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      My grin only grows as I observe my siblings. Lance taps a finger near his eyes. He and I are the only ones to have glowing yellow eyes. He nods to me and nudges Larissa.

      My oldest sister nods a few times.

      Leo, my brother who always longs for war, rubs his hands as if he’s cold, but I know it’s from anticipation. He’s longed for this, I’m sure, the chance to have revenge against our father.

      Lucifer.

      Logan puffs his chest with pride, and Lara and Lena have their arms around each other. They might’ve been born two years apart, but they’re as close as could be, more like twins than just sisters.

      Lola looks a bit more alive than normal. She’s the one with an affinity toward death, and her skull is more prominent than most beings through her skin, but her dark eyes are alert as she glances around. Maybe looking to see if anything or anyone is coming around toward us to spy on our father.

      Smart. After all, Hell is his domain.

      For now.

      Lily looks sexy as ever. What can you expect from a succubus? Landon stands between Lily and Lani. Lani, the sister closest to me in age, only a year older, has her fingers curled into fists. She's always been an instrument of wrath, and anger rolls off her in pulsating waves that affect me to the core.

      Last of all, Lucas shifts from behind the others and strolls toward me.

      “I know what we must do first, Lydia,” Lucas says.

      “Lay conquest somewhere,” I suggest, amused.

      “In a manner of speaking, yes.” He winks at me.

      “For there to be a conquest…” I meet Leo’s gaze. “For there to be war, we must have an army. The twelve of us will not be enough. We cannot underestimate our father. He will have no qualms about killing us all and starting over afresh with new offspring, or he may opt to have no more children at all. Maybe he’s grown weary of killing us over the millennia.”

      “Who hates him most of all?” Lani asks.

      “Angels, of course,” Lily states, but she sounds bored. It’s a façade, I know. Somehow, she’s convinced herself that she’s fallen for an angel.

      Christopher Barrett.

      I close my eyes, and I can see him, the curly blond-haired, blue-eyed angel. He's the last person I want to join our side because I have a feeling that Lucifer will gun for him first.

      Not that Lucifer prefers to use guns. I mean, he's happy when bombs go off and stuff blows up and all of that because he wants to collect as many souls as possible. No, he prefers more hands-on techniques. Ripping out hearts, snapping spines, that kind of stuff. He was never happier than when the Vikings gave their enemies blood eagles. If you don't know what that is, don't look it up. Especially don't look at pictures. I'm a demon, if you ignore the little bit of valkyrie blood inside my veins, and even the thought of blood eagles makes me nauseous.

      "I don't know if we'll want to bother with angels," I finally say, not surprised by the silence that fell after Lily mentioned angels. "We'll just end up wasting time trying to convince them to join our side. It won't be worth it, but… I'm sure there are plenty of people on earth—not humans. No way. They shouldn't be involved in this because the last thing we want to risk is the apocalypse. I'm talking more the vampires, werewolves, those… Hell." I grin. "You can try to see if those at Magical Hunters Academy can be convinced to help out. Might be a bit of a challenge, though, because of who we are, and they don't tend to like demons, but they're being trained to be paranormal hunters, slayers, and executioners. They'll be a great help if we can get them on board."

      “Yes, that’s all fine and dandy,” Lucas says with a wicked glint in his eyes, “but I was thinking a little closer to home.”

      “You mean…”

      “Let’s try to sway demons to our cause and away from Lucifer.”

      I slowly nod. “You and I will handle the demons. The rest of you, are you willing to head to Earth?”

      Lily flares her nostrils. “I should go with Lucas to tend to demons. I can easily… persuade them…” The succubus gives a wry grin.

      I shake my head. “If we want any chance of their being loyal to use over our father, then we need them to willingly choose to side with us. You can’t use your wiles. Not on demons and not on anyone up on Earth. We—”

      “You’re right,” she says almost too quickly, and I’m shocked by her relief. “You and Lucas can handle the demons. No wiles. You have my word.”

      I’m even more surprised by her giving her word. She won’t use her succubus powers at all? Does that mean she won’t use them on Christopher? Will she seek him out and ask him to side with us even though I said to avoid angels? I hate that I feel so torn about this, but hopefully, Christopher is listening to me and staying within the boundary of Bethlehem. There, he’ll be safe, kept apart from all demons, including me. It’s a small price to pay for me to be separated from my new friend.

      That’s all he is. A friend. Nothing more.

      I smile at Lily and wave toward my brothers and sisters. “Good. Now that that’s all settled, I suggest going in pairs if you’re going to split up.”

      I hug some of my sisters and wave to the rest of them, and they teleport out of there until only Lucas and I are left.

      “They agreed to that plan almost too easily,” I comment.

      Lucas shrugs. “When we decide we want something, we go after it with gusto, and you’re right. We can’t handle our father by ourselves.”

      “Lucifer,” I spat out. “Daddy Dearest is going to wish he never had us.”

      “You really can’t stand him, huh?”

      “Can you?”

      “Nope. I haven’t in a long time. He always acts like I’m useless and won’t let me do what I want. The Middle East? How long has there been unrest there? Long before I was born, yet will he let me pick a leader to serve under me and go after those lands and turn things around for me? No. What I really want, to be honest…” He shakes his head and looks away.

      “Tell me,” I say, placing a hand on his shoulder. “I won’t laugh.”

      “I want to lead the conquest on Earth myself. I want to be the one that’s remembered for my acts. Why should some peasant be the one to get the glory that I rightfully deserve?”

      “And you want to lay conquest to the world.”

      “I do,” he says honestly. “I don’t think it’s true, but I like to pretend that I’m a descendant of Ragnar Lodbrok. Do you know much about him?”

      I smirk. “I know enough to know that he’s not a real true historical figure.”

      “Oh, you’re one of those non-believers, huh? But he was a great man, a hero.”

      “Human?” I ask.

      "Why do you think so many erroneously think he couldn’t have been a real man? They think he's a myth, which for our sake is a good thing."

      “He wasn’t a demon.”

      “No, not a demon. Try again.”

      I narrow my eyes. “A Viking, right? He… A shifter of some kind.”

      “Which kind?” he asks, waving his hand. “You’re getting warmer.”

      I reflect a moment. “A bear. A bear shifter? Or was he a berserker?”

      “There you go! Smart girl.”

      “Don’t patronize me.”

      “I’m not. Not many berserkers nowadays can still shift into a bear. But Ragnar was legendary.”

      “More so for what happened after his death, if I recall correctly. His sons…”

      “Do you know their mother?” Lucas asks.

      I shake my head.

      “Aslaug. Her parents are more important than her, just as her sons are.”

      I make a scoffing sound. “You’re such a male.”

      “It’s the truth. You know about her sons with Ragnar, don’t you?”

      “Yes,” I grumble.

      “You’ll know her parents. Sigurd and Brynhild.”

      I choke. “Brynhild the valkyrie?” My voice squeaks.

      He doesn’t know, right? He can’t know. None of my siblings know about the valkyrie blood in me.

      And that valkyrie had been none other than Brynhild.

      Wait. If I am a descendant of Brynhild, that means Aslaug is also an ancestor, right? And the sons of Ragnar…

      I’m part Viking. In a way.

      I shudder, thinking of the blood eagle execution.

      “Sigurd. Was he her husband or the man she loved?” I ask.

      “The man she loved. He was a great hero.”

      “Yeah, a real hero.” I roll my eyes. He found love but left her.”

      “Yes, yes, but Sigurd had been a human, but he killed a dragon.”

      “A dragon shifter?” I ask skeptically.

      “A dragon. A real one.”

      My eyes widen.

      "Such was his fame that even humans know that he slew a dragon. Of course, they think he's a myth, and it's fine to let them think that. Anyhow, back to Ragnar—"

      “You like to pretend you’re descended from one of his sons? Which one?”

      “Ivar the Boneless.”

      “The Boneless. Wasn’t he diabolical?”

      “He was ingenious.”

      “So you would rather have an ingenious Viking brother than the ones you have? What about a Viking shield-maiden for a sister?”

      “You do remind me of Lagertha,” Lucas says.

      “You know far too much about the Vikings,” I say.

      “Do you know that the Vikings didn’t refer to themselves as such? The word came about because they said they would go a-viking. Raiding.”

      “You want to be a raider, huh? You do realize that the Vikings raided in the summer only. They had to return before the winter, and they were mostly farmers. You want to be a farmer?”

      “Well, the point of conquest is to get land, yes? Once you have the land that you want, you have to settle the land and live there.”

      “So you want to farm?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Lucas the farmer.” I shake my head.

      “I know,” he grumbles. “Doesn’t seem very demonic, now, does it? But I think… I think out of all of our siblings, you’ll be the one to understand. It’s not all conquest. It’s not all about wanting what I want. Sometimes, I think there’s something alluring about the simple life. Who knows? Maybe I’ll try it, hate it, and go on to conquer the entire world.”

      “Even Lucifer hasn’t tried to attempt that,” I protest.”

      “I know.” Lucas grins recklessly. “But I’ve thought about that often.”

      “The farmer? Or conquering all of Earth?”

      “Both.”

      “Lucifer’s the reason why you haven’t?”

      “Him and Leo. And maybe Lance. I think those two would be the ones most likely to rise up and try to oppose me.”

      I swallow hard.

      “You haven’t taken the time to stop and consider what might happen after.”

      “After?”

      He chuckles. “If we win.”

      “That’s a big if,” I remind him. “We can’t get ahead of ourselves.”

      “You’re right, I suppose. Without an army, we have nothing, and I know a group of demons who will be perfect for our goal.”

      “Lead the way.”

      Lucas lays a hand on my shoulder, and he teleports us to a region deep inside the bowels of Hell, where many lost souls wail and gnash their teeth. They're being whipped and flogged, and although they're souls and lack bodies, they still can feel pain. I've always hated to listen to the sound of their anguish. If I could, I would release so many of the souls. They've suffered enough. Yes, they sinned. Yes, they committed crimes of some nature heavy enough to weigh down their soul that they deserve to be here. Perhaps they could be turned into demons and given free will, to some extent. At least then, they wouldn't be tormented any longer. Even Lucifer hasn't the authority to release a soul from here and to send it to Heaven, but if I could, maybe I could see if reincarnation might be possible so that the soul could have another chance at redemption.

      Yes, that would weaken Hell’s power and might, which would affect the power and might of all demons in retrospect, but I might be willing to do that. Anything to lessen Lucifer’s hold on the world and the underworld.

      His cruelty and darkness must be dimmed.

      But it cannot come to an end. An end to Lucifer means the end of Hell and the dawn of a new Earth and a new Heaven.

      In short, the apocalypse.

      It is a very dangerous, thin line that my siblings and I walk, but we will walk it together.

      “Which demons do you mean?” I ask Lucas.

      He points to the ones assaulting the souls, and I gulp.

      This is not going to be easy. Not at all.
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      I stand there, on the cliff overlooking the demons torturing the souls.

      “What are you waiting for?” Lucas asks, amused. “If you want me to take point on this, you only have to ask.”

      “Let’s do this together,” I say.

      Lucas nods, and he teleports directly behind the largest of the demons. All of them are massive, at least seven feet tall. They're in their demon forms, their black horns curling back, ending in fine tips. One keeps using his pointed tail to slice and slash at the souls. Their red skin echoes off the rock we're standing on and the blood-colored lava the souls are sinking within.

      I teleport beside my brother and clear my throat.

      The demons ignore us.

      It’s not easy to do this, but I hold my hands apart about six inches, my arms held parallel to the ground, and then clap my hands together and bring them apart six inches again.

      The souls, every last one of them, have been teleported to the spot in Hell where the souls first enter Hell upon their bodies dying.

      The demons whip their heads around, baffled, and then all converge on Lucas and me.

      “I have a proposition for you,” Lucas says easily.

      “One you will enjoy,” I assure them.

      One of the demons sneers. He has a massive scar that runs jagged down his face. The eye by the scar is wholly white, the other one wholly black. It's striking but also unnerving.

      “There’s nothing I enjoy more than a good pummeling,” the demon says.

      “Well, lucky for you, there will be a need for pummeling.” I rub my hands together.

      "That so?" another one asks. He's even taller than the first one. His chest is a bit disfigured, with some patches darker or lighter red than the rest of his body.

      Lucas nods. “All you have to do is agree to join us.”

      “You do know who we are, don’t you?” I ask with an easy smile.

      The first demon harrumphs. Smoke comes out of his mouth. “You two runts are Lucifer’s brats.”

      I scowl.

      “We’re building an army,” Lucas states.

      I wince and glare at my brother. I don’t want to tip our hand too early. If the demons refuse to join us, they’ll rat us out to Lucifer.

      Although, let’s be real here. Lucifer has to already know what we’re up to.

      “An army for what purpose?” asks a demon from the back of the crowd. There are about a dozen demons here, if not more, so I can’t see this one’s face.

      One of the demons presses right up against me. "She's so tiny," he says with a laugh. "Who's going to lead this army?"

      Before I consider whether or not this is smart, I teleport so I’m sitting on the demon’s shoulders, and I grip one of his horns.

      “Be careful who you belittle,” I say sweetly as I twist the horn the wrong way.

      The demon lets out a hiss.

      “You don’t want to anger the wrong person,” I continue, my tone still saccharine.

      “I think you know what the purpose of our army will be,” Lucas says.

      “To dominate the entire world, hmm?” the demon with the mismatched eyes suggests.

      "Not initially," I state, although the thought of Lucas being able to lay conquest over all of the Earth terrifies me almost as much as my father coming to Earth and claiming it all himself.

      Lucas might fancy himself wistful for a Viking life, but Vikings were not merely farmers. They plundered and raided, and I have a feeling that is the side of the Viking lifestyle he will most enjoy.

      “To do as we wish,” Lucas declares, “we must remove from power the one who controls us as if we are nothing more than his puppets.”

      I teleport to stand beside Lucas so we can put on a united front, but the demon whose horn I almost snapped off kicks me right in the stomach. I stagger back, straight into the arms of another demon, who captures my arms, holding me in place.

      As if he can keep me in his grasp.

      I teleport away from him, back onto the shoulders of the other one, and I snap off his horns, scowling as he cries out in pain. Black blood oozes from the horn in my hand that I then stab into the demon’s neck before jumping to the ground.

      Yes. It’s come to a fight. These demons have no ambition of their own, it seems, which infuriates and puzzles me.

      “We won’t turn against our master,” one of the demons says.

      “Lucifer has given us life,” another says.

      “Yeah, what a life. Live for tormenting others, huh?” I ask as I kick one where it counts.

      “There’s more to life than what he wants for you,” Lucas grunts. “It’s time to get out of his shadow.”

      “His shadow reaches far longer than you can ever imagine,” the demon with the mismatched eyes says.

      I duck to avoid a punch, grab the horn, and shot up to that demon.

      “Then I’ll blight out the sun so there are no more shadows,” I hiss right before I stab the tip of the horn through his black eye.

      The demon wails and staggers back. Lucas is fighting off three of them, and more are converging, pressing in close, trying to get at us.

      I slip around the demons, knocking some down, shoving some back. I’m deceptively strong, and I wish my hellhounds were here with me, but they’re still safe and sound in my room.

      My arm can finally stretch to reach Lucas. The moment I touch his fingertips, I teleport the two of us out of there, to the spot I like to play with my hellhounds.

      “You all right?” I ask him.

      He grunts and pats himself over. “Nothing broken. A busted lip. That’s all. You?”

      “I have some bruises, and I’m a tad bit sore, and—”

      “You’re bleeding.”

      I follow his gaze to my right arm. One of my armbands is covered in blood.

      My hand wipes the blood away. “Not mine.”

      “Good. You fought well,” he says.

      “Is that a hint of approval in your tone?” I tease.

      “Maybe a little, but we got zero of them on our side.”

      “And we lost any element of surprise,” I murmur.

      “As if you haven’t told Lucifer to his face several times that you’re at war with him. I think he’s been toying with you so far.”

      “Now, he knows I’m serious. He’s had to have been scheming this entire time. I don’t want to know what he’s planning.”

      Lucas flares his nostrils and runs a hand through his dark hair. “I don’t know if trying to lure the demons from him will work. Not if what just happened is any indication, but if we could learn what Father has planned…”

      “That’s dangerous,” I murmur. “As in, if he discovers what you’re trying to do, he won’t hesitate to kill you.”

      “Aw, are you worried about me?”

      I snort. “I just want to see you till the field.”

      “Nah. Hell no. That’s what serfs are for.”

      “Dude, serfs aren’t a thing anymore. This isn’t the Middle Ages.”

      “The Middle Ages might make a return if the war we’re waging creeps to the humans.”

      I blow out a breath. “No matter what, that cannot happen.”

      “Father might want that.”

      “And risk losing everything?” I ask skeptically.

      “I could see Lucifer doing exactly that,” Lucas insists. “Think about it. Wouldn’t it be just like him to make certain that if he can’t have command and control of Hell that no one can?”

      I scowl. “Trying to learn his plan… It’s something we need, yes, but that’s not something I can do with you, and I don’t like the idea of you sneaking around by yourself.”

      “Two of us might get caught. And you’re right. You and your warmongering claims mean that you can’t be anywhere near him right now.” Lucas winks. “You can’t be near me either.”

      And he teleports away.

      I growl. “Lucas, be smart,” I mutter even though he can’t hear me.

      Rage at our failure has me conflicted over my next actions. Maybe it's selfish of me, but I teleport to my room. My hellhounds are still on my bed, but they've wrestled the blankets all onto the floor. That they're being playful is a good sign, and I jump onto the bed. Demonfang and Shadechomp rush over to me, and I nuzzle them and hug them, whispering to them about how I want them to be okay, no, even better than okay.

      A sizzle of electricity slices through me just before Lily appears. The wards I placed on my room to alert me if someone enters work. Good to know.

      “What are you doing here, Lil?” I ask as I step off my bed, my super-tall boots making no sound as they touch the ground. My hellhounds turn their four heads to look at my sister.

      She rubs the back of her neck, for once looking very much lost and afraid. That’s not who Lily is. She’s always been so very confident in her skin. She’ll wear the most provocative outfits without worrying at all what people think, not caring who stares, wanting those stares.

      But actually, she’s a bit covered up right now, which is as surprising as the way her shoulders are hunched, as if she wishes she were a turtle so she could hide in her shell.

      “I…” Lily blows out a breath. “I broke away from Lani. Don’t worry. She’s with Lara and Lena.”

      “You broke away from your partner to do what exactly?” I ask, trying not to freak out.

      We’ve been united against my father for less than an hour, and already, there are issues. Lucas and I failed, and now, Lily isn’t following orders.

      “I tried to see if I could find Christopher,” Lily blurts out.

      I stiffen. “He’s in Bethlehem.”

      “He isn’t,” she utters. She stares at me. Her eyes are filled with tears.

      I’ve never seen Lily be this worked up over a guy before. Can it be that she really does have legit, real, genuine feelings for the angel?

      “How do you know he isn’t?” I ask, trying to keep my tone neutral, but my nails dig into my palms.

      “I asked a werewolf.”

      My nostrils flare.

      “A female werewolf,” Lily snaps. “I told you I wouldn’t use my wiles, and I didn’t. She was really nice and helpful—”

      "And you're certain she wasn't lying? I mean, you're you, and you're asking about an angel."

      “I’m me,” Lily repeats slowly. “What the Hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “You’re a demoness, a succubus at that. That’s all I meant.”

      She hangs her head. “You ever think that maybe I didn’t want to be a succubus. I wish you had the chance to be in my hooves for one day. To wear my skin. Yes, I have a body that men desire, that women hate.” She glares at me, challenging me to disagree.

      I don’t. For one thing, she’s lashing out because she’s hurting. For another, she does have a great body, but I can’t say I’ve ever been jealous of her. I appreciate my own skin.

      I grab the straps of my duster. Thankfully, the short encounter with the demons didn't wreak my clothes. My duster hits against the back of my legs, and the material in front that flows down slips between my legs. My belt, which goes around my waist and the duster, is a bit loose.

      My sister eyes me, her gaze shifting to the bloodied part of my armbands and down to my matching bracelets. I love them, the armbands and the bracelets. I always wear three above my elbows and three above my wrists. They're blood-red in color, and small gold bands line the top and bottom, matching the gold-painted emblem on the back of my duster that matches my glowing orbs of energy.

      Clearly, Lily wants a response, so I give her one. "I can imagine the worst part about being a succubus is having to consume souls."

      “That is terrible, yes, but the worst part might be never knowing and always wondering if you’ll ever find true love.” Lily drops her gaze to the ground. “I wanted to make sure Christopher is all right, but he’s not in Bethlehem. I… I’m afraid.”

      “You don’t have to be afraid,” I protest. “Christopher can take care of himself.”

      “Not if Lucifer has gone after him.”

      I suck in a breath as my heart beats too swiftly.

      It would be just like Lucifer to try to find a way to hurt me deeply as his first point of attack because yes, as much as I try to deny it, if anything should happen to Christopher…

      Brimstone and ashes!
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      “Let’s go and try to find him,” Lily pleads.

      I swallow hard and rub the back of my neck. “We can’t just leave the others to do all of the recruiting without us.”

      “You’re here playing with your hellhounds!”

      "I was just attacked by the demons Lucas and I failed to convince to join our side," I say measuredly. "How about we not cast stones, okay?"

      Lily huffs out a breath. “I thought you were friends with him. I thought you would care that our father might have his claws in Christopher as we speak. He could very well rip out Christopher’s heart. You know that!”

      “I know, Father, yes, and if he does have Christopher because he thinks… you… care for him, don’t you think Father will be far more likely to kill Christopher in front of you?”

      “You can’t be certain Father doesn’t have him. He could be torturing him until Lucifer thinks that we need to be punished and then—”

      “We?” I interrupt.

      “This is all your fault! You and your stupid war with Lucifer. Why can’t things continue on as they always have?”

      "If they continue on as they always have, then you will not be able to be with Christopher," I murmur softly, even though the words hurt me far more than they should.

      Lily fans her face with her hand. “I just… I keep thinking about Lucifer having Christopher, and I can’t breathe. I’m so scared, Lydia. So very scared. And you know me. I don’t scare easily. I’ve always been able to get what I want no matter what I had to do to get it, and now…”

      "Now, you want something you can never have," I say.

      “I want to have him.” Her eyes flash as dark as the blackest night. “Help me find him.”

      “How should I know where he is if you can’t find him?” I protest.

      “I’ve asked the werewolf… I forget her name. Might start with a ‘C.’ Might not. Anyhow, I asked her to let me know if Christopher returns to Bethlehem, but she hasn’t contacted me yet. He hasn’t. He’s gone!”

      “He has a life,” I say mildly.

      “How can you be so calm!” she shrieks.

      “I don’t want to lose sight of the bigger picture.”

      “You have no heart,” Lily snaps. “You’re just like your father.”

      I set my jaw. “I do not care what you think of me. Your opinion does not matter, and in the grand scheme of things, Christopher’s life doesn’t matter. Yours doesn’t. Mine doesn’t. All that truly matters is the cause, and before you try to argue differently, you know Christopher would rather us be in charge of Hell instead of Lucifer. He would agree with me.”

      “He—”

      “You know he would,” I reiterate.

      She huffs a deep sigh and nods. “So you think we just… abandoned him to wherever he is?”

      “I never said that. We just have to kill two birds with one stone. We continue to recruit, if we can, while we seek out Christopher, if we can find him.”

      Lily sighs again and slowly nods. “That’s… That’s a reasonable compromise. I’m sorry I was so irrational.”

      I gape at her. "Did you just admit you were wrong?"

      “I apologized. That’s not necessarily the same thing as admitting I was wrong.”

      “Almost. Nearly there.”

      Lily beams at me and even hugs me. “Do you want to bring your hellhounds with us?”

      I hesitate and cross over to the bed. My hellhounds rush over to me, licking my face with their four tongues.

      “What do you think, boys?” I murmur. “I don’t like the idea of leaving you here, but I don’t know if you’re ready for combat, and I already had to face a fight today… I know you don’t want me to fight without you. You’ll miss out on the fun. Soon, okay? I’ll bring you with me soon. Eat up. There should be plenty of food stored here for you. Eat, sleep, recover until you both are at full strength, yes? And then, we can burn this place to the ground.”

      Their fires burst into flames on their back, and I have to conjure wind to hurry up and prevent the fire from burning my bed.

      “Don’t burn down my room,” I say dryly.

      Demonfang barks as if to let me know he agrees, but Shadechomp just gives me twin devilish grins as if to say he won’t make any such promise.

      Hand in hand, Lily and I teleport out of there. She directs us to the outskirts of Bethlehem.

      “You check in with the werewolf,” I tell her. “There’s one spot I’ll check. I’ll be back in five minutes. Then, we’ll look elsewhere.”

      “Thank you,” Lily says warmly.

      I nod and head off to the Golden Expanse. The field is just as lovely and as peaceful as the other times I’ve been here.

      Christopher told me once that if I ever needed him, to come here, and he would come.

      For those five minutes, I wait.

      He doesn’t appear.

      I stretch it out longer, longer, willing him to come, but I can't risk Lily trying to teleport to where I am. Maybe it's selfish of me, but this is my spot, my spot with Christopher—and my hellhounds—and I don't want her or anyone else to know about it. Actually, considering she's a succubus and fully a demon, she might not even be able to set foot here. It is considered holy ground, according to Christopher.

      It’s fifteen minutes before I return to Lily. Her shoulders slump when she sees I’m alone.

      Before I can suggest our next destination, Lani shows up. She eyes the two of us and rolls her eyes.

      “Slackers,” she mumbles.

      “Why are you here?” Lily snaps. “We’re a little busy.”

      “Sure looks that way,” Lani retorts.

      “Let’s not fight among ourselves,” I say mildly. “Is something wrong, Lani?”

      “Yes. Maybe. I’m not sure.”

      “That’s rich,” Lily grumbles. “Real noteworthy intel you have there.”

      “There’s some kind of conquest starting in the Middle East,” Lani blurts out. It’s just a rumor, but it doesn’t exactly seem human in origin.”

      I rub my chin. “Lani, I want you and Lily to go there and investigate,” I say slowly.

      I give Lily a look to let her know I’ll continue the hunt for Christopher.

      Lily embraces me. “Find him,” she whispers in my ear. “Find him for both our sakes.”

      I gape at her as she draws back, but she’s already reaching for Lani’s hand.

      “Let’s go, least favorite sister of mine,” Lily says.

      “Funny,” Lani returns. “I could say the same about you.”

      “Be—”

      They teleport away.

      “Nice,” I finish lamely.

      My hand rubs the cold sweat from my forehead. Where can I go to find a lost angel? It’s not as if I know enough about Christopher to know where he might go. Why couldn’t he just stay put like I had asked him? Seriously. It’s not like I ordered him to stay in Bethlehem. Only because I knew he would’ve balked, but my suggestion had been out of concern for his well-being. I don’t want anything to happen to him.

      The issue is that the more time I spend with Christopher, the more likely it is that Lucifer will learn about my… friendship with the angel. It will only serve to make the target on the angel’s back that much bigger.

      The last thing I want is for Christopher to get caught in the crosshairs, but who knows? Maybe I’m already too late for that. Maybe I can’t save him.

      Maybe he’s dead already.

      I swallow hard and call Marlon Price, the half-angel who is Christopher’s half-brother.

      "Do you know where Christopher is?" I ask, leaving a message because—of course—Marlon doesn't answer. "Call me or text me. Whichever. If you know where he is. If you don't."

      I hang up and close my eyes. The peace I normally felt at the Great Expanse hadn’t felt all that peaceful the longer I had been there with Christopher not showing up, but I squeeze my eyes shut even tighter and try to center myself.

      I can feel the darkness that are my siblings, some closer, some farther away, but I’m not seeking out the blackest souls on Earth.

      I’m seeking out the angel, the one I’ve been around the most.

      My eyes open. I’m not sure where it is that I’m teleporting to, which makes this a dangerous jump across time and space, but I teleport to be near Christopher.

      When I arrive, I glance all around. I’m in some kind of jungle, I think, or maybe some kind of forest. This place feels old, wherever it is.

      Christopher is there, talking to a young girl, maybe seven. Her skin is dark, her eyes a shocking blue color, and she’s so very pretty. Her hair is twisted into braids with colorful beads, and her dress is not like I’ve seen on the people near Bethlehem.

      Christopher stiffens, nods to the girl, and she races away, her bare feet hitting the rocky terrain without her wincing a bit.

      “Why are you here?” Christopher asks, his tone dark and low.

      And dismissive.

      And annoyed.

      He doesn’t wish for me to have found him.

      I set my teeth on edge. “Excuse me for caring about your well-being,” I snap. “I thought my father might have captured you or far worse.”

      “Don’t worry,” Christopher snaps. “Your father has been doing far worse.”
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      I swallow hard. “Brimstone and ashes, talk plainly. What do you mean?”

      “What have you started, Lydia? What have you done?”

      “I… I united my siblings. We’re all in this together, and we’re going to—”

      "You're going to destroy the entire world, or else your father will."

      “Lucifer—”

      “Do you even know that he’s on Earth?” the angel continues.

      My heart skips so many beats that I’m lightheaded. I stagger and barely regain my balance in time so that I don’t collapse.

      “He’s here… On Earth…”

      I hadn't felt his dark presence when I sought out Christopher's because their auras, their essences, are so alien to one another's, but he's right. Lucifer is here.

      He’s the reason for the swirling rumors about the Middle East.

      My expression must be stricken as I force myself to meet Christopher’s gaze. “Stay here,” I croak. “I have to go.”

      “Go where? To face your father alone? Are you mad?” He jumps forward and grabs my wrist.

      As if he can keep me here against my will.

      I yank my wrist free. “You don’t understand. I sent Lani and Lily to the Middle East. That must be where he is, isn’t he?”

      Christopher’s wide eyes and disturbed gaze are confirmation enough for me.

      “I don’t want you to go,” he says.

      “I don’t care. It’s not up to you what I do,” I snap.

      “You don’t understand,” he says in a rush. “I’m worried about you.”

      “Oh.” I laugh, but the sound is anything but joyous. “Don’t be. I’m not ready to face him yet, but I won’t have my sisters be caught unawares. I’ll be back.”

      Before he can say anything else, I teleport to the spot where my sisters are.

      Lani rolls her eyes. We’re perched high up on a dry mesa, on our stomachs, looking down at the town below. “We’re fine, Lydia. We don’t need you to tag along.”

      “Did you find—” Lily starts.

      “Can you two not sense that Lucifer is near?” I hiss.

      I glance to Lani on my left and then Lily on my right, grab the two of them behind their necks, and teleport us all back to Christopher.

      “That was easy enough,” I remark as I let my sisters go.

      “Why did you do that for?” Lani asks. Unsurprisingly, she’s directing her ever-present wrath at me.

      “Christopher!” Lily exclaims.

      She throws herself at him, and I turn away, hating the cold feeling slithering over me and turning the blood in my veins to ice.

      Jealous. I feel jealous.

      I hate feeling this way.

      “You two, stay away from the Middle East for now,” I tell them, keeping my back away from the three of them. “Christopher…”

      I have no words for him. He clearly has his own agenda, and I don’t need to know what it is.

      “Don’t forget the plan, sisters, the goal,” I snap.

      “Where are you running off to?” Lani asks.

      “Away from here,” I grumble, and I teleport, this time, seeking out Lance.

      After all, he’s all about envy, and that emotion has close ties to jealousy.

      Lance is with Larissa. A surprising duo, but then I guess it makes sense for the oldest brother and sister to have some kind of a bond.

      The two of them are talking to others. Lance is talking to a huge monster of a guy who has to be a shifter, whereas Larissa is talking to a fairy.

      Lance does a fist bump with the shifter and grins. “Glad to have you on board,” he exclaims. “Come. Meet my sister. This is Lydia.”

      “Lydia,” the shifter repeats. He’s so monstrous, too muscular, too animalistic. There’s something almost unsettling about the guy.

      “This is Herrick,” Lance says. “He’s a bear shifter.”

      “A berserker?” I ask eagerly.

      “I have been known to be overcome by certain… fits,” Herrick states with a wicked glint in his eyes.

      I grimace. “No thanks,” I mutter.

      “No? Come on,” Herrick says. “I thought all of Lucifer’s daughters—”

      "Think again," I snap. "Leave me alone, or else you'll be able to shift into a bear minus a few body parts."

      “Lydia,” Lance growls. “Ignore her. She’s a bit emotional. That time of the month.”

      Herrick chuckles. “Do not worry. I like ‘em feisty. She’ll come around to me.”

      “Oh, I doubt that,” I say dryly.

      Herrick blows me a kiss, and I make a rude gesture that only makes him laugh all the more. The bear shifter turns and melts into the shadows of the forest. I hadn’t even realized we’re in a clearing until then, too wrapped up on the people gathered here.

      I glance over my shoulder. Larissa is still talking to the fairy in hushed tones. I can’t make out what they’re saying, but it seems like she’s making progress, or at the very least, the fairy is willing to hear her out.

      Lance growls and stalks over to tower over me. “What are you doing here?” he spits out. “Don’t you have your own things to do? Or have you convinced demons to deflect—”

      “I haven’t, and I do have my own things to do, but… What can I say?” I mutter. “I’m selfish, and I need a moment of your time.”

      “I’m busy,” Lance claims, “busy being successful raising an army for all of us to use. You have how many other brothers? Why not bother one of them?”

      “You can’t count to six?” I joke weakly. “And the only one who can help me is you.”

      At last, Lance looks intrigued. “What is this about?”

      I swallow hard. “Your envy,” I start.

      “What about it?”

      “How do you handle it?” I ask in a rush. “How do you control it?”

      Lance throws back his head and laughs. Larissa and the fairy glance over at us. She scowls and shakes her head at us before turning herself and the fairy so their backs are to us.

      “Honestly, Lydia, if you’re having trouble with envy,” Lance begins.

      “Not so much envy but jealousy,” I clarify.

      “You should know that you can’t ask me for help with that,” he says.

      “You don’t have a handle on your own envy, do you?” I ask helplessly.

      “No. Of course I don’t.”

      “Of course.” I nod a few times.

      “Who are you jealous of?” he asks curiously.

      “Nope.”

      “Someone I know?” he asks. “What do they have that you want?”

      Larissa approaches us. “What’s going on?”

      “The fairy,” I say, noticing that he’s gone. “Is he with us?”

      “I doubt it. He’s going to talk to the other fairies in Sleeping Birch Grove, but he won’t commit to our cause.”

      "If, at least, they'll pledge to remain outside of the conflict, then they won't fight against us," I say. "That's almost as good as they're joining us."

      “True,” Larissa says, but she doesn’t move to make that point with the departed fairy. I wish she would go after him to tell him that, or maybe it’s just because I want to talk to Lance one on one about this.

      I don’t like to admit my failings to others, and it’s hard enough for me to try to handle everything with my father and my siblings and then Christopher on top of it? And Christopher hasn’t even been the worst of it. My father has gone after my friends and my hellhounds.

      Lucifer must be stopped.

      “We’re doing our best,” Lance says, and I realize I spoke my words out loud.

      “Lucifer must be stopped,” I repeat, “and he will be.”
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        * * *

      

      For the next week, my siblings and I have been constantly on the move, asking skinwalkers and shifters and vampires and werewolves and so many other paranormal beings if they will join us against my father. Far more say no than yes, but a good handful of the naysayers do give their word that they will not fight for our father. Granted, Lucifer has a way of making deals with people and then exploiting loopholes, and I can't be certain he won't attempt to make deals with them so they'll go back on their word. Still, things are heading in the right direction.

      I hope.

      Marlon never did call me, but I’m hoping that’s because when Christopher returned to Bethlehem, he told Marlon that we spoke. Not that we really talked. That we saw each other then.

      For now, I am doing my level best to ignore the angels.

      Although I’m exhausted and should opt to sleep, I head back to Hell and go to my room, but not for my bed.

      For my hellhounds.

      Demonfang rushes right up to me, licking and kissing me, but Shadechomp is furious. His entire body engulfs itself in flames, and he lunges at me, his twin mouths snapping at me.

      "Shadechomp, I'm sorry," I murmur. "Things have been… They've been terrible without you two. Will you come with me now?"

      I hold out my hand at head height so I can rub Shadechomp, but when he doesn’t move after a moment, Demonfang moves into position beneath my hand, and I pet him.

      With a growl and a grunt, Shadechomp shoves Demonfang away, snapping at him and finally letting me rub his heads.

