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Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Heaven 210,000 B.C.E. 
 
    “Gabriel, if you do not get your daughter under control, I will be forced to kill her!” Michael shouted above the tempest.  The blue flame of his Celestial Sword was the only thing visible through the pelting rain and hail. 
 
    Gabriel knew Michael did not have the right to kill the Bringer of the Apocalypse once she had decided it was time to end the world, but Michael would not care that he lacked the authority to stop her.  He would rather die doing something he thought was right than stand by and do nothing.  Fearing that Michael would disregard the Council’s ruling to capture and contain Anjali, Gabriel pushed through the hurricane-force winds to save her from Michael’s sword. 
 
    Though he did not agree that Anjali should end the world today, it was not his place to question her judgment on the matter.  God Himself had no authority over His Bringer of the Apocalypse once she made her decision.  Unfortunately, she had not joined with her Harbingers, the Predznak, so the souls of the mortals had not been judged yet.  She could destroy the world, but the souls of the mortals would be in peril and chaos would reign. 
 
    Watching his daughter unleash her power was a terrifying sight, yet he was still proud of her, as any father would be.  Regardless of his personal opinion, he had to do everything within his power to protect her.  If it came down to killing Michael, he too would sacrifice his life for something he believed in.  He had always understood the need for a Destroyer, which was why he had accepted the responsibility of allowing the girl to be made from his flesh and bones. 
 
    “Anjali, you must control yourself!  You must stop the storm before it rips apart the ground!” Gabriel shouted above the roaring winds.  His voice was giving out after his lengthy debate with General Tabbris, whom Michael had put in charge of capturing Anjali.  Tabbris was more interested in killing the Destroyer, but had begrudgingly agreed to contain her.  No matter what happened, he had to find a way to distract her from releasing her power. 
 
    The mortal village was already in a dire state when he and Michael had arrived.  The thatched rooves had torn off, adding to the flying debris.  Though Anjali was at the edge of the town along the dense forest, the devastation had already reached the far end of the village along the river.  The mortals had taken shelter in the nearby caves along the mountain pass, but many had not reached safety in time.  Now, the surrounding forest was being used as a weapon against the villagers.  The trees were knocked down by the winds and were sucked up into the tornadoes forming all around them. 
 
    He did not know why his daughter was taking her wrath out on these people, but he prayed that her reason was strong enough to justify killing everyone. 
 
    With Anjali in his sights, Gabriel pushed deeper into the storm, careful to stay out of the path of the tornadoes.  At the same time, he kept a watchful eye on the Celestial Warriors braving the fearsome winds, unable to trust their true intentions.  First Lieutenant Marcus and Second Lieutenant Orrin were ahead of him by two paces, but Senior Swordsman Demyan and Warrior Farouk, who were coming at Anjali from the east and west, were making better progress.  Gabriel was concerned that the eager warriors wishing to prove themselves would engage the Destroyer in battle. 
 
    “Anjali!  I implore you; think about what you are doing.  Do you really believe the mortals have fallen so far from grace that they deserve to die?” Gabriel shouted. 
 
    Anjali raised her arms to the Heavens and allowed her power to flow from her body.  A sense of peace washed over her.  She was fulfilling her duties.  She was punishing the wicked mortals and it felt good.  It felt right.  They had crossed the line and sinned, all of them.  One of the mortals had cheated in a game, while another swore and cussed at a female.  These were intolerable sins and needed to be dealt with.  Upon seeing the injustices, her power had erupted from her body and created the massive storm. 
 
    Her power no longer clawed at her chest and stomach, begging to be released.  Instead, it easily poured through her skin, rose up into the air, and fulfilled its purpose.  Soon the earth would quake and break apart.  Fire and ice would obliterate everything within her path.  Water would consume the land and nothing would be left—not even Gabriel. 
 
    She blinked and tried to process what she was seeing.  What was Gabriel doing here?  She was on the outskirts of the mortal civilization and he was supposed to be in Heaven deciding what to do about a dangerous Veteres causing havoc in Hell.  Why would Gabriel endanger himself by coming to the Mortal Realm during its destruction? 
 
    She looked around and saw the reason for his presence.  The Celestial Warriors were defying the storm and approaching from different directions.  She could see that Gabriel was shouting, but she could not hear him.  She quickly understood his warning when bright blue lights shone through the debris-filled air.  A kill order had been given. 
 
    Recognizing the newly promoted Lord Commander Vladimir in the distance and the ever-smug General Tabbris behind him, she understood that the warriors were not demanding that she surrender; they were here for her head.  The warrior closest to her was new, or at least newly instated since the last time the Council had tried to interfere with the destruction of the world.  He and Demyan were getting closer, which meant she had two choices: subdue them and finish her mission, or attempt to stop the destruction of the world and speak peacefully with the warriors. 
 
    The Council had no say in the matter, but it seemed that their swords would be making the final decision today.  Angry that the Council had ordered her to be murdered, she wanted to turn her power against them.  She could tear them limb from limb and make an example of them.  No one would dare question her again if she mangled Heaven’s most capable soldiers.  They would fear her power and finally give her the respect they had refused to grant her.  She would teach them not to interfere. 
 
    “Anjali, please, there is still so much for you to learn about sins.  These mortals still love God.  Look into their hearts and you will see the goodness in them.  I know they have made mistakes, but they are not beyond redemption.  If you destroy them now, their souls will not be properly judged.  There will be anarchy in Heaven and Hell!” Gabriel shouted. 
 
    She was surprised by Gabriel’s pleas.  He had not come to warn her about the Council overstepping their authority; he was concerned that she was overstepping hers.  She trusted her father’s wisdom and guidance for he had never led her astray.  Even though she felt that she was in the right, perhaps she should at least consider Gabriel’s assessment of the situation. 
 
    Reflecting on his statement about the goodness in the hearts of the mortals, she pictured the men who had been fighting.  Her power had reacted so quickly that she did not have time to look into their hearts.  She understood the sins of men better than anyone did, but she was often too quick to react and had trouble resisting the urge to punish the wicked.  Her power made her conscious thoughts disappear and all that remained was a vindictive need to bring the mortals to their knees.  It was like having a darker side of her personality take over and having no control over it. 
 
    Anjali panicked when she realized that Gabriel was correct.  The Predznak had not tempted the mortals and offered them a choice between Heaven and Hell, nor had they been judged.  Ending the world now would throw everything into chaos.  God would be cross with her for sure, just as He was the previous times she had created ice storms, massive earthquakes, and tsunamis.  As rational thought overpowered her need to seek retribution for the sins she witnessed, she realized that she had gone too far.  Gabriel was right; she had overstepped her boundaries. 
 
    Seeing that the warrior to her right was only a few feet away, she had to make a decision.  She had dealt with the peacekeepers of Heaven long enough to understand that the younger warriors liked to show off their bravery to Tabbris and Michael.  She did not want to give the warriors any more excuses to kill her, so she needed to stop the storm…somehow. 
 
    Quickly judging the strength of the storm, she knew the other disasters would soon begin.  Her power had a mind of its own once unleashed, so reining it in would be a challenge, though not impossible. 
 
    Closing her eyes, she tried to think of something peaceful and tranquil.  She pictured the waterfalls inside of God’s Atrium and allowed the sound of trickling water to help ease her chaotic mind.  She lifted her face to the sky and felt the warm sun shining through the glass.  The surrounding lily ponds that shimmered and sparkled always filled her with a feeling of happiness and contentment.  The beautiful arboretum gave her comfort while God spoke to her about the difficult journey she would endure during her lifetime. 
 
    Unfortunately, the determined faces of the warriors interrupted her calming process and reminded her that she was considered a criminal by her peers.  Few understood God’s plan for her and only saw her destructive side.  They never understood that she was really a Bringer of Peace because she would exterminate evil from the Mortal Realm.  The wicked would be punished in Hell until they repented and the righteous would be allowed to repopulate the world and live in harmony.  Of course, she did not look like the Bringer of Peace in her current state, which was the real problem. 
 
    The warrior to her right most definitely saw her ability to destroy, not her ability to give the Heaven-bound souls a chance to obtain true enlightenment.  He was close enough to strike her with his sword. 
 
    “I warn you, I cannot control the storm.  I will yield, but I will need time to contain it.  I cannot simply turn it on and off,” she shouted. 
 
    Farouk laughed cruelly.  “General Tabbris warned us that you would lie.  He gave us orders to kill you on sight!” 
 
    Anjali sneered at the naive warrior.  When he refused to back down, the anger inside of her boiled over and she wanted to inflict unending agony upon him.  She wanted to make him fall upon his own sword for his stupidity. 
 
    “Anjali, focus on stopping the storm.  It’s the only way to comply with their orders,” Gabriel yelled a few feet in front of her. 
 
    Of course Gabriel was right, but the warrior was trying her patience and making it harder to focus.  Seeing the fear on Gabriel’s face concerned her and helped to negate her anger. 
 
    Again, she closed her eyes and thought about the ponds.  She blocked out her desire to kill the warrior and thought about the calm, cool water.  She thought about Gabriel and his love for her.  She considered how Gabriel would feel if something happened to her.  It was possible that he would do something desperate if he witnessed her death.  For Gabriel’s sake, she let go of her anger and tried to draw the storm back inside of her. 
 
    She felt the ground beneath her feet break apart as a fissure split the surface of the forest floor.  Her efforts to control the storm were not working.  She had to find another way. 
 
    She thought about the angels who could help her, if she were ever allowed to meet them.  Images of her ten Predznak appeared in her mind as she focused on the sins they carried and imagined what they might look like.  Alazar, Balthazar, Tristan, Haydn, Solren, Zacharael, Aeries, Rayan, Sacha, and Elrick bowed their heads to her.  They needed a master and she needed her head attached to her body to be able to command them.  She drew upon their sins, the ones that lived deep within her: Death, Vengeance, Fear, Distrust, Illness, Desire, Anger, Agony, Deception and Hunger so that she could command the sins to obey her.  She was the one in charge.  She was the one who chose when to use her power.  The darkness inside of her was not in command, she was! 
 
    “Stand down, Farouk,” Demyan yelled nearby. 
 
    Opening her eyes, she saw Farouk’s sword poised over her head, his body braced against the driving wind.  The blue flame glided through the air as the winds finally ceased and the warrior fell forward, unable to maintain his balance.  Pain exploded in her right thigh when the blue fire made contact with her skin.  She screamed from the pain, and tried to put her hand over the wound, but it was too painful.  It felt like she had been burned by the sun.  Her skin was red and blistered from the flame even though it had only grazed her.  She staggered, unable to put any pressure on her leg and looked around to find a tree to lean against, but the forest had receded during the storm.  She was not able to limp far enough to reach the tree line. 
 
    Farouk fell at her feet and hit the hard ground, narrowly missing a fissure.  The sword was knocked free from his hands and tumbled across the broken tree limbs on the ground.  The flame was extinguished and laid dormant a few feet away. 
 
    Every instinct told her to crush the warrior lying at her feet for daring to attack her even though she had told him to wait for her to get herself under control.  Before she could reach down to grab the soldier by his neck, she was tackled by Demyan.  Marcus, followed by Gabriel, reached her a moment later. 
 
    “Do not harm her, Demyan!  The storm has been contained.  You have no right to hurt her since she did not attack you.  Your warrior struck her despite her pleas for more time to end the storm,” Gabriel shouted hoarsely. 
 
    Anjali tried to push Demyan off her, but his knees were crushing her chest and his giant hands were clamped around her wrists.  Tabbris swooped in without a word and clasped the glowing blue Celestial Bonds around her wrists. 
 
    “Anjali, we hereby invoke our right to protect the world from your tyranny and remove your head,” General Tabbris proclaimed loudly. 
 
    Gabriel pushed Marcus aside and stepped between her and Tabbris.  “General, the order was to capture her and you have done that.  She stopped the storm of her own free will.  This is not necessary,” he declared forcefully. 
 
    “No, Gabriel, the order was to subdue her.  The mortals will never be safe while she draws breath into her lungs.  The only way to subdue a creature powerful enough to obliterate the world is to kill her,” Tabbris replied rationally. 
 
    “The law is not yours to interpret.  She has been captured.  You can leave now,” Gabriel sneered. 
 
    Anjali felt her power drain away and she lost her breath when Demyan applied more pressure to her chest.  She couldn’t understand the anger in his eyes and his need to inflict more pain since she had not harmed him. 
 
    “You are hurting me!” she yelled.  “I am bound!  Get off me!” 
 
    “No,” Demyan snarled in her face while Tabbris and Gabriel continued to argue. 
 
    Michael approached Gabriel and put his hand out to calm his general.  “General Tabbris, you have accomplished your task.  Lord Gabriel is correct; we called for her capture.  Anjali submitted to our request and stopped her attack.  Now she will stand trial before the Council and answer for her crimes,” Michael replied stiffly. 
 
    “My crimes?” she screamed, still pinned under Demyan.  She wanted to punch Michael in the mouth, but had no way of accomplishing the task. 
 
    Michael raised his eyebrow at her, but did not reply. 
 
    “Senior Swordsman Demyan and Warrior Farouk, secure the prisoner, and prepare her for transport,” Michael commanded while he motioned for Tabbris and Gabriel to follow him to the village.  Tabbris appeared as if he wanted to argue, but nodded silently. 
 
    Lord Commander Vladimir stepped forward now that Michael had taken control of the situation.  He puffed out his chest and motioned to the other warriors.  “Join me in assisting the injured and helping to clear the pathways around the village!” he yelled. 
 
    She watched the warriors gather around the vile Vladimir and his holier-than-thou attitude.  She had heard rumors that he was close to being stripped of his title for an incident a few weeks prior.  Gabriel had mentioned something about Vladimir not working in the best interest of the mortals, but had not elaborated on what had happened. 
 
    Once Farouk had a firm hand on her, Demyan removed his knees from her chest and stood over her.  She tried to stand up, but stopped when the pain in her leg overwhelmed her.  The Celestial Bonds not only negated her power, but it also made her physically weak and tired.  They enhanced any pain that the wearer experienced.  The burn felt as if she had been stabbed a thousand times over.  The worst part was that Farouk did not apologize for his mistake.  He was confident in his course of action and was pleased that he had injured her. 
 
    Anjali glared at her guards and wanted to kick them for taking delight in seeing her bound and helpless.  Unable to stomach their pride in a job well done, she reflected on Gabriel’s assessment of the mortals.  If Gabriel could see the mortal’s love for God, why had she not see it?  Why did her power only react to the sins they carried and not to the love they had in their hearts? 
 
    Gabriel had taught her about sins, but he did not understand how strongly she reacted to them.  Though she may have been a bit rash in trying to start the prior Apocalypses, she did have her reasons.  All she wanted to do was carry out God’s will and punish the mortals; instead, she was thwarted at every turn. 
 
    She needed to re-evaluate the situation.  She would seek guidance from Gabriel and try to figure out where she had erred.  After all, she did not want to disappoint God and destroy His creations without a sound reason.  Unfortunately, God had told her that she was on her own when it came to ending the world.  He said that He would not be strong enough to make the decision Himself, so He would rely on her judgement.  Therein lay the problem.  It seemed that she was not allowed to make the decision without the Celestial Warriors trying to stop her.  Gabriel alone should have been sent to stop her if needed, not the warriors who were eager to take her head because they failed to understand the importance of her mission.  They were too shortsighted to comprehend God’s plan, which was not her fault, though it was her problem.  Why did everything have to be so confusing and complex? 
 
    Snapping her eyes up, she saw Demyan glaring at her.  She could practically feel his hatred toward her, though she did not understand his hostility.  If he were mortal, she could order her Predznak to tempt him since hatred and anger were his sins of choice.  She vaguely wondered what he would do under Aeries’ temptation, especially since her Angel of Anger had once led the Celestial Warriors before the pathetic General Tabbris came crawling back from his failed mission of leading Hell alongside Lucifer and Hades and was demoted to Lord Commander.  Demyan would more than likely buckle under the scrutiny of the Angel of Anger. 
 
    Farouk, however, was staring at her in a strange way that made her uncomfortable.  Demyan was too engrossed in his fantasies of taking her head to notice Farouk’s irksome expression. 
 
    “Demyan, perhaps you can convince General Tabbris to allow us to bring the prisoner to Heaven immediately.  The sooner she is in a cage, the happier I will be.  I can handle the prisoner,” Farouk said, his expression quickly changing to disdain.  “Even she cannot break free from the Celestial Bonds.” 
 
    Demyan contemplated Farouk’s suggestion for a moment.  “Fine, I will go, as long as you believe that you can contain her.” 
 
    Farouk shrugged.  “If she gives me any trouble, I will take her head.  We have been given the order to subdue her by any means, so I will be justified in killing her if needed.  Please hurry and retrieve the General so that we can leave.” 
 
    Demyan nodded to Farouk.  He slowly picked his away across the fallen tree limbs and branches toward what remained of the village. 
 
    When Demyan was far enough away, Farouk took a step closer to her.  “They hate you and will never accept what you are destined to do.  You are an abomination, a mistake made by Father.  Normally, we are not allowed to question Father’s orders or think ill of the creatures He has created aside from the Veteres, but you are the exception to that rule.  You are nothing more than a murderer, Destroyer,” Farouk said, though his tone did not match his condemnation of her.  Instead, he sounded excited. 
 
    Unnerved by his assessment of her, she tried to get to her feet, but still could not put any pressure on her leg.  “You are not allowed to harm me.  I am in your custody and the rules of engagement are clear.  You cannot attack a prisoner who is bound,” she said quickly.  She was not afraid of him, but she was worried that she would harm him if he decided to engage her in a fight.  He was too eager to provoke her for some reason. 
 
    “I assure you, I can do whatever I want to you.  There is nowhere for you to run and no one will believe anything you say,” he smiled wickedly. 
 
    Gabriel surveyed the devastation before him.  It was heartbreaking to see, but in truth, it was no worse than the damage caused by any other terrible storm found in nature.  The village could be rebuilt in time, but it was the death toll caused by the storm that Michael would take issue with.  Three mortals, including the leader of the village, had perished during the evacuation.  Anjali would be charged with their deaths unless he came up with a plausible defense. 
 
    Seeing Demyan approach, Gabriel ran to meet him afraid that something had happened to Anjali. 
 
    “Is there a problem, Senior Swordsman?” he asked, formally addressing Demyan. 
 
    “Your daughter is in custody, but we are worried that she will try to retaliate,” he replied coldly.  “Do we have permission to take her to Heaven immediately?” 
 
    Gabriel was surprised by Demyan’s statement about Anjali wishing to retaliate, though his daughter did have a temper when it came to the warriors.  Demyan did not appear to be afraid or nervous; instead, he was angry and bitter.  Gabriel believed that Demyan would use any excuse to kill Anjali.  A fight would certainly erupt if Demyan were allowed to be around his daughter for any length of time. 
 
    Unable to give the order for the warriors to return to Heaven with Anjali, he turned to search for Michael and Tabbris, who had traveled further into the village. 
 
    When he located Michael near the center of the village, he called out to him.  “Lord Michael…,” he yelled, but he was cut off by a deafening sound. 
 
    Without thinking, Gabriel ran toward the remains of the forest where he had left Anjali.  As he got closer, he slowed his pace.  A new storm was raging, the likes of which he had never witnessed.  He had felt the strength of Anjali’s power on more than one occasion, but this was far worse.  He could practically feel her rage propelling the winds and hear her screams in the driving rain.  He was trying to determine what could cause his daughter to unleash her power when he suddenly remembered that she was bound in Celestial Bonds.  Unless Farouk had released her, there was no possible way for her power to create this storm.  It was possible that a real storm had come over the mountains or that her power had somehow seeded the clouds and provoked the skies into opening up. 
 
    Pushing through the strange phenomenon, he saw Demyan to his right, braving the storm.  Behind him where the voices of Michael and the others calling to him.  They were seeking answers, just as he was.  He held his breath and prayed that the bonds were still on his daughter.  It would be her only defense for this odd occurrence. 
 
    “Anjali!” he shouted, hoping to hear her voice above the howling winds. 
 
    He almost cried when he did not hear her reply.  His heart stopped when he considered the possibility that she was dead.  With the bonds in place, she would be too weak to survive an attack by Farouk and too vulnerable to withstand a grave injury from the storm. 
 
    When Michael and Tabbris caught up with him, he snapped out of his nightmarish vision of Anjali dead on the ground and ran into the storm.  He had to find her. 
 
    As quickly as the storm had started, it stopped.  The leaves and grass in the air drifted quietly to the ground and joined the broken tree trunks from the first storm.  This time, instead of finding his daughter standing alone, he saw someone laying on the ground in front of her.  While he was relieved to see her alive and breathing, his celebration was cut short when he realized that Farouk was bleeding. 
 
    Michael was the first to reach Farouk’s side to aid him.  Gabriel froze when he saw the staggering amount of blood on Farouk’s white toga.  His gaze slowly moved to Farouk’s face where he found Farouk’s mouth open and his eyes glazed over.  A second later, Gabriel acknowledged the chunk of wood protruding from Farouk’s chest, and nearly fell to his knees. 
 
    “He’s dead,” Michael said, confirming his theory and increasing his sense of dread. 
 
    “What have you done, Anjali?” Gabriel asked his daughter as he turned to look at her. 
 
    When she shrugged helplessly and held up her bound hands in front of her, he had trouble comprehending what had happened.  It had been proven more than once that her power could not break through the bonds.  The bonds were made from Father’s wrath, created to keep the enemies of Heaven from harming anyone. 
 
    He looked at his daughter and tried to make his addled brain come up with a viable argument.  Regardless of the truth, he needed to make sure that Michael did not kill her on the spot. 
 
    “Lord Michael, it is tragic that Warrior Farouk died in the storm and you have my sympathy.  He was a good warrior, brave and true.  He should be returned to Heaven and mourned.  I will escort my daughter to the Hall of Truth for questioning,” Gabriel said, attempting to sound authoritative instead of hollow and defeated.  He kept his eyes on Anjali the entire time; unable to look at anyone else for fear that they would see through his calm demeanor and see his terror. 
 
    “My warrior is dead and that wicked creature killed him in cold blood!  I want that appalling thing strung up from the nearest tree!  I will not stand by any longer and condone this farce!  I want justice!”  Michael yelled. 
 
    Gabriel tucked away his fear and did what he did best—defend his daughter with every bit of his being.  Summoning his confidence and drawing upon his vast knowledge of Michael, he constructed the perfect defense. 
 
    “Lord Michael, I know what you are thinking, but look at Anjali.  Her hands are still bound.  Nothing can penetrate the dampening abilities of the bonds, not even the Bringer of the Apocalypse.  If she were able to use her power while in custody, she would have retaliated the first time you arrested her.  As I recall, you threatened to take her head and had your sword in your hand, even though she was already bound.  She was furious with you and called you all sorts of names.  The two of you were face to face hurling insults at each other.  Though she raised her arms to the sky to call upon her destructive nature, not one single raindrop fell from the sky.  If she had not been able to summon her power to fight you then, how could she possibly create a storm such as this one?  Sad as it is, it seems that Farouk died from a natural storm,” Gabriel said boldly as the explanation flowed across his tongue.  He hated reminding Michael about his first confrontation with Anjali, but it would stand as proof that Anjali did not have access to her power. 
 
    The fury on Michael’s face was impressive, but Gabriel was not intimidated.  He would fight Heaven and Hell to protect his daughter, his ward, his child.  He would rather lose a thousand warriors than lose Anjali.  No matter what it took, he would fight for her, even if she were found guilty.  He loved her too much to see her killed by anyone. 
 
    Lord Commander Vladimir stepped forward to inspect Farouk’s body.  “I hate to admit it, but the prisoner would not have enough strength to drive the wood through Farouk’s chest.  I can see the shard poking out of his back.  It would require great force to create this kind of damage.  Without access to her strength or power, she would never be strong enough to kill him like this.  I have been attacked by plenty of bound prisoners and none of them were strong enough to do this,” he said confidently. 
 
    Gabriel nodded his head, grateful there was a second voice defending Anjali.  He moved closer and pressed Michael to listen to the Lord Commander.  “It is a tragedy to be sure, but Vladimir is right.  I have seen how weak Anjali is while wearing the bonds,” he said, motioning to his daughter who looked tired and frightened. 
 
    He noticed that her beautiful white dress was torn in multiple places and that she was bleeding from her arm and cheek.  He went to her to clean the blood and elicit a small amount of sympathy for her.  He kept a wary eye on Tabbris and prepared as many arguments as he could in the event that Tabbris spoke up. 
 
    When Michael did not immediately call for her head, Gabriel took a deep breath and relaxed a little. 
 
    “Senior Swordsman Demyan, please take Warrior Farouk back to Heaven, and inform the others that he has passed on.  General Tabbris and Lord Commander Vladimir, take Anjali to the Hall of Truth to stand trial,” Michael commanded.  The anger in his voice was apparent, but he refrained from expressing it. 
 
    Gabriel stepped aside and allowed the warriors to take Anjali away from him.  She went along quietly as she stared down at the ground.  She was surprisingly contrite, which worried him.  If she had somehow managed to kill Farouk, her guilt might cause her to confess to any number of crimes.  His vote would be invalidated during the trial because of his relationship with her, but it did not mean he had to remain silent.  He had to find a way to convince the other Council Members that his daughter was innocent, or had killed Farouk by accident.  If convicted of murder, she would be sentenced to death or sent to the Hall of Shadows for eternity.  Part of him wanted the Council to take her head if he could not convince them that this was an accident because he could never bear to see the look of disappointment on her face if he failed her.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    October 1996, Santa Blanca, Brazil 
 
    The sun was setting in the small mountain town, casting long shadows through the city streets.  Dressed in jeans and a dark blue T-shirt with a Mission Impossible logo stamped on it, Anjali pulled her long hair out of her face for the hundredth time.  Though she was wearing a tight ponytail, the humidity was too much for her straight hair.  Pieces of it clung to her face though she wasn’t sweating.  She had tried to downplay her immortal features by hiding her bright blue eyes under dark sunglasses and her shiny black locks under Liam’s New York Giants baseball cap, yet the locals weren’t deterred.  She had at least 16 proposals of marriage today alone. 
 
    She was pretending to be an American tourist with her beat up green backpack and a photo of her missing friend.  She was searching the towns for Becky, her college roommate who had broken up with her boyfriend and gone on a vacation to discover herself.  Sadly, she went missing a few weeks ago, so Anjali, under her alias Annie Blackwood, had jumped on a plane to find her.  At least that was the sob story she was telling anyone who interacted with her.  In truth, she was hunting the last Harpy in existence. 
 
    A month prior, Lucifer had come to her with a secret mission.  He believed that Hades was colluding with an old ally named Celaeno.  She was one of the three Harpies given to Hades by Zeus during his time moonlighting as a false god.  Supposedly, all three Harpies had been killed, but Lucifer believed that Celaeno had survived with Hades’ help and had gone into hiding.  Anjali assumed that Lucifer was being paranoid, but she decided to investigate nonetheless.  If nothing else, she wanted to prove to Lucifer that the Harpy was dead so that he could end his obsession.  She didn’t like the idea of possibly exonerating Hades in the process, but it needed to be done. 
 
    She and Derick had researched the Harpies and found that they were foul, ugly creatures who tortured and dragged people to Tartarus, the Greek version of the underworld, according to most of the legends.  Other myths said that the Harpies preyed on the mortals and ate them.  Hating the idea of having a Harpy running around the Mortal Realm eating people, she took her mission seriously, regardless of Lucifer’s presumed paranoia. 
 
    Focusing on news stories regarding strange abductions in the middle of the night, they searched the local myths of different countries.  Derick had become a talented sleuth and found that his ghost hunting expertise extended to monster hunting.  He worked diligently to locate towns that had a history of disappearances that spanned multiple years.  When he came across tall tales of monsters terrorizing towns in South America over a period of 10 years, she knew where to start her search.  It would have been easier to interrogate Hades and beat the truth out of him, but Lucifer was afraid that Hades would warn the Harpy that she was being hunted. 
 
    Anjali had intentionally taken her time to sift through the stories because she wasn’t ready to fight a monster without resting for a while.  After her battle with the Germanic gods in New York City, she found that she was suffering from the aftereffects of Fenris’ venom.  Her nerve endings sometimes tingled and her hands and feet would become numb without warning.  She feared that the damage was permanent, but Balthazar and Tristan both assured her that she would get better in time, having suffered from the venom themselves.  She was a little slower on her feet and prone to getting headaches.  The headaches concerned her since she typically didn’t feel pain unless injured.  Her dreams were also more vivid and disturbing.  She had somehow remembered killing a Celestial Warrior, though no one had ever mentioned the incident to her.  She had decided against bringing up the dream with Gabriel because she wasn’t ready to learn about her dark past. 
 
    Balthazar worked diligently with her to increase her speed and mobility, but she was slow to advance.  He finally gave up and taught her how to shoot a gun, swing a sword properly, and punch the correct way.  She practiced twice a day with Calin until they were both confident that she was skilled enough to take on an immortal’s grandmother…who was bound to a wheelchair.  She didn’t like these new limitations, but accepted that she had to take it a little slower while the damage was being repaired. 
 
    On the upside, she was finally able to spend time with Tristan and Balthazar.  There hadn’t been much downtime between fighting the revenants in Portland and stopping the two attempted coups in Hell to get to know the real Balthazar.  She enjoyed spending time with her angels and seeing who they were without the influence of their powers altering their personalities. 
 
    After many long talks with Tristan, she discovered that he was very levelheaded and logical, when not being controlled by his fear.  At times, he still sounded like an Advocate when he debated how to approach a problem, which she found helpful.  They worked together to find ways of controlling his power.  He made improvements daily, though he sometimes became nervous and afraid of irrational things without cause.  She was patient with him but she didn’t allow him to be distracted by his fears.  She often appealed to his logical side to pull him out of his panicked state. 
 
    Balthazar, on the other hand, was still quiet in large crowds, but spoke openly with her when they were alone.  He seemed wary of overstepping his bounds and didn’t want to question her in front of the others.  He would only make suggestions on matters that he had firsthand knowledge of, or experience with; otherwise, he deferred to Tristan’s opinion.  She appreciated that Balthazar respected her authority and was grateful for his advice in private.  He took his role of protecting her very seriously, especially after assessing her limitations.  He didn’t want her overexerting herself while torturing the prisoners in the Hall of Nightmares, so he accompanied her to ensure that she was safe in the event of another breakout. 
 
    They were all learning to work together and falling into a routine, which was comforting, even though they felt the loss of her wayward angel, Alazar.  True to her word, she had banished Alazar for 30 days.  He had left without a word and hadn’t tried to communicate with any of them.  Though she missed him terribly, she was concerned that he might not be able to return to his duties as her Angel of Death. 
 
    Balthazar had expressed his shock and surprise over the banishment, but agreed that Alazar had greatly changed.  He too feared that Death would forever be altered.  Balthazar wondered if she had been too harsh in sending him away, but she still believed that it needed to be done.  She was afraid of being too soft on Alazar and allowing the problem to fester instead of forcing her angel to decide his fate.  Yes, she could have shown him more compassion, but Alazar had lived for centuries with the knowledge that he would one day end the world by her side.  She couldn’t have her Predznak fighting with each other or making demands of her.  He needed to understand the seriousness of her mission and that she needed angels who were willing to follow her orders, no matter what.  If Alazar refused to work with Tristan, it would upset the balance of power and everything would fall apart.  She prayed that Alazar made the right decision and came home to her with a renewed sense of purpose because she wasn’t ready to face the alternative of choosing someone to replace him. 
 
    Tristan had offered many times to pledge his loyalty to her, but she had declined his offers.  She was confident that he would fulfill his duties as her Angel of Fear, but she needed him to be free from any lingering doubts about pledging himself to her.  She felt that it was important to wait until Alazar made his decision to stay by her side or leave her forever.  She hadn’t brought up Tristan’s “out clause” yet, wanting to address one problem at a time.  If she needed to replace two of her angels at once, it would be harder to round up volunteers after two shows of no confidence in her abilities as a master. 
 
    When she finally ran out of excuses to leave Hell, she reluctantly shut off communication with her Nachtghuls and headed out on her hunting trip.  She gave them specific instructions to avoid Hades as much as possible and make excuses for her absence.  She promised to touch base with them every 24 hours to assure them that she was safe, but asked them not to reach out to her unless it was critical.  Plausible deniability was for the best when dealing with the Council, Hades and Lucifer.  She promised not to engage the Harpy without backup, if she found her. 
 
    The Predznak, however, were not told about her mission.  They would have insisted on accompanying her, which would have hindered her search.  She needed to blend in as much as possible and didn’t want Balthazar tempting any potential witnesses.  Aside from keeping them in the dark so that they wouldn’t worry about her, they needed to focus on their own mission.  Now that they were mostly in control of their power, the Predznak were needed in the Mortal Realm to tempt the mortals. 
 
    “Senhorita, you look lost, is there some way I can help?” a young man shouted from across the street, pulling her from her thoughts. 
 
    She looked around to make sure there wasn’t some other lost soul wandering the streets until she saw that she was alone. 
 
    “Obrigado, senhor, but I am fine,” she said, thanking him in her Americanized Portuguese accent to go along with her tourist persona, though she could speak and understand the language. 
 
    “Please, senhorita, the streets are not safe for someone as beautiful as you.  You need to come indoors,” he replied as he crossed the street. 
 
    She sighed and tried to stay calm.  This was not the first young man who had tried to “help her” during her journey.  Though most of the men and women she met were very kind and helpful, there were plenty that didn’t understand the term “fuck off”.  In the last week, she had used her new punching skills on four different men.  One of the men had brazenly grabbed her ass and tried to kiss her in a bar.  He left the establishment with a broken wrist.  His large friend with the baseball bat, sadly, had not fared as well.  He had gone to the surgeon with part of the bat sticking out of his leg.  The local law enforcement had considered arresting her until she removed her sunglasses and baseball cap.  Once they got a good look at her, they decided that they wanted to date her instead of arrest her.  A few groin punches and a left hook straightened out the entire matter and she was able to continue her search for the Harpy. 
 
    By the time the man crossed the street and reached her, she was holding her hand out in front of her to stop him.  “I don’t need help,” she stated firmly, though she added a smile at the end to soften her blunt refusal. 
 
    He shook his head.  “You do not understand, it’s not safe,” he said sympathetically. 
 
    The man was in his early twenties and wearing jeans and a shirt with a logo from a local beer factory she had passed.  His navy blue baseball cap hid his dark shaggy hair. 
 
    “I know it’s not safe,” she said holding out her photo of Derick and his Spirit Expert friend Jocelyn acting silly for the camera.  “I’m looking for my missing friend.”  She pointed to Jocelyn and held out the photo so that he could get a good look at her.  She decided to give him a chance to explain why he felt the need to protect her on the off chance that he had some decent information about the monster she was hunting. 
 
    He stopped and glanced at the photo for a moment.  “She is very lovely, it is a shame.  I have not seen her.  I’m sorry that she is missing, but you too are in danger.  The sun is setting, and people have been disappearing at night.  Your pale skin will attract unwanted notice,” he warned, pointing to her bare arms. 
 
    She wasn’t sure what danger he was alluding to, but she couldn’t detect any lie in his statement. 
 
    “How long have people been disappearing into the night?” she asked. 
 
    He stepped closer and looked over his shoulder to make sure no one overheard him. 
 
    “It started almost two years ago.  There were rumors in a few of the nearby towns that women were missing come daybreak.  In the beginning, it was one or two women a month.  People assumed they had run away from home or left in search of jobs.  We thought this town was protected, but now we are having the same problem.  No one is sure what is happening.  We have done everything we can to keep our wives and daughters safe, but still they go missing.  I understand your concern about letting a stranger help you, but I promise that I am looking out for you,” he said taking a step away from her to give her some space. 
 
    She nodded when he spoke about the town being protected.  There was a prophet in the city north of here who claimed to be able to speak to God, which was why she was traveling throughout the region.  She had heard stories about the holy man from many of the locals.  She didn’t have an issue with a prophet in general, as long as he wasn’t lying to his followers and convincing them to travel down a darker path.  She hadn’t spoken to God in centuries, so she had no idea if He actually chatted with the mortals or spoke through them.  If the prophet was legitimate or even preaching for the right reasons, creatures of evil might be drawn to him, hoping to kill or corrupt him.  Coupled with the rumors of people disappearing, it sounded like the perfect spot to find something that needed to be dealt with, even if it wasn’t the Harpy. 
 
    “I appreciate your concern, but I will be moving on from this town shortly.  My last lead went cold, so I’m heading on to the next town.  Thank you for the warning,” she replied. 
 
    He shifted his feet, uneasy with her vague reply.  He looked like he wanted to argue, but she crossed the street before he could come up with a better argument. 
 
    She headed for the closest restaurant and sat down at the first available table.  She pulled open the map of the area that a kindly shopkeeper had given her when she told him about Becky.  Reviewing the streets, she searched for the best place to be seen by anyone wishing to kidnap her.  She needed to be out in the open by nightfall and ready to be captured. 
 
    Finishing the black beans from her feijoada, she settled into her seat.  The waiter seemed surprised that she was dining alone and hinted that it was time to get back to wherever she was staying.  The danger the young man spoke of had put everyone on alert.  A number of women had been escorted out of the restaurant on the arm of family members or boyfriends.  It was a shame that they were forced to live in fear.  She wondered why the local police weren’t patrolling the streets, searching for the menace, unless they were afraid as well.  It was also possible they knew what was happening.  She had met enough corrupt officers, regardless of where she traveled, to know that there were plenty of people who only cared about themselves. 
 
    As she stared at the map, a tingle went through her chest.  It didn’t feel like the numbness associated with Fenris’ venom; this was different, yet it felt familiar.  She’d had the sensation of being watched numerous times since arriving in the area.  She felt paranoid for looking over her shoulder every few seconds, but something was wrong.  No one knew she was here, so she couldn’t understand the sensation. 
 
    Shaking off the feeling, she looked at her X-Men watch and saw that it was finally late enough to enact her plan. 
 
    By 9:00 PM, the main road of the mountain town had grown quiet, with the exception of the second shift workers headed toward or away from the factories.  People were quickly making their way home and vacating the streets.  The local shops had closed and appeared vacant in the dim streetlights.  The gas station was open, though it looked like the employees were getting ready to shut down for the evening. 
 
    She was the only person stupid enough to be walking around in the dark.  Looking down at her brand new short black skirt and purple tank top, she hoped that her friendly stranger was right about her pale skin causing a problem and garnering unwanted attention.  She strolled around and waved at the people giving her strange looks as they passed in their cars.  Clearly, they had never seen a pretty girl act as bait before.  One concerned man yelled at her for being crazy and told her to run home. 
 
    After wandering around for about twenty minutes, she turned the corner and headed toward the produce market.  She walked past the pointed metal fence around the market and made her way toward what looked like an American pizza place that was still open.  A man on a bicycle nearly rode into a cement wall when he saw her.  He swerved at the last second and made the sign of the cross as he passed her. 
 
    It was nice that everyone was concerned for her wellbeing, but it made her even more curious about the menace terrifying the town.  Why weren’t these people fighting back?  Why didn’t they have a neighborhood watch or something?  It was troubling that they were allowing their fear of the unknown to send them diving under their covers. 
 
    When she finally heard footsteps approaching from behind her, she braced herself.  She doubted it was the Harpy since they were usually shown flying on their large black wings and scooping up their prey.  She assumed that someone else was coming to warn her. 
 
    Reaching the intersection in front of the church, she wasn’t sure if she should keep walking or face whomever was behind her.  Her attention was diverted when she saw the young man from earlier coming toward her. 
 
    “Senhorita, I warned you to leave.  Why are you still here?” he called out. 
 
    She sighed as she tried to think up a convincing lie.  Her thoughts were cut short when someone grabbed her from behind.  She tried to elbow him in the ribs, but another set of hands grabbed her legs.  A canvas bag was roughly pulled over her head and she was being lifted into the air. 
 
    Pissed that she couldn’t see anything, she was about to call for Balthazar when the young man spoke again, though he was closer this time. 
 
    “I am sorry, senhorita.  I did try to warn you.  I told them how beautiful you were, but deep down I prayed that you had listened to my warning.  I am very sorry, but you should have run,” he said with a sadness in his voice. 
 
    She was surprised that she hadn’t felt any deception in the young man’s words.  He was truly sorry for telling the kidnappers about her.  Whoever these men were, they must be forcing the young man to act as a scout for them.  Once she figured out who these men were and sent them to Hell, she would take a closer look at the young man to see if he was worth saving. 
 
    She stopped struggling when she heard the brakes of a large vehicle squeal next to her.  Her back landed with a thud on the metal floor of a van.  She stayed still, trying to determine how many men there were.  Technically, she could disappear from the van, but her curiosity got the better of her.  She wanted to know why these men were stealing women from the streets, though she assumed the worst. 
 
    Based on the breathing of the men, there were two by the back door, and one presumably driving the van.  She counted backward from one hundred to calm her rage.  The darker side of her personality had been begging to take control ever since New York, though she wasn’t sure why.  She hadn’t spoken of it to anyone, but she could see the concern on the faces of her Nachtghuls.  They too saw the Destroyer poking her head out when she was angry.  Left unchecked, she feared that the Destroyer would rise and obliterate this town by accident. 
 
    By the time she counted to negative 300, the van stopped.  Her rage was still ready to explode, but she decided to wait until she had more information about her captors before she unleashed it on them. 
 
    The men, though silent for the entire ride, started shouting to each other when the van door rolled open. 
 
    Someone was ordering them to take her to a barn.  The men coordinated their efforts by grabbing her shoulders and legs, even though she didn’t struggle.  She heard the sound of a wooden door scraping against a dirt floor and hushed voices somewhere in the musty room.  She was unexpectedly dropped on the floor as the sound of footsteps walked away from her.  She rolled onto her stomach so that she could pop to her feet, but the bag was removed and someone kicked her in the face with a heavy boot before she could get her bearings. 
 
    She grunted and balled up her fists to retaliate, but couldn’t see through the tears blurring her vision. 
 
    “I thought you were a screamer.  It’s a shame that you’re not,” snickered the man who had kicked her. 
 
    Pain radiated through her nose and skull.  While she might go easy on the young informant, once she was able to confront the asshole with the boots, she would make him eat his boots, laces and all. 
 
    The doors of the wooden barn slid shut behind the asshole who had kicked her.  A young woman only a few years older than her approached from her left and held out a torn cloth to her. 
 
    “It will be okay,” the woman said. 
 
    Anjali got to her knees and took the cloth.  She pressed it against her nose and shifted it around to see if it was broken.  Thankfully, it was only bruised. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said to the young woman.  “Where are we?” 
 
    The woman shrugged.  “Hell,” she whispered. 
 
    Anjali almost laughed, but she didn’t want to belittle the woman’s experiences.  Taking a better look at her in the dim light streaming through a small grimy window at the top of the room, she could see that the woman’s clothes and face were smudged with dirt.  Drops of blood dotted her white eyelet blouse. 
 
    “I’m not sure what is going on here, but I promise you we’re leaving this place,” Anjali vowed.  She hated the idea of women being rounded up and terrorized.  She was going to make sure it never happened again. 
 
    The young woman didn’t reply as she moved toward the back of the barn. 
 
    “No one leaves,” another voice chuckled darkly.  Her accent was different from the locals she had spoken to, but she couldn’t place it. 
 
    Turning, Anjali saw more than two dozen attractive women huddled together on the dirt floor inside the filthy barn.  Their clothing was in the same state of ruin and their hair was matted.  The woman with the weird accent was sitting in a corner by herself, and was wearing a long poncho that covered most of her curled up body. 
 
    “Juanita is right.  We do not know of any who have escaped,” the young woman said calmly. 
 
    Anjali crossed her arms.  “I won’t let any of those men hurt you.  I swear that we will leave this place tonight,” she vowed. 
 
    “No,” the young woman said quickly, “They will kill you.” 
 
    “What is your name?” Anjali asked the kind woman. 
 
    “Maria,” she said softly. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Maria, I can take care of myself,” Anjali smiled cruelly.  “I need to know what these men are doing.  Please, tell me what goes on here and why you have been captured.”  Looking at the terrified faces of the women, she hoped that they could explain what was happening. 
 
    Maria stared at her as if she were crazy, but Anjali winked at her. 
 
    A woman named Nina spoke up and told her about her time in the barn.  She explained that the men holding them captive were led by Santiago, the asshole who liked to make women scream.  Nina had overheard some of the guards talking and found that they were being sold to someone.  There had been other women in the barn when she first arrived, but she didn’t know where they had been taken.  New women came in every day from different towns, having been taken from the streets at night.  There were at least ten men who abducted the women at night and lived on the compound to keep them from escaping. 
 
    Another woman named Lucilla had also been taken from Santa Blanca and had been tricked by the same young man who had warned Anjali.  The man’s name was Manuel and she too had trusted him.  She had followed him to what she thought was a safe place to wait for her father to pick her up after work at a meat market.  Unfortunately, he hadn’t given her the same warning before the men with the van grabbed her. 
 
    Maria spoke up.  “I overheard Santiago saying that someone was coming on Sunday around 3:00 AM to take some of us to a new location.” 
 
    Anjali smiled when she remember that today was Sunday.  All she had to do was gather as much intel on what was happening and kick in some teeth when the men arrived. 
 
    “I don’t expect any of you to fight alongside me.  I want you to remain hidden until it’s safe.  Let me deal with these creeps.  Do you understand?” 
 
    The women nodded their heads, except for Maria.  “I want to fight,” Maria said confidently. 
 
    Anjali shook her head.  “You said that the men were armed and I don’t want you to get hurt.  Let me handle this.” 
 
    Maria shrugged and leaned against a post holding up the loft above them.  She clearly wasn’t confident in Anjali’s ability to escape. 
 
    “I need everyone to huddle together against the far wall and stay out of sight.  Keep low, in case they start shooting.  I promise that I will do everything I can to help you,” Anjali said as she motioned for the women to move into the corner. 
 
    “You will not succeed,” Juanita warned.  Maria shot her a dirty look. 
 
    Anjali ignored her and smiled at the others to show that she wasn’t deterred by Juanita’s cynicism. 
 
    Checking her X-Men watch again, Anjali saw that it was almost 3:00 AM.  She pensively stared at Maria, who was watching her closely.  Anjali was afraid that the schedule would change and the men wouldn’t arrive.  It was critical to hit both the men on the farm and the men coming to take some of the women since she didn’t know where they were being taken.  She should have called for backup, but she didn’t want to scare the women by having her angels appear out of thin air, especially Balthazar and his intimidating demeanor and scarred face.  Based on their stories, these women had certainly been through hell.  They had been beaten and starved by the men to keep them submissive.  Some of them had even been taken advantage of.  Anjali had no tolerance for men like that and looked forward to torturing them in the Realm of Monsters. 
 
    The sound of a vehicle approaching calmed Anjali’s nerves.  Whatever was going to happen, at least it would be dealt with tonight. 
 
    “I’m going outside to see what’s going on,” Anjali said to Maria. 
 
    Maria stepped in front of her.  “You cannot go out there.  The doors are locked,” she said. 
 
    “That’s not a problem for me,” Anjali smiled. 
 
    She disappeared from the room and reappeared on the other side of the barn wall.  She crouched down in the shadow of the barn to see what was going on.  The entire compound was lit up with spotlights positioned along a tall chain-link fence surrounding the entire area.  To her left was a large farmhouse where a number of men were standing on the wooden porch with guns at the ready.  She peered around the corner of the barn to watch the gate along a dirt road open to allow a small black cargo truck to enter.  Two men with AK-47s, dressed in civilian clothing, closed the gates, and directed the truck toward the barn. 
 
    “Secure the women, Carlos!” Santiago yelled from the porch of the farmhouse.  Now that she could see the asshole, she realized that he was nothing more than a short, fat tyrant, the kind who would easily break under torture.  It wouldn’t be hard to make him talk. 
 
    A man started running toward the barn as the truck slowly drove down the long dirt driveway from the gates. 
 
    The guards from the farmhouse and the gate spread out and took up their posts around the compound.  They stood at the ready but didn’t appear nervous. 
 
    The truck pulled up in front of the farmhouse and three men jumped out.  The truck continued toward the barn as the three men approached Santiago to greet him. 
 
    “Rodrigo, you will be pleased.  There are some beauties in there.  Do you have my money?” Santiago called out to the three men from the truck. 
 
    “I always have your money.  Let us get this over with.  I don’t want any problems like last time,” Rodrigo said coldly. 
 
    Santiago’s bravado faltered at Rodrigo’s comment.  He pulled up his belt as an excuse to look away. 
 
    “Your men broke the rules.  I can’t help that.  They should not have tried to take more of the women without paying for them,” Santiago said indifferently. 
 
    “I lost good men,” Rodrigo snapped. 
 
    Santiago shrugged.  “They were stupid and paid the price.  You made a bargain with the devil because of your lust.  No one forced your hand.” 
 
    Rodrigo didn’t like his answer, but didn’t argue.  He had sharp eyes and little patience for Santiago.  He assessed the guards on the porch, one of whom was casually smoking, and motioned for his two men to move toward the barn.  Rodrigo was tall and appeared to have military training based on the way he walked and carefully scanned the area.  He reminded Anjali of how Calin assessed a situation.  Santiago was different from him in the way he carried himself.  Santiago was overconfident, but didn’t seem like he had as much training.  His gun belt hung too low on his waist for a fast draw, something she had recently learned during her shooting lessons. 
 
    Watching Rodrigo hand over a large stack of money, Anjali wondered why Rodrigo and his mercenaries were paying a loser like Santiago to capture and watch over the women.  She also wondered why everyone needed so much firepower.  From what Anjali could tell, there was no one in town brave enough to rescue these women, yet the mercenaries looked like they were preparing for battle. 
 
    Running short on time, Anjali glanced around the compound and formulated her plan of attack.  She took a deep breath and prepared herself. 
 
    Santiago’s man Carlos was unlocking the barn doors as Rodrigo and his men headed for the barn. 
 
    Anjali changed into her black dress and took a deep breath before disappearing.  Reappearing in the middle of the dirt driveway leading to the farmhouse, she threw fireballs at each of the lights, until only the interior lights from the farmhouse were visible. 
 
    The men ducked and grabbed their weapons as each bulb popped.  One of the skittish men fired into the night. 
 
    “Hold your fire!” Rodrigo yelled. 
 
    “Rodrigo, what is happening?  It was quiet until you and your men showed up,” Santiago yelled, reaching for his gun. 
 
    Rodrigo looked back at his men crouching by the truck.  “We were not followed.  Someone must have been watching you,” he said, accusing Santiago of the breach in security. 
 
    Using her night vision, Anjali noticed that the men had gathered to guard the gates instead of spreading out to find the intruder.  Rookie mistake.  She threw multiple fireballs at the gate, sending the men diving out of the way.  The guards from the farmhouse ran toward the gate, but Anjali threw down a wall of Hell Fire to cut them off.  She threw another fireball at the back of the truck.  The fire hit the fuel tank and the gas exploded.  The force of the explosion tossed the truck into the air and flipped it until it crash-landed with the wheels up.  The driver was knocked unconscious from the impact.  One of Rodrigo’s men hiding behind the truck had been caught up in the explosion and was badly injured while Carlos was thrown into the barn door and knocked out. 
 
    Santiago didn’t know which way to run.  He pulled out his revolver and aimed it in multiple directions, looking for someone to shoot. 
 
    Rodrigo had his gun in his hand and he was aiming at her general direction.  He had determined her location based on the direction of the fireballs.  He ran toward her, but she didn’t think he had spotted her yet. 
 
    Just as he saw her, she disappeared and reappeared directly behind him.  She kicked the back of his knee and sent him crashing to the ground.  Stomping on his hand, she relieved him of his weapon, popped the magazine out, and cleared the chamber, just as Calin had taught her.  Rodrigo was already popping up to his feet, but she punched him in the nose.  He grabbed his face and staggered backwards. 
 
    “Why are you taking these women?” she scowled. 
 
    “They belong to us now,” he said through his cupped hands. 
 
    Anjali’s skin prickled at his smarmy tone.  He had bought half of the women and intended on keeping them. 
 
    “Who is Santiago and why is he keeping the other half of the women?” she asked. 
 
    “He is a means to an end, nothing more.  The other women are not my problem,” he scowled as he removed his hands and wriggled his face around to see if anything was broken. 
 
    She had no idea what he was talking about, but she wasn’t able to question him further because he pulled a knife from his boot and swung it at her.  She blocked his hand and punched him in the throat.  He fell back on the ground and rolled around, trying to breathe.  Kicking away the knife, she left him gasping for air in the dirt, but continued to ponder his strange statement. 
 
    Rodrigo’s remaining man saw her fighting his leader and ran toward her, but Santiago had started firing in her general direction.  Rodrigo’s man dropped to the ground and covered his head. 
 
    She appeared next to Rodrigo’s man on the ground and stripped him of his weapons before he even saw her.  When he tried to get to his feet, she shot him in both of his kneecaps.  He screamed and fell to the ground, clutching his damaged knees. 
 
    “That’s what you get for buying women, asshole,” she sneered. 
 
    “Get her!” one of the guards from the gate yelled when he finally saw her. 
 
    Santiago jumped off the porch and ran toward her.  “Surrender!” he yelled. 
 
    She turned and pointed her borrowed gun at Santiago.  “Tell your men to surrender or I will kill them,” she shouted. 
 
    Santiago skidded to a halt.  “We are under attack by a woman?” he laughed. 
 
    She shot him in the shoulder and watched the laughter die on his face.  The men from the gate saw that Santiago was hit and ran toward her.  The rest of Santiago’s men in the farmhouse heard the commotion and came running out of the house.  Some of them had weapons, but the rest of them looked like they were civilians. 
 
    “Kill her!” Santiago shouted, groaning through the pain. 
 
    She threw out her hand and set the entire porch on fire.  The men who were caught in the flames ran around, trying to extinguish the Hell Fire from their clothing to no avail. 
 
    The group running from the fence shielded their faces with their arms and stared in disbelief at the blazing farmhouse.  They weren’t sure if they should follow Santiago’s orders to kill her or save their associates. 
 
    Two men stepped forward and began firing in her direction, but she was able to disappear before the bullets reached her.  She aimed her gun and fired at the two men, who were terrible shots.  She clipped one in the shoulder and the other she shot in the thigh.  Both men stopped firing to tend to their wounds.  The rest of the men ran to the porch, ignoring their orders, and attempted to put out the fire. 
 
    She walked over to Santiago and kicked him in the face with her platform thigh-high boots.  “Men like you disgust me.  These women were taken from their homes and their families and you tormented and hurt them.  Where you are going, no amount of money will save you.  Remember my face, because you will be seeing me again, and trust me, I’m going to make you suffer,” she said cruelly. 
 
    “You are nothing, no one.  I serve someone greater than you,” he laughed. 
 
