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Prologue
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Megan never expected betrayal to come from the people closest to her. But when she found her best friend Bridget in bed with her husband, she was devastated. And when Bridget showed up at her divorce hearing—sitting beside her soon-to-be ex-husband—it was the last nail in the coffin.

Reeling from the collapse of her marriage and the cracks in her life, Megan had no idea that fate had other plans. That her path would cross with Michael Sanchez, a half-demon bound by blood and battle, to twins Jack and Jill of House Andariel. That their connection would be anything but ordinary. From the moment they met, something ancient began to stir—a bond neither of them asked for, but both would be forced to confront.

Michael, born of fire and humanity, spent his life fighting the darkness inside him. The mating bond to Megan changed everything. Suddenly, he was stronger, more dangerous and more vulnerable than ever before. Especially when Megan becomes the target of his ex-girlfriend, Bridget, a siphon succubus raised by the Overlord himself. 

When Megan was taken, Michael and his siblings stopped at nothing to rescue her. But with one defeat, the family has chosen to go to war unintentionally as the underworld reels from the vacuum left by the second in command.
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The demise of the Death Bringer echoed through the underworld like a giant rupture in the core of Hell itself. Whispers turned into howls. Power-hungry demons sharpened blades and teeth. The Death Bringer, the Overlord’s second, enforcer of terror, was no more.

Whoever killed him would draw attention. Alliances. Challenges. Blood.

The Overlord’s right hand was now vacant, and in the cutthroat hierarchy of Hell, that was a throne in itself.

Bridget felt it the instant his infernal spark winked out. The pulse of the legion had faltered. His absence created a vacuum so vast, even the dead stirred.

She moved fast.

This wasn’t about Michael anymore. Or Megan. Revenge was small now—crumbs compared to the banquet she saw ahead. No, this was about ascension. She had been the Overlord’s flame—his favorite, once. She had touched his throne. Loved by him. Feared by others.

Now? Now she would take what was hers.

The obsidian doors to the Overlord’s chamber loomed before her. She didn’t wait for the summons.

Inside, the chamber burned with hellfire that roared along the walls like living serpents. The Overlord stood before a brazier of black flame, his massive form cloaked in shadow and seething power.

He didn’t turn to greet her.
“My Flame,” he said, his voice a low growl, “you felt it too.”
Bridget dropped to one knee—something she hadn’t done in years. Not since she was his consort, not since she believed he would one day make her his equal. But today was not a day to test pride.

“That’s why I came so quickly,” she said. “I came to ensure you were well.”

The silence that followed was more dangerous than any shout. He slowly turned, his crimson eyes glowing like molten coins.
“Ensure. I. Am. Well?” Each word fell like a judgment. “You’ve been top-side too long if you think your master can be unwell.”
She bowed her head deeper. “Not unwell, my liege.” She quickly backtracked, deciding honesty would be the only way to make it out alive. “I wanted to offer my services. To claim the position he left behind.”

A pause. Then a whisper:
“Better answer.”
She heard it, soft as breath—but thick with threat.

“You both failed me,” he said, stepping down from the platform. “The Death Bringer died because he failed to bring me Michael. And you—” he stopped inches from her, “—you ask to be my second when you’ve failed to deliver the mate as well?”

His hand rose, wrapped in hellfire. Death surged in the air.

“My liege!” she cried. “Michael has grown beyond expectations. And the girl—Megan—is protected. Mercenaries, bonded protectors. I did not anticipate how quickly their power would merge.”

“That sounds like your failure, not mine.”

“I ask for your favor,” she said quickly. “You have the power to grant combative gifts. Let me finish this. Give me what I need and I will deliver.”

His eyes narrowed. The flames curled tighter in his palm.
“I grow weary of your promises.”
“I am your siphon!” she shouted, louder than she meant to. “You get everything I take. Let me take more. Let me be more. Lend me your power, and I’ll return it—with interest. Or you may take it back if I fall.”

The Overlord’s stare shifted from fury to calculation.

“You speak boldly,” he said. “But you are not the only one who wants the title. Still, you may have a better chance than most.”

He stepped closer, and the heat of his power coiled into her bones.

“I will give you gifts,” he said, voice low and lethal. “But know this—if you fail again, the power returns to me, with all of your essence attached.”

Bridget lifted her chin, fire flickering in her irises. “Then I won’t fail.”

“See that you don’t,” he said. “You will not just hunt Michael and the girl. You will kill them all. Every protector. Every ally. Every name that shields them from me.”

She smiled then—a slow, feral thing.
“Consider it done.”
“Remove your upper garment,” the Overlord commanded.

Bridget didn’t flinch. She unlaced her leather tunic and let it fall from her shoulders, baring her back to the infernal heat. The fire crackled, but the room remained silent. Expectant.

He stepped closer. His clawed hand glowed with a deep crimson aura—runes spiraled across his palm like coiled serpents.

“You seek strength. I will brand it into your flesh.”

She didn’t respond. She didn’t breathe.

The Overlord pressed his hand to her back.

Agony erupted.