      "I'm sorry," I tell them both, hugging them. "I didn't want you two to be in any danger. You understand that? I wanted to make sure you two are ready to go. So far, things haven't been too bad yet. There's only been a few beings who have taken offense to our even approaching them. The merfolk are a no-go. They think they can stay in the water and ignore what's happening on land. The other aquatic species also want nothing to do with us. Magical Hunters Academy… so far, they won't let their students become involved unless they're forced to, which doesn't surprise me at all. HEX Unite… I thought about approaching the organization considering it actually employs the paranormal hunters, slayers, and executioners, not the students who are training to fulfill those positions possible one day if they're strong enough in body and magic to handle the demands of the job.

      But HEX Unite had been attacked recently, my father the unseen and virtually unknown mastermind behind it all. I wonder if even if the paranormal beings realize just how much influence my father has on the entire world every day.

      Just then, Demonfang grips my hand, biting it, almost cutting through my skin. Not all hellhounds can teleport, but mine can, and the three of us head to a tall mountain. It’s freezing up here, but my hellhounds use their fires to keep themselves and me warm.

      Even though I’ve never been here before, I can tell that this is Russia. There’s a darkness creeping over the land. My father started his conquest of the world in the Middle East, but clearly, he’s spreading his dominion.

      My eyes close, and I don’t sense Lucifer but rather his influence over the land, over the planet. His influence stretches across most of Russia and Europe now, and he’s heading toward Asia.

      This is not good, not good at all. What exactly is he planning? While we’ve been trying to amass an army, he’s conquering countries.

      Human countries.

      It’s almost as if he wants to try to provoke war between the supernaturals and the humans.

      As if he wants the apocalypse.

      If he thinks he’s untouchable…

      I bet he does. As far as I know, HEX Unite hasn't made a single move to try to stop him. No, they're letting him have his way with the world.

      It’s up to my siblings and me to stop him.

      Only, I’m not so sure that we can.

      Is he trying to call my bluff? Only I’m not bluffing.

      Maybe I have to be the one to call his bluff.

      But that’s the thing. With my father, you can never tell if he’s bluffing, and he is precisely demonic enough to rather have Hell go down in flames than allow someone else to sit on his throne.

      He could very well be willing to let all of us die and start the apocalypse himself.
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      Banshees, golems, trolls, orcs, goblins, some fairies, a few werewolves, shifters, a few vampires, and more have joined us, but still, it’s not enough. I’m not sure how many more we would need on our side for me to feel confident. Honestly, I’ll never feel confident.

      But Lucifer doesn’t seem to be all that worried about recruiting for his army. No, he’s only worried about the human world.

      Why? What’s going on?

      I don’t know about my siblings, but I haven’t returned to Hell since I collected my hellhounds. I’m not sure who Lucifer has left in charge down in Hell during his absence, and I’m not sure I want to know.

      It’s been a month now since we’ve started to grow our army. A month. In that time, we’ve accomplished a lot, but I worry that Lucifer has accomplished even more. In the areas where his influence reigns, the people seem to be thriving, but I’m certain that will not last long. He’ll cause some kind of calamity and make them crave his influence and protection even more, darkening their souls every second of every day.

      I'm debating calling my sisters to see if they will call on my brothers so we can try to have a family meeting and sort through our options for the future when my phone calls. I'm deep in the rainforest of the Amazon, seeking out shifters, some of which have been in their animal forms for so long they don't seem to know how to revert back to be a human again. The jaguars here are fierce, but do not think the monkeys are not. Even the frogs and other reptiles would make worthy allies if I can convince the paranormal beings to come out of their deep hiding in nature to join us.

      Honestly, though, why would they? They have their homes here, their own lives, and more than anything, they are safe and free here.

      Why would they risk all they have for a war that means nothing to them?

      But I have been endeavoring to press upon them that the war will soon swallow all of Africa too soon if they remain on the sidelines, and what then?

      My phone rings again, and I scowl. The jaguar family I have been talking to for the past hour turn and walks away as gracefully as can be. I swear the way they stalk through the forest with as much grace as any being could ever possess, they are either royalty, or else they have royal ancestors in their bloodline.

      “Yes?” I snap into my phone.

      “That’s a fine how do you do.” Clarissa Garcia laughs.

      “Clarissa!”

      I don’t even think about it. I teleport to the outskirts of Bethlehem. As soon as I arrive, I realize Demonfang and Shadechomp aren’t with me, but they appear on either side of me a moment later.

      I sit on the grass beside the road and rub them. It’s second nature for me to have them appear as regular, boring hounds to humans who pass us by.

      “How are you?” I ask urgently. “I’ve been trying to keep a low profile where you’re concerned so that nothing and no one will affect you because of me.”

      “Oh, my target is on my back because of me, not you,” Clarissa says. “I’m feeling better.”

      “You are?” I shriek.

      Clarissa has had her share of shock throughout her life, heartache too. She thought she was human. Nope. Her mother was an angel, her father a demon. She convinced Lucifer to make a deal so that he can’t set foot inside Bethlehem ever again. No demons can. Vampires can, though, which irks me because they’re demonic, especially living vampires who all have a vampire for a mother and a demon for a father. I believe only incubus, a specific type of demon, can make a vampire pregnant.

      As for the heartache, she’s an orphan twice over—her adopted parents and her birth parents. Not that her demon father’s death cost her any tears, I’m sure.

      Worse of all, though, is that her married life has been tainted by death and failed pregnancy attempts and miscarriages.

      I’ve been wondering if Lucifer is somehow behind that, if it’s his bit of revenge, but I do not know that for certain.

      “I am. This is the farthest along I’ve ever been, and…” She heaves a sigh.

      “What is it?”

      “Bed rest,” she grumbles. “It’s Diego’s idea, and he’s lucky I love him so much that I’m basically doing it. My doctor… My doctor…”

      “Human doctor?” I ask.

      “Yes,” she admits.

      “Clarissa!”

      “I know,” she murmurs, “but I don’t know who to trust.”

      “Seriously? Ask Marlon or Christopher for them to try and find you a doctor who, ah, is a bit more knowledgeable about…”

      “About what?” she asks dryly. “I’m not trying to sound egotistical, but how many half-angel, half-demons do you think there are? I don’t think there’s going to be an OB who is knowledgeable about beings like me giving birth.”

      “Still,” I argue, “an angelic OB might be your best bet.”

      "You think so?" she asks doubtfully. "Because I'm pretty sure they just squat down on a cloud, and the baby crawls out for them."

      I burst out laughing at that mental image. Demonfang licks my face, and Shadechomp tries to chomp my hand holding the phone, so I scratch his neck.

      “I’ll talk to Marlon about it,” Clarissa says, sounding a bit distracted.

      “What’s going on?” I ask. “Christopher might be the one to ask since he’s fully angel.”

      “He’s a bit busy.”

      “Oh.” I swallow hard. “Busy doing what?” I ask even though I would rather know the answer to a question I won’t dare to ask.

      “Busy with whom?”

      “He’s waiting for you to ask him a question.”

      My heart skips a beat at her words. “Which… What question?”

      She chuckles and then pulls out a breath loudly in my ear. “Not that question.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I lie.

      “I thought the two of you spoke about his teaching you.”

      I nod a few times, not saying anything.

      “All you have to do is go ahead and call him. Let him know you were serious.”

      “Of course I was serious!” I say hotly. “But I… I wasn’t sure if he would be interested.”

      “Why not?” she asks curiously.

      “Because of the state of the affairs of the world,” I mumble. “It’s my fault. Lucifer has been here on Earth, and he’s…”

      "The humans don't realize he's the one behind the massive conquest," Clarissa says grimly. "Some people think he's Atilla the Hun come back to life. Or Alexander the Great or some other person who conquered a lot of lands."

      “So on some level, they realize there’s something… ethereal about him.”

      “Yes, but they don’t realize who he is.”

      “Doesn’t matter if they realize or not,” I say dully. “He’s having his way with them.”

      "It's only a matter of time before conquest isn't enough for him, and he'll turn to something else," Clarissa says. "You have to be ready for whatever comes next."

      I nod even though she can’t see me.

      “I know what’s next.” My words come out a ghastly whisper. “War.”

      “That’s what you want, isn’t it?”

      “Not a war that involves the humans,” I mutter.

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” Clarissa says after a short pause, “but I’m off to bed. I take naps all the time. Just… consider calling Christopher.”

      “I’ll consider it. Stay safe, Clarissa.”

      “I know what you mean by that,” she grumbles. “‘Stay in Bethlehem, Clarissa.’”

      “Hey, that’s not a bad impersonation!” I exclaim.

      “Seriously?”

      “No, not at all. I don’t sound like that, but that is what I mean, so…”

      She chuckles, and we hang up.

      I stare at my phone, debate calling Christopher, and instead head to the Golden Expanse with my hellhounds. Immediately, they race about, chasing each other’s tails and nipping at each other, rolling around.

      They’re so happy, and I’m so envious.

      They roll around by my feet toward me, and I step back to give them space, only my back hits into something hard.

      I suck in a breath as his hands land on my elbows.

      “Christopher,” I say without turning around, and I hate that I quickly sense if anyone else is here.

      No one else is.

      Good. I’d been afraid he had been here with Lily.

      This place isn’t mine, though.

      And Christopher isn’t mine either. I can’t forget that fact.

      “Are you ready for a lesson on healing?” he asks me as I finally twist around to face him.

      My throat is dry, so I merely nod to answer him.

      He allows his wings to expand, and he curls one so that his sharp feathers cut his left palm.

      “Christopher,” I gasp. “You don’t’—”

      “Heal me,” he says.

      My eyes darken. “I’m not sure how to.”

      “Guess. Use your instincts.”

      “I… I don’t have any angelic instincts,” I protest.

      His blue eyes darken until they look almost black, or are his pupils enlarging? I can’t tell.

      “Is that why you haven’t asked for me to teach you more?” he asks softly.

      “I… If you really want to know the truth…”

      “No. I would rather you lie to me.”

      I roll my eyes. No angel wants anyone to tell a lie.

      Ignoring him, I cradle his hand and place my other hand on top. My eyes close, and I do the opposite of what I would do when I drain life.

      I give it instead.

      Or I try to, but there’s something that makes me almost frightened to do that. When I’ve drained life before, I can sense the other person’s fears, their worries, different aspects of that person. Not everything I feel is dark, either. Some of it is rather light, and it’s a bit disconcerting to think that I might gain some insight into Christopher, but no, that wouldn’t be the case. I drain their life into me, so a part of them becomes infused into me. This is the opposite. I’m giving of myself to him, so if anyone would gain insight, he would.

      “Why are you hesitating?” he asks, his tone soft yet bemused.

      “I… As a demon, I can drain life, but I want to do the opposite.”

      “So why aren’t you trying?”

      “Because… I don’t want to hurt you worse. What if I can’t? What if… What if magical muscle memory takes over, and I can’t give life but drain it? What if I hurt you worse?”

      “Do you think I’ll let you hurt me?”

      “That’s not the point,” I say hotly, but I don’t tighten my hold on him. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You won’t hurt me,” he insists.

      I close my eyes and tap into myself, into my magic, and I weave a thread of it, a golden thread, and I send that thread out of me, through my hand to his hand, to his wound, and I use that thread to magically give him stitches that then fade away after bursting into a blinding light.

      “That’s one way to do it,” Christopher says. “How do you feel? Drained at all?”

      “Not too bad at all,” I say breathlessly.

      “Then why are you breathing heavy?”

      I scowl because I know why, and I do not want him to realize why, so I shove his hand away and step away from him. “Shadechomp,” I call.

      “Don’t use them as a distraction,” he murmurs. “There is still much more for you to learn, not just about healing. Angels do have other magical powers too.”

      “Of course,” I murmur, “but I’m not a pure angel. A valkyrie—”

      “They are angels of death and fierce warriors and guides. They are far more angelic than you like to think they are.”

      I huff a sigh.

      “And I still want you to explain why you—”

      A pain strikes me right in the chest. A surge of power threatens to make me come undone, and I fall to one knee.

      “What is it?” Christopher asks, but then he grits his teeth in pure agony.

      The power surge I’m feeling must be the opposite for him.

      “You feel it too, don’t you?” I murmur.

      Christopher nods, his face close to the ground from his hunched position.

      My hand goes to my chest. I feel so powerful right now, as if I could blast an entire city to smithereens with hardly any effort at all.

      “What… What just happened?” he asks.

      “I have a guess,” I say grimly.

      “Let’s hear your theory.” Christopher shifts to sit on the grass.

      I want to sit next to him, and I consider doing just that, but I don’t know if I could refrain from putting my head on his shoulder. As powerful as I feel, it’s exhausting to keep all of this power contained within me.

      “A number of people destined for Hell just died in a single blow,” I murmur.

      “He’s done it,” Christopher says.

      “Done what?”

      “All of this time, he’s been doing everything to lead to this point.”

      “War,” I whisper.

      “Among the humans.”

      Nerves tingle throughout my body, but I refuse to give in to fear.

      But I remain torn regardless.

      “I don’t know what I should do,” I admit. “I should go and talk to my siblings. I should try to see if we can strike back, but I don’t know. War can’t just be walked back, and…” I swallow hard.

      “What else do you want?”

      “I want to learn how to become more angelic, but I don’t know. Maybe I was a fool to stay away from you for so long, but I—”

      “Why did you?”

      I don’t know if you were spending time with Lily. I don’t say the thought aloud, though. I’ve been avoiding my succubus sister for weeks now.

      “I did not want you to be at risk,” I finally admit, which is also true. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “But you could heal me if you learn how to,” he says with a crooked grin.

      “You can’t heal someone if they’re dead,” I snap.

      “So you’ve been amassing an army, but if some of your people are injured, who can heal them?” He shakes his head. “Your father’s army is bound to have no healers in it, or is that the case? Fairies can heal some, can’t they?”

      I grimace. “I want to learn how to become more angelic,” I repeat, “but maybe we’ve waited too long as it is. Maybe… Maybe we shouldn’t have waited so long to fight my father.”

      “Do you know if he has only amassed a human army?” Christopher asks softly.

      “The few scouts I sent out… They all had been killed,” I murmur. “My guess is that he’s not just building a human army. He’s amassing a paranormal one too, and I…” I swallow back my next words.

      Because they’re blasphemy.

      They are.

      But they’re the truth, and I can’t lie to Christopher. I might be able to omit some things from him, but I cannot outright lie to him about this.

      And I can’t lie to myself about it either.

      A tear trickles down my cheek as I murmur, “I pray that he keeps the two armies apart because if not…”

      Christopher holds out his arm, and I scoot over until I’m next to him after all, and I do lay my head on his shoulder, and he gives me a one-armed hug and rubs my back. More than anything, more than the hug and his presence, I’m so grateful that he doesn’t ask me who I’m praying to.

      Because I don’t know the answer to that, and I don’t want to know.
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      I end up spending another hour with Christopher. Unfortunately, we spend that time talking more than we do my learning any angelic abilities, but when my siblings try to reach out to me, I know I can’t stay here any longer. I can feel them seeking me out, but they can’t teleport to me here, and they have to be terrified.

      “I must go and talk to my siblings now,” I murmur. “For what it’s worth… I know words change nothing… but I am sorry. I didn’t… I didn’t think Lucifer would involve the humans.”

      “You can’t control your father,” he says grimly. “No one can, and it would be foolish of you to try.”

      “That’s the whole point,” I protest. “He has to be stopped.”

      “He can’t die, not unless the apocalypse is upon us.”

      “He might want that, Christopher,” I murmur.

      “Calling me by my name, huh? No nickname?”

      “He might want that, Chris,” I say, but I’m not teasing, not joking, and I’m certainly not flirting.

      I feel dead inside. The surge of power remains, but I feel empty, bereft.

      Maybe Lucifer is draining me of life from afar because I don't feel like myself. I'm too lost, conflicted, confused. I'm being ripped and tugged into so many different directions, and maybe the ripped pieces of me can go there and there and the other place, but no. I'm whole, even if I'm broken.

      Because I have a feeling my wholly demonic siblings have experienced an even greater surge than I did.

      I’m a little bit angelic because of the valkyrie blood, so I didn’t gain the full bit of power from it.

      A bomb must have gone off.

      Nuclear war.

      I blow out a breath, and I whistle. My hellhounds come running.

      “They’re fully recovered,” Christopher says with a smug smile.

      “Well, aren’t you satisfied with your handiwork?” I mumble.

      The hellhounds don’t bound up to me, though. They come up to Christopher, licking and kissing him first before coming over to me.

      “I’m chopped liver, am I?” I joke as they start to kiss me.

      “I bet they love chopped liver,” Christopher says as he climbs to his feet.

      “They do,” I say with a laugh. “Down. I can’t stand,” I protest.

      My hellhounds won’t let up, and Christopher holds out his hand. I take it, and he helps me stand.

      “I… We have to go,” I murmur and realize I’m still holding his hand, so I yank it free.

      “I know, but, Lydia, trust me on this. You’re going to want to know your angelic powers and try to at least get a handle on them if you don’t have time to master them.”

      “Time management hasn’t been a strength of mine in case you haven’t noticed,” I mutter. “I should’ve had training all along.”

      “Balance. It’s all about balance.”

      “Light and dark,” I murmur.

      “More like some time for planning, some for learning, some for scheming.”

      I lift my eyebrows. “I don’t scheme,” I protest. You were right the first time. I make plans.”

      “And do your plans work?”

      “Usually with a hitch,” I admit.

      “So then you have to rely on scheming.”

      I laugh and shove his shoulder. “I’m not as diabolical as you think.”

      “You aren’t as diabolical as you think,” he counters.

      Not knowing how else to say goodbye, I awkwardly wave and then teleport myself and the hellhounds to the abandoned castle in Mexico. It’s a beautiful stone structure, but I’m glad we have the hellhounds with us there. Even in the summer, this place just seems cold. It makes me wonder if ghosts haunt the place, but I haven’t seen any.

      Larissa glares at me. She's standing by an arch, and all of us are in the covered walkway next to the courtyard.

      “You sure took your sweet time,” my eldest sister snaps.

      “I’m sorry to keep you waiting, queen,” I mutter.

      She bristles, crossing her arms.

      “No fighting,” Leo says. “We have—”

      "Where were you?" Lily asks, staring at me hard. "I tried to go to where you were, but I couldn't for some reason."

      “I was nowhere special,” I fib.

      Her eyes narrow. “Who were you with?”

      “No jealousy,” Lance snaps. He must be attuned to that emotion.

      Leo flares his nostrils and shakes his head, giving me a look. He knows some of what’s going on between me, Lily, and Christopher, although I don’t even know if Christopher knows about it.

      Leo claps and then rubs his hands together. "It seems Lucifer has stopped emulating Lucas in favor of me."

      "War," I say as calmly as I can, moving to stand at Leo's righthand side. He's standing at the head of the long oval black stone table. We're lucky it fits beneath the covered partition here. It had been in the courtyard, but birds kept flying overhead, and you can imagine how fun it had been to get the stone table clean. It had been heavy as stone to move, but we managed.

      “Not just any war,” Leo states firmly.

      “What do we know?” Landon asks.

      “Three hundred and thirty-three thousand, three hundred and thirty-three souls departed the Earth from an atomic bomb,” Lola says firmly.

      So much for looking healthier. Her face looks so very much like a skull, but then she sits back from where she had been sitting, and I breathe easier. It had just been the shadows cast across her face.

      All of us are trying to get away from the vices and sins Lucifer lured us to. I'm not sure which sin he strove to get me to master. Maybe curiosity or maybe something else. Maybe my valkyrie blood saved me from total corruption. I don't know.

      But Lola seems to be winning against hers, and that makes me so happy, although I hope the atomic bomb dropping doesn't set her back.

      “That’s a rather specific number,” I mutter.

      “Well,” she says, giving me a wry smirk, “you know Lucifer and his affinity to six-six-six. Oh, and another six hundred thousand plus had been injured as well.”

      There are low whispers and mutters throughout the group. I sit back, shocked at the savagery humans are capable of. Lucifer might’ve been the one to set the bomb off, but the humans had created the weapon. It’s certainly capable of mass destruction all right. Brimstone and ashes.

      “Where was the bomb dropped?” I ask.

      “New York City.”

      Even I know that’s a major city.

      “How weren’t more people killed?” I ask.

      “Oh, that’s just the initial reports,” Lola says. “Whenever everything is said and done, it will be more like three or four times that.”

      “Where was the bomb launched from?” Lance asks.

      “The Middle East or thereabouts,” Lucas says.

      “Wait, the Middle East?” Logan asked. “Don’t tell me…” He snapped his fingers. “I’ll bet you anything that Lucifer had Israel set off that bomb.”

      “You’re probably right,” I murmur, and Logan looks all proud, pleased as punch, but only for a moment.

      A terrible silence follows. I don’t know about the others, but I hate the idea of allies attacking allies because of a mad demon’s quest for power and vengeance.

      “It’s why Lucifer went to the Middle East first,” Lance says.

      “Clearly,” Lola mumbles, “but he didn’t have to wait this long to set off a bomb. He could’ve done it right away.”

      “The United States is going to have to go to war against him now,” I say slowly. “I’ve been doing some research on the previous wars, trying to figure out if I could determine our Daddy Dearest’s influence on the leaders and the outcomes. Some were a lot more blatant than others. How people don’t realize that about Hitler and Stalin… Anyhow, the United States’ main allies… Most of them are already sucked up by Lucifer. The United States will have Canada and Mexico, maybe some islands Lucifer hasn’t claimed yet like Greenland and Iceland, but can Africa help? Will Australia want to become involved? Asia will have to fight because if not, they’ll be swallowed up next.”

      “You’re right,” Leo says.

      He finally sits. Most of my siblings have already claimed seats around the table, and soon, I’m the only one to remain standing. I can’t sit. My stomach feels like it’s going to drop out of me as it is.

      "Canada and Mexico have already pledged support to the United States. They fear they are next. And, as much as it seems that history would never suggest this possible, but China has reached out to the States too."

      “That’s incredible,” I exclaim. “If we can help them win the war, maybe we can see to it that in the future, they remain allies—”

      “There are no bright spots here,” Leo says grimly.

      “I understand,” I start, but he shakes his head.

      “Lydia, don’t you see what Father’s done? He’s started World War III, and he’s stacked the deck in his favor. The world is going to war, and it’s not going to be pretty. It’s going to be devastating.”

      “No,” I mutter. “It’s going to be catastrophic.”

      “You’re both wrong,” Lola says far too calmly. “It’s frankly apocalyptic.”
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      Hearing this has my knees going weak, and I opt to sit down.

      “What do we do?” I ask. “We’ve been so busy trying to gain allies for a supernatural war against Father, and now he’s changed everything on us by involving the humans.”

      “It might help that he’s not alerting the humans to the supernaturals,” Logan says pridefully. “Even he doesn’t want the apocalypse.”

      “We can’t be too sure on that point,” I mutter before turning to Leo. “I’m serious. What do we do? Do we try to make sure that Asia remains free of our father’s influence?”

      “I don’t know if Asia can be saved,” Leo says. “They’re on the edge of a massive landmass, and the rest of it is Father’s already. All he has to do is march there, and it’s taken.”

      “So why didn’t he claim Asia first before bombing the States?” Lani asks.

      Leo sits back and shakes his head.

      “He wanted to start a world war,” I murmur. “That’s why. If he conquered Asia first, then he would have too much of the world for there to be much of a world war.”

      "That's what I think," Leo says. "Don't forget that China has nuclear weapons too. So does North Korea, for that matter. South Africa used to, but they voluntarily dismantled them, so they could theoretically try to reenter the nuclear race. If China or North Korea opt to bomb Father, that will cause major havoc in the world."

      “Can we do something to disarm all of the nuclear weapons in the world?” I ask desperately. “There’s radiation that will affect not just humans but animals and plants too. This will have devastating effects for decades to come.”

      “If not longer,” Leo mumbles.

      “What’s the matter, Leo?” Lucas mocks. “Don’t like the sight of war now that it’s here in our backyard?”

      “This isn’t our backyard,” Leo shouts, slamming his palms onto the table. “How did you like Father’s conquest? He certainly seemed to gain those countries with no effect at all. Did you take notes?”

      “As a matter of fact—”

      “Let’s not argue,” Larissa says.

      “Oh, so we should continue on as we have,” Lena says. “We’ve been working so hard and getting nowhere, and we aren’t even eating enough food.”

      “Of course you’re worried more about food instead of what’s most important,” Lara says, throwing up her hands.

      “We shouldn’t be fighting,” Lily says. “We need to figure out about the nuclear weapons, like Lydia suggested.”

      “Anything we could try to do magically to stop them, Father would undo, don’t you think?” Landon asks. He leans forward. “So here’s what we do.” He pauses for dramatic effect, looking around.

      “Just tell us already, Land,” I snap.

      He rubs his hands together greedily. “We steal all of the puppies. Every last one.”

      “Not a bad idea,” Leo says, “but there’s still the issue of the mechanism required to launch them.”

      “Wait,” I protest. “We don’t want to set them off ourselves.”

      "Why not?" Leo asks. "How epically fitting would that be? Out of all of the manmade weapons in the world, Lucifer's favorite has been nuclear bombs, but all humans have ever done is make them. They just hoard them like they're radioactive dragons. They've launched how many? Not nearly enough. Why shouldn't we use Father's weapons? We can slay his army with the very weapon he adores!"

      I sigh and rub my forehead. My siblings argue heatedly about how it might be feasible to steal not only the nuclear warheads but also a means to be able to launch them.

      Finally, Logan bursts out laughing. “Can’t we just bust up the places to ensure they can’t set them off and then magically set them off?”

      “That might work,” Leo says slowly.

      “And how could we protect them so that Lucifer doesn’t activate one and blow us all up to kingdom come?” I snap.

      “It’s simple, really,” Leo says. “All we have to do is make certain that one of us is with the warheads at all time. With wards and one of us on alert at all times, Lucifer shouldn’t be able to use them against us.”

      “I don’t know,” I mutter.

      But this war effort against Lucifer has become a joint, group effort, and everyone else is on board with the plan.

      There are nine countries that have nuclear weapons—the United States, China, North Korea, Pakistan, India, Israel, Russia, France, and the United Kingdom. I can’t squash the feeling that Lucifer would think it hilarious to have the United Kingdom bomb their former ally in the United States.

      Leo and Lucas oversee this operation. They delegate who is going to which country to steal their warheads and to destroy the computers and everything else involved with them.

      They don’t assign me a country. They assign my siblings to handle one each of the nine countries, leaving me the odd one out. Do Leo and Lucas ask me to help oversee the operation with them?

      No.

      I’m furious. I mean, yes, I can use the time to go and seek out Christopher and learn more about the other angelic powers that I need to possess to have a leg up on Lucifer, but this whole thing was my idea.

      “I want in,” I shout, jerking to my feet.

      Lily meets my gaze. “You can take my country,” she volunteers.

      I grit my teeth, knowing why she’s suggesting that. “You’re which country again?” I ask her.

      “Pakistan.”

      "I don't think that's a good idea," Leo cuts in. "I don't think Lydia, out of all of us, should be anywhere close to Father's conquested land."

      “I agree,” says Lucas. “If you insisted on going, Lydia… Lara, are you willing to take some time off and let Lydia go in and handle the United States.”

      “Lara, is that all right with you?” I ask eagerly.

      Lara hesitates. “I want to do my part,” she protests.

      "There will be plenty more for you to do," I say, my words coming out fast and desperate. "And I'm sure the boys will come up with something for you to do in the meantime."

      "Boys." Leo rolls his eyes. "We're only thirty-two and thirty-one and more than a decade older than her, but we're boys."

      “As if you haven’t called me a girl,” I counter.

      "Or me that too," Larissa adds, "and I'm older than the both of you."

      Lucas holds up his hands. "Fine. Go. The sooner you can get this handled, the better. I have a feeling that the United States especially is going to be rather trigger happy on handing out launch codes."

      “Even if they do,” I say with a wry grin, “there are ways to handle that. Voice mimicry or mental or memory manipulation. So many ways to have them think a wrong letter or number or whatever.”

      I wait until the others teleport to their destination then bend down.

      “Don’t worry, boys,” I whisper. “You can’t come with me on this mission, but that’s all right. I’ll be back now.”

      “Don’t forget,” Leo says. “The United States has almost six thousand warheads.”

      "I know." I kiss my hellhounds on the top of each of their heads, impulsively hugging my brothers, and teleport myself to Livermore, California, near the Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory.

      Once I have a good look at the place, I teleport to the back of the place. The door’s locked, of course, but that’s nothing a little demon magic in the form of electromagnetic interference can’t handle.

      There are all kinds of hi-tech stuff inside, but I'm a being of magic, and magic and technology don't work together well, as in I can manipulate it so the cameras don't see me, and any touchpad or fingerprint or retinal scanner don't faze me at all because I can bypass them with ease.

      Yes, sometimes being a demon can make espionage escapades like this a snap.

      Through the use of memory manipulation and peeking into every person whose mind is within the place, I figure out where exactly the nuclear warheads are. It's much harder to teleport items without sending myself through time and space too, but I send all of the warheads one by one to Leo and Lucas. It takes a bit out of me to accomplish this, and I almost wish for my hellhounds.

      And then, they’re here beside me.

      “Demonfang! Shadechomp!” I whisper loudly. “You two hungry? See those cables? Gnaw on them.”

      With the help of my hellhounds, we have the computers all destroyed, the fire relatively contained, and I head back to the castle with my hellhounds in tow.

      “That’s a start,” I announce, eyeing the warheads in a nice near stack.

      “You’re the first to bring any back,” Leo says.

      “Don’t forget, though,” Lucas says. “That Russia has even more nukes than the United States does.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” I wave my hand around and then shake a finger at my hellhounds. “You two need to stay put. Do you hear me?”

      Demonfang actually growls at me.

      Shadechomp won’t look at me with either head.

      “Please?” I beg Leo.

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      And off I go again, this time to Oak Ridge, Tennessee and the Y-12 National Security Complex.

      After my earlier heist, the number of guards and security here at the place is top-notch, and I have to get my hands a bit dirty. I’m proud that I sedate most of the people and don’t kill anyone by the time I nab them all.

      The next location… Yeah. It’s not such a cake in the walk. I end up getting shot, my arm broken, and my jaw hangs down.

      Not fun.

      I have no choice but to give as well as I’ve been taken for. While I don’t kill anyone, I break a few bones, nothing serious, and I do shoot a guy in the knee. I feel bad about that since he probably won’t ever walk again. Can a knee replacement help? I hope so. In fact, I feel so badly that I consider trying to heal him, but my jaw needs to be fixed, and I’m bleeding everywhere, and I need to heal myself, not him. He’ll survive, and I still have a ways to go yet.

      In the end, I make it out of there alive, but I’m still in need of healing when I head back to the Mexican castle. Larissa is there, the slacker, taking a break since acquiring a few warheads, but I can’t complain because she drains the life of one of the massive trees growing in the courtyard to heal my jaw.

      “Thank you,” I murmur. It doesn’t even hurt to talk.”

      She shakes her head. “You’re going to bite off more than you can chew.”

      “I’ll just chew a bazillion times before I swallow.”

      “Won’t be enough. You’ll still choke to death.”

      “Nah. I’m going to die in my sleep.”

      She snorts. “A peaceful death like that is too boring for the likes of us.”

      “Oh, yeah? How do you want to go out?”

      “Demons aren’t known for feeling peace, right?” she murmurs. “But I do. I feel at peace with water, which is really bizarre since we’re demons and our natural affinity should be fire, but… When I swim, when I take a bath…”

      “When you shower?” I suppose.

      She shakes her head. “I never shower because that’s not enough water. I feel at peace in the water. Maybe… I don’t know. This is probably ignorant of me to think so, but…”

      “Go ahead,” I urge even though I’m sure at this point, if any of our siblings were to see us, they would think we were both slacking.

      "What if we're the reincarnation of Lucifer's sons and daughters? What if I already died by drowning?"

      “Then wouldn’t you be deathly afraid of water?” I counter.

      “I suppose.”

      “No. Maybe your affinity toward water has to do with your mother,” I say softly.

      Larissa stiffens.

      “A demonic water being…” I shrug. “What if you hail from Ceto’s line?”

      “If that’s the case, I feel cheated.” She pats her dark strands. “Why don’t I have snakes in my hair?”

      I shudder. “You want to turn men to stone if they meet your gaze? How can you find a husband then?”

      Larissa laughs. “Like any of us are going to land ourselves husbands.”

      “If we win…”

      “If we win,” Larissa says. “I haven’t thought about what I’ll want to do if we win.”

      “Come on,” I say. “You head to your next place, and I’ll go to mine, and we can compare notes later about what we want to do. How does that sound?”

      “Sounds like you’re the older sister and not me,” she grumbles.

      “Hey, the sooner we finish, the closer we’ll be to victory.”

      Larissa grins. “I like the sound of that!”

      And she teleports away.

      And I do the same even though my arm is still broken, and I forgot about the gunshot wound too.

      Thankfully, that makes this location easier because the guards there are frantic to help me, thinking someone else is here after their nukes, and I use their confusion to drain just a teensy amount of life from each of them so that I’m wholly healed and they only have mild headaches.

      Oh, and they have no warheads either.

      Whoops.
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      It takes us three days to gather them all. It’s a feat worthy of celebration, and we actually do celebrate. The hellhounds are grilling some cows for us so we can have the freshest steak possible when my phone rings.

      “Marlon?” I ask, stepping away from everyone. “What’s going on?”

      “Did you have anything to do with every single nuclear warhead in the world going missing?”

      “Maybe.” I grin.

      “Nice job,” he says, but his tone’s a bit flat.

      “What’s going on?” I repeat, my heart sinking.

      “So you don’t know.”

      “Know what?”

      “A worldwide famine is starting.”

      I glance around at all of the food my siblings and I have waiting for our feast. It’s a ton of food, but not nearly enough for anyone to claim that we started a global famine.

      But a global famine…

      “Has there ever been a worldwide famine before?”

      “If your question is more about whether or not this is natural… it’s not.”

      My hand covers my mouth, and I hang up.

      My gaze seeks out Lara's. She's standing off to the side, alone, looking a bit out of place, which makes sense. She doesn't eat nearly as much as a person should. If she were human, she would have died years ago. Only her demonic nature has allowed her to live for so long on so little sustenance.

      “Why are you staring at me?” Lara asks.

      My siblings stop their talking and cheering and hooting and hollering.

      I don’t want to accuse her. After all, maybe this is what Leo and Lucas wanted her to go. Maybe they thought that starving Lucifer’s army would help to cripple him, but no. Just no.

      I ignore Lara and turn to Logan. “Where did you get the cows?”

      “From a farm,” he says proudly. “One in Texas. Don’t they say everything is bigger in Texas? Biggest cows I’ve ever seen.”

      “How many other cows on that farm?” I ask.

      “None. Just the two I took. Why?”

      “And did you see many other animals there?”

      “Not really, but I wasn’t looking. Why?”

      By now, everyone but Lara is crowding around me.

      I blow out a breath. “Lara? What have you been up to?”

      She scowls. “A whole lot of nothing. I tried to get Leo and Lucas to include me since they didn’t send me anywhere, but no.”

      “You guys didn’t assign her anything?” I ask them.

      “Why do you need to ask them to confirm?” Lara asks hotly.

      “You don’t have to be so angry,” Lani says.

      “Oh, that’s rich, coming from you,” Lara spits out. “Just say what it is you’re thinking, Lydia. What do you think I did or didn’t do?”

      I hold up my phone. News article after news article talks about the famine, about how there isn’t enough food, that people will start to die if nothing is done to stop it, how the famine touches every country in the world.

      “It’s impressive,” I mumble, “but… maybe not in our best interest.”

      “Of course it’s not in our best interest!” Lara says. “Lucifer’s the one involving humans. We don’t want that—Wait. You didn’t think… You thought I did this?”

      “This is kind of your thing,” Landon says.

      “No way!” Lara shakes her head. Her short black hair fans out, whipping her cheeks. “I did not do this. I swear I didn’t.”

      “Like we can believe you.” Lance huffs a breath out his nose. “You’re a demon, sis.”

      “We all are, but we’re all in this together,” Lara says. “Lydia, you have to believe me.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I believe you, but here and now, we all have to make a pledge that we won’t do anything this major without consulting all of us first and having all of our agreement, yes?”

      We all agree, but Lena is scowling at Lara like mad.

      “What can I swear on that will make you believe I didn’t do it?” Lara asks Lena.

      “This is what you’ve always wanted, right?” Lena demands.