    She smiled sweetly.  “You will find out who I am once you’re dead.  Now, tell me why you are holding these women.  Only half of them were bought by Rodrigo, what happens to the other half?” she asked, pushing her finger into his shoulder wound. 
 
    He screamed and cried, but refused to speak. 
 
    “I am a master of torture, Santiago.  I will get the truth from you,” she smirked. 
 
    One of the guards near the gates braved the wall of fire and came to Santiago’s aid.  He shot multiple times, but missed Anjali.  She was forced to disappear and reappear behind the flaming truck.  The heat from the fire made her feel shaky and weak, which was odd since she lived in the heat of Hell.  Feeling a strange burning sensation in her side, she looked down to find blood.  The last round of bullets must have hit their mark.  A wave of dizziness overcame her and she shook her head to clear her vision.  Annoyed that she had been shot, she tried to focus her thoughts.  There were still enough men to prevent the women from escaping. 
 
    Mentally tallying how many men she believed were still able to fight, she decided which ones to take out first.  She popped the magazine out of her borrowed gun and checked to see how many rounds were left.  If she played her cards right, she might have enough rounds to disable the rest. 
 
    She flexed her hands when she realized that some of the dreaded numbness had returned.  It seemed that she had overexerted herself.  Moving her toes and fingers around, she felt them tense up as if her joints were locked in place.  She shook out her shoulders and hoped that she had enough strength to finish off the last of the men. 
 
    Pushing through the throbbing pain in her side, she rolled out from behind the truck and aimed toward the middle of the compound, where she had last seen the guards.  She stood up just in time to see her target dropping his gun and falling to the ground, grunting in pain.  Looking around the compound, she saw that the remaining men were all writhing in pain, though she hadn’t done anything to them.  Confused by the strange occurrence, she stepped out into the open and looked around.  The gate was still locked and the men on the porch were still battling the Hell Fire.  She had no idea who had defeated the last of the men. 
 
    She turned and confirmed that the barn was locked from the outside.  Maria and the others were still safely inside, so they hadn’t been able to aid her. 
 
    A whizzing sound to her right made her jump.  She looked around for the source of the noise when a sharp pain tore through her thigh causing her to lose muscle control in her leg.  Balancing on the other leg, she saw a small throwing knife sticking out of her thigh.  She looked around at the men on the ground, but none of them appeared to have thrown it. 
 
    Another whizzing sound was followed by more pain in the other leg.  Unable to stand, she dropped to her knees. 
 
    “Show yourself!” she screamed in frustration. 
 
    The sound of someone breathing behind her came a second before a sudden pain in the back of her head made her eyelids heavy.  She never felt the ground hitting her face as her body slumped over. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Gunfire lit up the Caves of Darkness as the deafening sound reverberated off the walls. 
 
    “Spread out and find them,” Lucifer yelled. 
 
    Liam looked around the cave for a second time, angry that he had been summoned from his peaceful sleep to search for something that wasn’t his problem.  He had no idea why the Nachtghuls were being asked to fight Lucifer’s battles. 
 
    Glancing over his shoulder, he watched Calin shoot at the feet of the hideous Shades, who were edging closer to their perimeter.  The monsters were confused by the noise and the bullets spraying rocks at their feet.  They backed up slightly, but they smelled flesh and were ready for dinner. 
 
    “Malcolm, watch the right side, and Crevan take the left side.  Swords at the ready.  The brothers are highly skilled with a blade,” Vaughn, the Höllenhund, yelled as he moved his torch through the din, searching for the intruders. 
 
    Liam was still learning the names and duties of the angels, but he respected Lucifer’s Lead Punisher, Malcolm and worked closely with Crevan, the Commander of the Guard, who made sure the prisoners in the Hall of Shadows didn’t escape. 
 
    “What exactly are we looking for?” Calin yelled over his shoulder as he eyed the Shades who were far too eager to attack. 
 
    “We aren’t looking for anything; we are listening for any kind of sound that will indicate their position.  Listen for their breaths, their feet scuffling against the ground, or anything that would give away their position.  You need to keep the gunfire to a minimum,” Vaughn explained. 
 
    Calin snickered.  “If I can’t use my guns, how do you expect me to keep these things away from us?” he asked, motioning to the Shades. 
 
    Vaughn slowly walked in a circle, paying attention to everything around him.  “We don’t need to keep the Shades away from us; you need to keep them away from Liam and yourself.  Oh, and Derick, who is standing too far away to actually be helpful,” he said, glancing at the nearest cave entrance where Derick was attempting to keep watch over the exit.  “They eat mortals, not angels.” 
 
    “I thought they ate souls,” Liam said, confused by Vaughn’s statement. 
 
    “No, the Bhakṣaka eat the souls of the mortals and the Shades eat anything that isn’t an angel, usually,” Vaughn frowned. 
 
    “Quiet!” Lucifer yelled.  He knocked into Liam’s arm and pushed him out of the way, so that he could move to the next sealed off tunnel entrance along the interior wall that led to the Mortal Realm. 
 
    Liam rolled his eyes and ignored Lucifer.  This wasn’t the first time Lucifer had been rude to him.  He mentally complained to Calin and Derick about Lucifer being a dick, but kept his ears and eyes open for the intruders. 
 
    Shuffling to his left made Liam jump.  He turned around and shoved his torch into a dark space that was too far from the torches spread along the outer cave wall to light up.  Hopping back, he narrowly avoided a Shade that was crawling toward him.  The creature was trying to claw at his leg and bite him with its exposed teeth.  Its face was rotting away on one side and completely gone on the other.  Its legs were missing below the knees so it was forced to crawl to hunt its prey. 
 
    “These things are seriously nasty,” Liam said scrunching up his face. 
 
    Trying being bitten by one, Derick replied inside his mind. 
 
    You don’t have to be here, Derick.  Go back to the Hall of Mirrors and wait for Anjali to contact us.  I think she’s past due.  You should try to contact her, Liam said, feeling Derick’s terror.  He had seen the Shade attack through Derick’s memories and felt the pain from the bites in his leg.  There was no reason for him to be this close to the monsters. 
 
    Calin agreed and told Derick to go back to the castle so that he didn’t have to worry about protecting him too. 
 
    Sighing, Derick quietly retreated. 
 
    “Here!” Malcolm shouted as he lifted his sword and deflected one of the intruder’s swords.  Only the hand holding the sword was visible, while the rest of the creature remained unseen. 
 
    Malcolm struck the air where he believed a body should be standing, but the sword soared through the air without hitting its mark.  Frustrated, Malcolm growled and kicked a nearby rock.  “I hate these fucking things!” 
 
    “Focus, Malcolm!  I’m still missing half of my pinkie because of these assholes,” Vaughn chided. 
 
    “What are these things called again?” Liam asked as he watched Malcolm attempt to fight the invisible creature. 
 
    “They are immortals who have nothing better to do than waste my time,” Lucifer snapped.  He walked in circles, staring at the ground.  He gripped his sword in his hand and swung at a group of curious Shades.  They retreated when they saw Lucifer and gave him space to move.  “The Shades can’t see them, but they can smell them.  I usually use them to track these beings, but you and Calin are distracting them with your presence.” 
 
    Calin lowered his guns and turned to face Lucifer.  “I’m more than happy to leave,” he said snidely. 
 
    Lucifer shot him a look of warning and shook his head.  Liam found it interesting that Lucifer was essentially asking for their help, even though he hated them. 
 
    Lucifer is complicated like that.  He hates us, but expects us to bail out his ass when he needs help, Calin snickered. 
 
    Great, and here I thought I would never have to work for a shitty boss ever again, Liam said, rolling his eyes. 
 
    Welcome to being a Nachtghul in Hell, Calin laughed.  He turned to shoot a Shade in the face and watched its chin explode into little bits. 
 
    Liam’s chuckle was cut short when he heard a blade whizzing through the air a second before he jerked his head back.  A disembodied hand passed over his face as the sword missed him by an inch.  He flexed his fingers to release the claws in his left hand, just as he’d practiced a hundred times since he and Anjali had been working to control his wolf, and slashed at an area of space on the opposite side of the sword.  The creature was trying to trick them by angling the blade in a misleading direction to avoid detection.  His claws met with skin and a spray of blood flew through the air.  The creature grunted but didn’t show itself.  Liam followed up with another strike with his claws, but came up empty. 
 
    “I hurt it,” Liam yelled.  “They are using misdirection.  Don’t go for the obvious attack, they are intentionally pointing their blades in unusual positions to trick us.” 
 
    Crevan huffed and slashed his sword through the air.  “That’s why we can never hit them.  Damn it!  We need to kill these things once and for all!” 
 
    Malcolm yelled in pain at the same time that Vaughn was tossed to the ground.  Liam looked at both angels, but didn’t see any swords.  Both of the angels had been hit by a fist or a foot.  Apparently, the creatures also spoke English.  This would be easier if only he and Calin were fighting them and could avoid speaking out loud. 
 
    “What do they want?” Calin yelled as he scanned the area, hoping to avoid another sneak attack. 
 
    “Takeru and Masao want their lover back,” Hades grumbled as he entered the cave with a torch in one hand and a sword in the other.  “They were once proud warriors, brothers who tragically fell in love with a temptress named Luna.  They sold their souls to the Shin No Kao, aka the Face of Death, a false god who enslaves mortals and grants them immortality, as long as they work for him.  They became immortals so that they could free Luna.  She stupidly attacked a Heavenly Angel and she was sentenced to life in the Hall of Shadows.  The brothers are assassins for the Shin No Kao but use their free time to rescue Luna.  These two invade Hell every few decades to try to free her.  They hate each other so much and are so jealous of each other that it takes them that long to put their differences aside and return for another battle with us.  In short, they are a pain in my ass.”  He immediately swung his blade to block the sword aimed at his head.  “They also have huge egos and don’t like being insulted.  Now shut up, and kill them!” 
 
    Liam bristled at Hades’ command and gritted his teeth.  More than once, he’d almost shifted on the spot and bitten Hades.  He didn’t like it when Hades made snide comments about Anjali.  He was still trying to control his anger and his need to shift, so technically he could use it as an excuse and get away with biting him, at least once, without repercussions.  He was waiting for the right moment to use his get out of jail free card. 
 
    He watched Hades and Lucifer search the area, while Malcolm got to his feet and moved closer to the exit.  He looked like he’d had enough fun for one day.  Crevan was waving his torch at the Shades on the opposite side of their perimeter, who were working themselves up into a frenzy from the fresh blood.  Vaughn was ignoring everyone and focusing on finding a sound that wasn’t being drowned out by the snarling and snapping of the Shades’ teeth. 
 
    Liam shook his head.  They were wasting their time.  They were fighting enemies who were not only invisible, but were trained in the art of deception. 
 
    Lucifer dodged another attack and swore at the brothers.  “Cowards!  Face me!” 
 
    Liam threw up his arms in frustration.  “Why aren’t they trying to leave?  They could walk right past us without being seen,” Liam asked, annoyed by their strange game. 
 
    Hades smiled.  “Finally, an intelligent question.  And here I thought Derick was the only smart one.  The brothers can hide within the shadows.  Their uniforms allow them to use the darkness as a cloak.  Our torches can’t find them because there isn’t enough light in here.  If they enter the main part of Hell, there is enough light to force them to reveal their true forms.  They need to keep us chasing our tails so that they can kill us.  They’ve been thwarted by us enough times to know that they are no match for us in the light.  They would run like scared little children back into the dark places and bide their time!” Hades yelled, his voice echoing off the walls.  This time he turned sideways just before two swords on either side of him tried to take off his arms. 
 
    Liam rolled his eyes at Hades’ attempt to piss off the brothers.  He looked down at the blood on his hand and frowned.  He hated the smell of blood.  His wolf was way too interested in the smell and craved a hunt, but in mortal form, it turned his stomach.  He wiped his hands on his jeans and watched Calin shoot a daring Shade in the kneecap. 
 
    Liam quickly looked down at his hand again.  Blood was the answer.  “If I shift, I can smell the blood of the injured one,” he said feeling hopeful for the first time. 
 
    “Absolutely not!” Hades yelled. 
 
    “NO!” Lucifer roared. 
 
    “Why not…My Lords?” Liam asked begrudgingly. 
 
    “I prefer my arms attached to my body.  I’m told that you are still having trouble controlling your beast.  Besides, you haven’t earned my trust yet.  For all I know, you could be a sleeper agent who will crawl back to your real master and release Fenris,” Hades replied snidely.  He tiptoed closer to the cave exit, while glaring at Liam. 
 
    “You are too unpredictable in wolf form.  Without Lady Black here to keep you in check, I have no guarantees that you will remember who you are and refrain from biting us.  I do not want to fight two different types of enemies.  I would rather be sliced by a blade than have sharp teeth in my jugular,” Lucifer yelled, waving away his suggestion. 
 
    Liam growled, but accepted that he was forbidden to shift, even though it would help find the brothers. 
 
    Hades looked at Vaughn and silently shrugged, signaling that he was at a loss. 
 
    Vaughn sighed.  “They have to be here, My Lord.  Paris and Zel are standing watch near the entrance of the Hall of Shadows to stop the brothers in case they try to slip past us.  Someone would have noticed a brawl by now.” 
 
    Without warning, Calin was thrown into the horde of Shades as a blade slashed Crevan across the chest.  Crevan yelled and fought back, but was immediately slashed across the leg before Vaughn and Hades could get to him. 
 
    Vaughn raced toward Crevan, who was kneeling and groaning in pain.  Vaughn was met with two quick strikes: one that caught him on the cheek and the other that hit his left arm above his elbow. 
 
    Liam watched Calin fall into the teeth of the awaiting Shades in slow motion.  Unconcerned about Lucifer and Hades’ orders, he shifted in mid-air and landed on his paws a few feet from Calin.  He loudly growled at the Shades, who quickly retreated.  Liam figured that they had never encountered a werewolf before. 
 
    Calin continued to fire at the gnarled mass of bone and exposed muscle as he fell. 
 
    Don’t shoot me while I’m trying to save you, Liam yelled. 
 
    No promises! Calin yelled as two of the Shades pinned Calin to the ground and bit through his leather jacket to find his flesh. 
 
    Liam barreled through a tight grouping of monsters and knocked them out of the way.  He grabbed one of the Shades with his teeth, who was too busy trying to eat Calin to notice a giant white wolf growling at it.  Liam clamped his jaws around the Shade’s neck and tossed him across the cave.  Calin was able to free his arm and unload on the other Shade, who wanted to tear off his right arm. 
 
    Liam roared at the Shade with the fresh bullet holes in its head lying next to Calin’s arm, forcing it to look at him in confusion.  Though the Shades weren’t intelligent creatures, Liam could detect some kind of fear in its cloudy eyes.  It slowly crawled away, but kept looking back at Calin as if it would come after him again, if given the opportunity. 
 
    Though he was bleeding and in pain, Calin got to his feet and changed out the magazines in his guns to reload.  He glanced at his left shoulder and his right forearm and swore.  Liam saw through Calin’s eyes and realized that the wounds were bad.  He wouldn’t be able to continue the fight for much longer. 
 
    Thanks for the assist, but I’m still able to aim which means that I can keep fighting, Calin said, putting his hip against Liam’s side, and attempting to cover their left flank. 
 
    I don’t know about that.  You’re bleeding pretty badly and these Shades are drooling over the smell of your blood.  I think it’s time for you to go rest, Liam said as he snarled at one of the Shades who was reaching out to slash at him with his boney claws. 
 
    You just want me to leave because you can smell my blood too, Calin grimaced. 
 
    It’s definitely not helping, he admitted. 
 
    Liam bared his teeth at the horde and challenged a few of the braver walking corpses.  Together, Liam and Calin slowly backed out of the horde, careful not to turn their backs on the monsters.  Just as they returned to Calin’s original position, one of the Shades leaped at Calin from his left side.  Unable to move his arm fast enough to shoot it, he braced himself for the impact.  Liam saw the monster and jumped in front of Calin.  He caught the side of the corpse along its ribcage and clamped down on the exposed bone.  The sickening crunch was loud enough to be heard above Lucifer’s swears. 
 
    Liam tried not to hurl when the ribcage disintegrated in his mouth and he was forced to spit out the bones.  The Shade became limp and fell to the ground.  He expected it to get up and start crawling after them, just as he seen with the others, but this Shade wasn’t moving. 
 
    I told you that it was time to leave.  Stop being stubborn, Liam said rolling his eyes.  Is it dead? 
 
    Calin pushed its arm with the toe of his boot and shrugged.  “I don’t think they sleep, so I guess you killed it,” he said out loud.  He stepped away just in case it was playing dead.  “I’m not stubborn, I’m determined.  I don’t like to lose and I don’t like being bitten.  I will stand here all day and shoot them in the head if I have to.” 
 
    Liam backed away and continued to spit out bits of bone.  I think you need a new hobby.  I hear that competitive darts are fun. 
 
    Calin flipped him off and turned to see if Vaughn was okay. 
 
    Liam looked over his shoulder to see what was happening with the Fallen when he smelled it.  He had found the scent of the injured brother.  His wolf side inhaled the scent of his enemy and told his body to crouch down low.  He tilted his head and pinpointed the exact location of his enemy when a second scent caught his attention.  It was heavy compared to the scent of the other warm beings in the darkness.  The smell wasn’t exactly fear, but something similar to it, perhaps anxiety.  It was the third scent that made his eyes narrow and the whiskers on his muzzle twitch.  There were more than two intruders. 
 
    Letting out an ear-piercing howl, Liam launched himself at the closest target, his nails scraping against the cave floor.  As he got closer, he could almost see the outline of a cloaked figure.  It looked like the warrior was wearing long flowing robes that wrapped around his body when he moved.  Supposedly, Shin No Kao’s assassins could hide in the darkness, but he was a predator and could see in the dark.  His instincts took over and the wolf pursued its prey. 
 
    Calin sent another round of bullets at the Shades.  “Hades, Liam’s in full-on wolf mode, so be careful.  His thoughts are more jumbled and harder to sort through, especially when I’m trying to stay alive over here, but I heard Liam say that there are more than two intruders.  He smells three of them and he’s going after the bloody one.  I suggest you stay clear because he’s not in complete control,” Calin shouted. 
 
    “Damn it!  Who told him to shift?” Hades swore.  He jumped backward and tripped over the uneven cave floor, landing awkwardly on his wrist. 
 
    Lucifer raised his sword in defense and watched Liam chase an unseen opponent.  “Perhaps he’s more useful than I originally thought,” he said condescendingly. 
 
    Hades huffed as he got to his feet, but immediately turned to block the sword aimed at his head.  He swung his sword in an unlikely spot, hoping to determine his attacker’s hiding place.  He laughed when his sword found its mark and cut through his opponent’s shoulder.  Assuming that the warrior had fallen to the ground, he threw out his foot and connected with something hard, presumably a leg or a knee.  The grunt that followed alerted Hades to the warrior’s position.  Without hesitation, he swung his sword with both hands wrapped around the hilt.  The warrior’s black hood was suddenly visible as part of his head flew through the air.  The black robes of the warrior became visible as his head rolled across the rocky ground. 
 
    “Find the third one!” Hades yelled. 
 
    Derick shook off the inhuman growls of the Shades, the growls that haunted his nightmares and caused him many sleepless nights.  As instructed, he headed back to the castle.  He hated that his fear was too much for him to conquer, but after being at Maraquette’s mercy in the cave and having the teeth of those nasty things tear into him, he didn’t have a choice.  He felt like a loser, but he couldn’t ignore how afraid he was.  He was letting Calin and Liam down by running away, but Calin was right, he was more of a liability.  He admired Calin’s take-charge attitude and Liam’s strength, even though they sometimes argued.  Compared to them, he didn’t have any useful skills.  Sure, he could read a book and figure out puzzles, but big fucking deal. 
 
    Malcolm’s words upon his arrival in Hell constantly haunted him.  “Watch your back and find a way to be useful beyond being a messenger pigeon.”  He often thought about that when Anjali looked to Calin to protect her.  He remembered how Alazar had wanted to train him how to fight, but he decided against it.  He believed that it was more important to remain compassionate instead of becoming a cold mercenary like Calin when his guns were in his hands.  Now he was starting to rethink his moral objection to learning how to fight. 
 
    He was halfway back to the castle when he felt Calin’s pain and heard Liam’s wolf voice in his mind.  Liam’s rational side sounded like a person; whereas his wolf side tended to be less conversational and more emotional the longer he was in wolf form.  His instincts somehow spoke for him.  Derick could see Liam fighting the Shades and cheered for him.  For a second, he thought about going back to help Calin, but Calin immediately told him to go back to the castle. 
 
    Derick was annoyed by how pushy Calin could be.  He rounded the walkway and saw Bohden, the castle guard, a few feet away.  He nearly tripped over his feet when he saw the mental image of Liam hunting something.  Through Liam’s wolf eyes, he saw the outline of something tall.  It wasn’t until Derick saw there were three targets instead of two that he realized something was wrong.  He turned and ran toward the Hall of Shadows.  His gut was telling him that the fight in the cave was a distraction.  The real fight was going on inside the Hall of Shadows. 
 
    Derick skidded to a stop when he made it to the Hall of Shadows and didn’t see any of the guards standing in the long tunnel leading to the hall.  Slowly, he walked through the fire-lit tunnel and entered into the main cavern.  His stomach sank when he saw all of the guards laying on the ground near Reese’s podium along the wall a few feet from the entrance.  They were bleeding and twitching, but he couldn’t tell if all of them were still alive.  Derick immediately noticed that none of the Fallen had a weapon in their hands or anywhere near them.  He found their weapons in a pile about twenty feet away from them. 
 
    He carefully slid around the corner of the tunnel and put his back against the cave wall.  The massive hall was divided into sections and the prisoners were lined up in rows.  Each section held multiple rows of prisoners chained to the floor or dangling from chains attached to the ceiling of the cave.  There were too many sections for his eyes to count since the hall was almost as large as the main section of Hell.  There were “safeways” between the sections for the Fallen to walk along that were wide enough to provide some protection from the bound prisoners.  Of course, there was always the potential for the occasional accident when the prisoners managed to shift their bodies closer to the safeways.  Torches lit with Hell Fire illuminated the safeways so that the fire couldn’t be used by the prisoners to harm anyone. 
 
    Searching for Reese, the Overseer of Shadows, he found him standing next to a beautiful blonde and two people draped in strange black cloth.  He assumed that they were the warrior brothers Takeru and Masao.  He expected to find Reese fighting for his life or at least bleeding; instead Reese was smiling at the blonde with a contented look on his face.  He vaguely remembered that this Luna chick was some kind of temptress.  The brothers and Reese were the only people with bloody swords in their hands, so it stood to reason that Luna had used her power to control Reese and forced him to assist the brothers in attacking the Fallen. 
 
    He watched Luna rub her hand over Reese’s cheek and smile sweetly at him.  Though she was dressed in blue rags, Derick could tell that the rags were once part of a beautiful satin dress.  She was tall and slim with a decent chest.  She was pretty enough to drive most men wild, but he didn’t like blondes.  Her purple eyes had a faint glow to them as they bored into Reese’s eyes.  She was definitely working some kind of mojo on him.  He wasn’t sure how to save Reese, but he had to do something.  The brothers were cleaning their swords on their robes and placing them back in the sheaths on their hips.  It looked like they were preparing to leave. 
 
    “That’s a good angel.  You did everything that I asked.  I want you to stand here and wait for Crevan to arrive.  When you see him, you are to kill him immediately.  Even if you are gravely injured, you will fight him until your breath ceases to fill your chest.  Do you understand?” she purred as she continued to stroke Reese’s cheek. 
 
    “Yes, my dearest Luna.  I will do as you ask,” Reese said automatically. 
 
    Derick was pissed.  Luna was forcing Reese to kill Crevan by sending him on a suicide mission.  He wasn’t exactly friends with either angel, but they deserved better than to die because this wackjob wanted revenge. 
 
    Reese stood up straight and rolled his shoulders.  With his sword at his side, he was ready for battle. 
 
    The two brothers held out their hands to Luna and waited for her to join them.  They looped their arms through hers as they walked side by side toward the exit.  They were still far enough away that they hadn’t spotted him yet.  He had two choices.  He could tell Calin and Liam to send Lucifer and Hades to deal with Luna, but he knew from Anjali that Hades and the Council had once fallen under the spell of a Rusalka and nearly died because of the siren.  If the temptress was as powerful as the Rusalka, she might be able to control any male who got too close to her.  His other option was to find a female Fallen to subdue Luna, but he was afraid that the brothers would overpower anyone who came to help.  With Calin injured and Liam focused on fighting the other assassins, he couldn’t risk pulling them into this fight. 
 
    Deciding on the moronic option three, he took a deep breath and pushed himself off the wall. 
 
    “What’s it like being in love with the same girl?  Do you have to take turns fucking her, or does one of you get to watch while the other bangs her?” Derick yelled to the brothers.  He remembered what Hades said about the egos of the brothers keeping them from working together over the decades.  He hoped that if he pissed them off enough, they might turn on each other, before they tried to kill him. 
 
    Though he couldn’t see the faces of the brothers under the black ceramic masks attached to the fabric wrapped around their heads, he could see their weird brown eyes staring back at him.  He wasn’t sure if he had pissed them off, but they were now keenly aware of him. 
 
    “You foolish child, you do not know what you are talking about.  My men love me, and would lay down their lives for me.  Come to me and I will show you the truth,” Luna said releasing the arm of the brother to her left and holding it out to Derick.  Her voice was melodic and caused his skin to tingle.  She was definitely trying to use her power on him, but it was not strong enough to diminish the love he felt for his soul mate Anjali.  He wanted to laugh at her, but he used her arrogance to his advantage. 
 
    The brother that she released turned to look at her quizzically as he tilted his head.  Derick raised his eyebrows and smiled.  Jealously was definitely a factor in this love triangle. 
 
    “If you show me the truth, do they get to watch as I fuck you?” Derick asked, his voice smooth as silk as he pretended to enjoy the idea.  His eyes moved to the other brother to gauge his reaction.  Even through the billowy uniform, he could see the man tense up.  He didn’t like the idea of sharing. 
 
    Luna raised her eyebrow at his forwardness, though Derick wasn’t sure if she liked the idea or was shocked that he had suggested it.  Either way, she rearranged her expression and took a step closer, still extending her hand.  “Come to me and you can do what you want with me,” she purred.  Her long blonde hair began to move slightly as if it was caught in a breeze.  It wasn’t wild like Anjali’s hair when she was mad, but more like it was alive. 
 
    “I like the sound of that.  Are you sure that your pets won’t mind?”  He looked dismissively at the brothers. 
 
    She removed her hand from the brother to her right and held out both hands to Derick.  “They will do as I say.  They will not care,” she said as her voice dropped an octave and took on a sultry tone. 
 
    Luna was either oblivious to the emotions of the brothers, or she didn’t care.  Regardless of what she said, Derick could see the brothers look at each other as they placed their hands on their swords.  He had a feeling that they would be furious that they had broken into Hell to free her only to be replaced before they escaped. 
 
    Derick rubbed his hands together and smiled seductively.  “You know, I have a thing about fucking out in the open where anyone can see me.  Having an audience like this is making me incredibly hard.  Come here and I’ll show you,” he said seductively.  The entire time he refused to look at Luna and instead focused on the brothers.  Even an idiot could tell that he was trying to cockblock them. 
 
    The brother on the left finally snapped and charged at him.  With his sword in the air, he let out a battle cry.  Derick saw him coming and jumped out of the way with only a second to spare.  He looked back at the warrior who had accidentally struck the cave wall, and driven his sword into a small fissure. 
 
    Derick looked the warrior in the eyes and laughed at him.  “I hear that she likes your brother better than you.  I guess he has the bigger dick.” 
 
    The warrior glowered at him, but there was doubt in his eyes.  There was some truth to their rivalry. 
 
    “Do not kill him, Takeru,” Luna commanded.  Apparently, she was interested in how hard Derick was. 
 
    Takeru didn’t like her command, but he bowed his head to acknowledge it.  Derick wondered why he wasn’t acting submissively as Reese had done.  Reese was willing to fight to the death to please her, yet Takeru looked like he still wanted to remove Derick’s head.  That’s when it hit him.  The poor bastards weren’t under her spell; they simply loved her.  He smiled, knowing how to defeat them. 
 
    Derick turned his head and longingly gazed at Luna.  “I want to kiss you and make love to you until you scream, but first, I need to know that you will love me forever.  I don’t just give my heart to anyone.  Tell me why you want me and I’ll tell you how hard I want to fuck you,” Derick smirked. 
 
    Luna ogled his entire body.  It must have been a long time since she’d been with a man.  He found it interesting that she was so easily turned on by his suggestions.  It seemed that her warriors had never satisfied her in this way before. 
 
    Masao aggressively stepped forward but stopped when Luna gently put her hand on his arm.  “Dearest, you know that my heart belongs to you.  I am merely playing with this boy.  I will kill him and we will be together at last.  Do not fret,” Luna whispered to Masao. 
 
    Derick leaned over and whispered to Takeru, “It seems that she does favor your brother over you if her heart belongs to him.  I just want to have sex with her, but you seem like you truly love her.  Are you really going to let your brother steal her away from you the second you leave Hell?” 
 
    Takeru looked at Derick for a long moment before whipping his head around to glare at Masao.  “She does not love him.  She only pretends so that he will protect her from her enemies.  I am the one she loves,” he said confidently. 
 
    Derick shrugged.  “I don’t know; that dress is pretty thin and I can see her nipples getting hard.  Look at the way she’s touching him.  She’s acting as if she’s stroking his dick instead of his arm.  If I were you, I would eliminate the competition so that you can guarantee an eternity with her.  She’s going to kill me either way and I will love her for it, but Masao doesn’t look like he will give her up without a fight,” he said conspiratorially. 
 
    Takeru freed his sword and held it in front of him with two hands.  His shoulders were heaving and he looked furious.  He watched Masao touch Luna’s cheek with his gloved hand as she blew him a kiss in the air.  Letting out a battle cry, Takeru ran at Masao. 
 
    Derick held his breath hoping that his plan worked, though he wasn’t sure what would happen if one of the warriors defeated the other and claimed her.  Thinking fast, he called to Luna.  “It looks like your warriors are about to kill each other, which means that you have time for me.”  He slowly pulled up the bottom of his red T-shirt to show off inch by inch of his stomach and chest.  He wished he was more chiseled like Liam or Calin, but he was happy to see Luna wet her lips as she walked closer to him, ignoring the warring brothers. 
 
    Her eyes trailed over his abs and up his chest as he pulled the shirt over his head.  He put on his best come-hither stare and popped open the button on his jeans.  He walked toward her with more bravado than he owned and hoped he looked like he was trying to seduce her.  Assuming that she was hard up, she immediately responded to his advances and rushed over to him.  The dueling brothers were a distant memory. 
 
    “Kiss me,” she purred. 
 
    Derick hated the idea of kissing her but he had to sell the performance if he was to enact phase two of his plan.  Closing his eyes, he grabbed her by the back of her neck and pressed his lips to hers.  He almost gagged when he tasted the ash on her lips from living in Hell for so long.  Normally the scent of cinder made his blood race, but these were not the lips he craved.  He thought about Anjali’s perfect mouth and took control of the kiss.  The temptress’ hands roamed his chest and back.  He tried not to shy away from her clammy hands, but it was difficult.  It felt wrong to kiss her on so many levels.  He remembered his aggressive high school girlfriends and wanted to vomit.  This was how he felt when he was with them.  He understood the truth after being with Anjali.  She was the only woman he could ever love. 
 
    Derick cracked open his eyelid to see that the brothers had stopped their deadly dance and were staring at him. 
 
    “Tell me how much you love me,” Derick whispered in her ear as he stared at the brothers. 
 
    Luna nuzzled his neck.  “With all my heart,” she moaned as she cupped his ass. 
 
    Derick pushed aside her squirmy hair and winked at the brothers.  “Still believe that she loves you?  You sold your souls so that you could rescue her and five minutes after busting her out of prison, she’s ready to climb on top of some stranger.  Get your heads out of your asses and see the truth.  She doesn’t love you and she never has.  She’s been using you.  You are so distrustful of each other that your feud has blinded you.  Instead of fighting each other, you should be fighting together to rid the world of this temptress,” Derick said boldly. 
 
    Luna hissed and bared her sharp teeth that became jagged and yellow.  She bit Derick’s shoulder and dug her nails into his back.  He yelled from the pain, but managed to slam his fist into the side of her head, which was a bad idea.  She took a chunk of skin out of his shoulder but she backed away, grabbing the side of her head. 
 
    Derick stumbled away from her and put pressure on his shoulder to stem the bleeding.  He hated the thought of punching a woman, but he didn’t have a choice.  He winced when he turned to find Luna, but forgot about his pain when he saw the semi-beautiful Luna turn into a withered old hag.  She had changed from a vivacious twenty-year-old into a thousand year old handbag in seconds. 
 
    “Is this the beauty you claim to love?” he asked Takeru and Masao. 
 
    The brothers saw Luna’s true form for the first time as they stared in horror at the hag.  They muttered to each other in Japanese and sounded shocked by what they saw. 
 
    “Help me defeat her before she ruins the lives of any more men.  It’s time to put away your differences and do the right thing,” Derick pleaded. 
 
    The brothers nodded their heads and mounted an attack on Luna.  Derick had trouble following Takeru and Masao as they blinked in and out of view, wrapping themselves within the dim light in the cavern.  They slashed at Luna, who was desperately trying to put them under her spell.  Derick didn’t know why the brothers weren’t affected by her power, but he was grateful that they understood what was really going on after all those wasted years.  
 
    Luna backed herself into a corner and curled up into a ball.  The brothers stood over her and raised their swords.  Derick ran over to Reese, who was staring blankly at nothing, and snatched a pair of Celestial Bonds from the back of his leather pants.  He raced back to Luna as the brothers held their swords high in the air. 
 
    “Wait!” Derick yelled.  He slid across the rocky floor and quickly snapped the Celestial Bonds onto Luna’s wrists. 
 
    Takeru lowered his sword and pulled at the fabric under his chin until his entire face mask came off his head.  “She deserves death after what she has done to us.  She lied to us and promised to be with us.  We were, at times, willing to put aside our jealousy to consider loving her together, but she dishonored us by lying to us.  We sold our souls into servitude to be with her.  We were once honorable men, but we allowed our love for her to cloud our judgement and challenge our bond as brothers,” he said, angry that he had been led astray by her. 
 
    Masao lowered his sword and stared down at Luna.  Derick couldn’t see his face, so he wasn’t sure what he was thinking.  Luna looked up at him with the same strange purple eyes.  Her power was inaccessible with the bonds on, yet she still whispered to Masao about all the things they would do together. 
 
    “My love for you had never faltered.  You are the one my heart desires, Masao,” Luna said.  Her sultry voice had become gravely and it sounded like she smoked two packs of cigarettes a day. 
 
    Takeru grimaced and shook his head.  It looked like he was trying to reconcile the woman of his dreams with the hideous creature before him. 
 
    Masao knelt down on one knee and lifted his sword as he stared down at her.  “Watashi wa, anata o aishiteimasu,” he whispered. 
 
    Derick didn’t understand him, but Takeru’s perplexed expression told him that something was wrong. 
 
    Masao twisted his sword and slid it up under his arm, stabbing Takeru through the stomach.  Derick jumped back and held his arms up in defense, shocked by what had happened.  Masao stood up and pushed the sword all the way into Takeru’s body until it went through his back. 
 
    “You never loved her,” Masao hissed as blood poured from his brother’s mouth.  Swiftly pulling the sword out of Takeru, Masao turned on Derick.  “She is mine.” 
 
    Derick nodded in agreement, trying to figure out what to do.  A white blur of fur answered his prayers as Liam lunged at Masao from the tunnel entrance.  Liam landed on Masao and pinned his sword to the ground with his giant paw.  He growled a warning at Masao to surrender. 
 
    Shaking from his near death experience, Derick turned to see a bleeding Vaughn rushing toward them.  Reese was running toward Derick from the opposite direction.  They both skidded to a halt next to Luna, trying to understand what had happened.  Thankfully, Luna’s spell over Reese had weakened and he was able to ignore her command to kill Craven. 
 
    Derick tried to get a hold of himself, but he was still rattled from seeing Takeru skewered.  He wasn’t sure if wanted to throw up or try to forget the entire day by getting drunk off his immortal ass. 
 
    Hades’ snide voice shouted commands to his right, but Derick didn’t care what he was saying.  He had done enough for one day. 
 
    Liam nudged his side with his muzzle and quietly pushed him toward the exit as soon as Vaughn and Reese had Luna and Masao in custody. 
 
    “Where is Malcolm?” Hades shouted.  “I need him to inform the Council that Masao will remain in Hell under my authority for assaulting my Fallen and attempting to free a prisoner in our custody.” 
 
    Derick ignored Hades and put his hand on Liam’s furry shoulder for support.  The wolf grabbed his T-shirt along the way and held it in his mouth.  I think you lost this, he said softly. 
 
    Thanks, Derick replied, taking the shirt. 
 
    Embarrassed that Liam had seen at least some of his striptease, he balled up his shirt and wiped off the blood that had trickled down his chest.  He pressed it against his aching shoulder and numbly walked into the tunnel. 
 
    “Where do the two of you think you are going?” Hades bellowed. 
 
    Though they stopped walking, neither Derick nor Liam acknowledged him. 
 
    “I want the three of you in the Throne Room immediately.  I don’t care if Calin has to be dragged in on Liam’s back.  You are to wait for my arrival so that you can explain to me where the fuck Lady Black is.  Two of her Nachtghuls are bleeding and one is wearing fur, yet she is nowhere to be seen.  I want answers!” he shouted. 
 
    Sighing heavily, Derick nodded slightly at Hades and continued with Liam down the tunnel. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “What’s it like living in Hell?” CJ asked as he leaned back and propped his elbows up in the sand. 
 
    CJ was tanned, beautiful, and a sight to behold as always.  Anjali tried to stop staring at her best friend, but couldn’t help herself.  She couldn’t believe that she was finally sitting next to him after spending years in Hell, far away from him.  She watched the water rush across the sand and giggled when it touched her toes.  She wished that she could stay here on the beach with him forever, but there was always something keeping them apart. 
 
    “It’s very dreary and extremely dangerous.  It’s very different from my nightmares, or rather, visions.  There is so much that I didn’t know about.  You probably won’t believe me, but I’m kind of in charge.  I rule alongside Lucifer and Hades, and it’s not easy.  Who knew you actually had to manage Hell?” she laughed.  “Enough about me though, what have you been up to?  Did you graduate from NJIT?”  She playfully knocked into his arm, throwing him off balance. 
 
    He laughed at the familiar gesture and stuck his tongue out at her.  “I graduated last spring and I landed my first job.  I had a hard time adjusting to college life, after, well, after you were gone.  It took some time, but I made a couple of good friends.  I started going to parties and remembering what it was like to have fun,” CJ said.  He sounded guilty for moving on without her. 
 
    She had made the conscious decision not to contact him after Gabriel told her of his difficulties accepting her mortal death.  By the time she was able to return to the Mortal Realm, too much time had passed.  She didn’t want to selfishly take him away from his life, a life that she could never share with him. 
 
    She smiled.  “I’m glad that you are living your life.  That’s all I ever wanted for you.  I stayed away because I didn’t want to interfere.  You needed to find a way to live without me because the alternative was unthinkable.”  She had tried to imagine what it would have been like to have CJ in Hell with her, but she refused to condemn him to that life.  As it was, she hated that Derick, Calin, and Liam had to spend an eternity dealing with Lucifer.  CJ, unlike her Nachtghuls, was still alive and mortal.  He had his entire life ahead of him and could do whatever he wanted. 
 
    CJ looked like he wanted to say something, but couldn’t find the words.  He drew random shapes in the sand to avoiding looking at her.  Finally, he cleared his throat and turned his attention to the setting sun.  “I’ve met someone; you would like her,” CJ said softly. 
 
    The lump in Anjali’s throat confirmed that she would not like CJ’s new girlfriend, but she had to accept that he needed someone in his life to care for him. 
 
    Pushing away her jealousy, she smiled sincerely at him.  “I’m happy for you, both of you.  My only hope is that she’s worthy of a wonderful guy like you,” she said, trying to keep the disappointment out of her voice. 
 
    “I miss you,” CJ said, squinting at her in the bright light. 
 
    “I miss you too,” she said, trying to stop herself from tearing up.  Not even her Nachtghuls knew how much she thought about him and how desperately she wished that things were different.  There were so many times when she wished she could be Michelle Black and have her old life back. 
 
    She looked out over the glistening water and sighed.  Why couldn’t things be different? 
 
    The waves crashed onto the beach, shaking her from her thoughts.  The sound was louder than it should have been.  She glanced up at the sun to see that it had disappeared from the sky and the beach was shrouded in darkness.  She turned to CJ to ask why the sun had vanished, but he too was gone. 
 
    A shiver ran up her back as a chill set in.  With the sun gone, the air had turned damp and her teeth were chattering.  Rarely feeling the heat or the cold, she had trouble understanding why she was freezing. 
 
    Moving around to warm up, it felt like she was covered in sand, though she couldn’t see anything on her body.  It felt like it was in her mouth, but she couldn’t spit it out.  When she turned her head to see if anyone else was on the beach, she had the sensation that her hair was plastered to her cheek, but again she didn’t see anything unusual.  Reaching to brush away her hair, she found that she couldn’t move her arms.  Her hands were in her lap, yet she couldn’t move them.  It felt like they were bound together. 
 
    She forced her heavy eyelids to open and gasped.  She was no longer sitting in front of the ocean; she was laying on her side in the sand inside a dimly lit cave.  Where the hell was she? 
 
    She tried to remember the last thing that happened.  Talking to CJ had been a dream, a good dream for once, but only a dream.  She recalled coming to the Mortal Realm to deal with the Harpy and fighting the mercenaries in Brazil.  It was then that she remembered being hit in the back of the head. 
 
    Clenching her side, she felt the pain from the bullet wound, but the bullet was no longer moving around inside of her.  It felt like there was a bandage pulling at her skin.  She moved her legs and felt bandages over the cuts in her thighs as well.  Why would someone attack her and sew her back together? 
 
    She managed to peer over her side to see what was holding her wrists together and found the hideous blue glow of the Celestial Bonds.  She swore to herself and cursed whoever had the brilliant idea to create them.  It meant that she was cut off from her abilities and her Nachtghuls.  She was going to strangle whomever was stupid enough to lock her in the bonds. 
 
    “I thought you would be taller for the Bringer of the Apocalypse.  Is that why you wear those ridiculous platform boots?  Are they supposed to intimidate people?” asked a man standing against the far wall of the cave. 
 
    “I don’t need these boots to intimidate anyone; I can do that on my own.  I just like feeling taller.  Come closer and I will show you how intimidating I am,” she said sinisterly.  Whoever was screwing with her would soon die—once they removed her bonds. 
 
    The man stepped out of the shadows and stood next to a fire pit in the middle of the cave.  He was very tall and strikingly handsome with a few days’ worth of growth on his chiseled cheeks.  He looked at her through blue tinted glasses in the fire light.  His clothing was very modern: green cargo pants, a dark gray long-sleeve T-shirt that hugged his muscled chest, and brown hiking boots with orange and yellow bungee cord laces.  His zip-up black hoodie made him appear casual, but the black knife sheaths strapped around both his thighs proved that he was dangerous.  The knives neatly lining his legs weren’t as intimidating as Balthazar’s armory under his leather duster, but the hand hovering over them concerned her.  They weren’t just for decoration.  This man was more than willing to use them in a fight, though he wasn’t good at retrieving them since there was one empty slot on his right sheath.  At least she knew who the mystery assailant was.  She should be thanking him for finishing off the mercenaries, but she would do that after she kicked in his teeth and forced him to release her. 
 
    “I don’t know, you seem pretty harmless, adorable even,” he chuckled. 
 
    She balled up her fists and imagined wiping the smug look right off his face.  Taking a closer look at his square jaw, she froze.  She had seen him before, but without his glasses.  She smirked when she recognized him from one of the ten scrolls lying next to her bed. 
 
    “Haydn,” she whispered.  “Care to explain why I’m lying in a cave, bound and cold?”  After facing Death, Vengeance, and Fear, fighting Distrust should be simple. 
 
    “I thought it was time we meet, Anjali,” he said matter-of-factly.  He was arrogant about the fact that he had managed to knock her out and bind her without a fight. 
 
    She growled at his cavalier attitude and swore she would never leave home without Calin and his twin Berettas again.  Technically, he was trying out his new Glocks, but a 9mm was a 9mm as long as it killed the person you were pointing it at, at least in her estimation.  You couldn’t put a Celestial Bond on a Glock. 
 
    “My enemies call me Lady Black, but you can call me Master.  Lucifer has forbidden anyone to call me by my given name.  You remember him, big crazy bastard who would prefer to gnaw on your bones rather than say hello to you, the same person who will lose his mind if I’m not back home soon.  I’m sure he would love to see you again,” she smiled cruelly. 
 
    “Yes, I vaguely recall the psychopath who tortured us and allowed his pet to do dastardly things to us, but don’t worry, he won’t find us here…Master,” he spoke her title sarcastically, as if it was the last thing he would ever call her.  He crouched down next to her and tilted his head as he studied her face. 
 
    “If you think you can attack me and make it out of here alive, you sorely underestimate how much leniency I have for my angels,” she snarled.  She felt her dark side waking up, just as it had when Alazar had challenged her authority.  She considered letting the Destroyer out of her cage to deal with her disobedient angel, but she needed to know more about him before condemning him to that kind of punishment. 
 
    He raised his eyebrows at her threat and turned up the corner of his mouth.  It bothered her that she couldn’t see his eyes, which was the point of wearing the glasses.  According to Alazar, Haydn liked to unnerve people and keep his true intentions and emotions closely guarded, lest they be used against him. 
 
    “I’m not your angel,” he said defiantly. 
 
    “You volunteered for the job, so yes, you are my angel.  Why did you abduct me?” she asked as she squirmed in the sand and tried to sit up.  When she realized that her dress was riding up her thigh, she immediately stop moving.  She didn’t need Haydn taking an interest in her.  She would never be able to forgive him for sexually assaulting her.  She would kill him first. 
 
    “I didn't abduct you, sweetheart, I was defending myself.  You came looking for me.  I merely struck first.  I have to admit you’re smarter than I expected,” Haydn smirked.  He grabbed her shoulders, and pulled her into a seated position.  “There, that’s better.  Now I can see your face.”  He pulled her hair away from her sandy cheeks and fanned it over her shoulders.  His touch was almost reverent but his expression showed his indifference. 
 
    She was confused by his comment about defending himself until she remembered the strange tingling in her chest.  “You were in the restaurant,” she declared. 
 
    “You seem surprised by that, which means you’re a skilled liar.  Then again, you are the Keeper of Deception,” he sneered. 
 
    She rolled her eyes.  “I didn’t come looking for you, so you can stand down.” 
 
    He chuckled and shook his head.  “I don’t believe you.  After years of waiting for you, you suddenly appear in Brazil without warning.  Why else would you be there?” 
 
    “I have a better question.  Why were you in Santa Blanca?  You could have been tempting anywhere in the world, yet you chose the very country that I was in.  Hell, you chose the same damned town.  What were you doing there?” she retorted. 
 
    He stared stoically at her before standing up and moving closer to the fire.  He looked down at the fire, lost in thought.  When he didn’t answer, she looked around the cave for any exits.  There was a large opening to her left, but it was too dark to see where it led.  Seeing no other cracks in the walls or possible exits, she planned to assess Haydn’s mental status before marching out of the cave and finishing her mission. 
 
    “I’m unarmed, as you can see, and I don’t have Death or Vengeance at my side.  If I had come for you, I would have been better prepared and not in the middle of a firefight,” she said rationally. 
 
    He glanced down at her dress and paced slowly back and forth with his arms behind his back.  “I admit that I’m curious about the fight at the farmhouse and why you allowed yourself to be captured by those men, but I don’t actually care.  I have my own objectives to worry about,” he replied. 
 
    She winced when she moved, but tried to hide it.  The Celestial Bonds were already draining her strength and making her wounds ache.  “Why didn’t you stop those men from taking me instead of following me to the compound?  What about the women?  Did you try to save them before stealing me away to this cave?” 
 
    “What women?” he asked, confused by her question. 
 
    “The women being held hostage in the barn, the ones I was trying to rescue,” she sneered. 
 
    “I didn’t see any women,” he shrugged.  He tapped his foot in the sand and put his hands in his pockets.  “I followed you to the farmhouse because I was curious.  When I saw you making a fool of yourself in your short skirt in the middle of the town, I wondered if you had lost your mind or if you were trying to tempt the mortals.  Perhaps, seduce is the correct word.  I was waiting outside the fence to see what you would do and lo and behold, you started exterminating those men.” 
 
    She leaned her head against the cave wall to take some pressure off her side.  “I only attack mortals who have clearly crossed the line and are actively bringing harm to helpless men and women.  I don’t seduce them.  For the record, I didn’t kill anyone.  You know that Hell Fire doesn’t kill mortals, though it will make them pray for death.  The rest I shot in the shoulders or legs, non-vital body parts.  It was a rescue mission, not a massacre.” 
 
    He snickered at her version of the events.  “You had no business interfering.  You are meant to judge, not help or hinder the mortals,” he stated, though there was a hint of doubt in his voice. 
 
    “I couldn’t stand by and do nothing.”  She lifted her head to look at him, ignoring the stiffness settling into her joints.  “What about you?  Why didn’t you tempt the men at the farmhouse, or the locals in town?  If you’ve been staying in the town then you know about the missing women.  Santa Blanca would have been the perfect place for you to tempt the mortals, yet I didn’t see any riots or anyone falsely accusing anyone.  That town would have been torn apart if you had been doing your job properly.  They would have been stringing up innocent people in the streets to get the truth.  If you had been doing your job, that community wouldn’t have been complacent and standing idly by while their women were taken from them.  There would have been lynch mobs out searching for the mercenaries,” she said. 
 
    She didn’t want to think about what would happen to the mortals under the influence of Distrust, but it was his job to tempt them.  If they had refused his temptation, they would have found a peaceful way to stop the kidnappings.  If they had succumbed to the temptation, the town would have been burned to the ground.  It was the sad reality of what the Angels of the Apocalypse were created to do, but they were a necessity. 
 
    He whipped his head around and pointed his finger at her.  “You don’t get to judge me.  You don’t get tell me what to do.  I haven’t tempted the mortals for a long time.  You gave up on us, so I gave up on you and this stupid crusade,” he snarled. 
 
    Shocked by what she was hearing, she tried to push herself off the ground and get to her feet, but Haydn lunged forward and pushed her shoulders down so she was forced to sit. 
 
    “I can’t believe that you gave up.  Even Tristan, who was consumed with terror, managed to tempt the mortals as often as he could.  Alazar was breaking the will of the mortals, but at least he was still trying to carry out his task.  What does it say about you that you gave up?  Have you become a Rogue?” she asked snidely. 
 
    He leaned down so close to her face that she could see her reflection in his mirrored lens.  In the lens, she saw her barely contained rage, but she also saw something else.  She saw her own disappointment.  How had things gotten so out of control with her Predznak that one of them could even contemplate quitting? 
 
    “You don’t get to ask me that question,” he sneered.  He released her and went back to pacing in front of the fire. 
 
    She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  “What do you want from me, Haydn?  You certainly didn’t bring me here for a tearful reunion.  If you wanted to kill me, you could have done so in Brazil.  Why bring me to this cave, unless you miss the Caves of Darkness so much that you wanted to relive your time in Hell?” she quipped. 
 
    His nostrils flared at the mention of Hell.  “I never wanted to live there, none of us did.  By the time we were sent there, none of us wanted to be your angels.  We had all given up,” he huffed. 
 
    “That’s not true.  I know you all vowed to kill me upon leaving Hell, but not everyone gave up.  Sacha, for some unknown reason, posed as my high school teacher for four years.  He never tried to kill me, and never told me who he really was.  Whatever was going through his mind, he didn’t give up on me, and he didn’t honor his vow to kill me,” she said.  “I’m here, Haydn.  It may not be how you envisioned it, but I’m here now.  Instead of arguing with me, you should be talking to me.  Tell me all the things you’ve been dying to say for centuries.” 
 
    He stood completely still and stared at her.  “I hate you.  I have hated you for centuries and I want to watch you die,” he said with less emotion than the occasion warranted.  She expected him to yell or show some kind of anger toward her, but he was eerily calm. 
 
    “That was mild and reserved compared to what Alazar said to me.  He tempted me to kill myself, so I’m sure you have an idea about what he said.  Tristan made a deal with Fenris to kill me.  You remember how much he feared and hated Fenris, so you understand how difficult that was for him.  Hell, even Balthazar tried to stab me through the heart when he first saw me.  Telling me how much you hate me is very refreshing and therapeutic by comparison,” she shrugged. 
 
    A pretentious smile spread across his handsome face.  “Then how is this for therapeutic?  I plan to kill you slowly after I torture you for a few centuries, but before I do that, you will release the other Predznak from your command.  I don’t want them dying along with you if the master/servant bond is anything like a master/blood servant bond.  I want them to be free of your tyranny so that they can finally live their lives without the constant misery of being your angel,” Haydn said matter-of-factly as if he was telling her to pass the salt and pepper. 
 
    Anjali was stunned not only by his statement, but also by his demeanor.  He should have been a raging lunatic, screaming his proclamation at her if he hated her enough to torture and kill her slowly.  In her experience, only pure undiluted hatred of a person could cause someone to torture them, unless they were being paid, or were a sociopath.  Haydn’s façade was either incredibly well constructed to hide his true feelings, or he was completely cut off from everything.  If the latter were true, it meant that he had become a Rogue. 
 
    “Think about what you’re asking me to do, Haydn.  You want me to release the Predznak, but to what end?  You were forever changed when you volunteered to serve me.  There is no going back to Heaven, which means you will be branded as criminals.  Why do you believe that the Council allowed the most dangerous angels ever created to roam the world without anyone to watch over them?  They have allowed you to live this long for two reasons, in my estimation.  One, I believe that they fear the consequences of killing each of you and not because they fear you, but because the world would never be the same.  Without the Predznak evaluating the mortals’ reactions to sins, the world would fall into ruin.  The second reason would be the Council’s fear of me.  It’s true that the Council despises me, but I believe that they are too afraid of what I would do if they hunted and killed my Predznak.  If I do what you want, the Council will no longer have those reasons holding them back.  They will hunt you to your deaths and I refuse to allow that,” she replied boldly.  He didn’t need to know that she had offered to return Alazar to Heaven to take on a new position. 
 
    Haydn shrugged.  “I’m not concerned about the Council.  I’ve been waiting for them to unleash the Celestial Warriors on me for years.  This would bring the fight to me, and I like those odds.  Even if they managed to kill me, I would finally be free from this torture,” he stated.  “I see it as a win-win.” 
 
