t miss the flicker of guilt in her expression. Then, just as quickly, she glanced away.

      What the hell was that?

      I’d spent enough time around the two of them to know when they were excluding me from something. This wasn’t the first time, and I doubted it would be the last. But before I could demand answers, Lily spoke.

      “Rath, Calyx, are you two ready for this?” she asked, drawing my attention back to her.

      No. I was not. Not until she explained herself.

      Calyx, however, gave her a grim smile and nodded.

      “It’s nothing we haven’t experienced before,” he commented, his voice devoid of emotion. “We’ll need to rest for a day or two afterward, but we’ll be back on our feet in no time.”

      Lily turned her gaze on me again, the anxiety bright in her eyes. Then she faced Levi. “Take care of them.”

      Gorr wasn’t the only one who twitched. I took an involuntary step forward, my instincts roaring to life. Something was wrong. I knew the whole concept of her resurrecting her army scared her, but this was beyond that. She looked like she was going to her execution.

      She released a slow breath and looked once more at Eliza.

      “You know what to do.”

      The siren squared her shoulders, raised her chin, and nodded.

      And just like that, it all clicked into place.

      Lily and Eliza had struck an agreement of some sort. And the way Eliza’s hand settled on her dagger hilt told me everything I needed to know. Lily looked like she was going to her execution, because in her eyes, that was exactly what was happening.

      She was expecting this to go sour.

      Adrenaline surged through me, and I took another step forward, determined to demand the truth, but Lily moved. She lifted her arms, palms up, and began summoning her magic.

      “Lily—” I started, desperate to press pause on this.

      She shook her head, then turned those crystal blue eyes of hers in my direction.

      “No, Rath. Stay back. I don’t know what’ll happen, and I don’t want to hurt you.”

      Fuck that. I wasn’t going to let her do this alone if she was that worried. Nor would I let her do anything that might get her killed. Nothing was worth that cost.

      I took another step, ready to put a stop to all of this, when a hand clamped down on my shoulder.

      “Calm yourself,” came Levi’s voice. “I won’t let anything happen to her. I promise.”

      Every instinct screamed at me to go to her, but something in Levi’s voice stopped me. He seemed so sure of this. Of her. And I wanted to offer the same support. I truly did believe in her.

      Gritting my teeth, I turned away from Lily and spun back to Eliza. If I couldn’t help Lily, then I could at least get answers from the siren.

      “What the fuck did you two agree to?”

      “It’s what she wanted,” she breathed. “You know Lily. She doesn’t leave things to chance. You should have known she wouldn’t go into this without a backup plan.”

      “And the backup plan is to what? Kill her?”

      Eliza simply grimaced.

      My stomach churned at the thought. “I won’t let you lay a finger on her,” I growled. “I don’t care what she asked you to do.”

      “I know,” Eliza said.

      I stared at the siren. “You’d really do it? You’d cut her down?”

      Eliza didn’t answer. But she didn’t deny it, either.

      I liked Eliza. Respected her. Trusted her even. She’d been through a lot with us and hadn’t once betrayed or abandoned us. Perhaps that sounded like a low bar, but Lily had a history with traitors. Regardless of her loyalty, I would kill Eliza if she so much as pointed a dagger in Lily’s direction.

      Calyx stood a few paces away, but close enough to overhear. His pale grey eyes locked on me. “And that, kids, is why she didn’t ask you to do this for her. She knew you wouldn’t be able to.”

      He didn’t say it unkindly. If anything, he sounded proud—like he approved of her choice.

      I turned back to the battlefield, my body tense, and watched as the one I loved summoned her magic.

      She would come through this. I had to believe that. Because there was no other option. I wouldn’t allow this to end any other way.
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      LILY

      I closed my eyes and drew a slow breath, silencing my thoughts. The surrounding hellscape was too active—the wind stirring the loose rubble at my feet, the faint crackles of fire from the nearby geysers, the nervous shuffle of boots behind me, the anxious huffs from Gorr. I had to shut it all out. Even Rathiel.

      Or rather, especially Rathiel.

      He’d figured out my secret. I didn’t need to be a genius to know that. I’d seen it on his face. The confusion, the anger, the hurt. It looked like I needed to schedule a little downtime for some grovelling—provided I survived this, of course.

      After everything he and I had been through, he would never willingly let me go. Nor would I him. But some things were inevitable. And as the leader of the group, I had to prepare for all outcomes, including letting Eliza kill me if I started to lose control. The soldier in him would understand, but he wasn’t thinking like a soldier right now. He was thinking like the fallen—the vampire—who loved me.

      I couldn’t focus on any of that right now, though.

      I had a task to complete. So many souls were relying on me, and not merely the dead ones surrounding me on this field right now.
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