      "Yes, but…" Lara holds out her hands and presses them to her sister's. "I swear that once this is all done and over with, I will eat more. I know that you wish for me to, and I will."

      “That doesn’t help any of us now,” Logan calls out.

      “We weren’t talking to you,” Lena snaps. “You know I sometimes gorge only because I can’t stand for food to go to waste, and it goes to waste because you don’t eat any.”

      “That won’t ever happen again,” Lara promises, “but for now… famines start because of droughts more times than not. If you’ll excuse me…”

      Lara heads to the center of the courtyard. She holds up her hands, and she starts to do a rain dance.

      She’s not the only one who can manipulate the weather. My siblings and I join her, screaming, and while our screams do trigger lightning and thunder, there’s not a single drop of water.

      That doesn’t stop Lara from trying. For hours, she tries to counter and turn back the effects of the famine.

      Unsurprisingly, there’s nothing she can do, and that is proof enough for any of us with lingering doubts to realize this had not been her doing after all.
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      Despite the acquisition of the warheads, the war continues on. The United States has sent troops eastward to China, bulking Asia's military might so that Asia won't be taken over. Australia sends troops as well, as does South America.

      But that leaves Africa in a very tight spot. And maybe it's because of the presence of the United States troops, but Lucifer surprises the rest of the world by heading away from the landmass that is almost entirely his and descends into Africa. By the time the United States and the Americas and Asia and Australia realize what's going on, he's already captured Libya, Egypt, and Sudan, pushing both up to Tunisia and Algeria and down into Chad.

      Honestly, I don't know what would be best for the United States and its allies. Should they try to save Africa? Or is that continent doomed?

      Because of the war, the cost of everything is rising. Inflation is hitting the people hard. With the famine on top of that, there’s even more death. The daily death toll is higher and higher each day.

      My siblings and I are baffled. We honestly don't know what to do. What can we do? The humans think he's the next Hitler or else the second coming of the Messiah or even the first Messiah, the only one ever promised to them. People look for strength in their leadership, and he has all kinds of strength, including militant.

      My siblings and I debate heading to Africa.

      “And how can we face an army of thousands and thousands?” Lance argues.

      “But if we can use our paranormal army,” Leo brings up again.

      “For the last time, no. We can’t risk that,” I say firmly.

      “We can trick the humans into thinking that we have the numbers to take them on,” Larissa says. “Even convince them that they have injuries or even that they’re dead so they won’t fight.”

      “I doubt that would work,” Logan counters. “Lucifer is bound to have wards over his human soldiers.”

      This is all we do, grunt and argue and squeal and never get anywhere.

      When there’s a lull in the argument, I turn to Lara. “How’s the famine?”

      “Getting worse by the day,” she admits. “So many are starving.”

      “But not everyone,” Lena adds. “The poor are having the worst time of it. They’re the ones dying. The wealthy somehow still have oil and wine and aren’t affected too terribly.”

      “Yet,” I mutter darkly. “This is going to go on for a long time, a very long time.”

      “It won’t,” Lance says. “We’ll figure out a way.”

      “Because we’ve accomplished so much,” I grumble. “We don’t even know where Lucifer is stationed. We don’t know if he’s using paranormal means on his human army or if he’s somehow gathered them to his cause without the need for that.”

      “He does have a silver tongue,” Lance says begrudgingly. “I wish I had it so easily.”

      “We can’t just continue on like this!” I slam my fist onto the table. “We have to…”

      “What, Lydia?” Lola asks. “What can we do? Lucifer’s even frightening me with the death tolls.”

      “What if we try to help the humans? To stop the bleeding? We can try to get food to the poor people, and—”

      “I’m not sure that’s a long-term solution,” Leo says softly.

      “Then we fight fire with fire,” I declare, throwing my hands up into the air.

      “What do you mean by that?” Lani asks suspiciously.

      “He’s using a human army, isn’t he? We can’t risk using our paranormal army against his human army, but as near as I can tell, we have two options. We can either head to Hell and take it over in his absence… which has to be appealing in a few aspects, and it will certainly cause him to abandon whatever designs he has on Earth…”

      “Or?” Lance asks. He doesn’t seem too keen on that version, and judging by Lucas’s wrinkled nose and sickened expression, he doesn’t like it either. He’s probably thinking about those demons who attacked us.

      “Or we amass our own human army,” I say. “We infiltrate the United States’ military and the military of Canada and Mexico and China and Japan and Australia and anywhere else. We fight our father with humans.”

      Lola shakes her head. “I don’t like that idea,” she murmurs.

      “Why not?” Lena asks.

      “Because. The more people who die and go to Hell, the stronger Lucifer becomes.”

      “That power surge from the atomic bomb…” I glance at my siblings.

      Lola makes a face as if to say that’s what I’m talking about.

      “Don’t you all see?” Larissa murmurs. “There’s no denying it now. The apocalypse that will end the world and result in a new Earth and new Heaven will come and soon.”

      We all fall silent, no one willing to argue with her.

      Finally, I mutter, “Lucifer is ready to end his own life through this despite the prophecy just because he’s that disgusted with us all. He doesn’t care if we all die, if Hell falls. If he can’t have Hell, no one can.”

      “Is that a victory for us or for him?” Lani asks.

      Again, we fall silent. In that scenario, there are no winners, only losers and more losers.
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      When night comes, I don't go to sleep. I've hardly been sleeping lately. For one thing, I'm thankful to be suffering from insomnia because of the horrors I've witnessed. For another, I need to learn as much as I can from Christopher, and the faster, the better.

      The Golden Expanse is my refuge, but the peace I used to experience here is long gone. There's nowhere on Earth, or in Hell for that matter, where I can feel peace. My stomach is never settled, which is just as well because even my siblings and I are hurting for food.

      It never takes long for Christopher to arrive, thankfully. Sometimes, he's here before I am. I think he's trying to meditate or pray or figure out a way for us to get the better of Lucifer.

      Only that might be a failing proposition.

      The Golden Expanse is different at night. There are never any clouds, and the moon’s light seems especially silver, casting haloes on everything and everyone.

      But probably not me.

      Christopher arrives seconds after I do, landing directly behind me. “I thought you might not come tonight.”

      “Why is that?” I ask without looking over my shoulder.

      He strolls around me. “I might have my ways of knowing what you and your siblings were discussing earlier. I thought the discussion would go on into the morning’s light.”

      I stiffen. “How do you know?” I ask desperately. “We have wards set up, and if you have a way through them, if there can be a breach, then it is possible that Lucifer—”

      Christopher opens his hand to reveal a small object. It’s a golden medallion with a carved design that has no meaning for me.

      “What is this?” I ask, not daring to touch it yet still feeling magic remnant from the medallion.

      “It is something Lily gave me.”

      I stiffen that much more. “Ah. Well, then, since you eavesdropped—”

      “I did not eavesdrop,” he protests. “Lily gave me permission—”

      “Lily does not speak for us all,” I say curtly. “You forget who we are. Lily might… tolerate you, but my brothers and my other sisters will not take too kindly to your actions.”

      “You know I wish to help, and I am certain you would side with me against them,” he says firmly. “I am not frightened of your family.”

      “Yet at one time, you said you did not wish to meet any more of them. You seem to be getting along with Lily quite well.”

      “You do not understand,” Christopher murmurs.

      “I do not wish to.”

      “That is unfortunate.”

      An awkward, uncomfortable silence falls, and I roll my shoulders and stretch my arms and chest.

      I close my eyes and allow myself to turn invisible.

      “I can do that too,” Christopher calls.

      I come forth. “I should smite you,” I hiss.

      He chuckles. “Not if I smite you first.”

      “You can smite?” I ask curiously.

      “Yes. Not all angels can, but some are able to.”

      “Angels of death, certainly.”

      “Speaking of angels of death…” He eyes me curiously. “You told me once that you spoke to Brynhild. Now that you know you are her kin, why do you not go and seek her out?”

      “I do not trust my mind, and I do not trust my father.”

      “You think that he does not know you descend from her?”

      “Don’t you think he would have consumed her soul if he did know?”

      “And you’re afraid if you go and seek her out again, he will suspect.”

      "Yes," I murmur. "I know he might be a bit distracted now, but I… As it is, I feel guilty coming here to train. My siblings and I, you know we are lost. We thought there would be a war, yes, but for Lucifer to have involved the humans… We are at a disadvantage when it comes to proceeding with our course against him. Have you any idea?"

      “Do you think I would keep that from you if I had one?” he asks ruefully. “Have you been working on your protective charm? Once you have yours, you can make some for your siblings.”

      I scowl. This is one aspect of angelic magic that continues to elude me.

      “It does not work no matter what I try,” I mumble.

      “Then do I have your permission to make some for you and your siblings?”

      I swallow hard. “And how can I convince them to take them? Angelic protective charms…”

      "You can make them, but time is of the essence. You need to meditate more." He touches his fingertips to my temples. "You worry too much. You're terrified of being part valkyrie, and you do not wish for your siblings to know that about yourself. You are inhibiting your progress.” He chuckles. “I could possess you and, in a way, help you to see what you are capable of.”

      “Angels cannot possess—”

      “We can, albeit only with permission.”

      My jaw drops. “I will not consider such a thing.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because.” I fidget uncomfortably.

      “Very well. Shall we fight then?”

      I close my eyes and shake my head. Sometimes, life feels so utterly pointless.

      “Angels and demons are far more alike than either side likes to admit,” Christopher says softly. “We can both possess people. We can manipulate the weather, shapeshift, smite. So many kinesis—pyrokinesis, biokinesis, electrokinesis, thermokinesis…”

      “Terrakinesis,” I murmur, “and telekinesis.”

      “Clairsentience, dream walking, spell casting…”

      “Only the strongest of demons can do photokinesis.”

      “Can you?” he asks.

      “I haven’t tried.

      “What precisely is that?”

      “Destructive energy that can obliterate a large area.” I give a sardonic smirk. “Not quite atomic bomb level but that is the closest I can say.”

      "The strongest of angels have holy light power. That is not all that different from your photokinesis, as I suppose that energy is in the form of light?"

      I nod.

      “Angels can also conjure,” he adds.

      “Conjure?”

      “We can create matter.”

      “Why have you waited so long to tell me all of this?” I ask. “You have been so worried about protective charms. That’s not enough. A charm will not stop my father. You know this.”

      Christopher nods slowly several times. “So fight me.”

      “You’ll hold back.”

      He claps his hands together. His wings fan out, but at the same time, his hands glow a brilliant light. A ball forms between them, and a beam shoots out that almost sears a hole straight through my chest, only my wings burst out of my back, and I fly up, spinning toward him.

      After Marlon had been hurt by ferrumalum, I sought out a weapon of my own. Most Hellfire-forged blades are poisoned, but mine is not.

      For this battle, I opt for the sword. The edge is jagged, naturally. The heat of Hell is too great for any blade to be perfectly straight, and that heat is buried deep within the blade so that any wound caused by the blade has the skin both burned and cauterized instantly.

      My sword is in my hand, lengthening my reach as I spiral toward him, my wings enfolding around me like a dark cocoon, but I allow his telekinesis to yank the sword out of my hands.

      This is to be a magical fight.

      “Do not use demonic abilities,” he calls out.

      “Half of them are angelic too!” I argue.

      “Use only the ones I can.”

      I plow right into him, my mind racing. I could use biokinesis on him, but that is a terrible one. It can be used for torture, to cause hemorrhaging, and even to stop someone's heart. Pyrokinesis… I don't want to burn him.

      He’s just staying there, beneath me, not fighting back, and I scowl, not enjoying myself at all. With a bit of magic and forceful will, I attempt to invoke terrakinesis, wanting to cause an earthquake to trap him within the earth perhaps, but the land here is solid.

      Frustrated beyond belief, I turn myself over to rage and anger and wrath. Not what Christopher will want, but I try to use photokinesis, but, again, this land is sacred and well protected.

      “Not photokinesis,” he murmurs. “Holy light.”

      “I can’t!”

      “You won’t even try!”

      “I don’t want to hurt you!”

      Christopher shoves me away from him.

      “We should not attempt to train here any longer,” I say.

      “It is the perfect spot. Lucifer cannot stand here.”

      “He can fly above the land,” I argue.

      He grimaces. “But—”

      “You can do terrakinesis.”

      “Maybe I can’t even do it here. It forces you to try other avenues.”

      “But when I fight my father—”

      “Will you?” he asks softly.

      “Yes! You doubt me?”

      The angel chuckles. “By all that is holy, do you think I would nag you so about the protective charms if I thought you wouldn’t?”

      “The charms won’t work,” I protest.

      “Against your father, perhaps not, but he will not fight fair, and against his minions, they should work very well indeed. Charms will give you the means to fight him. Once you reach that point, then you will be on your own.”

      I suck in a breath. “I…”

      “If you want to truly hurt your father, as I know the goal is not to kill him, then you need the element of surprise.”

      “Photokinesis—”

      “He will expect that. He might even be able to control your blast, and you’ll risk your hurting or even killing your siblings if they are around.”

      “And holy light is more controllable?” I ask sarcastically.

      “Through training, yes, it can be. Even the level of its might can be controlled.”

      “What… What precisely is it?” I ask cautiously, not daring to be optimistic.

      “What does it sound like?”

      “Was it what you just did?”

      “No. That was merely an energy blast.”

      “Ah. Holy light sounds like something I can’t do just based on the word holy.”

      Christopher chuckles and shakes his head. "Valkyries have been known to do it. Brynhild herself had. It's not light-based, not like your photokinesis. It's actually a blast of pure energy. It can be far more destructive than an atomic bomb and obliterate anything and everything."

      “I’m grateful that only the strongest of angels have this ability because it sounds too powerful,” I mutter.

      “I’ll work on the protective charms for you all.”

      “My siblings won’t take anything that’s angelic,” I say. “Well, Lily will, but not the others.”

      “You’re a demon,” he mutters as he starts to work, conjuring gold and wood from the air.

      I try to ignore what he’s doing and focus on… What should I be focusing on?

      “You can’t figure out how to convince them to use the charms?” Christopher asks.

      “Are you condoning lying?” I ask, pretending to be scandalized.

      Christopher winks. “Try to use holy light.”

      “On what target?” I ask.

      “On the sky.”

      “The sky,” I repeat dully.

      “Well, I’m not sure you’ll be able to strike a tree here.”

      “So you admit there are limitations to this place!”

      “If the world does seem like it’s going to end, this is where I will be,” he says softly.

      “Not with your friends? Not in Bethlehem?”

      “Not in Bethlehem, no, but you might be here, so I would be with a friend.”

      I swallow hard. I don’t like how close we’re becoming. Lucifer’s bound to find out about the angel and kill him.

      And if Lucifer does that, I might be willing to kill my father after all.
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      I’m exhausted by the time I return to the Mexican castle. I barely collapse into my bed when Lucas shakes me awake.

      “I want to sleep,” I mumble.

      “You’ll want to hear this.”

      “Not likely,” I whine.

      “Now.”

      “Who died and made you boss?” I grumble, but I climb out of my bed. My legs are tangled in the sheet, and if I were human, I would’ve tumbled to the ground, but I merely use my wings to fly and fly all the way to the—oh, we aren’t heading outside.

      Instead, Lucas leads me to what might’ve been a parlor at one time. Someone’s been busy. This place had been mostly cleared out of furniture, but there are chairs and couches and a flat-screen TV sitting on a clay-colored coffee table.

      And Father’s image fills the screen.

      “As you know,” Lucifer says in his dark, far too smooth voice, “I am the leader of Europe, the Middle East, and Russia. Africa is starting to submit to me as well. What you might not know is that I am tired of fighting. For there to be peace, perhaps there can be a means for that, such as… a global government.”

      A glass strikes the TV, breaking it.

      Lani shrugs. “Whoops.”

      “If he gains control of the entire world,” Leo starts.

      “That won’t happen,” Lance says. “We need to gather the humans. Have a separate army.”

      “Do you think we have the strength and might to conceal the appearances of the shifters and the other paranormal beings so we can have one army?” Larissa asks.

      “We might be able to do that, but flying creatures who will pick up people and throw them and the claw marks and the bites…” I shake my head. “We’ll need two separate armies.”

      “Lucifer will rue the day he tried to invade all of the world,” Lucas fumes.

      “You’re just jealous,” Lance says.

      “I am,” Leo admits, “although he doesn’t want to see the war through to the end.”

      “Don’t you see?” I hiss. “He truly does want the apocalypse! Isn’t there a period of peace first?”

      “All we have to do to ensure there isn’t an end to the war,” Leo says grimly. “We raise a human army.”

      “You do that. Work on building that army of yours.” I slowly grin. “I have an idea for my next move. Don’t worry. I won’t go alone, but all of you go and form our army.”

      “What are you going to do?” Larissa asks.

      “We have to get moving and now,” Lance says. “We don’t have time to sit around and talk and debate anymore.”

      “I’m not stalling!” Larissa protests. “Our youngest sister wants to go off—”

      “Not alone. I won’t be alone.”

      “One of us should go with you,” Lily says.

      Leo comes over to where Lily is standing behind a couch. “We need to go.”

      And he disappears with her.

      Immediately, I teleport to the Golden Expanse. It’s early morning, so Christopher shouldn’t be expecting me to be here. It takes him fifteen minutes to arrive.

      “Ready to start to try—”

      “Christopher, do you know what my father is trying to do?” I interrupt.

      “Yes.”

      “Then no, I’m not attempting holy light right now. We have to stop him, and I have an idea. Will you help me?”

      “Why do I have a feeling I’m going to regret this?” he mutters.

      “So that’s a yes?”

      “A begrudging one,” he mumbles.

      “Works for me.” I grin.
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        * * *

      

      “Lucifer became lazy,” I tell Christopher as we lay on a roof overlooking a particular building in England. “When he came to the Middle East and first started to take control of the countries there, he killed the leaders publicly. He wanted to establish a presence and spark fear in the hearts of his enemies. By the time he started to expand his conquest into Europe, he merely captured the previous leaders.”

      “You want us to free them.”

      “Not just free them.” I rub my hands together. “We’re going to try to reinstate the leaders he overthrew back to power.”

      “He won’t like that at all.”

      “Of course not,” I say.

      “The people might not even want the old leaders back in power,” Christopher warns.

      I suppress a groan. “Who would’ve ever thought that there’s such a thing as a pessimistic angel?”

      “You’re far too optimistic for a demon,” he counters.

      “I’m a realist,” I argue.

      He snorts. “More like an opportunist.”

      I open my mouth to disagree and then shrug. “Eh. Maybe.”

      “How many leaders are in there?” Christopher asks.

      “The leaders of England, Ireland, and Scotland. Oh, maybe Wales too.”

      “So he has different spots for the different rulers?”

      “Of course.”

      “And they all have heavy guards.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “They’re demons,” Christopher observes.

      “Yes, but they might not shift to their demon forms.”

      “We can’t count on that,” Christopher mutters. “They might be willing to use memory manipulation to make any of the people nearby forget.”

      “We can’t delay.”

      I point to the roof behind the one where the leaders are held captive and teleport to it. Christopher joins me there a second later, and I jump down. Telekinesis has the pins moving so that the door unlocks, and I walk inside.

      Christopher is close behind me, and I sneak up behind a demon and slash his throat. He gurgles slightly as I lay him to the ground.

      “Necessary?” Christopher mutters.

      “He gave me a funny look once.”

      The angel gapes at me.

      “He first tried to touch me somewhere I didn’t want him to, so I kicked him somewhere he didn’t want me to. That was what inspired the funny look.” I wink at Christopher.

      He shakes his head and mumbles something I don’t catch.

      The leaders are in the basement. Kind of cliché, but, eh, Lucifer does have a lot of plates in the air right now.

      The demons rush us, and yes, they’re in demon form down here. Christopher and I attack them when a woman shouts, “They’re going to kill us!”

      I mutter a curse and shove back the demon I’ve been fighting. Sure enough, two demons are heading for the hostages, all tied and bound to chairs in the center of the room.

      “Christopher,” I call. “Wings!”

      He spreads out his wings, and I grab the closest one. Yes, that cuts my hands, but I spin him around, slicing the demons into two above the heads of the captive former rulers as if Christopher is a spinning blade instead of an angel. Blood coats the walls, spraying everywhere.

      Once the last demon slumps to the ground, I release Christopher.

      One of the male leaders has fainted, but they all appear unharmed.

      Christopher and I untie them, and I go to touch the woman’s forehead to take away her memories of the demons, but my palms burn.

      “Heal yourself,” Christopher murmurs in my ear. “Without draining life from anyone else.”

      I scowl at him, but at least he takes over helping the humans to no longer be terrified by the memories of the demons and their bloodied rescue, although I do wonder if he makes it so they can’t see the blood coating everything.

      It takes more effort and time than I would care for, but my one palm finally heals. Christopher grins and heals my other one for me.

      “Good,” he beams.

      “But not good enough.” I eye the four leaders. “Do we try to reinstate them into power or—”

      “Power?” the man who fainted asks. “There’s no power to be had. That man… He’s a fiend.”

      “You have no idea,” I mumble.

      “He said he would kill our families if we tried to break free,” the woman says.

      “If you would rather us find your families and hide you away until this is done and over with—”

      Another man snorts. “As if this nightmare will ever end.”

      “It’s always darkest before the dawn,” Christopher states.

      "There are no windows in this room," Snorting Man says grimly. "We haven't seen dawn, and we won't. They'll come for us no matter where you stash us."

      “We can protect you and your families,” I try to assure them.

      “Save my family,” the man who hasn’t spoken up yet states. They all have slight accents differing from Christopher and those I’ve spoken to mostly in the United States, but his is really interesting. “I would rather be given back my country. I want to give that bastard what’s coming to him.”

      “I’d love for you to try,” I tell him, clapping him on the back.

      I assured my siblings I wouldn’t go alone, but we do split up now. I bring the man to Scotland and the woman to Ireland so they can attempt to regain control of their people and wrestle some power back from Lucifer. In both instances, I have to fight some demons, but my fighting inspires the humans, and I’m able to give both leaders a fighting chance.

      Christopher joins me in Ireland and that battle, and once we’ve won, Christopher pulls me aside.

      “I have some bad news.”

      “What? You weren’t able to get the leaders and their families to safety?”

      “I was, but Lucifer had the President of France killed. I don’t think any others were—”

      “Then we have to save them all before we can try to reinstate any to power.”

      It’s a battle, almost a war in and of itself, to free the captured leaders. There are plenty more assassination attempts we have to thwart, and the two of us work tirelessly.

      Only I do become tired, and so does Christopher.

      Even so, we keep on going. Once we recovered every leader from Europe and the President of Russia, Christopher grabs my hand and yanks me to the Golden Expanse.

      “We can’t stop,” I protest.

      “We can. We have to.”

      “But—”

      “Can you stop arguing for once?”

      “No,” I say sullenly.

      “You’re ready to collapse.”

      I push him with my finger. He makes a show of falling flat on his back.

      Almost immediately, he sits up. “Lucifer has to realize he made a mistake by lashing out against us and killing the president. The French people are enraged, and they refuse to listen to him. They’re vocally arguing against his call for a global government. France is filled with many paranormal creatures, including ogres, farfadets, gargoyles, and melusines. If my intel is accurate, half had sided with you and half with your father, but now, all of them and France’s humans are all against him. He will not be willing to make that same mistake again.”

      “But he’s pushing into Africa more,” I protest.

      "No. His calling for the global government means he supposedly wants peace. He cannot make further advancements. The leaders of those African countries live. I have asked a few friends to go and save them and their families for us."

      “When did you do that?” I gape at him.

      “I do have telepathy,” he reminds me with a grin. “We must eat and sleep. We have to recover our strength.”

      “My siblings—”

      “They all live. They are making great progress.”

      “Telepathy. Are you using telepathy to talk to Lily to know all of this?” I ask, doing my best to stamp out any trace of jealousy.

      “No. There are whispers among many creatures and beings, including the angels, about what you and your siblings are attempting to do.”

      “Not attempting.” I scowl. “We are doing this. We will be triumphant.”

      “Not if you don’t eat and sleep some. You look like a gentle breeze could knock you over.”

      He flicks his fingers toward me, and I fall over as he had. We laugh, and my heart fills full.

      But it shouldn’t.

      There is so much to do yet. More leaders to save. More people to release from Father’s hold.

      “My father… Is he controlling his human army through telepathy? Through possession or other nefarious means?”

      “So far, they fight willingly because they believe in him and his cause. If that belief should waver, if more think like the French people do and turn against him…”

      “He might become desperate,” I say grimly, “and a desperate Lucifer will be very dangerous indeed.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      Once the last of the leaders are taken to safety, I leave them in Christopher’s care.

      “I have to go and see my siblings,” I explain. “I know they’re all right. I can sense that, but I need to see them with my own eyes.”

      “You can go. Of course you can go,” he says. “I won’t hold you back from them ever. What do you want me to do if some of them wish to be reinstated to power?”

      I grimace. It’s been hard for France especially, but Ireland and Scotland, where we reinstated the previous leaders before Lucifer took over the countries, have been constantly harassed by mobs and riots. No doubt, Lucifer is the one encouraging the violence even as he makes more and more claims that all he wants is peace. He tries to use the mobs and riots as demonstrations that he and he alone can unite the world and bring peace to every conflict.

      Yeah. Okay. Sure.

      “What do you think?” I ask Christopher.

      “I think we should not infringe on their free will.”

      “I agree,” I say slowly, “but we also have to be mindful that it does not result in even more death and mayhem. The more people die and go to Hell, the stronger Lucifer will become.”

      “I know,” Christopher says, his tone soft, “but the Earth isn’t his. It doesn’t belong to him, and it doesn’t belong to us either. It belongs to the humans.”

      “What if… What if all of the sages and oracles and everyone who ever had a vision about the humans learning about the supernatural community… What if they were wrong?”

      “You think it wouldn’t spark the war that causes the apocalypse?”

      “It might cause a war, yes, but maybe not doom the world in the process.”

      “If your father has his way, we won’t have to worry about any of that.”

      I swallow hard. “If you do reinstate any of them, do not do it alone.”

      “Of course not. Safety in numbers and all of that.” He winks.

      I want to hug him, but I refrain, afraid that I won’t let him go, and I’m that much of a coward that I opt to not even say goodbye and head to the Mexican castle.

      Lola and Lani are inside that parlor room. They give me wan smiles from where they sit on a plush couch.

      “Lani smiling?” I tease. “The world really is coming to an end.”

      “We’re operating in shifts,” Lola explains.

      “We should be sleeping,” Lani says.

      “We’ve been talking instead.”

      “What about?” I ask, motioning for them to scoot over so I can sit between them. Directly in front of us is the busted TV.

      “What we want to do once all of this is done and over with.”

      I smirk and extend my arms on the back of the couch. “And?”

      Just then, Lance, Leo, and Lucas all arrive. They’re all winded, and Leo’s sportscoat—yes, my brothers are all still wearing suits because that’s all they ever wear—has been ripped.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, jumping to my feet.

      “Where are the others?” Lance asks my sisters. “Bring them here.”

      Lola and Lani disappear, and Logan and Lucas join us.

      “What is going on?” I demand, hating that no one is answering this important question.

      “Why isn’t Landon with you?” Lance grinds out.

      “He was your partner, wasn’t he?” Logan asks.

      “Yes, but he was supposed to go and bring you guys here,” Lance says. “I went and got—”

      My sisters all return—Lola, Lani, Lily, Lena, and Lara. Landon’s the only one unaccounted for.

      I close my eyes and open them almost immediately. “I can’t sense him.”

      And then I could.

      In the courtyard.

      The others must be able to as well because we all race there.

      Landon’s there.

      Beaten almost to a pulp.

      Barely standing.

      If it weren’t for the clawed hand holding him upright, Landon would be on the ground.

      And that clawed hand belonged to none other than Lucifer himself.

      My heart’s in my throat, and I can’t say anything.

      “Leave him go,” Lance shouts.

      “Ah, Lance.” Lucifer chuckles, but he does release his hold on Landon. My brother starts to fall to the ground, but Leo teleports there and then away with him.

      “You wanted me to think for myself,” Lance says, lifting his chin. “I have. I’ve been.”

      “And this is what you want. What all of you want.” Lucifer holds out his hands as he takes a step forward. “I don’t have to use my power or my magic in order to defeat you all. Just as Landon.” He tilts his head to the side. “If Landon wakes up, that is.”

      Logan starts forward, his hand clenched into a tight fist, but I grab his arm.

      For the first time, Lucifer turns his head toward me, but he hasn’t looked directly at me yet. He has all of the others but not me.

      “You want me,” Lucifer says calmly, holding his arms down at his side as if he’s defenseless.

      We’re not gullible.

      But we also aren’t heartless.

      Lucifer might have killed Landon. Leo hasn’t returned yet.

      Wrath causes the hairs on my arms to rise, and I reach for Lani’s hand. She looks at me and nods, and we drop hands and charge him. Lani goes up top, toward his head, and I headbutt him.

      But Lucifer’s body is hard as a rock. You’ve heard of abs of steel? He legit feels like steel, and my neck aches terribly from the blow.

      And Lucifer just knocks Lani aside as if she’s a feather.

      We all converge on him, fighting him. Other than some of my siblings converting to their demon or demoness forms, none of them use any magic against him.

      He said he didn’t have to use his magic against us.

      That doesn’t mean we can’t.

      With a wild scream that should trigger lightning and thunder, I let out a fiery ball. Pyrokinesis has always been a favorite of all demons, but I also launch my golden energy orbs as well. Glowing fiery orb of energy after fireball after glowing fiery orb of energy.

      But not one of them makes it through my siblings trying to rip our father apart. Lucifer just laughs like the madman he is as he blows out my fires, and as for my energy orbs, he seems to somehow use his eyes to redirect them in the direction he looks.

      Which means he sends them hurling toward my siblings, and I have no choice but to attempt to call the energy back into me, which is so utterly painful it's as if I have been struck by the blasts myself.

      I stagger to the ground. Lola’s there. There’s a gaping hole where her cheek should be so now her skull truly is visible.

      Horrified, I help her sit up. “Drain his life,” I hiss in her ear.

      “I don’t want his life in me,” she whispers back harshly, jerking away from me, and I realize she’s been clawed to the bone to reveal some of her ribs as well.

      She’s bleeding so very badly despite the wounds being partially cauterized, and I want to heal her, but I can’t. Demons can’t heal without draining life, and if I drain my own life right now, I won’t have the strength to fight. Healing the angelic way would tip my hand, so I have no choice.

      “I’m sorry,” I murmur. My hands burst into flames as if I’ve been playing with my hellhounds, and I touch her wounds, searing them shut.

      Lola doesn’t even scream. She just surrenders to the pain.

      As I stand, I wince. Not because I’m knocking on death’s door, which I am, but my thoughts of the hellhounds have them here with me.

      With a flick of his left arm and then his right, Lucifer forces the rest of my brothers and sisters away from him, either flat on their backs and down for the count or else on their knees.

      “Well, well, well, what do we have here? A girl and her hellhounds. Runts, all three of them. Five heads between them but not one of them has any brains.”

      I’m wrath. I’m proud, and I’m envious. I’m ready for a conquest, and I want Lucifer’s death more than anything.

      I’m as demonic as I’ve ever been.

      But I’m powerless against his might and power, and I know I won’t be able to defeat him as a demoness. No. It would have to be as an angel.

      No. As a valkyrie.

      An angel of death.

      I need the power of holy light. Only I don’t have it. I know I don’t.

      And I don’t know if I ever will.

      Lucifer burst out laughing. He holds up his arms. His entire body bursts into flames, and then he explodes into hundreds of bats that fly toward us before teleporting away one by one.

      My hellhounds race to the spot where Lucifer had been, barking and snapping at each other as if they think the other is to blame for losing their prey.

      “Landon,” Larissa murmurs.

      “Is he…” Lola can’t even bring herself to say the word, and that’s her thing.

      I whistle, and my hellhounds bound inside the castle. We trail behind them to the parlor. Leo looks like he’s close to death too, and my heart almost aches at the sight.

      He used drain life on himself to heal his brother.

      All of us are beaten badly. So badly that Larissa goes out and brings to the castle fairies who have sided with us so they can heal us. She’s really been pulling her weight, and I love that she’s standing out more and more instead of being like a sloth all the time.

      We're silent as all of Lucifer's offspring sit around the massive dining room table we put into the mess hall. There's sparse food throughout the table for us to eat. Yes, the famine is still going on.

      “So much for the wards we put up,” Lena mumbles.

      “That’s my fault,” Landon says miserably. “He captured me and gave me no choice but to bring him here."

      “So the wards are no longer effective against him?” I ask.

      “I think we have to assume that.” Landon hangs his head. “I’m sorry.”

      “I hope that means that we can assume the wards worked up and until that point,” Lara says.

      “All we have to do is find a new headquarters,” Lola says.

      “Yes, that’s fine and dandy, and we should,” I say, “and we will, but let’s just eat in peace.”

      Lance narrows his eyes at me. “Why don’t you want to discuss how he clearly held back?”

      “Yes, Lance, I think we all know he was clearly toying with us,” I grumble.

      “And the war we want to wage against him will only make him stronger.” Lance slams his fist onto the table.

      Leo clears his throat. “Maybe… What if we give him what he wants?”

      “The global government? Why would we want to do that?” Lily asks. She chose her seat after I picked mine, and she’s nowhere near me. Is she avoiding me? Possibly.

      Am I avoiding her? Also possible.

      “Because then there would be peace,” Leo says.

      “Not real peace, and it would mean Lucifer won,” I say. “That’s not happening.”

      “It’s the only way to ensure he doesn’t become any stronger,” Leo argues.

      “He’s not wrong about that,” Lucas says.

      “But we become stronger too,” I protest. “All of us united against him will be enough.”

      Landon snorts. “He caught me off guard, yes, but I tried to fight back. With everything I had. All of my magic and physical prowess. Did you see a scratch on him? No. There’s nothing we can do against him now, not even all of us.” He lifts his chin. “The ten of you went against him together. How did you guys fare? Oh, that’s right. You needed healers too.”

      The rest of the meal we eat in silence, and we head to an abandoned, and humans believed to be haunted, castle in Europe. Yes, it's technically in Lucifer's domain, but we're feeling daring.

      Or maybe we’re just feeling resigned.

      How can we win?

      And if we lose, if the world is doomed, it’s all on me.

      It’ll be my fault.

      All because I wanted to wage war on my father and try to make the world a bit brighter.

      Lucifer’s the morning star that fell.

      He’s going to be eclipsed.

      He’s going to fall again.

      Maybe, he'll never see another morning.

      Honestly, though, all of that is far more likely to happen to me.
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      Christopher and his helpers—probably more angels—have reinstated a few more leaders, all of them allies of the United States. While some of Africa has basically thrown up their hands in despair and cling to Lucifer’s promised peace, North and South America alike are all no way.

      “You convinced the President of the United States to let us have control of their entire military?” I ask, gaping at Leo.

      My brother’s smile is grim. Before Lucifer’s visit to the Mexican castle, Leo would give huge, wide grins that would probably make most women swoon. This smile is hardly a smile at all.

      I so hate what Lucifer has done to us all.

      “Yes,” Leo says. “He listens to his daughter, and his daughter seems to have seen a few things. I think she’s friends with someone named Rebel?”

      I smirk. That explains a lot. I haven’t met Rebel face-to-face, and I might not ever, but I respect her, and she might be the only human I respect. She’s young, maybe a little older than I am, but she’s retired from her job as a supernatural bounty hunter.

      “So the president might or might not know about us?” Lucas asks.

      “Who knows?” Leo shrugs. “That doesn’t matter. We have their army and the humans we convinced to fight along with us from across the globe. Now, what do we do with them?”

      “We attack,” I say dourly.

      “Where?”

      We pour over the map laid out over the massive dining room table.

      “I don’t know what devilry Lucifer used to be able to capture Russia, but we aren’t going to be able to reclaim that easily. Not with how huge it is. For all I care, we leave Russia for last,” I say.

      “Africa doesn’t have a huge presence of his devoted followers,” Larissa says.

      “Yes, but when we went there,” Lola says, “they didn’t want to fight with us either. They truly only want peace.”

      “Me too, Africans,” I murmur. “Me too.”

      “Well, we have the Americas,” Lucas says. “We should head to Europe. Combine our might with our fractions there and reclaim Europe and then the Middle East. Once we have that much of the world back, we can launch everything at Russia before heading to Africa.”

      “You act like Lucifer is going to sit back and let us do this,” Leo says. “This will be a personal affront to him, an act of war. He won’t take to it kindly, and he’ll push back. He has huge numbers.”