    Seeing the resignation in his eyes, she realized that he was on a suicide mission. 
 
    “If you can so easily accept death, why do you care what happens to the other Predznak?  I’m told that you were the first to turn on them.  You became withdrawn and allowed your power to cloud your mind.  You were the first to break the bonds of loyalty because you believed that they were plotting against you.  Where is this sudden sense of brotherhood coming from?  I thought you would have killed them by now in order to keep yourself safe,” she replied, trying to understand his motivation. 
 
    Haydn opened his mouth to speak, but stopped and shook his head.  “It was a mistake to engage you in conversation.  I find that threats and shoving weapons in sensitive organs yields the best results,” he said calmly. 
 
    He rushed toward her and pulled her to her feet by her armpits.  He threw her against the craggy wall, scratching her back.  His hand went to his knife sheath and he pulled out a thin, black knife that tapered to a long, sharp point. 
 
    “You can’t hurt me,” she said, trying to see through the blue tinted glasses into his eyes. 
 
    He laughed, causing his face to light up.  She was surprised by how attractive he was when he wasn’t brooding. 
 
    “I was an interrogator for Hell during my time there, or didn’t Lucifer tell you?  I am very good at hurting people and making them do what I want without killing them.” 
 
    She shrugged.  “That doesn’t surprise me, but that’s not what I meant.  You can carve me up with those knives, and cause me physical pain, but you can’t hurt me.  Nothing you do to me will force me to release my angels.  You have a lot to learn about being a Predznak if you believe that they would even want to be released from me.  Together, we are stronger.  I was able to free them from their madness and I can do the same for you, if you will allow me to do so,” she said. 
 
    His warm smile was gone, replaced by a cruel, chilling smile.  “You tricked them into being your slaves and I’m going to put an end to that right now.” 
 
    The blade in his hand was coming down toward her face, intent on slashing her.  Unable to block his hand, she did the only thing she could.  She kneed him in the balls. 
 
    Haydn grunted when she made contact and dropped to his knees.  His expression would have been comical if he hadn’t been trying to murder her.  He stupidly hadn’t thought she would fight back. 
 
    She grimaced when she felt the wound in her right thigh open up.  She gritted her teeth and threw herself against the wall.  She rebounded off it to give herself more force as she lifted her knee and smacked it into his jaw.  He flew backward and landed in the sand.  He was momentarily dazed, but quickly got to his feet and pulled out a second knife, the first one having been lost in the sand. 
 
    When he came at her again, she remembered a move that Calin had forced her to learn.  She focused and tensed up her body, waiting until Haydn was close enough before she spun and kicked him in the side of the head.  He fell on his side and dropped the knife.  His glasses flew off and landed in the cave entrance a few feet away.  He yelled in frustration and glared at her.  His bright green eyes bore into hers.  “You will pay for that.” 
 
    He ran at her and grabbed her shoulders, but she didn’t wait to see what he had planned for her.  She pulled her head back and head-butted him, which hurt like hell and made her want to vomit. 
 
    He staggered back and clutched his forehead.  Shaking off the dizziness, she dropped to her knees and fished around in the sand for one of his knives.  By the time she had one in her hand, Haydn was coming at her.  He tried to raise his knee to kick her in the face, as she had done to him, but she twisted around and drove the blade into his calf. 
 
    He yowled in pain and dropped to the ground.  He stared at the knife embedded in his leg in disbelief. 
 
    She stumbled in the loose sand, but managed to throw her shoulder into the wall and right herself.  She turned around and scowled at him.  “Release me!” she commanded. 
 
    His eyebrows flew up.  “Are you crazy?  If you’re kicking the shit out of me with the bonds on, I’m not about to experience what you can do without them.” 
 
    She took a second to catch her breath before addressing him.  “Here’s the way this works, Haydn.  I will never release the Predznak from my service, so forget your plan.  Unlock these bonds so that I can release you from your power, which is clouding your mind.  If you refuse me, you will have to kill me because you will never be safe from me.  I will make it my life’s mission to take your head.  If I were you, I would pray for a quick death before Lucifer or Alazar find you.” 
 
    Haydn hissed at her ultimatum.  “You will release my brothers before I end your life.” 
 
    Frowning at her lost angel, she sighed.  If she was able to release her power, she might be able to free him from his power as she had done with the other Predznak, but with her power bound, it was impossible.  If she couldn’t reason with him, her only option was to escape from the cave and attempt to free him once her power was accessible.  Until then, she didn’t have time for his games.  She still had a Harpy to find. 
 
    She stormed off toward the dark cave entrance leaving Haydn bleeding in the sand. 
 
    Slowly extricating the blade from his leg, Haydn looked up at her.  “There’s nowhere for you to go.” 
 
    Looking at him over her shoulder, she smiled.  “Those angels that you are so desperate to free will do anything to find me.  If you can’t understand that we are meant to be together, then there is nothing I can do to help you,” she said dismissively. 
 
    When she reached the end of the cave, she saw what Haydn had meant.  The sea was at high tide and had overtaken the beach in either direction.  In the distance to her right, she saw a section of beach that was higher than the water.  Between her and the beach was a series of rocks protruding from the water, though the sea spray was constantly churning around the rocks and hitting against them with enough force to splash across the tops of them.  It was a harrowing path, but she had no choice.  She had to take it. 
 
    She braced her shoulder against the side of the slick cave wall and carefully stepped onto the rocks.  They were slipperier than she expected and were difficult to see in the moonless night.  The bottom of her dress was instantly soaked when a large wave hit her legs.  She was grateful that she was still in a tropical climate and the water was warmer than in the northern seas, but the air was chilly without the sun.  The bonds made her shiver uncontrollably since she was unable to regulate her body temperature. 
 
    She continued her journey until she was far enough away from the cave that Haydn couldn’t grab her.  She was furious that he planned to torture her so that she would release the Predznak.  The Destroyer wanted to punish him for believing that he could command her to do anything.  She had no idea why Haydn was so concerned about releasing his brethren, especially since they had hated each other for centuries and parted ways on bad terms.  Regardless of the reason, Haydn had no idea what he was asking her to do.  She hadn’t been lying about the Council issuing death warrants for them. 
 
    Focusing on her harrowing journey, she judged the distance to the next rock.  Nearly losing her footing, she braced herself against the wall and prepared to leap.  The trip was taking longer than she wanted, giving Haydn more time to come after her. 
 
    When she reached a point where the rocks were spread too far apart, she knew she would have to jump to reach the next one.  Swimming was out of the question with her hands bound behind her.  Even if she tried to float and kick her legs, the tide was strong enough to suck her under or smash her into the rocks.  Shivering in the cold air, she had to make a decision.  She could go back to Haydn and try to come to some kind of understanding, or she could jump to the next rock and try to make it to dry land. 
 
    Haydn sat in the damp sand and cursed his life.  No one told him when he volunteered to become a Predznak that he would be miserable for the rest of eternity.  If only he could figure out how to turn everything around.  All he wanted was to be happy again.  He wanted to look at the sun and remember joy and warmth.  He wanted to stand beside his brothers and feel a kinship with them again.  Instead, he was doomed to repeat the same bleak day over and over again. 
 
    Seeing Anjali in Brazil had been a sign.  He had searched for her over the years, but could never locate her.  One lucky break and everything had finally come together.  Though he had never seen her before, he knew who she was the second he saw her.  She had been asking the locals about a missing friend, but he could hear the lie in her voice.  He wasn’t sure why she was lying to the locals, but she had obviously been searching for someone.  He had seized his opportunity when he saw her standing on the street corner and formulated his plan.  Of course, his plans were altered when she was jumped by the men and taken to the farmhouse.  Her actions at the farmhouse were impressive, but it was only a matter of time until she made a mistake.  When he saw that she had been shot, he smiled and knew that with a little patience he would be able to capture her without a fight. 
 
    There were so many questions he wanted answered, including why she felt compelled to fight those men instead of quietly rescuing the women she spoke of, and why she felt compelled to change into Serena’s dress to do so, but all that had to wait.  First, he had to convince her to release however many Predznak she had under her control before he ended her life.  Then, he would find a way to hide from the Council and start his new life. 
 
    Pulling the knife out of his leg and wiping the blood on his pants, he laughed at his misfortune.  How had a helpless girl managed to get the better of him and stab him with his own knife?  She should be as weak as a kitten with the Celestial Bonds wrapped around her wrists.  It was embarrassing enough to be kicked in the balls by her, but being stabbed was downright pathetic.  He hadn’t been kidding about fearing what would happen without the bonds weakening her.  Clearly, someone had trained her.  She mentioned a fight with Balthazar, so he was most likely under her command, but it was possible that she also had Aeries by her side.  Heaven help him if she had both of them.  He didn’t look forward to dying at the hands of Aeries, his former Lord Commander.  He hadn’t considered the possibility of standing toe to toe with Anger before his impromptu capture of his master.  It would be in his best interest to allow Anjali to kill him quickly before Aeries got a hold of him. 
 
    Ignoring his gutless hysteria, he brushed the sand off his pants and got to his feet.  He assumed she would have surrendered by now since there was no escape from the cave until low tide, but she was taking a long time to concede defeat.  She certainly was stubborn. 
 
    Wincing when he put pressure on his wounded leg, he decided to start slow with the torture and work up to the bone breaking.  Sadly, he no longer experienced delight during interrogations, but he might be able to muster a smile at the bare minimum knowing that his master was suffering, just as he had. 
 
    He stepped out of the cave and looked around, trying to figure out where Anjali was.  A small yelp and a large splash made him whip his head around just in time to see the black dress of horrors slide under the water. 
 
    Damn it she was obstinate!  Now instead of hurting her, he had to rescue her.  How humiliating! 
 
    He threw off his hoodie and pulled off his boots.  Swearing, he pushed his black wings out through his T-shirt and launched himself into the air.  The water was pitch black and swirling too fast to see anything.  He hovered for a few more seconds, hoping to see the bright blue glow of the bonds, but there was nothing.  The current must have dragged her away from the shoreline. 
 
    He tucked his wings into his back and dove into the deeper water further away from the rocks.  He swam away from the shore and searched for the dreaded blue light.  He knew from experience that the glow could be seen through the murkiest water.  He had been thrown into the Realm of Drowning Seas by an enraged Lucifer on more than one occasion.  The hideous bonds lit up even the darkest part of the realm. 
 
    Panic filled him at the thought of losing her, though he couldn’t comprehend why he was upset.  He didn’t care about her; he only cared about freeing himself and the others.  When he realized that she might be lost to the sea forever, he worried that the Predznak might be reassigned to another master, or worse, decommissioned and killed, just as Anjali had said. 
 
    He kicked his legs and dove deeper into the ocean.  She couldn’t technically die from drowning, but she had no way to save herself with her hands bound.  A small twinge of regret found its way into his frigid heart.  Though he normally regretted nothing, he suddenly remembered the sensation.  Would he be responsible for the death of the Bringer of the Apocalypse?  He gulped when he considered the consequences.  It was one thing to talk about killing her and plotting to do so, it was another to actually do it.  He wondered if it would be ruled an accident, or if they would charge him with murder. 
 
    He shook himself from his disconcerting thoughts.  This was what he wanted, sort of, wasn’t it?  He wanted her dead, or so he had said to Alazar when they conspired to kill her centuries ago.  Why should he feel regret now? 
 
    His heart leaped for joy when he finally spotted the blue light.  He swam up to the surface to take a breath and dove down to retrieve the headstrong woman. 
 
    He caught the edge of her dress and cringed.  He would have preferred to tear it from her body and leave it at the bottom of the ocean, but he didn’t have time for that.  Anjali’s eyes were closed and she wasn’t breathing.  Her pale face was lit up by the blue glow surrounding her.  It made her look ethereal and dead.  Something inside of his chest burned as if he had been stabbed or poisoned, tortures he intimately understood, but he couldn’t comprehend why he felt this way. 
 
    He looped his arm around her waist and pulled her up to the surface as he tried to keep her head above the rolling waves.  They were further away from shore than he thought, so it took a lot of effort to get them back to the beach.  By the time he reached the shore and pulled her onto the sand, he was tired and out of breath. 
 
    Throwing himself on the sand, he took a second to breathe.  He looked over at her body laying still on the dark beach and almost wept.  She would survive this, yet he still wanted to cry.  What the hell was wrong with him?  Why did he care about her now after centuries of hating her? 
 
    Unwilling to deal with his tumultuous thoughts, he propped himself up on his arm and touched her cheek.  She was freezing.  He thought about taking her back to the fire in the cave to warm her, but something felt wrong about that.  Instead, he carefully took her into his arms and spread his wings.  He hated himself for allowing her to break his resolve, but he didn’t know how to fight it.  He bent his knees, careful to keep pressure off his injured leg, and propelled them into the air, taking care not to jostle her too much.  He had to keep her safe until she woke up.  Once she was awake, he would decide her fate. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Hades stormed into the Throne Room and saw the banes of his existence standing in front of the dais.  The Nachtghuls looked worse for wear, which pleased him to no end.  In general, he couldn’t care less about Lady Black having Nachtghuls, but these three servants were insufferable.  Their loyalty to her was unwavering, so they were useless to him as spies.  They cared little for the rules of Hell, which was typical for a servant, but he wasn’t allowed to punish them for it.  On top of everything, they felt that they could do or say as they pleased because Lady Black refused to keep them in line.  They were a danger to Lucifer and him.  If the other servants acted like the Nachtghuls, there would be anarchy…again. 
 
    He tried not to flinch when he saw Calin’s bite marks.  The Shades had damaged his shoulder and arm worse than he initially thought.  Calin was the one Nachtghul he tried not to piss off, which went against his very nature, but Calin was unpredictable.  He was fiercely protective of Lady Black, an admirable quality, but the boy would shoot anyone he felt was worthy of shooting, regardless of his master’s orders.  Though a gunshot wound was mild compared to being frozen in the Realm of Frost, he didn’t want to suffer the humiliation of being degraded by a servant, especially a servant he wasn’t allowed to kill. 
 
    “I don’t care what or who she is doing, summon Lady Black.  I have been requesting her presence for the past three days.  I will not be ignored any longer.  If she has a problem with me, let her tell me to my face,” Hades declared. 
 
    Calin was stoic as always, but Hades could see that he was trying to hide the pain from his bites.  By all rights, he should allow Calin to rest since he had done a somewhat decent job of securing Hell, yet he was the only servant who refused to bow to the Heads of Hell, so he would let the blood run out of Calin for as long as it took them to disclose Lady Black’s whereabouts. 
 
    Appraising Derick’s gruesome shoulder wound, which was bleeding through his T-shirt, he knew Lady Black would have words with Lucifer and him once she showed up.  She would take issue with Derick being injured because he was the weakest of the group. 
 
    What irked him the most was the look of indifference on the face of the newest Nachtghul, Liam.  He was still learning the rules, but he wanted to punch his handsome face nonetheless.  He didn’t like the idea of an unpredictable wolf shifter prowling around Hell, but he had little say on the matter. 
 
    Frustrated by the servants’ blank stares, he finally took a step toward them.  “I want to know where she is!” 
 
    “We don’t know where she is, Lord Hades,” Calin replied softly. 
 
    Hades nearly fell over.  Not only had Calin uncharacteristically called him Lord, but he was also lying to his face. 
 
    “Don’t lie to me!  She may close off her mind to you, but she will always answer your call!” Hades yelled. 
 
    Lucifer’s approaching boots made Hades stiffen, but he did not relent in his questioning.  As much as Lucifer hated the Nachtghuls, he was smart enough to avoid interrogating them. 
 
    Clearing his throat, Derick spoke up, “He’s telling you the truth, Lord Hades.”  He bowed his head out of respect. 
 
    Hades was flabbergasted.  Both Nachtghuls had the audacity to deceive him. 
 
    “Summon her at once!” Hades ordered. 
 
    “We can’t,” Liam replied flatly. 
 
    Hades was about to lose his patience and backhand whomever was standing closest, which mercifully wasn’t Calin, when Lucifer addressed him. 
 
    “Let them go, Lord Hades.  They have nothing to tell you,” Lucifer said in a low voice resembling a threat that raised the hairs on the back of Hades’ neck. 
 
    He watched the reaction of the Nachtghuls as Lucifer took his throne.  They all appeared to be furious with Lucifer.  There was definitely some kind of conspiracy going on. 
 
    Calin glared at Lucifer.  “Lord Lucifer, there is something we need to discuss in private.” 
 
    Hades’ patience snapped when he heard Calin trying to go above his head and act friendly with Lucifer by paying him respect. 
 
    “I’ve had enough!  Tristan and Balthazar, I summon you!” Hades roared. 
 
    “Leave, Lord Hades, this is your only warning,” Lucifer growled. 
 
    Hades couldn’t believe what was happening.  He was being thrown out of the Throne Room for something as ridiculous as asking for Lady Black’s whereabouts.  He was about to rip Lady Black’s ostentatious Fire and Ice Throne from the dais and throw it at all of them!  Thankfully, Tristan and Balthazar arrived before he was able to reach the dais. 
 
    The two Predznak bowed before Lucifer, but looked at Hades questioningly. 
 
    “You summoned us, Lord Hades?” Tristan asked half-annoyed and half-curious.  His tone implied that it was the last time Hades would be allowed to summon them without Lady Black present. 
 
    “Where is your master?” Hades asked through his clenched teeth. 
 
    Tristan and Balthazar shrugged as they looked to one another.  He believed that they had no idea where she was on based their reactions.  It was preposterous that Lady Black wouldn’t tell her angels where she was for nearly a week, unless she had a very good reason. 
 
    Hades turned around and ran at Lucifer, catching him off guard.  He grabbed his black satin shirt and threw him to the ground.  He jumped on top of the devil before Lucifer could raise his fist.  Hades punched his supposed master in the jaw and his right eye in rapid succession.  The sound of his fist colliding with the heavy jawbone and the satisfying squishy feeling of Lucifer’s eye under his knuckles appeased some of his anger.  It wasn’t until Lucifer blocked his third swing and punched him in the gut that he started to regret his spontaneous attack. 
 
    Lucifer rolled him on his back and mounted his hips, though Hades struggled enough to throw Lucifer off balance twice.  He’d been in this position before and knew Lucifer’s weak spots.  Two punches, one to an old injury in his left knee from a fight with a Veteres, and one to the throat, distracted Lucifer enough so that Hades was able to toss the devil to the side and kick him in the ribs. 
 
    Fuming, Hades was no longer in control of his anger.  Lucifer was lying to him; he could feel it.  He kicked him in the stomach when Lucifer got to his knees, sending him rolling across the floor.  He was about to jump on Lucifer’s back when the sharp edge of a blade was at his throat, slicing the top layer of skin.  He stared into the blue eyes of his former friend and froze. 
 
    Hades could see the shock in Tristan’s eyes and his unwillingness to use his power, but the set of his shoulders implied that he would carry out the task of stopping him if he continued his assault on Lucifer.  Balthazar’s large frame was an inch away from his back and his head was tilted to the side so that Hades couldn’t throw his head back and break Balthazar’s nose.  Balthazar had learned a lot over the years.  He could almost respect him and Tristan if they weren’t standing in the way of his answers.  If Tristan opened his mouth to tempt him, he would press his neck into Balthazar’s blade and take his own life rather than be subjected to the terrifying power of the Angel of Fear once again. 
 
    Determined to go through a reluctant Tristan to get the truth, Hades embraced his fury.  Lucifer wasn’t the only one with a dark side.  Though he couldn’t see Lucifer through Tristan’s broad chest, he heard Lucifer coughing and gagging through his constricted throat. 
 
    “Where is she?” Hades bellowed.  He yelled so loudly that the knife took another layer of skin when his body shook with rage. 
 
    “Why do you care?” Lucifer snarled. 
 
    Lucifer’s question stunned him and made him question his anger.  Why did he care where Lady Black was?  Was he mad that he was being kept in the dark, or was he afraid for her safety?  Something told him that Lucifer was hiding her.  It was an irrational fear, but Lucifer was devious when mired in darkness.  Hades believed that Lucifer was capable of killing Lady Black and walking away with a smile on his face if it served his needs.  The Predznak and Nachtghuls understood that Lucifer was evil, but even they couldn’t comprehend the levels Lucifer could sink to. 
 
    “You’re playing games with me, Lord Lucifer.  I asked a simple question regarding the whereabouts of a creature that could destroy the world with a flick of her wrist and you deny me the answer.  I want to know that she is not in the hands of an enemy that we must kill.  On top of that, two of her Nachtghuls are bleeding.  I want to know how much time I have to mount a defense and figure out an excuse for their injured states so that I don’t end up on fire,” Hades panted.  He was pleased with his hastily thought out excuses, and prayed that they were acceptable to Lucifer. 
 
    Lucifer peered around Tristan’s arm and shrewdly regarded Hades as he slowly got to his feet.  Hades did everything within his power not to appear upset that Lady Black was missing, but gave the general impression that he was more interested in saving his own ass, as he did with every other matter of importance.  Watching Lucifer lower his eyes, he sensed that his lie had worked and that he would not end up mounted on Lucifer’s bedroom wall. 
 
    “I sent her on a mission,” Lucifer stated.  He held his ribs and winced.  At least one of them was broken based on the way Lucifer was standing.  Hades felt a small spark of glee for breaking the bastard. 
 
    Hades raised his eyebrows, waiting for more information.  He glared at the devil and waited impatiently for him to continue. 
 
    Lucifer walked behind Tristan and slowly climbed the steps to the dais.  He stopped and stared at the skull on top of his throne, the one with the ruby eyes.  “You only have yourself to blame for this,” Lucifer hissed.  He slid into his seat and looked down at the marble dais. 
 
    Hades wanted to laugh at the absurdity of Lucifer’s comment.  He had done nothing to send Lady Black away.  As usual, Lucifer was deflecting the blame for whatever idiotic plan he had conceived.  He would have ignored his convoluted statement had Lucifer not looked at the top skull.  Lucifer rarely acknowledged the three skulls on his throne unless something from the past was bothering him.  The skulls, unbeknownst to many, belonged to three of the Rogue Angels who had led a coup by forming their own pantheon and pretended to be gods for the mortals to worship.  The ruby skull belonged to Zeyus, aka Zeus, the lunatic who had started the rebellion.  Lucifer mocked him in death by placing him on top of the throne, for only in death would he be allowed to rule anything. 
 
    Hades couldn’t figure out what Zeus had to do with Lady Black, until a startling thought broke through his rage.  There was only one connection that he still had to Zeus, though he wasn’t sure how Lucifer knew about her. 
 
    Swallowing harshly, he arched his neck and glared at Lucifer.  “Do not tell me that you sent Lady Black after Celaeno.  Do not tell me that you are fucking stupid enough to send her to kill the last Harpy!” he yelled. 
 
    Lucifer narrowed his eyes and sneered at him.  “You brought this upon yourself.” 
 
    The Throne Room darkened around Hades and a buzzing sound gathered inside his ears.  The Destroyer was hunting Celaeno, alone.  His breathing increased to the point where he feared he would pass out.  How could this be happening? 
 
    Without care or concern for himself, he grabbed Balthazar’s wrist and twisted it, freeing himself from the knife.  He bent Balthazar’s arm and flipped him onto his back before quickly tugging and snapping the wrist.  Tristan, who wasn’t a fighter by nature and was too slow to react, was kicked in the gut for his trouble.  Hades raised his knee and slammed Tristan’s head into his dense kneecap.  Spinning, Hades vaulted the steps of the dais preparing to choke the life out of Lucifer when two gun barrels impeded his forward progression. 
 
    His eyes snapped up to see Calin’s hard green eyes.  “You should be pointing your guns at Lucifer.  He is the one who sent Lady Black to face a threat that will not stop until your master is dead.  Celaeno’s primary mission in life is to kill the Destroyer.  Tell me, Nachtghul, have you heard from your master?  She has not come to clean your wounds and kiss your forehead after your battle.  You said that you don’t know where she is.  That is because she has been captured, am I correct?” Hades asked. 
 
    He saw the hesitation in Calin’s eyes and how the guns shook in his hands as he finally understood the urgency of the situation.  Calin lowered his weapons and looked at Lucifer over his shoulder. 
 
    “We can’t reach Anjali.  It’s just like New York.  It feels like there’s a black hole and she’s missing from the world.  We’ve tried to call her since the fight in the Caves of Darkness, but she isn’t there,” Calin said as fear and anger filled his voice. 
 
    Hades witnessed the injured devil ignore the pain of his broken rib as he became consumed by rage.  Hades stepped off the dais and pulled Calin along with him.  Calin didn’t resist when he saw the pure undiluted wrath alter the sulking devil and create a creature who was to be feared by the strongest immortal. 
 
    Calin, surprisingly, stepped in front of Hades and did indeed point his guns at Lucifer.  Hades appreciated the gesture, but between the two of them, Anjali would be angrier if Calin lost a limb than him.  Saving Calin from a terrible fate, he pushed Calin behind him and waved away the others.  Liam looked like he was about to shift but Hades shook his head at him and motioned for him to move back. 
 
    Tristan and Balthazar faltered at a sight they hadn’t seen in centuries.  This was the face of the real devil, the one that existed long before Lady Black had tamed him.  Before them stood the beast who wanted the Predznak to pledge their loyalty to him so that he could use them to end the world. 
 
    “Why does Celaeno want to kill Anjali?” Lucifer growled. 
 
    Hades’ anger evaporated as he began to fear for his own life and the lives of the others in the room. 
 
    “It has been her mission objective since the days of Zeus and the other false gods.  Zeus wanted the Destroyer to die, so I sent the Harpies to find and kill her.  You weren’t the only one searching for her.  Zeus was afraid that Father would call upon the Destroyer and send her to kill the false gods.  I was to keep that from happening,” Hades said as his voice cracked.  He had just admitted to trying to kill Anjali, the one person Lucifer couldn’t live without, aside from Father. 
 
    The roar that came from Lucifer was indescribably malevolent and a sound that no person wanted to hear before they died.  Leaping from the dais, Lucifer had Hades in his sights.  There would be no stopping his attack with lies or pleas for mercy this time. 
 
    Two loud bangs to his right indicated that Calin was trying to stop the raging monster with bullets, while the deep growl further to his right told him that Liam’s wolf was now engaged in the fight, but it was the motion to his left that allowed Hades to breathe.  Balthazar’s long body was in mid-flight and his uninjured arm was wrapping around Lucifer’s torso.  The two bodies collided in the air and somersaulted as Balthazar took Lucifer to the ground.  Liam’s teeth were around Lucifer’s neck before things got even more out of hand. 
 
    Assessing the damage, Hades saw that Calin’s bullets had lodged themselves in each of Lucifer’s shoulders.  Blood was pooling on his dark shirt.  Lucifer’s black eyes stared through Hades as he continued to swear through his clenched teeth.  Hades wondered if Lucifer understood that Liam’s teeth were less than an inch from biting his neck or see Balthazar’s dagger raised above his heart, ready to kill him. 
 
    Hades hoped that there was some rational part of Lucifer still in command; otherwise, he would be summoning Mark to inform him of Lucifer’s demise. 
 
    “Where is Lady Black’s last known location, Lord Lucifer?  Contrary to whatever you may believe, I have not seen my Harpy since long before Lady Black arrived in Hell.  I don’t know where Celaeno is, I only know where I left her.  Despite what you may think of the Harpies, Celaeno is smarter than you ever gave her credit for.  Once Celaeno figures out who Anjali is, she will not stop until Anjali is dead,” he said calmly, hoping to bring the tension level of the room down a few notches. 
 
    Lucifer continued to stare through him, proving that he was no longer sane. 
 
    Derick meekly stepped forward.  “Brazil.  She was last in Brazil.  She was searching for missing people, women in particular.  She was headed for a town called Santa Blanca the last time we spoke with her.  That was over 36 hours ago, though she promised to check in every 24 hours.  Whoever took her must have locked her in Celestial Bonds.  Is your Harpy in possession of the bonds?” he asked incredulously. 
 
    Hades’ head snapped around to stare at the boy.  It hadn’t occurred to him that Lady Black was in bonds, causing the separation.  His rage-filled mind had assumed she was unconscious. 
 
    “I have no idea how Celaeno would have found Celestial Bonds but she is clever enough to obtain them if needed,” Hades said as his throat constricted.  If Lady Black was captured in bonds, then she was in even more danger. 
 
    Lucifer craned his neck to look at Derick and seemed to understand his question.  Without warning, Lucifer disappeared from under Liam and Balthazar.  Hades’ skin tingled as he scanned the room for Lucifer to reappear and attack, but he never returned. 
 
    “Shit!” Hades yelled.  Now he had a maniac on the loose in the Mortal Realm and a missing Destroyer.  He should have known that the sudden attack by the Shin No Kao would only be the beginning of a terrible day. 
 
    “Where would Lucifer have gone?” Tristan asked, holding his bruised forehead. 
 
    “I assume that he will either try to kill Celaeno or light the world on fire.  I’m hoping for the first option, of course,” Hades said, running his hands through his dark hair.  “Derick, summon Mark, and explain what the fuck is going on here.  Make sure you tell him the part where I tried to break Lucifer in half for sending Lady Black on a suicide mission.”  He didn’t want to end up in the Hall of Shadows at the end of the day, paying for Lucifer’s stupidity.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The night air was warm and the sky was clear all the way to the horizon.  A cool breeze came in from the north and rippled the water beneath the boat, rocking it gently.  The stars shining down on him created the perfect night, the kind of night that should be shared by two lovers, yet romance was the last thing on his mind.  Feeling the cool fiberglass deck under his back should have eased the tension in his body and mind, but it was impossible to relax. 
 
    Once again, he was fixated on his inescapable quandary.  Should he remain adrift in the middle of the ocean, or should he head south?  If he stayed, he would have to find a way to move on with his sad existence.  If he set sail, he would have to prepare himself for the inevitable misery that would consume him until his death. 
 
    Unable to decide on an answer, he swore at the stars, and looked out over the black water.  He’d seen this view thousands of times, but it never gave him any guidance. 
 
    Was he strong enough to pursue her?  No.  Was he strong enough to stay away?  Certainly not. 
 
    Tired of the endless debate, he made his way into the cabin.  It wasn’t as grand as his previous ships, but it was a fine seaworthy vessel and the only home he had.  In truth, it was his prison.  He could stay hidden away from the world, from her, or he could pull up anchor and find her at a moment’s notice.  Tonight, he decided to forego the latter and get some sleep. 
 
    Turning out the lights, he threw himself into his hammock.  He’d never gotten used to sleeping alone in a solid bed.  The loneliness he could deal with, but an empty bed was too much for him to bear.  He hoped that the swaying of the ship would lull his senses and allow him to sleep for the first time in days, but he wasn’t delusional enough to believe it would happen. 
 
    South.  He knew that she was south of him, though he had never solved the puzzle of how he knew where she was at all times.  He could look at a map and know her exact location.  Strangely, this time was different.  There were days, months, and years when she was too far away to sense, as if she had been plucked from the world.  Without warning, something would change and he would feel the familiar pull in his stomach and instantly know where she was.  It was perplexing.  He should have celebrated her disappearances and used the time to find a way to move on with his life; instead, it caused him worry and pain.  It was one thing to choose not to go to her, but to not know her location was maddening.  He worried that she was hurt, or dead.  When she returned, he cursed her and wished she’d stay away. 
 
    He closed his eyes and focused on the gnawing pain in his stomach—the driving force that demanded that he find her.  Should he go, just to make sure that she was safe?  Should he ignore her and get a fucking life?  He pondered the questions until his brain was on the verge of exploding. 
 
    Needing air, he threw himself from his hammock and ran up to the deck.  He clung to the mast and stared up at the sky for answers.  Could he continue living like this, if one could call it living at all? 
 
    “Where is she?” asked a deep voice behind him. 
 
    Viktor was a hundred miles away from anything resembling a shoreline and the water was silent, indicating that no ship had approached, which meant he was in deep shit. 
 
    “I don’t know who you’re talking about,” Viktor lied, not bothering to turn and face the man of his nightmares.  Though he had seen the man before, they had never spoken to each other. 
 
    “Don’t lie to me, I’m in no mood to be trifled with,” the voice growled. 
 
    Fear curled through his stomach at the sound of the man’s voice, but he stood his ground. 
 
    “You may not remember me, but I know you and I know that you can find her,” the voice replied.  The more the man spoke, the more his voice became consumed by rage. 
 
    Viktor contemplated jumping ship and swimming as far as his arms could take him, but it would do no good.  How could he escape the omen, the portent of doom than signaled the end of his happiness?  Whenever he lay his eyes upon the man, his world would be thrown into a chaos that he could not recover from. 
 
    “Why do you want her?” Viktor asked, curious as to why the man had come to ask this of him. 
 
    “She is missing and presumed to be in the custody of an enemy.  You are the only one who can find her quickly,” the man said, barely keeping himself in control.  His breathing was more like a hiss as he panted.  Viktor could sense that he was close to lashing out at anyone close to him. 
 
    “Who has her?” Viktor yelled, unable to control his own anger at the thought of her being in the hands of an enemy. 
 
    “It does not matter.  All that matters is for you to find her and bring her to me,” he snarled.  The man took a deep breath and tried to calm himself.  “In return, I will offer you something.” 
 
    Viktor froze when he heard the change in the man’s voice.  Instead of sounding like a raging beast, he suddenly sounded cold and professional. 
 
    “There is nothing you could offer me,” Viktor replied. 
 
    “Help me find the girl and I will give you what you desire most, well, desire almost as much as her,” he whispered. 
 
    Viktor spun around and stared at the dark shadow standing behind him.  “You don’t know what I want.  You could never know.” 
 
    The man looked the same as always, regardless of the time that had passed.  He was tall with wavy shoulder-length brown hair and the blackest eyes he had ever seen.  The only thing different about him were the bloodstains on his shirt.  He almost smiled at the revelation that his personal demon could bleed. 
 
    “Oh, but I do know what you desire,” he said smoothly.  “You have the unique ability to find her anywhere in the world, and yet you are alone on this boat, so far from shore that no one would ever find you.  Why have you not gone to her?  Why have you not run into her arms?  It’s because you want to be free of her.  You want to forget the pain and misery of the past years.  You want all of the terrible memories purged from your heart and soul.  I can help you with your dilemma.  I can make it so that all the heartache, loneliness, despair, and anger vanishes from your brain and you won’t remember any of this.  You can finally start over without having to think about her and knowing that you could never have her.  Bring her to me and I will make you forget all of it.  You will be free at last.  Isn’t that what you want?” the man said so softly that Viktor had to strain to hear him. 
 
    Viktor was astonished.  How could he know?  How could he see into his soul and know exactly what he wanted.  The offer was almost too tempting.  He had no idea how it could be done, but he believed the man standing on his boat in the middle of the ocean could make his wish come true. 
 
    “Do you swear that you can do it?  Can you really make me forget everything?  Can you make it so that she never existed?”  He was shaking at the thought of being free of the woman that he loved more than anything in the world, but could never keep by his side. 
 
    “Yes,” the man hissed. 
 
    Viktor’s body shook at the prospect of being free.  It was his worst nightmare and his best dream rolled into one offer.  Accepting it would change everything, though the consequences were unthinkable. 
 
    “All I have to do is bring her to you and you will fulfill your end of the bargain?”  Viktor was wary of the Harbinger of Evil—the prophet who brought misery to his world, but he couldn’t stop thinking about what he was offering.  He could finally have a fresh start.  He could finally forget all of it, including the demon standing before him.  His heart sped up at the thought and made him woozy. 
 
    “You have my word.”  The man held out his hand, waiting for Viktor to complete their deal. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Viktor knew what he needed to do.  Right or wrong, his prayers had finally been answered, though it was by the last person in the universe that he expected to help him.  One handshake and his problems would finally be solved.  He would be free to live his life without her.  He could do whatever he wanted with his life.  All he had to do was find her and hand her over.  It was almost too easy. 
 
    Viktor took a shaky step forward as he if was walking in a fog, took the man’s hand into his, and shook on their arrangement. 
 
    “Find her quickly, because my deal has its limitations.  If someone else finds her first, or she dies, then our deal is off.  If you fail, you will suffer for eternity and never know happiness again,” the man warned.  His anger had returned in full-force, making Viktor snap out of his delirium to realize what he had just done. 
 
    Viktor feared very little in the world, but he was terrified when he heard the threat beneath the man’s simple vow.  He knew he would be lucky to escape with his life if he broke their deal. 
 
    “I understand, but why not search for her yourself?  I can point you in the right direction.”  Viktor knew he should have kept his mouth shut since he was so close to getting what he wanted, but couldn’t help himself. 
 
    Surprisingly, the man hung his head.  “It’s best for me to stay out of it.  Many would die if I sought her out myself and the consequences would be unfathomable.  The outcome would be worse than even your eyes have seen, especially if she dies.” 
 
    Viktor hesitated.  He knew all too well the kind of destruction that followed the man, or creature before him. 
 
    “I will find her.  I swear it,” Viktor vowed as he nodded his head. 
 
    “Tell no one of our arrangement, not even her.  If I find out that you told her, you will lose everything you desire and in its place will be untold agony that even you cannot withstand,” he sneered. 
 
    With that, the man was gone and Viktor was standing on his ship alone in the darkness.  Locating her was the easy part, rescuing her from an assailant could be tricky, but turning her over might prove to be impossible.  How could he hand over his beloved to the devil himself? 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Anjali woke up with a splitting headache, and a terrible ache in her stomach.  She wasn’t accustomed to feeling hungry and cranky upon waking.  She opened her eyes expecting to see the cold, dark cave again, but instead she saw the bright sun shining down on her.  From the position of the sun, it was about noon, though she had no idea how many days she had been unconscious. 
 
    Her mouth tasted like seawater and sand.  She remembered falling into the black water after a large wave knocked her off balance, and struggling to swim to the surface, but she couldn’t remember anything after that. 
 
    She moved her head and shoulders to see if she had any new injuries, afraid that she had been tossed against the rocks.  Breathing a sigh of relief, she was happy to find that nothing else but her side and legs hurt.  Things could have been much worse based on the way the water was slamming against the rocks last night. 
 
    Looking around, she tried to figure out where she was.  She had assumed she was on a tropical island, but tropical paradise was more precise.  If she wasn’t being held against her will by her angel, she would have enjoyed the white sandy beach, the palm trees swaying in the warm breeze, and the beautiful jungle scenery behind her.  She wasn’t sure why Haydn had brought her to this place, aside from its remoteness.  She could scream all she wanted, but she had a feeling that they were alone on the island. 
 
    Struggling to get to her feet, she stretched her shoulders and headed toward the water.  Sand was stuck in all kinds of places, adding to her irritability.  She slowly made her way into the warm water, trying not to lose her balance.  Taking care not to get sucked under by the current, she dipped her head under the water to rinse out her sand-caked hair and get as much sand out of her dress as possible. 
 
    She wished that she could be here with CJ, but that was not possible.  Instead, she had to figure out how to get off the island without killing Haydn. 
 
    She felt the hot sun bearing down on her pale skin and dark colored dress.  Her skin would start to blister soon.  Never one to stay out in the sun, she made her way up the beach and into the shade of the tall palm trees.  This place was the perfect vacation location, which gave her hope that she might find help if she explored the island. 
 
    “You’re looking better,” Haydn said.  She turned in the direction of his voice and found him sitting on a fallen tree, eating a banana. 
 
    “You look like you’re still breathing.  I will have to remedy that the first chance I get,” she hissed.  Until she could figure out if he was a Rogue, she had to consider him an enemy. 
 
    “You can be mad at me all you want, but you are the one who stupidly ended up in the water,” he smirked. 
 
    She looked at him as if he was crazy.  “Oh, yes, this is all my fault because I tried to escape from my crazed angel who wants me to release my Predznak before he kills me.  What was I thinking?  I should have complied with your request and extended my neck so that you would have an easier time killing me,” she said sarcastically.  “Apparently the years away from me have decayed your mind, so I will assume that you are insane.  I will put you out of your misery soon enough, but don’t worry, I will be merciful and not allow you to suffer.” 
 
    She swung her wet hair over her shoulder and searched for a navigable path through the dense jungle. 
 
    Haydn tsked at her.  “There’s no one on this island and you can’t escape.  Even if you try to swim to the nearby island, it’s deserted.  I picked my location well,” he said smugly. 
 
    “Just because I’m trapped on an island with you doesn’t mean that I have to be anywhere near you,” she huffed. 
 
    She left him on the beach and headed into the jungle to find a water source before her thirst became an uncontrollable need.  She had spent enough time in the Realm of Thirst to remember how much dehydration sucked. 
 
    She ignored the laughter coming from the beach as she struggled up a sandy hill to reach the denser forest.  Her calves were aching and the knife wounds in her thighs made her want to cry, but she refused to give him the satisfaction of admitting that she was screwed. 
 
    “I promise you, I will get what I want.  I’m going to let you suffer on this island just as you left me to suffer for centuries,” he said a few feet behind her. 
 
    Swinging around abruptly, she smiled at him.  “I thought torturing people was your specialty.  So far, you are boring me.  If you wanted to make me suffer, you wouldn’t have taken out the bullet or removed your knives.  I think you’ve forgotten how to inflict pain,” she snickered.  She thought about stealing his stupid sunglasses just to piss him off, but didn’t want to expend any extra energy. 
 
    When he didn’t reply, she turned back around and continued up the incline through the lush ground foliage.  She heard a twig snap a second before Haydn grabbed her by the hair and shoved her to the ground.  Landing on her knees, she twisted around and kicked out her foot.  Her heel collided with Haydn’s kneecap and he grunted in pain.  His leg wobbled and he fell into a patch of bright orange flowers. 
 
    “Release me!” she shouted.  She got to her feet and stood her ground, waiting for him to retaliate. 
 
    Haydn popped back up to his feet and rushed toward her.  “I will kill you right now if you don’t comply with my order,” he said without any emotion.  His intimidation factor was hovering around a two, which made her wonder what was wrong with him.  Derick was more intimidating than her Angel of Distrust. 
 
    She raised her eyebrows at him.  “I don’t take orders from my Predznak.  If you don’t believe me, go find Alazar, wherever he is,” she said haughtily.  She casually pulled her head back as if she was going to stretch her shoulders and slammed her forehead into his, head butting him again.  She smiled when she heard a snap.  The bridge of his glasses broke apart and the pieces fell to the ground.  She immediately regretted the action when the pain of hitting his thick skull roared through her head. 
 
    Haydn growled in frustration as he held the bridge of his nose.  “What is wrong with you?  Why won’t you do what I want?” 
 
    She tried to clear her double vision and focus on the real Haydn.  “Did you honestly think this would be easy?  Did you believe that you could scare and intimidate me, or are you used to getting what you want?  I am your rightful master and you are my angel.  It will take more than a little pain and a few threats to achieve your objective.  If you are doing this just to beat up a woman then I’ll toss you into the Realm of Monsters and let Vasha play with you for a while,” she threatened. 
 
    Haydn narrowed his bright emerald eyes at her and seemed hurt by her accusation.  He opened his mouth to speak but snapped his jaw shut.  “I don’t beat up women,” he said, his voice giving out. 
 
    She was surprised by his reaction but was happy to know that he hadn’t completely turned rogue.  He still had some morals left, though she wondered how close he really was to becoming evil. 
 
    She took a deep breath and worked through the pain.  She had no choice but to continue up the slope in search of water.  Haydn may not need food and water, but soon it would be a major problem for her. 
 
    Unsure if he was following her, she glanced over her shoulder after a few minutes to find him still watching her from the edge of the trees.  For a second she felt bad for accusing him of hurting women, until she felt the bruise forming on her knee from being driven to the ground.  She wasn’t sure why it had invoked such a reaction when nothing else seemed to matter to him.  He was indifferent about killing her despite suffering without her for centuries, yet when accused of hurting women for enjoyment, he was upset and angry.  She had no idea what was wrong with him, but as much as she wanted to ponder the mystery that was Haydn, she had other problems to deal with.  Based on her experiences in New York, delirium would soon set in and she would start hallucinating until she lost consciousness. 
 
    With sweat dripping down her back, she trekked farther into the tropical paradise and managed to find a small path that was easier to traverse.  Though her feet were sore and her patent leather boots were chaffing her legs, she couldn’t take them off with her hands behind her and she refused to ask Haydn for help. 
 
    About a half an hour later, she finally heard the blessed sound of water trickling nearby.  She followed the sound and found a small creek of cool, clear water.  She sent up a small prayer of thanks and stepped off the sandy path. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Haydn said.  He suddenly appeared on the opposite side of the rocky stream on top of a moss-covered rock. 
 
    “Would you prefer me to pass out from thirst?” she snapped. 
 
    He shrugged.  “It doesn’t matter to me since you will pass out either way, but I figured you would want to choose how you suffered.  I assume you don’t know your poisonous frogs from your average tree frogs.”  He pointed toward a small object near the water. 
 
    She looked down and saw a black and neon blue frog hopping toward her foot.  She rolled her eyes and swore.  Being an immortal she could shake off the effects of poison with time and much difficulty, but the poison couldn’t kill her.  With the bonds draining her strength, the poison would affect her for days.  She tapped her foot, annoyed that she had to add poison and animal attacks to her list of things to worry about along with the sunburn, dehydration and malnutrition. 
 
    “I have served time in the Realm of Poison, so I do know what a dart frog looks like.  I’ve often thought about putting one in Hades’ bed,” she replied, though she wasn’t sure why she was telling him about her plans to piss off Hades. 
 
    He crossed his arms and smirked.  “I’m surprised to hear that you and Hades aren’t best friends.  The two of you have much in common.  I can picture the two of you sitting around creating new tortures together,” he said, sounding genuinely surprised. 
 
    “Hades doesn’t have friends.  If he did, they would have killed him long ago for betraying them,” she said staring down at the sparkling stream.  Her mouth watered and her throat was even drier than before.  She was willing to look like a fool in front of Haydn and stick her face in the stream to assuage her thirst. 
 
    He nodded at her comment and stared off at something in the distance.  When he didn’t refute her comment, she carefully bent down toward the water.  Before she bent down too far, she shifted her body and quickly popped the frog up with the toe of her boot and flicked it at Haydn.  Stupidly, he caught the small projectile aimed at his head without thinking. 
 
    She smiled when she saw his look of terror.  At least he could still experience fear, which she would exploit if needed. 
 
    Haydn dropped the frog and jumped away from it.  He accidentally tumbled off the rock and landed awkwardly on his side in a leafy shrub covered in red berries.  His body shook as his muscles tensed up one by one.  He bellowed in pain and frustration, swearing to himself for being stupid enough to grab the frog. 
 
    Grateful for the frog’s assistance, she named him Fred.  This particular dart frog was similar to the inhabitants of the Realm of Poison and had a serious kick to it.  Hades had some complicated name for the bugger, but she had nicknamed it “hopping death” because its venom was so strong. 
 
    Knowing that Haydn was in no position to hurt her, she carefully dropped to her knees, avoiding the sharp rocks around the stream, and stuck her face into the water.  She slurped down the water and swallowed as much as her stomach could hold.  When she’d had her fill, she glanced up at Haydn, whose muscles were locking painfully into place.  He vacillated between foul swears and grunting shrieks.  When her thirst was moderately satisfied, she rocked her body and got her legs under her so that she could stand. 
 
    She trudged through the stream and stood over her angel.  “Release me!” she growled.  She turned her back to him and crouched down so that he could reach her bonds.  All he had to do was place his finger or thumb on the lock and she could drag him back to Hell before she returned to free the captured women in Brazil. 
 
    “I can’t,” he gasped between the shrieks. 
 
    “Can’t or won’t?  I don’t need your approval, I just need your hand,” she huffed, annoyed by his resistance. 
 
    “Can’t,” he hiccupped.  The poison was slowing spreading to his chest and his breathing was becoming labored. 
 
    She glared at him over her shoulder.  Was he joking or being stubborn?  She would rip off his thumb if necessary to free herself. 
 
    Tipping over onto her thighs, she wiggled her body until she was close enough to grab his hands with hers.  Fumbling around, she bent his finger and angled it toward the lock.  She’d unlocked plenty of bonds, yet when she pressed his finger to the lock, they refused to become dormant.  She tried multiple times as panic rose inside of her. 
 
    “No!  You are not crazy enough to lock me in Celestial Bonds without a way to free me,” she said hysterically.  Tears pooled in the corners of her eyes and her lip trembled.  She would not accept that she was completely fucked. 
 
    “I no longer have the power to unlock them,” Haydn hissed through his clenched jaw. 
 
    Her scream of frustration and rage sent the colorful birds in the surrounding trees into the air as they fled from her. 
 
    “I cannot believe you would do this to me!” she stammered.  She shimmied to her knees and forced her legs to stand.  She kicked the nearest rock and raged at the sky, the river and her idiotic angel.  “What were you thinking?  Why would you lock me in these inescapable bonds?” 
 
    Haydn pried open his eyes and stared at her.  “I never expected you to release the other Predznak, though I told myself that I would give you every opportunity to do so before…,” he said as his voice cut off. 
 
    Appalled by what he was refusing to say, she wanted to slap him.  “You really planned to kill me,” she said, choking up as the truth made its way to her heart.  Haydn really wanted to kill her.  All of the Predznak she had encountered tried to harm her with the intention of killing her, but deep down she never believed that one of them was capable of carrying out the task. 
 
    Staring down at Distrust, her heart shattered.  He hadn’t even given her a chance to explain herself and tell him what she could offer him in return for his loyalty.  Instead, he had chosen a dark path, one that he could not return from. 
 
    Tears rolled down her face and moistened the salt and sand clinging to her cheeks.  She never thought this would happen.  One of her Predznak was beyond redemption and no longer worthy to stand by her side. 
 
    Pain exploded inside her chest and spread throughout her body.  This was what defeat and hopelessness felt like.  She was disappointed in herself and in him.  Unable to see a way to fix this betrayal, she listened to her angel’s agony-filled cries and prayed that the poison would somehow kill him so that she wouldn’t be forced to carry out his beheading herself. 
 
    She wiped her tears as best she could with the shoulder of her coarse dress and looked at Haydn’s face. 
 
    “Once I’m free, I will remove your head.  Until then, I have nothing else to say to you,” she said, close to tears. 
 
    She pushed further into the heat and humidity, hoping to find shelter before nightfall.  Once she found a safe place for the night, she would mourn the loss of her misguided angel and figure out how to call for help.  She needed to keep it together until it was safe for her to break down into the sobbing mess who had lost one of her angels to the darkness. 
 
    Trudging through her leafy prison, she wondered if her remaining Predznak would be as far gone as Haydn or if there was still hope for the others.  She cursed the Council for turning her into a mortal and keeping her from her angels, causing them to lose their minds. 
 
    Remembering her dream of killing a Celestial Warrior, she recalled what Lucifer had said.  As punishment for killing the warrior, she had been sentenced to life as a mortal.  Was he right?  Had the tragic death of a warrior resulted in her memories being hidden from her and her life being permanently altered?  Was she responsible for dooming herself and her angels? 
 
    As much as she wanted to blame the Council and the Predznak for their lack of faith in her, it seemed that she had caused her angels misery because she couldn’t control her power or her anger.  How could one act create a ripple effect that had led Haydn down this unforgivable path?  She wanted to cry and scream, but she needed to conserve her energy. 
 
    She walked toward the highest point of the island, hoping to get to the top and look out across the island for help.  It was the only thing she allowed herself to focus on. 
 
    She searched the sky for the blasted sun.  According to its position, it had been about three hours since she left Haydn to ponder his fate.  She had, with some difficulty, slipped her legs through her arms so that her hands were now in front of her.  It took a lot of time and effort to find low-hanging fruit to pluck from the trees, but she managed to feed herself.  She wasn’t familiar with exotic fruits since her mortal parents had always stuck with the basics of bananas, apples, and pears but the new fruit tasted amazing to her starved mouth.  Even with food in her stomach, it still felt hollow and empty.  Her thirst had returned full-force despite drinking twice since the stream. 
 
    She tried to admire the beauty of the island and its colorful leaves and flowers, but all she could see was Haydn writhing in pain.  He deserved his punishment, but she had a hard time reconciling what he had done.  She accepted his anger and his desperation, but it still bothered her that he was willing to sacrifice himself to defeat her. 
 
    Sitting down on a mossy rock, she thought about his suicide mission.  Maybe he wasn’t trying to defeat her so much as he was trying to free his brothers.  Honestly, it was the last thing she expected from Distrust.  Why would he commit a semi-noble act before dying?  If he had conceived of this plot as an apology to his brothers, she could understand his reasoning, but she didn’t know enough about him to accept it as an act of kindness.  The other Predznak rarely spoke about Haydn, except to complain about how quiet he was and how he often sat apart from them.  When he did speak, he would whisper to them about how someone was plotting again them.  He often tried to start fights between two people or the entire group.  He would then sit back and watch them try to tear each other apart.  Tristan, in particular, hated him.  Haydn would increase his paranoia levels and trick him into believing that everyone was against him. 
 
    He chose to sit in corners to make sure no one snuck up on him.  He would hide his face behind a deep hood or a scarf wrapped around his head, depending on the clothing native to the area where he was tempting.  Alazar once mentioned that Haydn had worn masks whenever possible to avoid detection.  It seemed that the sunglasses were his modern version of the masks. 
 
    Periodically, she would stop to see if Haydn was following her, but he was nowhere to be found.  She had no idea how long it would take for the poison to run its course, but she assumed that he would try to find her the first chance he got. 
 
    She squinted into the distance and tried to figure out if she was heading toward higher ground or circling back around to the beach.  Exhausted, she watched a red and blue bird swoop down and land a few feet from her on the ground.  If she was to be stuck on a deserted island for a few years, this place seemed as nice as any to inhabit.  It had plenty of water and she could learn how to forage and hunt. 
 
    Laughing out loud, she wiped her face with her long sleeve.  Apparently, she was more delusional than she thought.  The Bringer of the Apocalypse living in the tree canopy like the Swiss Family Robinson would be completely absurd.  Hopefully, she was close to losing consciousness because she was too tired to move. 
 
    She closed her eyes and listened to the birds singing in the trees high above her.  She thought about the last time she had heard birds singing and quickly opened her eyes.  She didn’t need to relive her battle with Fenris inside his mental forest.  The sounds of the jungle were different from Fenris’ forest, but she missed the familiarity of his woods.  His forest was ancient and reminiscent of a different time.  Those trees looked like the ones from her dreams, or rather, memories. 
 
    She could still hear herself screaming as the trees exploded and shattered into projectiles.  The explosion rivaled her scream of rage.  She had never felt this kind of fury before.  Everything around her was moving in slow motion and she could see every detail.  The blood on the white tunic of the Celestial Warrior was burned into her mind.  Even now, she felt like she could see every splinter of wood that hovered in the air and the shock and horror in the eyes of Farouk from being stabbed with the shard of wood. 
 