The sigil scorched into her skin—burned deeper than nerve endings. She bit down hard enough to draw blood, refused to scream. Flames twisted around her, knotted themselves into arcane symbols that pulse with power. Her veins ignited like liquid fire.

When he removed his hand, the mark remained—an elaborate, living sigil between her shoulder blades. It glowed dimly, like embers beneath skin.

“You bear the Hellbrand now. Each time you call on it, you will burn a piece of yourself. Your speed. Your strength. Your power—they will rise. But your time will shorten. Your soul will fray.”

She staggered forward, panted. “I accept the cost.”

He circled her now, examined his weapon.

“And one more gift.”

His hand raised again—this time toward her chest. Her siphon magic pulsed in recognition.

“I awaken the form buried deep in you. The Ascendant Flame. My siphon reborn.”

A burst of shadow consumed her, lifted her off the floor. Black wings unfurled from her back—formed of fire, shadow, and smoke. Her skin darkened, took on a faint obsidian sheen. Her eyes blazed red-gold. Clawed hands, twisted beauty. Her voice—when she screamed—was layered with something otherworldly.

Then it vanished. The transformation receded, coiled into her being.

“You may call on this form in battle. But lose control, and it may become your only shape. You’ve been warned.”

Bridget trembled but was alive, smiled.

“Then I’ll make it my crown.”

“You are not the only person to approach me recently. Come. Let me see how well you can perform.” 

He delivered, turned his back as he faded, leaving her to follow in the shade he left behind in his trace.

They arrived at a cursed battlefield outside a fortress in the underworld. A challenger, one of the Overlord’s elite lieutenants—Varak the Horned—sought the second-in-command seat too. To claim it, he must kill Bridget. 

A monstrous figure towered in the open terrain—massive, muscular, and utterly terrifying. Varak the Horned, a beast of the Horned class, was a fusion of demonic brute strength and primal ferocity.

His hulking body was supported by four powerful legs, each ending in clawed hooves that tear into the earth with every thunderous step. His hide was scaled and armored, a mix of deep crimson, volcanic black, and fiery orange—reminiscent of molten rock just beneath the surface. Jagged spines and bony ridges ran down his spine and limbs, offered natural protection and an intimidating silhouette.

But it was his head that truly defined him.

A massive, draconic visage with a cruel maw lined in serrated teeth, set beneath a singular, brutal horn that curved upward like a jagged blade. The horn glowed faintly with infernal energy, pulsed with the rhythm of the beast’s bloodlust. His eyes—slitted, sharp, and glowing green—radiated intelligence as much as hunger.

The landscape around them was windswept and alien, with jagged rocks and a brooding sky that hinted at the chaos to come.

Varak, and others of his kind, represented the upper echelon of demonic shock troops: unstoppable, unreasoning engines of destruction bred for war and domination. To face one is not to win—it was merely to survive.

The horned behemoth towered over her—nine feet of obsidian armor and jagged teeth. “You think flame and beauty will win you the title?” he growled, raising a black war hammer.

Bridget smiled. “No. But flame and death will.”

He charged.

She activated the Hellbrand.

The sigils on her back ignited, seared her skin—power flooded her limbs like lava. She darted forward, a blur of motion, sidestepped the war hammer with supernatural grace. Her fist slammed into Varak’s ribcage—bone cracked. He bellowed, swung wide. She flipped over him, landed, and slashed his back open with conjured energy claws.

But the Hellbrand burned. She could feel her heart stutter. Her vision pulse. Her time shortened.

So she released it.

And called on the Ascendant Form.

Fire exploded around her. Her body shifted—shadow wings tore from her back. Her eyes burned like twin suns. Her voice echoed with layered tones as she roared, “I am the Overlord’s Flame!”

She vanished from sight—reappeared in front of Varak and drove her claws through his chest. He gasped; blood and fire leaked from his mouth.

She leaned in.
“Burn for me.”
Her siphon ignited.

She drained him—not just life, but rage, strength, memories—into herself. The wings flared brighter. Her power swelled, returned what the Hellbrand took. Interesting, one power counteracts the effects of the other. She mused.

Then she tore him apart.

His ashes scattered across the black sands.

Bridget breathed hard, returned to her true form. Her skin still smoked. Her lips curled into a smile.

One challenger down.

Possibly thousands to go.

But she just proved one thing to the underworld:

The Flame was back—and she was hungry.

And when she was on top, she would destroy Michael and Megan.
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He clutched the slip of paper like it could save his soul.

Smudged, crumpled, but still legible—an address. A single string of ink scrawled in a desperate hand. Someone he barely knew had passed it to him in a whisper, like a forbidden prayer.

He didn’t know exactly what he hoped to find at the end of it. But he knew one thing.

He couldn’t stay with her anymore.

Not Bridget.

Not the woman who had ruined him—and worse, made him complicit in his own collapse.

After Megan left, after she’d blocked his number, her face vanishing from every feed, every message thread, every shared file, he’d broken. And the worst part? He knew it. He’d see it in mirrors, in windows, in the haunted stares of strangers on the street. His own eyes no longer belonged to him. His thoughts didn’t feel like his own. Just, echoes of her voice. Her desires. Her grip.