      “So don’t we?” I ask.

      “It’ll be a massive world war,” he mutters.

      “And you know what war means,” Lola says.

      More war means more death which means more souls for him, which means more power.

      “Yes, well, Lucifer hasn’t been fighting at all, has he?” I ask.

      Landon snorts.

      “Outside of us,” I amend sheepishly.

      “He hasn’t,” Logan says.

      “Ah,” I say, leaning forward, “but we will.”

      I glance around at my siblings, all of them nod, Landon the first one to do so.

      “Do you think it’ll draw him out?” Lena asks.

      “I hope so,” Landon growls.

      “We don’t know how to defeat him,” I remind them. “We don’t know how to capture him.”

      “I wish we could just kill him,” Lola says.

      We all stare at her.

      “What?” she asks innocently. “I know we can’t, but still, wouldn’t that solve all of our problems?”

      "Not hardly." I shake my head. My stomach twists into knots. "He can't die, but we can. We have to be smart about this. All of us. Okay? No one goes in guns-ablazing. I don't want there to have to be fairy bards in Hell going around and singing about your glorious death."

      “Who wants a glorious death?” Landon shudders.

      We all laugh.

      I roll my eyes. “Glorious doesn’t have to have a heavenly connotation to it,” I protest.

      “There’s nothing heavenly about any of this,” Lily says glumly.

      I eye her curiously, but I don’t approach her, and I don’t ask.

      “The angels.” Lance jumps to his feet, grabs his cup, and slams it to the ground. He stomps on it. “The angels won’t even consider helping us.”

      “You’ve asked?” I’m shocked.

      “I have asked.”

      Lily snorts. "Maybe they are helping, but they're too prideful to let us know. What do you think, Logan? That sounds about right?"

      “Angels do have a lot of pride,” Logan agrees, “and they wouldn’t want anyone to know about their siding with us, so… in theory… Lily might be right.”

      Lily broadly grins. “See?”

      “Might be isn’t the same as actually being,” Lance argues.

      “Enough. We have a plan of attack.” I stand. “We’ll fight here.”

      I point to Portugal, along the coast, near Spain.

      "We'll press onward and claim the land as we go. It'll be slow going, and we might…" I blow air out of my nose. "We need to minimize losses on both sides," I say.

      ‘How can we do that?” Larissa asks.

      “What did you like to do before all of this?”

      “Lie in my bed and think,” she says.

      “Sleep,” I supply.

      “You want us to sedate instead of smite the enemy,” Lance says.

      “Unconventional, but the more death…”

      “We could kill any souls bound for Heaven,” Lance suggests. “That’ll be a blow to Lucifer.”

      “Why would we do that?” I argue.

      They all stare at me.

      “I mean, seriously, Lance.” I laugh. Yes, it’s fake. Oh, well. “How many souls bound for Heaven do you think have fallen under Lucifer’s sway and have not been converted to being destined to Hell?”

      Lance bursts out laughing. “You’re right, Lydia. You’re right. Just a thought.”

      “A foolish one,” Leo teases.

      “Yeah, yeah.” Lance waves a hand. “Fine. We try to attack and regain land without killing. That will make things even harder.”

      "There's also possession," Lily murmurs. "We can possess some of Father's men to force them to turn to our cause."

      “Most likely Lucifer will have protected them against that, and possibly against the sedation, but we can try that if it comes to it,” Lucas says.

      “Then we are all settled?” I ask.

      “We just need to know who is in the vanguard and who is in the rearguard,” Leo states. “Obviously, I should be in the vanguard.”

      “Me too,” Lucas and I say at the same time.

      Lance eyes me, and I stare him down until he nods. “I will be in the rear,” he says.

      Lola, Lara, and Lena round out the rest of the vanguard. Lara’s still been trying to reverse the effects of the worldwide famine. If she’s using all of her magical might, she can force crops to grow, but the moment her magic fades away from the soil, the crops wither and die.

      The others adjourn. We’ll leave at dawn. Soon, only Logan and I remain at the table.

      Logan licks his plate.

      “Ah, I see you aren’t too proud after all,” I tease.

      He shrugs. “What do you want to bet Lucifer’s belly is full?”

      “Oh, I’m sure of it.”

      “It’s not far,” he mutters.

      “Life has never been fair.”

      “I mean the famine.”

      “He’s probably eating food from Hell.”

      “Hmm. There’s a thought.”

      “Logan,” I say warningly, “we’ve all agreed it wouldn’t be smart to head to Hell.”

      “I know, but it can’t hurt. A quick teleportation in and out to get some food. We’re all starving.”

      “Yes, and so are the armies.”

      “Maybe not his.”

      I flinch. “The amount of food you’re talking about…”

      Logan holds out his hand, elbow on the table. He shuts his eyes, and then a pomegranate appears in his hand. A devilish grin crosses his face.

      “Did you just swipe that from Hell?” I ask.

      His eyes dance, and my brother looks positively impish.

      “Even better.” He takes a bite out of it. Juice sprays everywhere and trickles down his chin.

      I lift my eyebrows, waiting.

      Logan chuckles. “I stole it straight from Father’s plate.”

      “You’re a real devil, aren’t you?” I ask, swatting his shoulder. “I can’t believe you!”

      “And I can’t believe you.”

      I blow out a breath at his sudden serious tone. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. You think we can pull this off?”

      “We have to.”

      “A lot of lives will die despite our efforts.”

      “We don’t have a choice,” I insist.

      He shrugs. “I suppose you’re right.”

      “Hell yeah I am,” I say with a lot more confidence than I feel.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We press into Portugal with our army. Lucifer meets us. Not the devil personally, but his forces. We gain a few feet, and they drive us back one or two. It’s an awkward, slow, painful dance made even more difficult because we don’t aim to kill.

      It takes a month to free both Portugal and Spain. It certainly helps that France is Spain's neighbor, so we could press in on both sides.

      But Belgium and Germany fight us fiercely, so very fiercely.

      This is war, all right.

      This is war.
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      A stalemate. For two weeks now, we’ve been trying to break soil in Germany, and they haven’t given us an inch.

      Weary, I sit in the trenches, taking my gun apart and putting it back together again. For the human war, I’ve been using magic mostly, but I have been using a gun aimed to wound as well. I’m not going to use my Hellfire-forged sword in this battle, not against humans.

      Humans aren’t the true enemy.

      Demonfang and Shadechomp slump next to me. They aren’t nearly as playful as they had been. They’re too worn out themselves. Every day and night that I’ve fought in this war, they’ve been right there, beside me, my faithful companions.

      I love them as much as I love my siblings. And I do love my siblings. At one time, I thought I hated them. Lucifer did plot to have us be easily turned against one another, but they’re my family.

      But Lucifer, he isn't family. He has no family. The Prince of Darkness loves no one but himself and power. That is all he is.

      Leo sits on the other side of Shadechomp. “Maybe you’re hatred.”

      “Me? Lance’s theory is that I’m curious and ambitious.”

      “A person can be many things, but hatred… You hated Lucifer enough that you helped to cause all of this.”

      I wince. “I never intended—”

      “The road to where is paved by good intentions.”

      “Go to Hell,” I say with a laugh, reaching above Shadechomp to swat at Leo.

      “Yes, well…” He huffs out a breath. “Angels are helping us some, aren’t they?”

      “Maybe,” I say cautiously.

      “You keeping Lily away from Christopher.”

      “There’s no reason for me to have to do that,” I mumble.

      “That so? I don’t have to be an incubus to be able to tell when there’s tension between two persons.”

      “You sure about that?” I snort. “There’s nothing between Christopher and me.”

      “Only because you don’t want there to be.”

      “That’s not the case.”

      “So you do want there to be,” he says.

      “What I want is for you to stop talking,” I grumble.

      “You’re keeping him at bay because of fear of rejection? That it? Doesn’t seem too ambitious there. If you have feelings for an angel of all people—”

      I clap a hand over his mouth. “Will you shut your piehole?”

      He lifts his chin to force my hand down. “Can’t be hatred after all.”

      “I don’t… I won’t.”

      “Don’t and won’t are two different things.”

      We’re silent for a moment.

      “Leo?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Why haven’t you found a woman?”

      He blows air out of his nose. “That’s easy enough.”

      “Care to elaborate?” I ask dryly.

      “How can I be certain any woman wants to be with me for me and not because of who I am?”

      “You should want to be with a woman who wants you for who you are,” I protest.

      “I don’t want some devil groupie, some Lucifer worshipper.”

      “Leo, you’re more than just one of Lucifer’s sons.”

      “Right now, I just feel like a rebellious son who is going to get his—”

      “You aren’t going to be beaten,” I insist.

      “Hmm.” He shivers. “It’s getting cold.”

      “It is,” I murmur.

      My entire body turns to ice practically. My arms and legs and even the back of my neck are all covered in goose bumps.

      I’m sitting between my two hellhounds.

      I shouldn’t feel anything close to cold.

      My hellhounds. Demonfang and Shadechomp… they’re hardly moving, slumped up against me, half in my lap.

      “Are they all right?” Leo asks.

      “They’re fine,” I mutter. “I… I need a moment.”

      Leo doesn’t look convinced, but he gets up and walks away.

      I close my eyes and try to reach toward my hellhounds, not with my hands but with my magic, with my angelic magic, and I can sense some darkness within them, but I haven’t a clue as to how to remove it.

      I’m desperate, so very desperate. No matter what I do, I can’t heal them. Even when I drain from myself, it makes no difference.

      Demonic healing isn’t working.

      Angelic healing isn’t working, and even if I bring them to Christopher, wherever he is, what he had done to them clearly has worn off.

      Leo’s wrong. I can’t possibly be hate.

      In an act of what can only be called love, I give both Demonfang and Shadechomp a part of my essence.

      By now, they’re unconscious. When I tried to heal them, they had been barely awake, but now… Are they sleeping?

      Are they dead?

      I sit there all night with them, waiting for the dawn, waiting for some spark of life, serving as a watchwoman all night long even though I had last night and should be sleeping right now.

      When the dawn comes, the fighting continues. I let the first wave of fighters go ahead of me even though I normally lead the charge with my brothers and sisters.

      I haven’t moved a muscle, still waiting.

      Shadechomp lifts one head and then the other.

      Demonfang licks me.

      “Come, boys,” I murmur as I squat. “Let’s get you something to eat.”

      I start to head away from the fighting, but Demonfang bites on the top of my boot and tries to walk toward the fighting.

      “You want to… Aren’t you hungry?” I ask.

      The hellhounds bark. All four heads.

      “I’m hungry,” I grumble, but they’re already surging ahead with the next set of troops, and I have to run to chase after them.

      Somehow, by midday, we’re able to advance and claim Luxembourg. I didn’t even realize, in my ignorance, that there was a country between here and Germany.

      No wonder we hadn’t made any progress there. Geez. I need to brush up on my geography.

      Something seems to have changed, and I know what it is.

      My hellhounds. They’re stronger than ever before, and I think they’re even thinking like I am. They’re knocking enemy soldiers to the ground and standing on their chests so they cannot move. I’ll come up to them and sedate them.

      Yes, sedation works. The possession… I don’t know. I haven’t tried it, and I don’t plan to either.

      The longer the fighting goes on, the more pushback we’re given. Lucifer’s people are loyal to him to a fault, and some of them even kill themselves when we head their way. Lucifer’s claiming he doesn’t want to fight, that he still wants peace, that he has no choice.

      Are the humans buying that? I sure hope not because it’s a load of manure. He doesn’t mind this war at all. He wants the bodies, the souls, the power.

      Whatever he wants, we don't want, and he wants peace more than war.

      He wants the apocalypse.

      He won’t get it.
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      It's not until we've reclaimed Frankfurt that I feel comfortable leaving for a night, with my hellhounds, of course. I doubt I'll let them out of my sight ever again.

      We go to the Golden Expanse, naturally. My hellhounds play and roll around with each other, but once a half hour passes without Christopher making an appearance, I whistle and pat my thighs until my hellhounds rush up to me.

      “I need you two to make targets for me. I need to practice. I know I spent forever and a day teaching you not to do this, but I need you to belch out fireballs.”

      The hellhounds glance at each other.

      “Please?” I beg. “I need targets.”

      They either don't understand, or else they don't believe that I'm asking for this, so I conjure and toss a few fireballs into the air. Before they fall down, I try to blast them with holy light.

      Yeah, I got nothing.

      The hellhounds run off, and I let them go. Maybe I don’t need to worry about a target. I can just try to blast the air.

      Or maybe I need to be scared out of my wits and afraid I’m about to die to tap into that.

      I can’t. I can’t do it.

      But I know someone who can. Or at least someone who had been able to.

      Brynhild.

      My ancestor killed herself, and perhaps because she engineered the death of her love, she descended to Hell. Maybe it had been because she killed the wrong person as a shield-maiden and a valkyrie. I don't know the reasons for her soul's placement, and it's not my business.

      I also don’t even know if she’s in Hell still or if Lucifer devoured her soul.

      My siblings and I agreed to not go to Hell, but I wouldn’t be going alone. In and out. Real quick. A few words, a simple conversation. Brynhild and I already spoke once. She’ll talk to me again.

      I whistle and kneel down to be level with my hellhounds.

      “Listen, boys, we have to go to Hell, but this won’t be fun and games. Do you understand?”

      Shadechomp nods his two heads. Demonfang whines a bit like a child, but when I force his heads to look at me, he yelps and nods.

      “Hush.” I put a finger to my lips, and then I teleport us to the ruins deep within Hell where I found Brynhild the first time.

      The valkyrie isn’t there, but I can sense her. She’s hovering nearby.

      “Brynhild?” I call softly. “Please, I must talk to you.”

      Without warning, she appears before me. “You shouldn’t have come.”

      “You don’t understand. I know who you are, who I am. I know—”

      “None of that matters,” she says dryly.

      She might be a soul, but she possesses dignity and strength. Her hand raises, the movement graceful, as if she's a queen, and a blast of light shines from her palm and strikes something over my left shoulder.

      I whirl around and gasp. A dozen demons stand there, but a dozen more lie on the ground, blood weeping from their wounds. The blast seared straight through the lot of them.

      Holy light!

      And she did it as a damned soul!

      “Brynhild, how did you do that?” I ask, giddy with delight, but she’s disappeared.

      Leaving me with a dozen furious demons.

      I gulp. “Ready, boys?” I whisper, preparing to teleport us out of there.

      But Demonfang lets out some howls and races forward.

      Not to be outdone, Shadechomp charges as well.

      “Of bloody course,” I mumble. “Brimstone and ashes!”

      I follow their lead, and we attack the demons, working as a team. The demons I have no qualms about killing. A few of them I use my sword to hack at their knees so my hellhounds can finish the job.

      Against most of them, I use energy blasts to knock them off balance. My sword cuts off horns and claws.

      One lowers his head and charges, very much looking like a massive red bull. My wings—black on the far side, a purplish color closer to my body—unfurl, and I spin through the air, flying parallel to the burnt-stone ground, hacking and slicing at demons.

      A claw digs into my wings, and I drop my sword as I’m ripped to the left. My demoness comes out in full form—my skin blood-red, mini horns grow near my temples, my feet now hooves, my tail sharp and pointed as is my tongue. My face has to be twisted and more animalistic than normal because I launch myself at the demon who dared to hurt me, and I rake my claws against his chest, his face, his chest again, his stomach, all over his body, front and back until he falls down into a bloody puddle the rocky terrain can’t soak up.

      A silver glint catches my gaze. Shadechomp has my sword in his mouth, and I snap my fingers. With a flick of his one neck, Shadechomp launches the sword into the air.

      It spirals, tip facing up and then down, and I pluck it out of the air, my claws clutching the top. Without hesitating, I throw the sword like it's an axe, and it spears through a charging demon, dragging him back a few steps.

      With my wind, I call the sword back to me, and I fly up high. Out of the dozen demons, eight have been killed so far. Four remains of the original numbers, but five more have joined their dark cause.

      My hellhounds don’t care about the numbers or the odds. My face has to be covered in blood. My body is, but I don’t care. As long as they’re fighting, I will too, and I launch myself back into the fray.

      A demon picks up a boulder and throws it at me. Because I’m a genius, what do I do? I toss my sword into my left hand and punch the boulder with my right. I’m drunk on the power of the death I’m causing, and somehow, it feels good to know I’m slaying the demons Lucifer has left in Hell to protect his throne for him.

      My knuckles and fingers all break, but the boulder somehow flattens. It falls to the ground, rolling a bit, falling unevenly like a coin before dropping to the ground like a stone.

      I fly right up to the demon who threw the boulder. My right hand is in sheer agony, every bone in it broken, but I grit my teeth through the pain as I force the broken fingers to comply and grab his throat, lifting him into the air. As I drained his life, I heal my hand and send the rest of his life force into my hellhounds because they’re sustaining some injuries too.

      Even more demons are coming, as if they’re a mutant, demonic hydra. For every one I kill, at least two more pop up.

      "Want to continue to play whack-a-mole?" I ask my hellhounds?

      Their answer is to blast fire from all four of their heads, forcing the demons away from them.

      “That mean you want to go?” I ask them, amused.

      The fire they blasted forms a half-circle of burning rock around them, the flames climbing high, almost like a wall of fire. They taunt and bark at the demons, daring them to come closer.

      I smirk. They’re toying with them.

      I march over to the flattened boulder and stomp onto it. The boulder flips into the air, spinning, and I snatch it and shove my sword into the gut of the nearest demon. He stares down at the hilt, and I yank off my belt and secure it around the flattened boulder to fashion the boulder into a shield. Then, I slice up with my sword before yanking it out.

      “Thanks for holding it in place for me,” I say with a grin as he slumps to the ground.

      A demon bullrushes me. I plant my feet, and the moment he touches the shield, I start racing toward him, shoving him back and knocking him off balance. He staggers back, and I kick him hard in the stomach to give me enough space to withdraw my sword, and I slash a long line from his shoulder to his opposite hip.

      More demons are coming, though. Of course they are, and although I feel good and want to see if I can cut it as a shield-maiden, I whistle to my hellhounds. Neither of them wants to come to me, which doesn't surprise me, but this is madness. If we continue on like this, we're liable to either become seriously injured or even dead.

      Since they aren't cooperating, the brats, I hack and slice and throw energy orbs to create space so I can reach my hellhounds. Demonfang's mouths are covered in blood. Shadechomp is chomping down on a demon's arm with both of his mouths.

      I touch both of their tails and teleport us out of there and to my room. Here, we should be safe, at least for a moment.

      After grabbing all of my clothes so I won’t have to worry about wearing anything else, I try to sense Brynhild, but no matter what I do, I can no longer feel her presence.

      Does that mean Lucifer got to her as I feared? Or did her using holy light mean that she had been sent to the wrong location? Has she done the unthinkable and left Hell for Heaven?

      I don't know, but just the thought that she might have reached a different destination, one that she might be worthier of, makes me happy, even though that would mean I will never see her again.

      It’s too risky to stay here any longer, so I take my hellhounds and return not to Frankfurt but to Golden Expanse. Dawn is just starting to arrive.

      Christopher doesn’t take long to arrive. He takes in my bloodied sword, my shield, and my hellhounds and says not a word.

      “I might have… I might have done something terribly stupid,” I murmur.

      A shuddering sigh escapes my lips as I fall to one knee. The boulder touches the ground, and I rest my arm along the top of the circle.

      “What did you do?” Christopher asks.

      “I… I went to Hell.”

      He winces.

      “I sought out Brynhild. I wanted to talk to her about holy light. She did it. She used it in Hell! Demons came, and she disappeared, and I can’t sense her anymore. Do you think… Do you think it’s possible… I mean… holy light…”

      “You can do holy light, and you aren’t bound for Heaven,” he says gently.

      “We don’t know that I can,” I protest. “I’ve never even come close. I can almost do photokinesis, which is amazing, but the battles I’m fighting… I would kill too many on my side to do that.”

      “Yes, demons don’t have a means to temper their power,” Christopher murmurs, “and that’s not a slight. It’s the truth, but with holy light, it can be controlled. It can be as powerful as you wish, but it does not necessarily have to obliterate everything.” He pauses. “How many demons came?”

      "A horde of them," I say casually.

      “And you fought them.”

      “Yes.”

      “That might not have been smart.”

      “If Lucifer is gearing up the demons to a frenzy so they can be ready to fight… Do you think he’ll reach the point that he’ll unleash a demon horde here on Earth?”

      “I have no idea what to expect from your father, but I suppose if we consider what we least want to happen, we can be reasonably certain that will happen.”

      I swallow hard. “Not what I want to hear,” I mutter, “but you’re absolutely right. I should go and talk to my siblings. My hellhounds and I had almost been able to handle them. In fact, maybe we would have been able to. Maybe I never should have left Hell. No. No, my siblings have a handle of things up here on Earth.”

      Christopher narrows his eyes. “What exactly are you planning, Lydia?”

      We’ve moved on past playful nicknames. I’m not sure if that’s a good thing, considering how much worry is in his eyes.

      “Don’t you fret,” I tell him. “I’ll be fine. I have a plan.”

      “And just what is your plan?”

      “I’ll be careful, and I won’t be alone. My hellhounds will be with me.”

      “Lydia, when is the last time you had a decent night’s sleep?”

      “Sleep is for the weak.”

      “And a decent meal?”

      “After a while, you get used to eating less.”

      Christopher exhales.

      “I’m sure the angels have plenty to eat.”

      “We do,” he mumbles.

      “And just what have you been eating?” I ask. “Don’t tell me. Manna, right?”

      “What’s wrong with manna?”

      “Other than I’m sure it would burst into flames if it touched my tongue, nothing.”

      “That might not happen,” he protests.

      “It very well might, and besides, unleavened bread isn’t really my thing. I’m more of a meat and potatoes kind of girl.”

      “Manna isn’t unleavened bread,” he insists. “It’s actually rather sweet.”

      “So what is it then?” I ask.

      Christopher grimaces.

      "Hmm?" When he doesn't answer me, I touch his temples and try to use telepathy on him. It's not easy, and I only catch a few of his thoughts, but that's enough to have me drop my hands and back away from him in revulsion. "Plant lice? That's disgusting!"

      “It’s not disgusting,” he argues. “People eat fungi and mushrooms.”

      “Some mushrooms are more fun than others,” I mumble, “but plant lice?”

      “You should try it.”

      “And risk being burned?”

      “I thought fire was something demons like.”

      “Seriously? No one wants a burned mouth.”

      “And what awaits you if you follow through on your plan?”

      “More fighting demons, maybe. That’s not the goal.” A slow smile spreads across my face. “My siblings and I have gotten off to a slow start, but it’s time to bring things back around to what they should have been in the first place.”

      “You need to be careful,” Christopher warns. “The last thing we need is for there to be a war within Hell that could end up mimicking the fighting in Lucifer’s war on Earth.”

      “Or maybe that’s what I want,” I murmur.

      Christopher makes a face. “I’m coming with you.”

      “No. Absolutely not.”

      “You can’t stop me.”

      “Where I am going, you cannot follow,” I argue.

      “You are wrong.”

      “Angels…” I shake my head.

      “Lucifer is a demon, yes, but he remains a fallen angel.”

      “You aren’t fallen.”

      There’s something in his eyes that makes my heart skip a beat, something that makes me wonder if he’s thinking what I’m thinking.

      He’s not fallen.

      Yet.

      But would he fall? Because of me? Do I want that?

      No, I don’t.

      “If you insist,” I declare, “but no more talk about plant lice.”

      “It’s not plant lice,” he protests. “Manna is a secretion.”

      “From plant lice,” I supply.

      He huffs a breath. “You aren’t wrong,” he finally mumbles.

      “Let’s hope I’m not wrong about this plan.”
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      “Turn around,” I tell Christopher.

      “Why?” he asks, not comply. “You don’t want me to see where we’re going? I have a good idea, and we’ll have to teleport there and—”

      “I’m not ready to leave this very second.” I spin around so he can get a good look at my bloodstained and torn clothes. Once I’m facing him again, I nod to the mound of clothes I brought with me. “I want to get changed, and I don’t want you to risk your soul by being tempted.”

      “How kind of you to be concerned about the state of my soul,” he murmurs, “but you forget. I have no soul. When I die—”

      “I know,” I murmur. “You won’t die.”

      He snorts. “That seems highly unlikely given the company I’ve been keeping of late.”

      “Any regrets?” I ask as I toss my duster onto the ground. “I’m getting changed, and I don’t care if you don’t avert your eyes, but…”

      Christopher turns around. “No regrets.”

      The moment I’m changed and adjusting my belt, he turns around. How he knew it was “safe” for him to turn around, I’m not sure. Telepathy? I didn’t feel his presence in my head. Maybe he didn’t hear clothes rustling anymore.

      “Born ready for this?” I ask him, holding out my hand.

      “I wasn’t so much born as came into being,” he says.

      “That’s a lie.” I gasp. “You have parents!”

      “It was a joke.”

      “No, that was a lie. You sounded dead serious!”

      “Lydia, you are unreal.”

      “Thank you. Still… are you ready for this?”

      He grins, and I so want him to say he was born ready for this, but he merely nods and then winks.

      “You’re a brat,” I huff, but I laugh as I whistle my hellhounds over to me.

      Easily, I bring Christopher and my hellhounds with me back to Hell, but not to my room, not to where I usually let Demonfang and Shadechomp play, and not where I just fought the demons.

      No, we arrive at a much different spot.

      I stare at Christopher. He seems to be all right so far, but who knows how long he can last in this forsaken place before he becomes bound to it, unable to escape.

      Angels aren’t meant to be here, no matter what he says.

      I hand him my shield and march right up to Lucifer’s throne. Above me, the “sky” looks like lava. The castle that is Lucifer’s domain has no ceiling, just stone walls. There are chains from the back of the throne that attach to other walls. The back of the throne, above where my head would be if I sat upon it, is a circle with a geometric design within it. Lucifer must’ve alerted his throne some. Before, the back of it had been all sharp and pointed, almost like blades. Now, it’s almost more like a traditional throne, albeit made of stone. A massive fire would sometimes burn directly behind him, giving the illusion that his throne is on fire, but there’s no fire burning there or anywhere else in the wall-less room.

      But even more than the subtle change in décor, another reason has my heart pounding in my throat. There aren’t any demons here.

      Yet.

      Now is my chance.

      I sit on the throne of Hell. Nonchalantly, I cross my legs and hold up my right hand, conjuring a fiery glowing orb of energy. Unfortunately, my energy orbs are not nearly as powerful as the holy light I’m desperate to control and wield.

      Just my being in the presence of his throne room without him here would be enough to irk Lucifer, but for me to sit on his throne, that will infuriate Lucifer. It’ll make his blood fire within his veins.

      It’ll force him to come here.

      That's my goal. I need to draw him away from Earth because he's already grown far too powerful from the war and the famine. He needs to be distracted at the very least.

      No, I’m not ready to face him again, so there is an inherent level of risk to this endeavor.

      But I know the risk.

      And so does Christopher.

      My hellhounds move to stand on either side of the throne, and the three of us face Christopher.

      “Stand here with me,” I murmur to the angel.

      He glances around uneasily and then moves to the side, not near the throne but not far off either.

      The gates to the throne room burst open, and three demons rush inside. Their skin is a bright red color, almost too red. As one, they rush toward me.

      Christopher moves to step between me and the demons, but I use a bit of wind to push against him to let him know I want him to stand aside.

      “Welcome,” I greet the demons. “Balin, Damian, and Fletcher. How good it is to see you.”

      “You will die for your dishonor,” Balin says, spit flying out of his mouth.

      “You will kneel before me and show me respect, or else I will show you the meaning of the word dishonor,” I say coldly as I shift to stand before the throne.

      Balin scoffs, and I control the wind once more, sending a wall of wind straight to his throat. He chokes a bit, and then I use the wind to push down on his shoulders and against his knees until he's bent down after all.

      “Damian, Fletcher, won’t you show me the same level of respect?” I ask sweetly.

      They growl their refusal, but I use telepathy and a bit of manipulation to have them kneeling as well.

      “You may rise,” I tell the demons, even though I continue to have wind press down upon them so they cannot do so. “Tell me. Are demons fighting among each other? Here in Hell?”

      They shift their eyes to look at each other or anywhere but me, and I wait patiently.

      Finally, Fletcher admits, “There has been fighting, yes.”

      “To serve what purpose?” I ask.

      “His.”

      “My purpose should be followed now,” I demand. “Go and stop the fighting.”

      Damian scowls. He struggles against my magic the most out of the trio, and I gesture for him to rise before allowing him to do so.

      “You do not control me,” he snaps.

      “Don’t I?” I ask softly, conjuring that energy orb again. I launch it straight for Damian, using my wind to keep him still and in place, a target dummy almost.

      With a soft whistle, my hellhounds give chase after the energy orb. Shadechomp leaps onto Demonfang’s back, and the hellhound jumps through the energy orb. His body crackles with the energy like lightning throughout his body, and he blows right into Damian’s chest, knocking the demon flat onto his back.

      “Do not devour the poor demon,” I tell my hellhounds, and they return to my side as I sit once more on the throne. “Go and stop the fighting.”

      Balin and Fletcher straighten and hold out hands to help Damian up, but he knocks their hands away and jumps to his feet. The trio flees the throne room.

      I smirk.

      “Lydia,” Christopher says softly, a hint of a warning in his tone.

      “Yes, yes.” I dismiss his concern with a wave of my hand.

      If I act like I’m in charge, the demons will obey. I won’t have to force them to do as I will for long because my will will soon align with their own.

      “I know,” I murmur.

      “You know what you’re doing?” he asks.

      “I know that this is… that I am turning a bit darker than you would like,” I start.

      “This is darker than I am willing to accept. You are forcing them to obey you!”

      "The world is in danger. All of the world, all of her people, and yes, I know that the end result of the apocalypse will be good for you, but that is not the case for my family or me. I don't want us all to die, not yet, and like it or not, I am willing to do what I need to in order to save as many humans as possible."

      “The ends do not justify the means,” he protests.

      "I do not have to justify myself to you. Aren't you supposed to reserve judgment?"

      “This will not end well,” he warns.

      “Of course not.” I wink at him. “Good. You’ve been paying attention.”

      He throws up his hands. “You can’t possibly think those demons will do as you ask. Not unless you…”

      A crow flies over to me. I hold out my hand, and he lands on it, his claws a bit tight.

      I rub a hand along his dark feathers. He’s coated in blood. Maybe he had been swimming in a river here in Hell. Do crows swim?

      “Go and be my eyes,” I urge him, and he flies off.

      My eyes close, and I see through the crow’s. There are demons fighting. Ah, Balin’s talking to some. They shove and start to fight him, and he fights back.

      And there’s Fletcher. He’s obeying my order with a bit more luck.

      And Damian. Instead of telling the demons not to fight, he’s joined in with pure savagery, ripping demons away from their fights to tear them limb from limb or raking claws down their backs, creating deep gorges. Blood pours from the wounds.

      His barbarity has the others backing away from each other and from him, and they turn around and flee.

      Why are the demons fighting each other? Fighting myself I understand. Is it the mimicry of the war on Earth being paralleled here in Hell?

      If Daddy Dearest wants the demons to fight each other, I do not want that.

      I do not want war.

      I want peace.

      But not enough to try to negotiate with my father. No, he has the upper hand yet, and making deals with him is frankly idiotic.

      But he will not have the upper hand for long.

      My eyes open, and I smile at Christopher. Yes, Lucifer’s days as the ruler of Hell are numbered.
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      Christopher shakes his head. “I don’t think this is a good idea. What do you want to happen?”

      “Lucifer to come.”

      He stiffens, his eyes darkening to the point of looking almost black, which is fitting, given our location.

      “This is a very bad idea,” he murmurs.

      “Oh, it’ll take a lot more than my controlling a few demons for him to care,” I say, “but if he’s down in Hell, he’s not wreaking havoc on Earth, so that would be a plus.”

      “A plus,” he repeats. “Lydia, you are out of your mind.”

      “I’ve been told that before,” I say mildly, “and honestly, what do you expect? I’m not going to ever be normal, Christopher. I’m a daughter of Lucifer. What can I say?”

      “It’s not so much what you say that matters,” he says, his tone biting.

      “Angels can get snippy. Huh.”

      “It’s what you do, what you’re doing.”

      “Christopher, we aren’t fighting a traditional foe. Lucifer is the villain. We have to fight fire with fire, and I am trying to preserve human lives. Isn’t that something?”

      “I can’t believe I’m going to say this…” He rubs a hand down his face. “You shouldn’t want the demons to fight.”

      “Didn’t you hear me tell the demons not to fight?”

      "Yes, but… If you get them to stop, what are you going to do with them? Do you want them to all be in your thrall?"

      “Maybe have them fight Lucifer with us. It’s what I wanted in the first place.”

      “But they should be able to choose—”

      “Because they’re going to turn against their master willingly.” I shake my head. “Until they fear me—”

      "Fear isn't what a ruler should want or need," he argues.

      “Love is not going to work here!” I laugh. “Oh, you are far too optimistic after all. Not love, but maybe… Hmm.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that,” he grumbles.

      “Stop being such a worrywart.” I lean back and tap a finger to my cheek. “Hatred could work. If they hate Lucifer—”

      “They fear and adore him.”

      “But if I give them a reason to hate him, they will turn against him on their own.”

      Christopher throws up his hands. He’s placed my shield by his feet, I realize. “And what reason will get them to hate your father?”

      “As if my father doesn’t daily give them a reason to hate him.” I grin and rub my hands together gleefully. “This just might—”

      The throne starts to shift beneath me. My hellhounds bark like mad as they walk backward away from it, and I start to fall. My wings save me, and I whirl around, my wings extending as I stare in horror.

      The throne had been melting beneath me, and now, it’s rising up to form some kind of lava monster. The red-hot gelatinous mass forms a hammer at the end of its arm, and it swings the hammer at me.

      I fly backward and then zoom forward. With my Hellfire-forged blade, I hack at its arm, right where the wrist of the hammer-hand would be, but the moment my sword touches the lava monster, the blade melts.

      “Brimstone and ashes,” I mutter as I fly backward. “I loved that sword!”

      “Can we manipulate weather down here?” Christopher asks as the lava monster grows taller and taller. It’s a good thing that Father’s throne room has no ceiling because this creature would’ve busted through it.

      “Nope,” I say grimly. “There’s just oppressive heat and no water whatsoever.”

      “None?”

      “Well… No. Can’t you conjure some?”

      “Do you know how much water I would have to conjure?” the angel demands.

      “I could try to teleport Niagara Falls on top of him,” I suggest sarcastically. “Think I can manage that feat?”

      The lava monster keeps swinging at me, ignoring Christopher for the most part. I keep ducking and evading, but its left hand is reaching for me, trying to clutch me. The fingers are thick, like lavafied, bloodied sausages. I might never eat sausages ever again.

      “Any chance angels have chionokinesis?” I grumble. I’m trying to produce a huge glowing energy blast, but the amount of ducking, diving, and rolling I have to do to evade the lava monster’s attacks makes it almost impossible for me to fight back.

      “No,” Christopher mumbles. “No cryokinesis either. Lyd… Lyd, I… I don’t feel so well.”

      I zoom all the way to the back of the throne room, sink like a stone, and land beside Christopher. My hellhounds are on either side of him, supporting him. His face looks grayer by the second, and the faint glow about him that I only realize now that he’s ever had because it’s fading to nothing isn’t as alarming as the worry that he’s going to start growing a tail and horns.

      “You have to flee now,” I say.

      “But you can’t fight that alone! Come with me!” he urges.

      “Demonfang, Shadechomp, now!”

      I don’t know if they can do what I’m asking. Hellhounds can’t typically teleport as it is, but somehow, the three of them are gone, hopefully far away from Hell.

      Now, I’m sure Christopher wanted me to flee because he thinks this is an unnecessary battle. I could just teleport away.

      But I don’t want to. There’s something about this monster. Is it Lucifer? Is it some kind of booby trap that got set off because Lucifer doesn’t find me worthy? Or because only he can sit on his throne for any real length of time?

      Who can say, but I will not run away like I’m a scared little girl.

      I mean to take down Lucifer.

      I can take down anything he throws my way, including this lava monster.

      The ability to generate ice or to freeze things would be so handy right now, but I don’t have those talents either.

      I’ll just have to come up with another way to handle this thing.

      No water, no ice, nothing like that. There must be something I can do!