    Though Lucifer had refused to speak of the incident beyond confirming that it had actually happened, she had focused hard enough on her memory to remember the Celestial Warrior’s name.  Someone was shouting Farouk over the roar of the wind and the loud thuds of the heavy tree trunks falling behind her.  She had no idea why this particular memory had awakened instead of the millions of other details from her life.  It had to mean something, but she was too afraid to search for the answer.  It might lead her to a truth she wasn’t ready to accept. 
 
    Pulling herself up from the unyielding rock, she tugged at the bottom of her dress.  Between her evening swim, her fight with Haydn, and her trips and tumbles through the untamed landscape, she had ripped her dress in multiple places and torn the bottom hem free.  There were times when she wondered why Serena had created this specific dress and if it symbolized something beyond the Queen of the Dead vibe she had going for her.  It was incredibly detailed for a demented angel, so it was possible that she had copied it from somewhere.  She refused to consider the possibility that Serena could have been a dressmaker, had she been a mortal.  She would be damned if she humanized Lucifer’s former lover and tormentor of her Predznak. 
 
    She tugged at the hem until the bottom tore free, enabling her to walk without tripping on it.  Shading her eyes from the harsh sunlight, she stepped over a fallen log, and continued her search for a decent shelter before she was forced to skin the local snakes and use their hides to craft a waterproof lean-to.  She laughed and shook her head.  She really needed to get off this island. 
 
    A low growl to her left made her stop mid-stride.  She suddenly feared that the die Drei had returned until she remembered that she was in the Brazilian jungle and that Troy and Noah were dead.  She debated if she wanted to engage the wild animal or move on to a safer area.  She might be able to hunt the animal and cook it instead of relying solely on fruit since she had no idea how long she would be on the island.  Thinking about a nice steak dinner, she allowed her curiosity to take over and followed the rustling a few feet to her left. 
 
    Peeking through the shrubs, she burst out laughing when she saw two dogs tugging on what looked like a tennis ball.  How in the hell had two dogs managed to get lost on an island along with a tennis ball? 
 
    She stepped through the leafy fern-like shrub, and got a better look at the dogs.  One was a small black and tan Yorkie with a pink bow in its long fur and the other was a fat Bulldog, who was white with brown patches.  They were both wearing collars and nametags.  They were a little dirty and matted, but they looked well fed.  She brightened at the thought that there might be people nearby…and real food. 
 
    She slowly approached them and said hello in a friendly voice.  They were scared when they saw her, and Yorkie barked at her, but the Bulldog wagged his nubby tail and came running toward her.  When she scratched his ears and told him he was a good boy, the Yorkie conceded and requested to be scratched as well. 
 
    She petted them for a moment before taking the ball and throwing it a few feet away.  The Yorkie brought the ball back to her and licked her.  “Let’s go find your parents,” she smiled. 
 
    The three of them walked through the forest until Anjali saw a clearing in the distance.  Her heart thumped at the thought of finding help.  She had no way of calling home, but she had a phone number for Gabriel aka “Uncle Bob” that was answered by a message service.  She used to call it when she needed to get a hold of him in her mortal life as Michelle.  It was the perfect plan until she made it to the clearing and saw why the dogs were alone.  An earthquake or an explosion had destroyed the once beautiful vacation resort in front of her.  The windows facing the ocean had been blown out and the roof had collapsed in multiple places.  Entire sections of the first and second floor of the white stucco building had crumbled.  The grand entrance lined with palm trees had caved in, blocking off the entrance.  Two different sections of the building were still smoldering, sending plumes of smoke into the air.  She didn’t see any bodies from where she stood, so she hoped that everyone had been evacuated in time. 
 
    She looked down at the dogs and felt bad for them.  They must have been left behind during the evacuation.  The devastation must have happened recently; otherwise, the dogs would have been malnourished. 
 
    Stepping onto the white sandy beach, she sighed.  It was possible that the phones were still working or that someone might have left a working cell phone behind, but it put a damper on her rescue plans.  Her chances of getting help were dwindling, but she had to keep her hopes up. 
 
    Looking down at her new friends, she snapped her fingers to get their attention and walked toward the resort. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Strolling through the building he had frequented for centuries, General Tabbris nodded at the familiar guards and wished them a good day.  They had known him for years, or at least they knew the mortal persona that he portrayed.  They believed he was a religious man who went to pray in the infamous jail where God’s faithful had been held centuries ago, as well as other notorious prisoners from the former Roman Empire.  He was always careful to age his appearance appropriately so he did not raise suspicion.  He did not want anyone questioning his business in Rome. 
 
    He stepped out of the Mamertine Prison and cringed when he saw Major Demyan a few feet away, walking in circles.  Tabbris was about to disappear before his Major saw him, but he was too slow.  Demyan saw him and respectfully motioned for him to come closer as he moved toward an alleyway. 
 
    Tabbris swore at his Major’s tracking skills.  Though he was unable to hide his frequent visits to Rome over the centuries, he had kept the location and reason for his trips a closely guarded secret. 
 
    He looked around to make sure that no other prying eyes had seen him and ducked between the buildings. 
 
    Demyan was an excellent soldier and followed orders to the letter, so it was doubtful that he was spying on him.  He was loyal and typically unflappable, but today he seemed highly agitated.  Tabbris did not like overly emotional soldiers because they were unfocused and often became a liability in a battle, but he decided to give his angel some leeway until he understood the problem. 
 
    “General Tabbris, forgive me for coming here, but Lord Michael sent me to find you at once,” Demyan said apologetically. 
 
    Tabbris suppressed a cringe at the mention of Michael.  He usually allowed him to rule the Celestial Warriors as he saw fit, but there were times when he meddled in the affairs of the warriors despite it being unwarranted. 
 
    “What does Lord Michael request of me?” he asked dutifully.  He noted that Demyan was still pacing with his arms crossed.  Something dire must have occurred. 
 
    “It is the Destroyer, General, she has gone missing,” Demyan said as he stopped his pacing to face Tabbris. 
 
    Tabbris wanted to smile, but did not believe it was the correct response to the little harlot running away with another of her former lovers.  In all her years as a mortal, it seemed she only learned how to lay on her back with a man.  He did not think that he could loathe her any more than he did, but she constantly proved him wrong. 
 
    “Why do they need us to find her?  Her Nachtghuls can locate her faster than we can.”  He hated saying the word Nachtghuls.  They were banned from existence, yet the tart had managed to obtain not one, but three of the foul creatures. 
 
    Demyan swallowed harshly.  “They believe she has been captured, but they do not know who is responsible.  Mark delivered the message to the Council himself.  Gabriel is demanding action by the warriors at once.  They fear that she is in the hands of an enemy.  They want her found immediately,” Demyan explained, though fear was not the reason for Demyan’s uneasiness, it was hatred.  Tabbris had much in common with his Major. 
 
    Trying not express his glee at the thought of Anjali being in the hands of an enemy would who torture her and end her pathetic life; he tried to express his indifference.  “Do you believe that you can find her?” he asked quietly. 
 
    Demyan’s eyes narrowed at the implication that he could not find a mere girl.  “Of course, General.” 
 
    He put his hand on his soldier’s shoulder and leaned in closer.  “Can I count on you to find her and do what is necessary?” he asked vaguely.  He hoped that Demyan understood what he was asking of him. 
 
    It took a moment for Demyan to assess Tabbris’ mood and confirm that he fully comprehended the meaning behind his question.  He then looked away, presumably assessing his ability to complete the task.  When a cruel smile spread across Demyan’s lips, his frantic fretting ceased. 
 
    “Yes, General.  I can do what is necessary,” Demyan said, slowly nodding his head. 
 
    “I will delay the others to give you time to complete your mission, but do not dally.  The others will be eager to find her, especially Lord Commander Marcus.  Ever since his act of rebellion in Portland, I have been questioning his loyalty to the Destroyer.  Make sure that everything is taken care of before the Lord Commander finds her; otherwise, you will miss your opportunity.  You will only have one chance, Demyan.  Make sure that she is never found,” Tabbris commanded. 
 
    He watched Demyan seal his vow with a bow.  “I swear to you, General, no one will ever see her alive again,” he sneered. 
 
    Tabbris nodded and watched his angel gather his wits about him and disappear.  What a fortuitous event.  Now he could rid himself of the Destroyer and keep the reason for his visits to Rome a secret.  If the girl did not kill Demyan during their battle, Tabbris would make sure that no one found either of them ever again. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Haydn shook uncontrollably as every muscle and tendon in his body tightened up to the point of snapping.  He cursed his stupidity for catching the frog and letting down his guard.  How had he allowed himself to end up in this disastrous predicament?  He always assumed that people were conspiring against him and expected them to mount an attack at any given moment.  How had he not been prepared for her devious move? 
 
    It’s true that he had underestimated her willingness to fight with the bonds weakening her resolve and strength, but he was never this careless.  While waiting out the agonizing pain, he listed the reasons why he had uncharacteristically given her the benefit of the doubt. 
 
    Her shrewd blue eyes had regarded him as her enemy upon figuring out his identity, but her anger had quickly vanished.  In its place was an emotion he had long forgotten about, hopefulness.  He thought that she would ask for a reconciliation between them, not that he wanted one, but it made him believe that she did not intend to fight him.  He had allowed his poor judgement to overshadow his suspicious nature, and as a result, he had his ass handed to him twice. 
 
    She had obviously played him for a fool last night by appearing to be helpless by falling into the ocean.  He had jumped into the dark water like a sap and saved her.  He should have left her at the bottom of the sea.  He admitted that seeing her drowning had stirred something inside of him, but he was wrong to show her mercy.  He needed to get his priorities straight and remember that he was dealing with a ruthless, powerful immortal who would use any means to get what she wanted.  He swore that he would not allow her to trick him again. 
 
    He was angry that she had accused him of inflicting pain upon women for enjoyment, which was not true.  Yes, he tempted both men and women, and interrogated his enemies, but hurting an innocent woman was not something he did.  If Anjali knew anything about him, she would know that he was incapable of harming the innocent.  He had almost become a Celestial Warrior, for fuck’s sake. 
 
    Worse still, she had made him feel guilty for not tempting the mortals.  He had given up doing that long ago since he saw no point in carrying out a fruitless mission.  What was the point of tempting the mortals when there was no one to gauge their moral decay?  It seemed cruel to continue to tempt them when no one cared.  What did it matter if the mortals were good or evil if the Destroyer wasn’t interested in carrying out God’s will?  It was pointless to embrace his power and fall further into despair for a woman who wasn’t there.  Who was she to accuse him of anything when she was the root of the problem? 
 
    The Predznak all spoke about killing Anjali someday for failing them and allowing them to rot away in Hell, yet she was still alive.  Why had they failed in their mission to kill her?  Had she tortured the ones under her control into submission or had she batted her dazzling blue eyes at them and fooled them into willingly accepting damnation by her side? 
 
    He cursed the small spark of fear, reverence, guilt, or whatever it was that had forced him to save her.  It was nothing more than a remnant of the old Haydn who had once cared about her and wanted to be her angel.  That Haydn was gone…forever.  She knew nothing about him and if he had his way, she would die without ever knowing him. 
 
    Reaffirming his commitment to killing her, he decided to keep a reasonable distance from her unless he had his knife to her throat. 
 
    He counted the drops of water that pooled next to him from a small trickle of water that had escaped from the stream and thought about all the ways he would kill her, just as he had for centuries, except this time he knew the curve of her face and the hatred in her eyes.  He understood her better now, and would not make the same mistakes again. 
 
    When he was finally able to wiggle his toes without crying, he took a deep breath.  The pain was finally manageable, but it would still hinder him in a fight with Anjali.  It was doubtful that she had found a way off the island this fast.  Now that night had fallen, finding the blue glow of the bonds would be easier.  It took a few minutes for him to release his aching wings from his stiff back and launch himself into the warm air.  When he was finally airborne, he stretched his neck and shoulders to release some of the stress.  He couldn’t believe how much damage one woman had done to him in 24 hours.  It was no wonder he had waited this long to find her. 
 
    Swooping through the trees, he searched for the blue light, something he had been trained to do a few millennia ago.  He cursed himself again for not following his original path in life.  He thought back to his first day of training as a Recruit under High Commander Vladimir.  He had been one of seven angels to step forward to train with the warriors to see if he had what it took to become a guardian of heaven.  He had always admired the warriors’ strength and courage and wanted to stand with them to fight evil.  He liked that they never bowed down before their enemies and never took the easy way out.  They fought with everything they had to carry out Father’s will.  Though he was still a young angel, only a few centuries old, he truly believed he had the fortitude to hold a Celestial Sword in his hand and fight for what he believed in. 
 
    Before deciding to volunteer to become a Celestial Warrior, he had been the Angel of Discernment.  He worked alongside the Chancellors who moderated smaller matters that were beneath the attention of the Council.  He was studying to become part of the Magistrate and take on the duties as a Chancellor.  As a Chancellor, he would help oversee the creation of Heavenly Law or become an Arbitrator and oversee personal disputes.  Back then, the law was all that mattered and each personal case was important. 
 
    One day, he had ventured to the Mortal Realm with his mentor Chancellor Azazel and walked among the mortals to observe how their new society was creating their laws.  It was important to understand the evil in the hearts of men so that the angels did not stray from the light of Father when creating Heavenly Law.  Haydn followed Azazel to the village, but it was under attack by a sinister beast called the Yilan Kollan, a Veteres that looked like it was made out of a tangle of snakes.  It was attempting to consume the mortals, but the Celestial Warriors were keeping it from advancing further into the village. 
 
    Azazel ran back to Heaven, but Haydn couldn’t move.  He was entranced by the way the warriors worked together to fight the monster.  They showed no fear and no signs of tiring as the Yilan Kollan wrapped its limbs around them to crush them.  He watched Lord Commander Aeries yelling to his warriors to surround the beast and keep the mortals safe.  The battle raged on for an hour until the warriors finally pushed the monster to the edge of the village and subdued the various limbs long enough to capture it with multiple Celestial Bonds. 
 
    Seeing the warriors battered and bleeding, he expected them to cry and complain about their injuries, as any angel would.  Instead, they took the time to make sure that the mortals were safe.  The mortals cheered and applauded their efforts.  Haydn was impressed by the victory, but moreover, he was surprised by the way the warriors looked after one another and worked as one unit.  They didn’t argue or yell at one another for any mistakes made.  They didn’t blame each other for any injuries received during the battle.  They respected each other and took care of one another.  It was unlike anything he had ever seen before. 
 
    After the incident, he began to study the warriors and sometimes snuck off to watch them engage other enemies.  He liked that the warriors never questioned their missions and they never broke their vow to defend Heaven.  The more he witnessed their acts of bravery and heroism, the more he felt that he had finally found his calling.  Though he enjoyed creating the law, he found that he wanted to carry out the law.  Azazel and the other Chancellors thought he was crazy when he told them of his plan to train with the warriors to see if he would be chosen to join them, but they didn’t try to stop him.  Looking back, Haydn realized that the Chancellors never believed that he would finish his training and fully expected him to return a failure.  Sadly, he had taken the third option and left both pursuits. 
 
    Flying through the dark canopy, he finally reached the resort.  It was possible that Anjali had made it this far during the day, though he doubted that she would linger for long.  If she had any survival skills, she would understand that the resort was the first place he would search for her. 
 
    He circled around the building and scanned the area for the familiar light, but didn’t see anything aside from a few emergency lights that were still running on a generator.  On his second pass, he heard barking coming from one of the roofless rooms.  Landing on a section of roof that was still intact, he walked to the edge and looked down into one of the guest rooms.  He found two dogs rolling around on the carpet and playing together.  His soft spot for animals that didn’t have snakes for limbs, made him feel sorry for them.  He decided to take them to one of the inhabited islands once he secured Anjali…again. 
 
    He dropped down into the room and looked around to make sure there wasn’t anyone trapped in the room.  He wasn’t exactly a humanitarian, but he cared enough about an injured person stuck on an island to assist them…and tempt them, if he were still in the business of tempting. 
 
    The dogs jumped on his legs and yipped at him.  He bent down to pet them when he suddenly saw the blue glow he was searching for as it was looped over his head.  With the bonds pulled tightly around his neck, he felt Anjali’s knees and lower legs braced against his back before he could fight her.  He stood up and tried to shake her off, but she had an impressive hold on him.  Choking him with all her might, he only had a few seconds before he blacked out. 
 
    He pulled at her arms, attempting to free himself, but she was leaning back so that all of her weight was hanging on his neck.  He looked around for a wall to smash her into but the fur balls tangled up his feet and he fell onto the bed.  With more leverage at her disposal, she was able to stand on his back and pull the bonds even tighter.  Her incoherent swears told him that he was in deep shit.  She was out for blood.  If she kept this up, she would pop his head off his shoulders. 
 
    The room began to tilt as his breathing became staggered.  The dark spots that replaced the gaudy palm tree comforter was followed by complete darkness. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Hades wandered through Jacarei, Brazil, lost in thought.  He had appeared at the edge of the city in the last known location of his Harpy, but the ranch was deserted.  He was stupid to believe that Celaeno would stay put for this long without his supervision.  While she was extremely loyal, her stomach tended to make the decisions for her when the hunger was upon her.  The ranch had long been deserted and the cattle he had left as a food source were nothing more than bones laying on the dry land.  He wasn’t sure where she was, but if Anjali had gone missing in this region, it stood to reason that Celaeno was still nearby.  Without the easily accessible cattle to stave off her hunger, Celaeno would return to her normal hunting patterns, despite her injuries.  Worse still, she would most likely take up her favorite pastime of torturing the mortals for her enjoyment, one of the many things he detested about her.  Sure, he enjoyed a good flogging, but only when the person deserved it. 
 
    He had visited Santa Blanca and learned that Lady Black had been spotted by most of the locals in the center of town, but no one had seen her in the last 24 hours.  Many of the men asked who she was and if he was in a position to give her hand to them in marriage.  He should have expected such a reaction from the mortals, but it surprised him to hear how taken they were with her beauty.  He had lied and told them that she was promised to someone scary enough to hunt them down for merely looking at her, which was the truth.  They all heeded his warning, except for one man who said he would gladly fight her fiancé for her hand.  Hades laughed at the thought of the man fighting Lucifer and was almost tempted to summon the devil.  Once he realized that no one in town could help him, he headed to Jacarei.  Its large population alone would catch the attention of Celaeno and was hopefully her new hiding place. 
 
    Strolling through the streets, he asked himself the same question that Lucifer had asked him.  Why did he care where Lady Black was?  Yes, she was dangerous and needed to be found before someone used her power to destroy something, but why did he really care?  Moreover, why was he out searching for her?  He should have sent her inept Nachtghuls or her remaining Predznak after her, but no, he had left Hell without a second thought.  Technically, Lucifer should be off looking for the supposed love of his life, but the bastard had disappeared because he was too crazed to think clearly, as usual.  Why did he have to be the hero?  He was the last person in Hell who would ever be considered a good guy.  Deep within his black heart, he knew the truth, but was not inclined to explore it. 
 
    Ignoring his mental breakdown, for it was the real reason he was in the Mortal Realm of his own volition for the first time since Lady Black came to Hell, he tuned out the noise of the busy city and focused on the problem.  Lady Black could certainly handle herself in a fight, but things were different with his Harpy.  Celaeno was clever, more so than Lucifer ever gave her credit for.  She had managed to survive for centuries without being captured.  Granted, that was partly because of his assistance, but the Harpies had never needed him to survive.  He mostly tried to keep them out of trouble and away from the mortals—their favorite food source. 
 
    He questioned his reasons for allowing the Harpies to live, or least Celaeno after her sisters had perished.  His primary reason was her loyalty.  It was like putting down a faithful but rampant dog.  Anytime he considered killing her, Celaeno would look at him with such trust in her beady black eyes that he lost his nerve.  Of course, he would be in trouble with Lucifer, Lady Black, and the fucking Council before this was all over. 
 
    Walking along, he looked up when he heard honking in the adjacent intersection.  A long line of cars were sitting at the green light ready to move, but an officer was holding up the cars.  He heard music further down the road that was cheerful but restrained.  He looked beyond the intersection and saw a celebration or a festival going on.  He had no interest in festivities so he plotted a course down a side road to avoid the crowds overburdening the sidewalk.  He moved two steps toward his destination when something told him not to turn. 
 
    He looked around and contemplated why he should walk toward the crowds.  The locals were jumping up and down excitedly, eager to see something in the distance.  Why would he want to get tangled up in that?  With one more step toward the side street, the sensation grew into a need.  Unable to make himself leave the main street, he moved reluctantly toward the crowds. 
 
    His progression was slow, but he finally made it halfway down the street to find people bowing and throwing flowers.  He wondered if they were bowing to royalty or the local head of government.  He remembered the parades in Roma when the Caesars were in power.  They were an interesting group of despots.  Thankfully, it didn’t look like anyone was going to be fed to the lions in this town. 
 
    Searching the faces in the group, he couldn’t help but look for Lady Black, even though it was doubtful she would be here.  He hated the idea of her being held against her will, especially bound in Celestial Bonds.  He had noticed she suffered from pain in her hands and legs when she walked or spoke with her hands.  She tried to hide it, but it was obvious that even the Destroyer wasn’t immune to the nerve damage created by Fenris’ venom.  The numbness would hinder her ability to escape or fight off Celaeno. 
 
    The image of her laying on the floor of the Hall of Mirrors bleeding and pale after Aganon tried to kill her blinded him for a moment.  He had to stop and blink a few times to see clearly.  Even though he had plotted her demise, the reality of seeing her dying was terrifying.  What made him believe that he could kill her?  His dangerous obsession with her had made that nearly impossible. 
 
    Why did he care so much about her?  Yes, she could destroy the world with a wave of her hand, but her destructive nature had never appealed to him, unlike Lucifer.  Of course, she was compassionate and kind, but he rarely valued such things.  She was childlike in her thinking and always caused problems with her soft heart, so it had nothing to do with those qualities.  He could never put his finger on the reason for his lust, aside from her pretty face.  He had a difficult time fighting it, though he did fight it so he could remain alive.  If Lucifer knew of his obsession, he would be spending the rest of his life in the Realm of Fire tied to a metal stake.  He could just hear Lucifer’s pathetic defense now.  Hades?  Hades who?  Lord Michael, there has never been a Hades in Hell.  The second throne has always been empty. 
 
    He sighed and tried to forget about his reasons for wanting to find Lady Black, and worked on actually finding her. 
 
    The music was getting louder as the vehicle was finally within view.  The narrow sidewalks were nearly impassible, but something told him to keep moving.  He laughed when he thought that he might be sensing Lady Black nearby.  He wasn’t a bloodhound and he had no real connection to Lady Black to speak of.  He was probably sensing some kind of evil or perhaps he was being summoned by a lower creature, though it was unlikely.  He possessed no superpowers aside from his desire to punish the wicked.  Shoving his way through the throngs of spectators, he found himself walled in by the mortals waving like lunatics at the vehicle. 
 
    He gave up trying to move and watched a small pickup truck slowly coming toward him.  The people in front of him fell to their knees and bowed their heads to the ground.  It was unusual behavior for a political figure or even a prince or princess, but he knew nothing about the local customs.  Craning his neck to see what all the fuss was about, he saw a young man sitting in the back of the truck bed waving to the crowds.  He was dressed simply in pale yellow and orange robes, similar to a Buddhist monk or other holy man in a warm climate.  He couldn’t see anything interesting about the man aside from the rosary beads in his hand.  He had a calm expression and a pleasant smile, but there was nothing remarkable about him. 
 
    Hades raised his eyebrow at the people who were praying and muttering under their breath.  It was strange that they would look to such a man.  People usually worshipped celebrities and sports figures, based on what he had learned from the prisoners in the last few decades. 
 
    Deciding that he’d had enough of the show, he turned to leave. 
 
    A soft voice was heard above the chanting and praying of the kneeling mortals.  The brakes of the truck squealed and the people in the immediate area gasped and chanted louder.  Hades looked over his shoulder at a group of men who were helping the young man down off the truck.  He watched the reactions of the crowd and gathered that the cleric didn’t usually step down off his chariot to address the masses. 
 
    His curiosity got the better of him and he waited with his arms crossed to see what would happen.  Watching the cleric walk toward the sidewalk, he saw how the people raised their hands to him, hoping to be touched or blessed or something.  The cleric nodded to them and acknowledged them individually, but didn’t speak to them.  Instead, he walked directly toward Hades. 
 
    Hades was stunned.  He looked down at his clothing to make sure that he had changed out of his soot-covered suit and into clothing appropriate for the climate and era.  His tan pants and red short-sleeved shirt with a collar was a tad dressier than most of the mortal’s clothing around him, but he wasn’t completely out of place.  Even his black sunglasses were modern since he had “borrowed” them from a man sleeping on a porch.  Why had the cleric taken an interest in him? 
 
    The man slowly approached him and smiled.  The woman standing next to them was in hysterics as she frantically fanned her face.  Hades was afraid she would pass out. 
 
    “Will he speak?” two men nearby whispered at the same time as others tried to hush the crowd.  It seemed that it was indeed an honor to be spoken to by this holy man. 
 
    Hades pulled his sunglasses down the bridge of his nose and bowed slightly to the man, lest he be dragged through the streets for not acknowledging a man of importance.  Then again, this wasn’t the 16th century. 
 
    The young man looked him up and down before his eyes rested on Hades’ face. 
 
    Hades waited patiently for something to happen.  He thought about being rude, as was his nature, but something stopped him.  Perhaps, it was the man’s kind eyes or his calm demeanor, but he couldn’t be cruel to him. 
 
    The cleric finally held out his hand to Hades.  The gesture alone caused the woman next to him to faint. 
 
    Hades looked at the outstretched hand and contemplated it.  It could be a trick.  He wondered how many knives were stuffed into the young man’s long draping robes.  Balthazar could hide a bazooka under all that cloth. 
 
    “It has been a long time, my faithful,” the cleric said softly. 
 
    Three more people passed out when the cleric spoke.  Hades smirked and immediately realized that the cleric was crazy.  He turned on his heel and prepared to toss people out of his way to get back to his mission. 
 
    “You have endured much over the centuries.  I often wonder how you have managed to survive in that place without someone strong by your side,” the cleric said to Hades’ back. 
 
    Hades whipped around and tore off his sunglasses.  Who the fuck did this man think he was speaking to?  He would turn him into cinder for this act of mockery.  He wondered if duels were still in vogue. 
 
    “What did you say to me?” Hades snarled. 
 
    Six men and three women put their hands on Hades’ arms and shoulders imploring him to lower his voice and show respect. 
 
    “He speaks the word of God,” a man with a Pokémon shirt whispered loudly. 
 
    Hades stared incredulously at the man with the strange shirt.  The word of God, indeed.  This certainly wasn’t Gabriel in disguise, though he had been known to fool a number of people when he moonlighted as a mortal. 
 
    “I have met the one who speaks for God, and this isn’t him,” Hades snapped. 
 
    The crowd turned ugly very quickly and booed and hissed at him.  Perhaps being drawn and quartered was still a custom in this town.  It seemed that he would quickly find out for himself. 
 
    The cleric raised his hand and the crowd fell silent, sending a chill through Hades.  The man held even more sway over these people than he realized.  Perhaps, he had been sensing a creature of evil, such as a Veteres, or a false god. 
 
    “Do not worry, he knows who I am, but it has been a long time since he has been in my presence,” the cleric replied. 
 
    Hades was growing weary of this.  He thought about disappearing and shocking the hell out of all of them, or better yet, releasing his black wings and becoming the scourge he knew himself to be. 
 
    The cleric smiled at him.  “You are searching for her, but she has her own path that she must follow.  I regret the things that have come to pass, but we all have our lessons to learn,” he said quietly. 
 
    A lump grew in Hades’ throat.  Was this man legitimate?  Was this Father in disguise? 
 
    “Is she safe?” he blurted out, taking His out stretched hand. 
 
    The cleric shrugged.  “That is for her to decide.  The more important question is why are you here?  Your place is in the darkness.” 
 
    Hades nearly cried when he accepted that he was standing in front of Father.  He opened his mouth and tried to form an answer, but abruptly shut it.  How could he explain that he had been hiding a Harpy for centuries? 
 
    Father chuckled.  “You have many secrets, as do we all, but that is not the question I am asking.  Why have you left your post to find her when there are many who could search for her?” 
 
    Hades gulped.  He had forgotten how insightful Father could be.  Unsure of how to tell Him the truth, Hades settled for a confused shrug. 
 
    “My faithful servant, you already know the answer to my question inside your heart.  You came here because you want to know if she could ever love you,” He winked.  Father released Hades’ hand and tapped his chest over Hades’ heart.  “The answer is here.  All you have to do is search for it.”  Father stepped away and nodded His head slightly. 
 
    The crowd was enraptured by their conversation, but Hades hardly noticed.  Father knew his darkest secret, the one that was worse than hiding a Harpy, and He was giving him the answer to a question that he dared not answer.  Was he brave enough to search for the answer? 
 
    He watched Father walk away as He touched the outstretched hands of the onlookers.  Before Hades could stop himself, he blurted out his question.  “Why are you here with these people?” 
 
    Father turned his head and gazed at Hades.  “I am here to give them hope.  When all hope is lost, she will rise and I will weep.  I must do everything within my power to inspire them to live good lives; otherwise, your job will be that much harder,” He said sadly. 
 
    Tears sprang to Hades’ eyes.  It had been almost a decade since he had last seen Father so it was easy to believe that He no longer cared for the mortals, especially with the number of souls in Hell growing by leaps and bounds.  Father was fully aware that Lady Black had come into power and was actively working to keep her from unleashing her full power.  It lightened his heart to know that Father still cared, but he worried even more about Lady Black and her destiny. 
 
    He brushed the tears from his eyes and watched the parade continue down the street as Father waved to the crowds.  His face was hopeful, but His eyes told the truth.  Father was worried that He was losing the battle for the souls of the mortals.  It seemed that an Apocalypse was imminent, as long as they found the Destroyer in one piece.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Anjali felt guilty for choking Haydn until he was unconscious, but he had started this game.  Her guilt quickly faded when she had to drag his heavy body through the long hallway and down the emergency stairs.  He was a lot heavier than he looked.  She smiled every time his head, arm, or leg hit against a wall or a step.  He deserved everything that was happening to him. 
 
    She grimaced when she admitted that they were both to blame for this.  Yes, he certainly deserved her wrath for locking her in the bonds without a means of escape, but she should have been more understanding of his plight.  With the punishing power of the bonds making her mind fuzzy, it had taken her a while to realize that Haydn had saved her from the ocean, which he was in no way obligated to do.  He could have left her at the bottom of the ocean, but he had rescued her for some reason.  If he truly wanted her dead, he could have killed her while she was unconscious.  She couldn’t pass judgment on him without more evidence.  She didn’t want to make the mistake of falsely condemning him to death as she had with Alazar, though forgiving Haydn was a lot harder after learning that he couldn’t free her from her bonds. 
 
    After securing Haydn to a lounge chair on top of the diving board and tossing another dart frog under his shirt to keep him busy when he woke up, she had passed out for a while next to the pool.  Upon waking, she made it her mission to find food and water. 
 
    She pulled her newly acquired pink and black backpack over her shoulder and moved on to the next hotel room.  Her furry companions dutifully followed her as she dropped sour cream and onion potato chip crumbs on the waterlogged blue and tan hallway carpet.  She tossed a chip to Mopins, the Yorkie, according to her nametag, and promised Otto, the bulldog, that he could have the next treat. 
 
    She ducked her head into the open rooms to rummage through whatever was left behind, but jumped back when she found that the roof had collapsed and crushed the bed and most of the furniture.  Sadly, the occupant hadn’t made it out alive.  She hated seeing the destruction that an earthquake and other natural events created, but it was important for her to witness it firsthand.  When it was time to unleash her power, she would collapse the mortal cities and buildings with earthquakes and tidal waves.  Everyone would lose their lives as the world crumbled. 
 
    The old Destroyer, the person she was before her many lives as a mortal, relished the idea of destroying the world.  Every time she saw a minor sin committed by a mortal, she wanted to obliterate the world.  She didn’t have the experience needed to understand the difference between the varying degrees of sin.  Granted, the old Destroyer was never taught properly, which Gabriel took responsibility for, but it was still disturbing to think that she and the old Destroyer were the same person.  It was easier to believe that they were two separate people than to accept that she was ever that callous and out of control.  She vaguely wondered what the old Destroyer would have thought of the destruction in New York City or Portland.  The naïve girl probably would have been proud of what she had done rather than feel guilty about it. 
 
    She wanted to bury the person laying under the debris, even though she wasn’t responsible for his death, but the sun was setting and she was close to depleting her energy again.  She decided that if she were still on the island tomorrow, she would find a way to make a final resting place for the unfortunate mortal.  Closing the door, she moved on to the next room. 
 
    The room across the hall was still intact and full of personal belongings.  It looked like the occupants were in the middle of packing when they had been forced to flee without their luggage.  She dropped her backpack by the door and looked around for anything useful. 
 
    She had already found enough food and water to last a couple of days and a pair of sneakers that fit, since she was forced to ditch her uncomfortable thigh-high boots.  Thankfully, she had found a pair of sharp scissors and had been able to cut off the bottom half of her dress and her long sleeves.  She was now sporting a cooler pair of khaki shorts and the upper half of her barely-there dress since she would never be able to put on a new shirt with her hands tied together.  She had managed to find some safety pins to cinch together the long slit in the bodice to keep the sun off her chest.  Her borrowed hair ties kept her messy bun in place and provided some relief for her sticky neck.  She would be mortified if anyone saw her like this, but it was better than sweating to death. 
 
    Searching through the luggage, she stopped when she heard a beeping noise.  The power on this side of the hotel was out, but it must have been the last section to lose power because the water in the mini fridges was still cool.  She followed the beeping noise and nearly shouted with joy when she found a cell phone.  She jumped frantically up and down and showed Mopins and Otto the phone until she realized that the dogs had no idea what it was.  Regardless, Otto wagged his stubby tail to show his approval. 
 
    She sat on the empty corner of the bed and stared at the phone.  She had seen cell phones over the years, but had never used one.  They hadn’t been widely used during her life as a mortal.  It was blinking red and showed a low battery photo.  It took a few seconds to figure out how to turn it on and type in Uncle Bob’s number.  She paused when she thought about what she would say to Gabriel.  She still had no idea where she was.  Frustrated, she almost threw the phone across the room, until she thought about how upset everyone must be.  She should at least let them know she was okay and that she was battling Haydn. 
 
    When the familiar dial tone filtered through her ears, she smiled a sad smile.  It wasn’t exactly the lifeline she had hoped for but it was a start.  Unsure of where she was, she decided to keep her message brief and avoid giving them a false sense of hope. 
 
    A pleasant voice answered the phone and gave the usual cheerful greeting.  “You’ve reached the answering service for R. B. Holdings.  How can I help you?” 
 
    She smiled when she heard the familiar voice.  She had no idea who the person was, but it was the same phone number Gabriel had given to Derick, Liam, and Dylan when he acted as a friend to their families.  She assumed the Calin had used the service before Gabriel had given up on him. 
 
    “Yes.  Please tell Uncle Bob that I’m ok.  He’ll know who this is.  Tell him that I’m stuck, but I’ll find a way out.  I just want him to know that I’m safe.  Tell him that I don’t have any directions, but I’ll make do.  Oh, and tell him that I’m not alone and not to trust anyone,” Anjali said, hoping that he would understand her coded message. 
 
    “Yes, miss.  I will give him the message when he calls in.  He’s checked in a few times to see if you’ve called.  He has a message for you as well.  They are searching for you and will not give up,” the operator replied. 
 
    Tears came to her eyes when she heard the message.  Gabriel was looking for her.  She knew he would be, but it made her feel better to hear it.  “Thank you,” Anjali said before ending the call. 
 
    She wiped the tears from her eyes and tossed the phone on the bed since it wouldn’t help her without a way to keep it powered. 
 
    She felt loved when she thought about her father searching every inch of the planet for her.  She wasn’t sure why he felt it was important to say that he wouldn’t give up, but it brightened her outlook. 
 
    Even with Gabriel searching for her, her best means of leaving the island was Haydn.  She wasn’t sure if she should kill him with kindness or torture him until he surrendered.  Either way, she needed a plan. 
 
    Blinking a few times, Haydn shook his head, trying to wake up from his dream of being on fire.  He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to block out the bright sunlight from the insides of his eyelids.  He reached up to shade his eyes, but couldn’t move his hands.  Panic spread through him when he realized that he couldn’t move any part of his body except for his head. 
 
    He opened his eyes and gasped.  He saw that he was tied to a lounge chair that was precariously perched on the diving board of the exterior pool.  He screamed when he realized that he wasn’t on fire, but was suffering the effects of being poisoned again.  The pain was slightly less excruciating than the last time, which meant he had been unconscious for a long time since being poisoned.  The woman certainly knew how to piss someone off.  If he tried to escape from the chair, he and the chair would fall into the water and be dragged under.  He respected her plan of drowning him while he suffered from the effects of the poison, but he had nothing to offer her, so they were both in trouble. 
 
    Craning his neck around to search for the despicable woman, he found her eating from a can of tuna.  She was sitting in the shade on a tall bar stool in front of a guest table used for drinks.  Her furry helpers were sitting at her feet waiting for her to drop some food.  He had to give her credit.  He never expected her to distract him with her furry minions. 
 
    “Your pets seem happy.  Can’t you order them to end the world?” he said through his gritted teeth. 
 
    She looked at him, surprised to see that he was awake.  “While I have a soft spot for dogs, they didn’t volunteer to start an Apocalypse, you did,” she smiled sweetly. 
 
    “I volunteered to do what I thought was right.  Obviously, I made the wrong choice,” he declared.  He clenched his jaw and fists, trying to breathe through the pain. 
 
    He watched her slowly take another bite of the tuna, savoring every morsel.  He remembered the devastating hunger that came with being bound.  Given the choice, he would rather be bound in Celestial Bonds starving than suffering from the crippling poison. 
 
    “Every one of my angels has some sob story, Haydn, and to be honest I’m tired of hearing them.  Yes, you suffered without me.  Yes, Lucifer was a dick to all of you.  Yes, you all hate me.  So what?  Did you think that ending the world would be easy?  Did you think it would be a grand adventure?” she sighed. 
 
    “I didn’t think it would involve being poisoned and tied to a chair,” he grimaced. 
 
    She crossed her arms and glared at him.  “Every angel who volunteered to become my Predznak, that I have met so far, did it for their own selfish reasons.  Balthazar did it because Delilah convinced him that it would be fun to do together.  He thought he would finally get the girl.  Well, he did get the girl, just not the one he wanted.  Alazar volunteered because he thought he was already a murderer because he convinced the Celestial Warriors to do their job, which sometimes meant killing people.  Tristan wanted to cut out the middleman and force the mortals to judge themselves instead of accusing them of a crime or proving they were innocent as an Advocate.  So, Distrust, tell me why you stepped forward for the honor of becoming my Angel of Temptation.  What sad tale do you have that will make me tear up and pardon you from a death sentence?” she asked sarcastically. 
 
    Haydn shook his head.  Not only was she stubborn, but she was self-righteous.  “Why are you so eager for us to end the world?  Are you on some kind of timeframe I should know about?” he asked. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and slid off her chair to give her pets the remnants of the tuna.  She petted their heads and walked across the patio toward him.  Pulling off her sneakers, she sat and plunked her feet into the water with a splash. 
 
    “I don’t want to end the world, Haydn.  I don’t want to kill people.  Just because we are born to do something doesn’t mean that we will enjoy it.  Whatever you were born to do was clearly not enough for you, so you chose this alternate path for your own reasons.  I don’t seem to have a choice.  I don’t get to ask for a new job, so I have little patience for my angels who have forgotten that they stepped forward to work for me.  While I did spend time in mortal form with my memories and true personality bound, I still didn’t get to do what I wanted.  I was encouraged to love the same men.  I was forced to hide the problems I was dealing with, at least in my last life.  I didn’t get to live happily ever after in any lifetime.  Do you have any idea what it was like having nightmares of Hell and not being able to tell anyone?  I understand that you suffered in Hell, Haydn, but you had the other Predznak to lean on.  It was your choice to hate them.  Do you know what it’s like to be able to see the sins of the mortals and believe that you are crazy?  I didn’t have a choice in any of it, so don’t cry to me. 
 
    “I know that you are burdened by the sin you carry, but it’s because of your lack of faith.  You allowed yourself to stray from your intended path.  You didn’t wait for me and now you can’t see past your own pain to realize that I am here and that I can help you.  Instead, you want to wallow and cry.  You want to tell me how terrible your life is when you should be asking for help.  I could end your misery in one of two ways.  If you join me, I would release you from all the years of pain, or you could deny me and I would end your life, freeing you from everything,” she replied. 
 
    Haydn was surprised by her candor.  He normally regarded every word spoken by a friend or foe as a complete and utter lie, yet he believed that Anjali was speaking the truth.  Part of him thought about asking for help for one microsecond, but the feeling quickly passed.  However, he did think about his brothers and how he should have leaned on them for support. 
 
    “I didn’t hate all my brothers,” he said, trying to focus on something other than the pain.  “Balthazar and I had a pact.  He was honorable enough to attack me head-on without any tricks or games.  He was the only one I trusted when things were bad.  If Balthazar wanted to kill me, he would have looked me in the eyes rather than stab me in the back.  I respected him for that.” 
 
    She swished her feet in the water and squinted at him.  “I’m told that you helped put Balthazar back together after his training sessions with Aeries.  I also know that you were the one who stopped Balthazar from killing Aeries,” she stated. 
 
    Haydn glanced down at the ropes holding him.  Though the rope binding Balthazar after his fight with Aeries was different, it still made him cringe when he thought about that horrible day.  “I couldn’t watch Aeries die,” he said, clearing the lump from his throat. 
 
    “Why not?” she asked. 
 
    He hadn’t thought about the attack in years, yet it was so fresh in his mind.  “Balthazar was moving so fast that none of us could track his arms or legs, not even Aeries.  Aeries helped to train me when I was a Recruit.  I respected him too much to watch him die, even though I didn’t particularly like him at the time.  He was always out of control and quick to lose his mind.  I hated seeing him like that because he was a far cry from the Lord Commander who I practically modeled myself after.  Balthazar didn’t deserve the abuse Alazar and Aeries subjected him to, but if he didn’t learn how to fight, he would have died many times over the years.  I did what I had to do to protect them both,” he replied.  His heart had broken the second he threw the knives at Balthazar to stop the attack, but he had to step in before Aeries died. 
 
    Anjali nodded.  “I wasn’t aware of your need to protect people.  I assume that you volunteered to be a Recruit with the Celestial Warriors because of that need, but I can’t understand why you would leave the warriors to do the exact opposite.  A Predznak is the furthest thing from a Celestial Warrior you can get.  You offer the mortals a choice between good and evil, while the warriors save the mortals from evil.  What would prompt you to follow this path, unless you modeled yourself so much after Aeries that you followed in his footsteps?  If you wanted to be Aeries, you chose your model poorly,” she said condescendingly. 
 
    It upset him that Anjali believed he was nothing more than a follower.  “Deception was chosen first, followed by Distrust.  Anger wasn’t chosen until Delilah was denied the position of Desire and eventually Zacharael was chosen,” he snapped. 
 
    She raised her eyebrow at him.  “My apologies.  It must have been the other way around.  You hated being a warrior and jumped at the opportunity to become something new and unknown.  Did you want a fresh start or did you volunteer without thinking it through?  I agree that there are many reasons to want to leave the warriors.  They are pompous, self-righteous, and practically perfect in the eyes of Lord Michael, so much so that they could get away with anything.  Personally, I hate them so much that I killed one,” she sneered. 
 
    Haydn gasped.  He had heard rumors of a warrior dying in a freak storm and whispers that the Destroyer was responsible, but no one was willing to speak about it.  Gabriel mentioned an incident during one of his long-winded speeches about why Anjali was delayed from joining them, but he never disclosed what had happened.  Hearing Anjali admit it without a hint of remorse or regret in her voice was startling. 
 
    “Why did you kill a warrior?” he asked when he was able to form a coherent sentence. 
 
    She shrugged and tossed a leaf into the pool.  “I can’t remember.  My memories are still bound, but it’s why I was forced to become a mortal and why I was kept from you, presumably.  It’s possible that the warrior deserved my wrath, or more likely, I lost control and killed him accidentally.  Either way, I can’t change what happened, I can only move forward.  It’s what you need to do,” she said bluntly.  She put her hands in front of her mouth and yawned.  Her eyes were heavy and her shoulders were sagging. 
 
    “I don’t know how to move on,” he muttered. 
 
    “That’s a shame, Haydn, because you won’t make it off this island if I have my way.  I will fight any of my angels who believe they have the right to kill me.  I will not entertain their petty reasons for wanting to make me suffer as they have.  I do not fear any who oppose me and I will do everything within my power to make them understand that I am their master.  I will not accept an angel who has given up on himself, who believes that I have nothing to offer him.  I cannot trust that you will ever understand the truth of what it means to be a Predznak, which means we are done here,” she declared. 
 
    Hearing the cold, bitter tone of her voice gave him chills.  Seeing the difference between the Anjali smiling in the cave and the scowling woman determined to make him suffer for not obeying her, made his chest burn.  This was the real face of the Destroyer, the one he had pictured for centuries.  This was the woman who would force him into servitude.  Apparently, the nice, concerned Anjali was nothing more than an act.  He wasn’t sure if he felt vindicated or disappointed that Anjali was nothing more than a tyrant who only cared about using the Predznak to end the world. 
 
    Now that he understood who she really was, he needed to adjust his plan.  Torturing her would be useless.  She would resist him at every turn, which he should have realized after their fight in the cave.  She wasn’t just stubborn, she believed that she had the right to command him as she saw fit, or kill him for his insubordination.  Granted, he understood she had the right to do so as their master, but deep down he never believed she would invoke either right.  She was nothing like Father, but then again, He created life while she was born to end life.  He leaned his head against the chair and tried to figure out how to proceed. 
 
    When he heard splashing, he turned to see her pulling her feet from the water and standing.  She marched straight toward him and kicked his chair, sending him closer to the edge of the diving board. 
 
    “Tell me where we are or you’re going for a swim,” she said coldly. 
 
    He saw the spark of determination in her eyes.  She was prepared to drown him unless she got what she wanted. 
 
    “Even if I told you where you are, you have no way of communicating it to anyone.  You’re stuck here until one of us concedes.  Believe me when I say that it won’t be me,” he said with less fervor than he wanted since his muscles were so tight that he feared they would snap. 
 
    Staring into the true eyes of the Destroyer was an indescribable sight.  It was both terrifying and awe-inspiring.  Something told him to yield in order to survive, but he couldn’t trust that feeling.  It was the same feeling that had told him to pull her out of the water.  If he wanted to survive, he knew that he had to kill her. 
 
    She crouched down next to him so that she was eye level with him.  “Every Predznak before you thought that they could break me, yet I’m still the one in charge.  Stand against me and you won’t like what happens,” she sneered. 
 
    Once again, Haydn believed her, though he wish he didn’t. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Anjali drifted in and out of sleep in the uncomfortable lawn chair, cold and in pain.  Her legs felt like she had run a hundred miles and her neck had a crick in it.  She had searched the entire hotel and found no other means of communicating with the outside world aside from the dead cell phone.  She needed to sleep but she couldn’t stop looking at Haydn to make sure he was secure.  Wanting to cry at her desperate situation, she stared up at the sky and counted the stars.  She hadn’t felt this hopeless since Týr had run her through with his sword and stuck her on the beach to wait for Jörmungand.  She understood that the bonds were messing with her emotions and making her feel this way, but it didn’t matter.  She was still in a terrible situation. 
 
    The jungle was louder than she had ever imagined which didn’t help her insomnia.  The insects were constantly chirping and every so often a random howl indicated that an animal was awake and unhappy about something.  She constantly jumped at the noises and allowed her paranoia to create hungry monsters in the darkness. 
 
    When a different sound came from the dark jungle, the ears of her companions perked up.  They ran off into the row of palm trees that separated the stone patio from the natural foliage to confront the noise.  Curious about their sudden departure, she took off after the barking balls of energy.  It was possible someone had returned to the island to search for survivors or the owners of the hotel had come back to assess the damage, but it was well past midnight. 
 
    She dodged around the potted ferns and palm trees, and ran down the wooden plank path toward the beach.  Using the light from her bonds, she searched the ground for dog prints until she reached the last bit of sand separating civilization from the natural growth of trees.  Hearing the waves hitting the shoreline to her left, she turned to her right and looked through the dark tangle of trees. 
 
    She whistled for the dogs and waited, but they never came to her.  They had stopped barking, so it was possible they had found their prey.  Drumming her fingers on her leg, she debated if she should go after them, or stay with Haydn.  After a long moment, she huffed and headed back to the pool.  She had no doubt that they would return once their stomachs were empty or they were bored with chasing vermin. 
 
    Her hopes of being rescued disappeared, replaced by a deep sense of sadness and a longing to return home. 
 
    A noise behind her made her jump, but before she could turn around a hand covered her mouth as an arm snaked around her waist and lifted her off the ground. 
 
    Unwilling to be captured a second time, she wildly thrashed around in an attempt to get loose.  She wished for her full power, but was only able to muster the strength of a toddler during a tantrum. 
 
    “Now, now, none of that, darling,” the man grunted, pulling her higher off the ground. 
 
    She threw her head back repeatedly until she heard the distinct crack of bone on bone contact.  The arms around her loosened for a brief second, but it gave her enough wiggle room to break his hold.  Falling onto the wooden planks, she struggled to her feet.  The only way to protect herself was to get to Haydn’s knives sitting on a counter behind the outdoor bar.  She cursed her stupidity for not having them on her, but she would have had trouble carrying them with her bound hands. 
 
    Gaining her balance, she locked her legs and prepared to sprint, but the man pounced on her back and took her to the ground. 
 
    “Get off me,” she yelled as she bucked her hips and squirmed to extricate herself. 
 
    “You will stop struggling,” the man commanded.  He sounded exasperated by her efforts to throw him off, which made her fight harder. 
 
    “Over my dead body,” she snapped.  She sounded childish, but her fatigue and hunger were quickly overwhelming her.  All she wanted was her soft bed and a firm body pressed behind her while she slept. 
 
    “I don’t want it to come to that, which is why I need you to stop,” the man grunted. 
 
    He grabbed her shoulders to subdue her, but she arched her back in an effort to throw him off.  He held on and they rolled off the path into leafy underbrush. 
 
    The man flipped them once more until he was able to roll on top of her and pin her lower body with his hips.  Her bound arms were trapped between their bodies.  A sudden flash of anger overwhelmed her when she saw that she was helpless to struggle against him.  Instead of wanting to escape, she wanted to kill him. 
 
    “Remove yourself from me, or you will beg for death,” she sneered. 
 
    With his face finally in view, she could see his condescending smirk.  He didn’t appear to be afraid of her even though she sounded more like the Destroyer than Anjali. 
 
    “Dying is easy.  Living with the memory of it is much harder,” he replied. 
 
    She stared at him, trying to figure out what the hell he was talking about.  “If you plan to hurt me, you’ll regret it.  If you plan to kill me, make sure no one knows that you are responsible or you will be forever hunted,” she threatened. 
 
    He frowned and shook his head slightly as if he were tsking at her. 
 
    “Stop fighting me and I will let you up,” he said in a softer tone. 
 
    She relaxed her body and assessed his mood.  He seemed to be telling the truth. 
 
    “Stop trying to knock me down and I’ll stop trying to kick your ass,” she replied in a sarcastically sweet voice. 
 
    He appeared amused by her tone and nodded his head.  He got to his feet and leaned over to pull her up by her arms.  The moment her feet touched the ground, she flashed the most seductive smile she could with sand in her hair and sweat clinging to her forehead.  When he tilted his head to admire her smile, she laced her fingers together, swung her arms up, and hit him under the jaw with her remaining strength. 
 
    Not waiting long enough to watch him land on his ass, she sprinted back to the pathway and headed for the pool.  All she could think about was getting to Haydn’s knives, though she wasn’t sure if she wanted to use them to kill her would-be captor or use them to cut Haydn free and hope that he was healed enough to help her. 
 
    Hearing the man’s swearing behind her made her run faster.  She thought about ducking into the trees to lose him and making her way to the resort from a different direction, but she was afraid he would follow the glowing light.  If only she had thought to carry a towel with her so she could use it to cover the bonds at night. 
 
    “So much for your vow not to kick my ass,” the man shouted as he closed in. 
 
    “I never actually promised anything.  Besides, you’re just going to try to knock me down again, so I preemptively kicked your ass,” she shouted.  Her lungs were burning and her legs trembled from the strain. 
 
    “Don’t make this harder than it needs to be,” he growled. 
 
    She laughed at his version of the situation.  “I have no idea who you are, but if you believe I will willingly surrender, then you truly don’t know me.” 
 
    She heard the even pace of his footsteps slow down as if he had stumbled or tripped on something.  Not interested in finding out the reason for his decline in speed, she moved her feet as fast as her aching legs would go. 
 
    Seeing the flickering emergency light at the edge of the patio, she nearly cheered.  All she had to do was reach the bar to the left of the pool.  He would most likely think twice about attacking her if she were armed.  There wouldn’t be time to free Haydn, but the confusion over seeing that she had her own hostage might give her some bargaining leverage until she came up with a decent plan. 
 
    The blood was pounding in her ears and her legs were mush.  She wanted to welcome the black dots at the edge of her vision, but she didn’t have time to give in to unconsciousness.  Having expended too much energy this evening, she would be unable to fight her assailant for much longer.  She had to find a safe place to rest until she regained some of her strength. 
 
    A few steps from safety, she pushed herself a little harder.  She rounded the bend to reach the patio only to slam into the chest of her pursuer.  She had no way of bracing her fall and no energy to resist the pull of gravity as it threw her onto the unyielding pathway.  Her head cracked against the wood and her vision blurred.  She saw movement above her, but was unable to see clearly enough to defend herself.  Her arms flailed around trying to hit anything near her, but quickly lost their will to move as darkness consumed her thoughts. 
 
    Viktor watched her rebound off his chest and fall to the ground.  He felt guilty that she had been knocked unconscious after a bit of flailing around.  As dainty as she appeared to be, he knew she had an inner strength unlike any other, which made him wonder why he was still alive.  It had been risky and foolish of him to grab her, but he doubted that any explanation of who he was and what he wanted from her would win her affection.  Either way, she would try to kill him if she knew what he was planning to do. 
 
    Staring down at her for the first time in forever, he tried to remain detached and unemotional.  He told himself for the millionth time that he didn’t want to know anything about her, not even her name.  She was a means to an end, nothing more.  His resolve crumbled with each passing second as he gazed at her sunburnt face, untamed locks, and unusual choice in clothing.  He crouched down next to her with the intention of picking her up and slinging her over his shoulder to take her to his boat, but touching her soft skin made him abandon his simple plan. 
 