He would have moments—flickers—where clarity returned. A breath of air before the drowning began again. It always ended the same: her hand on his shoulder, her kiss on his neck, her voice in his mind, dragging him down.

She was poison in the shape of a promise.

And he’d let her in.

But now he was done.

He needed help. Not just anyone. Someone who could fight her. Michael.

The restaurant looked too elegant for him. Candlelit tables, polished wood, whispers of music and laughter woven into the hum of evening conversation. He felt like an oil stain on velvet. Every step echoed too loudly, his heartbeat too fast.

A woman stood behind a podium near the entrance. Stylish. Alert. Eyes too sharp for a hostess.

Her. It had to be her.

“Welcome,” she said. The smile was automatic, professional—but it faltered when her eyes locked on him. Her gaze swept over his appearance. His unkempt hair. His sunken cheeks. His hollow eyes. “Do you have a reservation?”

He winced. His voice came out cracked. “No. I—I was hoping to speak with Michael.”

The shift in her expression was subtle. The polite hostess face froze—then something else crept in. Calculation. Alarm?

“Do I know you?” she asked.

He shook his head. “I don’t think we’ve met.”

His throat was dry. His hands shook. He wanted to disappear.

“I know I don’t look like someone he’d talk to. Not anymore. But I need help.” He hesitated. Then added softly, “I think he and Megan, might be able to help me.”

Her eyes narrowed.

At the sound of Megan’s name, the polite mask cracked.

“Look,” he rushed, voice lower now, more desperate. “I need someone. Before she finds out, I’m trying to leave.”

Her brow lifted just slightly. “Before who finds out?”

He swallowed hard. Looked behind him, paranoid. Leaned in.
“Bridget.”
The name hung in the air like a curse.

“She’s not, normal,” he whispered. “She can feel it when I try to pull away. And when I do—she comes. Like clockwork. I don’t know how, but she always knows. Please. I need help before she finds me again.”

The hostess—Jill, he saw now, from the nametag—was no longer just watching him. She was reading him. Studying the trembling in his limbs. The disjointed energy of someone pulled in two directions.

She stepped around the counter and took his wrist gently.

“Wait here. I’ll call him. We’ll figure this out.”

Relief flooded him. It was so quick, it almost made him cry. His knees weakened, just slightly. Maybe he wasn’t beyond saving.

And then...

The chime.

The soft, delicate sound of the door opening.

His whole body froze.

A voice followed it. Smooth. Sweet. Rotten.

“There you are, dear.”

It coiled around his spine with an icy chill.

He turned slowly.

Bridget stood in the doorway like she belonged there. Beautiful. Effortless. Serpent-slick. Her dark hair framed a smile that was all teeth and no warmth. She looked radiant. Unbothered. Deadly.

His stomach dropped. Already, he could feel the fog creeping in.

“No,” he whispered.

She strolled forward, every step precise and confident, ignoring the other patrons, the ambiance, the awkward stares. Her eyes never left him.

“I was beginning to worry,” she said, voice syrupy. “But I should’ve known. You’ve always been drawn to the past. Especially the parts you ruined.”

His muscles locked. His body betrayed him. She hadn’t touched him—she didn’t need to. Her presence alone pulled at the invisible strings.

He turned pleading eyes to Jill, silently screaming: Please don’t let her take me.

Bridget finally looked at Jill, giving her a once-over. “Jill,” she purred. “Always a pleasure. Tell Michael I said hello, will you?”

She reached out and took Edward’s hand.

He wanted to resist.

His feet moved anyway.

He was a passenger in his own skin again.

Just like always.

And Bridget, smiling as if nothing were wrong, tugged him toward the door.

He didn’t even cry out.

But his eyes stayed locked on Jill’s—begging.
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Megan hung up the phone, her hand trembling as she set it down on the counter like it had just burned her.

Jill, perched on a stool mid-bite of a thick sandwich, looked up and paused. “What’s wrong?”

Megan’s voice came out brittle. “He’s dead.”

That stopped Jill cold. The sandwich froze halfway to her mouth, confusion flickering across her face.

“...Who’s dead?” She asked, her voice suddenly quiet.

Megan swallowed hard. A knot tightened in her throat. “Edward.”

Jill blinked. “Edward,” she repeated slowly. “Your ex?”

Megan dropped into the chair nearest the counter, her arms bracing her weight like she might collapse without it. “I know he hurt me. I know he cheated, and lied, and left me feeling like nothing... but I never wanted him to die.”

A heartbeat later, the air in the kitchen shimmered.

Michael traced in, his dark presence flooding the room. Shadows curled along his arms like they clung to him naturally.

He went straight to Megan.

“I felt your distress, baby. What happened?”

He didn’t wait for an answer—his brow already furrowed, his voice dipping low.

“I need you to stop stressing,” he said, placing a hand gently over her belly. “The baby doesn’t like it.”

Even in her fog of grief, Megan scoffed through a small, bitter laugh. “Boy, the baby is hardly the size of a pear. The only thing he gives a fuck about is being fed.”

Michael grunted, already starting to
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