      I launch into the air and dance around the lava monster, grabbing my shield off the ground. The lava monster's head grows. The lava constantly runs throughout its body, and there's no real nose, but there is a huge maw of a mouth. It opens its mouth now and tries to lunge toward me, but it has no neck to speak of and not much of a blob of a body. Its arms sometimes disappear into its sides, and I wonder…

      “Open nice and wide!” I call, flying straight to its mouth.

      The lava monster shakes as if it's noiselessly laughing, and I enter into its mouth, leaving my shield behind to hopefully pry the mouth open.

      Down, down, down, I go, deep inside the lava monster. No organs, of course, no stomach, no lungs, no heart. Nothing to suggest it's alive, but still, I close my eyes and draw myself deeper into the creature, trying to draw its heat away from itself and into me.

      I can tolerate the heat.

      I am fire.

      I am flames.

      I am smoke.

      But the lava monster will be the ashes.

      And yet, this heat isn’t the same heat I’m accustomed to. This heat is something else altogether, and I cannot handle it. I just can’t.

      I’m burning. It’s too much. In fact, I’m melting.

      The heat is too much, and instead of letting the heat come into me, I push the heat away. I push the lava away. I force it away from me.

      Wind!

      I use the wind to push the lava away, to form a hole within it where I am safe from its heat and lava, and I lie on the ground, wishing there was no heat trapped within the stone, hating the heat of this place, hating everything that is within Hell.

      To banish away the heat from that thing, I embrace the heat that I love, allowing my arms to be licked by flames and then my entire body. It’s as if I am the living embodiment of fire.

      They always say to fight fire with fire. Let’s see if that works when applied literally.

      The lava monster discarded my shield, but I ignore it for now and hurl fireball after fireball at the lava monster. It does that stupid jiggle it does when it noiselessly laughs. I can’t tell if I’m making it stronger, but this onslaught definitely doesn’t seem to be producing much of an effect at all.

      Not too surprising.

      So I can’t cool it. Can’t fight fire with fire. Can’t consume the fire inside of me.

      Smothering? The lava monster is larger than I am. If Lucifer's throne room actually had walls, I might have been able to cave the amphitheater-like place in so as to crush the creature, but no such luck.

      Can you starve a fire? I think so. All you have to do is deplete its fuel. What is causing the combustion?

      No idea. This thing isn’t even really fire anyhow. It’s lava.

      And I’m fresh out of ideas.

      Hmm. The shield didn’t seem to be affected by the lava monster, and the lava monster didn’t hurt the stone any.

      That's good to know, considering what the lava monster did to my sword.

      An idea comes to me. There might not be any walls here in Lucifer’s throne room, but that doesn’t mean that there aren’t other walls in Hell.

      “Hey, you big, fat, ugly monster! Yeah, I’m talking to you! Bet you can’t come and get me!”

      I fly toward the back corner of the throne room and then turn around.

      The lava monster moves fast. I mean, it's almost ready to slammer its hammer-hand into me.

      As quickly as I can, I dash out of there, trying to find a route that will provide enough space for the lava monster to follow me. It quickly becomes obvious that the lava monster can get through any space. Because it's more liquid than solid, the lava monster can change its shape and mold through anything. It's disgusting, honestly.

      Hmm. I wonder if the change in the throne is because Lucifer swapped out his real throne for the one I sat on. Entirely possible, I suppose.

      I head to a massive building that is partially in ruins. I’m not sure what it used to be, but no demons ever hang around the place. It’s been abandoned, and it’s perfect for my purposes.

      “Come over here, lava monster,” I taunt, flying through a tiny space in a wall that might’ve been a window at one time.

      The lava monster zooms to follow me, but I halt and blast the wall with not just my wind but with energy blasts too. The foundation is rock solid, though, and the lava monster is already pouring itself through the tiny space to fill the house.

      Instead of an explosion, I need an implosion, and it’s so much easier for the walls to crack and fall inward instead of outward. Fissures and fractures appear everywhere, and the ceiling falls first, crashing right onto the head of the lava monster.

      As the lava monster starts to become smashed, I head toward the tiny space.

      But the monster wraps a tendril of lava around my leg. I try to teleport away, but the lava monster’s grip is too tight, and I just can’t. I have no energy. I can’t move at all.

      And the walls are caving in.

      On both of us.

      The lava monster is being smothered, I think, but I can’t breathe either, and my bones are starting to break, and this is it. Lucifer’s going to win.

      No, he’s not.

      He won’t!

      I don’t have any wind left in me, but I’m so frantic and worried and full of sheer willpower to keep on fighting that something blasts out of me.

      Not holy light. No, of course not.

      But it might be ice. Maybe water. I don't know. Yes, I stripped fire to icicles while fighting Lance that one time, but that had been different. That started out as fire.

      This is water or ice, and I conjured it.

      Which I shouldn’t be able to do. Demons are fire and heat and passion and violence.

      Water is cool and peaceful and soothing, the direct antithesis.

      The water or ice forces the lava monster away from me. It’s hardening into something else, something that protects me from the walls. It takes everything in me to blast a hole through the hardened monster. I hit against the stone wall, and I’m stuck there, unable to move.

      I crawl. I inch, and I slither like a worm.

      And I fall to the ground and lay next to the rubble and the remnants of the lava monster.

      But this victory is dying.

      I’m broken, bleeding, unable to breathe. Maybe a broken rib has punctured a lung. I’m not sure, but I do know that I’m almost dying. There’s nothing else that can be said about it.

      My eyes flutter, and I have to fight hard to keep them open. Slumber is trying to claim me, but I know sleeping now would cause me to never wake again.

      A blinding light appears before me. Through the light is a darker form. A hand reaches for me, and then I’m gone, whisked straight out of Hell.

      And land on my back in a familiar place.

      The Golden Expanse.

      Which means my savior is none other than Christopher Barrett.

      Brimstone and ashes, he’s never going to let me live this down.
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      Christopher heals me before I can do anything at all, before I can say anything, before I can think.

      And then he just gives me a look.

      “I did something new,” I inform him.

      “It’s good to know almost dying is something new for you,” he says.

      I glower at him, setting my jaw and narrowing my eyes. “I don’t have to put up with this.”

      “I’m glad you unlocked something new, a new ability, yes?”

      I nod, my lips in a tight line.

      “But you almost died to discover it. That’s what I’m not the happiest about.”

      “Your happiness doesn’t matter.” I rub my forehead. I swallow hard and hang my head. My pride has my stomach all in knots, and I don’t want to admit it, but there is something I have to say before all of this gets out of hand. “Despite everything—”

      “You aren’t a damsel in distress,” Christopher says, “but you have to admit that some of your choices—”

      “I have to gain new abilities to be able to fight Lucifer. We’ve been over this. You know that’s the case, and it will happen. It will! I’ll figure out how to use the power of holy light.”

      “Fine. What happened?”

      “I’ll show you,” I say smugly.

      I hold out my hands and try to conjure the water or the ice or whatever it was that affected the lava monster and helped me to defeat it.

      But nothing happens.

      Nothing at all.

      Christopher shakes his head.

      “I’m nervous!” I snap.

      “Why would you be nervous? I’m on your side!”

      I gape at him. "No, you aren't. Not fully. You hate me, deep down, don't you?"

      “How can you say that? I went to Hell not once but twice for you. I saved your life, and I didn’t even get a thank you!”

      “I was about to, but you interrupted me!”

      “When did I interrupt you?”

      “When you cut me off to say I’m not a damsel in distress.”

      “You aren’t one.”

      “Why? Because I’m not a damsel?” I scowl and cross my arms. I can’t help feeling out of sorts.

      “Of course you’re a damsel. You’re a young, unmarried woman.”

      “I’m a demoness. I’m the daughter of Lucifer.”

      “I thought you renounced him.”

      “I’m almost ready to renounce you,” I mutter.

      Christopher starts to pace. I feel so out of sorts and selfish that I bend down and pat my thighs. My hellhounds come bounding over to me, and I hug them tightly, but even their presence and closeness can’t get me to feel any better.

      The war against Lucifer has been changed to a war for Hell, and Lucifer has changed the game so the war has spread to Hell.

      “I’ve done everything I can to try to stop Lucifer. I never thought I could get all of my siblings to band together, but I managed that.”

      “Yes, but now the war is… It’s bad, Lydia, and it has all the marks of the apocalypse even though Lucifer won’t survive that. You know about the seals and the bowls and all of that?”

      I gulp. I haven’t read the bible, of course not, but I do know some of what’s in it, especially when it comes to the bits about the end of the world.

      “All I wanted was to stop my father,” I murmur, “not destroy anything and everything.”

      The worlds, both Earth and Hell, might soon be nothing more than ashes, which would make me the daughter of ashes.

      But only if I survive.

      “I know that, but you have to be smarter,” Christopher says.

      “Are you calling me stupid?”

      “Will you stop fighting me all the time? Can’t you see the truth?”

      “What giant truth am I missing?” I fling out my arms as I straighten from petting my hellhounds. Even their presence and being in this spot can’t prevent me from being on edge and jumpy.

      “I’m fighting with you,” he says simply. “I’m not against you, Lydia.”

      Christopher takes a step toward me, and I want to go to him. I want to fall into his arms.

      I want to give myself over to him.

      But I can’t.

      He doesn’t love.

      He can’t love me.

      It’s too much to ask for him to even consider me that way, and besides, now isn’t the time.

      “I don’t know how to handle all of this. I don’t know how to stop the war in Heaven or in Hell. Why are demons even fighting in Hell?”

      “I don’t know,” Christopher says.

      I debate trying to see if that crow will allow me to see through his eyes again, but I opt not to. Right now, I don’t want anything else to do with Hell.

      “I bite off more than I can chew, and now, the world is paying the price, maybe the ultimate prince.” I hang my head.

      “Wallowing in pity and self-loathing isn’t a good look for you,” he murmurs.

      I grimace. “It seems like every choice I’ve made, every decision, has been the wrong one.”

      “Because you’re trying to do it all yourself, Lydia. You have allies.”

      “I know. I just don’t like to ask for help.”

      “But it’s being offered.”

      “It’s a sign of weakness—”

      “It’s a sign of courage to realize when you can’t go it alone. There’s no reason to be ashamed of that.”

      “Thank you, by the way, for getting me out of there.”

      “For saving your life, you mean.” Christopher rubs his fist against his chest. “I know. I’m a real hero.”

      “Haha.” I roll my eyes. “I miss my sword already.”

      “I couldn’t believe what that thing did to it.”

      “Yeah, that was crazy.”

      “And you killed it.”

      “If it was alive.”

      “Alive or not, it can’t hurt you or anyone else ever again.”

      “Unless Lucifer activates it again.”

      “Back to being a pessimist, I see.”

      “You’re the pessimist, remember?” I can’t bring myself to smile.

      Demonfang trots off. Shadechomp follows, and I watch them go.

      “I can’t say that I’m upset that a ferrumalum is no more,” Christopher says, “but…”

      He reaches behind him, and in his hands appear twin golden swords, the blades shining brightly as if they are rays of light instead of metal.

      “That can’t be.” I gasp.

      “Ferrumsanctus,” he says unnecessarily.

      He holds one out to me.

      I shake my head. “No.”

      “It has nothing to do with being worthy or not,” he says.

      “Did you… Did you just make a joke about Thor? A Norse god?”

      “He was not a god,” Christopher says. “He was a divine.”

      “A race of god-like beings who have all since died out long ago,” I murmur. “We can guess who played a role in all of their deaths.” I roll my eyes.

      “Just because some humans long ago thought him a god did not make him so.”

      “Why? Why was he able to demonstrate great feats to the world of men while the vampires and all of the other creatures hide away from the humans?”

      “The world was different back then,” he says. “The world was smaller, and the humans… they needed to know they were not alone.”

      “And what about…” I point to the sky to infer the guy I don’t really ever talk about.

      “Not everyone was willing to accept Him.”

      Fair enough.

      “And the humans nowadays don’t deserve to know about angels?” I ask.

      “Some do know and believe,” he says.

      “I suppose… but it’s not the same.”

      “My life was a lot simpler when I was a guardian angel,” he mutters.

      I shrug. “And a lot more boring too, I’ll bet.”

      “I can’t deny that.” He laughs, and his entire face brightens.

      “Are you all right?” I ask.

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “After your experience in Hell and then going back and healing me from being near death…”

      “Your will to live and survive made healing you so much easier than it could have been.”

      “Oh, good. So I helped to heal myself.”

      He rolls his eyes. “And you wonder why I don’t truly believe your gratitude.”

      “It’s not as if you were very gracious when I did thank you,” I mutter. “‘For saving your life, you mean.’”

      “I don’t think I’ve been on the receiving end of voice mimicry before,” he says.

      “And?”

      “It’s a bit surreal. Unnatural. You sounded just like me.”

      “And do you like the sound of your voice?”

      “No.”

      “I don’t think most people do.”

      “Really?”

      “Of course, my siblings all do. Well, Larissa not so much, but the rest of them… Yeah, if you get them to start talking, they will not shut up.”

      “Sounds a bit like you, though,” he returns.

      Demonfang trots over with Shadechomp. They’re dragging a white hart between them.

      “Let’s eat,” I tell Christopher, salivating.

      “We should sacrifice it,” he says.

      "You seriously mean we should kill it and not eat it? But that's so wasteful! Isn't wasting food a sin? People all over the world right now are starving because of the famine, and besides, my hellhounds killed this hart. They should decide what we do with it, and you know they want to eat him."

      In the end, Christopher sacrifices half, and we eat the other half. A win-win, I suppose, but honestly, nothing much lately feels like a win.

      My belly full for the first time in I don't know how long, I lean my head back. Christopher and I are sitting back to back. It's almost comforting. He's left one of the ferrumsanctus near me, and I know I'm meant to take it with me.

      I will.

      But I’m not ready to touch it just yet.

      “How is Clarissa doing? Do you know?” I ask.

      “I haven’t checked in lately.”

      “Why not?”

      “I told Mason to call if anything changes. In this case, no news is good news.”

      “But you should talk to her,” I protest. “I’m sure she would love to hear from you.”

      “Right now, she needs to not be worried about what’s going on in the outside world,” Christopher says firmly. “If I call her, she’ll want to know all about—”

      “As if she can’t find out what’s going on from her TV and the internet.”

      “If she knew about the stunts you’ve been pulling, she would freak out, and right now, that can’t happen.”

      “It’s hilarious when you say ‘freak out.’”

      “You aren’t laughing.”

      I yawn. “Too tired to laugh.”

      “Sleep,” he urges.

      “I’ll sleep later.”

      “You’ll sleep now,” he insists, and maybe he uses sedation on me to get me to comply.

      And maybe I don’t mind.
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      When I wake, Christopher hands me some more strips of the hart to eat.

      “You look ready for war,” I comment, taking in his stoic and serious countenance.

      “We are at war.”

      I eat quickly. “I need to return to my siblings.”

      “Of course.”

      “What will you do?”

      “You don’t have to worry about me. Whatever I’ll be up to, know it’ll be for the greater good of humanity.”

      That sounds all good and well and all, but he is an angel, so I can’t quite be too sure. I yank on his arm and drag him closer.

      “The greater good of humanity isn’t the apocalypse, right?” I ask desperately.

      “Eventually,” he says.

      “But not now. Not in the foreseeable future, right?” I press.

      “No one knows the exact hour,” he says, “but I do not want it to be now. I don’t want it to be on his terms.”

      “But would it be on his terms?” I murmur. “I started this.”

      “He did what he always does. Lucifer twisted things to suit his agenda. He never does anything by halves.”

      “You got that right,” I mumble. “Well, wherever you’re off to, be careful.”

      “Careful is my middle name,” he says lightly.

      “That’s a really human joke,” I say, rolling my eyes. “Angels don’t even have surnames.”

      “Surnames are boring.”

      "There are so many humans they need them. And werewolves do, too, with their packs. Other shifters as well. Some vampires do, and even some demons do. But angels are too high and mighty for that, aren't they?"

      “You’re stalling.”

      “And you’re back to judging, Christopher. That just might be your favorite pastime, isn’t it?”

      “And yours would be torturing me.”

      “Trust me,” I drawl, “if you want torture, this isn’t it.”

      “I don’t think you know how to torture.”

      “That so?” I whisper, moving closer so that we’re far too close. My lips are so close to his, and my heart is pounding so fiercely that I can’t tell if his heart is racing too or not. “I think you might like a bit of torture.”

      “I think you might be wrong.”

      “There’s a first time for everything.” I wink and draw back before snapping my fingers. My hellhounds bound over to me, and the three of us leave Christopher behind in the Golden Expanse.

      The moment I arrive in Frankfurt, I’m disappointed.

      My siblings and our army are still here. I'd hoped we might've advanced some in the time I was away.

      “Where were you, Sparky?” Lance asks.

      “Trying to master a new ability.” The words come out of my mouth before I consider them.

      My siblings all crowd around me. They probably had been having some kind of meeting in the tent, and now that I crashed it, they want to know all about me and this new power.

      Only I wasn’t able to demonstrate it to Christopher when he asked. Great. Now they’re going to think I’m lying, that I’m hiding something, that I’m untrustworthy, and that’s the last thing we need.

      “What new ability?” Lily asks.

      I bite my lower lip. “I was only able to do it once,” I admit.

      “When? What was it?” Landon presses, a greedy glint flashing in his eyes.

      Air escapes my lips in a whoosh. “I was fighting for my life,” I admit. “Maybe that’s why I was able to, but, guys… It could be huge. It’s not something I would’ve thought demons could ever do, but…”

      I hesitate and then relax a bit. Angels can’t or at least aren’t said to be able to do anything directly with water or ice. Yes, both angels and demons can manipulate the weather, although that’s not always easy or even feasible in Hell, but we can’t throw ice or sprays of water like some witches can.

      “Something with water or ice then,” Lola says. “That’s my guess.”

      “It was,” I confess.

      “Fighting for your life where exactly?” Lance asks.

      “Don’t worry.” I hold out my arms and spin in a circle. “As you can plainly see, I’m perfectly fine and healthy. Not harmed at all.”

      “Doesn’t mean you weren’t close to death and didn’t drain the life out of several beings to be restored to your fine and healthiness,” Larissa says dryly.

      I shrug. Not exactly true but only because someone else did the healing.

      “Water or ice,” Landon muses.

      "Water would be so wonderful," Lara says. "Especially since it's not a known demonic ability. It seems to me that the worldwide famine is definitely Lucifer's doing because the witches can't even get it to rain. To think that the entire world is warded against the use of magical water is too much for me to contemplate Lucifer being able to achieve all day long, every day. That makes me think he might've only done it against witches and any others like them who could have used it."

      “I only did it once,” I remind her, “but if I could do it again, I’m willing to try.”

      "The humans have started to remove saltwater from the oceans in order to have drinking water. That's how bad it's gotten," Lara says grimly.

      “It’s terrible,” Lena wails.

      Leo narrows his eyes. “Where were you fighting for your life that you were able to use this newfound power?”

      I shrug one shoulder and sidestep his question. “The ability had to have come from somewhere. There’s no way that I have something that Lucifer doesn’t, so maybe he can do it too.”

      “Maybe,” Lucas mutters.

      “We need to know what he might have in store for us,” I insist. “The last thing we need is to be caught unawares.”

      “Have you noticed how she hasn’t said where she was?” Lucas asks Leo.

      “I did notice,” Logan cuts in. “Want to start talking, little sis?”

      I stick my tongue out at him.

      “Come on, Bright One,” Lance says.

      I bristle and march right up to him. “Don’t call me that!”

      He holds out his hands. “Fine, but start talking.”

      “She went to Hell,” Lola says, “and she was very close to death.”

      We all turn to stare at her.

      “You knew?” I ask her.

      “If you knew she was so close to death, why didn’t you tell us?” Lance demands.

      “Why didn’t you go and help her?” Larissa asks.

      Lily gives me a knowing look, and I wonder just how much she suspects. She’s been disappearing here and there for bits of time, but I never ask where she’s going because I don’t want to know the answer.

      “First of all, we were busy fighting to stand our ground and not be pushed out of this city,” Lola says, “so I was kind of fighting for my own life, but also… There was a period of time when I couldn’t sense Lydia at all, and I thought she…”

      Well, isn't that an interesting tidbit? My siblings can't sense me when I'm in the Golden Expanse.

      “Why did you go to Hell, Lydia?” Logan asks.

      It’s funny that he’s the one asking because I am not proud at all about what I did.

      “I was desperate, and I tried to lure Lucifer back to Hell. It didn’t work.”

      “So demons fought you to the point of death?” Lani asks, wrinkling her nose. “I don’t buy it.”

      “Well, I fought demons, yes, but, er, it was the lava monster—”

      “You sat on his throne?” Lance runs a hand through his hair. “Of course she sat on his throne.”

      “How did you know?” I ask, gaping at him.

      “One of our siblings did that before you were born,” Larissa murmurs. “Ifrit—”

      “Ifrit?” I interrupt. “That’s the name of the lava monster?”

      Larissa blinks a few times, and Lola laughs hysterically.

      “You would call him lava monster.”

      “That’s what he looked like!” I protest.

      “Ifrit killed one of our brothers,” Lance says.

      Larissa glowers at him for finishing her story. “Yes.”

      “Well, I’m glad I avenged him.”

      “That’s impressive,” Landon says, seemingly gracious and not greedy at all.

      “You need to work on mastering that ability, whatever it is,” Lance dictates. “You and… Hmm. You and Lara should work on that while the rest of us continue to try to fight back. Lucifer hasn’t left his perch in Moscow.”

      “He knows that as long as he has Russia, he’ll be at an advantage when he wants to lay conquest to Asia and Europe again,” Lucas states wanly. “He won’t leave there.”

      “The demons in Hell are fighting amongst themselves,” I say. “It’s as if the war up here is bleeding into Hell.”

      “It is bleeding into Hell,” Lola murmurs darkly. “The blood that drips into the soil here is falling into Hell to become the lava. The darkness of this world is going to forever darken and alter Hell. Lucifer is going to be permanently more powerful because of this venture.”

      “Are you going to strike now?” I ask.

      “That’s the plan,” Leo says. “We had basically just settled on that before you showed up, you slacker.”

      “Slacker?” I protest. “I killed Ifrit, and I used a new power, so I hardly think that’s being a slacker.”

      “Wasn’t smart, though,” Lena says.

      “You shouldn’t have gone there alone.” Lara shakes her head.

      I shrug and try to be nonchalant about it because I hadn’t been alone.

      But they don’t need to know that.

      “Now that everything is settled,” Lance states.

      But he can't finish. The ground begins to tremble and shake violently. Cups rattle and tumble onto the tables, and papers fall onto the floor. Chairs tip over. The table starts to dance. It's hard to stand upright. We hold onto each other, but the trembling continues.

      I grab my phone, but I don’t even have to check to know that this earthquake is occurring worldwide. It’s a horrible one, and the ground cracks beneath our feet. We have to abandon our tent.

      Outside is even worse. People are scrambling away from buildings. Many are starting to crack at their foundations before they implode. It’s shocking to watch a building be there one second and sink into debris the next.

      “Look at the mountains,” Lola says.

      We look into the near-distance. The earthquake is causing the volcanoes to dance, and while they aren’t exactly erupting, they’re definitely spewing debris. What’s worse is that the volcanoes continue on long after the horrific earthquake finally stops.

      The number of humans injured from the earthquake is catastrophic. So many more people died worldwide, and I’m sick of feeling a bit of the power surge Lucifer must be experiencing.

      But it’s not until that night that we realize something far worse happened as a result of the global earthquake.

      “The moon isn’t supposed to be blood red tonight,” Lily points out. “The vampires have their Red Moon Ball when there’s the blood moon every year, but that’s not supposed to be right now!”

      And when the morning finally comes, the sun might as well not even show off her golden face because she has been darkened. The volcanic debris is polluting the atmosphere.

      Even if I can manage to conjure water or ice, even if I can drench the soils all over the Earth, the sunlight’s power has been diminished. Plants need more than just water to grow.

      Everything Lucifer is doing is aligning with the apocalypse. Eventually, there won’t be enough people for him to rule over. Everyone will be dead.

      Maybe that number includes his offspring too.
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      For an entire week now, the war has been at a standstill. Some of the soldiers are muttering about maybe wanting peace after all. Some of the people are starting to wonder if the guy upstairs has had a hand in all of this, if it’s possible the guy is angry with us all.

      Yeah, well, I don’t care what that guy thinks. I know exactly what’s going on, and his counterpart is the one to blame.

      All I’ve been doing is healing. Angelic healing. My siblings are healing as well, but they’re using the dying plants to help to heal our human patients. We do it while the patients are sleeping so no one realizes what’s going on.

      But it’s draining on me. Angelic healing is still new to me, and when I have a chance, I attempt to conjure the water or ice again or even holy light.

      Not any of that works at all. Still, I try.

      I’m not surprised that Lance wanted Lara to be the one to help me since she would know best where I could direct the water to try to counter the famine, but she’s off healing still. My area of the ward is all sleeping peacefully, all healed up. My way of healing is a bit faster than my siblings.

      As I have so many other times before, I slip away with my hellhounds to the nearby forest. My hellhounds have been a bit more vicious of late, harming each other when they play. It bothers me that they’re so cruel to one another, but I think it’s because they’re itching for war, for real fighting.

      Or maybe it’s because they have my essence in them now, and it’s making them even more demonic than ever before.

      I hold up my hand. Demonfang belches a fireball. A small one. As the fireball nears, I try to bring forth the ice, the water, whatever it was, but nothing happens.

      That’s all that ever happens.

      A hand touches my shoulder, and I whirl around, my easy energy orb ready and raring to be unleashed into the person’s face.

      Instead, I close my palm. “Calli?” I ask, baffled at the sight of the blond-haired, heavily made-up vampire.

      She flashes me her fangs. They’re dripping with blood.

      “Lydia,” she says, my name almost slurred.

      “What’s with you? What are you doing here? Are you all right?”

      “I might’ve been gorging on blood,” she admits. “A little blood drunk, I think. I didn’t even know that was real until now, but it’s a thing.” She leans closer to me, swaying a bit, grabbing my shoulder and bringing her mouth closer to my ear as if she wants to tell me a secret. “It’s a thing.”

      “As long as you’re safe about it,” I mumble, glancing over her shoulder and staring into so many pairs of red eyes.

      “I know what you’ve been up to,” Calli declares. “I don’t like your family, but it seems like most of them are gearing up against your father?”

      “Yes.”

      "Then I can push away my disdain for now." She staggers back a step and holds out her arms. "These are my friends. All of them are vampires. All of them trained at Magical Hunters Academy. All of them graduated from there, and all of them and me too have been powering up. When it's our turn to fight, we'll be ready."

      I’m touched. “Calli, after everything that happened to you…”

      Her father had been killed, and she herself had been attacked. Her father being killed hadn’t been because of me, but her? Before my siblings banded together with me, Lucifer tried to break me by hurting my friends, Calli included.

      “I’m so glad you’re willing to join us,” I tell her warmly, hugging her.

      “I’ve asked each of them to go out and try to find more.”

      “More vampires?”

      “More anything. I’m going to go talk to Logan, I think.”

      “Logan?” I ask, surprised.

      “Logan Lupescu.”

      “I don’t know him,” I say, realizing she’s not talking about my brother.

      “He’s a werewolf. We graduated from Magical Hunters Academy together. A good guy for a wolfie.”

      "The more, the merrier," I tell her. "We just have to make certain that no one is… We need trusted allies."

      Her eyes flash. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean…” I hesitate. “I trust you and anyone you bring, but I can’t help being worried that Lucifer is going to try to plant a mole, you know?”

      “Don’t you think that would be a good thing?”

      “No! Of course not!”

      Her eyes sparkle, and she doesn’t seem quite as blood drunk anymore. “If he has a mole, it’s because he thinks he needs one. It’s because he doesn’t trust himself to not have one.”

      “You think it’ll mean he’s worried.” I shake my head. “Lucifer’s never been worried a day of his life.”

      “Never? Not even the day he was cast out of Heaven and thrown into Hell?”

      “He honestly wanted to be cast out. At least, that’s what I think.”

      Calli shakes her head. “It’s crazy to me to think about how powerful he is. The first fallen angel and the father of all demons…”

      “Not the literal father of all demons,” I correct.

      “But he created the race and expanded it with, well, you and your siblings.”

      “Yes, but enough about him. You’re fine? You’re truly fine?”

      “I am.” Calli giggles and clasps her left hand to her mouth.

      And on her finger is a ring. Not a diamond ring, but a ring nevertheless.

      “Calli, are you…”

      “Not engaged. Not yet. I haven’t been able to track down my mom so that she and Clover can finally meet. She’s been so busy lately! Or maybe she’s making excuses at this point. I don’t know.”

      “Clover is an interesting name for a vampire,” I comment.

      "Oh, he's not a vampire. He's a dryad! And I know what you're thinking. Dryads are all about nature and life, and vampires are, well, I'm a living vampire, so I'm not dead, but we feast on the living to stay alive, but we actually work really well together, and we're partners in work, and this is a promise ring. I want him to meet my mom before we become engaged."

      “Why not just have them meet at the engagement party?” I ask. “Calli, who knows what tomorrow may bring. You know what? The two of you should just elope now, so—”

      “No.” She shakes her head emphatically.

      I furrow my brow. “Why not?” She seems so dead set against that idea.

      "I just… You don't understand, and now really isn't the time." Her gaze shifts to my hellhounds, but I shift to stand in front of them, so she's forced to look at me again.

      “Calli,” I say warningly. “Just tell me now. There might not be a tomorrow.”

      “Lucifer wants peace, though,” she says sardonically, batting her eyelashes.

      I snort. “You and I both know that’s a lie.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      She bites her lower lip and then walks forward, entering the forest. I trail beside her until we reach a clearing. My hellhounds come with us. They’re feeding off the nervous energy she’s emitting, and it’s all I can do to keep them from killing each other. In a last-ditch effort to get them to play nice, I sit on a large rock, petting and restraining Demonfang on my left and Shadechomp on my right.

      Calli paces back and forth, using her vampiric speed so she would appear like a blur to most, but my demon eyes can track her overly swift pace.

      “You don’t understand. My mom and dad… My mom tried to get him to marry her. No. Of course not. He stood her up. Incubi don’t really make the best of husbands, you know? Not that they ever did marry, but I always thought… I always hoped… There’s no point in hoping that now, but… I don’t know. I want to talk to my mom, I guess. I want to know what she thinks of Clover.”

      “Because she’s such an excellent judge of character,” I say without thinking. “Calli, I’m so sorry.”

      “No. That’s exactly why I want her to meet Clover. She’s not the best judge of character.”

      “So if she likes Clover… you don’t marry him?” I ask, baffled.

      “How she reacts to him will be telling, but I don’t know how she’ll read him, and I don’t know how to read her either, and it’s all just kind of messed up.” She stops pacing and tilts her head to the side. “Honestly, my situation is just like the world. The world’s messed up too.”

      “That’s an understatement,” I say dryly. “But I do have to say that I am thrilled that you are here.”

      Calli grins. "Me too. The paranormal world has been under siege because of the war effort. There's a huge chance that we'll be seen, and it's a risk to go just about anywhere. That's why we haven't been here sooner."

      “I think you for even being willing to round up vampires, and for you all to go back out there and try to recruit more? Are you sure your dad was an incubus? Because somewhere in there is an angel.”

      The vampire throws back her head and bellows a laugh. “Oh, Lydia, you’re hilarious. I’m not an angel. I’m too selfish for that. I put myself first too often.”

      “I don’t think I agree with that sentiment.”

      “That’s all right. You can go ahead thinking I’m a better person than I actually am, and I’ll go ahead and continue being me.”

      “Calli, and I mean this sincerely, don’t ever stop being you.”

      She grins at me and claps her hands, jumping up and down and looking very much the part of a perky, preppy cheerleader. "I won't ever stop," she assures me, "and I know I won't ever stop loving Clover. I think I was just scared and needed someone to talk to, but I wanted that person to be my mom."

      “Does your mom know about your dad?” I ask softly.

      “Maybe she does. Maybe that’s why she’s avoiding me, and if that’s the case, then she loses serious mom points. We’ve always been close, but when I need her lately, she hasn’t been there.”

      “There is a war going on,” I say gently.

      “Oh, I know. Believe me. I haven’t forgotten about that, but why can’t she answer her phone?”

      A sickening feeling has my stomach sinking to the ground. “Calli, when’s the last time you heard from your mom at all?”

      She waves her hand. “She’ll text me about once a week to say she’s sorry she missed my gazillion calls, but that’s it. No reason why. No calling me back. Nothing. She’s doing the bare minimum, and you know who she used to complain about because he always did that?”

      “Your dad,” I say softly.

      “Bingo. Want a prize?”

      “Nah.”

      She barrels over to me and hugs me tightly even though I'm still sitting on the large rock, so it's a bit awkward.

      “You get a prize anyhow.” Calli draws back. “Us vampires will rotate so some of us will be here at all times. I’m going to head on out and—”

      “I’ll want to meet Clover,” I tell her.

      “I’ll love for you to.” But she looks a little stricken.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “He doesn’t like that I’ve been gorging on blood, but we were attacked—”

      “Again?”

      She nods. “I don’t know if it was related or not—”

      “It was related. Why doesn’t he want you to be as strong as possible?”

      “He’s all about life, and I’m more about preserving our lives, so he’s… stubborn, let’s just say, but deep down, he knows it’s necessary, and I don’t drink from a vein, so he can’t be too unhappy with me.”

      “I thought vampires can’t drink from blood bags.”

      "Not from a blood bank, no. They put stuff into the blood that makes it toxic, but I don't drink from a vein. Not directly from the source. It has to be in a cup. I don't know, maybe because Mom taught me that way. I almost wonder if that's to try to keep the demonic side of me at bay, but I'm fine being me, and I get the blood I need without having to see the human I'm taking it from."

      “You don’t ever see the human?”

      “Well, maybe once or twice, but we need to stop gabbing, and I need to go. You will meet Clover. He will help us. He just wants to be—”

      “How is he doing?” I interrupt. “I hadn’t thought about the dryads or the fairies. Have they been affected by the famine?”

      “Yes, some. It’s been hard an any of those affected by the earth and trees. For vampires, we’re fine, but… Don’t worry. Clover will help, probably by healing mostly.”

      “That will be a huge help. Thank you,” I say.

      “Tootles!” And she rushes off.

      I snuggle my hellhounds and rub their four heads. “You guys want to sneak away with me for a little trip?”

      They both bark, and I grin. Time for me to do a bit of recruiting of my own.
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      I’m a good girl, though, and head over to the first sibling I spy.

      Lily.

      The succubus grins at me. “Hey, Lyd. Why do you look like you’re on a mission?”

      “I have a couple errands to run. Since we aren’t fighting with the humans right now because of dealing with the earthquake aftermath and the…” I wave a hand toward the sky. The darkened sun is still taking some getting used to. “I think it’s time to make sure our paranormal army is ready to go and has as high a number of recruits as possible.”

      “Angelic recruits?” she asks, batting her eyes innocently even though she is far from innocent.

      “No,” I say flatly. “I’m going to head to Magical Hunters Academy, if you must know.”

      “I’m just teasing you,” she says.

      “I know, but now isn’t really the time.”

      “Sorry. Geez. There’s no reason to be so uptight.” She lifts her perfectly arched eyebrows. “Is something going on that I don’t know about?”

      “No.”

      “Hmm. The vampires all graduated from Blood Haven?”

      "No, Magical Hunters Academy, actually."

      “Why not have one of them go to their alma mater?”

      “Because they’re going off to recruit others, and why don’t you want me to go to the academy?”

      “Oh, I just don’t know if they’ll really want to, you know…”

      “Have dealings with one of Lucifer’s offspring?” I ask dryly.

      She snaps her finger and points at me. “You are a smart one, Lydia, a regular chip off the block.”

      I roll my eyes. “You have to have better lines when you try to pick up guys.”

      “I save my worst lines for them,” she says, which surprises me. “They don’t want to hear the words I’m saying. They’re after something else, just like I’m after something else—their soul.”

      I eye her curiously. “Are you okay on that front? Do you need to, ah…”

      “Consume a soul?” She grimaces. “It’s been almost six weeks so far.”

      “That the longest you held out in between… feedings?” I ask, not sure if that’s the right word for it.

      “It is,” she says. “I might have to give in.”

      Her grimace has me worried. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “The vampires smell of blood. They’re gorging on it to be as strong as possible.”

      My eyes widen as I realize what she’s getting at. “For you, the equivalent…”

      “Would be the opposite of what I’m doing.”