    His hand trembled as he reached for her sand-covered cheek.  He felt like a lout for touching her while she was unconscious because of their altercation, but he was helpless to resist.  His fingertips brushed her delicate jaw and slim neck.  Underneath the blisters on her skin and the smudged dirt, she had high cheekbones, long, lush lashes, and full red lips that had been destroyed by the lack of hydration. 
 
    He examined the top half of her peculiar outfit, which appeared to have once been an ornate gown that had been bastardized to save her from the hazards of the island.  He could imagine her dancing on a cruise ship under the moonlight or having drinks on a private yacht after a wedding.  It was possible she had been attending a party at the demolished resort he had spied while circling the island for the best place to start his search.  Something didn’t feel right about that scenario since the resort would have made every effort to get their guests to safety.  Regardless of how she had gotten to the island, he had to get her away from here as soon as possible.  If the demon were to be believed, she was being hunted by an enemy. 
 
    His eyes fell upon the glowing blue manacles around her slim wrists.  At first, he thought they were glow sticks fashioned into bracelets until he noticed that she was unable to separate her hands.  They were warm to the touch, but more interestingly, they didn’t have a keyhole or any noticeable way to remove them.  Whatever they were, they were no party favor or fashion accessory.  It seemed that her enemy was indeed on the island, and had already made his move against her. 
 
    The longer he tried to see past the damage done to her on this island, the angrier he got.  He had no idea what she was doing here and why she was in such a state of distress, but he reminded himself that it didn’t matter.  He was on a mission and he fully intended on getting what he wanted. 
 
    Scanning the area one last time, he didn’t see anyone else on the patio.  It had been a stroke of luck that she had followed the barking dogs right to him.  He had cursed himself for making too much noise, but rejoiced when his target had run into the jungle to find them.  Though he hadn’t see her face, his heart immediately knew who she was. 
 
    Grateful that he had captured her without much trouble, he pushed away his concern for her and focused on their escape from the island.  He shoved his hands underneath her limp body and hoisted her into his arms.  Looking down at her peaceful face, he prayed for the strength to do what needed to be done. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Haydn whipped his head around when he heard Anjali’s faithful mutts yapping and crying.  He didn’t know what they were barking at, but Anjali was gone.  He craned his neck to see through the potted plants at the edge of the patio, but she was nowhere to be seen.  He had thought for a moment he’d heard a sound off in the trees, but had been too consumed by the delirium and throbbing pain to pay attention to his surroundings.  It was possible that the Predznak had found her, but it wasn’t their style to sneak around, with the exception of Sacha.  The others would have undoubtedly given him some grand speech about being a loser before using their combined power to kill him. 
 
    He paused when he thought about facing Death, Fear and Vengeance, the three angel she had mentioned.  Standing before them should be enough to make him rethink his course of action, but he had fought them before.  Admittedly, he hadn’t fought them together and Tristan had been a wreck the last time they had quarreled, but still, he believed he could take them in a fight.  If nothing else, Balthazar would honor their pact and put him out of his misery quickly. 
 
    Focusing on his current problem, he gulped when he thought about someone else trying to capture Anjali, though he had no idea who would be stupid enough to kidnap the Destroyer, aside from a fucked up Predznak.  Regardless of who or what might have lured her into the jungle, he had to make sure that no one else took her.  She was still a threat to the world if someone managed to remove her shackles. 
 
    Struggling to free himself from the lounge chair, he accidentally tipped over into the pool.  He cursed his impulsiveness, but his gut told him to find her as fast as possible. 
 
    He looked down at the ropes holding him to the chair.  It would take time to free himself while fighting the crippling pain.  Even if he were brave enough to summon a Predznak that wasn’t under Anjali’s control, he couldn’t do it while under the water.  His only option was to drown as many times as necessary to get out of the ropes and hunt down Anjali’s captor.  At the very least, he could seek vengeance against the one who took her life, which seemed like a hollow pursuit at the moment. 
 
    He twisted and turned his legs to loosen the ropes before his air supply ran out and the water began to fill his lungs.  He had to find her before someone else took her head, which might cause the deaths of at least three Predznak. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Alazar watched the sun approach the watery horizon and suppressed a shiver.  One more day closer to his deadline and he still didn’t have an answer for his master.  He’d been sitting on the cold, rain-soaked beach for nearly one month, trying to make the hardest choice of his life.  Volunteering to become the Angel of Death had been simple compared to this.  Now he was facing an ultimatum that would change everything.  Should he stand by Anjali’s side and help her end the world, or should he return home to Heaven and be relieved of his burdens?  He could once again rejoice in God’s light and love.  He had been agonizing over this dilemma since being banished from her sight.  She told him that he had to make his decision without her influence; therefore, he had left Hell and come straight here.  The sound of the ocean rushing to meet the shore typically helped him think, but this time it only made him feel depressed. 
 
    He had made a mistake when he questioned Anjali’s authority in regards to accepting Tristan as her Predznak.  He had realized his faux pas and apologized, but it had been too late.  She told him that she needed someone who would stay by her side and carry out her commands, even if he disagreed with her.  He was allowed to voice his opinion, but in the end, she was the master and she alone must make the final decision.  Aside from his issues with Tristan, which had been there since the day they became Predznak, he believed that he could carry out her will, or rather, he wanted to carry it out, but he wasn’t sure if he was strong enough anymore after the incident in the Realm of Nightmares. 
 
    Anjali believed that the pain and humiliation he had suffered at the hands of the Nightmare prisoners had shaken his confidence in his abilities and had altered him.  Despite fighting the Predznak and various enemies over the years, he had never been attacked by the mortals he had condemned.  Their hatred of him and their condemnation still rang in his ears. 
 
    Staring at the waves, he recalled Azazel telling him that Anjali was trapped inside the Realm of Nightmares.  Stupidly, he had believed the traitor and willingly followed him into the labyrinthic prison where the infamous prisoners were held.  He realized too late that it was a trap.  Brend and Pax had been waiting for him with Celestial Bonds inside one of the long corridors as Azazel cut off his escape.  Malcolm had also fallen victim to their lies and had already been lying helplessly bound on the floor.  A horde of prisoners that Alazar had personally tempted over the centuries, who weren’t happy that they had chosen the path of evil, attacked them both, even though it had been their decision to commit evil acts, not his.  They were swarmed and beaten, while they berated Alazar.  They had called him a traitor, an abomination, a murderer and claimed that he should be chained up instead of them.  They said that he was weak and would never be able to eradicate all the evil in the world. 
 
    Locked in the bonds, he had never felt so helpless in his life, not even when Maraquette had wounded and captured him.  His power was gone and his strength had been stripped away in an instant, but this time, there was no one to save him.  Had he been mortal, he would have died from his injuries.  Anjali had found them and rescued them but the damage had already been done. 
 
    Normally, he didn’t care what his temptees thought of him, but this was different.  Their harsh view of him played upon his fears of failing as the Angel of Death and failing Anjali.  She had been right about him being altered.  The problem was he wasn’t sure if he could be the angel she needed and carry out her will to tempt the mortals and ultimately end the world.  Sadly, he only had a few more days to figure out the truth. 
 
    “You’d think sitting your pale ass on a beach for almost a month would have earned you a decent tan, yet you still look like shit.  Did someone attempt to build a sandcastle around you, or have you not moved since your banishment?  You might want to remove the seaweed from your leather pants.  It’s embarrassing.”  Alazar didn’t have to turn around to know who was mocking him. 
 
    “I thought she was going to leave me alone to figure out what I wanted to do.  I still have a few more days left.  Is she that eager for me to return to work?”  Alazar turned and squinted at his least favorite brother, Tristan—the reason for his misery.  If the asshole hadn’t made the deal with God that stated he could simply quit being the Angel of Fear and return home on a whim, he would be blissfully at Anjali’s side, or at least by her side, trying to work past his trauma. 
 
    “No.  We have bigger problems than you.  Even if you made your choice, which I doubt you have since you look like you’ve been shipwrecked for a year instead of gleefully flaunting the fact that you are able to go back home, it doesn’t matter.  You’re not going anywhere, at least not for the foreseeable future,” Tristan replied tersely. 
 
    Alazar wanted to give Tristan the finger.  He looked oddly out of place in his dark gray suit and loafers standing on the windy shoreline.  Balthazar was standing a step behind Tristan, which irked him.  It seemed that Vengeance was allowing Fear to take the lead. 
 
    “What are you talking about?  Did she send you to tell me that I can’t go home?  Is she reneging on her promise?  Let me guess, you’ve finally decided to use your get out of jail free card and return home.  I assume she will want me to train your replacement which will delay my return to Heaven, if I make that choice,” Alazar sneered.  He was fuming at this latest dilemma.  Though he hadn’t made up his mind yet, the thought of having his choice taken away from him burned his ass.  He was forever being kicked in the teeth by Tristan and it was time to seek vengeance. 
 
    Growling like a man without hope, he launched himself at Tristan’s waist before he could reply.  He knocked him off his feet and they both landed in the sand.  His hands were wrapped around Tristan’s collared throat, choking the life out of him.  It felt good to finally squeeze the breath out of his waste of a brother.  Centuries of pent-up anger and aggression rose up as he shook Tristan by the neck.  He let out a battle cry and threw his fist into Tristan’s face. 
 
    Tristan didn’t block the punch but threw one in retaliation.  His fist landed squarely against Alazar’s jaw.  The cracking sound echoed along the beach. 
 
    Balthazar tapped his foot in the sand and raised his scarred eyebrow at them.  “This is ridiculous, Alazar, let Tristan go.  This is just pathetic.  You are both embarrassments because you fight like children,” he said as he crouched down and shook his head at them.  “I’m offended that you insisted on me learning how to fight when neither of you can throw a decent punch.  I should kill you both and lead this motley crew, once I find the other Predznak.”  He stood and pulled up the collar of his leather duster to block the ocean spray. 
 
    “Stay out of this, Balthazar, or you’re next.  I’ll show you how hard I can punch.  I still owe you for the daggers you threw into my stomach—the daggers I gave to you as a gift,” Alazar grunted.  “How dare you defer your judgement to Tristan and allow him to speak on your behalf.  Neither of you could ever lead the Predznak!”  He slammed his fist into Tristan’s perfect nose and laughed maniacally. 
 
    “That reminds me, I want my daggers back,” Balthazar replied as he gave him the finger.  “It’s true that neither one of us could lead the Predznak, which is why I’m standing on this frigid beach instead of searching for Lady Black.  We have already wasted too much time searching every warm sun-lit beach for you.  I wanted to know why the hell you are moping around in Scotland when I thought you would be in Hawaii.” 
 
    Alazar blocked Tristan’s attempt to elbow him and looked up at Balthazar.  “What are you talking about?  Where is Lady Black?” 
 
    Tristan kicked his knee up and landed a solid shot against Alazar’s back.  Alazar was too busy wincing to see the punch that cut off the air supply to his windpipe.  Gasping for air, he rolled off Tristan. 
 
    Tristan popped to his feet and dusted the sand off his suit.  Tristan looked like he wanted to kick him in the face, but Balthazar shook his head, indicating that the fight was over.  Alazar quickly realized that Balthazar was favoring his right wrist and Tristan was sporting a bruise on his forehead that couldn’t have happened during their fight. 
 
    “God I hate you sometimes, Alazar,” Tristan huffed as he wiped the blood off his lip and nose.  “We don’t know where Lady Black is, that’s why we are here.  As far as I’m concerned, you are still a Predznak, and right now our Master needs us.” 
 
    Alazar tried to shake off the pain in his back as he slowly got to his feet.  “What’s happened?” he asked, putting aside his hatred of Tristan. 
 
    “The Nachtghuls lost communication with her over 36 hours ago, which means she’s wearing Celestial Bonds or gravely injured,” Balthazar explained succinctly. 
 
    Tristan folded his arms.  “Lucifer sent her on a suicide mission to find the last Harpy, and before you say anything, Hades confirmed the creature’s existence.  Apparently, Hades has been keeping her a secret and furthermore, he revealed that Celaeno’s primary mission is to kill the Destroyer.  I’m not clear on all the details since Hades disappeared shortly after a brawl with Lucifer, who is also missing.  Currently, Malcolm is in charge of the Throne Room, which as you can recall, is a very bad thing.  Any enemy or traitor could challenge Malcolm for the throne.  We can’t have the Destroyer in the hands of an enemy and Hell can’t be without its rulers.  We must find Lady Black before everything falls apart,” Tristan grumbled while he popped his nose back into place. 
 
    Alazar was stunned.  “How did you manage to fuck things up this badly in my absence?” 
 
    Rolling his eyes, Tristan stepped forward to engage him in battle again, but Balthazar tugged on his arm to stop him. 
 
    “Who says that you would have done any better?” Balthazar said as he stepped between them.  “Regardless of how it happened, we need to fix the problem.” 
 
    Alazar ground his teeth in frustration.  “I hate when you’re logical, Balthazar.  I prefer it when you are stoic and punching things,” he sneered.  He ran his hand through his hair and looked out across the sand.  “Where are we headed?” 
 
    Tristan shook his head.  “First, we need to decide how to secure the Throne Room.  Liam is patrolling the walkway and entrance to the Throne Room, but he isn’t savvy enough to know whom to trust.  Calin insisted on securing the Hall of Mirrors, which is the best place for him.  He’ll die before he allows anyone to usurp Anjali’s throne.  We need someone stronger than Malcolm to secure the Skull Throne,” he said. 
 
    Alazar closed his eyes and thought about sitting on the Skull Throne once again.  Unfortunately, he wasn’t in the right mindset to stand beside Malcolm and protect Hell. 
 
    “Balthazar should go.  Any enemy who sees the armory beneath his duster will think twice about attacking.  Besides, he needs time for his wrist to heal.  Make sure to conceal the injury until it’s better,” Alazar said assertively. 
 
    Tristan tilted his head.  “You want to leave the fate of Hell in the hands of Balthazar?  I never thought I would see the day when Death was afraid of something.  You told me that you offered yourself up to Serena and her twisted punishments and took the brunt of Lucifer’s fists to spare us from pain and humiliation, yet here you stand afraid of assuming control of Hell.  Where is the Alazar who marched alongside Aeries and tempted the mortals who tried to conquer foreign lands in Father’s name?  Where is the almighty Angel of Death who tempted some of the worst despots to ever walk in the Mortal Realm?  I certainly don’t see him standing on this beach.  Instead, I see me, the old me who questioned every decision every damned day.  I don’t know if I want to cry for the loss of our former, albeit less than perfect leader, or smugly say now you know what it was like to be me for thousands of years,” Tristan scoffed. 
 
    Alazar wanted to be angry with Tristan, but he was speaking the truth.  After years of condemning Tristan’s inability to get through the day without help, he was no better.  He was screwing up royally all because he was afraid. 
 
    “I can’t fail her again,” Alazar whispered. 
 
    Tristan’s arms fell to his sides as he gaped at him.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I was supposed to protect the Throne Room from usurpers and instead I handed them the throne.  I’m surprised that Lucifer and Hades didn’t try to take my head, though I have a feeling that Anjali stopped them.  Hell almost fell because of me.  There was a time when I would have gladly let Hell fall into ruins, but that time has passed.  If I can’t keep Hell safe, how can I keep her safe?  How can I keep any of you safe?  I believed Azazel and didn’t question him for one second.  What if I make the same mistake again, but next time it’s Anjali who suffers?  I don’t know if I can do it,” he admitted. 
 
    He saw Tristan’s face fall from the corner of his eye.  He had never once admitted his fears to Tristan, though honestly, he had never feared anything this strongly before. 
 
    Balthazar stepped forward and looked him in the eye.  “Azazel fooled everyone, including Lucifer and Hades.  Everyone makes mistakes, Alazar, which is why you still have your head.  You have to learn from your mistakes and tame your doubts.  We chose you to be our leader for a reason.  Granted, I can’t remember what that reason was because it was a really long time ago, but I’m certain that it was a good reason.”  Balthazar shrugged and pulled his dark, curly hair away from his face. 
 
    Alazar wanted to laugh because he couldn’t remember the reason either.  “I think the longer and curlier your hair gets, the dumber you get,” he chuckled. 
 
    Balthazar’s face contorted into something resembling a smile, which was a rare occurrence.  “You’re just jealous because you have straight, boring hair.” 
 
    Shaking his head at their conversation, Tristan put his hand on Alazar’s shoulder.  “We chose you to be our leader because death isn’t burdened by emotions.  It’s cold and unyielding.  Emotions lead to killing, but death doesn’t care about anger, agony, vengeance, fear, distrust, hunger or deception.  It doesn’t bargain, batter or abate.  It’s simple in its nature and unavoidable.  Everyone dies sometime and that is all the Angel of Death offers the mortals.  You are the bringer of the end.  That is the person who Anjali needs by her side when it is time to end the world.  We will tempt the mortals to choose the path of good or evil, but it’s up to you to end their lives,” Tristan stated. 
 
    Alazar choked up at Tristan’s words.  His brother believed he was capable of being the final temptation, even though he had lost faith in himself. 
 
    Balthazar nodded his head in agreement with Tristan.  “We thought you would be the last one to doubt yourself.  You were the one who would stand by the Destroyer with no doubt in your heart, no excuses in your mind, and no fear to hold you back from carrying out her will.” 
 
    Blowing out a long breath, Alazar wanted to fall into the deepest, darkest pit he could find.  This was why he didn’t want to let the Predznak down.  They had once believed in him and they still had faith in him after everything they had been through. 
 
    “I thank you for your praise, but you forget that I have been banished.  I need to sort things out with Anjali before I show my face in Hell again, lest Lucifer label me a traitor and kill me,” Alazar said firmly. 
 
    Tristan’s shoulders slumped, but he nodded.  “Fine.  Balthazar will secure the Throne Room alongside Malcolm.  You and I will search for Anjali in Brazil.  Once we find her, you will inform her of your decision.  I just hope that it’s the right decision,” Tristan conceded. 
 
    Balthazar frowned and kicked the sand.  “Why do I get the short straw?” he snickered. 
 
    Seeing Balthazar’s reluctance to take up his post, something inside of Alazar stirred.  They needed someone strong and competent to protect Hell and even though he personally wasn’t up to the task, he couldn’t allow Hell to fall. 
 
    Alazar invaded Balthazar’s personal space and glared at him.  “I trained you to be more lethal than me, more terrifying than Fear and stronger and faster than Aeries for moments like this.  I knew there would come a time when I had to handle a crisis and I needed someone I could trust to eliminate a different threat.  You’re right.  I can’t throw a punch nearly as well as you or Aeries.  I have always relied on my power to vanquish my enemies and that has caused my downfall.  Azazel used my arrogance against me.  I wasn’t able to access my power and I suffered because of it.  Had it been you who Azazel had tricked, you would have killed Azazel, Pax and Brend before they were able to enact their plan because you are a fighter.  Even locked in Celestial Bonds, I have faith that you would have found a way to escape.  Haydn and Sacha could never be trustworthy enough to help me fight on multiple fronts.  Zacharael was never powerful enough, while Rayan was too powerful.  Aeries wasn’t levelheaded when mired in anger.  Elrick, as charismatic as he was, never had a fighting spirit.  I chose you because I needed someone to fight until his last breath to save Anjali if all else failed.  Now I need you to defend Hell because I am not able to do it,” Alazar said forcefully. 
 
    Balthazar stared into his eyes in disbelief.  He finally nodded and accepted his duties. 
 
    Alazar took a deep breath and stepped away.  It seemed that he hadn’t lost his leadership abilities after all. 
 
    Turning to Tristan, Balthazar motioned to Alazar.  “I remember why we chose him as our leader.  He gives the best motivational speeches ever.”  With that, Balthazar disappeared from the chilly beach. 
 
    Tristan laughed.  “That certainly was one hell of a speech.  I think you need to give yourself one of those pep talks.  You’re going to need all the inspiration and motivation you can get when you face our master and make your choice,” he smirked.  “Shall we head to Brazil?” 
 
    Alazar’s stomach sank.  He certainly needed some kind of inspiration to fix things.  He tipped his face up to the sky.  “Liam, I summon you,” he shouted. 
 
    Tristan’s eyebrows flew up.  “Why aren’t you summoning Calin?  According to Balthazar, he’s a trained tracker and skilled hunter.  I heard that he tracked Fenris through Central Park.” 
 
    Chuckling to himself, Alazar looked around in every direction to search for the Nachtghul.  “Calin will shoot me if I summon him while I’m banished.  He’ll assume the worst of me.  Liam doesn’t understand the rules yet and he doesn’t know that much about me, so he’s less likely to try to kill me.  Above all, we need his wolf senses.  Calin is good, but he can’t pick up Anjali’s scent.  We’ve already lost too much time and the trail is growing cold.  Hopefully, Liam can figure out where she is.” 
 
    Tristan squinted and stared at him.  “Are you willing to risk being beheaded for breaking her banishment order to find her?” 
 
    He thought about the question and sighed.  Beheading would end his dilemma.  He wouldn’t have to choose between Anjali and Heaven.  Was he willing to risk his life to save a master he wasn’t sure he wanted to serve? 
 
    “I’m sure I can talk my way out of a beheading, if needed,” he shrugged.  “If not, I know that I will have deserved it.”


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Thrashing her head around, Anjali cried for help, but no one could hear her.  Gabriel and the others were already at the village and could not reach her in time even if they knew she was in trouble.  She was frightened by what was happening to her.  Never in her life had she experienced such a feeling of helplessness.  She wracked her panicked brain for a solution to the problem, but she was too upset to think clearly.  How had she allowed herself to be put into such a vulnerable position?  Why had she trusted someone who had proven his hatred of her by attempting to strike her with a Celestial Sword?  Why had her father left her alone with someone so dishonest? 
 
    Her eyes scanned the debris around her for a weapon, though her hands were stuck.  She tried to think of any possible way to free herself, but was at a loss.  In a moment of complete terror, she looked into the eyes of her attacker and hated him.  She hated everything about him from his brown eyes to his perfect teeth.  He was enjoying every second of her discomfort, which fanned the flames of her revulsion.  He was no better than the mortals who took advantage of innocent women, yet he was supposed to be better than the mortals and their wicked ways. 
 
    Anger overrode her panicked state and dissipated her fear.  Anger was a preferable emotion to terror because it helped her get control of her mind.  A spark of hope ignited when she felt the familiar tingle associated with the part of her power she called upon when it was time to punish the wicked.  She embraced the sensation and pointed it toward her target. 
 
    A scorching pain similar to Hell Fire exploded across her arms and torso, rousing Anjali from her nightmare, or rather her memory from centuries ago.  She screamed in horror as she tried to put out the flames.  How the hell had she ended up in the Realm of Fire again?  Seeing the dark tropical paradise all around her, she realized that she wasn’t in Hell or in a Realm of Torture.  She looked down to stamp out the flames, but found that she wasn’t on fire, nor was she burned.  She had no explanation for the pain until she saw the man who had grabbed her by the pool.  He was standing in front of her with a large rock raised above his head, staring down at the Celestial Bonds with a scowl of determination. 
 
    “No!  Wait!” she yelled as she jerked her outstretch hands away from the flat boulder she was draped across. 
 
    “I’m trying to free you.  Now, stay still,” her rescuer commanded. 
 
    “Didn’t you hear me screaming in pain?” she shouted, surmising that the pain was a result of the idiot trying to destroy the bonds.  She’d heard that the wearer of the bonds had a nasty surprise in store for them if they tried to dismantle them, but had never experienced the consequences firsthand. 
 
    His mouth curled into a half sneer half smile and his eyes lit up expressing his delight. 
 
    “What if I did?” he asked coldly, the question rolling smoothly off his tongue. 
 
    She ground her teeth at his cruel sense of humor, or perhaps his lack of scruples.  She hadn’t seen anyone take such delight in hurting her since Hades had retrieved her from the Realm of Drowning Seas holding a bag of marshmallows. 
 
    “Why you are trying to remove them?  I assume that being held in the bonds would aid you in my capture,” she sneered. 
 
    He tilted his head and stared at her manacles.  He seemed at a loss for words.  She was surprised that he didn’t have an answer for such a simple question. 
 
    He finally shook his head and pointed to the bonds.  “How do I take them off?” 
 
    “You can’t pry them off and you can’t smash them.  There is only one way to remove them, but no one here is capable of removing them,” she shrugged unable to explain any further.  She flipped her long hair over her shoulder, annoyed that her hair tie had fallen out during the fight. 
 
    He frowned at her statement.  “How did you manage to get locked inside of bonds that have no key hole and no way of opening while on this island?” he asked incredulously. 
 
    Biting her tongue, she debated how much she should tell him.  “These bonds are special and unbreakable.  They require a specific fingerprint to open them,” she huffed. 
 
    He crossed his arms and leaned to one side as he pondered her explanation.  “I’ve seen every kind of lock there is and while I accept that some require fingerprints, the glowing blue manacles around your wrists aren’t like anything I have ever seen before.  That means you’re lying or you’re in more trouble than I thought.  May I inquire as to why you are wearing unbreakable bonds in the middle of a deserted island?” he asked.  He sounded polite, but his question was accusatory in tone. 
 
    “May I inquire as to how the hell you found me on a deserted island?” she quipped. 
 
    “I have been asking myself that question for longer than you can imagine,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    Shaking off the tingling pain prickling her skin, she assessed the man standing in front of her.  In the brilliant morning sunlight, he appeared less sinister and more ruggedly handsome with a day’s worth of growth on his cheeks.  He was tanned, but fair skinned as if he was of European descent.  His short black hair, dark scruff, and thick eyebrows made his bright blue and purple eyes even brighter.  He was narrow across the shoulders and waist.  He didn’t look like much of a fighter, yet he had a certain way about him.  He had confidence, perhaps too much of it and a distinct swagger that made him seem worldly and intelligent.  Whoever he was, she should either thank him or push him off the nearest cliff, depending on his intentions. 
 
    She watched him sling a dark green canvas backpack over his left shoulder.  She eyed the pack and thought about what kind of food it might contain as her stomach rumbled. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” she asked as her eyes took in his tan cargo shorts and olive-green cotton short-sleeved shirt.  His clothes mirrored a military look, but he didn’t seem disciplined enough to have military training. 
 
    “If I had a gold sovereign for every time you’ve asked me that question, I would have enough riches to buy this island,” the man snickered in an English accent that sounded older than he was.  His unusual eyes examined everything before him, including her ridiculous outfit. 
 
    She had no idea how he knew what a gold sovereign was since the currency was obsolete, so she ignored the comment. 
 
    “I want to know who you are,” she demanded.  She hoped that his name would spark some kind of recognition.  If nothing else, it would be easier for her to add his name to her kill list once this horrible ordeal was behind her. 
 
    “Viktor.  Viktor Every.  What should I call you, darling?” he asked sarcastically.  She had no idea why it sounded like he was referencing some kind of private joke every time he spoke to her. 
 
    “Anjali,” she replied as she looked away from his amused face.  “Who sent you to rescue me?  I would like to know so that I can tell them how much you suck at it.”  She assumed he wasn’t actually there to rescue her based on their fight last night, but he hadn’t intentionally hurt or killed her while she was unconscious, so it was possible that last night was a big misunderstanding. 
 
    A devious smile spread across his face, which enhanced his “I’ve got a secret” vibe that he’d been giving off since she had woken up in pain. 
 
    “This is a rescue, but you aren’t the one being rescued,” he chuckled darkly. 
 
    A knot formed in the pit of her stomach at his odd joke.  She grimaced at her terrible luck and was tempted to give him the finger.  Instead, she added “Viktor Every – the mortal jackass stupid enough to kidnap the Destroyer from her kidnapping angel” to her retribution list.  His name was just below Haydn, Santiago, who had kicked her in the face—if he were still alive, Manuel, the young man who had betrayed her in the city, Hades, for possibly colluding with a Harpy and of course Lucifer for sending her on this doomed mission. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere with you.  I assume that you came here on some kind of boat, unless you are a champion swimmer, so it’s time for you to leave.  If you don’t, I’ll take your boat and leave you here.  The choice is yours,” she said imperiously.  Her patience was gone and she wasn’t in the mood to deal with this strange man.  Once she sent Viktor on his way, she would rinse off the sweat and sand from her crusty hair and clothes, eat the peaches back at the hotel, and decide if she should kill Haydn or not. 
 
    He folded his arms and sighed.  “As much as I would love to get back to civilization, I can’t leave the island yet,” he stated. 
 
    “What’s the matter, did you lose your way because the birds ate your breadcrumb trail?” she asked sarcastically. 
 
    He tapped his foot and looked down his nose at her.  “I would be able to find my ship while blindfolded,” he said smugly. 
 
    She leaned against a thick tree trunk and rolled her eyes at him.  “Fascinating, but I don’t really care.  All I want to do is leave this island, but I don’t trust you enough to get on your boat with you since you abducted me.  You need to leave before I’m forced to tie you to a tree and let you rot here,” she smiled. 
 
    He chuckled at her threat and stood his ground.  “I’m not leaving here without you,” he declared.  The cruel smile from earlier reappeared and made his striking face ugly and twisted with a mix of emotions.  She identified his anger and sadness, but she was anxious when she saw the dead look in his once bright eyes.  It was the cold, hard look of vengeance. 
 
    “Fine.  I guess I’ll have to tie you to the nearest tree, but first, I want to know what the hell I did to make you sail all the way here and drag me to your boat, especially since you were trying to remove my restraints.  I have never seen you in my life and now you’re trying to rescue someone, but it’s not me.  I would assume that this is some kind of ransom plot, but you have no idea who I am and I would hold no value to anyone.  So, I ask you, why the hell are you here?” she sneered. 
 
    He squared his shoulders and motioned toward the jungle to her left.  “Walk.” 
 
    She was dumbfounded by his command.  “Walk?  What am I, your dog?  You don’t get to order me around.  I’m not going anywhere with you,” she growled. 
 
    His lip curled and he shoved his finger in her face.  “You are in no position to tell me what to do or to question me.  You are the one bound in unbreakable bonds, stuck on an island with an unseen enemy.  I am the only one offering to remove you from this island, so I suggest you move your borrowed Nikes in that direction before I get testy and leave you here to die,” he said in a strained voice. 
 
    She smiled and shook her head slowly.  “You really have no idea who I am, but you’re going to find out, especially since you aren’t carrying any weapons.”  The hairs on her neck stood up at his accurate assessment of her situation.  She doubted that he had seen Haydn last night; otherwise, he would have asked about him.  From an outsider’s perspective, Haydn would have looked like he was being held captive with her.  At the very least, Viktor would have shown some interest in a man tied to a lounge chair. 
 
    “You’ll figure out who sent me soon enough, so don’t worry about that.  I’m unarmed because I don’t need any weapons to handle you,” he said arrogantly. 
 
    She chuckled.  “I like your confidence, but I don’t like your odds,” she said as she propelled herself off the tree and kicked Viktor in the balls with enough force to knock him to the ground.  She ran in the opposite direction and disappeared into a denser section of forest leading to a rocky slope.  She grabbed the largest frond and did her best to hide the incessant light from the bonds. 
 
    Once she had put enough distance between herself and Viktor, she slowed down and hid behind a group of boulders to conceal her position.  She had no idea how far she was from the resort, but the landscape was drastically different.  The plants were lush and showed no evidence of mortals disturbing the area.  She was closer to the high ground she had been hiking toward when she first arrived on the island, which was the only positive thing to come from this latest hiccup. 
 
    She crouched down and waited for Viktor to walk past her so that she could keep an eye on him and perhaps trick him into heading toward the wrong direction.  Once he was off on a wild goose chase, she would head for the waterfall in the distance.  As much as she wanted to return to the hotel, it was too risky with Haydn lurking about.  It wouldn’t take him long to get through his ropes and search for her, if he wasn’t already hunting her.  Her stomach grumbled at the thought of leaving behind her canned peaches, but she couldn’t risk getting lost on the island.  She hoped that the dogs would be okay and on some level thought perhaps Haydn would take care of them.  Regardless, she would come back to find them once she got the bonds off. 
 
    A thousand questions plagued her mind as she waited for Viktor to either pass or move far enough away for her to run.  How had Viktor found her and who had sent him?  She didn’t like his vague answers about rescuing someone other than her.  How could offering up the Bringer of the Apocalypse buy anyone’s freedom?  What kind of trouble had he gotten himself into?  She wondered why he was willing to risk his life to pluck her from an island and take her, well, she had no idea where he would take her.  He obviously didn’t know how powerful she was; otherwise, he would have brought back up with him, or at the very least a weapon. 
 
    She looked down at the Celestial Bonds.  Powerful—what a joke.  She barely had enough strength to fight Viktor last night.  Refusing to accept how screwed she was, she focused on the sounds of the jungle and tried to separate the humming of the bugs from the noises of her pursuer. 
 
    Her entire body was aching and she just wanted to rest against the boulders and sleep, but she forced her eyes to stay open.  She had to be vigilant and wait for her moment to run. 
 
    “There’s no use in running.  There isn’t a place on this earth where you can hide from me, so stop wasting my time and come along.  I am an impatient man when I want something,” Viktor huffed from behind her. 
 
    Flinching, Anjali looked over her shoulder and found Viktor standing with his arms folded.  She had no idea how he found her in the middle of her rocky sanctuary. 
 
    She slowly pushed herself to her feet and leaned against the nearest tree waiting for the blood to rush to her feet.  “I see that in addition to being an arrogant asshole, you’re part retriever.  How adorable.  You can scowl all you want, but I’m not going anywhere with you,” she replied. 
 
    She almost laughed at the complete and utter frustration in his expression that was mimicked in his tense body.  She didn’t get the impression that he would hit her or hurt her to make her comply, which made her curious to see how far she could push him.  There was something sexy about his stern face when she defied him.  It was dangerous to taunt an enemy, but she was too tired to care.  She needed to vent her frustrations on someone. 
 
    “Don’t make me carry you,” he threatened through his clenched jaw. 
 
    She wiggled her hips at him.  “Actually, I’m grateful for the lift last night.  I would have never gotten this far without your taxi service.  How about I let you carry me over to the beach?” she asked, motioning in no particular direction. 
 
    He sputtered, unable to form words.  Seeing him so upset was enough to throw her into a fit of laughter.  It seemed the delirium was setting in earlier during this round with the Celestial Bonds.  She bent over and laughed at his vexed expression.  He looked like he was about to stomp his foot and order her around like a petulant child. 
 
    “I’ve had enough of this,” he shouted.  He stamped his right foot and pointed at her.  “Do not vex me, woman.  I don’t have all day.  You will do as you’re told and walk,” he said firmly. 
 
    Her laughter was cut short when a sense of déjà vu hit her in the gut.  He had done exactly as she had imagined all the way down to using the word vexed.  It was a word that the Council used, or even Týr, but not something a mortal would typically say in the era.  She was so confused by the experience that she started walking in the direction he wanted. 
 
    She replayed the encounter in her mind a few times, trying to figure out how she knew what he would do, and why she had found his frustration so comical.  She had felt comfortable with him for a split second and let her guard down, but why?  She had almost felt playful when she “vexed” him.  She wanted to blame the sun beating down on her, frying her brain, or the exhaustion in her bones, but it went beyond that. 
 
    “Where are we going?” she asked, pushing aside the strange exchange with Viktor to focus on the larger problem.  She wasn’t worried about Viktor harming her, but she was worried about whomever he was working for.  Just like Manuel who had warned her and then betrayed her, she had the impression that Viktor was a means to an end.  In this case, he was the tracker sent to retrieve her, which meant that he could be bought. 
 
    “You needn’t worry about that.  Just keep walking.  I’ll tell you which way to go,” he replied coldly. 
 
    Blowing her hair out of her face, she glanced back at him over her shoulder.  He was scowling again.  Whatever was going on inside his head, he seemed to be at odds about something. 
 
    “If someone is paying you to abduct me, I’ll pay you more to let me go.  I’ll give you whatever you want,” she said, hoping to negotiate.  If money were his only concern, she would counter the offer and attempt to buy her freedom. 
 
    He unexpectedly pulled her to a halt and turned her around so fast that she was dizzy.  She shook her head to get her bearings until she saw that Viktor was standing so close that they were practically touching.  He looked down his nose at her.  “I can’t be bought with money,” he snarled. 
 
    Her breath caught in her throat.  He was so close that she had to crane her neck to see his face.  His bright blue and purple eyes were boring into hers, but it wasn’t a look of anger.  There was something else warring inside of him, but she couldn’t figure out what it was.  Perhaps it was longing or sorrow.  She only knew that there was more to Viktor than she had originally thought. 
 
    Standing inches from his chest, she could feel his warmth.  Her body became warm and achy as his eyes narrowed and changed from frustrated to curious.  Her breathing increased, but not from fear.  Why a stranger was making her lustful, she had no idea, but she couldn’t ignore it.  She wanted to reach out and touch his stubbled jaw for the pure sensation of it.  Her hands twitched and shook from the effort to keep them to herself.  She noticed that his breathing had changed as well.  It was staggered and uneven.  When he bent his head down and parted his lips, she thought he would kiss her, but he abruptly pulled away and released her from his intense gaze. 
 
    She took a breath and swallowed harshly, trying to regain her senses.  Why in the world would she even consider kissing a man who was ordering her around?  Embarrassed and angry with herself for falling into his trap, she pushed his chest and knocked him back on his heels.  “Release me!” 
 
    He glanced down at his chest where she had touched him and appeared to consider her request.  He wet his lips and looked toward the waterfall.  “We need to get there before nightfall.  There are animal tracks everywhere and it won’t be safe to camp out in the open.  We need to find shelter away from the hunting grounds.  The resort seems to only own half of this island.  The rest of it appears to be natural wildlands.  I doubt you noticed that we passed through metal fences and gates surrounding the main compound last night.  There were truck paths into the jungle, but they stopped after a point.  I have a feeling even the resort employees didn’t traverse this far, which means there could be anything out here.  We’re lucky that we haven’t run into anything with teeth so far.  I suggest that you listen to me and stop fighting before you get us both killed.  I am taking you to my ship and that is the end of the discussion,” he said calmly.  He was more composed than she had seen him so far. 
 
    She was surprised by his frankness, but she was grateful for it.  She hadn’t thought much about the predators hiding in the trees.  She was stuck in the jungle whether she liked it or not and he was the only one who knew where his ship or the resort were.  Biting her lip, she agreed to follow him. 
 
    Without a word, she marched in the direction they had been going and searched for the waterfall in the distance to gauge how much longer it would take. 
 
    Trudging through the dense overgrowth, she listened to him walking behind her.  Every so often, he would mutter something unintelligible to himself.  Whatever trouble he was in was great enough to stress him to the point of madness.  Sometimes he would swear before becoming quiet again.  Sighing, she wondered what would make him kidnap a woman who had clearly been through hell only to hand her over to someone else.  If she was being used as a pawn in an exchange, then maybe there was another option. 
 
    “You said that I would meet the person who sent you.  If you won’t accept money, maybe you will accept my help.  Despite my current ungodly appearance, I have many resources at my disposal, once I get free from the island.  If you are in some kind of trouble, maybe I can help.  I know you don’t think much of my fighting skills, but I assure you I can handle myself, when I’m not bound.  Let me help you,” she said sincerely. 
 
    She turned to look behind her when she didn’t hear Viktor’s footsteps.  She saw him frozen in place, lost in thought.  Taking advantage of his baffled state, she took a step toward him.  “If you believe that the problem is more than one woman can handle, I can tell you I’ve gotten myself out of many dangerous situations.  Besides, I have a group of people who can help me.  They too are at your disposal, if needed,” she said to sweeten the deal. 
 
    He stared at the ground but he didn’t seem relieved or happy about her offer to aid him.  If anything, it seemed to throw him into a distressed state.  His eyes grew stormy as he looked up at her.  His jaw was clenched tightly and his lips disappeared into a thin line.  He appeared older than his twenty-something years as if he had aged another twenty years in the span of a second.  He opened his mouth twice before speaking.  “Walk,” he said in a shaky voice.  His fists were balled up and his eye twitched from the strain he was under. 
 
    Huffing loudly, she whipped around and continued marching.  The first chance she got, she planned to knock him out, steal his backpack, and leave him for the wild animals.  She was done trying to help him.  She was done waiting for Haydn to get his head out of his ass and be the angel she needed.  She was done helping women stuck in a barn.  Helping people wasn’t her mission in this world.  Punishing the wicked would be her primary mission from now on.  The innocent would suffer, as they were meant to, and she would concentrate on inflicting as much pain as possible on the mortal’s tormentors once this was all over.  She was done caring about anyone but herself. 
 
    “Go fuck yourself,” she muttered.  She swore not to utter another word to the despicable man. 
 
    Viktor watched her every movement to make sure that she wasn’t planning to run.  He observed the way her hips moved as she steadily walked up the incline headed for the higher ground on the interior of the island.  He listened to her breathing as she panted and grumbled about how hot it was.  He took note of everything she did from the irritated glances she threw at him to the frustrated sighs, every time she tried to push her hair from her face.  She was a mystery to him, yet very familiar. 
 
    Anjali.  Her name this time was Anjali.  It was a unique name and pretty to say, but it had struck a chord with him when he heard it.  It meant, “a gift from God”.  She was his gift from God, though he preferred to think of her as a curse. 
 
    He examined the back of her unusual dress, which stood as a constant reminder that the woman he was going to trade for his freedom had a life of her own.  She had a family, friends and people who cared about her, ones who would certainly kill him if they knew what he was doing.  He tried not to think about who she was and what kind of person she might be.  She must be wealthy if she planned to buy her freedom, or perhaps she was an officer of the law since she had spoken of dangerous situations and men who would fight for her.  Regardless of who she was, he doubted that the demon would let her live out the rest of her life.  He was angry with himself for not asking about her fate, but at the time, he hadn’t cared.  He selfishly wanted what he wanted and everyone else could be damned. 
 
    He had sailed through the night and into the bright daylight to find the correct island.  He took his time scoping it out and deciding on the best location to drop anchor.  All the while, he thought about what kind of danger she might be in.  Enemies of all shapes and sizes plagued his mind as he prepared to deal with anything that got in his way.  He had been truthful about not needing a weapon to handle her, but she had been incorrect in her assumption that he was weaponless.  In his backpack lay all manner of items that would deter any villain who preyed upon her, except for one.  He should have tried to kill the demon who plagued his existence, but his offer was too tempting. 
 
    Why did the demon want her?  The better question was why hadn’t he obtained her after years of pursuing her.  The one benefit of staying away from her was realizing that he would never have to see the black-eyed man again, once he was finished doing his bidding. 
 
    All he had to do was find the woman, summon the demon, hand her over and walk away.  It was simple.  Yet, if it was his mission, why hadn’t he summoned the demon and made the exchange?  He could be living his life blissfully unaware of the woman staring at him as if he were a stranger, yet again.  He of course knew why he hadn’t handed her over; he was a masochist and needed psychiatric help. 
 
    He continued to trek through the blasted heat as he followed the reason for his misery.  She looked different from the last time he’d seen her, though, regardless of her appearance, she was always beautiful.  It took all his concentration to ignore her lovely blue eyes and her perpetual sassy attitude so that he could remember why he was here in the first place.  He needed to be rid of her. 
 
    If he handed the woman over now, he would have to sit alone on the island hating himself.  Though he hoped that the demon would keep his word and take his memories, there was no guarantee that he would fulfill his end of the bargain.  He wondered if he would feel the loss of her even if he couldn’t remember her.  She had made such an impression on him that it stood to reason that he would be ruined regardless of whether he knew her or not.  In short, he was fucked. 
 
    He flinched when he remembered her accusation of taking delight in her pain.  As much as he wanted to be a cold-hearted bastard and cruel to her, she had managed to break his resolve time and again.  Whenever he looked at her sun-scorched lips or the dark circles under her eyes, he wanted to take her into his arms and comfort her.  Every instinct he possessed told him to tend to her cuts and bruises, but he held firm.  He was not here to coddle her or make her feel safe.  He was here to retrieve her and hand her over.  He was here to summon the demon and move on with his life, yet he couldn’t. 
 
    Sadly, just as he had resigned himself to this terrible act, she had done the worst thing imaginable—she had offered to help him.  It was the last thing he wanted.  Ironically, she couldn’t help him since she was the cause of his suffering.  He had treated her poorly, yet she was kind enough to offer her assistance.  He felt like a heel.  What kind of person could be cruel to someone as lovely as the creature before him?  His guilt was tearing him apart. 
 
    He rubbed his forehead, tired of contemplating the problem.  Selfishly he wanted more time with her as always, but knew it would only bring him more heartache.  If he treated her as a prisoner, he could remain detached and indifferent.  Yes, that was the best course of action.  It was the only way to protect himself from her devastatingly sexy smile and seductive eyes.  No matter what color or shape her eyes were, he always fell into their fathomless depths and completely lost himself. 
 
    He shook himself from his fantasies about her eyes and measured the distance to the waterfall.  They were taking the long way around the island to his ship, because he wanted to delay the inevitable.  If he really was going to lose her forever, he was demented enough to want to steal a few more moments with her.  He needed his head examined. 
 
    “What are you doing on this island?” he asked before he could stop himself.  He wished he had asked the question to learn about the one who had captured her, but he knew it was merely to appease his own curiosity. 
 
    She shrugged and kicked a rock through the stream running down the hill to his right.  “Someone wanted me to do something that I’m not able to do.  Well, technically, I guess I could do it, but it really wouldn’t help anyone.  Regardless, he hates me and wants me dead,” she replied bitterly. 
 
    “Who captured you?”  He finally asked the question that could very well cause him to turn around and face her nemesis responsible for her mistreatment, throwing away all his efforts to date. 
 
    “He’s an associate of sorts.  He’s supposed to work for me, but he has other plans,” she huffed. 
 
    Based on this new information, it sounded like she was a mob boss or drug lord of some kind, though it didn’t fit her personality.  Maybe it had to do with her strange disappearances from the world.  “Were you on a boat before you were abducted?  I don’t understand why you are wearing that dress, or rather half of the dress,” he said, pointing to her top. 
 
    She pushed her dark hair out of her face and sighed.  “No,” she snickered.  “I wasn’t on a boat.  I was in a town in Brazil in the middle of a….”  She shook her head and refused to continue. 
 
    Hearing her about to open up to him, he became desperate for the answer.  Despite not caring about her, he couldn’t help but crave more information. 
 
    “If that question is too hard, then answer this one.  How did you arrive here?  I didn’t see any other ships in the area,” he said. 
 
    She turned away and didn’t offer up a response.  He watched her silently head up the side of a rocky slope and considered if he should help her or not.  They had been walking for a long time without a break.  His legs were getting stiff from walking over the uneven terrain so it stood to reason that her feet were blistering in shoes that were not hers. 
 
    Before he could decide whether he would offer her assistance, she slid back down the hill and tipped onto her side, unable to catch herself.  He ran to her aid but skidded to a stop when he heard her sniffle.  Dear God, was she crying?  Of all the things that he could stand idly by and witness, seeing a woman cry was not one of them.  He should have walked away and let her gather herself, but he couldn’t. 
 
    He looked down at her smudged face as a big fat tear rolled down her cheek leaving a light colored trail on her sunburnt face.  His heart shattered into a thousand pieces.  What was wrong with him?  She was in his charge.  Even if he intended to hand her over, the rules of warfare would dictate that he hand her over in reasonable condition, or at least no worse for wear.  The situation was even worse than that since he wasn’t actually at war with her.  Prisoners were at least fed and given water while in captivity.  How had he become this cruel? 
 
    Gazing at the cloudy horizon, he thought long and hard about what he should do.  For the umpteenth time, he repeated his favorite mantra.  I wish I had never met her. 
 
    He mentally kicked himself and crouched down next to her.  He let his backpack slide off his shoulders and he pulled out his canteen. 
 
    “Here,” he said gruffly. 
 
    She stared at the object in his hands for longer than necessary before nodding and taking it from him.  He pulled a clean bandana from a side pocket and reached out to wipe her tears.  When she pulled away from his hand and sneered at him, he slowly approached her again to show her what he was trying to do.  Though she continued to stare at him as if were demented, she allowed him to wipe away her tears. 
 
    When he was done, he watched her guzzle the water until she suddenly stopped and gulped loudly.  “I’m sorry.  Here.  I don’t want to take all your water,” she said politely. 
 
    He was surprised by her offer to return the water.  He shook his head and pushed the canteen toward her.  “It’s okay.  Drink all you want, I can purify more water,” he replied. 
 
    She nodded and proceeded to drink half of the canteen. 
 
    He dug through his pack and tossed her a brown plastic bag.  Her quizzical expression almost made him laugh. 
 
    “It’s an MRE.  Meals Ready to Eat.  The military use them to feed their soldiers.  I hope you like beef stew; otherwise, I have chicken and rice with vegetables,” he said. 
 
    “Beef stew is fine,” she said softly, still marveling at the package. 
 
    He took the package and began to dissemble it.  She was curious about its contents, so he showed her each item in the box from the stew packet to the chocolate brownie.  Aware that she was analyzing his every move, he showed her each step to prove that he wasn’t trying to poison her.  Once he placed the stew packet inside the heating bag, he turned to see her giant blue eyes staring at him. 
 
    “Why are you feeding me?” she sniffled.  She wiped her face and smeared more dirt across her cheek. 
 
    He hesitated but felt that he owed her some kind of an answer.  “I may have been overzealous in my attempts to get you back to my ship so quickly.  I forgot that you aren’t cargo but a living person.  I shouldn’t have treated you so roughly, though I doubt you would have come with me if I had requested your company when I first arrived,” he explained.  He could only imagine how the conversation would have gone if he had been up front with her and told her to come along quietly to her doom. 
 
    “Yeah, I probably wouldn’t have come willingly,” she snickered.  He noticed that her eyes never left the food packets.  It seemed that he had underestimated her hunger. 
 
    “When was the last time you ate?” he asked.  Apparently, he hadn’t punished himself enough along this journey, and needed the extra self-loathing to add to the fire. 
 
    She tore her eyes away from the box containing her food and looked down at the gash on her knee.  “Last night I had some tuna and before that I had some chips for lunch.” 
 
    Viktor hung his head and tapped his finger on his leg.  He was an ass.  He hadn’t taken into consideration that she had been someone else’s prisoner before he had taken possession of her and had already suffered from poor treatment. 
 
    He stood up and took his canteen to the small stream a few feet away.  He then took his blue bandana from his pocket and dipped it into the water.  Wringing out the bandana, he returned to see her still drooling over the food. 
 
    “Anjali,” he stared, but paused as his throat ceased up.  Why had he said her name?  Somehow just saying her name and humanizing her caused him physical pain. 
 
    She met his gaze, but he didn’t finish his thought.  Instead, he knelt down next to her and cleaned her face with the bandana until he could see her pink skin.  He then wrung out the cloth and placed it on the back of her neck to cool her. 
 
    Reaching into his bag, he pulled out his medical kit and water purification tablets.  Once her meal was warm enough, he tended to her knee while she gobbled up her stew, crackers, nuts, high calorie bread, and washed it down with instant coffee. 
 
    He did his best to be professional as he cleaned her skin and bandaged her in a few different places on her legs and arms.  He didn’t need her wounds getting infected.  More than once, he caught himself about to caress her soft skin, but he didn’t want to appear to be a pervert.  She had no idea who he was and if he had his way, she never would. 
 
    When he was done, he couldn’t help but put his hand on her cheek and lightly rub his thumb over her velvet skin.  She pulled away, surprised by his touch, but he refused to apologize.  Instead, he busied himself with assembling his own meal and waiting for it to heat. 
 
    “Viktor, there has to be a way to work this out.  You have to understand that I’m not going to allow myself to be handed over to your boss.  I will fight to my last breath to protect myself,” she said as a warning. 
 
    His stomach fluttered at the sound of his name on her lips.  He closed his eyes and memorized the sound of it before he quickly packed up the trash in a plastic bag and reassembled his pack. 
 
    “Let’s get moving,” he replied as he stuffed the components of the MRE into his cargo pants for later.  He held out his hand to help her up, but she refused him.  Her rejection stung slightly, but he reminded himself that he was the villain. 
 
    She wiped her nose with the back of her wrist and got to her feet.  It was for the best that they didn’t get any friendlier for no good would come of it.  He told himself yet again that he was better off without her.  If only he could believe it. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Dizzy and breathless, Haydn pulled himself out of the pool and took in as much air as his lungs would accept.  Coughing and gagging, he rolled onto the brick patio and stared up at the sun.  It had taken longer than he would have liked to extricate himself from the ropes between losing consciousness and being in complete darkness during the night.  He had even tried to disappear from the pool using his power, but his mind was too overwhelmed with his body rebelling against him due to the drowning and the poison. 
 
    He felt like a fool for forgetting the spare knife strapped to his leg.  Thankfully, Anjali wasn’t good at patting down her prisoners in an effort to remove their weapons, something he had learned the hard way as a Recruit.  It took some time for the rope to absorb enough water to loosen up and enable him to wiggle his legs high enough, while crouching down low enough to reach his backup knife.  It was rare for him to need his spare knife, which meant he was getting sloppy. 
 
    Taking in yet another deep breath, he moved his body around to see if the poison was out of his system yet.  Thankfully, the pain was manageable, which meant it was time to find Anjali. 
 
    He glanced around the pool area and found no sign of her.  As pissed off as she was, he doubted that she would have left him to drown all night without trying to negotiate.  He had been in no position to deny her anything, except maybe his loyalty.  Even that was open to discussion after he had lost consciousness the 30th time. 
 
    If she had been rescued, he would have likely lost his head or been arrested by the Celestial Warriors.  He wasn’t sure which would have been worse.  He had to presume that wherever she was, she was with an enemy. 
 
    He thought about summoning the other Predznak and letting them find her, but that was dangerous.  He would be inviting certain death when the Predznak under her command appeared and realized that he had captured her. 
 
    It bothered him that she was helpless and without any allies because of him.  Well, certainly not helpless, but in no condition to free herself, despite her tricks. 
 
    Seeing the afternoon rays shining through the trees, he closed his eyes.  He felt that same burning in his chest that told him to pull her out of the ocean and made him feel dishonorable for pushing her to the ground.  It no longer mattered that he had planned to kill her.  She needed his help and he was duty-bound to rescue her.  Once she was in his possession again, he would reassess the situation. 
 
    He turned his head when he heard a sound to his left.  A little fur ball jumped on his back and licked the side of his face.  He laughed at the absurdity of the moment.  He petted the Yorkie’s head and shooed her away. 
 
    “I noticed that you only came to see me once I decided to find your master,” he laughed as he scratched the dog’s neck. 
 
    He looked around and saw a can sitting on the counter.  He popped to his feet and shook out his hair.  The dog barked at him when it got caught in the spray of water. 
 
    “That’s for helping her,” he winked. 
 
    He waved his hand and dried his clothing, but left his hair to dry on its own.  The humidity would ruin it anyway. 
 
    Reaching for the can, he spied his knives beneath the bar.  Thank Heaven for small favors.  He quickly attached his sheaths to his thighs and smiled at the satisfying feeling of being armed.  He carefully cut open the can of peaches and set it down on the ground for the dog to eat.  He had no idea if dogs ate peaches, but at this point, it was better than starving. 
 
    His stomach dropped when he realized that Anjali was saving the peaches to stave off her hunger.  It was doubtful that she would be able to feed herself while in the possession of an enemy.  Worse still, she would soon deplete her energy and pass out, leaving her unable to defend herself. 
 
    The jingle to his left indicated that the second dog had arrived to eat.  The bulldog sat at his feet and growled at him. 
 
    “Your buddy is much more forgiving than you are,” he sighed as he reached down to pet his head. 
 
    The bulldog dropped something out of his mouth onto the patio.  Haydn reached down and picked up the item.  Upon inspection, his heart stopped.  It was a scrap of the hideous dress, the one he wanted to leave at the bottom of the ocean.  It had been unevenly ripped and was covered in sand.  There had most certainly been a struggle last night. 
 
    Pushing his wings through his shirt, he launched himself into the air.  He wasn’t sure if she had been taken by someone from their world or from the Mortal Realm.  A mortal would need a way off the island, so he decided to fly along the coast in search of any vessels.  If an immortal had taken her, she could be in a different country, or worse, a different realm.  He hoped for the better of the two options but prepared for either type of enemy. 
 
    Flapping his wings harder than usual to keep himself in the air, he searched for anything out of the ordinary.  Thinking back to his training, he remembered to stay low to the tree line to avoid being out in the open for an aerial attack and was careful not to fly in a straight line, lest he make himself an easy target from the ground or the air.  He covered large areas to make sure that it was clear, but doubled back often to search for minor disturbances in the landscape that he might have missed.  It felt strange to return to his training after all these years.  He had abandoned the warrior’s methods upon leaving the fold for a number of reasons.  Though Aeries had once commanded him, he was not in charge of the Predznak and didn’t show any interest in continuing his former way of life. 
 
    Learning how to scout out an area had been easy for him, but the physical fighting had been a challenge.  During his first week as a Recruit, he went to bed sore and exhausted.  There came a point when he didn’t want to get out of bed to train again.  It was a grueling schedule and Aeries was merciless.  He showed little to no compassion when one of the recruits was injured.  He yelled when they failed in their tasks and he threatened to throw them out of the program if they continued to fail. 
 
    Haydn had befriended one of the other Recruits on their first day because both of them had been bleeding too much to finish their training.  Recruit Perin didn’t have much in the way of a sense of humor, but he was a kind angel who believed he had the heart of a warrior.  They often relied on each other for moral support. 
 
    Perin was good at following orders, whereas Haydn was better at assessing a situation before jumping into the fray.  He wasn’t as strong or fast as the other Recruits, but he was smarter than they were.  He knew when to back away from a fight and when to engage in order to win.  Of course, this drove Aeries insane.  The Lord Commander expected him to do as he was told instead of stopping to interpret the situation and devise his own plan of attack.  Aeries wanted him to fight until the death, whereas Haydn preferred to negotiate when he was able and attack when there weren’t any other options.  According to Aeries, he thought too much and talked too much to be a warrior. 
 
    Aeries’ biting criticism still stung after all these years.  He told him that a warrior wasn’t meant to judge, he was meant to act.  If Haydn wanted to pass judgement on people and decide for himself if they should live or die, then he would never be a true warrior.  Warriors followed orders.  They didn’t follow their hearts, or carry personal vendettas against anyone.  They were merely the instruments of justice for Heaven to command.  Aeries believed that he understood what made an angel succeed as a warrior, but Haydn believed that there was more to it.  He wanted to help people as much as he wanted to serve justice.  The two of them differed on many points, but Haydn refused to quit so he worked harder to be what Aeries wanted—a drone who did as he was told. 
 
    Swooping lower through the trees, he weaved in and out of the branches.  If he wasn’t searching for his master, he might actually enjoy the scenery.  It had been a long time since he’d been afforded a moment’s peace to enjoy any wondrous sights before his eyes.  He had long forgotten how beautiful the blue sky was and how miraculous a jungle could be with its array of vegetation and its unique animals.  He wished that he could live out his days here, alone, but it was not meant to be. 
 
    He knew what he was supposed to do.  He was supposed to tempt the mortals, but he had grown to hate them all.  They were suspicious creatures who would rather steal from one another in order to survive than join together and live as a community.  They spoke about each other behind their backs because friendship was merely a word, not a lifestyle.  He hated seeing their fake smiles and later hearing their harsh criticisms of their supposed friends.  They pretended to care about their neighbors, all the while plotting their demise.  They had no sense of loyalty, which they proved the day he had given up on his mission. 
 
    The Predznak had been the same way.  In the beginning, they pretended to get along and care about each other, but one by one, they all turned on each other.  Alazar thought little of him and Aeries considered him a pathetic waste of time.  There were countless times when he wanted to tell Aeries the real reason he had quit, but he had sworn never to reveal the truth to anyone.  If he told Aeries the truth, it would have disgraced the good name of the Celestial Warriors. 
 
    As the years dragged on with the Predznak, he became more disillusioned by his post, but had no recourse since their master was absent.  He thought about going before the Council and asking to be relieved of his duties, but knew it wouldn’t bode well after quitting his training to become a Chancellor and a Warrior.  An angel could only request a new job so many times before the Council questioned his dedication to Heaven and decreed him a faithless Forgotten.  Instead of being cast out into the world as a Forgotten, he kept to himself and did his best to fulfill his duties as a miserable Predznak. 
 
    He suddenly thought about the look on Anjali’s face when she was yelling at him by the pool.  She was angry that he wasn’t fulfilling his duty, which meant that she hadn’t really given up on him.  It was different from the way Aeries and High Commander Vladimir yelled at him.  They had expected him to fail for some reason.  Anjali, on the contrary, expected him to get off his ass and do his job.  Something stirred inside of him at the realization that he had disappointed her.  Aeries could barely look at him after he quit, whereas Anjali refused to let him quit.  That same spark of hope ignited in his heart, the one he felt when Anjali had smiled at him in the cave.  For better or worse, he was a Predznak and his master was in trouble.

 
 
   
 
  


 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Having walked the better part of the afternoon, Anjali watched the sun dip lower in the sky.  She was no closer to figuring out who Viktor was or who he was working for.  She had tried multiple times to start a conversation to learn more about him, but he had become tight-lipped and refused to commit to any of her accusations one way or another. 
 
    She had pieced together a few things about him, despite his refusal to speak.  He knew his way around the island, or at least how to orient himself based on the sun and the landscape.  He was adept at walking through the untamed jungle and didn’t rattle easily.  Twice, they had come across wild animals: the first was a crocodile sunning itself on the shore of a large river that cut the area in half, and the second was a jaguar sitting high up in a tree.  Both times, Viktor told her to keep quiet and carefully navigated them out of danger.  He kept his cool as he guided her to safety. 
 
    He also had a compassionate side, which he was trying to hide.  She was surprised that he had fed her and cleaned her wounds.  Regardless of the trouble he had gotten himself into, deep down he wasn’t a bad person.  Even if he was a nice guy, she didn’t trust his motives for getting her off the island.  Once his boat was in sight, she would take advantage of an old knee injury that made him limp slightly when he was tired.  She was grateful that Calin had taught her how to spot an opponent’s weak points. 
 
    With her own legs giving out from walking all day, she finally fell to her knees and tipped over into a fluffy patch of something green.  Her eyes were too heavy to keep open and even the thought of laying on something poisonous wasn’t enough to make her move. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Viktor asked as he ran to her side. 
 
    “Exhausted,” she muttered, closing her eyes. 
 
    He sighed and tossed his pack on the ground.  “I guess we will have to make camp here.  I was hoping to get further away from the river to avoid any predators drinking from the river, but I can see that you aren’t going to move.” 
 
    “I’m done,” she yawned. 
 
    She felt the ground beneath her shift slightly indicating that Viktor was sitting down to rest.  Reluctantly, she opened her eyes to find him leaning against a boulder with his knees up.  He was looking at her with a bemused expression. 
 
    “Are you ready to tell me why you are on this island and why you tire so easily?  I know we have walked for most of the day, but you’ve needed to stop every hour to catch your breath.  Are you really that out of shape?” he chuckled. 
 
    She rolled onto her back and raised her wrists.  “I already told you why I’m here and I’m in better shape that you think.  Be mad at these things.  They are designed to make the wearer tired and it amplifies pain.  In short, they are the reason for my misery,” she said, too tired to lie. 
 
    “I’m not sure how they can amplify pain, but I do remember you mentioning that your associate wants you to do something you don’t want to do.  I’m not sure what that has to do with this island though.  Why bring you here and put you in restraints designed to weaken and hurt you?” he asked. 
 
    “He chose this island because it’s remote and no one will find me.  Of course, he had no idea that you would show up.  Are you going to tell me how you knew I was here when no one else knows my location?” 
 
    His lips pressed together into a firm line and he looked up at the sky. 
 
    “Fine.  Neither one of us is ready to talk and I’m too tired to argue.  Can you at least tell me what country I’m in?” she sighed as she tried to get comfortable on the lumpy ground. 
 
    He stared at the ground for a moment before he finally threw his hands in the air.  “Brazil.  You’re in Brazil.  This island is within their boundaries.  Without the coordinates, no one would be able to find you anyway,” he shrugged. 
 
    Hearing that she was still in Brazil, her exhaustion abated and she was suddenly murderous.  She popped to her feet and started pacing.  “I can’t believe he was stupid enough to stay in Brazil.  It’s probably the last place anyone would look for me considering who he is.  He would be more likely to bring me to the ends of the earth to hide me.  No one will think to look for me here,” she growled. 
 
    Viktor was on his feet and pacing with her.  “Tell me who captured you and I will make sure he never hurts you again,” he vowed. 
 
    Surprised by his sudden interest in protecting her, she turned and shoved his chest.  “What the hell is wrong with you?  First, you’re tackling me, next you’re wiping away my tears, and now you want to fight my enemy.  Who the fuck are you and why aren’t you rescuing me?” she shouted. 
 
    His mouth fell open and he rubbed the back of his neck.  He looked like he was searching for an answer, but forgot how to speak. 
 
    Unwilling to deal with this farce any longer, she twisted around and let her shoulders sag as if she was about to cry.  When he came to console her, she kicked out her leg and connected with his bad knee.  He grunted and landed awkwardly on his side.  She kicked him in the stomach and ran for his pack.  She had noticed something interesting when he had pulled out the MREs.  He was carrying a pocketknife and revolver.  Reaching the pack before he could get up, she grabbed both the pocketknife and the gun.  She pushed the knife into her pocket for later and popped open the cylinder of the revolver to make sure it was loaded before snapping it back into place. 
 
    Viktor immediately put his hands up when he saw her pointing the gun at him. 
 
    “Anjali, don’t shoot me, I can explain,” he pleaded. 
 
    “I find it interesting that all you needed was a gun pointed at your head to make you talk,” she sneered. 
 
    He fumbled around for the right words for a second before he finally spoke.  “I didn’t want to tell you who I was because I didn’t think you would believe me,” he said hesitantly. 
 
    “Try me,” she stated. 
 
    “I’ve given you my name, but I’ve had so many of them.  Viktor is a name I choose to have once I remember my previous lives.  I find it comforting to be one person who has lived many lives instead of multiple people who have lived separate lives.  Regardless of my name, I have only ever loved one woman, you.  I can’t explain why I remember everything or why you have haunted me for centuries, but it’s the truth,” he said, his voice expressing the relief he felt in revealing his secret. 
 
    She lowered the gun as the reality of the situation hit her.  Viktor was one of her soul mates, just like Calin, Derick, and Liam.  It took a moment to process the fact that he remembered her since she couldn’t recall a single moment in his presence before yesterday. 
 
    “You said that you weren’t here to rescue me.  Why else would you be here if you know who I am?” she said, trying to figure out why he was really here. 
 
    He hung his head and shrugged. 
 
    She couldn’t breathe when the answer came to her.  He was going to deliver her to someone else either as a trade or because he was being forced to. 
 
    “Who wants me, Viktor?  You came all the way out here to grab me, so someone must really want me.  What did they offer you?  What did they promise you?” she asked, angry that one of her lovers was willing to sell her off to the highest bidder. 
 
    He looked up at her with tears in his eyes.  “He offered to take away my memories of you,” he whispered. 
 
    She felt like she had been punched in the gut.  Not only was he betraying her, he wanted to forget that she ever existed.  Even though she couldn’t remember their lives together, she couldn’t understand why he would hate her so much. 
 
    “What did I do to you?  What was so horrible between us that you want to forget our shared past?” she said as tears blurred her vision.  She imagined what it would feel like for Calin or Derick to tell her that they wanted to leave her and forget about everything they had been through.  She wanted to believe that her past lives with her soul mates had been happy and filled with love, though she knew from Gabriel that tragedy often befell her and her lover at the time.  It seemed that Viktor would rather forget her than remember any of the good times they had.  Her heart broke at the thought of being forgotten forever by someone she had loved for centuries.  It was silly to mourn a lover she couldn’t remember, yet she was still devastated. 
 
    She dropped the gun and backed away from him.  She wasn’t sure if she wanted to punch him or leave him to die on the deserted island.  Unable to look at him any longer, she ran off into the jungle. 
 
    “Anjali, wait!” he yelled. 
 
    Tripping through the darkening jungle, Anjali ran as fast as her tired body would go.  She didn’t want to stop; otherwise, she would break down into tears.  How could someone who had spent centuries as her lover betray her?  There were a thousand reasons for him to hate her, but she didn’t want to think about any of them.  Love wasn’t perfect, she understood that very well.  There were days when her Nachtghuls did something to upset her, though it usually had to do with fighting among themselves or a disagreement about Lucifer. 
 
    What would drive someone to go to such lengths to forget about their past?  She had always believed that the Bringer of the Apocalypse would be difficult to love, especially after seeing herself through the Council’s eyes.  Yet, something terrible must have happened between her and Viktor.  Maybe she didn’t want to know why he hated her.  It was possible that she had done something horrible to him.  If she had killed him with her power as she had Farouk, it would certainly give him cause to despise her. 
 
    With her lungs burning and her ankles scraped up from stepping on the sharp rocks and plants in the dim light, she finally slowed down and tried to breathe.  Her heart felt like it had been stabbed and her stomach was in knots.  Her mind may not remember Viktor, but her body did.  It felt as if a loved one had died and she was left to mourn him. 
 
    She threw herself against a tree and slid down until she hit the ground.  Tears tumbled down her cheeks and she let out a sob.  Haydn wanted to kill her, Viktor wanted to trade her for a clean slate, and she was stuck on an island with both of them.  How she longed for a fight with Hades or a false god.  At least she could take her anger out on either of them.  Both Haydn and Viktor had their reasons for wanting to be rid of her and she was responsible for letting them both down. 
 
    She wept and wept for the loss of her angel and a man she must have loved very much based on how much her heart ached until she finally cried herself to sleep. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    “There,” Alazar shouted above the wind in his ears, “That looks promising.”  He banked left through the night sky toward a large fire consuming a farmhouse. 
 
    Tristan nodded and dipped lower to follow him. 
 
    Alazar gracefully landed on the fire-scorched ground and pulled his black wings into his back.  “Liam, I summon you,” he shouted. 
 
    Tristan looked around the area, but waited for Liam to arrive before exploring, not wanting to contaminate any scents.  “What the hell happened here?” Tristan muttered. 
 
    “I don’t know.  Let’s find out,” Alazar smirked. 
 
    Liam appeared a moment later and put his hand up to block the bright glow of the flames lighting up the darkness.  “Yep.  That’s what I smelled in Santa Blanca, except now it’s mixed with burning flesh,” he said in disgust, pointing to a number of bodies still ablaze on the porch. 
 
    Shaking his head, Alazar was surprised by the gruesome scene before him.  Bodies were sprawled across the area, all the way out to a barn.  Whoever had killed these men didn’t have any morals and showed their victims no mercy.  Anjali had undoubtedly lit the Hell Fire, but she wasn’t responsible for the carnage.  She had more respect for life than whoever caused this massacre. 
 
    Alazar watched Liam shift into his wolf form and slowly sniff the dirt to determine who had created each footprint by their scent.  Alazar had been impressed by Liam’s investigation in Santa Blanca.  It had taken some time, but Liam had picked up Anjali’s scent only to lose her in the middle of an intersection.  The trail had been faint and sparse, but Liam’s nose had proven to be a valuable asset.  None of them could understand why Anjali’s trail had disappeared until Liam located multiple scents grouped together around Anjali’s on the sidewalk.  They assumed she had somehow been jumped in the street and taken somewhere by vehicle.  Finding the source of the Hell Fire wafting through the town had been their next logical step. 
 
    Shifting back to two legs, Liam jogged over to Alazar.  “I recognize the scents of the guys who grabbed Anjali, but there are a lot more that I don’t recognize.  They must have worked here in the compound.  The ones in the black uniforms weren’t in the city, so they must have joined the party later.  I have no idea what was going on here, but the military guys are seriously armed,” Liam said pointing to an MP5 on the ground.  “The weird part is how they died.  Obviously, they didn’t die from the Hell Fire.  A bunch of them were shot or stabbed, but a couple of them were eaten.”  The look on his face conveyed his disgust. 
 
    Alazar’s head snapped up.  “Eaten?” he asked, confused by the word. 
 
    Tristan stepped forward to examine the mortal that Liam was pointing to who resembled a Shade.  He glanced at the body and quickly stepped back with his eyebrows lodged in his hairline.  “Something definitely ate most of that one,” he said, disturbed by what he saw. 
 
    Rubbing his hand across his face, Alazar tapped his foot.  “Death by teeth is a terrible way to die, though I feel no pity for them if they brought Anjali here to hurt her,” he remarked. 
 
    Liam shook his head.  “They aren’t teeth marks.  It looks like birds pecked them to death.  It could have been vultures taking advantage of the injured men, or some other bird of prey, but I think most birds wait until something is dead to eat it.” 
 
    Tristan’s eyes met Alazar’s and conveyed the same shock he felt.  Both of them turned in unison to scan the dark sky and the fields opposite the farmhouse. 
 
    “Do you think Celaeno is still here?” Tristan gulped. 
 
    “I’m hoping she’s dead, but my luck hasn’t been that good in a long while,” Alazar replied as he summoned his favorite dagger to his hand. 
 
    Tristan daringly walked out into the darkness to explore what looked like grazing fields that hadn’t been tended to in years.  By Alazar’s estimation, the farm hadn’t been in working condition for a long time.  It must have been taken over by the men at some point.  He wanted to know the purpose of the compound but was afraid to learn too much about it.  If these men had harmed his master, he would find their souls in Hell and torture them for answers. 
 
    “I found something,” Liam shouted.  “There’s a throwing knife with Anjali’s blood on it and there’s a few drops of blood next to it.  Someone either stabbed her or threw the knife at her.”  He carefully picked up the knife by the end and held it to his nose. 
 
    Alazar glanced over his shoulder to watch Liam examine the knife.  “I doubt you’ll know who it is.  Half of these guys have throwing knives.  One of them must have gotten in a lucky shot.  I’m betting it was one of the guys that was set on fire,” he smirked.  His was proud of his master for fighting back.  These men tangled with the wrong woman and lived long enough to see the full wrath of the Destroyer. 
 
    He whipped his head around and surveyed the damage more closely.  Why had Anjali only used Hell Fire to defend herself?  His master’s temper was a tangible force when provoked.  If they had snatched her from the street and abused her in any way, her power would have leveled the place.  Why were the buildings still standing?  Why had so many men died from mortal weapons instead of being electrocuted or torn apart by tornados?  She had restrained herself for some reason. 
 
    “She came here willingly,” Alazar shouted to Tristan, who was halfway across the field. 
 
    Tristan turned around to ponder his statement.  “How do you know that?” 
 
    Alazar raised his arms and motioned to the entire area.  “No tornados, flooding, or wind damage.  You haven’t spent much time with Anjali, but when she’s pissed, the entire town knows it.  She must have allowed herself to be brought here, but I have no idea why.” 
 
    Liam approached him with the knife still in his hand.  “The barn door is chained up, and I can’t hear any heartbeats inside.  I smell blood, but there’s also a strong feminine scent coming from inside.  I overheard a few people in town talking about how upset they were that some of their women were disappearing.  If Anjali figured out that the women were being kept here, she could have come to help them.  It would explain why she kept her rage under control.  If there were hostages, she would have tried to keep them safe,” Liam said logically. 
 
    Letting out a long breath, Alazar tried to figure out how the Harpy played into all of this.  “We agree that Celaeno was here at some point.  Nothing else could consume this many men in such a short time.  I have no idea if she was in the area and took advantage of the situation or if she is somehow connected to all of this, but we have to find Celaeno.  It’s doubtful that Celaeno just happened to be in the same place as the Destroyer given her primary object of killing Anjali.  I suggest we split up.  You and Tristan will continue to search for Anjali.  I’ll stay behind to see if Celaeno is using this place as her base of operations.  Hopefully, I can kill Celaeno quickly and rejoin the two of you,” Alazar said, formulating his plan.  He looked down at the bloody knife in Liam’s hand and suppressed the urge to punch something.  “Any ideas about the knife?” 
 
    Liam scowled pensively at the sharp metal object in his hand.  “Sort of, but you’ll think I’m crazy for suggesting it,” he said rubbing his chin. 
 
    Alazar shrugged.  “Go on, just say it.  We’re short on time.” 
 
    Biting his lip, Liam held up the knife to show Alazar.  “It wasn’t a mortal who threw this.  To me it smells like an angel, either Rogue, Forgotten, or perhaps a Predznak,” he said hesitantly. 
 
    Alazar chuckled at the outrageous accusation.  “You were right.  I think you’re crazy.  How could you possibly know that?” 
 
    Liam squirmed slightly under his scrutiny.  Alazar was beginning to think he had brought the wrong Nachtghul on their trip.  Depending on the next words out of Liam’s mouth, he would either kiss his cheek or summon Calin to take his place. 
 
    Twisting the knife this way and that, Liam searched for the words to explain his wild theory.  “When the Celestial Warriors showed up in New York, I immediately smelled something strange.  I couldn’t identify it right away, but I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it.  They smelled like fresh rain mixed with honeysuckles and primrose.  One of them even had the scent of lilies clinging to his clothing, which I hate by the way.  Men don’t smell like that even when wearing the most expensive colognes.  The scent of the Heavenly Angels is what I imagine Heaven to smell like, which makes sense since they spend most of their time there.  Fallen Angels, on the contrary, smell like cinder because they work in Hell, just like you and Tristan, though right now you smell more like fish water,” he said, wriggling his nose.  “The scent on this knife doesn’t smell like rain or cinder, but there is another scent that’s just as strong—one that all the angels share, once you get past the other smells….warm sunlight.  Ask me to explain what sunlight smells like and I can’t, I only know it when I smell it.  The handle of this blade smells like warm sunlight, but it also smells like seawater.  This angel doesn’t live in Heaven or Hell.”  He winked as he handed over the blade. 
 
    Alazar stared at the werewolf in disbelief.  Everything he said about the honeysuckles and primrose was true.  The Heavenly Gardens were filled with them.  Even the lilies made sense.  God kept ponds of lilies in his Dome where he held court.  He smiled when he remembered how fragrant and inviting Heaven smelled, making him long for the scent of warm sunlight.  He almost teared up when the image of home permeated his mind. 
 
    He had to snap himself out of his daydream of walking through the Rose Garden past the souls of the mortals who were overjoyed to reside in Heaven to hear what Liam was saying. 
 
    “Go ahead, tell me I’m crazy, but whoever owned this knife is an angel who is hanging out somewhere near the shore,” Liam surmised. 
 
    Alazar nodded absently as he considered this new information.  When the answer finally came to him, he took the knife and threw into the dry ground.  “Haydn.  He’s the Predznak with the affinity for small knives.  If you take Balthazar out of the equation, then Haydn makes sense,” he growled. 
 
    Liam shook his head.  “Why not Aeries?  He was a Celestial Warrior according to Týr.” 
 
    Waving away Liam’s suggestion, he motioned to the compound with his chin.  “If Aeries had been here, he would have gone into berserker mode and torn those men to pieces like they were tissue paper.  Whatever weapon was in his hand at the time would have ripped the flesh from these men until nothing was left.  Hell, even the walls of the barn and farmhouse would have splintered into dust if Aeries wanted what was on the other side.  Either that or he would have tempted the men to war against each other until there was nothing left.  Neither of those things happened here.  I guarantee that Haydn waited for the right moment and swooped in.  He may have tempted the men to turn on each other resulting in the gunshot wounds, but it’s more Haydn’s style to walk right through the middle of the melee to attack his target, just as he was trained to do,” Alazar said bitterly. 
 
    Alazar turned to figure out where Tristan had gotten off to when he suddenly felt a sharp pain in his neck. 
 
    Tristan trotted back toward Alazar and Liam having found nothing of significance in the fields just in time to see Alazar fall to his knees and slump over.  A blue light appeared out of the din and lit up Liam’s face as he skillfully ducked underneath it.  Before Tristan could figure out who had snapped Alazar’s neck, Liam exploded into a mass of white fur and lunged forward to bite the leg of his assailant. 
 
    Tristan sprinted toward the intruder, but skidded to a halt when he saw the scene unfold before him.  Before Liam could embed his teeth into flesh, he was swatted away with enough force to throw him into the air until he crashed into the burned-out remains of the black van in front of the barn.  The ominous cracking of bone indicated that Liam’s skull had taken the brunt of the damage.  Liam got to his feet for a second, but staggered and fell on his side. 
 
    Turning to face this new threat, Tristan gathered his strength and prepared to unleash his full power upon his enemy.  He would make sure that this man was forever altered by terror as retribution for these acts. 
 
    The blue light in front of him took shape as he got closer to the burly man approaching him.  Sadly, it wasn’t a light, but a sword made purely from flame—a Celestial Sword.  Demyan’s contorted face was glowing in the light of his raised sword.  Of all the enemies he expected to face tonight, a Celestial Warrior was the last on his list. 
 
    His temptation died in his throat as he contemplated what to do.  Though Demyan had clearly lost his mind, Tristan couldn’t bring himself to tempt a warrior.  As an Advocate, he had the utmost respect for them.  Even as a Predznak, he still valued their service, though he feared being hunted by them one day. 
 
    Without a sound, Demyan’s sword came down on his collarbone and burned straight through the collar of his suit jacket and shirt until it found his flesh.  He screamed in agony, but he bit his tongue before he begged for mercy.  Demyan would elicit no such words from him.  He would rather die in silence than die a coward crying for mercy. 
 
    When the sword was pulled away, Tristan nearly cried for joy that he still had his head and shoulder.  The pain in his chest caused his vision to darken as spots gathered to form one giant black screen in front of his eyes.  He realized that he was kneeling on the ground with his arms braced behind him when his arms were unexpectedly pulled out from beneath him.  A smaller blue glow warred against the mask of darkness clouding his eyes.  This blue glow was equally as bad as the blue fire.  The moment the Celestial Bonds were locked around his wrists, the intolerable pain in his neck and shoulder intensified tenfold and made him vomit. 
 
    Time shifted and merged together until he realized that Demyan was standing directly in front of him, though he looked shorter, which wasn’t possible.  He was taller by at least six inches.  When Tristan tried to move his arms, he quickly understood the reason for the height difference due to his years of suffering in Hell.  He was hanging from the barn rafters a foot off the ground and bound in Celestial Bonds—one of his least favorite positions of all time. 
 
    A tilt of his head in either direction showed Alazar and Liam, now in mortal form, suffering the same fate. 
 
    “What do you want, Demyan?” Tristan slurred to the best of his ability. 
 
    “I want your master,” he replied tersely. 
 
    Tristan tried to chuckle, but only managed to make a bubbling sound.  “Are you suicidal?” 
 
    Demyan stepped closer until Tristan could see the flecks of gold in his brown eyes.  “I do not fear death,” he said confidently. 
 
    “Bullshit,” Tristan coughed.  He wheezed and took a deep breath to speak.  “You took out Alazar first, so you most certainly fear death, yet you didn’t try to kill him, which I find interesting.  You tried to kill Liam, but he was too fast for you, so you’re not as good as you think.  He’s still breathing, so you fear the Destroyer, just a little, because you know what she will do to you if you kill her Nachtghul.  You want me to believe that you don’t see me as a threat because you left me for last.  I’m calling bullshit on that too.  You hurt me to silence me because you don’t want to fear anything, yet we all fear something, Demyan.  Without these bonds, I would know all of your darkest fears.  With these bonds, I know that you are heading down the path of becoming a Rogue, but you aren’t there yet.  If you were a Rogue, we would all be dead.  Spare me your reasons for wanting my master dead, because they don’t matter.  The only thing that matters right now is whether or not you want to throw your life away.  Release us and seek redemption.  Walk away or Death will not rest until you see his blue glowing eyes before you draw your last breath,” Tristan warned. 
 
    Demyan’s stone face gave nothing away, but his eyes told the story.  There was a conflict raging inside the warrior, but without his powers, Tristan couldn’t monopolize on it. 
 
    After a full minute, Demyan finally crossed his arms and smirked.  “I let you live so that you can feel the exact moment your master dies and understand the tragic mistake you made in pledging your loyalty to a murderer,” he said boldly. 
 
    Tristan tried to shake his head, but gave up on the ridiculous idea.  “We answered Father’s call to join her.  If you can’t understand that, then you have been on the path of becoming a Rogue for much longer than I thought,” he stated. 
 
    Demyan’s eyes shifted to Liam.  “He’ll die an agonizing death when I take his master’s head.  That will be satisfaction enough,” he muttered.  “I appreciate the information you gave me about Haydn and his location.  I will make sure that your master knows how your stupidity led to her death.”  With that, Demyan turned his back on Tristan and headed out of the barn.  The door slid closed and Tristan was plunged into darkness. 
 
    Alazar blinked the sleep from his eyes, which was harder than usual.  When he tried to move his neck, it felt like his bones were scraping together.  It took less than a second for him to comprehend why he couldn’t move his arms or feel his fingers. 
 
    “Tell me why the fuck someone broke my neck, strung me up, and bound me in Celestial Bonds,” he asked no one in particular. 
 
    “We were jumped by Demyan who wants to kill Anjali.  All things considered, you got off easy,” Tristan wheezed next to him. 
 
    Swinging his head in Tristan’s direction, it took a few tries to angle it properly to see his brother.  His flesh was charred and peeling along his neck and collarbone.  His stomach roiled at the sight of the blackened skin.  By the looks of it, he had been tortured.  “I recognize a burn from a Celestial Sword when I see it,” he said, pitying his brother. 
 
    “The bastard didn’t interrogate me.  He didn’t threaten me.  He turned his sword on me to subdue me and then strung us up.  It wasn’t until after we were secured in chains that he addressed me.  He wants us to suffer for choosing Anjali.  It seems that he doesn’t approve of our master or our decision to follow her.  I have no idea what set him off, but he’s not in his right mind, unless it’s now policy for warriors to greet people with their weapons,” he snickered, trying to hide the pain in his voice. 
 
    He was surprised to hear that Major Demyan had gone Rogue since he was the ultimate command following warrior.  Something dire must have happened to make him want to lash out at Anjali, but that problem would have to wait until he could feel his hands again. 
 
    He glanced over at Liam and saw that he was unconscious.  Blood was trickling down his face and his brown flannel shirt was caked in dried blood. 
 
    “What happened to Liam?” he grunted. 
 
    “He managed to dodge Demyan’s sword but he was knocked into the air and hit his head on the van.  He hasn’t been conscious since.  I wondered how long it would take you to wake up.  It’s almost sunrise.  We lost the entire night and Demyan is that much closer to finding Anjali.  Sadly, there isn’t anything we can do about it.  No one knows exactly where we are and there is no way to call for help.  My brain is hazy, so I’m hoping you have a brilliant plan,” Tristan sniffled as a tear rolled down his cheek. 
 
    Alazar felt terrible for Tristan, who was obviously in terrible pain.  He needed to find a way to get help, but it would be difficult.  Balthazar had given the Nachtghuls strict instructions to stay in Hell unless summoned, so they wouldn’t be coming to their aid.  Hell couldn’t spare anyone with all three Heads of Hell away from their thrones.  While locked in the bonds, they couldn’t summon help, so they were stuck for the moment.  There was only one way to help Tristan and Liam, but Tristan might not like it. 
 
    “Now would be a good time to run home, Tristan,” Alazar said devoid of emotion. 
 
    “What in the hell are you talking about, Alazar?” Tristan mumbled, trying to look at him from the corner of his eye. 
 
    “You can go home.  God told you that you can give up on being Fear whenever you wanted and He would bring you back into the fold and give you a new position in Heaven,” Alazar stated.  “You made a deal, which means that God should answer you even with the bonds cutting you off from our world.  You don’t have to suffer anymore.” 
 
    Tristan rolled his eyes and groaned.  “I can’t tell if I’m delirious or if you’re being serious,” he snickered. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for you to call it quits for a long time, Tristan.  If there was ever a time to use your get out of jail free card, it would be now,” Alazar said.  It was the first time since learning of Tristan’s deal that he didn’t blame him for wanting to leave. 
 
    Tristan sighed and mumbled something incoherently.  He cleared his throat and spoke up.  “What makes you think I can go home?  Did you hit your head when you fell?” 
 
    Alazar closed his eyes and said the words that had been burning a hole in his heart since he first heard them centuries ago.  “God pulled you aside when no one stepped forward to volunteer to become the Angel of Fear.  I wondered why He had spoken to you in private until He announced that you had taken up the mantel.  After the Premena Ceremony, God told me about the deal He made with you.  He told me that you were allowed to return to Him without question because no one wanted to be the Angel of Fear.  He said that it was a concession for volunteering for the dreaded position.  We all saw you step forward to become the Angel of Death before I came forward.  God felt bad that you didn’t get the position you wanted, so He asked you to become Fear along with the provision of being able to return to Heaven if it was too difficult for you.  I have been waiting centuries for you to invoke your out clause and leave us.” 
 
    Tristan burst out laughing until his laughter turned into a choking cough. 
 
    Alazar felt terrible for kicking Tristan while he was in pain, but it was the only way to help him and Anjali. 
 
    “I hate you,” Tristan replied bitterly. 
 
    Alazar was shocked by his response.  “You’re the one who agreed to the deal.  Why should you hate me?” 
 
    Tristan took a deep breath and grunted in agony.  “I hate you because you are the reason for my misery.  I wondered why Anjali refused to accept my pledge to become her Predznak.  Now I understand why she did it.  You told her about my deal, you selfish asshole.  I could have been free from my suffering and doubt; instead, I have been fighting with all my strength to be the angel she needs even though I do not share a bond with her.  I see the way you and Balthazar look at her.  I see how different both of you are since joining with her.  You sabotaged me just as you expected me to do to you for centuries.  If this is the reason for your banishment, then I hope you wither and die alone without our master,” he said, his voice thick with anger and unshed tears. 
 
    Alazar felt hollow as he listened to Tristan’s emotional speech.  He hadn’t considered that Tristan was still suffering without Anjali’s power to strengthen him.  Tristan had always wanted to join with Anjali, until his fear overcame his senses and he began to hate her.  He reassessed the situation, trying to see if he was in the wrong. 
 
    Shaking his head, he rebuffed Tristan’s heartfelt words.  “No.  You say that you want to join with her, but it doesn’t matter.  You can claim to be the Angel of Fear and vow to stand by her side all you want, but I still believe the day will come when you turn your back on us and call for God to relieve you of your duties,” he said vehemently.  “I won’t allow that to happen.  I won’t allow Anjali to put her faith in you only to be disappointed in her hour of need.”  No matter how much Tristan wanted to be a Predznak, the fact remained that he didn’t have to be.  He could click his heels and say, “there’s no place like home” and he would be a distant memory to the Predznak and Anjali. 
 
    Tristan gritted his teeth and pulled at his chains only to recoil in agony.  When he was able to speak, he growled through his clenched teeth.  “Says the angel who is debating whether or not to return home.  You believe yourself to be better than me yet you are faced with the same choice.  Who will you choose, brother?” 
 
    Alazar wanted to take offense at Tristan’s rebuttal but he couldn’t.  It was true.  Tristan wasn’t the only one faced with a life altering decision.  How could he condemn Tristan for being allowed to leave when he was also contemplating that option? 
 
    He opened his mouth to reply, but the barn door creaked and slowly slid open.  His anger vanished as his excitement of being rescued cleared his mind. 
 
    He was confused when he saw an old woman standing in the doorway wearing a large poncho.  She, however, did not appear surprised to see three men hanging in the barn. 
 
    “Senhora, please help us,” Tristan whispered. 
 
    The woman either didn’t hear Tristan or ignored him.  She waddled closer on her short legs until she was practically touching Alazar.  She leaned in so close that Alazar thought she would kiss his leather pants.  Instead, she began to sniff him vigorously.  He had no idea what she was doing. 
 
    Exchanging bewildered glances, neither Predznak spoke until she moved to sniff Tristan’s suit pants. 
 
    “Senhora, please we need help.  Can you call for someone?” Alazar said, trying to get her attention. 
 
    Again, they were ignored. 
 
    When she moved to Liam, a strange growl reverberated inside her throat.  Alazar saw Tristan’s face fall and knew they were in trouble. 
 
    When the woman appeared satisfied by her findings, she waddled back to the door.  Closing the door, Alazar heard her say, “Perhaps Master will allow me to eat you as a reward for finding you.” 
 
    Alazar’s heart sank and his dreams of being rescued disappeared. 
 
    “Great.  Of all the things I have feared in my life, being eaten alive by a Harpy was never one of them, until now.  If someone asks how I wish to die while I’m unconscious, tell them that I prefer a Celestial Sword to being eaten,” Tristan whispered before his eyes rolled back into his skull and his head fell forward. 
 
    Swearing at his worsening luck, Alazar rattled his chains in desperation.  He had to summon help.  As heartbroken as Anjali would be to lose him and Tristan, she would be devastated by the loss of her Nachtghul.  Whatever happened, he had to try to keep Liam and Tristan safe. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Hades sat in a dingy bar a few feet from where he had his encounter with Father and counted the shot glasses that had been flipped over on the counter.  When the number of empty glasses couldn’t explain how drunk he currently was, he counted how many bottles of Tequila lay empty next to the shot glasses.  There were at least four or five bottles, though it could have been six.  His vision wasn’t holding steady and the dim light behind the bar was casting a glow around everything. 
 
    It had been a long time since he had been this drunk, or rather, shit-faced.  He liked the word—shit-faced.  It was fun to say. 
 
    “Girl troubles?” Miguel, the man sitting next to him enjoying his vodka, asked. 
 
    “Isn’t that always the problem?” Hades slurred. 
 
    Miguel nodded wisely.  “Did she break your heart and steal your money, senhor?” 
 
    Hades wanted to laugh, but instead he hiccupped.  “No, she didn’t steal my money, but she will break my heart one day.  Sooner rather than later, I believe.” 
 
    Miguel tossed back another shot and burped loudly.  Hades patted him on the back and fell off his stool.  Miguel laughed and helped him back up. 
 
    “That is terrible, senhor.  It is worse when you see it coming and cannot stop it,” the inebriated man replied. 
 
    Hades nodded his head.  It was like knowing that something terrible would happen, but you couldn’t stop yourself from watching.  Father told him that the answer to whether or not Lady Black could love him was in his heart—his black, festering heart, the one that cared for no one but his selfish self.  He hiccupped again and poured another shot to drown out the ache in his chest. 
 
    “I played it safe for years.  I had the perfect woman.  I never loved her, which was the ideal situation.  We fucked and we fought.  It was satisfying, until I stupidly threw it all away.  Even when I told this woman that I was single, she still didn’t throw her arms around my neck and kiss me,” Hades stammered. 
 
    Snickering, Miguel patted his arm.  “Fucking and fighting is the best way to do it.  What else is there?  It’s miserable when you love them and they leave you.  She didn’t take your money, though senhor?”  He seemed truly surprised that the stealing of money hadn’t been part of his tragic story. 
 
    “If only she had taken my money, it would have been easier.  I was nearly stabbed for breaking up with my longtime girlfriend, Katarina.  Thankfully, she didn’t know the true reason for our sudden break-up.  Don’t get me wrong, we broke up every other week just for something to talk about, but this was different.  She even tried to use the good knives, the serrated ones with the prong things on the end, the ones we use when interrogating someone we really don’t like,” Hades said, smashing his face against his hand.  He leaned his elbow against the solid wood bar to keep his head propped up. 
 
    “Yes, I know of that blade,” Miguel nodded.  “She must have been really pissed at you.” 
 
    Hades snorted.  “She has always hated me, that’s why it work out so well.  I never had to be involved in her life.  This other girl, she’s different.  She’s the girl you don’t mind spending an eternity with.”  He waved his free hand to emphasize how long eternity felt like. 
 
    He picked up one of the shot glasses and stared into the bottom of it.  He felt as empty as the glass and he had no idea how to fix things.  He wasn’t the hero.  He was the tyrant who spilled the blood of the wicked to teach them a lesson.  He was the asshole who yelled at her, even when she was trying to help.  Shit, she had done more good in Hell than he had in the last three hundred years.  She was the bright, shining spot in his bleak world.  All the Fallen responded to her fair approach to things.  Even the hateful Sebastian had shown her respect after the battle with the false gods.  That had certainly been a surprise.  Even Michael had been kind to her, according to something Malcolm had overheard.  The Sword of God had torn off a piece of his own tunic and wrapped her wound.  The fucker had demanded her head so often; it should have been his battle cry, and yet he had gone out of his way to aid her. 
 
    Yes, she had definitely fucked up his entire life, yet for the life of him, he still didn’t know why he cared for her.  By all rights, Lucifer, who claimed that she was the love of his life, should be the one hunting for her, though technically he was here searching for his dreaded Harpy, not looking for Lady Black.  Regardless, he didn’t see the Angel of Darkness prowling the streets and knocking in heads to find her.  What an asshole. 
 
    Father’s comment came rushing back to him in his delirium.  Father was surprised that Hades had survived as long as he had without someone by his side.  Was Father implying that He knew Lucifer was doing a shitty job as ruler of Hell?  He certainly hoped so, not that he wanted the job.  Did Father know that he had been doing his best to run Hell in spite of Lucifer’s antics?  He wasn’t sure.  Father liked to be cryptic with His speeches, which often annoyed him, but Father wanted them to figure out their own problems after a subtle push in the right direction. 
 
    He crossed his arms along the edge of the bar and put his head down.  He ignored the bartender who was asking if he needed the number of a cab.  Instead, he thought about Lady Black’s long black hair and her startling blue eyes.  Why did he care about one of the most feared creatures ever created?  He had feared her once, when she had used her power to throw him through his throne after he tried to kiss her.  He should have never forced himself on her, but admittedly, he had been overwhelmed by her beauty.  Lucifer had taken away her ashen appearance and allowed her immortal splendor to blossom.  The bastard only cared about what he could take from her.  Lucifer wanted her power to cleanse his mind and purge the evil from his heart.  Did he want the same?  Was he so mired in darkness that he wanted to claim her in the same way Lucifer had and cleanse himself of his wickedness?  He didn’t think so.  He liked who he was, most of the time, at least when he wasn’t being mean to Lady Black.  He usually hated being mean to her, but feared what would happen if Lucifer ever found out how much he cared about her. 
 
    He imagined the look on Lucifer’s face if he ever learned the truth.  Murderous wouldn’t begin to describe it.  They would have to invent a new word to explain how much hatred could occupy one face. 
 
    Hades burst out laughing.  He so wished he could tell Lucifer that he cared about Lady Black…except he would use her real name, the name that was forbidden to be uttered by his mouth.  Fuck Lucifer for cursing him.  Maybe Lucifer had cursed him because he somehow knew that they would be romantic rivals. 
 
    He wiped his nose and snickered.  Romantic rivals indeed.  He was cruel to Lady Black and she barely tolerated him because of it.  Lucifer had broken her fucking arm and yet she still loved him.  What did it take to please this woman? 
 
    Hades sat up so quickly that the room spun.  Miguel graciously caught him again before he slid off the sticky stool. 
 
    It suddenly dawned on him that Lady Black had never once said that she loved Lucifer.  He often heard her whispering the affectionate words to her Nachtghuls, but she never said it to Lucifer.  It was possible they said it to each other in private, since Lucifer was not one to show affection in front of others, but Hades doubted it.  Son of a bitch.  She didn’t love the Angel of Darkness.  He had never considered that before.  It’s true that she had forgiven Lucifer on multiple occasions for acting like a lunatic and betraying her, but she had never spoke of her love for him.  In fact, during their last private conversation, he was the one who tried to convince her to forgive Lucifer, yet again, for the incident in Portland.  What would she have done if he hadn’t made her see Lucifer’s perspective on things?  Shit!  Had he shot himself in the foot by offering her advice on her love life? 
 
    Hades shook his head and wanted to cry when he realized that he wasn’t good enough for Lady Black.  If she couldn’t love Lucifer for all his heinous crimes, she could never love the Angel of Punishment, though he still considered himself the Angel of Endurance.  He was a villain and villains didn’t get the girl. 
 
    Hiccupping, he shoved his hand into his pocket and conjured up some mortal money.  He had no idea if he had the correct denomination or even the correct currency for the time period, but he slapped the money down on the bar and nodded to Miguel. 
 
    “Good luck, Senhor.  I hope that you get the girl and that she never steals your money,” he waved. 
 
    Hades smiled at him.  “Thank you, Miguel.  I hope that you don’t use this to seek vengeance against the woman who stole your money; otherwise, we will be seeing each other again,” Hades slurred as he kicked a gas canister next to Miguel’s stool. 
 
    “We shall see, Senhor,” Miguel said indifferently. 
 
    With a half-salute, Hades walked out of the bar into the warm evening air.  He breathed in the smell of something pungent and headed in a random direction that his feet demanded they take.  A few blocks away from the bar, he realized that he didn’t know where he was going.  He stopped to look around, and nearly stepped on someone standing behind him. 
 
    “Master,” said the creature he had forgotten to search for in her ancient Greek accent. 
 
    “Celaeno,” Hades muttered before he fell forward and passed out on the ground.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Viktor stared down at his sleeping beauty.  He had tried to wake her a few times in the middle of the night to speak with her, but she was in a deep sleep.  The tear stains on her face were painful to see.  He had caused this.  He wasn’t sure why she had so easily accepted that they were lovers in their past lives, but her anger and sadness had been real.  Perhaps she felt a connection to him or remembered him in small ways.  She certainly hadn’t fallen in love with him during the last day after all the terrible things he had done to her.  No, whatever she felt, it had come from a place deep inside of her.  He knew this because he felt the same way when he saw the devastated look on her face.  He had severed whatever connection they once had and she now hated him. 
 
    He had given her time to calm down and work through her feelings before searching for her, though he admitted that he was more afraid that she would hit him if he approached her too soon.  How had he made such a mess of things once again? 
 
    He had broken his primary rule, which was the problem.  He had trained himself not to think about all the wonderful things they had shared and only focused on the negative.  It was easier not to care about her when he recalled the fights and the pain they caused one another.  In a moment of loneliness and weakness, he had thought of her and inadvertently summoned the demon.  How the demon knew that he was at his most vulnerable he couldn’t guess, but it wouldn’t have taken the demon long to figure out how to lure him into making the deal.  Thinking back, he wasn’t even sure why he had agreed to the deal.  One moment he was telling the monster no and the next he was shaking hands with him.  Had he been tricked?  It’s true that he wanted his memories taken from him on some level, but he didn’t believe that he was so spineless that he would blindly enter into a contract with a creature he loathed and knew not to trust.  So why had he entered into the agreement? 
 
    Regardless of the reason for his cowardice, he was stuck.  The demon said that he if he failed, he wouldn’t like the consequences.  He wasn’t sure what fate would befall him, but he wasn’t looking forward to finding out. 
 
    With the love of his life despising him and a demon who would undoubtedly make him suffer, he did the unthinkable.  He thought about her, all the versions of her.  He allowed the floodgates to open and he bathed in the happiness he had once felt by her side.  He threw away his reasons for keeping her far away from his heart and embraced his love for her.  Her beauty had inspired sonnets and her laugh was like a gentle breeze.  Even when acting coy, she always looked at him with wonder and awe.  His heart soared whenever he was with her and shattered when she was taken from him by some tragedy.  He cherished every moment with her because he knew it could be their last, yet they still found time to disagree. 
 
    The stubbornness that had caused her to fight back and run from him at the hotel was a trait he knew very well.  No matter the face, she always had the same willfulness in her eyes when she was about to start a fight.  Though he had stormed out on her a few times over the years, he would always return with a bouquet of wildflowers to smooth things over.  There was never a time when she didn’t accept them. 
 
    How could he explain to her why he needed to forget her when they shared such a deep affection?  How could he explain what it felt like when she was torn away from him or worse, he was unable to reach her because something stole her away before they had a chance to rekindle their love in a new life?  Would she think him a coward or would she understand that everyone had their limits?  Everyone had a breaking point where they could no longer endure any more misery.  Sadly, he had reached his limit.  Would she ever be able to forgive him for such a deceitful act? 
 
    He should have called for the demon and allowed him to take her away in her sleep, but he couldn’t.  Selfishly, he needed to explain himself in hopes that she would understand why he had made such a terrible deal for one second of bliss and find a way to forgive him. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Hades tried to roll on his side, but his bed was intolerably stiff.  His eyes burned and felt like there were shards of glass in them.  Swearing never to drink again, he reached around for his pillow, but his hand found something hard covered in coarse material.  It was possible that Katarina had slipped into his bed while he was asleep, but they were still feuding.  The familiar stench of death told him that he was in Hell, but his bed didn’t feel right.  It was possible that he had passed out on the dais after taking a beating from Lucifer, which happened more than he cared to admit.  Unable to remember any recent fights, he finally opened his eyes to see what he was touching.  Lying next to him less than six inches from his face was a rotting corpse.  The gruesome sight still wasn’t enough to confirm his location until he saw the blinding sunlight. 
 
    He sat up in a rush and looked around the sun soaked area.  His stomach rebelled against him for a moment, but luckily, the alcohol still in his system settled and created a sharp pain in the back of his skull.  Where the hell was he? 
 
    Shaking himself awake, he got to his feet and looked around the unfamiliar area until he realized that it was vaguely familiar.  In fact, it mirrored a location he had recently visited with a number of distinctions including a multitude of rotting bodies, a large metal security fence and patches of grass and dirt that had been scorched by fire.  It took him a moment to discern that the distinctive smell of Hell Fire was permeating the area, despite this not being Hell.  His brain bounced around a few theories until his fuzzy memory finally sorted itself out enough to remember the final details before he had passed out.  Celaeno had found him.  Presumably, she brought him to her new lair. 
 
    “Master is awake,” said a gravelly voice. 
 
    Hades turned to watch Celaeno hobble up the porch steps of the farmhouse to reach him.  She ungracefully bowed and lowered her eyes to show her respect.  When he raised his eyebrow questioningly at her large poncho, she looked down to figure out why he was confused.  She nodded slightly and pushed the poncho over her head.  Her large black wings and feather-covered body were revealed as her mortal face contorted into the hideous mortal/bird hybrid face he loathed.  Her beak was still bent at an angle and her left eyelid sagged over her black eye.  She flapped her functioning wing to smooth her feathers while her left wing hung limply at her side.  He tried not to remember the reason for her disfigurement, but it was difficult to forget. 
 
    “I visited the cattle ranch where I left you and found that it was abandoned.  I want to know where the livestock went.  I want to know where the men in charge of the ranch are.  Lastly, I want to know what this place is and why everyone is dead,” he said curtly, ignoring the stench from the bodies in the warm morning air. 
 
    Celaeno lowered her head and averted her eyes.  “They are all gone,” she said meekly. 
 
    He tapped his foot on the wooden porch.  “I left you enough food to last you a good twenty years.  It has only been ten, so I ask you again, where are the livestock and the men who ran the ranch?  I made sure that you were taken care of so that you didn’t have to hunt and could avoid situations such as this,” he said as calmly as he could, while pointing to the carnage in front of him. 
 
    Shrugging, Celaeno looked toward the fields.  “They are gone,” she replied in the same quiet voice. 
 
    Hades looked to the sky for divine inspiration and the patience to continue the conversation.  “Do you remember what I told you?  I need you to be strong so that you can heal and continue your search for the Destroyer,” he stated, trying to refrain from yelling.  He grimaced when his hazy brain figured out why the air smelled like Hell Fire and the ground was scorched.  Lady Black had most definitely been here. 
 
    She nodded and flapped her wing excitedly.  “Celaeno did as you asked, Master.  The cows were foul tasting, but Celaeno ate them as Master wanted, but they did not help Celaeno heal.  Nothing helped to heal.  For years, Celaeno tried to gain strength to hunt the Destroyer, but it was too hard.  Celaeno failed, until now.  Come.  See.  Celaeno has an offering for Master.  Celaeno found a way to kill the Destroyer,” she said hopping up and down. 
 
    Hades’ breath caught in his throat as he swore.  He knew his harpy was cunning, but it appeared that she had surpassed his expectations and managed to capture the Bringer of the Apocalypse, despite her handicaps. 
 
    He nodded and motioned for her to show him the surprise, while he thought up a convincing lie to keep the Destroyer from removing his head for conspiring to kill her. 
 
    Walking toward the barn, he thought up at least six different versions of the truth, but ultimately decided to take his beheading with dignity.  Lady Black would never believe anything he told her.  In some small way, he was relieved that the truth was finally out and he no longer had to carry the burden of keeping Celaeno a secret from everyone. 
 
    Celaeno tugged at the barn door and showed him her prisoner.  When he saw what Celaeno had done, he was forced to take a step back.  The icy blue gaze of Death was upon him, which meant that he was dealing with a completely different problem than anticipated, though equal in its ability to put a hangman’s noose around his neck.  Somehow, his harpy had managed to capture two of the deadliest Predznak and the Nachtghul most likely to bite him, which was far worse than capturing the Destroyer.  Realizing that he had to negotiate with Death and Fear, who would refuse to kill him quickly, unlike Balthazar or an angry Destroyer, there was only one course of action left. 
 
    Before Alazar could open his mouth, Hades grabbed Celaeno by her puffy shoulders and turned her until she was facing him. 
 
    “Celaeno, you have done a marvelous job.  Master is proud.  I am unhappy about the deceased ranchers, the men who replaced them and the soldiers who came to shoot you, but you have more than made up for it by bringing me the Destroyer’s pets,” he said brightly.  “Master is very proud of you, Celaeno.  You are very clever for capturing them.” 
 