      I swallow hard. “What are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know,” she admits. “Before, I would do it no problem.”

      “But even you said that you’ve been only consuming one soul a month for a while now. You cut back voluntarily.” I’m curious about that because she cut back on the souls before meeting Christopher. It’s not as if he had a role in her change of heart.

      Lily’s a mystery to me, and I hate that I kept myself so walled off from my siblings. As much as I treasure and enjoy the time I’ve spent with my hellhounds, I also have siblings who support me in their own way. We don’t hate each other like Lucifer wanted us to do, but in some aspects, we remain strangers.

      “There’s a time and a place to be who you are and when you have to accept who you are,” Lily says slowly. “Considering that I don’t like to use my wiles because it’s boring, I don’t want to have to consume souls. That’s why I stopped doing it daily—”

      I try to refrain from reacting, but she gives me a look that lets me know it’s okay, and I just cough slightly into my fist.

      “And stretched it out to be weekly and then monthly,” she continues, “but honestly, that’s just a rebellion. I think the vampires have the right of it. I might not like that I have to consume souls, just like I’m sure there are some vampires who don’t care to drink blood but have no choice. I need to accept who I am.”

      “You weren’t… You weren’t trying to change for someone, were you?”

      "No. Gah, Lydia, who do you take me for? No, I wasn't being true to myself. Denying myself. Talking to Lara too much, maybe. She's all about denying herself food, you know, but she has been eating more."

      “And Lena less.”

      “Might be out of necessity on her part,” Lily says with a grimace.

      I shake my head. “I caught her slipping some of her food to Demonfang.”

      Shadechomp lifts his head and growls.

      “Don’t blame me,” I tell him.

      I swear he looks around for Lena, but he, thankfully, stays put.

      “If that’s the case, good. Some vices are easier to contain than others, but while using my wiles is on me, consuming the souls is a necessary part of my existence, regardless of my feelings on the matter. The sooner I accept who I am, the sooner I can be happy about it.”

      “A happy Lily. Will the world ever recover?”

      She bumps her hip into mine. “Oh, hush. Now go before I change my mind and tag along.”

      “Do you want to come with me?” I ask, surprising myself by actually meaning the invitation.

      “No, you go. I… I have to think a bit. If I consume a soul bound for Hell, I’ll make myself and Lucifer stronger. If I consume one bound for Heaven, then I… Let’s be honest. The people who go to Hell are more fun while on Earth, yes, but when they head to Hell, they become lost, and they’re honestly pathetic. Hell doesn’t need more souls.”

      “But the souls you consume—”

      "Don't end up in Hell," she finishes for me, "and they probably will strengthen me a lot more than they will father. Okay. That's decided then. If you'll excuse me… I have to work my way behind enemy lines." She winks. "Yes, some of ours are destined for Hell, but they won't die because of me."

      I shake my head and wave. “Ready, boys?”

      I teleport us to the gate of Magical Hunters Academy. The guards don’t want to let me in at first, but then a familiar sight flies over to us.

      “Master Vanhylde,” I call. “You knew I would return, hmm?”

      “Headmaster,” she reminds me. “Lydia, what brings you back here?”

      I eye the valkyrie in her black and gold armor. Her spear is in her hand, and her heeled boot taps against a rock. Her long blond hair is partially in braids, and her scowl is as fierce as ever.

      “Well?” she asks dryly.

      “You know what is going on out in the world, don’t you?”

      “Of course I do,” she snaps. “For now, it involves the humans, and it should not involve you.”

      “Right, because letting Lucifer have his way with the world is the best option for everyone. Wait…”

      She glowers at me, her eyes almost slits.

      “You know he’s behind all of this. You don’t need me to tell you that.”

      “Yes, well—”

      “It’s now or never, Headmaster Vanhylde. We’re desperate. The entire world is desperate. I know they’re students, but they’re taught by the best, aren’t they?” I grin broadly and clasp my hands in front of me. “Think of it as field experience. Early training for HEX Unite, if you will. It will look wonderful on their resumes.”

      “Their transcripts serve as their resumes,” she snipes.

      “So you will teach your students that when there is a life-threatening attack on the entire world, that you just sit back and cower and watch it unfold. Ah. I didn’t think you would do that, but if that is—”

      She holds up her hand, and her nostrils flare. “You act as if my students have never had to fight before. They have, on various occasions.”

      “Why not this time?” I press eagerly.

      Her eyes flash a bit. “You—”

      “Teach me holy light,” I blurt out.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Please?” I don’t bother to hide my growing excitement. “I have ties to one of your kind.”

      “I know.”

      “Brynhild. Know of her? Of course you do. She went to Hell. We spoke once, and then I went to see her again, and she used holy light against a demon. Holy light! In Hell! I’m not sure where she is now, so I cannot ask her for help as I wished to when I sought her out, but please, I am begging you—”

      “Holy light cannot be taught,” the valkyrie says simply. “It is an ability that is inherent. It will come to those who have it when they are most in need.”

      “I was able to use water or maybe ice when I was fighting a lava—when I was fighting Ifrit.”

      The valkyrie tilts her head to the side. “I have never known a demon to have such a power.”

      “Can valkyries?”

      “Only through the use of runes, and I suspect you have never been taught that, have you?”

      “No. I don’t have a teacher willing to instruct me, so I’m fumbling along on my own, but, hey, at least Ifrit didn’t kill me.”

      “Lucifer very well will.”

      “Yes, and even if you and your students don’t fight him, if I do die, if my siblings fail, you do realize Lucifer will target those who are a threat to him… HEX Unite… Magical Hunters Academy… Maybe other academies as well, but definitely yours.”

      Her nostrils flare. “You cannot convince me to do this.”

      I narrow my eyes, furious, when I spy the corners of her lips curl slightly.

      “Let me guess,” I say dryly, “I can’t convince you because your mind is already made up for you to help?”

      “As you say, it is now or never, and I concur. We will do what we must. We will fight when the time comes.” She lifts her chin. “Trust me to know when the time is ready. You need not come here a third time.”

      I scowl. “I can tell when I’m not wanted, but why is it that you hate me so?”

      “I do not hate you.”

      “You won’t teach me.”

      “You are not my student. You are not under my charge.”

      “And you won’t allow me to become your student because of who my father is!”

      “If circumstances change and you are successful in keeping him subdued—as I assume that is your goal?” She waits for me to nod before continuing, “Then perhaps this can be revisited.”

      “If I am successful, I doubt I’ll need you to teach me anything,” I scoff.

      “Ah, but then you would be arrogant enough to assume that. The best students, the ones who become masters, are the ones who realize that even when you reach the level of master, there is still far more to learn yet.”

      “And what do you have to learn yet, Headmaster Vanhylde?” I ask.

      “How to best handle impertinent potential future students,” she says with another flare of her nostrils. “Now, begone.”

      People love to say that to us demon types, but I nod to her and whisk away with my hellhounds. It’s not until we arrive at our next destination that I realized the valkyrie had somehow concealed from me the fact that she had given my hellhounds some meat to enjoy.

      Maybe the valkyrie could teach me a few things more than just holy light.
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      HEX Unite. Magical Hunters Academy supplies the organization with workers—paranormal hunters, slayers, and executioners. Hence the HEX Unite—Hunters, Slayers, and Executions Unite.

      Before I can reach the door, they fly open, and out comes a raven. He flies tight up to me as if he wants to peck my eye out.

      “Go ahead and try,” I inform him. “Do you want to eat your tail?”

      "Obsidian, you might want to leave the demon alone," a dry tone comes from the man in the doorway. Not just a man. A grim reaper. He has a chain twisted around his chest and shoulders in a figure-eight shape, a gnarly skull in the center.

      “Go on, Sid,” I mock. “Shoo.”

      “No one is allowed to call me that!” the raven says with a kraa.

      I snort. “You’ve been called that before.”

      “Yes,” the grim reaper says, “but he prefers Obsidian now.”

      The raven flies around before settling on the grim reaper’s shoulder. Although the man is wearing a sleeveless tank, he doesn’t appear to mind the claws.

      “Why are you here?” the grim reaper asks.

      “I don’t understand why you’re pretending as if she’s a nice demon, a good one. No such thing.” The raven kraas.

      “No one asked you, raven, and if you continue to insult me, I won’t hold back my hellhounds.”

      The raven puffs up his chest, but his happy feet on the grim reaper’s shoulder show he’s frightened despite his professed bravado.

      “You’re the one not being nice, Sid. Er, Obsidian. Sorry. Force of habit.” The grim reaper nods to me. “Donovan Darthe.”

      “Lydia. Daughter of ashes.”

      He blinks a few times.

      “And daughter of Lucifer, who I’ve renounced and have come here to try to see if you are willing to join us in the war against my father.”

      “She’s a spy,” Obsidian cries out.

      “I am not a spy,” I snap. “I renounced him and declared war on him. I united my siblings against him, and instead of fighting us like a real man, what did Lucifer do? Try to take over the world.” I hesitate. “His talk of a global government…”

      “After that earthquake, it’s been picking up some momentum,” Donovan admits.

      “You can’t seriously be talking to her as if she’s not evil!” Obsidian wails.

      “You know, black cats get a bad rap because of being black. Crows get a bad rap, too, but ravens are no better,” I snap. “I’m here to make nice, and you can go ahead and judge me all you want. I’m not standing with my father anymore. I’m trying to stay so far away from him that his shadow doesn’t touch me, but he’s everywhere, and I can’t stand it. He has no right to do as he wills on Earth, and he shouldn’t even be the leader of Hell.”

      “But he can’t die,” Donovan murmurs.

      “No. We’ll worry about that part later. For now—”

      “You just want recruits,” a man with a strange accent says, coming around Donovan.

      The grim reaper has black, swept-back hair and light blue eyes. His face is all angles, which reminds me of Lola, especially the prominent cheekbones. The other guy—a sandman—had longish brown hair, wide red lips, and a bit of facial hair.

      The sandman smiles, revealing one dimple. “You have yourself one in me. I am Sommeil Martin.”

      “Do not volunteer to be in her service,” Donovan says firmly.

      “I was not about to, but you spend too much time with that raven. You can be so rude.”

      “You two fight like you are brothers,” I cut in.

      “No, but we are partners and best friends, so we are as close as brothers, aren’t we, frérot?" Sommeil puts his arm around Donovan's shoulders, which causes the raven to be displaced. He unhappily flies around Donovan's head.

      A woman with her hair partially in braids steps to join them. Her eyes are mostly white, her pupil pale. She must be an oracle.

      “Lydia,” she says. “I am Adriana. It is good you are here.”

      “You knew I would come.”

      “Yes.” She nods. “Sometimes, things come to me, and I have already started to make some arrangements.”

      “You have?” Donovan asks, his jaw dropping.

      I smirk, having the feeling they’re a couple. “So we’re all good?”

      “We are,” Adriana says. “You do not have to worry. All of us will be behind you.”

      I rub my hands together. “Excellent.”

      “Death and bones,” Donovan mutters. “Why do I have a feeling we just got roped into something major?”

      “Because you did,” I say sweetly.

      Adriana takes Donovan’s hand. “Do not be afraid,” she murmurs.

      “Oh, I’m not afraid. I just know this isn’t going to be easy.”

      “An easy life is a boring life,” Sommeil says. “No one wants a boring life, or at least, I don’t.”

      “Thank you all,” I say. “I should—”

      “I’ll fight too,” the raven announces.

      “No.”

      “No? You let those hellhounds fight, don’t you?”

      Demonfang growls. Shadechomp licks his two sets of lips.

      The raven flies up a bit higher. “I’ve fought before. My friends and I have!”

      I glance at Donovan, who nods.

      “Fine,” I say, “but you might want to stay away from the hellhounds.”

      “They won’t forget I’m on their side, will they?” Obsidian asks nervously.

      “They might not forget the hard time you gave me.”

      “I’m sorry,” the raven wails.

      I grin and nod to the others. “I look forward to teaming up.”

      Seconds later, we’re back at Frankfurt, and I urge my hellhounds to follow me into my small personal tent.

      I should feel accomplished. I healed so many today, and I convinced the headmaster to join us and those from HEX Unite. I mean, seriously, all of HEX Unite’s assignments for their employees have got to be related to the war anyhow. It’s a win-win for them to team up with me, er, with us.

      But even with all of them, it’s not enough. I know we don’t have enough on our side.

      Despair starts to roll in over me, and I’m so frustrated that I play with fire, floating it, teasing the hellhounds with it. I don’t even bother to try to bring forth water or ice, and don’t even get me started on holy light.

      Eventually, my hellhounds ignore me, no longer wanting to play. They whine and head to the flap of the tent. I open it for them, but they nip at my boot and my duster. Apparently, they want me to go with them.

      They keep their noses close to the ground and start to sniff. Soon, they have us heading behind enemy lines, but I do my best to conceal our presence. They probably have wards up, as do we, but so far, we're safe enough.

      And then my hellhounds stop. They’re staring at a man, a human. He’s talking and laughing with the others, talking about things that paint an all too clear picture about the state of his eternal soul.

      My hellhounds turn to stare at me, panting and wagging their fiery tails, and I grin.

      But I teleport us back to HEX Unite and linger by the closed doors.

      I don’t have to wait long for Obsidian to appear.

      “Why are you back already?” he grumbles.

      “I need some paranormal hunters,” I explain.

      “Right away?”

      “Yes.”

      “For what?”

      I grit my teeth. “I really don’t feel like…” I tilt my neck to one side and then the other, cracking it both times. “Paranormal hunters are the ones who don’t kill, right? They hunt down the evil paranormal creatures and send them to Magical Prison, yes?”

      “You are correct.” Obsidian’s beak falls open. “You want to…”

      “Well, if we kill the evil ones, their souls will go to Hell, and that will strengthen Lucifer, but if we lock them away, then they can’t help Lucifer. It’s perfect!”

      “True. True.” The raven flies around in a circle before hovering in place near me. “But… the prison guards will have to make sure they don’t off themselves.”

      "Brimstone and ashes, you're right." I shrug one shoulder. "That's on the prison guards. They can handle that."

      “I should think so. Who knew that wanting evil souls to continue to stay alive would be for the good of the earth? I really don’t know what the world is coming to, and to think Lady Bird and I want to have us some eggs soon. We’re old pros at it. Not that we’ve had eggs of our own, but I wasn’t joking. I’ve fought before. So did some of my friends, but one… he left his eggs behind…” Obsidian sounds all choked up.

      “It’s all right,” I say awkwardly. “Um, paranormal hunters…”

      “Oh, right. Yes.” The raven shakes himself, seems to recover from his trauma, and heads to the door.

      It bursts open, and several beings head my way.

      The first is a tall man who moves with the grace of a feline.

      “I’m Rkyer,” he announces, “a jaguar shifter.”

      Behind him stand a centaur, a goblin, and a minotaur.

      “I’m Linones,” the centaur says. His torso is as muscular as could be, his horse part too. His long black hair flutters as he comes to a halt next to Rkyer. His eyes are yellow, like mine, and he has small spiral horns.

      “Belb,” the goblin announces. He’s quick and speedy, and I’m sure he uses that to his advantage during a fight. His skin is greenish, but his eyes are orange, and his teeth are sharp. He’s lanky and strong.

      The minotaur smiles at me, which is a bit freaky considering her head isn’t human. She has horns behind her ears, her hair golden brown. Her snout is small, and she wears braces around her wrists. A cloak covers her armor covered, a bronze clip holding it in place on her right shoulder. She wears a matching skirt, and she has hooves instead of feet and a tail as well.

      “I’m Riran,” she states.

      “I’m—”

      “Lydia,” Rkyer says. “We know.”

      “Adriana tell you about me, huh?”

      “Actually, Mirella did.”

      “Mirella?” I ask, confused.

      “You don’t know Mirella?” He gapes at me. “She might be the most famous witch alive, the best paranormal executioner ever.”

      “She can’t be,” I say wryly. “The best one will be the one to defeat my father.”

      "Yes, well, if given a chance—"

      “He will kill anyone one-on-one,” I say, “but that’s great. Where is she? She can help—”

      “Mirella said you needed paranormal hunters,” Belb says, holding out his arms. “That’s what you have here.”

      “Very well. All I need you to do is what you do best—help me round up the dark, evil souls my hellhounds…” I pet Shadechomp’s heads and then Demonfang’s. “Shadechomp and Demonfang. They’ll sniff out the souls, and we’ll lock them up. The guards at Magical Prison will have to keep them alive.”

      “It won’t take long for the prison to fill up,” Riran murmurs.

      “Then maybe we can store some here?” I ask skeptically.

      Linones paws the ground. “We will worry about that when we need to.”

      “Yes. Solid plan.” I glance around. The raven is gone. Good. I don’t want to have to worry about him during this venture. “Let’s gather in closer…”

      I teleport all of us back to the edge between our camp and my father’s.

      “Are you all ready?” I ask. “Welcome to the war of wars.”
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      My hellhounds lead the way, moving like silent hunters on the prowl for their prey. We head up to the spot where my hellhounds brought me before, and I use a bit of mental manipulation to make the guy from earlier think he has to go to the bathroom. He departs from his friends, whose souls aren’t nearly as dark as his, although if they continue to hang around him, they’ll only darken bit by bit.

      The guy heads to a tree.

      Rkyer leans against it.

      The guy jerks back and bumps into Linones. He takes one look at the centaur and then at the goblin and the minotaur, and he faints dead away.

      “Well,” I remark, “that was easy, but, ah, I just realized something…”

      Belb rolls his eyes. “He’s a human, right? We can’t really send him to Magical Prison, can we?”

      “Ah…” I rub my forehead. “Brimstone and ashes, I should’ve realized we were forgetting something important. I really wanted this.”

      The guy starts to stir, and I motion for the others to get back and move into position so I’m standing in front of him.

      “Hey, there,” I coo. “How are you feeling?”

      “I thought I saw… I mean, I know I was told…”

      My skin crawls, and I cross my arms to try to ignore the sensation. “What were you told?”

      “We were told that if we got out of line that the…”

      “The what?” I prompt.

      “The… others… would come and get us.”

      “The others?” I swallow hard. What is my father playing out?

      “Some have animal faces. Some are aliens. Some are…” He swallows hard and shakes his head. “It’s not real, right? No such thing as a vampire or anything like that?”

      “Maybe. Maybe there is.” I step back and nod to Riran. “Maybe you died when you passed out, and maybe you’re in Hell.”

      “Time for me to take your soul to your cell.” Belb stalks toward him.

      “Wait, there’s a prison in—”

      Belb and the guy disappear.

      “You guys don’t mind lying, huh?” I ask, glancing around.

      “We have to do what we have to do,” Linones says grimly.

      “But we might want to see what he meant about the others,” Rkyer says.

      Riran eyes me. “Some of his paranormal army must be hidden within this normal one so he can try to scare them and keep them in line. Do you agree?”

      “That does sound like something he would do,” I agree. “It’s more important to try to sniff them out. Do you think you can…”

      I trail off because the looks my hellhounds are giving me… Yeah, they so do not appreciate my questioning them.

      “And that solves the issue of us having a ton of humans in Magical Prison,” Rkyer says. “A victory all the way around.”

      “You’re too optimistic,” I grumble as we slowly move out, sticking to the shadows, allowing my hellhounds to lead the way.

      “I’ve had to deal with a bit of darkness in my time,” he says.

      “Because you’re so old,” I mutter.

      His chuckle is hardly audible. We really shouldn't be talking at all. "Depression is a terrible headspace," he murmurs, "but I managed to beat it."

      “Permanently?” I ask.

      “For the most part, the reason why I was depressed is gone, so yes.”

      “But…”

      “But there are always times when… Sometimes, there’s no rhyme or reason to depression. It just strikes you out of nowhere.”

      “You don’t get anxious, too, do you?”

      “Unfortunately, yes. I think the anxiety is worse. The two can feed into each other, and it can be rather… debilitating.”

      “What do you do about it?” I ask curiously. “I believe humans can try to use different medications to try to help, but…”

      "I throw myself into my work," Rkyer says. "If I need a break from inside my head, I request a short leave as a paranormal hunter and instead work with the program at Magical Prison so that I can try to help the beings locked away so they can be able to be reintegrated into the supernatural society. Helping others is rewarding, and sometimes—not always, but sometimes—it helps me too."

      “You’re too good a soul for this world,” I say.

      He snorts. “We all have our personal… er…”

      “Demons?” I supply with a wink.

      “Well, um, yes? You have to realize I was born a human.”

      “Fascinating,” I murmur.

      He makes a face. “You don’t have to be so—”

      “I’m not being facetious,” I assure him and then place a finger to my lips and nod. My hellhounds have found our next target.

      And he’s a barbarian.

      How can the humans not realize this guy isn’t like the rest of them?

      The barbarian is massive, his muscles swollen, as if he has testosterone coursing through his veins instead of blood. I slip behind him and try to sedate him.

      Key word: try.

      He’s too massively overpowering for that to work, but it does slow him down a bit. Linones rears up onto his hind legs and kicks the barbarian square in the back. He stumbles forward, right into a headbutt from the minotaur. Belb reappears, places his dagger at the barbarian's Adam's apple, and nicks the skin just a bit.

      The barbarian slumps to the ground, unconscious.

      “What poison did you use?” I ask curiously.

      Belb tosses his dagger back and forth between his hands while Rkyer and Riran struggle to shove the barbarian onto Linones's back. Guess it's the centaur's turn to make a deposit to Magical Prison. At least this time, the new inmate truly belongs there.

      "I'm not going to share all of my secrets," the goblin says. His grin is a bit sharp and maybe a bit crazed.

      “You’re a decent fighter, aren’t you?” I ask. “Why a hunter and not an executioner or at least a slayer?”

      “Maybe we all stumble at one time or another,” he mutters. “Maybe I prefer to deal with those who might be able to turn their lives around.”

      Hmm. This group seems interesting, and I’d love to learn more about them. It seems that the more friends you have, the more you want to have. Who would’ve thought?

      But right now isn’t the time.

      Soon enough, Riran and Rkyer have both brought along new inmates. Once the next is wrapped up—a drow—they all stare at me.

      “My turn?” I ask skeptically.

      Rkyer grins. “Go for it.”

      If those prison guards dare to think they’re going to imprison me…

      The drow is slumped on the ground. Her eyes are orange, her dark skin covered in white tattoos, most of them spiders or webs. Her clothes are a simple, skin-tight white linen dress that doesn't move or shift at all, not even when she did a backflip into a somersault and a flip onto Linones' back. Out of all of the ones we fought, she put up the biggest fight.

      Riran snapped cuffs onto the drow. “Magic-dampening cuffs,” she explains as she picks up the unconscious drow.

      “That’s… Do they work on demons?” I ask with a grin.

      “They do,” Belb says, “but I sincerely doubt they’ll work on your daddy-o.”

      “Yeah,” I mutter. There goes that idea.

      I disappear with the drow and appear in front of Magical Prison. The building is rather impressive, and it doesn’t have a sense of isolation or despair that you would typically think a prison should have.

      A fairy with wavy black hair that reaches his chin with amber eyes, the white tinged yellow, and dark wings flies up to me.

      “The lot of you have been…” His eyes widen, and he smiles and nods to me. “Lydia. Welcome.”

      I lift my eyebrows. “You’ve been expecting me?”

      “Paranormal hunters typically both tag along when they bring in a new inmate, but the others before you explained what you all are up to.”

      “And they mentioned me too.”

      “They did. Word has spread about what you and your siblings are doing.”

      “And your thoughts?”

      “On…”

      “Whether or not we will be triumphant.”

      “It will be… interesting to see what happens next.”

      “That’s true,” I say sourly, annoyed he doesn’t have more optimism.

      A guard rushes out of the prison, but there’s something not right about him. He’s holding out a bloodied shank, and I drop the drow and teleport to the guard’s size, grabbing his wrist in time that he can’t shove the weapon into the fairy’s back.

      “What…” The fairy whirls around. “Ferrin? He’s a prisoner!”

      “Seems like there’s a prison break underway,” I say coolly as I put the fake guard’s wrist in a lock that forces him to drop the shank.

      The fairy rushes inside, leaving me with Ferrin.

      “So…” I eye him. “A werewolf. Want to tell me what’s going on?”

      Ferrin leans toward me and clangs his teeth together. His grin is maniacal.

      “Don’t bother to tell me that you’re loyal,” I say. “You killed your alpha, but you didn’t stop there, did you? No, you killed your entire pack. You’re the worst kind of a werewolf to ever exist.”

      "Your pack is who you make it to be," he says.

      “And you’re picking Lucifer’s side, huh?”

      “Now that we know that he’s here on Earth, you better believe it, and this prison is going to come tumbling down to the ground.”

      “That so?” I ask sweetly.

      In a flash, I drop down, grab the shank, and shove it right through his ribs. It’s a long, thin shank, and it slides deep enough to strike his heart before his claws can slash against my throat.

      What was it the oracle said? Something about how things just come to her sometimes?

      That just happened now. I knew he was going to try to kill me.

      There’s rustling behind me. I whirl around to see the drow staggering to her feet. Her nostrils flare, and she tries to yank off the cuffs.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” I ask dryly.

      She scowls. “You don’t understand.”

      “Understand what?”

      The drow swallows hard. “Your father…”

      “Ah. You’re afraid he’s going to kill you for being weak enough to get caught.” I shrug. “I could help you with that.”

      “You would kill me?” she asks suspiciously. “What’s the catch?”

      I grin and bat my eyelashes. “Who says there’s a catch?”

      “I was born on a Tuesday, but not this Tuesday.”

      “Do you agree to have me kill you? You do realize your death will help Lucifer.” My grin grows.

      “Why does that make you happy?”

      “Do you agree?”

      “Yes,” she says slowly, as if she doesn’t truly want to.

      “Great. Before I’ll kill you, you have to help stop this prison break.”

      Her jaw drops. “I never agreed—”

      “You did.” I have to use both electrokinesis and telekinesis to yank off the magic-dampening cuffs. “Now, do it.”

      Lucifer isn’t the only one to be able to make deals that must be enforced. The drow grits her teeth, but she’s almost dragged inside.

      I trail behind her, and we both get to work. She’s a fierce fighter, relying more on her physical prowess instead of her magic. It’s easy enough to figure out the guards from the prisoners. Only Ferrin had changed into a guard’s uniform, which helps the drow and me to know who has to be returned to their cells.

      At one point, I’m pinned by two berserkers and a demon. I’m toying with them, allowing them to get the upper hand on me. It’s a good thing I didn’t bring my hellhounds with me so the others could continue on our mission, especially because the drow notices my plight and comes over and kills one of the berserkers and knocks out the other two.

      “You aren’t so badass after all,” she snips.

      “So you think,” I snort.

      The fairy from outside the place takes the two unconscious prisoners and locks them up. When he returns, he comments, “She’s the last one to be locked up.”

      “Not happening,” the drow says smugly, glancing at me.

      “A deal’s a deal,” I say with a smirk.

      Her eyes narrow. “Why the smirk?”

      “Because,” I say smoothly, “your soul wasn’t as dark as some on my father’s side, and you saved my life. That berserker you killed? He probably shouldn’t have ever been in Magical Prison. He should’ve been killed long ago.”

      “What are you talking about?” she hisses.

      “You did the world a favor,” I continue. “As such, when you die… there’s a chance you might go to Heaven.”

      “You cannot be serious!”

      “Which would hurt Lucifer. Are you sure you want to die?”

      “Yes!” she begs. “If Lucifer finds me, he’ll torture me. He’ll do everything he can to destroy me and break my will. If he has to, he’ll possess me to force me to commit enough evil acts so that he’ll then torture me some more before finally killing me.”

      “If you want me to kill you, I will,” I say, “or you can help me to defeat him, and then you won’t have to be worried about torture and any of that.”

      She blows out a breath. “I…”

      “And then you can go back to your people and have that tattoo finished.” I nod to her left arm. The sleeve isn’t entirely finished.

      “As if that makes life—”

      “There’s been a lot of darkness in your life,” I murmur. “You don’t have to live in the shadows and hide away. You can reach for the light.”

      “We don’t—”

      “You aren’t slaves anymore.”

      She inhales sharply.

      The drow have a tragic history. At one time, the drow had been created by demons to be their slaves. Eventually, the drow broke away, about ten of them, but it had occurred so long ago that the drow were able to be fruitful and multiple. They never lost their demonic tendencies, and they burrowed their way underground, only coming up to the surface when they needed to steal something or to hunt for food. They don't have to be evil, though. They don't have to strengthen Lucifer.

      “You can make your own choice,” I say softly. “In fact, I will alter the deal such that you can take your own life if you so choose, but… What I am offering most of all is an opportunity for you to rise up against the leader of those who oppressed your ancestors.”

      “That leader is your father.”

      “And I wonder if you will make the same choice that I did, to rise up against him.”

      She blows out a breath. “I am Adrianacha.”

      “Lydia.”

      “I will die one day,” she says.

      “Today?”

      “No. Not today. I will fight, and may a thousand of the most venomous spiders in all the land come and kill me if I turn against you, Lydia.”

      The drow bows her head, her arms crossed over her chest.

      She’s addressing me as if I’m a leader.

      As if I’m a queen.

      She disappears, and the fairy flies up to me.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing,” he says.

      “Oh, don’t worry.” I wink at him. “I like to take a page out of a fairy’s book and wing it.”

      He blinks a few times and hangs his head. “That was terrible.”

      “Get ready,” I murmur. “There’s a lot more terribleness ahead.”
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      After ensuring that the riot has been entirely contained, I depart from Magical Prison, teleporting to the location where my hellhounds are. The crew of paranormal hunters looks a bit out of it, wounded and weary.

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      “You were gone forever,” Belb mutters.

      I gape at the goblin. “There was a prison riot! The prisoners who had been there forever hadn’t realized about the war and Lucifer being on Earth until our prisoners came, and they all wanted to bust out of there to run to him and pledge their allegiance, or something like that.”

      Rkyer runs his tongue along his teeth. “We haven’t been able to come close to nabbing one. They’re all in clusters.”

      I shake my head. “Well, we did some good at least. Why don’t you all head back to HEX Unite and—”

      "You all go ahead," Rkyer tells the others. "I can pass for human, so I'll stay with you, if you don't mind."

      “That’s fine. Just head back to the camp. I… I have something I need to do.”

      I say goodbye to the others, ignore the curious expression Rkyer gives me, pet my hellhounds goodbye, and flee.

      I’m a coward, and I don’t want my hellhounds around for this.

      It could very well be utterly humiliating.

      I lied to Adrianacha. While her saving my life did alter the state of her soul, she’s still bound for Hell as of right now, but I think she has potential. I think, if given a chance, she could very well end up going to Heaven. I’ve longed wanted to hurt my father by tricking souls into reaching the Pearly Gates, and I’m hoping that Adrianacha doesn’t disappoint me.

      But in getting her to save my life, I actually put my life on the line, and it’s never going to be the time. I realize that now. We’re going to die most likely.

      Which is why I’m here.

      At the Golden Expanse.

      Waiting for Christopher.

      I don’t have to wait long, and I smile at him and do my level best not to cry.

      “Did something happen?” he asks, walking up to me.

      “Christopher… I have to tell you something.”

      “What did you do now?”

      “I deserve that,” I mumble, wringing my hands. “It’s not something I did. Well, maybe you could consider it that way. It’s more… It’s something that snunk up on me. I… What I’m trying to say is that I…”

      “You can tell me anything,” he says.

      “I need to make a confession.”

      “I’m not a priest,” he says slowly, “and if you want to make a full confession, we’ll probably be here, what, a year?”

      “You’re hilarious,” I say dryly. I lick my lips. “No. Not a confession of sins. I… I like you. Not as a friend. Well, as a friend, yes, but more than a friend. And since we’re probably going to die and you’ll be gone and my soul most likely sucked up into oblivion, I thought… I thought you should know. I have feelings for you.”

      “There must be something in the water,” Christopher says.

      Confused, I gape at him. “Excuse me?”

      “Lily sought me out earlier today, and she told me about her feelings for me.”

      My jaw drops, and I back away from him.

      Lily really does love Christopher.

      And she glows when she talks about him.

      She truly is gone for him.

      How can I compete with her? Lily is gorgeous. She’s a succubus, but she doesn’t even have to use her wiles to have guys falling all over themselves to be with her. It’s insane.

      So, yes, I’m fairly certain he’ll pick her over me. He would be the only guy on Earth to pick me over her if he would choose me.

      But he says nothing, and it takes everything in me to look up to his face.

      His expression is unreadable, which only makes my spirits sink even lower.

      “Lydia, you have to understand that I’m an angel,” Christopher says slowly.

      “Angels can love,” I protest. “Don’t tell me they can’t. As for demons… I’m not saying I love you. I’m not saying I would…”

      Actually, I might be willing to die for him, and I thought he might be willing to die for me. He came to Hell—twice!—because of me, but I guess he was just being a good little angel about it, nothing more.

      “Of course angels can love,” he agrees.

      “You just don’t love me. Like I said, I’m not saying I love—”

      “Angels and demons don’t—”

      "Don't even," I snap. "You know it's happened before. Look at Clarissa! And shouldn't angels be willing to look past a person's outward appearance and who they are to see who they are on the inside? Yes, I'm a demon. I'm Lucifer's daughter, but I don't want this fighting. Yes, I declared war on him, but I wanted it to only be my siblings and me against him. He had to go all nuclear about it."

      Christopher winces, and even I have to admit my word choice hadn’t been the best.

      “I’m a demon,” I repeat, “but I’m not evil, not wholly.”

      “Yes, but—”

      “Say no more.” I hold up my hands. “Lucifer’s target on your back is probably huge right now, and that’s my fault. I’m sorry. Just go to Bethlehem and stay there until this is done and over with. I mean, there’s a chance Lucifer will win—a very good chance—but one angel won’t make or break things, so just go and run away. Leave me to my fate.”

      “I don’t believe in fate.”

      “Yes, yes. Free will.” I wave my hand. “I don’t know if demons have free will. Every single son and daughter of Lucifer’s has risen up to try to take him down. Is that free will? Or is that something else? You have your beliefs, and I have mine, and maybe we’re too different, and I’m just a fool, but you would be an even bigger one if you don’t go to Bethlehem. Please. Go now.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” he protests.

      "Hmm. That what you said to Lily too? You know what? I don't want to know." I snort. "You don't want to hurt me. Too late, buddy. You already did. I get it, though. There's someone else? You just trying to let me down easy but you're with Lily? Or do you have an angel to love? Or a human? I could see you as the kind of guardian angel to fall in love with your charge."

      Christopher says nothing.

      “Don’t ever change,” I tell him. “You might be a pain sometimes, and you drive me nuts, but you’re smart and wise and—”

      “Smart and wise?”

      “There are different kinds of intelligence,” I inform him. “You might judge a little too much, but no one’s perfect. You made me a better person, and I’m grateful for that and all of your help, but all of that ends here and now.”

      “Lydia…”

      I wait for him to continue.

      “You’re insane,” he blurts out.

      “I won’t deny that. I did declare war against Lucifer,” I allow, “and I never thought I would fall for you.”

      “That’s just it, Lydia,” he says softly. “I don’t want to become a fallen angel. I don’t want to follow in Lucifer’s wings.”

      I gape at him. Does that mean he does have feelings for either me or Lily but he’s denying himself to give in?

      “You wouldn’t necessarily have to become fallen to be with me,” I say in a rush. “You and I—”

      “There is no you and I,” he says softly.

      “I change my mind,” I snap. “You aren’t smart or wise. You’re the one who is insane, and you’re a coward. Love isn’t easy. Love is something you have to fight for, and love can be messy, but look around you! The world is falling apart. The entire world is a mess! If you aren’t willing to take a chance—”

      “The risk is too high,” he argues.

      “You aren’t willing to pay the price. I get it. You’re immortal only so long as you don’t die, but the likelihood of dying is very high, but if you go to Bethlehem, if you live a long, long time… I never thought I would say this, but what kind of a life will that be if you deny yourself love?”

      Christopher opens his mouth, but I’ll never learn what he was about to say because that is the precise moment when the next calamity starts.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

        

      

    

    
      From above us, massive streaks of red flash across the sky. A meteor shower like no other dances in the heavens, but soon enough, those meteors crash through the earth’s atmosphere, plunging to the ground like missiles. Stars fall as well, and I don’t have to move a muscle to know in my heart this is occurring all across the globe.

      Chaos is settling into the hearts of men, humans and supernaturals alike.

      The apocalypse is inching ever closer to becoming a reality.

      Christopher and I exchange a long look.

      "Go and be a guardian angel to as many as you can be," I murmur. "I'll do what I can."

      “That’s all any of us can do,” Christopher says grimly.

      He winks away a moment before I do.
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        * * *

      

      Chaos is right. People across the world are panicking, and even the humans are starting to become up in arms that the apocalypse is here. They know and recognize the signs.

      So far, the trumpets haven’t sounded. They can’t sound from the heavens. They won’t.

      Will they?

      The trumpets will herald in the apocalypse.

      With the first, bloodied hail and fire will fall to the Earth, claiming every blade of grass and a third of the trees.

      The second trumpet will transform a third of the ocean's water into blood. Likewise, a third of all marine life, as well as a third of the ships sailing upon the seas, will be destroyed. What will cause the water to turn into blood has been up for debate among scholars. Perhaps an act of Lucifer, a fireball the likes of which the world has never seen before. Or maybe one of the meteorites falling from the sky will do it.

      The third trumpet is also an act from the heavens. A falling star—a literal one, I would assume, and not the fallen star that is my father—will poison and taint the drinking water of the Earth. You guessed it. A third is poisoned. The taste of that water is supposed to be bitter, unsurprisingly, and men, women, and children alike will die from it. I'm not sure if a third of the population will die, but doubtless, animals will perish as well, and perhaps more vegetation also.

      The next trumpet will affect the light—the sun, the moon, and the stars. The sun has already been darkened, but it will be so again. A third of every day will be complete darkness as a result, and within that darkness, the darkest of supernatural creatures will rise up to wreak havoc upon the unsuspecting, namely the still-ignorant humans.

      The last three trumpets are so terrible they are known as the three woes.

      The first woe will begin with yet another star falling from the heavens. This one will touch the earth and crack it to form a bottomless pit. From this pit, smoke will rise, blocking the sun’s light and once again darkening the land even more. But smoke is not all that will be released. No, locusts will come, and they are not the locusts you think of. No, these locusts are monsters—a man’s face, lion’s teeth, scorpion’s tails. They are not bugs but rather warhorses. The only part about them that is like a locust is their wings. These locusts will be a blight on the earth, tormenting men for a period of five months.

      The second woe and the sixth trumpet will be a doozy. Four angels will have two hundred million troops. Oh, and those troops will all be mounted. And their horses? From their mouths will come for many plagues, including smoke—because there hasn't been enough smoke already—brimstone, and fire. As crazy as it sounds, but I almost want to see these horses because they aren't traditional ones. They're monsters with the head of like a lion, and their tails have a serpent's head. These plagues will kill—yes—a third of all mankind, and I believe that is across both humans and supernatural beings and creatures.

      The third woe is basically the seven bowls, more plagues set upon the earth. These woes, the plagues, the trumpet blasts, they’re all from the Big Guy Upstairs. They aren’t caused by my father, or at least, that has always been my belief.

      But it’s clear to me, clearer every day, that my father is doing all he can to provoke the other to unleash his punishment upon the earth.

      The terror of it all, the anguish the people feel… It’s enough to drive me mad. I don’t know how Lucifer can handle it.

      I can’t. It’s agonizing and frightening, and the fires started from the fallen stars, the crops struggling to endure and grow despite the famine…

      Nothing will ever be as it was. Nothing.

      There’s no going back now.
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        * * *

      

      I return to Frankfurt and my siblings, and we try to protect our people, but it's never-ending, a battle that is as pointless as our attempts to reclaim the earth from Lucifer's might.

      My siblings and I act in pairs. First, I’m with Lola. She directs me to where the most wounded are, and I do my best to heal them, not even trying to hide the fact anymore that my healing is giving rather than taking.

      Once we are exhausted, Lance comes and sends Lola away to rest.

      “I need you to come with me,” Lance says, “if you are up for it.”

      I’m exhausted. I’m not sure when I last slept or ate or showered, but I might as well continue on. Sleeping will accomplish nothing. Is this how Larissa feels? Although I think she slept more rather than less. Maybe it’s more like Lara and her denying herself food for years.

      “Where are we off to?” I ask Lance.

      "Not far. We can walk there, in fact."

      “Lead the way.”

      Lance dips his head and stalks off. He’s taller than I am, so his stride is naturally longer. I don’t hurry to keep up, instead lengthening my stride to match his.

      He brings me away from our troops, away from Lucifer’s side, away from the war. The lingering fear of the humans hangs heavy in the air. Despite it being nighttime—at least, I think it is night—the sky remains bright as more meteorites plummet to the ground. One lands not that far from us. Its heat is immense.

      A bit of sudden anxiety has me snapping my fingers. I want to call out to my hellhounds, but I hope they’re sleeping. Since I gave them a bit of my essence, they have not had another relapse from the poison my father gave them, but they also have not been sleeping as much either. It worries me.

      Once we’re away from it all, Lance whirls around and holds out his arms.

      “There’s nothing here,” I remark. “Is there supposed to be?”

      “There will be,” he says coolly, his yellow eyes glowing brighter than normal. The breeze doesn’t ruffle his dark hair, and he stands up straight. He’s the tallest of the siblings, although still shorter than Lucifer.

      “What will be here?” I ask.

      Lance doesn’t answer.

      The air around us is charged, and I’m sure something major is about to happen.

      I’m right.

      Lance disappears. He’s behind me, and his hands slam against the sides of my head. Through biokinesis, he tries to stop my heart, but it’s beating too fast for that. My elbow strikes his stomach, and I stomp on his foot. Then, I bring my arm up high and elbow him square in the mouth, which, let me tell you, didn’t feel all that good.

      He’s hardly fazed, though, my oldest brother. He drops to the ground, but not in pain, and I hover above the burnt land right before he can use terrakinesis to cause an earthquake.

      “Why are you fighting me?” I ask, shocked. “Why have you forsaken me?”

      “You are the forsaker,” he growls. “You turned your back against Lucifer, the only ever rightful ruler of Hell.”

      “He is out of touch, and so are you,” I say.

      “You do not know or understand the way of the world.”

      I shake my head. “No, Lance, this isn’t you. It’s not—”

      “You are going to die, Lydia,” Lance says calmly. “You should’ve died a long time ago.”

      He holds up his hands. Photokinesis bursts out, and I can’t teleport away fast enough. The destructive energy singes throughout my entire being, and it’s all I can do to remain alive and on my feet. Well, on my wings.

      “Fight me without magic,” I ask, standing on the ground once more, wincing from the impact even though it had been a smooth landing.

      “No.”

      “No? Coward.” I grin and flash the ferrumsanctus Christopher gave me.

      Lance is unfazed. He readies to blast me again.

      And I freeze. Another few blasts of that, and I’ll die.

      At the last second, I move the ferrumsanctus into position to divert the destructive energy away from me. The blade crackles with lightning and raw power.

      “Lance,” I say calmly. “I won’t fight you. I don’t want to die.”

      “If all you do is defend yourself, you will die,” he promises. “Fight me! You’re the coward!”

      He blasts me with thermokinesis—trying to make my skin burn—and pyrokinesis—throwing fireballs. I absorb the heat within me, not allowing him to cause me any more pain.

      But I don’t fight him. I won’t.

      “If you aren’t even willing to fight your brother, how do you expect to fight your father?” Lance mocks. “You’re nothing more than a frightened little girl who got in over her head.”

      “No.”

      "Yes. Did you honestly believe that the rest of your siblings would truly bond together behind you in your efforts to undermine our father? He is Lucifer! He is the villain of villains, and he will rule the earth. The angels have it wrong. You have it wrong." He shakes his head. "Our father cannot ever be contained. He is the ultimate face of evil, and you, Lydia, make me sick. How can you go on like this? Acting as if you are superior to him?"

      “You make me sick, Lance,” I snap. “You’ve been against us all along, haven’t you?”

      “You still don’t understand, do you?” His eyes, so like my own, are wild and crazed. “Not one of us is with you, not really. Why do you think things have come to a stalemate? Lucifer wants you dead, Lydia, and I’m going to give him a present. I’m going to give him your head. Then, he’ll—”

      “He’ll what? Be proud of you? Lance, he’s never been proud of any of us. He hates us, Lance. He’s not father of the year material, and—”

      “You know what kills Father the most?” Lance asks, coming closer to me.

      I’m doing my best to not be intimidated by him, but that’s hard between his height, his overbearing demeanor, and his crazed expression.

      “He called you Bright One because he had such high hopes for you, but you aren’t anything special. You’re the runt of the family, just like your mangy hellhounds. Two heads instead of three. You should’ve just spent your entire life in Hell, being a crazy hellhound woman, but no. You had to go and pretend to be ambitious, to be power-hungry. You had to go and act like you’re important. You aren’t. You’re worthless.”

      Lance reaches out and grabs me by the throat. The ferrumsanctus is still in my hand. I could slice him, carve him up. I could even smite him.

      But I’m not. I don’t want to kill him. Brimstone and ashes, I don’t even want to fight him.

      And then, Lucifer appears behind Lance. With a claw coming at an angle like an axe, Lucifer slices into Lance's carotid.

      Blood spurts out, flying up to speckle Lance’s face. His grip on my throat lessens. As he falls to the ground, dead, I tremble and force myself to meet Lucifer’s gaze.

      But I’m too terrified. My father just slew Lance right in front of me, and maybe I am a coward because I teleport away, leaving my eldest brother in a puddle of his own blood at the feet of his wicked, terrible father.
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      I’m not even sure where I teleport to, but I collapse to my knees. Bile rises up, and I’m sick. I wipe my mouth on a leaf that crumbles to dust before it’s cleaned me entirely. The earth is so dry and barren everywhere. It’s disheartening.

      And I am so utterly disillusioned.

      I shift so I’m sitting instead of on all fours. I bend my knees and hug them, rocking forward and back, more than a little out of it.

      Someone teleports here, and I just keep on rocking, staring at a patch of burnt earth. There’s a divot from a small meteorite.

      The person crouches beside me, and I try to look over and see him or her, but I can’t bring myself to. I’m that out of it, that freaked out.

      Lance… Had that been Lance? The real Lance? Had he fooled me all along? I can’t say. I don’t know for certain, but I am so utterly heartbroken.

      And broke. I am so very broken.

      “Lydia, are you all right?”

      I think the person has been talking to me before now, but I only hear the words she’s saying now.

      It’s not easy, but I force myself to look at her. “Lola.”

      Her face is as stricken as I feel, and she hugs me tightly. I stiffen, expecting her to try to drain my life or to possess me or torture me, but it’s just a simple embrace, and a sob wracks my body hard enough that she shakes too.

      “He’s dead,” I whisper dully. “He’s killed him.”

      “I know,” Lola says simply. “I know, but…”

      There’s something shining in her dark eyes. Not unshed tears.

      Power.

      And might.

      I draw back, frightened all over again. What if she’s trying to lure me in to be close to her and she plans on betraying me too?

      “You have to take me there,” she says urgently. “You have to teleport me there.”

      I blink a few times and shake my head emphatically several times. “No. N-No. He… He might still be there.”

      “He’s not,” Lola says, desperation bleeding into her words. “We have to move quickly.”

      “Why? We aren’t ready… We can’t face…”

      “He’s not there,” she says. “We don’t have a lot of time. Lance’s soul wasn’t consumed, and if Lucifer changes his mind about that…”

      My eyes widen, and the fog invading my brain lifts a bit. “What are you going to try to do?”

      “I’m going to draw power from Lance’s murder to bring him back,” she says evenly, “but I need to be at the location of the murder, and hopefully, the body is still there, but even if not, I might still be able to, but only if I try now. Pull yourself together, Lydia!”

      I swallow hard. “You don’t understand, Lola. Lance… He came after me. He tried to kill me.” I hang my head. “He would’ve succeeded if Lucifer hadn’t…” my fingers tremble as I rub my neck.

      Lola pushes my hand aside and gasps. Maybe there are marks from Lance’s stranglehold.

      “That…” She shakes her head.

      “Do you think he was possessed? That Lucifer possessed him?” I ask hopefully.

      “I… Yes,” Lola says with far more conviction than I would’ve expected from her.

      It's that conviction that has me scrambling to my feet with her assistance. She takes my hand, and I force myself to have us teleport to the spot where Lance attacked me and died.

      His body is still there, the bloody puddle even larger than when I left.

      But he isn’t here.

      I’m almost willing to send up a prayer for that, but I don’t dare, of course.

      Lola falls to her knees beside Lance. She places her hands in the blood, and she touches her face, running her hands down them, transferring blood to her skin. Her lips move, but she makes no sound. Her eyes glow, no longer dark but as yellow as mine.

      As yellow as Lance’s used to be.

      Slowly, I sense the rest of my siblings come and form a semi-circle around us. I’m not even sure when I came to rest on my knees beside Lola, but I realize that when I touch her shoulder, trying to give her any power and strength she might need from me.

      A hand touches my shoulder. Lily. Leo touches her shoulder, and we form a circle, each of us giving our energies to Lola so that she can bring our fallen brother back.

      He had to have been possessed. There’s no reason to believe that Lance truly wanted me dead. He couldn’t have been that jealous of me. There’s no reason for him to have been. I have no real power or authority. We’ve all been in this together.

      Without warning, the blood begins to ripple as if someone is walking nearby. The blood lifts up, drop by drop, and returns to the wound. Gradually, a small stream of blood lifts up from the puddle and returns to Lance's body until all of the blood is back where it should be. Before my eyes, the wound closes and heals, but Lance remains lifeless and unmoving for another good five minutes before the coloring reappears on his face. His breathing resumes, and he shifts to sit up.

      “What happened?” he murmurs, his voice a bit raspy.

      Lola faints. I barely have time to catch her as my siblings converge on Lance, helping him up, talking over each other.

      I can’t help but be a little resentful that the others aren’t worried about Lola, but I can see to her. She’s looking as ghastly as ever, her skin stretched tight across her skull, the bone visible through her skin.

      But she’s breathing.

      Lance doesn’t say much at all. The others are crowding him, but he holds up a hand, and they back away.

      Something isn’t right. Something is very wrong here.

      Lola stirs and shifts away from me. “I’m all right,” she murmurs. “Resurrection… not easy.”

      The others laugh, but I don’t, and neither does Lance.

      For the first time since he’s been reborn, Lance meets my gaze.

      And his eyes glow darkly.

      “Lance,” I say as I scramble to my feet, “I know you didn’t mean to hurt me.”

      He snorts.

      “Lucifer possessed you.”

      “You would choose to believe that,” he mocks. “Why would I ever make up my own mind about something?”

      “You…” My eyes widen, but I refuse to backpedal a step.

      “Lucifer has asked me time and again to stop thinking about what he wants and to do what I want. I want you dead, Lydia.”

      “And Lucifer killed you for trying!” I shout. “Are you really going to try again?”

      In answer, Lance bends down and lifts a handful of soil. He launches them at me, the specks all igniting into flames. My wind easily halts the soil, but Lance is already launching himself at me. He has his own Hellfire-forged blade, and I have to yank out my ferrumsanctus to meet his.

      “Stop this, Lance!” Leo shouts.

      “Don’t get involved,” Lance growls. “If you don’t, I’ll be forced to kill you all as well.”

      I shake my head. “No, Lance. You don’t have to—”

      “I do. I do, not anyone else. I am doing this for me!”

      “Lucifer killed you—”

      “It doesn’t matter what he wants!” Lance shouts.

      He's so envious that he can't be reasonable anymore. Somehow, he's gotten it stuck in his head that I have to die.

      His head…

      As we continue to fight, I try to get into Lance’s mind, to manipulate him. Brimstone and ashes, I’m even willing to try to possess him myself, but he’s too skilled of a fighter. I’ve always been the best with blades. My siblings tend to rely on more modern weapons like guns and grenades and stuff like that.

      Lance tangles our blades down close to our feet, and I blast him with wind, but he doesn’t move at all. With his left hand, he reaches toward my head, but I shove our swords to the side so I can kick him backward. My foot collides with his solar plexus, and he finally does stagger back, but he’s already bouncing back with a jab.

      I block and parry, counterattacking when it suddenly feels like I’ve been the one to be kicked in the gut. Pain transference. Fine. If he wants to play that way… I drain a bit of life to get the pain to go away. Somehow, instead of taking my pain away, it amplifies it.

      As furious as I am, I can’t help but turn into my demoness. It’s hard to fight with claws instead of fingers, but the moment I unleash my demoness, Lance turns into his demon. Soon, we’re wrestling on the ground, right over the spot where he already died.

      He scratches my face, and I tear a hole through his wing. He’s bleeding, but so am I. Although we both have super stamina and strength, neither of us has been able to eat or sleep as we should. Both of us are exhausted, plus he died. I should have the advantage.

      But I don’t.

      “Do you want me to choke you to death?” Lance asks, his tone mocking.

      “Do you want to die again?” I snap. “For real this time?”

      Lance chuckles. “You wouldn’t be able to kill me.”

      “No?”

      Lance tries to blast me with photokinesis. It’s a power I’ve never been able to do, only small scale with my energy orbs, but I somehow manage to tap into his destructive energy and halt the balls of energy and send them right back to Lance. He narrowly evades being hit, and he tackles me to the ground. His body crushes me. His heat is too intense, too much even for me, and I can’t call it into my body this time. He’s burning me. I don’t think I’ve been burned before.

      In a near panic, I blast out, and the water from before that I unleashed douses his fire. The water becomes a spout pouring out of my hands so fiercely that he’s flung off from on top of me. I sit up and then slowly stand, continuing to assault him with the water, forcing him back a few steps as I advance on him.

      With everything in me, I pour even more water at him, stripping away the heat until the water isn’t water anymore.

      It’s ice.

      And Lance isn’t Lance.

      He’s an ice sculpture of Lance.

      He’s dead for real this time, just as I said he would be.

      Spent, frustrated, ready to burst into tears, I collapse onto the ground, down on one knee, winded and frightened for what is to come next.
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      Leo and Lucas help me to my feet, and for the first time in a long while, my siblings and I whisk back to the second castle we inhabited.

      "Why are we here?" I mumble.

      I can't stop shaking. I feel so very cold. My teeth are chattering, and I have goosebumps. Try as I might, rubbing my arms doesn't help any.

      “We need to regroup,” Larissa says.

      I hang my head. Now that Lance is dead, Larissa is the eldest.

      “I… I didn’t want to have to do that,” I murmur. “Please. I… I’m not ambitious. I’m not power-hungry. Lance is… was… wrong about me.”

      “We don’t need to talk about Lance,” Logan says.

      I cover my face with my hands. “Why me?” I ask, my words muffled. “Why did he go after me?”

      “Lance has always wanted to be Lucifer 2.0,” Larissa says.

      “Did you know? Did anyone know that he was a turncoat?” I ask.

      “Technically,” Landon says, chewing something but I’m not sure what, “we’re the turncoats.”

      “Lucifer has gone too far too many times,” I say, “and killing our siblings… killing Lance…”

      I hang my head. Lucifer killed Lance, yes, but I killed him too.

      “I didn’t want to kill him,” I murmur. “Please, please don’t let anyone come after me for revenge.”

      “We’re all with you,” Lily says.

      I eye her. Is she serious? She and I are rivals, aren’t we? Not that Christopher seems to be interested in either of us, but I suppose that shouldn’t come as a surprise. We aren’t his type. He probably wants someone who is bound for Heaven, and who can blame him for that? Of course he’ll want to be with his wife for all of time, and I bet angels don’t marry until death because they live beyond the traditional life and death.

      “You don’t have to feel guilty about what happened,” Lani says softly.

      “I can’t help it.”

      Lani scoffs. “You should feel wrath. Angry. Furious. This happened because of Lucifer.”

      “Actually, it happened because of me,” I argue.

      “Considering time and again, our siblings all rose up against Lucifer, and he killed them all, I think it’s safe to say that Lucifer is the one to blame,” Lani insists.

      “She’s right,” Lucas says.

      “For now,” Lena says, “we have to stop worrying about the past.”

      “That sounds so terrible!” I exclaim. “Can’t we… I don’t know…”

      “What?” Lara asks.

      I rub my throat. It hurts still from Lance trying to choke me.

      “Don’t tell me you want to have a service for him?” Lola asks. “That’s something humans do. We can always go and visit Lance in Hell. He wasn’t killed and banished, and his soul hadn’t been consumed.”

      “Does that mean…” I eye Lola as my stomach twists into painful knots. “Lucifer can’t bring him back, can he?”

      “With all the power Lucifer wields, especially right now with all of the death, there’s just about nothing he can’t do right now,” Lola says. “And anything I can do, you can be sure he can do.”

      “So Lance…” I hang my head.

      “We aren’t going to have a service,” Lara says firmly.

      “He turned against us when he attacked you not once but twice,” Lola states firmly.

      I don't want to feel suspicious, but… "Lola, how did you know?"

      She hangs her head. “I saw Lance practicing photokinesis, and I asked him if he was trying to master it for a showdown with Lucifer, and he made a joke of it, saying it was for you. I didn’t believe him, but then when he disappeared a short time later… I wasn’t sure where you two were.”

      “You couldn’t sense us?” I ask, surprised.

      Lola shakes her head.

      “It’s getting harder and harder to sense evil and darkness in the world,” Larissa says, “because evil and darkness is rising in the world so much.”

      “Everything is empowering Lucifer,” I grumble.

      “That’s all right. We don’t have the mole in our midst anymore,” Leo says grimly. “It’s time for war.”

      “We’ve been at war,” I argue. “We haven’t been able to win enough battles. We’re losing! And there’s so very much at stake. It’s not worthwhile anymore.”

      Lance scowls. “Are you serious? You have got to be joking. Yes, it’s worthwhile. If we give up now, Lucifer will win! We have to avenge our brothers and sisters, and that includes Lance.”

      “But I killed Lance,” I say miserably.

      “Because of Lucifer’s influence,” Lucas says.

      I blow out a breath. My siblings are fighting with me against Lucifer because of revenge. I've been fighting because Lucifer's darkness has become far too imposing. Okay, fine, to some extent, I'm fighting him for revenge, too, although the reasoning behind the need for my revenge came about after I declared war on him. He attacked my friends and my hellhounds…

      My hellhounds.

      Immediately, they come to me. I'm sitting in a chair at the large table here. As soon as I shove my chair backward, they jump onto me, their front paws on my lap. I hug them to me, trying desperately not to cry. They lick at my wounds, and suddenly, my pain and even some of my grief and guilt are taken away from me.

      How? Did they… Did they give me some of their essence as I once gave them?

      “You’re right,” I say softly. “We need to move forward.”

      “First, though,” Larissa states, her tone broaching no arguments, “we need to make a blood pact. No fighting each other. Not physically.”

      Leo wrinkles his brow. “I’m not sure I can agree to that.”

      “We spar all the time,” Lucas protests.

      “Play-fighting will be allowed,” Larissa says.

      “It’s not always play-fighting,” Lucas mutters.

      The girls and I all exchange a look.

      “We’ll do it,” Landon declares. “Come on, guys. We can’t risk anyone pulling a Lance.”

      I wince. “Can we not use his name like that?”

      Logan grimaces. “It’s the truth. We’re all in this. No harming each other.”

      “Unless it’s an accident,” Leo says.

      We all turn our hands over and our fingers into claws. One by one, we take the person to our right and cut their left palm with our claw. Then we all hold hands.

      "No harm. No foul. No hurting among ourselves is allowed," Larissa murmurs. "Together, we are bound. In each of us, hope can be found."

      Tears well in my eyes as we all repeat her words.

      Hope. Why can’t my thing be hope?

      It’s not, though. Maybe Lance is right. I can be ambitious, and maybe I am power-hungry to some extent.

      And I do feel hate. I’m sure Christopher won’t like that, but I hate my father, and I even hate Lance.

      Oh, and I hate myself too.
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      Now that we’re all bound together by blood so that if we intentionally cause harm to one another, we will pay with our lives, it’s time for us to start to form our own plans for the future.

      “We cannot continue to let Lucifer have his way with the entire world,” I say. “The worldwide famine and now forcing stars to fall out of the skies? What’s next?”

      Lara groans. “You seriously did not just ask that,” she pleads. “Do not tempt him!”

      Lena snorts. “He doesn’t need tempting. He’s the ultimate tempter.”

      “Do you think he’s ever tempted an angel to—”

      “Not now, Landon,” Logan scolds.

      “Why not?” Landon asks. “Seriously. What if one of us has an angel for a mother?”

      “None of us do,” I say almost too sharply.

      “Of course you wouldn’t think so,” Leo says.

      “You came from Lilith’s line.” Landon’s greed almost resembles Lance’s envy, and my stomach twists into painful knots as I drop my gaze to my hands.

      “We are all bound by blood,” I murmur. My gaze lifts. “I know a bit more about my line through my mother than just the bit about Lilith.”

      My brothers and sisters all stare at me.

      I fidget for a moment. Am I really going to risk having them turn against me? There are ways to hurt another without resorting to physical pain.

      In fact, Lance’s betrayal hurts far worse than the choking.

      I need to accept who I am, and why shouldn’t my siblings know who I am truly and wholly?

      Without any more reservations, I lift my chin. “I don’t just come from Lilith’s line,” I start.

      Lucas begins to clap his hands. “Don’t tell me! No way! Are you really?”

      I scowl. “Lucas, I—”

      “Can I call you Laggy?” he asks eagerly.

      “I’m not related to Lagertha!”

      His dark eyes still dance with amusement. "But you are part Viking, aren't you?"

      “Not quite,” I murmur. “Brynhild. The valkyrie.”

      “You’re partially an angel?” Larissa asks softly.

      “Angel of death.” Lola crosses her arms and scowl. “Now I understand Lance a little more.”

      “You’re jealous of me?” I ask, shocked. “Angels of death, yes, valkyries aren’t, but they’re still angels.”

      “Maybe that’s why you can use water and ice,” Logan says.

      “I hate you,” Lucas states boldly. “So very much.”

      “You do not,” I say.

      “Can I tell you a secret?” he asks.

      “Yes. I don’t think there should be any secrets among us,” I say.

      “I knew.”

      “You knew?” I squeal. “Since when?”

      “When we spoke. I could sense it. Something just told me that we were somehow not just making a jest.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Do you mean to tell me I have no poker face?”

      Lucas bursts out laughing. “Yes, yes, that’s what I’m saying. Not that I’m an oracle or anything.”

      I roll my eyes, shaking my head and noticing that Larissa looks a bit stricken.

      Leo coughs and stands. “We do really need to start focusing,” he says. “It is time for us to dictate what happens next.”

      “And what do you suggest?” Lena asks.

      Leo’s grin is positively wicked. “We need to draw back our forces. Lydia did a great job reaching out to Magical Hunters Academy and HEX Unite. We need to formalize our two separate armies—the humans and the supernatural creatures and beings.”

      “And meet Lucifer’s human army at a spot of our choosing,” Landon says.

      The boys argue over the place, and I glance over at Lily. She seems to be making a point of not speaking to me. She won’t even look in my direction.

      As for Larissa, she still has a stricken expression on her face. What's gotten into her?

      “We’ll meet at Moscow,” Leo declares.

      “Humans first then?” I ask.

      Lucas nods slowly. “We’ve been working with the humans mostly anyhow. Once we can defeat his human army, we can then turn things over to the supernatural one.”

      “He’ll call force the demons in Hell,” I say. “What if he brings Lance’s soul up here to fight us?”

      “I don’t think he will,” Landon says.

      “What makes you so sure?” Lena asks suspiciously.

      “Didn’t you hear Lydia? The demons are fighting down in Hell. Are they killing each other?” he asks me.

      “That I’m not sure of,” I admit. “It just seemed like reckless fighting.”

      “Some could say the battles we fought were a bit reckless,” Lola says with a grin.

      “I did think it might be a parallel to the battles on Earth,” I say.

      "If that's the case, I think the demons will stay in Hell, at least for now." Leo nods to Lucas.

      “Wait. Did you say Moscow?” Lily finally speaks up. “No way. No one has ever been able to invade Russia and win.”

      “That’s because they didn’t have our superior intellect,” Lucas says with a smile. “Believe me. I’ve been dying to lay a conquest on Russia for all time. This will work. I have it all laid out up here.” He taps his temple. “It can’t be just a ground force. We’ll need to take Russia by air and sea and even space.”

      “Space?” I snort. “We took nuclear weapons out of the equation, remember?”

      "Yes. We'll have to use our soldiers to take bridges, airfields, and any important places en route to Moscow."

      “And we can mobilize our entire army to Russia?” Lola asks.

      “Yes.” Leo nods.

      “But the bulk of Lucifer’s might is there, isn’t it? Already?” I ask.

      “He has a ton from India that will be able to move quickly, and we have to assume that he will be willing to teleport his troops there,” Logan says. “If it weren’t for that, then we would have the upper hand. Russia still heavily uses its railway systems.”

      I rub my forehead. “Just how huge is Russia?”

      "It's massive." Lucas looks like a baby just giving candy as he rubs his hands together. "Russia accounts for greater than an eighth of all of the inhabited land on all of Earth! It's so massive that it has nine different time zones.

      “The United States has army, navy, and air force. We have their might as well as that from the parts of Europe we reclaimed. China and Japan can attack Russia from the other side. A multi-prong attack is what we need to win Russia. We win Russia—”

      “What about the Middle East?” I interrupt. “The Middle East lies between us and Russia.”

      Landon just waves his hand.

      “What does that mean?” Lola demands.

      “Lucifer’s not the only one who can teleport his army,” Landon says.

      I grimace. "Should we, though? Why Russia?"

      “I want Russia.” Lucas’s eyes glint a deadly dark shade.

      I shudder. “I’m glad you’re on our side,” I mutter.

      Everyone but Lucas chuckles.

      For the next several hours, we argue and hammer down our exact plans for taking over Russia. I keep a close eye on both Lily and Larissa throughout the discussion. Neither says much, and once we adjourn with the intention of setting our plan into action the next morning, I start toward Lily, but she teleports away.

      “Can I talk to you a moment?”

      I turn to see Larissa there. Somehow, she’s still stricken.

      “What’s bothering you?” I ask.

      “You really don’t want there to be any secrets?” She wrings her hands.

      I nod. “No secrets.”

      “Okay.” She exhales noisily. “I asked Lance before if we could do the blood bonding. He refused and told me that if I mentioned it to you, his refusal to make a blood pact with us all, that he would kill me. I… I should have told you anyhow.”

      “No, you shouldn’t have.”

      "I… I wanted to. There were so many times when I was about to, but I… I just couldn't bring myself to. I was…"

      “You were afraid.”

      “No. I wasn’t afraid enough. I knew that meant he had to be plotting against us or at least wasn’t entirely on our side, not fully, and I… I just didn’t. I wasn’t afraid enough, and I also… I didn’t care enough. I’m sorry.” Larissa briefly closes her eyes. “I’ve been fighting my tendency to ignore emotions and to just let them flow through me, but I’ve been so conditioned to not, and now, all I feel is guilt! It’s terrible, and the desire to just be apathetic, to ignore… I’ve been fighting it, but I’m… I’m sorry. I failed you. I failed Lance. Maybe together, we could’ve changed his mind—”

      “Lance’s mind, his conscious, his choices, his actions are all on him. It shouldn’t be up to us to ensure that he doesn’t betray us. He did. Not once but twice. He died for it not once but twice.”

      She’s quiet for a long moment. “Do you think Lucifer will go after his soul?”

      “I don’t know,” I say honestly. “He didn’t consume his soul in the first place, but he might’ve been counting on Lola or someone bringing him back and his trying to go after me again. Who knows? But it’s in the past. It’s not on you. Let’s focus on right here and now and plan for tomorrow.”

      Larissa nods and hugs me tightly. “You’re too good of a demon. It’s disgusting.”

      I laugh until I cry. "Thanks. I think that's the best compliment anyone's ever given me."

      She chuckles as she shoves me away. “Tomorrow, we push into Russia from both sides.”

      “Won’t that be fun?” I mutter.
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      Many others have gone before us and tried to take over Russia. Napoleon Bonaparte had been a great military man, from what Leo said. He fought quickly. He fought smartly, and he fought with his army divided.

      Considering we have the armies of the Americas and part of Europe and then the armies of Asia, we have our army divided naturally. We can fight from two sides, from the west and the east. Half of my siblings are with the Asians, while I'm with Leo, Lola, Lily, and Landon.

      Napoleon also fought with infantry, cavalry, and artillery. We can do that as well. I’m in charge of the cannons, and I might be augmenting them a bit with the use of magic.

      Lucifer can sue me.

      I don’t see him anywhere on the field, but that doesn’t stop me from fighting and encouraging the men. The cannons are on platforms with huge wheels. We have a few tanks in our arsenal, and my cannon is tethered to one.

      Of course, our enemy is targeting the tanks as much as they can, and it doesn’t surprise me at all when my tank bursts into flames. The top pops open.

      “Go back inside,” I call as I causally flick the fire away, creating a large enough gust of wind that those all around us will believe that nature is on our side.

      Or maybe they’ll believe it was divine, that it was from the Big Guy Upstairs.

      Not. Little ole me.

      The woman at the top of the tank glances all around as the last of the flames go out. Her gaze meets mine, and wonder shines in her eyes.

      “We are truly blessed this day,” she says.

      “Maybe, maybe not,” I return. “Keep firing.”

      It’s not easy, being a cannon behind a tank. I have to fire the cannon at such an angle that it creates a huge arc, but we’re on the front lines of our assault, and we’re carving up miles.

      When Napoleon fought and the Russian’s retreated before him, they burned the land so that he and his people wouldn’t have any food to eat. Considering the famine and the meteorites that burned any vegetation that attempted to survive and grow anew, there’s nothing for them to burn as we march and march and march.

      Lucifer’s army is no slouch, and we have to earn every one of the miles we push through. It’s not easy, and so many die, and I take as much pain from the humans who are fighting a war that they don’t even fully realize the ramifications if we are to lose.

      We can’t lose.

      No matter what, we cannot lose.
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        * * *

      

      Moscow. We’ve arrived. Don’t ask me how long it took us to get here, how many miles, how many days. I didn’t count. There’s no point.

      And there’s no point in counting the dead either. That number has to be catastrophically high.

      For an entire week, we lay siege to the city before we’re able to claim it as our own. Still, Lucifer does not fight alongside his humans, and I’m sure I know why.

      He doesn't care about his humans. They can perish for all he cares. After all, their lives mean nothing to him.

      My guess is that he’ll make an appearance with his paranormal army, though, and that will happen next.

      Already, some of the human generals and other military leaders are talking about reclaiming the rest of Europe and the Middle East. As far as I’m concerned, they can go ahead and do what they want. We’ve accomplished our first goal.

      My siblings and I are in the kremlin. This place is insanely breathtakingly beautiful. Everything is exquisite, and if I could, I would enter every single one of the five palaces and four cathedrals within the enclosed wall.

      For now, we head to the Grand Kremlin Palace. There's a bit of food here, leftover from the ones we deposed, and we enjoy a grand feast. Lena, instead of being a glutton, makes sure that some of the food is brought out to our armies.

      “What will be next?” I ask.

      Leo rubs his hands. “We have to decide that.”

      Lucas snorts. “We aren’t going to get that chance,” he argues. “Lucifer is not going to let this stand.”

      “His army fled,” I say.

      “Fled isn’t right, and you know it,” Lola says. “Lucifer whisked them away. They’re still alive.”

      “You don’t think he’s going to slaughter them all, do you?” Larissa asks nervously. “What if he uses transformation on them? Could he turn them into demons?”

      “More like procreation would be the term,” Lara says. “Wouldn’t it?”

      “Regardless of the term, it’s a legit worry, isn’t it?” Larissa asks.

      “He could unleash a vampire on them to turn them, or a werewolf bite or who knows what else.” I throw up my hands. If he combines the remnants of his human army with his supernatural army—”

      “We have no idea what his numbers are like,” Landon says, his tone bitter.

      I push my plate away, my food only half-eaten. Leaning forward, I utter, “We need more allies.”

      “Who else can we ask at this point?” Leo inquires. “Everyone knows about the war at this point. Everyone has chosen a side, whether they human or supernatural.”

      Sitting back, I glance all around. We had a large table brought into a massive hall. The grand chandelier above us is exquisite, golden and ornate with hundreds of lit white candles. The walls are a pale color with a hint of pink, and there's gold inlay everywhere, the designs of the upraised gold stunning. Even the floor beneath our feet is a stunning work of art.

      Earth can be beautiful. It can and should be cherished and treasured.

      But Lucifer can't do that. He can't see beauty in anything other than raw pain. He loves tears, and he craves pushing people beyond their breaking point.