    Celaeno’s beady black eyes perked up for the first time in centuries at his praise.  Her happiness made him feel even worse for his mistreatment of her over the years. 
 
    “They smell like the Destroyer.  The bleeding one must be a consort,” she said excitedly. 
 
    Hades nodded, but refrained from agreeing with her observation, not wanting a mental image of Liam and Lady Black together. 
 
    He did his best to ignore the building rage on Alazar’s face and stuck to his plan.  He was grateful that both Predznak were bound; otherwise, he would have been overwhelmed with the need to end his own life only to become afraid of doing so. 
 
    Staring intently at his harpy, he did his best to portray his approval of her handiwork. 
 
    “You have served me well, Celaeno.  Come to Master and receive your reward,” he said, holding out his arms. 
 
    Celaeno beamed with pride as she waddled closer to him.  Gently placing his arms around her large, bulky body, he summoned his dagger to his hand and silently slid it between her ribs and into her heart.  She jerked from the pain and looked up into his eyes in horror. 
 
    “You have served me well,” Hades whispered again as he watched his faithful servant twitch in his arms.  When her legs gave out, he carefully laid her on the ground and closed her eyes.  Unconcerned about the Predznak’s opinion of him, he took a moment to reflect on everything she had done for him over the years as well as all the frustration and pain she had caused him.  She was a monster, but she was his monster. 
 
    “You have much to answer for,” Alazar said in a chilling tone. 
 
    “Get us down,” Tristan mumbled weakly. 
 
    Sighing, he waved his hand and moved Celaeno’s body out to the fields for burying.  He wiped his blade on a patch of grass and slid it into the back of his khakis.  He turned his attention to the sad lot before him and shook his head pitifully at them.  “Michael, I summon you!” he shouted to the Heavens. 
 
    When the Predznak looked like they would protest, he held up his hand to silence them. 
 
    A confused Michael appeared a few moments later in his gleaming white tunic and glanced at Alazar, Tristan and Liam hanging in Celestial Bonds before addressing Hades. 
 
    “Lord Hades, why have you called me to the Mortal Realm and why is the banished one here?” Michael asked tersely, pointing to Alazar. 
 
    Hades was amused by the fact that Michael wasn’t interested in why two Predznak and one Nachtghul were in chains, but Michael was one for following the rules to the letter.  Banishment would trump false imprisonment, at least in his mind. 
 
    “I have a better question for you, Lord Michael.  Why are we staring at a concussed werewolf, an Angel of Death who was caught off guard by a broken neck and above all else, why was a perfectly respectable suit ruined by a Celestial Sword when it was placed against Tristan’s collarbone?  Which of your warriors is missing or refusing to report back to you?  Which one snuck off to investigate the disappearance of the Destroyer by his or her lonesome?” Hades asked, his voice ringing with unspoken accusations. 
 
    Michael looked like he wanted to refute the possibility of one of his angels turning against Heaven, but his eyes moved to examine Tristan’s neck. 
 
    When Alazar looked like he would speak, Hades glared at him, hoping that he would hold his tongue.  Blessedly, the Predznak remained silent. 
 
    After a long pause, Michael’s shoulders slumped.  “Demyan failed to relay Anjali’s disappearance to General Tabbris, as he was instructed.  General Tabbris had no idea what was happening when he arrived in Heaven.  No one has seen or heard from Demyan,” Michael admitted softly. 
 
    Hades tried his best not to smile like a lunatic at the admission since it simplified his entire quandary.  “Say the word and I will release Vaughn.  The Höllenhund will hunt your warrior and bring him back for questioning.  I will prepare the Hall of Mercy for his arrival.  It is imperative that Vaughn locates Demyan before he harms the Destroyer,” Hades replied emotionlessly.  He didn’t want to give Michael any reason to question his sudden concern for Lady Black. 
 
    The color drained from Michael’s tanned face.  He looked like he wanted to sink into a hole, but he again looked at the charred skin on Tristan’s neck.  “Release the Höllenhund.” 
 
    Hades nodded, but was careful not to celebrate just yet.  He still needed to release the two unpredictable angels.  Flicking his wrist, he carefully lowered the chains so he could reach their wrists and proceeded to unlock the Celestial Bonds.  Concerned for his safety, he retreated toward Michael, who was lost in thought.  He knew it was cowardly of him to run to Michael, hoping for his protection if the Predznak decided to seek retribution, but it was the best way to avoid a fight. 
 
    Eying Alazar, he threw the Celestial Bonds at Michael.  “These are yours.  Mine are monogramed so I don’t lose them,” Hades said sarcastically. 
 
    Michael stared down at the bonds in his hands as if they were foreign objects.  On some level, Hades felt for Michael.  It was difficult to lose a loyal angel, but it was the Council’s job to make sure that any Rogues were swiftly dealt with.  This was one of the few rules that Michael and he agreed upon. 
 
    Tristan, weak from his injuries, leaned against the barn door and cleared his throat.  “I don’t think Demyan is lost yet, but he’s losing the battle.  He could have killed us, but he didn’t.  I believe he’s still trying to decide what he wants to do,” he said sympathetically. 
 
    Michael looked up at Tristan, but his eyes settled on his wound.  “I hope you’re right.  I pray that he is able to come back from this, but we must prepare ourselves in the event that he makes the wrong choice,” he replied as he squared his shoulders and stood up straight.  “Lord Hades, prepare the Hall of Mercy.  I want to oversee the interrogation once Demyan is caught.” 
 
    Hades shifted slightly.  “Are you sure that’s a good idea?  I can report my findings to you instead,” he said, hoping to spare Michael from watching one of his warriors tortured for information.  Michael had a strong stomach and steady nerves, but even he was known to allow his emotions to get in the way, especially if he felt guilty for somehow missing the signs of an angel turning evil or felt that he had somehow contributed to their downfall. 
 
    Michael shook his head.  “I need to know all the facts before we condemn him.  I will send Lord Commander Marcus and his team to aid Vaughn in his search for Major Demyan,” he said with more authority than before. 
 
    Hades held up his hand.  “That is a terrible idea.  Until we know if Demyan is working alone and understand his motivation for possibly going Rogue, the other warriors should remain in the dark.  Demyan has been in your service for too many centuries.  There will be unrest if the others believe Demyan is being falsely accused.  Do not inform them until you have proof and a verdict in hand,” he said rationally.  He didn’t need a feud between the warriors if some believed Demyan was guilty and the others believed he was innocent. 
 
    Alazar cracked his neck and stepped forward.  “I agree with Hades.  Instead of trying to rescue Anjali, the warriors may see her as the cause of Demyan’s downfall and try to harm her.  I’ve seen it happen to the mortals.  Instead of condemning the sinner, they condemn the person they think is responsible for them turning toward sin.” 
 
    Tapping his foot, Michael frowned at Alazar.  “Fine.  I will inform only General Tabbris and Lord Commander Marcus and swear them to secrecy.  They are trustworthy and know how to handle situations such as this.  The warriors will continue their search for Anjali as Vaughn hunts Demyan.  Tell the Höllenhund to hurry,” he said to Hades. 
 
    Hades nodded and watched Michael disappear from the compound.  He counted a full three seconds before Alazar opened his mouth. 
 
    “There are times when I admire your ability to deflect any and all blame from yourself.  I always wondered how you managed to survive this long with the Council breathing down your neck, looking for any excuse to send you to the Hall of Shadows, coupled with Lucifer periodically losing control of his anger and trying to kill you.  Endurance is only a small part of who you are—intelligence, deceitfulness and the ability to watch others take the fall round out your other stellar attributes.  While I appreciate your assistance in killing Celaeno before she tried to eat us and finding a way to make Michael condemn his own angel by agreeing to hunt Demyan, I must know what you want from us in return, aside from the obvious answer of keeping your Harpy a secret,” Alazar said curiously. 
 
    Scrubbing his aching eyes, Hades reflected on the disastrous morning before looking up to address Death.  He didn’t want any misunderstandings between them.  “Everything I have done since stepping forward to become the Angel of Punishment, I have done to carry out Father’s will.  I do not claim to be innocent of sin, but I do not regret anything I have done, save one thing.  I never asked Zeus for the Harpies; in fact, I begged him to take them back.  He refused, so I did the best I could with the vicious flesh eating monsters that had no remorse for their deeds.  Their only redeeming quality was their unwavering devotion.  You don’t know how many times I wished for their deaths, but was unable to carry out the task.  I regret not killing them, but I did my part to secure the safety of the mortals by keeping Celaeno busy over the years.  Now that Celaeno is dead, I will consider the issue of my harboring a harpy a closed subject, unless you wish me to tell everyone I have ever met or will ever meet how a Celestial Warrior got the drop on two of the deadliest angels in existence, as well as one of Fenris’ former Drei.  I suggest that you send Liam and Tristan back to Hell so that they may recover from their wounds, because you have a Destroyer to find,” Hades said dismissively. 
 
    Alazar nodded at his reply, but true to his nature, he couldn’t let it go.  “What exactly are you doing here?  You left Hell without a word and the next time I see you, you are killing your Harpy.  I have a feeling she didn’t summon you because it took too long for you to get your ass here.  I know you’re hiding something.  I’ll let it pass for now, but you will tell me where you went after you left Hell,” he smirked, implying that he would get the answer out of him regardless of the means used to obtain the information. 
 
    Grinding his teeth, Hades glared at Alazar.  “I do not answer to a banished angel.  You are lucky that Michael didn’t kill you on sight.  If I were you, I would find your master as soon as possible and clear up your reasons for your banishment before Demyan finds her.  I will send Vaughn after him, but I swear to Heaven above, Alazar, you had better find Demyan first.  You make sure that he understands that no one threatens to kill a Head of Hell,” he sneered. 
 
    Alazar’s smirk shifted into the cold, haunting look of a Predznak willing to kill anyone who harmed his master, regardless of the issues between them.  As much as he hated Alazar, he liked the idea of being on the same side during this disaster. 
 
    Alazar turned to scoop Liam off the ground.  He motioned for Tristan to leave and waited for a moment.  He finally turned to Hades and winked at him.  “I won’t mention how you reek of Tequila and how ridiculous you look in those khakis, if you don’t mention to Anjali that I had my neck broken.”  With that, Alazar and Liam disappeared. 
 
    Hades rolled his eyes.  He knew the bastard would never let this go.  Alazar was stubborn enough to wait until Deception was found and force Sacha to pry the truth from his lips. 
 
    Rubbing the back of his skull with his fingertips, he turned to find the ideal place to bury Celaeno. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Alazar arrived in the Hall of Mirrors with Liam in his arms and walked past Tristan who was leaning against Calin, headed toward the rotunda. 
 
    “Please tell me Liam’s still breathing.”  Calin shouted as he turned with Tristan to glare at Alazar.  “We could have helped you if we had been allowed to leave here.” 
 
    Alazar frowned.  “Yes, he’s still alive, but he’ll need to rest.  He’ll have a brutal headache when he wakes.  Have Derick tend to him and make sure he stays in bed until he’s ready to fight,” Alazar ordered.  “As far as leaving is concerned, protecting Hell is more important than protecting us.  You will continue to do as you’re told.” 
 
    “I don’t take orders from you,” Calin sneered. 
 
    Alazar knew he would get resistance from Calin, but he wasn’t in the mood for it.  “Look, I don’t care what you think of me.  We have an enemy hunting our master and we are down two fighters.  Get in my way and there will be one less able-bodied person to fight on our team,” he said, allowing his emotions to get the better of him.  He wasn’t mad at Calin; he was mad at himself for allowing this to happen because he had been banished. 
 
    Derick entered the Hall of Mirrors from the doorway behind the dais and took Liam from Alazar.  “I’ll get him settled, while Calin gets Tristan in bed,” he said, ignoring the tension in the air. 
 
    Calin opened his mouth to argue, but Tristan groaned.  Calin scowled at Alazar and turned around to get Tristan to his room. 
 
    Tristan lifted his head to look at Calin.  “Don’t be mad at him, Calin.  We’ve had a shitty day and we are no closer to finding Anjali.  We need to work together,” Tristan mumbled. 
 
    Calin sighed and looked at Alazar’s reflection in the far mirror.  “Tell me whose ass I need to kick.” 
 
    Alazar nodded at Calin, understanding that he was willing to look past the banishment issue to save Anjali.  “Demyan is our target and possibly Haydn.  I’m going to confer with Balthazar to form a plan of action.  Get Liam on his feet as fast as possible.  Be ready because we are going out in force once everyone is able,” he said menacingly. 
 
    Calin smirked and nodded at him. 
 
    Leaving Liam in Derick’s capable hands, Alazar headed off to his least favorite place in Hell, The Throne Room.  He walked through the rotunda and headed toward the walkway.  He was pissed that Demyan had the nerve to attack him.  They had once been friends, or least close acquaintances, before he became a Predznak.  The warriors had looked to him for inspiration before their battles.  Now, he was nothing more than an enemy standing in Demyan’s way.  As far as he was concerned, Demyan had started a war with the Predznak. 
 
    He tripped to a halt when he realized that he was imagining himself leading the charge against Demyan and anyone threatening to harm his master.  Was he ready to commit himself to Anjali and be her Predznak?  The anger burning in his chest seemed to be onboard with that plan, but the cold spot in his stomach was still unsure.  Damn it, why was this so hard? 
 
    He rubbed his forehead and swore at his indecisiveness.  He was allowing his fear to make the decision, or rather, not make the decision.  What the fuck was wrong with him? 
 
    Hissing out a breath through his teeth, he made his way into the Throne Room.  He stopped short when he saw Balthazar sitting on the Skull Throne along with Malcolm and Mark, their Heavenly Liaison.  Dorian and Vincent saw him first and openly gawked at him.  A new servant standing alone on the far side of the dais looked at him indifferently.  It was strange feeling like an outsider when he was finally coming to terms with living in Hell. 
 
    Malcolm and Mark turned when they saw Balthazar look up.  The confusion on Malcolm’s face was acceptable given the situation.  However, he had not anticipated Mark’s rage. 
 
    “What do you think you are doing here, Alazar?  You have been banished by your Master.  I know you have never been one to adhere to the rules, but this is a blatant violation of Anjali’s edict.  I am well within my right to call upon the Celestial Warriors to take you into custody,” Mark said boldly.  He had never seen Mark so upset before, not even while dealing with Lucifer and Hades’ insanity. 
 
    He held up his arms in surrender.  He considered telling him about Demyan but he was afraid that the blabbermouth would sound the alarm that Demyan was a possible Rogue. 
 
    “I came to search for my Master.  You can’t stop me from doing that.  Only she can call for my arrest,” he lied.  He knew the law wasn’t on his side, but he hoped that Balthazar would help him. 
 
    Mark stared at him in disbelief.  Apparently, his bold lie might get him arrested faster than disobeying a direct edict from his master.  He looked to Balthazar for help, but the bastard winked at him.  He was enjoying Alazar’s discomfort.  He wanted to flip him off, but assumed that disrespecting the acting Head of Hell wouldn’t help his case. 
 
    Mark regained his composure and squared his shoulders.  Alazar understood the look of determination on Mark’s face.  Mark was about to squeal on him. 
 
    Holding out his hand, Alazar stepped forward, “Wait, don’t call for the warriors.  There is Rogue among them and if you call them, you will ruin everything.  Lord Hades and Lord Michael are already aware of the issue and Vaughn has been called upon to hunt the Rogue,” he said in a rush, hoping that he could stall Mark. 
 
    Mark looked to Balthazar for confirmation of Alazar’s wild accusation, but Balthazar was unaware of the happenings in the last few hours.  “How do I know that you are not lying?” Mark asked incredulously. 
 
    “I will not reveal the name of the warrior, but you can take a look at Tristan’s wound.  I’m sure you will recognize the burn mark from a Celestial Sword,” Alazar frowned. 
 
    Mark turned green at the mention of the burn mark. 
 
    “Tell me what happened,” Balthazar growled.  He was gripping the skulls on the throne, threatening to break them. 
 
    Alazar quickly explained what happened, leaving out Demyan’s name and the fact that his neck had been snapped.  He also left out the part where Hades killed Celaeno. 
 
    Mark quieted down, but grew even paler at the thought of a Celestial Warrior turning rogue. 
 
    Balthazar was furious and barely in control, while Malcolm appeared concerned. 
 
    “I’m not able to leave Hell, but I wish that I could assist you in searching for Lady Black,” Malcolm said sincerely. 
 
    Alazar nodded, grateful for Malcolm’s support.  “Lord Hades promised Lord Michael he would release Vaughn,” he said, motioning to Hades’ throne.  “I’m not sure why he’s been delayed, but we should summon Vaughn.”  Alazar assumed that Hades was taking time to mourn his harpy after his uncharacteristic display of emotion for the monster. 
 
    Malcolm turned to bow to Balthazar.  “With your permission, I will send Vaughn on the hunt.” 
 
    “Wait,” Mark said, regaining his voice.  “How do we know that Alazar is speaking the truth?” he asked suspiciously. 
 
    Alazar was pissed that Mark was questioning him, until he remembered that he was one step away from being a Forgotten Angel.  He finally glared at Balthazar, who was enjoying this display entirely too much. 
 
    Rising from the Skull Throne, Balthazar fanned out his long duster behind him.  “I believe Alazar is telling the truth.” 
 
    Alazar relaxed his shoulders at Balthazar’s statement, though he was still concerned that Mark would summon the warriors to take his head for disobeying Anjali’s order.  He was about to address Mark’s concerns and talk his way out of a beheading, as he told Tristan he would, but his windpipe was suddenly being crushed.  His body was thrown down onto the unyielding marble floor and his head roared with pain upon contact.  Expected to look up into Lucifer’s black eyes, he was startled to find bright blue eyes glaring at him. 
 
    “Where is she, Alazar?” Gabriel growled like an unearthly demon.  His knee was pressing against Alazar’s chest and his thick hands were wrapped around his throat. 
 
    “Balthazar,” Alazar wheezed through his constricted windpipe. 
 
    Mercifully, Balthazar was already placing his favorite knife to Gabriel’s neck, though Gabriel was unfazed by the attack. 
 
    “Stand down, Balthazar.  That’s an order.  Alazar will tell me where my daughter is,” Gabriel snarled.  He was barely in control based on the wild look in his eyes. 
 
    “I will not stand down.  You don’t command me,” Balthazar said defiantly. 
 
    Black dots were covering Gabriel’s deranged face as Alazar started to lose consciousness.  He wanted to cheer at Balthazar’s refusal to take orders from the Voice of God, but he couldn’t get enough air through his throat. 
 
    “I will kill this traitor, Balthazar!” Gabriel bellowed. 
 
    Balthazar tossed away his knife and grabbed Gabriel’s wrists.  Putting pressure on his wrists, Gabriel was unable to maintain his grip.  Gasping for air, Alazar watched Gabriel soar through the air as Balthazar tossed him across the room.  He was grateful to have Balthazar by his side. 
 
    Gabriel took no time in jumping back into the fray, but Balthazar cut off his forward progression by pulling his guns on him.  Gabriel skidded to a halt and raised his hands, though his anger was far from abated. 
 
    “Where is she?” Gabriel yelled. 
 
    Balthazar shook his head at Malcolm, who was trying to decide which angel he should help.  Mark edged toward Balthazar, presumably to help Gabriel, but one stern look from Balthazar had Mark retreating back to the dais. 
 
    “Alazar doesn’t have her, Gabriel.  Tristan and I tracked him down to make sure that he was innocent.  He wouldn’t be breathing if I thought he had stolen away my Master,” Balthazar said confidently. 
 
    Alazar coughed and gasped until he was finally able to form words.  “Thanks for the vote of confidence in believing me to be innocent from the start,” Alazar said sarcastically.  He rolled to his side and slowly got to his feet.  He made sure to keep Gabriel as far away as possible. 
 
    Gabriel tried to get around Balthazar’s right side, but Balthazar raised his guns higher. 
 
    “I know he has her.  He is the only one with reason to harm her.  He fucked things up and he’s trying to worm his way back into the fold by pretending to be on your side, Balthazar.  Do not let your loyalty to this traitor blind you to the truth,” Gabriel sneered.  He gauged the distance between himself and Alazar, while keeping a close eye on the guns.  Alazar was nervous that Gabriel would ignore the pain of a gunshot wound in order to achieve his objective of killing him. 
 
    Balthazar shook his head.  “Alazar has no vengeance in his heart.  I am sure of it.  Tristan felt Alazar’s fear when we told him about Anjali’s disappearance.  We personally searched for Alazar instead of sending the Nachtghuls because we needed to be sure of Alazar’s innocence,” Balthazar explained. 
 
    Crossing his arms, Alazar frowned.  “That’s why you came to retrieve me?  You were testing me.  Of all the lowdown, dirty things to do.  I can’t believe that I was prime suspect number one.  I love how the truth comes out now,” Alazar grumbled, disgusted by what he was hearing. 
 
    Balthazar shrugged unapologetically.  “You were banished, Alazar.  We had to be sure.” 
 
    Alazar threw his hands in the air.  He couldn’t believe that the Predznak thought he was capable of kidnapping Anjali after everything they had been through.  So much for believing that he was the leader.  He slunk over to the dais and sat down to pout. 
 
    “I don’t believe either of you,” Gabriel snapped. 
 
    Balthazar stepped to the side to block Alazar from Gabriel’s view.  “Gabriel, listen to me.  I’m so sure that Alazar isn’t guilty that I’m willing to shoot you.  Hell, I’m willing to stand before the Council and be charged with insubordination to protect Alazar because I know he’s innocent.  He was just telling us about a Rogue who is hunting Anjali.  Apparently, Michael and Hades are aware of the situation.  Vaughn is about to be dispatched.  There is more at work here than you know,” Balthazar said calmly. 
 
    Alazar couldn’t see Gabriel but he could hear his deep sigh.  Relaxing for the moment, Alazar knew he was safe, though he could still be tossed into the fire once this was all over. 
 
    “I’ve heard from my daughter,” Gabriel said softly as he stepped away from Balthazar.  “She left a message with my service, but she didn’t know where she was.  She said she was fine, but I could hear the hopelessness in her voice.  I don’t know how she obtained a phone, but she’s a smart girl.  She told me not to trust anyone.  I immediately assumed that one of our kind had taken her.  My mind automatically went to Alazar, which I do regret.  Upon hearing her voice, I lost my sanity.  I came here to unleash my anger on Lucifer and Hades for allowing Anjali to be captured.  I apologize for my rash behavior, but I refuse to lose her again,” he said as his voice cracked.  The desperation and anger in his words made Alazar cringe.  He had heard about how crazed Gabriel had been when Anjali descended into Hell upon her mortal death.  Gabriel hadn’t been allowed to see Anjali for years because Lucifer had kept them apart. 
 
    Feeling like an ass for hating Gabriel, Alazar stood up.  “After hearing Anjali’s warning, it confirms my theory that Haydn has her.  The situation has been compounded by a new development.  Demyan is hunting Anjali.  He attacked Tristan, Liam and I and we all sustained injuries.  Liam is still unconscious and Tristan is nursing a Celestial Sword burn.  I don’t know why Hades isn’t here, but he agreed to send Vaughn after Demyan.  I didn’t want Michael telling anyone about Demyan for fear that he would have accomplices or allies.  As long as Mark can keep his mouth shut, I think we can contain the situation.  Tristan believes that Demyan is on the path of becoming a Rogue, but is still clinging to his ideals.  He needs to be captured before he finds Anjali and makes his final decision.  If he tries to kill her, I swear to you, nothing will stand in my way of killing him,” Alazar decreed, staring into Gabriel’s eyes to make sure he understood what he was saying. 
 
    Gabriel contemplated his statement for a long moment.  He finally stepped around Balthazar and held out his hand to Alazar.  Alazar hesitated, but grasped the hand in front of him. 
 
    “Kill both Haydn and Demyan if they harm my daughter,” Gabriel said in a low, harsh voice. 
 
    Alazar shook his hand and nodded, sealing his vow.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Anjali woke up stiff and achy.  She groaned when she realized that she had been sleeping on top of a pile of rocks.  She wished that this was the nightmare and whatever she had been dreaming about was real life.  She moved her shoulder and tried to crack it back into place, but it was futile.  What she wouldn’t pay for a masseuse. 
 
    She sat up and found Viktor sitting on a fallen log with a bunch of wildflowers in his fist.  “I told you, I can always find you,” he smiled. 
 
    “Oh, are you still here?  If you walk in that direction, you will eventually hit the ocean.  I promise you that if you keep walking into the water, you will drown and you will forget all about me.  You don’t need to make a deal with one of my enemies to accomplish your goal,” she said snidely. 
 
    She pushed herself up and walked away from Viktor.  Kicking through a patch of big leafy shrubs, she walked toward the mountain, hoping to push him off it when she finally got there. 
 
    “I understand that you’re upset, though I’m not sure why.  You don’t even know me,” he replied rationally. 
 
    “That’s right.  I know nothing about you except for the fact that you are a coward, a snake, a liar and an asshole.  I guess that really equates to one thing—you’re a complete loser.  Spare me the details of why you want to expunge me from your mind and let’s deal with the bigger problem.  Whose ass do I have to kick?  I’d like to add his name to my list.  Tell me who you made the deal with so that I can kill him,” she snarled as she trudged through a small stream, splashing water everywhere. 
 
    “I don’t know his name,” he replied. 
 
    She stopped midstride and did an about face to glare at him.  She stopped so quickly that he nearly stepped on her.  “What kind of an idiot makes a deal with someone he doesn’t know?” she snapped. 
 
    “A desperate one,” he said quietly. 
 
    Ignoring the sadness on his face, she turned and marched through the jungle.  “Well, we know that he isn’t mortal.  Can you describe him?  Did he have wings, or fangs or act like an arrogant false god?  I need to narrow down the possibilities,” she huffed.  She liked the idea of putting all of her energy into fighting someone that she could, by all rights, kill. 
 
    “You have a list of people whose asses you need to kick?” he asked as he caught up with her. 
 
    “Who doesn’t?” she quipped.  “You are currently number two on my list.  You moved up from number three.  Congratulations.” 
 
    Once again, he seemed amused by her, which only pissed her off more. 
 
    “Out of curiosity, who is number one?” he asked. 
 
    “Haydn,” she replied without thinking. 
 
    “Is he the one who captured you?” he smiled as if he was happy to have a name connected to her enemy. 
 
    She stopped again and looked up at the sky to gather her thoughts.  “I guess it doesn’t matter if you know the truth since you are determined to forget me,” she muttered before turning around to face him.  “I, Viktor, am the Bringer of the Apocalypse, created to end the world.”  She was being dramatic but it was better to express her anger with her words instead of her fists and kneecaps.  She waited for the doubt or confusion that most people had when learning of her title and destiny, but he merely looked at her. 
 
    “You’re the Destroyer.  I know,” he shrugged. 
 
    Her mouth fell open when he casually said her hated nickname.  “Did the creature you made the deal with call me that?” she asked, trying to run through every possible reason for him to know that name. 
 
    “No,” he replied.  “I’ve heard it before over the years.” 
 
    She blinked a few times and stepped back to sit on something capable of holding her weight.  “You’ve heard others call me the Destroyer?” she asked, her voice almost giving out.  She couldn’t believe that he knew who she was. 
 
    He looked down at the ground and frowned.  “I don’t believe that it’s a kind name, but more of a detested name, one that people use to make you sound like a monster.  Up until now, you’ve never responded to the name.  I had the impression that you didn’t know you were the Destroyer,” he explained. 
 
    She put her hands over her face and took a moment to accept that Viktor not only knew who she really was, but he had known for a long time, even though her previous incarnations had no clue about her destiny. 
 
    “Have you seen what I’m capable of?” she asked, concerned about how much he actually knew. 
 
    “If you mean the tornados, the rain storms, the lightning bolts, the gale force winds, the ice and the fire, then yes, I know what you can do,” he said matter-of-factly.  He was unreasonably calm and collected while detailing her destructive abilities. 
 
    “Do you fear me?  Is that why you want to forget about me?” she asked as she began to tremble.  Had her true identity ruined their relationship?  For some reason it hurt more to believe that he couldn’t love the real Anjali.  It would confirm her secret fear that no one could love the real Bringer of the Apocalypse, the one who didn’t care about casualties and collateral damage. 
 
    Without hesitation, he shook his head.  “I have never feared you, except for the time that you threw a vase at my head during an argument we were having.  I was ready to fight an encroaching army that wanted to burn down our village, but you preferred to run and find a new home.  You didn’t want me getting killed, so you threw the vase at me to knock some sense into me.  Oddly enough, it worked,” he chuckled. 
 
    She couldn’t help but smile at his story until she realized that her mortal self wanted to run from danger, yet now she was the first person to engage an enemy head on, when not trapped in bonds. 
 
    “I’m not that person anymore.  I’m the woman who would ask you to take up arms and follow me into battle.  It seems that you are the one who prefers to run away this time,” she said sadly. 
 
    She stood up and left him to ponder her statement. 
 
    Anjali tried to remember that Viktor was a stranger, yet the more time she spent with him, the more familiar he was.  She could almost picture herself throwing a vase at him.  Logically, she should be angry with him about the deal he had made, but instead, she was more upset that he couldn’t love her anymore.  How could breaking up with someone she knew nothing about hurt so damned much? 
 
    From the corner of her eye, she saw Viktor catch up with her and match her pace. 
 
    “Who is Haydn?  You didn’t explain how he factors into all of this,” he said softly. 
 
    “He’s my Angel of Distrust and he wants to torture me until I release my other angels so that he can kill me,” she said, annoyed that Haydn was still lurking around the island. 
 
    She turned to look at him when she didn’t hear him walking beside her.  Seeing him frozen in shock put a smile on her face.  It seemed that he didn’t know everything about her after all. 
 
    “The person working for you is an angel?” he asked incredulously. 
 
    She nodded and sighed.  “He’s one of the Angels of Temptation and he’s unwilling to do his job.  He’s lost his mind and it’s up to me to get him back on track, though things are very complicated.” 
 
    He scratched his chin and thought about what she said.  “I’ve never heard of the Angels of Temptation.  I assumed that whenever you were meant to do, you would accomplish it on your own.  Why would someone as powerful as you need angels?” he asked, genuinely curious. 
 
    “Everyone needs help, Viktor,” she shrugged.  “They will tempt the mortals to choose good or evil.  When the wicked outnumber the righteous, I will bring about the end.  Of course, there have been times when I mistakenly tried to end the world.”  She didn’t know why she felt guilty for admitting her failures, but he didn’t appear to judge her. 
 
    “I don’t understand.  You are more than capable of judging the mortals.  You were always the first one to know when danger was near or if someone was a friend or foe.  I was concerned that you would sniff out my lies immediately when I arrived here, so I kept quiet about my intentions,” he said.  “I could never lie about coming home late from a card game or why I needed to sneak out so that I could procure a birthday present or a token of my affection.”  He gave her a wicked smile that proved he once loved her enough to buy her presents. 
 
    She was surprised to hear him talk so plainly about the past as if it were yesterday.  She liked hearing about the normal things they did without using the words, Hell, Lucifer and Hall of Shadows.  It reminded her of life with CJ when things had been normal. 
 
    “It’s more complex than figuring out if someone is a criminal or a saint.  Before an Apocalypse is started, everyone needs to choose a side.  Indifference toward God will no longer be an option.  The Predznak will force everyone to look inside their hearts and judge who they really are.  My angels are supposed to tempt and I am supposed to unleash my power to destroy everything.  That’s the way it works.  Haydn has forgotten what it means to be a Predznak, or a Harbinger,” she explained. 
 
     “I remember what it means to be a Predznak; I just don’t care,” shouted the current bane of her existence from nearby. 
 
    Sighing heavily, she craned her neck to spy Haydn standing on a branch a few feet off the ground to her left.  “I assume that Viktor didn’t see you on the patio because you had stupidly fallen into the pool.  How many times did you drown before you escaped the ropes?” she asked snidely to piss him off. 
 
    “A few,” Haydn said abashedly. 
 
    “Well, both of you can drown yourselves in the ocean and leave me to find my own way off this island,” she said haughtily. 
 
    Haydn jumped of the branch and landed gracefully on the ground.  “Allow me to kill your kidnapper so that we can move things along,” he said, stepping forward to grab her arm. 
 
    Viktor stepped in front of her, presumably to protect her, but it was more likely that he was defending his negotiating chip.  “You don’t get to touch her,” he sneered. 
 
    Anjali rolled her eyes and stepped away from both of them.  “You two are perfect for each other.  Neither of you know what you want.  You both kidnapped me, and now you are both trying to protect me.  I want nothing to do with either of you.  In fact, I hope you and Viktor fight to the death and save me the trouble of killing you both,” she snickered. 
 
    She stormed off fully prepared to let them sort things out themselves.  Her patience was gone and all she could think about was going home. 
 
    “Very well,” Haydn remarked.  He lowered his head and glanced up at Viktor through his lashes.  His green eyes locked onto Viktor’s as he took a step closer to him. 
 
    “Viktor, is it?” Haydn asked, gazing deeply into Viktor’s eyes. 
 
    The skin on the back of Anjali’s neck rose when she realized what Haydn was doing.  He wasn’t going to use his knives on Viktor, which she had a feeling Viktor could handle; instead, Haydn was going to tempt Viktor. 
 
    “Utter one more syllable, Haydn, and I will show you no mercy!” she yelled.  She wasn’t sure what she would do if Haydn continued to tempt Viktor, but threatening him was a good place to start. 
 
    “Have you forgotten that you don’t command me?” he sneered. 
 
    Viktor was standing in a crouch with one hand out, prepared to fight Haydn, though he kept looking at her.  She wasn’t sure if Viktor was planning to grab her and run or if he was afraid that she would jump into the fight.  “Back away, Anjali,” he whispered. 
 
    She waved Viktor off and watched to see what Haydn would do.  His hand hovered over the row of knives strapped to his leg.  Sadly, he had found his weapons.  Watching him decide how best to tempt Viktor, something strange occurred to her.  The other Predznak were cold and detached when they tempted.  They chose the correct words, but they conveyed little to no emotion during the actual act.  Haydn, however, seemed excited.  His face showed his delight as his fingers twitched above his knives. 
 
    “Haydn, this your last warning!” she yelled.  Perhaps she was wrong about Haydn using his power instead of his weapons.  It occurred to her that he looked more like Vadim, the Overseer of the Hall of Mercy, their most skilled torturer, when trying to get the truth from a prisoner other than a Predznak. 
 
    Haydn ignored her and moved closer to Viktor.  “Tell me, Viktor, why are you here?  What truths are you hiding from Anjali?  You have gained her trust through small acts of kindness to win her over, but it is meaningless.  You want something from her and you are working very hard to gain her approval so you can get what you want.  What do you want from her?  Do you crave her power?  Do you want her to kill someone for you?  Why do you need her to believe in you?” Haydn asked.  His face was filled with anticipation as his hand closed in on his knives. 
 
    “You don’t have to answer him, Viktor,” Anjali said.  She tapped her foot, annoyed that Haydn was making assumptions.  “I see that you have forgotten how to tempt a mortal, Haydn,” she growled.  This was the main reason for Haydn’s confused mind.  He had stopped being an Angel of Temptation. 
 
    Haydn looked at her from the corner of his eye.  “I remember all too well,” he smirked.  He pulled one of his knives from his holster and threw it at Viktor’s shoulder.  Viktor tried to dodge the knife, but it grazed his arm.  Viktor grunted and grabbed the wound to put pressure on it. 
 
    “No!” she shouted.  She wanted to check on Viktor, but first she needed to stop Haydn.  She stepped in front of Haydn to block his view of Viktor, and held out her hands.  “What is the matter with you?  Even with the bonds on, I can tell that you aren’t using your power.  Viktor should be sweating and shaking from the strain of the temptation on his soul, instead, he looks more worried about being stabbed.  I’ve seen the others tempt, and this is not how it’s done.  What happened to you, Haydn?  Why have you failed me?” she asked, disappointed in him.  Her frustration, exhaustion, and powerlessness merged until she was furious at her angel.  She stood her ground so that he would understand that she would not back down.  She was his master and it was time that he acknowledged that. 
 
    Haydn chuckled darkly.  “How could I fail you when you haven’t asked me to do anything?  You haven’t been around long enough to be disappointed.  Trust me; I remember how to do my job.  I’ll show you how it’s done,” he said sinisterly.  He looked around her to focus on Viktor again.  “Did you tell her that you were here to rescue her?  Did you tell her how you found her, because I’m sure what you said was a lie?  No one else knows she’s here, so you must have crossed paths with her by accident, or you had some other means of finding her.  What lie did you tell her to gain her trust?  If you had told her the truth, she would have killed you by now.  She’s more resourceful than you think.  Better yet, why are you not afraid of her?  How is it that you can stand next to the most feared creature the world has ever known and yet you look at her as if she is precious to you?  Did you lie to her and tell her that you loved her?  You certainly aren’t here because you love her.  You couldn’t possibly love the Destroyer,” Haydn proclaimed. 
 
    Anjali was upset with Haydn for making assumptions instead of looking inside Viktor’s heart for a way to tempt him, thought she was relieved that he wasn’t capable of tempting him.  On top of that, she was hurt by his accusation that no one could ever love her.  She had yet another reason to punch him. 
 
    “I’ve seen enough, Haydn.  I’m not impressed by your temptation.  You claim to be doing your job, but you aren’t.  You’re doing the job that was forced upon you.  You only remember what you learned to do in my absence.  Viktor isn’t a prisoner and you aren’t in charge of interrogating him to learn the truth,” she said, trying to get through to him.  “I already know why Viktor is here.  I got the truth out of him by holding a gun to his head and I did it a lot faster than you did.  Look at him, Haydn.  He’s unfazed by your temptation.  If he were truly under your power, he would be ready to kill me because he didn’t trust me.  Instead, you are interrogating him so that I will learn the truth and not trust him.  You have things backwards.”  She shook her head at how lost Haydn was that he actually believed this was a temptation. 
 
    Haydn ignored her words and continued to stare at Viktor. 
 
    Viktor edged closer to her.  “Anjali, I don’t think you’re going to win this test of wills.  I’ll tell him whatever he wants if he will leave you alone.” 
 
    “No, Viktor, if he actually uses his power to tempt you, you’ll never be the same.  You’ll always doubt yourself or doubt others.  That is what he’s supposed to do.  He is meant to turn you against everyone you know and love until you are completely alone,” she said over her shoulder. 
 
    Viktor sighed.  “I’m already alone, Anjali.  I have no one else,” he replied.  “He can’t do anything to me.” 
 
    Anjali doubted that were true, but she didn’t want to put Viktor to the test.  She was sad to hear that Viktor had no one in his life to care for him, but it was for the best in the event that she couldn’t get Haydn under control. 
 
    Closing her eyes, she needed to break through his madness without her power.  He was angry and hurt because she hadn’t been there for him.  He felt abandoned, which she understood, but there was more to his anger.  He wanted to save the other Predznak, even though he hated most of them.  Why?  Why would he want to save them?  That’s when it dawned on her.  She understood the reason for his confusion. 
 
    “Haydn, tell me why I should release the Predznak, and don’t tell it’s because you owe them or you are generous enough to want them to be happy,” she demanded. 
 
    He huffed and appeared annoyed that she was interrupting him. 
 
    Taking a bold step forward, she stared into his eyes.  “You want me to free the Predznak so that you aren’t alone anymore.  You don’t trust me, I get that, but when push comes to shove, you trust the other Predznak because they are your family.  Your power is keeping you apart from them because you believe they are conspiring against you, yet on some level, you know the truth.  You want them on your side to stand against me.  You want them to be free to make their own decisions so that I won’t command them to hurt you.  Isn’t that right?  You miss them and you feel that if they are under my control, you will never have your friends back,” she said softly. 
 
    Haydn was still focused on Viktor, but the muscle in his jaw clenched, which meant he was listening to her. 
 
    “Anjali, step away from him,” Viktor warned. 
 
    She ignored Viktor and took another small step forward.  “You know I’m right, which is why you can’t refute what I’m saying.  You don’t have to admit it, but I know that we are in agreement,” she said, placing her hand on his arm.  He looked down and frowned at her hand, but didn’t pull away.  Happy that she was making progress, she continued.  “Please, tell me why you stopped tempting the mortals.  Tell my why you gave up on being a Predznak.  Was your power too much to control, like Tristan’s or was there another reason?  Did you enjoy it too much, like Alazar?  Tell me the truth.  Why aren’t you fulfilling your duties?” she asked softly, trying to coax the answer out of him.  Threats and commands were lost on him because he didn’t want to accept her as his master, so she hoped that kindness and compassion would win him over. 
 
    Haydn’s eyes shifted to hers and his hands trembled.  “No.  I won’t relive it again,” he said shakily. 
 
    Taking a breath, she locked her knees and stared at him.  “I know it’s painful to relive the past, Haydn, but you need to tell me what happened,” she said encouragingly. 
 
    He looked down at her for a moment, as he contemplated the answer.  He finally nodded slightly and looked off into the jungle.  “She died because I did my job.  An innocent woman died as I watched the village burn,” he said, his voice nearly giving out. 
 
    “What happened?  Who was this woman?  Go on,” she asked, relieved to hear him open up. 
 
    “I was in a small fishing village near Shanghai in the 15th century.  I found a young woman named Lu Zhi sitting near the river.  She had a beautiful smile and I couldn’t help but speak with her.  She told me all about her family that she loved dearly.  She fished so that she could earn money to help them.  She mentioned a betrothal that she wasn’t happy about so I asked her what was wrong with him.  Her betrothed lived far away from the river and planned to take her to his home.  She didn’t want to leave her family but her betrothed offered to help them financially.  I listened to her story and consoled her.  I’m not sure why I felt bad for her since I rarely interacted with the mortals during that time, but something about her kind heart struck a chord with me.  I hated doing it but I tempted her, just as I was supposed to.  Thankfully, she resisted my temptation and went back home that afternoon with a clear conscience.  Two days later, I returned to her village, unable to get her out of my mind.  It had been a long time since I had found someone as gentle and sweet as her.  For a week straight, we sat by the river and talked about whatever came to mind.  On the last day, I arrived to find that Lu Zhi had been taken during the night by pirates.  The area was known to have issues with rebellions and rival factions of religious sects.  Pirates often preyed on the instability of the land.  I should have walked away and let it be because bad things happen to mortals all the time, but I was mad that she had been taken. 
 
    “I tempted the entire village to turn on one another because they failed to protect her and showed no interest in rescuing her.  There was such bedlam that the fires raged for over a week.  To my surprise, Lu Zhi returned to the village, having been saved by her betrothed and his men.  When the villagers saw that she was still alive, they were enraged.  They blamed her for the destruction of her village, unable to accept that they had caused their own destruction because they hadn’t fought to save her and had allowed their guilt and anger to create rifts in their friendships and loyalties to one another.  They grabbed her, threw her into the fire and killed her betrothed and his men.  She never came out of the fire.  Because I did my job and tempted the village to blame each other and doubt one another, they no longer trusted the very woman they should have protected.  The innocent woman who was so pure of heart, that she had resisted my temptation, died because I did my job,” he said as tears rolled down his face. 
 
    Anjali covered her mouth, horrified by the tragic tale.  She felt bad for Haydn and understood his guilt, even though it wasn’t his fault.  “Many innocents will die when I end the world, Haydn.  Take solace that they will go to Heaven, just as Lu Zhi did.  I’m sorry that she died, Haydn, but that is why we were created.  You said that the area was known for rebellions and pirates.  It wasn’t a safe haven to begin with.  It’s possible that Lu Zhi would have lived a happy life, but there are no guarantees that would have happened.  The villagers failed to resist your temptation, just as they failed to protect that woman.  They are to blame for their demise and for the death of Lu Zhi, not you,” she said sympathetically. 
 
    Haydn hung his head and wept silently for his friend.  “I couldn’t bring myself to tempt anyone else after that.  I failed because I didn’t know how to carry on.  I had distanced myself from the other Predznak and you were gone.  I shut down because I didn’t know what to do.  I didn’t want any more innocent people to die because of me,” he sniffled. 
 
    “We’ve all made mistakes, Haydn.  It’s time to put things right,” she said.  She patted his cheek and wiped away his tears with her thumb. 
 
    He looked at her with a mix of sorrow and confusion. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay, Haydn.  I promise that I will make amends if you give me a chance.  I will help you find a way to deal with the past so that you can sort out the future,” she smiled. 
 
    Bewildered, he nodded and shrugged. 
 
    Anjali turned to let Viktor know that he was safe when she saw him flinch and fall to the ground.  She ran to him and found a cut on the side of his neck, but she couldn’t find a reason for it. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked as she searched the rest of his body for signs of trauma.  The cut on his shoulder was minor and had stopped bleeding, but she couldn’t understand why his neck was injured. 
 
    “I’m okay,” he said, giving her a small smile.  “It must have been an insect.  Some of them are as large as birds around here.”  He held his hand over his neck and pulled a handkerchief from his pocket to cover the wound. 
 
    Happy that he was safe from Haydn’s temptation, she looked into his bluish-purple eyes and smiled.  Her emotions were all over the place after facing Haydn and fearing for Viktor’s safety.  She felt cold and nervous and yet excited and happy.  Viktor’s expression was as confused as hers.  He didn’t seem to know what to make of things either.  Her hand begged to touch him and make sure he was okay, but they were far from okay.  He reached out to touch her, but stopped his hand in midair as confusion won out. 
 
    Staring at his inviting lips, she gave in and closed the distance between them.  She leaned in and touched her frigid lips to his warm mouth.  Her cold skin ignited when they touched.  She took control of the kiss, moving her lips against his and sliding her tongue into his mouth.  She moaned at the sensation and dug her fingers into his stubbled cheeks to ground herself. 
 
    Viktor seemed hesitant at first despite his intense gaze.  His ongoing internal debate seemed to be the reason for his reluctance.  He kissed her tentatively, but didn’t lose himself to her touch.  She was impatient for him to give in and do what he clearly wanted to do. 
 
    Though her skin felt like it would melt from the burning desire inside of her, she forced herself to stop.  She would never forgive herself if she forced herself upon someone, since she knew what it felt like to be kissed by someone she hated. 
 
    She pulled back and searched his eyes for some clue as to what this man wanted.  Had she misread his kindness or his intense glances?  Was he really willing to walk away from her after centuries of being together?  His breathing was as labored as hers was, so he certainly felt something when they kissed, but he was unwilling to allow his feelings to take over. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he whispered.  She wasn’t sure if he was sorry for kissing her for not embracing the kiss.  Perhaps, he was sorry for wanting to leave her. 
 
    She was about to ask him what he meant when she heard Haydn make a strange noise.  She was afraid that he had once again lost himself to his power so she spun around to engage him, but stopped when she saw the reason for his garbled sound. 
 
    His eyes were wide and he was gasping for air.  She stared down at Haydn’s chest where she saw a blue glowing light that was far worse than the Celestial Bonds.  It was the blue flame of the Celestial Sword.  The flame was protruding through Haydn’s chest.  When she looked up at Haydn’s face, she found the face that she had seen over and over again in her dreams of killing Farouk.  Demyan was standing behind Haydn, who was falling to the ground.  Demyan had the same expression he wore in Portland when he had been ordered to kill Lucifer, whom she had just freed from the hold of the Syankas.  His stern face and dead eyes showed no compassion for his victim.  Instead, they were proof that this was not a rescue attempt.  This was to be an execution, her execution. 
 
    She slowly backed away as she tried to keep Viktor behind her.  She watched Haydn’s body twitch when the sword was removed from his chest, but she refused to accept that Haydn might be dead.  Instead, she focused on the immediate threat.  A Celestial Warrior was forbidden to kill a mortal, but this warrior didn’t seem to be working within the normal rules of engagement. 
 
    “Run!” she shouted to Viktor, who was already trying to grab her arm. 
 
    “We need to leave!” he shouted when she pulled her arm away from him. 
 
    “No, he’s here for me and he’s not allowed to hurt you,” she said, until it dawned on her that the cut on Viktor’s neck had been a distraction.  Demyan had injured Viktor so that he could move in on a distraught Haydn. 
 
    While she was arguing with Viktor, she saw movement to her left, but was too slow to register what was happening.  Demyan had taken to the air and was flying straight toward Viktor.  Demyan’s left wing scooped Viktor off the ground and sent him flying through the air until he landed against a thick tree trunk.  His head snapped back and hit the tree with tremendous force.  She thought for sure that he would die from the impact. 
 
    She screamed half in horror, half in rage.  If Viktor and Haydn somehow survived this, she would allow Demyan to live.  If they were both dead, Michael himself wouldn’t be able to keep her from seeking vengeance upon Demyan. 
 
    A sharp pain in the back of her neck turned the world black and her rage drifted away into the dark oblivion. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Anjali cracked open her dry eyelids and found that she was high off the ground and oddly angled.  Her arms and legs were trapped beneath something tight.  Getting her bearings, she figured out that she was tied to the bottom of a tree limb, hovering over the jungle at least two stories up in the air.  She struggled to get free but the vines tied around her were too constricting. 
 
    The sun was down, which meant she had been unconscious for a few hours. 
 
    She tried to sort through what had happened, but parts were a little fuzzy.  She remembered fighting with Haydn and kissing Viktor, but Demyan’s attack had been so fast that it was hard to recall every detail.  All she knew was that Haydn and Viktor were in serious trouble, if they were still alive.  She had to free herself and get back to them, wherever they were. 
 
    She had no idea what was wrong with Demyan.  She had only seen him a few times that she could recall.  Aside from Portland, he had been in Romania during Maraquette’s capture.  It was doubtful that he was upset about Maraquette’s death. 
 
    Though the Celestial Warriors weren’t under the command of Hell, she was certainly allowed to order Demyan to release her…as long as she wasn’t under arrest.  She quickly thought back to her recent encounter with the white clad warriors but couldn’t remember having any trouble with them in New York.  Michael hadn’t demanded her head for almost blowing up the city or for politely suggesting that Fenris’ son be allowed to return to his people in the Australian Outback.  She assumed that if the Council had sent Demyan to capture or kill her, she would be missing her head, or standing before Raphael, Michael and Adrian and not tied to a tree.  No, it was more likely that Demyan was angry about Portland or her attack on Farouk, though she wasn’t sure why he had waited so long to confront her. 
 
    “Let me go!” she shouted, hoping that Demyan would reveal his location. 
 
    Listening for a response, she could only hear a group of monkeys chattering and screaming off in the distance.  She tried to figure a way out of this predicament, but was short on options.  The only bright side to having a warrior this close to her was having access to his fingerprint.  He could unlock her bonds if she could get close enough.  Once she was free, she could determine his guilt or innocence before calling for Michael or Balthazar, depending on his intentions toward her. 
 
    Deciding to forego the usual threats one shouted when they were tied up, she tried a different tactic.  “This is some rescue you’ve planned.  I’m starting to bruise here,” she huffed. 
 
    “Who says this is a rescue?” the warrior called from below.  She couldn’t see him, but she determined that he was to her left. 
 
    “Which one are you?  All you warriors look alike to me in your stupid white togas.  Then again, I’m usually more concerned about the swords in your hands so I don’t bother to look at your faces,” she said, trying to get him to talk.  It was a stupid plan, but people had a tendency to engage a prisoner when they were angry. 
 
    She heard his wings flapping before she saw him move.  In a blur of white, Demyan appeared in front of her as he landed on a lower branch. 
 
    “I cannot believe you are so arrogant as to not care about my name,” he sneered. 
 
    She tried to shrug, but it was difficult to do.  She craned her neck awkwardly to see him standing below her.  “What do you want?” she asked indifferently. 
 
    He glared at her and opened his mouth, but immediately stopped to stare off into the distance.  She wondered if he was deviating from his object or if killing her was his objective. 
 
    “How about we start with something simple since that question is stumping you?  How did you find me?” she asked. 
 
    The corner of his mouth turned up into a snarky smile.  He pulled out the two knives missing from Haydn’s leg holster. 
 
    “You certainly left a mess in Brazil,” he chuckled as he slid the knives into the pocket on the side of his toga. 
 
    She was happy to hear that he had been in Brazil because it meant that her Nachtghuls were looking for her.  They were the only ones who knew her location before Haydn had grabbed her.  She wondered if Demyan had been a part of the search party or if he had heard that she was missing and seized the opportunity to steal her away. 
 
    “Are the women safe?” she asked without thinking.  She prayed that Maria and others had been able to escape during the chaos. 
 
    He frowned as if he didn’t understand the question. 
 
    “What did you see at the compound?” she asked, frustrated that he wasn’t able to answer her. 
 
    He folded his arms and stared at her for a moment.  He finally released his arms and rubbed the back of his neck.  “At least twenty mortals were dead from gunshot wounds, and some were eaten.  I found one of the knives in a dead mortal, though I am confused as to why Haydn would cripple the mortals and leave them to be eaten alive,” he replied, disgusted by what he had seen. 
 
    She tilted her head in confusion.  “Someone ate those men?  That can’t be right.  Haydn threw his knives at them and me, but they were disabling wounds.  There’s no way that animals ate them alive,” she said, shocked by the news.  She wondered if the women in the barn had suffered the same fate. 
 
    “All I know is that you are responsible for their deaths.  I saw the fire and smelled their burning flesh.  There are no limits to your depravity.  It seems that you have learned nothing during your years as a mortal,” he sneered. 
 
    Annoyed that Demyan was blaming her for what had happened, she struggled to get free from the vines.  He wasn’t interested in hearing the truth, which made him very dangerous.  She feared that he had already made up his mind to kill her. 
 
    He shook his head.  “You can’t break through the vines without your strength.  I am well aware of how weak you are.  The bonds are very effective,” he said confidently. 
 
    Groaning, she tsked at the warrior.  “Don’t you get it?  Something ate the mortals, which means you have a job to do.  I’m not your enemy.  I didn’t kill those men, even though they deserved their deaths.  If something ate them, it was most likely a creature with fangs, a creature you should be killing,” she said as her words lost steam.  Her stomach dropped when she realized who was responsible for eating the men.  It seemed that she had been closer to the Harpy than she thought. 
 
    “That’s a problem for the Xiphos Warriors, but it can wait until I’m done here,” he said indifferently. 
 
    She allowed her head to fall down to relieve the pressure on her neck as she pondered how the Harpy knew about the people at the farmhouse.  The Harpy could have followed her, or it could have been drawn in by the fire.  Either way, she needed to back to Brazil as quickly as possible. 
 
    Her eyes snapped up when she registered the last part of his statement.  Chills ran through her at his detached tone when he said, “until I’m done here.”  She was right about him changing his mission objectives.  Whatever his original orders were, he was in the process of ignoring them and going rogue. 
 