      All he does is destroy people over and over and over again.

      And then, he takes their souls and has his demons torment and torture them for all of eternity.

      It’s despicable and reprehensible.

      My siblings… where exactly they stand is not precisely where I want it to be, but maybe they can’t go entirely against Lucifer and darkness and their demonic natures like I can thanks to the bit of valkyrie blood within me.

      They’re fighting for revenge, yes, and I am too to some extent, and what am I doing? I’m judging my siblings, and that’s not right. We’ve all formed a blood bond. We’re in this together.

      But I should've known better. I should've known that this happened far too easily.

      We've all been fooling ourselves.

      Lucifer let us think we won.

      We were wrong.

      So very wrong.
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      The wailing sounds first, that of a banshee. She’s heralding death.

      Our deaths.

      Something slithers on the ground near my feet. I jerk back and shut my eyes. “Basilisk, possibly,” I call out.

      “It’s dead already,” Leo says.

      “What if there are more?” Lucas asks.

      “Then I’ll kill them too.” Leo sounds far too confident.

      I slowly open my eyes. I hate basilisks. They’re massive snakes with venomous fangs, and worst of all, if you make eye contact with one, you’ll be turned to stone, petrified.

      Lola remains sitting at the table. Her eyes close, and she lifts her right hand to her face, holding it so that it splits her face in half. Her lips move, and the banshee’s wail cuts off, thankfully. My ears had been about to start to bleed. I think I even feel liquid coming from my left ear. I touch my fingers to the spot, but there’s no blood there. I’m just freaking out.

      The table begins to rattle and shake. I shove my chair back. For as much as the ground is shaking, the chandelier doesn’t move at all, which is strange.

      “This is no earthquake,” Landon shouts.

      He’s right. My siblings and I are all standing, which is a good thing because the table flips over. From a hole in the ground, goblins and dwarves burst out, and they start to attack us with both weapons and magic.

      Well, well, well, Lucifer is finally starting to bring out the big guns.

      A death shrill sounds from outside. I race over to the nearest window and almost gag.

      Our humans, the ones who just fought and survived, are now dying gruesome, terrible deaths at the hands of beings they hadn't known even existed.

      “We need our paranormal army here, now,” I say out loud, uncertain if my brothers or sisters can ever hear me over the din. Besides, most of them are already fighting.

      I turn back to them to see my sisters holding hands. Their fingers glow a strange blue color, and their eyes shut.

      Abruptly, the death shrills and wailing from outside ends.

      “What did you do?” I ask, rushing over to them.

      Larissa gives me a wan smile. “We teleported the humans away.”

      “After tampering with their memories so they’ll think that all of this is just a terrible nightmare,” Lola says with a grim smile.

      “If we want to stop the apocalypse,” Lara starts.

      “Then we need to make sure that the humans who survive don’t realize that there are angels and demons and dwarves and goblins and vampires,” Lena ends.

      “But what about Lucifer’s humans?” I ask.

      “We can only worry about so much,” Lily says, scowling. Abruptly, her expression changes, and she smiles coyly, beckoning a goblin over to her. As if the greenish brutish being was a puppy dog, he runs right up to her, and she slashes a claw across his throat. He tumbles to the ground, a smile still on his face.

      My hand falls to my hilt. The ferrumsanctus blade. The angels. We need them, and we need the rest of our paranormal allies.

      “I’ll go and get them,” Larissa says. “Our army.”

      I nod, and I consider leaving to tell the headmaster that we need her students and also the fine fighters at HEX Unite, but a dwarf tries to nick my carotid, and I bring up my blade to block his. With a twist of my wrist, I force his axe from his hands. I kick his chest to shove him back and give myself enough room to slice his head clear off his shoulders. His head rolls all the way clear to the window, which promptly shatters, sprinkling glass everywhere. A clay golem climbs through the broken window. His foot lands on the head, and the golem goes down hard.

      Three long strides carry me over to him, and I lay a hand on his shoulder. My first inclination is to burn him, to melt him until he’s a fossilized version of himself, but I don’t want to risk causing any more damage to this place. Instead, I kneel on his chest to keep him in place until I’m able to conjure the ice. It’s becoming easier to call forth the ice, but it does drain me a bit. Still, the clay monster is soon an icicle clay monster, and I leap through the broken window and roll onto the hard earth before landing on my feet and straightening.

      The fighting out here is intense. The humans from our army have been displaced, thanks to my sisters, but our paranormal army is beginning to show up en masse.

      But the same can be said about my father’s.

      He has dragons and vampires, and shifters of all kinds, skin walkers, cyclopes, and so many more. The skies are filled with all sorts of winged beasts, not just dragons but wyverns, amphepteres, thunderbirds, griffins, and manananggals.

      Of course manananggals.

      If there’s any creature on Earth that gives me nightmares, it’s manananggals. They’re creatures, mostly females, who like to detach their torsos from their legs and go off in the night, flying around, looking for people to eat, and they have a special craving for infants and babies.

      They’re honestly terrifying. Sometimes, they won’t detach entirely, and their spines will come with them, almost like bony tails swaying in the wind as they fly. They have wings that only can be used if they’re severed in half, and I spy at least one of them who has her arms turn into the wings.

      Like I said. Terrifying.

      Phoenixes, as a general rule, tend to be on the side of light and goodness and all of that, and I didn’t even attempt to go and see if any would join our cause. There are some dragons on our side, some wyverns and griffins too, and then I spy a crow. Seriously? Obsidian really is here?

      There’s Donovan not that far away. He yanks the chain from his chest and uses it as a whip, and I watch, awed by the sight.

      Someone slaps me hard in the back of the head. I whirl around, my ferrumsanctus raised, my other hand up, holding a ball of energy, but it’s only Larissa returned.

      “Do you want to die?” she asks dryly. “Do you want to see if a demon’s soul can consume another demonic soul? Because I have a feeling Lance might be willing to try that, envious about you still being living and besting him twice.”

      “I didn’t the first time,” I protest, but a kitsune’s tail wraps about my wrist holding my ferrumsanctus, and I have no choice but to enter the fray.

      The battle is intense. All around me, people fall down and die, and it breaks my heart. How can the world ever recover? How can people move on past this? How can the world return to what it had once been?

      With all my might, I wish I could shove the sands of time back up the hourglass. It would have been better for everyone if I had never taken it upon myself to lash out against Lucifer.

      To think I wanted to annoy him at first, to aggravate him. That was why I tried to steal souls away from him and shove them toward Heaven.

      Hmm. That reminds me of that drow. Adrianacha. Ah, there she is. She’s fighting another drow. I’m sure there are many instances of elf versus elf, dwarf versus dwarf, and so on and so forth.

      But Lucifer, I don’t see him anywhere.

      With a violent burst of anger, I fight hard, using both my blade and my magic to slice and kill. Nothing holds me back, and I try to carve a path toward the center. Will Lucifer be there? Is he fighting, the coward, or is he holding back, hiding?

      It would be like the deceiver to stand back and hide away and let others do his dirty work for him.

      “Lucifer!” I shout.

      I toss up a fireball and strip away the heat to form an icicle—still a much faster process than my conjuring an icicle out of my magic entirely. My arm cocks back, and I launch the icicle like a spear straight through the underbelly of a massive dragon. With a grin smile, I watch as the dragon sways a bit before plummeting to the ground, landing a foot in front of me. The massive body strikes the land so hard the earth begins to quake a bit.

      A drake, essentially a dragon with no wings and four legs, steps onto the fallen dragon. With a heavy dose of wind, I’m able to yank out the icicle spear, but the drake’s already launching himself at me. I pirouette to the side and bring down my ferrumsanctus. The blade carves through the drake’s tough hide as if the dragon-like beast has skin made of butter. The drake lets out a whine, and out of nowhere, a pack of wolves descend and start to feast on the drake while it’s still alive. I would assume they’re shifters, but they’re like animals as they tear into him.

      I turn around and am face-to-face with a lindwurm. Another dragon-like creature, the lindwurm, has no wings, two clawed legs, and scaled skin with a serpentine body. It opens its mouth to blast me with fire, but I strip the heat from its fire to the point that the creature is frozen from the inside out.

      My energy level is starting to wan slightly, but the chaos of the battle and the cries and wails of the dying call to me. I hate that such massive destruction makes my blood sing, but I cannot change that I am a demon through and through.

      A wyrm slithers over to me. So many dragons and their relations sided with Lucifer! The wyrm has no legs, no wings either, and a long neck. And now no head because my ferrumsanctus sliced through the neck and its bone easily. Bone? Cartilage? Whichever.

      Abruptly, someone lands right behind me. I whirl around but not in preparation to fight. If I could, I would drop the weapon to embrace him.

      Instead, I give Christopher a smirk over my shoulder. “About time you made it. You’re late.”

      “I’ve been fighting since it began!” he huffs.

      He does seem out of breath, and he looks worn and tired, exhausted even.

      “Looking alive,” I murmur.

      Lucifer’s army swells all around us, and we stick together, fighting back to back. Every so often, I try to conjure holy light, but I can’t. I’m too drained, and besides, I don’t even know if I’ll ever be able to conjure that powerful angelic power.

      A monster of an ogre with two heads marches toward us. He’s at least seven feet tall, and each step he takes causes the ground to tremble and quake. I throw a fireball at him, but he just holds up a hand and catches it.

      Brimstone and ashes, he’s not a witchy two-headed ogre, is he?

      The ogre tosses the fireball up and down as if it’s a toy, the flames growing bigger each time.

      Yes, he is a witch and a two-headed ogre.

      “You like to play with fire, huh?” I ask. I try to use wind to force the flame to touch his palm so I can ice it, but the ogre closes his fist, and the fire goes away.

      With a wild yell, he bounds toward me. I go to slice him with the ferrumsanctus, but he sidesteps me and brings up a warhammer.

      My teeth clang together from the force of impact. I try to gain the upper hand. His meaty fingers grab my right hand, prying it off the hilt, and he slams his fist into my other hand. My fingers are crunched, and the blade falls to the ground.

      I teleport away to his backside, ready to end this, but he’s already turned on Christopher. The angel flies up high, but the ogre grabs his ankle and slams Christopher to the ground and then lifts him and slams him to the ground over a bit, back and forth, making an arc with Christopher each time before he slams him down again.

      “That’s not very nice,” I say as I scramble onto the ogre’s back. I transfer every last bit of pain from Christopher into the ogre and then all of the pain from every other person on the battlefield.

      The ogre staggers, trying to reach for me, to strike me with his warhammer, but he can't from this angle. Eventually, the pain is too much for him, and he staggers to his knees. His heart is slowing, I can tell, and then it gives out just before he collapses face-first onto the ground.

      I jump off his back and clap imaginary dust from my hands. “Do I get a thank you for saving your life?”

      “You didn’t save my life.”

      “You were almost killed!”

      “Hardly.” But he winks at me, and we nod to each other and reenter the battle.
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      It’s not long at all before I’m separated from Christopher. Worst of all, it’s also not long before I’m fighting a massive chimera. The beast is as large as a house. Fire breathes out of its goat’s head that extends from farther back on its body. The body is also that of a goat, but the main head is that of a lion. Its tail is a serpent that can spit acid or maybe poison or maybe both.

      I’ve reclaimed my ferrumsanctus, and I go to slice one of the heads off, but the chimera is nimble despite its massive size, and I have to spin around to avoid a fiery blast.

      “You want to dance, huh?” I grunt.

      I duck low and go to stab the chimera’s right leg, but the creature leans backward, making their leg just out of reach. The massive jaws of the lion clamp down onto the blade, and it’s a massive tug-of-war that makes me worried the sacred blade will break.

      For now, I'm willing to release the weapon. As soon as my hands drop the hilt, I fall to the ground, invoking terrakinesis. For good measure, I let loose a scream to trigger some thunder and lightning, although I wish I hadn't, when a lightning bolt almost strikes me instead of the chimera.

      The earthquake doesn’t affect the chimera in the slightest, and a meaty paw strikes my shoulder, slamming me to the ground. I struggle to sit up, but the chimera pins me down, two paws on either shoulder. I can’t move or do much of anything, and considering the creature has three minds, I can’t mentally alter its wants and desires, and I can’t possess it either.

      The stupid snake tail bites me, I let out a shriek from the pain, and then, Lily is there. My body trembles from the quick-acting poison that prevents me from moving, and I can only watch as she tries to blast the chimera with fire.

      And then, the chimera steps off me and wraps a paw around Lily, and the lion bites into her neck.

      Despite the pain, despite the poison paralyzing my legs, the paralysis moving its way up my body, I'm able to stretch and reach for my ferrumsanctus and then stretch and slice the tip of the blade along the lion's throat. The chimera roars and backs away, bleeding everywhere. It prances away, and I drag myself over to Lily. She's bleeding out, and I barely have the energy myself to try to heal her either the demonic or angelic way.

      “Christopher!” I shriek. My vision is fading a bit. “Christopher!”

      And then he’s here, like a savior, sweeping in. He lands beside us. The tip of his own blade looks clean, as if it hasn’t touched blood yet, but I doubt that’s the case.

      Without a word, he touches and heals Lily.

      “She saved my life,” I murmur as my vision dims even more.

      Lily snorts. Without moving away from Christopher, she touches my shoulder and removes enough of my pain that I’m able to heal myself the rest of the way.

      Then, she turns back to Christopher and touches his left cheek before kissing his right. “Thank you, brother.”

      I gape at her as she turns to wink at me, and she teleports away.

      Christopher sniffs. “Chimera?”

      “Yes.”

      “Nasty creatures.”

      “I honestly think Lucifer must’ve created them from a drawing one of my other siblings made long ago.”

      He snorts. “Perhaps you are right.”

      The angel holds out his hand and helps me to my feet. We still hold hands, standing perhaps a bit too close as I glance around.

      “So much death,” I murmur.

      “So many casualties,” he agrees.

      “Surely this is the end of the world.” I stare into his blue eyes.

      His gaze is soft and gentle. “This is no other I would like to fight beside during these times.”

      Just then, the heavens erupt with a chorus of angels, each armed with one or two ferrumsanctus blades, and they descend upon the hordes of villainy.

      Christopher smirks. “I knew they would come.”

      “Is that the…”

      “Angelic host?” he asks smugly. “Yes, yes they are.”

      “And I have you to thank for that, I suppose?”

      “Indeed.”

      Questing beasts galavant by, hunted by angels. A draugr is plagued by sprites, the draugr on our side, and I smile.

      “Do not look so cocky, daughter,” a familiar voice booms.

      My blood turns to ice as I whirl around, still holding Christopher’s hand. My ferrumsanctus, where is it? When I arced my arm to slice the chimera’s throat, my blade went flying out of my hand.

      Christopher lifts his ferrumsanctus. Lucifer just looks at the blade, tilts his head back, and roars with laughter.

      “Do you think you can stand against my might when this battle has only served to increase my might to a level never before obtained?” he bellows.

      I whistle.

      My hellhounds come running. They knock into Lucifer's legs, almost tumbling him to the ground. At the same time, I summon forth my ferrumsanctus blade, not to my hand, but to Lucifer's throat, using my wind to hold it in place.

      Lucifer goes to swat at my hellhounds, his hands claws, and I see red.

      I see blood.

      His blood.

      Something inside me snaps, and I can hear a voice in my head.

      Holy light comes from the need to protect. Not from anything dark or evil. Only from the need to protect. What more is there to light and goodness than to lay down your life to protect another?

      Brynhild.

      From my hand emits a blast far more powerful than any of my silly energy orbs. This is not magical energy like those. No, this is a blast of pure energy.

      This is holy light.

      And it strikes Lucifer right in the chest.

      Demonfang positions himself right behind Lucifer’s legs, and my father falls to the ground.

      Other angels converge on Lucifer, pointing their ferrumsanctus at him. My siblings come around to form a circle with Christopher and me.

      I step forward and hesitate. All around us, the fighting has stopped.

      Christopher glances upward. “If the trumpets are to sound, if the bowls are spilled, it will be the point of no return for the apocalypse.”

      I hold my breath, and it feels as if the entire world is collectively waiting, listening.

      But no trumpet blast ever sounds.

      Nothing happens at all as we each hold our collective breaths.

      Once enough time passes that it’s clear the trumpets won’t sound, the bowls won’t be spilled, I grin at my father.

      “It’s done, Lucifer,” I declare.

      “It’s not done,” he snarls. He’s bleeding and bruised from the holy light blast. He’s in his human form, which makes him not quite the imposing figure that he could be.

      Without another word, Lucifer teleports to stand behind me, and I brace myself to be smited. No one can smite like Lucifer can.

      But Christopher moves to stand between my father and me. My hellhounds too.

      “You aren’t going to kill any more of us,” Larissa says.

      “And you won’t poison us against each other,” Leo adds.

      “Your days on Earth have expired,” Lucas says grimly.

      “Down to just minutes, bucko,” Logan declares.

      “The famine is over.” Lara grins, pointing to a fresh sprout that is growing. The leaves are more brown than green because of the blood on its growth, but there is a plant here and there and all over the field.

      “It’s time to accept that you’ve been beaten,” Lena says.

      “We don’t want to have to kill you,” Lola murmurs.

      “You have no control over any of us anymore,” Lily states.

      “But you can’t run to Hell to hide,” Landon adds.

      “Because even Hell isn’t yours to command any longer,” Lani finishes.

      Lucifer just snorts. “You are not taking away Hell from me! Earth is mine!”

      With a blast of wind like a hurricane gale, he knocks all of the blades from the angels’ hands. He hovers in the air, dangling above us, transforming into his demon.

      Lucifer, as a demon, is the stuff of nightmares. He's much taller in this form with dark red skin. His dark eyes always have fires burning within them, but now, his eyes are only orbs of fire. His hair remains in a pompadour, and lightning blasts from his tail. The angels have no choice but to shift and move around to avoid being struck.

      As Lucifer laughs and laughs as if he has won, the angels look to me. Even Christopher does. So do my siblings.

      Why me?

      Probably because I got us all into this mess.

      “Go ahead, Lucifer,” I taunt. “Go after Larissa. Go after Lola or Lily. Go after my hellhounds. Go after Christopher.”

      My heart pounds. He had better not go after any of them!

      A wave of desire to protect not only those all around me from Lucifer threatens to overwhelm me, but I long to also protect the entire world from him, every last man, woman, and child, human or otherwise.

      Lucifer appraises me, narrowing his dark eyes to tiny slits. "No, Lydia, Bright One. I will go after you."

      My eyes widen, and my short life flashes before my eyes.

      He’s uncovered the weakness. I can’t use holy light unless it’s to protect others.

      But why can’t I wish to protect myself?

      Why is my life any less important than any of theirs?

      Lucifer comes at me with the might of photokinesis. He has enough power to destroy half of the earth, but when he unleashes the blast, I accept it into me even though I can feel it burn my skin away and carve into me.

      And then I take his power and might, and I channel it into holy light, protecting myself and everyone else from the likes of him.

      With my first holy light blast, I limited the blow to Lucifer’s person. This time, I can’t control it, and a huge crater forms all around him. Lucifer remains upright, but he’s no longer in his demon form, and he’s bleeding even more than before.

      My father staggers a bit as he straightens from being down on one knee, a fist on the ground.

      I snort. “Isn’t that the traditional superhero landing pose?” I mock. “Seems like it would do major damage to both knee and wrist. How are your joints feeling, old man?”

      “I’m just fine!” he roars.

      I cross over to him and swipe a finger through the blood from his split lip. “When’s the last time you bled, Lucifer, when you didn’t cut yourself for some spell or other nefarious purpose?”

      His nostrils flare, and the fire in his eyes grows.

      “Face it, Daddy Dearest,” I mock. “It’s over. You don’t have dominion over Earth. It’s time you return to Earth.”

      “We should kill him,” an angel growls out.

      “Piel,” Christopher says warningly.

      “We can’t kill him,” Lola says hotly.

      The angel curls back his upper lip in disgust. “Then we should give him a true lesson in—”

      “You need humility,” I shoot back at the angel. “Stop judging so much.”

      “Stop judging?” The angel gapes at me, his jaw dropped. “This is Lucifer we are discussing! If anyone deserves to be judged, it is he!”

      I wave my hand and ignore him. “Lucifer, you have grown powerful, yes, but so have my siblings and I in turn.”

      “Not nearly as strong—”

      “Strong enough,” I snap. “I was not done talking, Father. Now is the time for you to shut up for once and listen.”

      I appraise him, lifting my jaw. He nods as if allowing me to speak. Even now, he has a massive chip on his shoulder, trying to act as if he is in charge of the situation even though most of the angels have reclaimed their blades. Speaking of, where is my ferrumsanctus blade?

      “Lola, you brought Lance back from the dead once,” I say coolly. “Might you be able to do it again?”

      Lola stares at me with wide eyes. “I…”

      “Yes or no?”

      She doesn’t answer, and I can sense she doesn’t want to.

      My eyes close, and I reach out with my magic to my brother’s soul residing in Hell. His soul is not lost. Of course it isn’t. Even as a soul, he’s been fighting in Hell, fighting the demons, keeping them occupied.

      Keeping them away from Earth and our battle up here.

      If there had been demons up here, who knows if we would have been able to handle the creatures aligned with Lucifer and his darkness?

      I reach wider about Lucifer. The in-fighting with the demons has quieted. They are listening to what is going on here on Earth.

      Lance, despite everything, you remain my brother.

      I have it.

      My breathing hitches. Does he mean…

      “Do it now,” I snap at Lola.

      “I don’t know—”

      “You can,” I say a little softer this time.

      Lola glances at the rest of our siblings. They look as baffled as she does, and Lucifer’s wild grin has to amplify her anxiety, but she nods to me.

      I can feel Lola pull energy from the blood pact we made, and soon enough, Lance—in human form—alive once more—stands before us.

      Holding both the scepter and the crown of Hell.

      Lucifer reaches for them, but Lance launches them into the air.

      My siblings use photokinesis or pyrokinesis on them.

      I use holy light, as do the other angels.

      And the scepter and the crown both explode into a canopy of specks that falter to the ground of ashes, forming two small mounds.

      I stomp over and smash a foot on top of one mound and then the other.

      “I am not your daughter,” I declare. “I am the daughter of ashes, and you are banished to Hell. Your power and reach will be stripped of you. Lola and the rest of us will release the lost souls you gained during this wall, and the earth will be returned to the way it was. Humans will remain ignorant, and as their ignorance grows, so will your power plummet. No more fear for you to draw on. No more anguish, no more nightmares. Nothing at all.”

      “You cannot contain me forever,” Lucifer spits out.

      I lift a hand airily. “Then consider this a truce,” I offer.

      “For now,” he snaps.

      I close my eyes and inhale deeply. We have done it!
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      “This is ridiculous,” Clarissa says.

      An entire week has passed since we bested Lucifer, all of us together, even angels. Lola is still in bed from her efforts to return the lost souls to their bodies, and we have been working hard to repair the land and the humans’ memories such that they will forget about what happened, with a few noticeable exceptions.

      Rebel—whose real name is Tiffany—fought from what I heard. So did many others, including Mirella. In fact, from what I understand, all of those living members of Rebel's legion fought alongside us.

      The world and its humans are healing, and today is the first instance when I feel that I can spare a moment to go and see my pregnant friend.

      Only I can’t. She’s on bed rest yet, this time by order of her doctor. When word reached her about the final showdown, she sought to come join us. Marlon and Diego had to physically restrain her. She fought back and started to have contractions that had to be stopped with medication.

      Which means Marlon did not fight with us, but this was just as important.

      I’m sitting in a car outside of Bethlehem.

      “Come and try,” Clarissa says in my ear through the phone. “I’m willing to see if I can help you into Bethlehem. Diego can drive me, and—”

      “I don’t know if it’s worth the risk.”

      “You think if you can make it through that other demons will be able to? From what I hear, you used some angelic power that is very hard to use. If you can do that, then you can do anything!”

      “That’s not how it works,” I argue.

      She huffs a sigh. “You won’t even try?”

      I think back to what Lucifer said to me once. He made a deal with me that, in exchange for my finding a way in Bethlehem, he would give me anything I want.

      Of course, he, later on, revealed that he hadn't been the one to make that deal, that he had used another demon to impersonate him, but still…

      We all know what I would’ve asked for.

      Control of Hell.

      In the end, I kind of got that anyhow.

      “I’ve tried before,” I explain to Clarissa yet again.

      “Try again,” she presses. “Maybe you didn’t think you could, so you couldn’t, but now that you know about being part angel—”

      “Regardless of knowledge, I doubt that has anything to do with it.”

      “But now that you’ve accepted your angelic side… Just try for me, okay?”

      “I’ll try,” I say, “but when it doesn’t work, you can see if Diego will drive you to Allentown. We can catch up there.”

      She laughs. “I’m so glad you think it’s all right for me to leave.”

      “Well, all demons are currently in Hell right now.”

      She says nothing.

      “Yes, yes. All other demons.” I clear my throat. “I’m climbing out of the car. I’m walking to the barrier. I… I…”

      I touch the barrier and try to push it away. I try to worm my way through. Nope. Maybe if I could blast it with holy light, but I haven’t been able to use it again. I think I need that spark of actually needing to protect someone in the face of legit danger for me to be able to use it.

      “No can do,” I tell Clarissa.

      “Ugh. I thought for sure… Oh, well. I’ll have to call my doctor and see if I can get him to agree to let me go for a ride somewhere other than to his office. I’ll call you to set up a time and place.”

      “Sounds good.”

      I hang up and return to my car. Yes, my car. I bought it, and I’m considering renting or even buying a space in Allentown. Why not? Or maybe Easton. I still feel bad about that earthquake I caused.

      I drive my car to the lot and park it. A quick glance around reveals that no one else is around, so I teleport myself back to Hell.

      Immediately, I’m greeted by biting laughter. Lucifer might have been stripped of all of the power he had gained, but that doesn’t mean he’s powerless. Far from it.

      Still, the demons do look more my way and my siblings’ versus my father, a fact that irks him to no end.

      “Once again, you failed,” Lucifer booms.

      “Must get it from you,” I return with a saccharine smile.

      “You can’t enter Bethlehem, and you weren’t able to take Hell from me.”

      I smirk as I march up to the new throne I made for myself. My hellhounds bound up and stand in front of it, as if they’re watchdogs, but they’re so much more than that. I sit and cross my legs.

      Lucifer scowls. His annoyance makes his eyes’ fires dance and twist and writhe more than ever.

      He’s about to flee like the coward he is, but I hold up my hand.

      “You will allow Clarissa to have this baby,” I instruct.

      “I haven’t done anything to her or her unborn children,” he claims. “I never had anything to do with her once we made that deal.”

      I lift my eyebrows. That’s not what I was told. Angels came after Lucifer when he was fooling around near Bethlehem after he killed Amarok, a king of zombie wolf vampire type creature with immense power who probably threatened the Prince of Darkness. Those angels came well after Lucifer made that deal with Clarissa.

      But…

      “I want to believe you on this matter,” I say, “but can you blame me for being skeptical?”

      “I didn’t do anything to her,” he repeats. “I won’t do anything to Clarissa and her line, whether she ever has a child naturally or ends up adopting one.”

      I eye him. I made my throne high up, on a pedestal, so I’m actually looking down on him despite his great height and my sitting.

      “Why do I think you deign to have a role in mind for her children?” I ask suspiciously.

      “Little ole me?” he asks, touching his chest. “I would never.”

      I snort. “I don’t believe you.”

      “Believe what you like, but do believe this—I never stay down for long.”

      “And you can believe this—we will not allow you to have free reign ever again.”

      He scowls and disappears in a plume of black and red swirling smoke.

      I grin and pet my hellhounds. “Well, boys? What do you want to do next?”
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      To say I have unfinished business is an understatement. First, though, since I'm in Hell, I'll tend to what I need to here.

      And that means talking to Lance.

      Shadechomp looks at me, and I nod. He bounds off, and in a few minutes, he returns with my eldest brother, who is still alive.

      “We haven’t really had a chance to talk much,” I tell him.

      He rubs his chin. “No, we haven’t. Can I… Can I see your throne?”

      I nod and stand, moving to Shadechomp’s side. My hellhound remains by Lance, a bit wary, but the tension leaves his body as I wave him over, and I pet his heads as Lance examines my throne.

      “You haven’t made yours yet, have you?” I ask.

      “Not sure what I want,” he muses.

      My throne is a red stone, mostly, carved into a perfect throne, nice smooth, but the armrests are icicles. The stone is fire, sparkling, pulsating, ombre. Beautiful in my opinion, both fire and ice—demonic and angelic.

      “Did you truly betray me?” I finally ask.

      “What do you think?” Lance asks.

      “Well, there is one school of thought—that you were jealous of me and what we were achieving.”

      “And another school of thought?”

      “That you had a plan all along, but… how did you know that you weren’t going to have your soul consumed.”

      Lance chuckles. “I can’t say here.”

      “No?” I lift my eyebrows.

      And then the answer comes to me.

      Faith. He had faith that his soul would be all right.

      “So you really…”

      “We all have our vices,” he says. “I’ll always battle jealousy, but I’m striving to feel more compersion.”

      “Compersion?”

      “Feeling happy for others,” he says simply.

      “So you really had a master plan?” I ask, a bit of doubt creeping into my voice despite my best efforts.

      “Yes, I did.”

      “And…”

      “And I knew that Lucifer would not want you to be killed. I knew he would kill me.”

      “And you wanted to die?”

      "I knew that although you kept running off wherever, that I couldn't. I had no choice. When you said that the demons in Hell were fighting each other, I knew we needed a presence down there, and that had to be me. While I was down there, with Lucifer distracted, I thought I might as well find his crown and scepter. You know Lucifer loves his vanity."

      “But you didn’t have to die,” I protest. “You could’ve told us—”

      “The demons might’ve stopped fighting each other to kill me. If I were already dead, they couldn’t harm my soul,” he says simply.

      “But after Lola brought you back…”

      “I wasn’t sure if she could,” he says. “I was prepared to remain a soul in Hell, fighting as much as I could. That you and Lola grew to be so strong with your powers…”

      “Not just us. Lara has been practicing with dryads, and she’s learning how to grow plants instead of just kill them. Some of the others can use photokinesis now. We’re all more powerful.”

      Lance grins. “You did well.”

      “Still think I’m ambitious and power-hungry?”

      “Yes,” he says honestly, “but ambitions aren’t always evil. You don’t just want to better your own circumstances but those of everyone you care about.”

      “Ah, keep going. I like this new Lance,” I tease.

      “Yeah, yeah.” He rolls his eyes. “I’m off to make my throne.”

      “Inspired, huh?”

      “I think it’ll have bones in it.”

      “Oh.”

      “To remind me of death, of my dying. Twice.” His lips quirk.

      “As if you’ll forget that.

      “I won’t ever forget, but reminders aren’t a bad thing. Oh, and I found something for you.” He snaps his fingers, and my shield appears in his hand.

      “I’m not even sure where I left that!” I exclaim.

      “Have you showed it to Lucas yet?”

      “I will. Later. I have some matters to tend to.”

      “Like that angel friend of yours?” he asks slyly.

      I blink a few times.

      “Leo mentioned him. So did Lily.”

      I try to look unaffected, but I’m sure I fail because Lance just laughs.

      “I approve,” he says.

      “You do?” I wince because my voice squeaked.

      “Compersion,” he says. “He makes you happy, so that makes me happy.”

      “But he’s…”

      “If he’s not willing to accept you for who you are, flaws and all, and you do have flaws—”

      “Hey!” I protest.

      “—then he isn’t the one for you, but I have a feeling that you two are meant to be.”

      My cheeks have to be bright red. “Get out of here,” I say, shooing him away.

      Lance chuckles and teleports, but I swear I still hear his laughter after he’s disappeared.

      Yes, I want to see Christopher, but first, there’s one more person I need to speak to.

      Brynhild.

      But I haven’t been able to find her, and I’ve looked.

      This time, I look more inward.

      Brynhild, I don’t know if you can hear me, if you’re still in Hell or somewhere else, but thank you. I heard you, and I was able to use holy light, and it was because of you. You helped me. I look up to you.

      You shouldn’t just look up to me.

      My knees buckle, and I sink back, sitting on my throne again as I hear the valkyrie’s voice in my mind.

      There are far too many who came before me and will come after me who are worthy of your admiration. Frea, a warrior who fought for the sake of her people and others. The vampire sisters who saved their town from evil despite their losing everything save each other. Godrey was their name, until they each found love, that is. And who can forget the brave and loyal werewolves bearing the name Buckingham? They lived during the Regency time period, a time of high risk for those of their kind. The werewolves almost introduced themselves to the world then, but the Buckinghams saved the world from near disaster then.

      I will learn what I can about all of them, I mentally assure the valkyrie. If we do not learn from the past, the future will be filled with previous mistakes.

      I know your father believes that Clarissa’s offspring will face choices and be torn between light and darkness. He hopes for the darkness, of course, but I believe that your offspring will prove just as important.

      I lift my eyebrows. My offspring?

      I have said, perhaps, too much. Go to him.

      My hand comes to my cheek, and I feel warmth. The thought of myself having children… with an angel of all people…

      If I wish to upset my father and undermine him, I can think of no better way than by choosing love for all time, and an angel to boot.

      If he’ll have me.

      I pet my hellhounds and leave them by throne and head to—surprise, surprise—the Golden Expanse. If Christopher and I do ever marry, I wish for this spot to be the location.

      When I arrive, Christopher is already here. He’s wearing a white suit. My brothers and my father almost always wear black suits, sometimes dark pinstripes, but white looks perfect on Christopher, and I suddenly wish I was wearing something other than my typical attire.

      “You look radiant as ever,” Christopher says.

      “It’s rude to read minds without permission,” I say with a snort.

      “So ladylike,” he teases.

      “It’s ungentlemanly for you to invade my mind,” I say, sauntering up to him. “Why should I be a lady if you aren’t a gentleman?”

      "Do I invade your thoughts too?" Christopher asks, brushing my blond hair from my face.

      I reach up to touch his hand. Our fingers naturally entwine. “Yes,” I admit.

      “You’ve found a way inside my defenses,” Christopher says slowly. “When we first met, I thought you were terrible. You were rude and impertinent, and I blamed you for Clarissa getting hurt. You aren’t like the others, though, and even some of your family isn’t that bad.”

      “That so?” I ask. “Can you see the future?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “Did you see this coming?” I ask.

      And I wrap my arms around his neck and draw him down for a kiss that is most certainly not angelic.

      Christopher chuckles as he ends the kiss, but he presses his forehead to mine. "Maybe I did see that coming."

      “What else do you see?” I stare up into his baby blue eyes and run my hand through his short curly blond hair. We would make gorgeous blond-haired children, I think.

      “Our children will be gorgeous,” he agrees.

      He picks me up and spins me around, and I shriek.

      “Don’t tell me you’re scared,” he teases as he sets me back down.

      “Of course not,” I retort, but I bite my lower lip. “Does this mean you’re asking me to marry you, Christopher Barrett? Because I’m doubting an angel wants to have a child out of wedlock.”

      “We can marry,” he says, his eyes dancing. “And we will.”

      “When?”

      “Soon. Very soon.”

      And he bends to give me a kiss that makes my heart dance and the fire within me burn that much brighter.

      I’m not the daughter of Lucifer anymore.

      But I’m not the daughter of ashes either.

      It doesn't matter so much anymore what I am the daughter of because soon enough, I'll be a mother, and that is so much better and all I could ever hope for.

      “I love you, Christopher Barrett.”

      “And I you, Lydia. So help me God, I love you.”
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        * * *

      

      And there you have it, the end to Lydia’s story, Daughter of Ashes!

      A Girl and Her Hellhounds series is part of my A Mayhem of Magic World Story universe which starts with my Bedlam in Bethlehem series. It’s so much fun to keep expanding this world!

      Coming up next will be a step back in time. Remember Free mentioned in this story? We’re going to learn about her adventures next!

      Please consider leaving a review if you enjoyed Daughter of Ashes! I love to read my reviews. Thank you!

      

      Until next book,

      ~Nicole
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      Hi, readers! I absolutely hate proofreading errors. My editor, proofreaders, and I try to find them all, but sometimes, a few will slip through. If you find any, please feel free to email at Nicole.Zoltack@gmail.com or message me on FB with the errors. I’ll correct the file as soon as I can get to it!

      Oh, and if you’d like, feel free to tell me anything else you like—something about the stories, the characters, if there’s any story you would want me to tell?
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      I’m off to write the next book!

      ~Nicole
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