    “Demyan, I’m really not in the mood to die today, so let’s skip that part.  I have to find out if the women in the compound are dead.  I was there to find and kill an old enemy of Heaven and Hell.  If this creature is responsible for those deaths, then it needs to die.  If you want to kill something, then help me find the thing responsible and I’ll let you take its head,” she said, hoping to appeal to whatever sense of honor and duty he still had toward Heaven and the mortals.  She thought it best to avoid telling Demyan about the Harpy to keep Hades off the beheading list for the time being. 
 
    He frowned and looked down his nose at her.  He either didn’t believe her or didn’t care about the thing that had killed the mortals. 
 
    Exasperated, she began to squirm and wriggle around frantically.  There had to be a way to break free. 
 
    A sharp pain exploded across her cheek and she stopped moving.  The bastard had backhanded her across the face.  She lost the last of her patience and glowered at him. 
 
    “State your mission objective immediately.  You haven’t charged me with any crimes, so I am not your prisoner, which means that you have no right to keep me here.  I am a Head of Hell and while you do not answer to me, you are duty bound to protect me.  Explain your actions, or so help me, I will find a way to call for Lucifer and watch him eat your spleen,” she snarled. 
 
    He stepped closer until she could see his brown eyes in the dim moonlight.  He laughed cruelly and spat in her face. 
 
    She was so appalled by his actions that she couldn’t speak. 
 
    “You killed Farouk,” he growled.  “Do not bother telling me that you don’t remember him because I am well aware.  Your amnesia is the only reason you are still alive.  It is hard to kill an enemy who does not remember their wrongdoing.  The Council claims his death was an accident, but they are wrong.  You are a murderer and I plan to make you confess one way or another before I finally have justice for my fallen friend,” he said as his voice cracked.  He looked away to gather his thoughts before he smiled cruelly at her.  “You should know that your Predznak are searching for you, but they will not be of any help.  I made sure of that.”  He jumped to the ground and began pacing and hitting the large palm leaves. 
 
    Her rage became a tangible force.  She imagined all the terrible things she would do to Demyan once she forced him to unlock her bonds.  As remorseful as she was about Farouk’s death, it wasn’t enough to quell her rage.  Demyan was using one death centuries ago as an excuse to harm her angels, which was something she would not stand for.  If Demyan wanted a war, she would give him one, as soon as she could reach the pocketknife tucked away inside her shorts. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Haydn drifted in and out of consciousness, cursing his creation.  The good thing about being stabbed by a Celestial Sword was that it cauterized the wound and stopped the bleeding.  The intolerable part about being stabbed by a Celestial Sword was the unholy pain it left in its wake. 
 
    Sadly, it wasn’t the first time he had been stabbed in the back by the blasted sword.  In fact, it had been the main reason for his departure from the Celestial Warriors.  Haydn could still remember the look of anger and surprise on the warrior’s face when he was found in a compromising position with a mortal. 
 
    He thought back on the incident and wanted to laugh at his naïve understanding of the world.  He believed that he had all the answers at the time, except the one answer he was searching for—where he belonged. 
 
    He had finally passed the grueling training period and earned the rank of Recruit.  He had completed a few basic missions under First Lieutenant Merrin, who was a strange angel and proven himself worthy to continue with the warriors.  Merrin was often too occupied to care much about Lord Commander Aeries’ orders.  He typically left Swordsman Rowan and Warrior Edric to lead the missions.  They in turn, sent Senior Swordsman Vaughn, the now infamous Höllenhund, to do the actual work.  Their squad was very disorganized, and yet somehow, they got results, so no one else seemed to notice their lack of structure. 
 
    During his first mission, they had protected the mortals from a Rogue Angel who was pretending to be a false prophet in order to turn the mortals against Father.  The Rogue wasn’t difficult to subdue, but the other warriors acted as if they had saved the world.  The celebrating lasted for a few days, to Haydn’s dismay.  He wanted to move on to something more challenging.  Rowan didn’t like Recruits and felt that they needed to prove themselves before they earned their place.  Vaughn ignored Rowan since he preferred to work on his own.  Haydn always believed that it was the reason Vaughn agreed to leave the warriors and work for Hell. 
 
    After a few battles with false gods and a monster or two, he still hadn’t earned the “respect” of Rowan.  Haydn was getting tired of listening to Rowan talk about himself as if he was the greatest warrior who ever lived.  Edric was just as bad.  Of course, when Lord Commander Aeries or General Tabbris were around, Merrin would miraculously show up and take all the credit for their “wins.”  Haydn could tell that Aeries wasn’t fooled by Merrin’s bullshit, but Tabbris clung to the First Lieutenant’s every word and praised him to no end. 
 
    Haydn had considered asking Tabbris for a transfer to a different squadron, but decided against it when Recruit Farouk joined them a few months later.  Farouk was charismatic and friendly.  Recruit Perin had been placed in a different squadron, so Haydn had lost his training partner, but Farouk quickly took his place.  In the beginning, Farouk rolled his eyes when Rowan boasted and laughed behind Merrin’s back, just as Haydn did.  They began to commiserate about life as a warrior being nothing like they had expected.  They became fast friends and looked to each other to get through the boring days when they practiced their sword skills.  Farouk was a natural with a weapon in his hand, whereas Haydn lacked the finesse to wield a blade without burning his arms or legs.  It wasn’t until he had ventured into the village in disguise and met a blacksmith who was crafting small knives that Haydn found his weapon of choice.  He worked with Farouk night and day to improve his throwing skills and his hand-to-hand combat.  With an ally at his side, Merrin’s absence and Rowan’s boasting were easier to tolerate.  They had settled into a routine and enjoyed their unique friendship. 
 
    All of that changed a year later.  Rowan didn’t like that Haydn and Farouk had formed their own group and would often break up the pair on missions.  Rowan started befriending Farouk and praising him for minor things.  Farouk ignored Rowan’s offer of friendship at first, but over time, Farouk looked to Rowan for complements and special treatment.  Farouk began to hang out with Edric and acted like best friends with Merrin.  The whole thing was irritating and bizarre.  Haydn didn’t know why Rowan felt threatened by his relationship with Farouk, but it was clear that it was the reason for the power shift. 
 
    Haydn tried to speak with First Lieutenant Marcus, who was in charge of his own squad.  Though Marcus understood Rowan’s less-than-favorable qualities, he told Haydn that he had to speak with Tabbris if he wanted to change his squad.  Tabbris usually wasn’t interested in minor squabbles, so Haydn didn’t see the point in making an issue out of it.  In the end, he stayed quiet and persevered. 
 
    About a month after speaking with Marcus, Haydn had gone to the village to visit the blacksmith, who was always eager to show him the newest knives he had created.  On his way to the smith, Haydn thought he saw Farouk head down the path leading to the village elder’s hut.  He ran to catch up with Farouk to see what was happening.  He hoped that there wasn’t trouble in the village.  It had been too quiet as of late and he feared that a new threat had made itself known. 
 
    Haydn crossed through the market, and headed toward the elder’s hut.  Beyond the hut, he saw Farouk run off the path toward the cow pasture near the lake.  Haydn quickly followed him, but lost sight of him when he entered a small grain house. 
 
    Haydn ran up to the grain house and peeked into the musty room.  It was dark inside, but a few rays of light managed to stream through the gaps in the wooden roof.  Inside he saw movement and heard hushed voices. 
 
    “Quiet down,” a voice that sounded like Farouk said in a hushed tone. 
 
    Haydn was uneasy about the way Farouk had spoken.  It sounded like he was trying to hide something.  Without thinking, Haydn pulled the door open and found a woman pressed up against the wall.  Farouk had his hand over the woman’s mouth and his hand was reaching for the bottom of her tunic. 
 
    “Let her go,” Haydn said, stepping into the damp room. 
 
    “You have no business here, Haydn.  Leave,” Farouk said dismissively. 
 
    Haydn shook his head.  “I doubt that she is a Siren or a Rusalka or you would be the one trapped against the wall, so I suggest you let her go.” 
 
    “She disrespected me and she needs to be taught a lesson.  You will leave right now before I take issue with you,” Farouk sneered. 
 
    “No,” Haydn said, standing his ground.  “This is not you, Farouk.  You have allowed Rowan’s praise to corrupt you.  This woman should not be harmed because you believe that she disrespected you.  You are a Warrior and you took a vow to protect the mortals.  She owes you nothing for doing your job,” Haydn replied placing his hand over his knife belt. 
 
    “I would think twice about attacking a fellow Warrior,” Farouk said menacingly. 
 
    “You are not a Warrior if you are trying to harm a mortal,” Haydn said.  He jumped to the side and rolled into a crouch.  He threw two knives, one that hit Farouk’s thigh, and the other that embedded itself in his leg. 
 
    Haydn motioned for the woman to run toward him while Farouk was busy trying to remove the knives. 
 
    “Run home,” Haydn said to the terrified woman.  She nodded and ran for her house across the field. 
 
    Farouk got to his feet and drew his Celestial Sword.  His leg was injured badly enough to keep him off balance, but he was determined to continue the fight.  He swung at Haydn’s head but he didn’t have the proper footing on the uneven ground and missed. 
 
    Haydn kicked him in the stomach, but Farouk recovered and snapped his arm forward, punching Haydn in the face.  Haydn had seen the punch coming and braced for it, but it still hurt.  He quickly backed up and pulled out his two remaining knives. 
 
    “I suggest you run before the woman’s father or husband calls for the elders.  If the Council finds out about this, you will end up in the Hall of Shadows,” Haydn warned. 
 
    “I cannot believe that I once called you my friend.  Rowan was right; you are weak and pathetic.  I cannot believe it took me this long to see it.  You do not understand what it means to be a warrior.  It means that we are better than the other angels.  They are too naïve and consumed by their pettiness to see the truth of things.  We are better than the frail mortals.  They need to be protected from creatures a hundred times stronger than they are.  They should be worshiping us for all that we do for them,” Farouk boasted. 
 
    Haydn hung his head.  He was sad to hear that his friend had turned away from the teachings of Father.  “You sound like a Rogue, Farouk.  I can only imagine what nonsense Rowan has put into your head, but you cannot think like that.  We volunteered to protect the mortals without any compensation beyond the satisfaction of a job well done.  The mortals are not allowed to know who we really are and yet you expect them to worship us like gods?  You need to stop this kind of thinking immediately.  If you continue, they will decree that you are a Rogue and arrest you.  There is still time to make amends.  You are a good angel, Farouk, but you are on a dangerous path,” he said, pleading with his friend. 
 
    “You do not understand and you never will,” Farouk laughed darkly. 
 
    Farouk lunged forward and swung at Haydn’s legs to throw him off balance, but Haydn jumped to avoid the sword.  Haydn swung his knife a Farouk’s face, catching him across the cheek.  Farouk laughed at his metal knives and swung the sword at Haydn’s arm, only to spin around and kick his right hand, sending the knife to the ground. 
 
    “Do you plan to kill me with that little metal stick?” Farouk mocked.  He wiped the blood off his cheek and smiled at him, proving that a minor cut would not deter him. 
 
    “If I have to, then yes,” Haydn retorted as they circled each other, looking for an opening. 
 
    The sword came down again, but this time it grazed Haydn’s right arm.  Despite the pain from the burn, he was able to stab Farouk’s sword arm with his remaining knife, causing him to lose his grip on his weapon.  The sword dropped to the ground and the flame was extinguished. 
 
    Farouk snarled at him and pulled the knife from his arm.  Haydn stumbled away, holding his burned arm.  Anger flashed across Farouk’s face a second before he stepped forward and stabbed Haydn in the chest with his own knife, just above his heart.  Haydn staggered and fell to the ground.  He rolled onto his stomach and tried to pull the knife out of his chest.  It gave Farouk enough time to retrieve his sword and press his knee against Haydn’s left leg, pinning him to the ground. 
 
    “I heard that you told Marcus you wanted to transfer to his squad.  Rowan wanted me to teach you a lesson for sneaking off behind his back.  I refused, but now I see that I should have listened to Rowan.  You need to suffer for your cowardice,” Farouk hissed in his ear.  He raised his sword and stabbed Haydn through his back, just missing his heart.  “Tell anyone about this and I will finish the job.  You will quit the Celestial Warriors and be disgraced as a failure.  Do not look me in the eyes again, or you will regret it,” Farouk growled. 
 
    Blessedly, Farouk removed the sword from his back and disappeared.  Had the sword remained, it would have caused a multitude of problems since Haydn couldn’t reach the sword to pull it out and he would have to explain the blue flame to the mortals. 
 
    Laying on the ground, he thought about Farouk’s ultimatum.  Could he simply walk away from the Warriors without saying a word?  It felt dishonest, but he feared that Rowan would corroborate Farouk’s version of the story and he would be branded a traitor, or worse, killed.  He hated the idea of allowing Farouk to continue toward his journey of becoming a Rogue, but he wouldn’t be able to change anything if he were dead.  No, he would have to find another way to condemn Farouk.  Leaving the warriors was for the best, regardless of what had happened with Farouk.  The corruption he had witnessed turned his stomach and without a General who was capable of keeping his angels in line, there was little recourse. 
 
    While pondering his fate, he heard concerned shouts from the nearby farmhouse.  The woman must have convinced someone in her household of her attack.  Three tall men were bounding through the field with the woman in tow.  She was explaining how he had saved her from the strong man who had forced her into the grain house. 
 
    She began to cry when she saw that he was injured and pushed past the men to run to his side. 
 
    “We must help him!” she cried.  “He saved me.” 
 
    Haydn was grateful for her assistance, but regretted it when her family tried to move his injured body.  The pain was too much to bear and he passed out from the agony. 
 
    Corrina, as he came to learn her name, did her best to nurse him back to health over the next few days under the watchful eye of her father and brothers.  She was very kind and sweet.  Haydn realized that he had received more compassion from a stranger than he had from his so-called brethren.  It made his decision to leave the Warriors that much easier, though he was concerned about his future.  Farouk was right about being called a failure.  Being a Celestial Warrior was a demanding job, but when an angel left their ranks, they were seen as weak by the other angels.  He hated the thought of being seen as a disappointment for standing up for what he believed, but he was short on options. 
 
    When he was healed enough not to raise suspicion, he returned to Heaven to announce that he was leaving the Celestial Warriors for personal reasons.  He was questioned by Merrin and Aeries to confirm if he had thought through his decision.  However, it was General Tabbris’ mocking of him that confirmed his decision wholeheartedly.  Tabbris, who had abandoned his post in Hell and had crawled back to Heaven in disgrace, had the nerve to tell him that he was grateful that Haydn had determined his worthlessness before it had become a problem.  The General wished him luck finding a job that better suited his personality, whatever that meant. 
 
    Looking back, he should have called every one of them out to Michael and exposed their arrogance to the other angels, but at the time, he hadn’t had the strength.  He wondered if he was capable of doing such a thing now that he was the Angel of Distrust.  He laughed when he thought about his title.  He hadn’t been imposing enough to intimidate Anjali, what made him think that he was strong enough to take on the Celestial Warriors? 
 
    He closed his eyes and relaxed his aching body, waiting for it to slowly knit itself back together.  He was helpless to defend himself, which was problematic if Demyan decided to come back for him.  It was doubtful that Demyan wanted to kill him since he had every opportunity to take his head since he hadn’t heard him coming.  He had been too messed up to hear anything.  At the time, all he could think about was Lu Zhi and how Anjali had finally helped him deal with some of his grief.  She had forgiven him and reminded him that Lu Zhi’s fate wasn’t his fault.  The villagers had failed her, which was the very reason for his existence.  They had failed to protect her and rescue her.  He merely tempted them to do the right thing, but they embraced their guilt instead of their bravery and preferred to kill each other rather than the pirates who had taken her.  It felt good to be released from some of his guilt and breathe again, at least in a metaphorical sense since his lung was punctured. 
 
    Focusing on his current dilemma, he thought about all the reasons why Demyan would take Anjali, but only one reason came to mind—he wanted to kill her.  He wasn’t sure why Demyan had chosen to break her neck and throw her over his shoulder instead of killing her on the spot, but no good would come of it.  Demyan wasn’t a Rogue yet since he still wielded a Celestial Sword, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t on the path of evil. 
 
    He wondered what would cause Demyan to turn against the warriors?  He had always been the model warrior under First Lieutenant Marcus’ command.  It seemed much had changed since he left the fold. 
 
    Willing his body to heal faster, he painfully pulled his leg up and grabbed two of his knives.  Though he was conflicted about his feelings for Anjali, he knew that something had changed between them.  For the first time in centuries, he felt a little more like himself.  He owed it to her and himself to figure out if she could actually help him.  He couldn’t very well do that if she were dead.  He would have pitied Demyan if Anjali had been free from her bonds.  Instead, he feared how his master would handle the Rogue. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Alazar and Balthazar arrived in Santa Blanca, along with Calin, Derick and Liam.  Tristan had requested to come with them, but Alazar told him that he was needed to guard the Throne Room.  In reality, he wanted Tristan to rest.  Even injured, Tristan was a formidable opponent, as long as he saw his attacker coming for him.  Alazar was still pissed that Demyan had blindsided them.  He planned to repay the broken neck and retaliate with a sound thrashing...courtesy of Balthazar. 
 
    From the corner of his eye, he looked at Liam who was a little shaky.  His injuries were starting to heal, but his confidence was off.  He didn’t like being ambushed either.  He stood a little closer to Calin and seemed off balance, but Alazar didn’t have the luxury of sending him home.  He needed every able-bodied fighter to stand against Demyan, or at least spot his attacker this time. 
 
    “Why are we here?” Calin asked as he surveyed the main road through town.  “We’ve already established that Anjali was here but is long gone.  What can we gain by being here?” 
 
    Alazar crossed his arms and squinted up at the setting sun.  “Anjali came here for a reason.  We know that she was hunting Celaeno, but Anjali doesn’t know that the Harpy is dead.  I have faith that if she finds a way to free herself, she will come back here to finish the job.  Tristan will let us know if she returns to Hell.  By having someone in town, we have all our bases covered.  Balthazar and I are going to fly around the area again and search for her.  Something tells me that she isn't far.  Don’t ask me how I know that, but I believe it to be true,” he explained. 
 
    Derick nodded.  “I feel it too.  This town has a weird vibe, but there’s more to it.  It’s as if the people know something’s wrong.  Look at the way they’re avoiding eye contact and trying to get indoors,” he said as they tried to walk inconspicuously through the dimly lit streets. 
 
    Calin pointed to the signs posted on the sides of the buildings.  “Look at all the “Missing” posters.  A lot of people have been taken from here.” 
 
    Alazar nodded.  “We think Celaeno was responsible for the abductions.  Things should quiet down now that she’s dead,” he replied. 
 
    Liam tried to shake his head in disagreement, but winced.  “Look at that poster.  It has yesterday’s date on it.  How could the Harpy have taken someone else when it was supposedly dead?” 
 
    Balthazar and Alazar both stopped in their tracks.  “Maybe the Harpy was working with someone else?” Balthazar suggested. 
 
    Alazar shrugged.  “It’s possible, but you didn’t see the carnage at the farmhouse.  The gates were locked, but it’s possible that someone escaped during the fighting.  The Harpies weren’t known for their social skills, so I can’t imagine Celaeno working with someone, other than Hades.  They tried to eat almost everyone they came into contact with.”  Alazar wrinkled his nose when he thought about how close he had come to being eaten alive.  Had it not been for Hades, he could have ended up like the mortals at the farm. 
 
    Balthazar frowned.  “What if it’s Hades?  He told you that he would dispatch Vaugh, yet he never returned to Hell.  What if he’s been deceiving us this entire time?  What if he was really commanding the Harpy and is now trying to finish whatever mission Celaeno was tasked with?” Balthazar suggested.  His disdain for Hades was clear on his face. 
 
    Alazar considered his theory for a moment.  Hades was an asshole and typically had his own objectives while running Hell, but he wasn’t sure if he was a double agent.  Then again, he had fooled the entire group of “Greek Gods” into believing that he was on their side. 
 
    “He was broken up over the death of his Harpy, but then again, maybe he didn’t really kill her.  Maybe it was just a trick to get us off Celaeno’s trail.  I was bound when he killed her and couldn’t access my power, so I can’t confirm if she was really dead.  He moved the body before I was released from the bonds,” he said, growing more suspicious by the second. 
 
    “Well, something has these people freaking out,” Calin said as he watched two men get out of their trucks to yell at each other in the middle of the intersection.  They were swearing at each other as one of the men pulled a young woman from the passenger seat of the truck and told her it was time to go home. 
 
    “Those guys are arguing over how best to protect that woman,” Calin said, reaching for his guns. 
 
    Derick put his hand out to stop Calin.  “Settle down.  If they see your guns and realize we’re strangers, they will assume that we’re the kidnappers and try to hang us in the square.” 
 
    Calin raised his eyebrow at Derick’s surprisingly astute observation, and dropped his hands to his sides and covered his guns with his black leather jacket. 
 
    Liam leaned against a street sign and looked at Alazar.  “I don’t know much about Hades, but if he’s missing and is connected to the Harpy, then I say we question him.  Calin, and I can check out the compound again for any scents or other clues that might help us find Hades.  After that, we’ll join up with Derick and continue to search the town.  If we work as a team, we can narrow down Hades’ possible hiding spots.  The two of you should focus on Anjali.  I’ve felt how strong Demyan is and seen how ruthless he can be.  If he’s hunting Anjali, then she’ll need the two of you to protect her,” he said. 
 
    Alazar saw Liam frown when he said Anjali’s name.  He often forgot how much her Nachtghuls loved her since they were always so busy pretending not to care about her in front of Lucifer and Hades.  Looking at all three men, he could see their worry and concern for her.  It must have taken a lot for Liam to admit that he wasn’t strong enough to fight Demyan. 
 
    Agreeing to Liam’s plan, Alazar wished them well and headed off with Balthazar to find a nice shadowy spot to unleash their wings and take to the air. 
 
    “Do you really think Hades is a part of this?” Balthazar asked once they were airborne and soaring through the fluffy white clouds in the warm night air. 
 
    “I don’t know.  He looked like he was going to weep when Celaeno was laying on the ground.  I didn’t think Hades was capable of real emotions anymore, but he seemed sincere.  Then again, he lied to Lucifer for years when he was torturing Anjali in the Realms.  I believe that he is capable of many things; deception is certainly one of his many talents.  He told Tristan and me to keep quiet about his role in killing Celaeno.  It’s possible that he wanted us silenced while he carried out his plans,” Alazar said as he considered all the wicked things Hades had done over the years. 
 
    “We probably should have killed him centuries ago when we had the chance,” Balthazar said, banking right and heading for the shoreline. 
 
    Alazar nodded, but then stopped himself.  He personally had spared Hades’ life after a particularly nasty fight about Serena.  Alazar had threatened to kill Hades if he didn’t force Serena to stop punishing the Predznak.  Hades refused and claimed Serena was the only guarantee he had that the Predznak would behave themselves without their master.  Alazar had allowed his power to rise and came close to tempting Hades to take his own life, but decided that Hades would never commit suicide.  He would commit murder, treason or any number of other crimes, but Hades believed he was doing the right thing at any given moment and would never feel guilty enough to kill himself.  Instead, Alazar had punched him in the throat and left him gasping on the floor of the Throne Room. 
 
    “We would have been killed if we had attacked Hades back then.  If he is plotting against Heaven, Hell or Anjali, we need to make sure there is plenty of proof before we take his head,” Alazar said. 
 
    “That sounds like a plan to me,” Balthazar said just before he dropped beneath the clouds to see the dark landscape below. 
 
    Alazar wished he knew what was happening to Anjali.  He didn’t like the uncertainty of the situation.  She could handle herself against Haydn, if her previous experiences with the Predznak were anything to go by, but he worried about Demyan hurting her.  Without her power, she would be no match for a Celestial Warrior, though he recalled an incident from her early years.  Gabriel had briefly mentioned an incident with a Celestial Warrior, but was adamant that it had been a freak storm, or possibly a residual storm created by Anjali’s power that had caused the warrior’s untimely demise.  Having seen Anjali bound during the New York battle with the Germanic gods, he knew that her power was no match for the glowing blue manacles.  He prayed that she was able to hold out long enough for someone to find her. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Anjali watched Demyan pace through the jungle for a while before finally ignoring him.  She refused to wait for him to summon the nerve to kill her. 
 
    She struggled for what seemed like hours before she finally gave up.  The knife inside her pocket was out of reach because Demyan had been smart enough to loop the vines through her bound hands to keep her from moving.  The warrior certainly knew how to tie a decent knot. 
 
    Tired and starving, she thought about how best to negotiate for her freedom, but she was distracted by the memory of Viktor flying through the air and slamming into the tree.  She prayed that he was still alive.  Kissing him had confirmed that she felt something for him, even if she couldn’t remember him.  She had to find a way to convince him to give up on his pursuit of forgetting her.  She no longer cared that he was handing her over to an enemy.  She would kill anyone stupid enough to make a deal with one of her lovers, but she was worried about the deal itself.  What if it was a trick?  Most beings weren’t powerful enough to make a mortal forget their entire life.  Then again, most beings weren’t powerful enough to make a mortal remember everything spanning centuries of their lives.  She wondered how he was able to remember her across multiple lifetimes. 
 
    The image of Viktor laying on the ground plagued her mind until the punishing power of the bonds twisted it into a kind of terror.  Her fear got the better of her and she began to cry at the thought of losing Viktor.  She tried to remember their lives together, but it was useless.  She could feel the love that existed inside her heart for him.  It was strong and pure, though different from her feelings for the other men in her life.  She loved each of them for different reasons.  Viktor was a mystery to her, yet she felt cherished by him.  Viktor’s treatment of her was far from endearing, but he was a man torn apart by love.  She didn’t believe that he was truly this cruel, conflicted man deep down.  His desperation had changed him and made him cold and bitter.  If only she could remember the real Viktor and their lives together, she knew she could mend the break in his heart. 
 
    “Are you crying?” Demyan shouted in disbelief. 
 
    “No,” she sniffled, trying to hide her fear.  She didn’t want him believing that he had broken her. 
 
    He flew to the branch below her and stared at her.  “Why are you crying?” he asked, confused by what should seem like normal behavior for someone in her predicament. 
 
    Biting back a sob, she was mad that she couldn’t wipe away her tears before he saw them.  “Gee, I don’t know.  Maybe I’m tired and hungry.  Maybe I’m upset that you tried to kill Haydn and the mortal I was with.  Maybe I don’t like being tied to a tree.  Maybe I just want to go home and go to bed.  You have no idea what I’ve dealt with in the past few days because you’re too wrapped up in your little revenge fantasy,” she said, trying to control her emotional outburst before she sounded like a lunatic. 
 
    “You don’t get to cry, not now, not after you refused to cry or acknowledge what you did.  You killed Farouk and didn’t show a single ounce of remorse or regret,” he shouted. 
 
    She prepared to be backhanded again, but Demyan didn’t move. 
 
    “You have a lot of rage over something that happened in 210,000 B.C.E.,” she said without thinking. 
 
    He frowned at the date and tilted his head.  She immediately regretted acknowledging the date of the incident, though she had no clue how she was able to pull the date out of thin air. 
 
    “How do you know when it happened?” he asked suspiciously. 
 
    “How have you not made peace with an incident from centuries ago that was ruled an accident?” she asked, deflecting his question. 
 
    He put his hand on the hilt of his sword.  “You remember, don’t you?” he growled. 
 
    Her expression must have indicated that she did indeed remember what happened, because the blue flame suddenly lit up the dimness around her.  She stared Demyan in the eye, unwilling to show him fear in her final moments. 
 
    She felt the heat of the sword graze her arm, but she didn’t feel the impact; instead, she found herself falling onto the branch he was standing on.  Unable to grab hold of the branch, she tumbled through the smaller branches and leaves until she hit the ground with a thud. 
 
    “Oww,” she moaned when she landed on top of a large aboveground root system. 
 
    Fluttering next to her indicated that Demyan was somewhere nearby. 
 
    Unable to get to her feet fast enough, she held out her hands to delay his next move.  “I get that you’re mad at me, Demyan, I understand that.  I honestly can’t remember everything that happened, but I’m starting to relive it in my dreams,” she confessed. 
 
    He took a step toward her, but immediately stopped.  He stared down at her, shocked by the revelation. 
 
    “Then you know why you need to die,” he growled, raising his sword again. 
 
    “No, but I can tell you what I do know.  I know that I unleashed my power on the village and tried to destroy it, which I’m sure you took issue with because it was your job to protect the mortals.  I understand why the Celestial Warriors hate me and fear me.  Why shouldn’t they fear me?  I couldn’t control my reaction to the sins committed by the mortals, not even minor sins.  I had no control over the raw power inside of me and I didn’t have a ring at the time to help prevent my power from escaping. 
 
    “Here’s the problem, Demyan.  What if you were given limitless power, but no one told you what that entailed?  What if they warned you that your power was dangerous, but never explained how or when to use this power?  How would you feel?  What would you do?  Everyone feared me because I had no idea what I was doing.  I didn’t understand what it meant to tempt the mortals or to judge them.  I only felt this overwhelming need to punish them and I couldn’t control it.  How would you feel if you were sent into battle without any training?  How many people would you accidently hurt if you didn’t know how to use your sword?  How many mistakes would you have made?  I’m a terror because no one explained how to harness this power and use it appropriately.  The Council somehow expected me to have the knowledge to carry out my duties.  I was set up for failure, but the Council refuses to see it that way.  They didn’t want to train me because they didn’t want me to end the world.  They kept my Predznak from me to keep me handicapped.  I don’t care if you hate my purpose in life.  It’s not up to you to question my mission.  God wants me to punish the wicked, so you should have faith in his reasons for doing so.  You should be trying to help me figure out how best to serve God without trying to take my head at every encounter. 
 
    “What happened to Farouk was an accident.  I have to believe that.  I know that I am capable of doing truly terrible things, but I don’t believe I’m capable of hurting an innocent angel without cause.  If my power slipped out and killed Farouk, then yes, I am sorry for that.  Without my memories, I can’t tell you what happened, I can only tell you that I have struggled with my destiny and many have suffered because of it, but don’t think that I have taken their deaths lightly,” she said honestly. 
 
    She saw the confusion on his face and hoped that she was making him understand her plight. 
 
    When she saw his sword lower an inch or two, she almost breathed a sigh of relief until his eyes snapped up to meet hers. 
 
    “Even if I am willing to accept that your previous attempts to end the world were mistakes made by a naïve girl, it still doesn’t change the fact that you killed a warrior,” he said, raising his sword again. 
 
    She gritted her teeth.  “Think about it, Demyan.  I was bound, just as I am now.  If I haven’t been able to unleash my power to kick your ass, then I’m not sure how I managed to do it centuries ago,” she said in her own defense. 
 
    He shook his head and ignored her logic.  “I refuse to accept that.  I saw the second storm with my own eyes.  It was the exact same storm as the one that nearly destroyed the village.  The same kind of energy permeated the air.  Gabriel tried to convince us that the second storm was not created by you, but I know the truth.  You waited until Farouk was alone and you murdered him.  You wanted retribution for the burn he inflicted on your leg when he fell,” he snarled, his sword shaking in his hand.  “I lost a brother and a comrade that day.  He was young and brash; I know that.  He was almost as naïve as you were, but he was a good soldier and he died on my watch,” he shouted, close to tears. 
 
    Anjali could hear the love he felt for his brother in his trembling voice.  She realized that Demyan blamed himself for Farouk’s death more than anything else.  They had both been charged with keeping watch over her, but Demyan had listened to Farouk and left them alone.  Demyan felt responsible because he wasn’t there to intervene.  He had been holding the guilt of that moment for centuries until it ate away at him. 
 
    “I’m sorry you feel responsible for leaving Farouk alone with me, but I can’t imagine why I would want to kill him.  Look at me, Demyan, really look at me.  Have you ever seen me so frazzled and disheveled?” she asked getting to her feet so that he could take in her haggard appearance.  “Haydn kidnapped me and shackled me in order to punish me for leaving him alone to deal with his madness for centuries and yet I haven’t tried to kill him.  I certainly considered it, but I only defended myself against him.  You tried to kill Haydn in front of me.  Despite my problems with him, I have every right to demand your head since he rightfully belongs to me and he did nothing to warrant an attack of that magnitude, yet here I am crying in a tree.  I’m not trying to kill you.  I’m not angry with you.  I’m too tired to fight.  If I can talk through my problems with you right here and now even though you want to kill me, what could Farouk have possibly done to make me want to kill him?  What could he have done to make me break the rules of God by negating the dampening power of the Celestial Bonds, the very bonds I’m wearing now?  Trust me, if I could have used my power in the last few days, I would have used it to reach out to my Nachtghuls to rescue me.  So I ask you, why am I still on this fucking island if I were able to do the impossible and create a storm to kill Farouk while bound?” she said in a huff. 
 
    Demyan seemed to consider her explanation, though his sword didn’t falter this time.  She waited for him to process all that she had said as he frowned at her bizarre outfit and crusty hair.  Her shoulders began to relax as the truth of her words filtered through his vengeance-filled mind.  She stepped forward, ready to ask him to release her from the Celestial Bonds, until she heard the roar that erupted from his mouth.  Blue light streaked through the air followed by the ominous crackle of the flame sword.  She immediately let her body go limp and dropped to the ground.  The second she felt the roots under her, she rolled into a thick grouping of shrubs.  She was running before she had a second to catch her breath. 
 
    Remembering her trick from earlier, she grabbed a palm frond and wrapped it around her blue beacon.  She tried to get her bearings and figure out where Haydn and Viktor were, not that they could stop Demyan, but at least she could get to some kind of weapon bigger than a pocketknife. 
 
    Tripping through the jungle yet again, she quickly thought of all the ways she could distract him.  She could throw some rocks at him.  She could find the nearest cliff and jump into the ocean.  She could click her heels three times to see if that helped her in anyway.  In the end, she decided that she was screwed.  She had no idea where she was and had no reason to believe that anyone was coming to help her. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Viktor felt the inside of his head rattle around his skull.  He didn’t know what had happened until he saw Haydn sitting against a tree with a giant hole in his chest, still breathing.  He tentatively moved his shoulders around to see if anything was broken.  Thankfully, it seemed that he was still in one piece, but he would be bruised for a few days.  He slowly stood but stopped when he felt a lightning bolt of pain flash through the back of his neck.  Working through the pain, he got to his feet and stretched his shoulders.  He took a deep breath and looked around for his backpack.  He was surprised to see how far he had been knocked through the air.  This latest enemy was a real piece of work.  He couldn’t recall being physical hit by the hulking giant, yet his aching bones were proof of the fight. 
 
    Walking over to Haydn, he tilted his head and assessed the hole in his chest.  “That looks like it smarts,” he chuckled. 
 
    Haydn glared at him and looked like he wanted to flip him off, but was too tired to attempt it.  “What do you want with her?” 
 
    Viktor smiled.  “I thought you already knew.  You seemed to have it all figured out.  Then again, maybe you were wrong,” Viktor shrugged as he picked up his pack. 
 
    “I won’t let you hurt her,” Haydn sneered. 
 
    “I have no plans to hurt her.  I merely want to forget her,” Viktor shrugged. 
 
    Haydn sighed.  “I promise you that it’s harder than you think.  I’ve been trying to forget her for centuries, even though I never met her until a few days ago.” 
 
    Viktor crossed his arms and smirked at the Angel of Distrust.  “I’m well aware of how hard it is to move on without her.  In your case, I would give up the foolish pursuit.  She obviously cares about you since she did everything she could to help you with your guilt.  She has a tremendous capacity to love and forgive, but she has a dark side that you do not want to cross.  If you are meant to work for her, I would warn you not to push her too far.  You won’t like the consequences.” 
 
    “How do you know what she’s capable of?” Haydn asked.  He tried to shift to his side, but grimaced and stopped moving. 
 
    “I’ve seen every side there is to her.  I know how her mind works and I know how special she is.  She is truly a gift to any who know her,” he smiled sadly.  He ran his hand over his aching neck and assessed the injured angel.  “She mentioned that you have lost your mind to this power you carry inside of you.  I truly believe that she can help you, if you will allow it.  I understand what it means to be burdened by darkness.  It will consume you until you no longer care about love and only care about forgetting that you ever loved anything,” Viktor said darkly.  With that, he turned and looked around, trying to figure out which way Anjali had been taken. 
 
    Haydn stared at him for a moment.  “Who are you?” 
 
    “I am a man who no longer fears the future because I will finally break the chain and be free,” Viktor said confidently. 
 
    Haydn tried to get to his feet, but fell on his backside.  He gripped his chest and groaned.  “You don’t plan to hurt her, yet you plan to free yourself of her.  How can you do both?” 
 
    Turning his face up to the night sky, Viktor took a deep breath.  “Sometimes we have to do terrible things to get what we want.  Today is no exception,” he stated. 
 
    “If you harm her, I’ll kill you,” Haydn said without any fervor.  His eyes fluttered and he had a hard time keeping his head upright.  The pain must have worn down his strength. 
 
    “You, mate, are in no position to do so,” Viktor said.  He walked over, grabbed two of Haydn’s knives, and stuffed them into his pockets. 
 
    He left the Angel of Distrust to sleep off his injuries.  In his estimation, it would be a few hours before he woke up based on how long Anjali slept off her exhaustion. 
 
    He closed his eyes and focused on the part of him that always knew where Anjali was, the piece of his heart where she lived.  No matter how hard he tried to block his feelings for her or ignore the imprint she had left on him, it never went away.  He knew that she was near the mountain they had been walking toward during their journey.  Without her slowing him down, he could make short work of the distance as long as the pain in his head kept to a dull ache. 
 
    He tightened his pack around his shoulders and headed off to kill an angel. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    “Why do you have to be so difficult?” Demyan shouted to the heavens as he searched for her. 
 
    Anjali was curled up behind a fallen tree, trying to control her breathing.  She had managed to shake the warrior, unless he was toying with her, which was a horrifying thought.  She had used the hilly terrain to her advantage and hid at the bottom of a small valley covered in long-stemmed red flowers.  She knew she couldn’t outrun him, so she had to figure out how to convince him not to kill her.  He was obviously conflicted about murdering her, which she might be able to exploit.  Otherwise, she would have to find a way to knock him out in order to open her bonds, which sounded much simpler than it was. 
 
    “Why does everyone believe I am so willing to allow myself to be killed?  Why should I make this easy for you?  I’m sorry that my execution is so hard for you to complete, but killing an innocent person is never easy,” she shouted. 
 
    He laughed cruelly.  “You would know, though you didn’t seem to have any difficulty in killing the innocent mortals.  Besides, you are not innocent, Destroyer.  You have the blood of many on your hands, including Farouk!” he cried. 
 
    She shook her head.  “I don’t know exactly how Farouk died, but I assure you that he wasn’t innocent,” she sneered. 
 
    “You lie!” he roared. 
 
    She heard him stomping around, swinging a stick or branch through the dark foliage to find her.  He was a few feet to her left, but headed in the wrong direction.  Above her was a rocky ledge that signaled the beginning of the mountain terrain leading toward the mountain.  Demyan had inadvertently brought her closer to her goal.  She had no idea how much further Viktor’s boat was from the waterfall, but he had been adamant that they stay on this path to reach it. 
 
    If Demyan walked far enough away, she might be able to scramble up the incline and make it to an area where the trees were tightly clumped together.  From there, she hoped that there was a way to climb the mountain to reach the waterfall.  She should be able to spot the ship from there if it was close enough. 
 
    “Why did you leave me alone with Farouk?” she shouted, while cupping her hands over her mouth, trying to throw her voice in a different direction. 
 
    She heard him stop, but she didn’t hear a reply.  Unsure where he was, she took a chance and sprinted toward the sandy hill covered in clumps of tall grass.  She cut her knees trying to get up the incline, but she made it.  Afraid that she was making too much noise, she slowed down and almost fell.  She held onto a patch of deeply rooted grass to keep from tumbling to the bottom until she was able to regain her footing.  Once stable, she started back up the hill.  Finally reaching the top, she looked down to see if Demyan was below her.  Seeing that the area was clear, she made it across a rocky path and worked on getting up the next incline, which was larger than the first.  Her climbing ability was hindered, but she thought she was making good time. 
 
    Reaching the top of the small cliff, she stood up and almost cried when she saw a series of hills that led to the mountain where the waterfall resided.  She wanted to give up when she saw how far she still had to travel. 
 
    Resigning herself to the challenge, she stepped forward, but her foot never touched the ground; instead, she was hoisted into the dark night by her armpits. 
 
    She had no idea where Demyan was taking her or what his plan was, so she decided to make her own plan.  Demyan had stupidly held her back low against his chest to keep her from squirming, but it meant that his face was within striking distance.  Interlacing her fingers, she tensed up her arms and slammed her hands into his nose.  He yowled and instinctively let her go.  Unfortunately, the landscape below was too dark to see without the rising moon.  Praying that she didn’t break something major when she hit the ground, she braced for a rough landing. 
 
    Crumpling to the ground, she landed on her butt and fell onto her back. 
 
    “Damn it,” she growled as she rolled around, attempting to ease the pain in her hip and back.  She swore that she would never leave home without someone capable of killing a Celestial Warrior. 
 
    A soft thud to her left told her that Demyan had regained his senses and found her. 
 
    “Tell me why you left me with Farouk!” she screamed at him.  The answer seemed to be the root of his moral dilemma.  She remembered seeing Demyan hesitate when Farouk tried to send him to the village, but she had assumed at the time that his concern had been for Farouk’s safety, not her own, but now she wasn’t sure.  Maybe something else had made him hesitate. 
 
    Towering over her, Demyan stepped closer in an attempt to intimidate her.  She was in no condition to run or fight with her newly acquired injuries, so she assumed that he wanted to scare her. 
 
    “I get it, Demyan.  Your friend is dead.  If you want an apology, then I apologize, though deep in my heart I know that if I killed him, I must’ve had a good reason.  I’m sorry if it was an accident.  No one should have to die like that.  Please, you can’t do this.  It goes against everything you were taught, everything you were trained to believe in.  You volunteered to protect those created by God.  I am not a Rogue, nor am I a Forgotten.  I still serve Heaven.  You are honor-bound to protect me, even if you disagree with what I did,” she said passionately. 
 
    She removed the leaf covering her bonds so that the light would reveal his face.  The second the light touched his face, she regretted her decision to see him.  The rage on his face told her that he was willing to break his oath as a warrior and become a Rogue so that he could fulfill his need for vengeance. 
 
    He pulled his sword from his holster so fast that she didn’t see the blue flame spring to life until it was coming toward her neck.  He had made his decision and she had no way of stopping him. 
 
    She dropped to the ground and felt the intense heat of the flame slide over her neck and cheeks as she arched her back, trying to avoid the sword.  The air snapped and crackled around her face, but she dodged the flame. 
 
    Quickly twisting her body, she got to her knees and ran from Demyan.  He swung wildly at her, but he misjudged the distance when she jumped to the side.  The sword skimmed past her skin, but blessedly didn’t burn her. 
 
    He sneered at her and slashed the air in front of him as a warning.  “This is not the first time you have faced a Celestial Warrior, Destroyer.  You were lucky to escape our wrath before, but you will not escape my blade this time,” he snarled. 
 
    She shrugged.  “If I’ve managed to keep my head all these years, then I think the odds are in my favor,” she quipped.  Her hip was aching, but she had to keep moving. 
 
    Trapped on top of the grassy mountain, she could hear the raging river a few feet to her right and knew the drop off was close by.  She could risk jumping into the falls and try for a water landing, or she could find a way to divert his attention as she made her way back down the hills to safety.  Neither option was feasible with Demyan so angry.  Even if she didn’t crash onto the rocks below, Demyan wouldn’t stop until he found her again.  She had to think of a way to force him to unlock her bonds since she was no match for him.  All she could do was race around the immediate area until she could push him off the cliff and make a run for it. 
 
    “You coward!  At least die with some dignity.  Instead, you run like a scared little rabbit.  How the mighty Destroyer quakes in the face of death,” he mocked. 
 
    He lunged to his left and swung his sword to keep her from heading toward the lower cliff leading to the mountain range.  He slashed two more times until she was forced to back up toward the ledge.  Looking over her shoulder, she saw the empty air a few feet behind her and felt the unstable ground beneath her feet.  Jumping into the falls or standing her ground were her only choices. 
 
    She shook her head and faced Demyan.  “I was exonerated of murdering Farouk because it was an accident.  When I deserve to die I shall stare into my executioner’s eyes and accept my fate, but I have not earned a death sentence.  It’s true that I have made mistakes, but I was doing my job.  You have no right to judge me.  You are a warrior and your job is to follow orders.  No one gave you the order to kill me, so you are in the wrong.  I will not go quietly if your intention is to murder me,” she said, squaring her shoulders.  She stared into Demyan’s brown eyes and showed him no fear; instead, she showed him her rage over being sentenced to an unsanctioned beheading. 
 
    “You will die a liar and a coward,” he shouted.  He raised his glowing sword above his head and prepared to strike her down.  “Now, I will finally avenge the death of my fallen brother, an angel whom was far better than you!” 
 
    Seeing the sword raised in the air and the determination in Demyan’s eyes, she knew she would die.  She was being falsely accused by someone who didn’t understand the truth.  If only she could remember what happened, she might be able to plead her case and save her neck.  Whatever had happened that day in the forest with Farouk, she truly believed that he had done something terrible to her. 
 
    She refused to close her eyes and die a coward’s death.  Instead, she embraced her anger and fury.  She didn’t deserve to die like this.  In a last ditch effort, she pulled off her ring, the only thing aside from the bonds strong enough to contain her power.  As her ring fell to the ground, she watched the blade cut through the air aimed directly at her head.  She wondered if it would hurt as much as she expected.  Her last thoughts were of Farouk and his lust-filled gaze. 
 
    In a blinding flash, she saw herself in the demolished forest on the outskirts of the village.  She could feel Farouk’s hot breath on her neck and his dry lips on her skin.  Pure rage, black and sinister, clouded her vision and overtook her senses.  She remembered what Farouk had done to deserve his punishment. 
 
    Farouk was furious that she had tried to destroy the mortal village.  He was glowering at her as Demyan walked away to get permission to escort her back to Heaven.  A few moments passed in silence as they sneered at each other.  Without warning, his expression shifted into something else, though she could not understand why his mood had changed so dramatically.  She could not place Farouk’s strange expression at first, until she remembered how a few of the men had looked at her in her white dress.  They had said foul things to her, things that should not be said to a lady. 
 
    The angels often told her that she was beautiful, but she never paid them any attention.  Loving someone beyond fatherly or brotherly love was not appealing to her.  As the Keeper of Desire, she often wondered what would happen if a male took an interest in her.  Would her power try to destroy him if she felt his desire too strongly?  Unwilling to punish a lover, she did her best to discount any handsome features that passed her eyes. 
 
    Farouk, however, seemed very interested in her torn white dress, despite the gruesome burn on her leg.  The dress was the same one worn by all the female angels, so he was not interested in the design, but rather the flesh that it revealed.  To her chagrin, she realized that he was having impure thoughts about her. 
 
    Unsure how to handle his irksome gaze, she stared off into the partially demolished forest.  She tried in vain not to fidget and acknowledge her unease due to his candid lust. 
 
    “Trust me; this will not hurt, as long as you do not struggle.  I do not have much time, so let us be quick about it,” he purred. 
 
    Her eyes widened as he caught her off guard and snatched her arm to pull her close.  She stumbled over a branch and fell toward him.  He pulled her against his chest and placed his dry lips against hers.  Trying to break free from his horrid mouth, she twisted her body this way and that to escape.  Farouk tipped her off balance and she felt her body falling to the ground.  His hard body quickly covered hers, pinning her underneath him.  She tried to scream for help, but his hand clamped down over her mouth. 
 
    “Do not scream, or I will make sure this hurts,” he growled in her ear. 
 
    His free hand latched onto her breast and squeezed her roughly.  She had never been touched in such a manner, and was stunned by his roughness.  Her bound hands were stuck between her body and his, so she was unable to push him away.  With the blasted bonds reducing her strength to nothing, she was helpless to fight back.  Tears sprang to her eyes as she tried to turn her face away from his.  Harshly grabbing her chin, he jerked her head back and plunged his tongue into her mouth. 
 
    “You taste so sweet for someone so evil,” he murmured against her mouth. 
 
    He held her face tightly and pulled her dress to her knees. 
 
    She wanted to summon her father to stop this attack, but she could not catch her breath.  She had never been disrespected like this before and she began to panic.  Her emotions roiled inside of her and her anger and outrage mixed with her fear of what he would do to her.  How could this be happening? 
 
    As he pushed her knees apart with his and tugged at the sash around his waist, she knew she had only a few moments before he had his way with her.  She could already feel his hardness against her thigh.  Unable to move or fight, she felt trapped and alone.  Closing her eyes, she did the only thing she could think of and embraced her rage. 
 
    Raising her hands to Demyan’s Celestial Sword coming down toward her neck, her anger from being unjustly sentenced to death fueled the rage and fear she had felt in Farouk’s grasp and it became a tangible force.  Her power exploded outward in every direction toppling trees along the mountainside and pushing the water out of the river, creating a large wave that gushed over the other side of the cliff.  Demyan was thrown back twenty feet from her; his sword lay dormant a few feet away. 
 
    Relieved to feel her power at her disposal once more, she pushed it throughout her aching body and healed every injured muscle, every exhausted cell, until she was at her full strength.  Walking with purpose, she went to Demyan and glared at his shocked face. 
 
    “You believe that Farouk was an honorable angel, but you are wrong,” she said in a deadly voice, the voice of the Destroyer.  “You believe that I am the villain of the story you created to quell your guilt over leaving your friend alone with me.  I assure you that I am not the villain.  You cannot be that ignorant of the truth.  You hesitated when Farouk tried to send you away.  I would like to believe that hesitation was because you were concerned for my safety instead of his, but I do not know what you were thinking.” 
 
    Demyan’s eyes were wide with shock.  “You are bound.  You should not be able to access your power,” he stammered. 
 
    Anjali smiled cruelly.  “You were warned that I would not be easy to kill, warrior,” she replied coldly. 
 
    “You can’t have it both ways, Anjali.  You can’t tell me that you are innocent of killing Farouk and still deny that you used your power that day.  Do you still deny killing Farouk?” he said as his hand felt around for his sword though his eyes never left hers. 
 
    She crouched down in front of him and sneered at him.  “Do you know what Farouk tried to do to me?  Do you know what his intentions toward me were?  The moment you were gone, he pushed me to the ground and pinned me beneath him,” she hissed. 
 
    “No.  Farouk would not have done that,” he said dismissively. 
 
    “I was defenseless against him.  My hands where stuck between us and there were no weapons nearby.  I wanted to scream for help, but everyone was too far away to hear me.  I had never known the touch of a man before, so I didn’t completely understand what he was doing at first.  My power had been bound, so I didn’t understand the desirous look in his eyes.  Had I known his plans, I would have run for the woods, but you left me without a way to protect myself.  I had no way to save myself, except for one.  I used my anger and fear to fight back.  Thankfully, I was able to connect to the part of me that wants to punish the wicked, just as I did now.  The force of my rage threw Farouk off me long enough to get to my feet.  I admit that my power was out of my control, as too often happens, but I never wanted to kill him.  Punish him, yes, but not kill him.  The storm was fed by my rage and the wind lifted the debris from the shattered trees and swirled it around me.  Regrettably, the shards hit Farouk in the heart.  When I realized what had happened, my shock caused the storm to end as quickly as it began and my power was once again bound.  My need to punish my attacker protected me, but sadly, ended his life.  I am sorry that he’s dead, but in truth, had he not died he would have been imprisoned in the Hall of Shadows for eternity,” she said angrily.  She could still feel his hands on her body. 
 
    The wind began to gather strength as she remembered how afraid and alone she had felt in Farouk’s grasp.  She wanted to tear the skin from her body to remove the sensation of him laying on top of her.  Tears streaked down her face when she thought about her pleas for help falling upon his deaf ears.  He had enjoyed hurting her and scaring her. 
 
    Demyan looked away when he saw her crying. 
 
    “You knew what he was capable of, didn’t you?  Were the other warriors hiding Farouk’s indiscretions?” she asked coldly. 
 
    He opened his mouth to speak but he stopped himself.  He tried again, but settled on a subtle head nod.  “He had received numerous warnings for misconduct, though to my knowledge he never attacked a woman.  There were times when I witnessed another side to him that I didn’t want to see.  You’re right; I created a better version of him in my head to assuage my guilt.  I did hesitate in leaving him alone with you, but I was more afraid that he would hit you or turn his sword upon you in a fit of rage.  I swear that I never believed him capable of attacking you in that way,” he said as his body trembled. 
 
    Wiping the tears from her face, she nodded.  She believed that he was telling the truth.  She took a deep breath and let go of her rage.  Her power was pulled back into her body so quickly that she rocked back on her heels to keep from falling over. 
 
    “You need to release me.  There is no reason for this to continue,” she said as she held out her wrists for him to open the bonds. 
 
    He looked at the bonds from the corner of his eye and clenched his jaw.  He seemed to struggle with the decision, but finally let out a breath and motioned for her to move closer. 
 
    Closing her eyes, she allowed all the tension to be released from her body.  In a moment, she would be free from this nightmare.  She could go to the nearest hotel, take a bath, and order room service for the next three days after she reunited with her Nachtghuls and Predznak. 
 
    She felt Demyan press his finger to the bonds and she gasped in relief.  She made a mental note to find her ring quickly so that she didn’t have another fearsome display of power.  She tried to move her arms, but they were still tied together.  Frantically, she opened her eyes to see the dreaded glow of the bonds. 
 
    “What’s wrong?  Why haven’t you released me?” she said, afraid that she was being double-crossed. 
 
    Demyan shrugged and pressed his finger to the flat area in the middle of the bonds that would grant her freedom, but nothing happened.  The bonds refused to dim or open its clasp. 
 
    “No.  This is a trick.  There has to be something wrong.  Try again!” she shouted as a hysterical laughter bubbled up into her throat. 
 
    Demyan frowned and tried multiple times to release her.  “I’ve never seen this happen.  They don’t freeze up and they don’t malfunction.  I have no reason for their failure to open,” he said.  He shook the bonds and did everything short of ripping them off her wrists. 
 
    She began to shake uncontrollably.  Was fate truly this cruel? 
 
    “I’ll summon help.  Someone must be able to open these,” he said sympathetically. 
 
    The reason for her torment came to her so fast she almost fell over.  She placed her hands on his arms and shook her head emphatically.  “NO!  Don’t summon anyone.  There is only one reason why you can’t unlock these bonds.  They know you’ve gone rogue and have declared you an enemy of Heaven.  It’s the only explanation for your inability to open the lock,” she said as her throat closed up.  Technically, she could force Demyan to summon help and leave this stupid island, but he would immediately be taken into custody and sentenced to death once they knew the full scope of his traitorous acts. 
 
    He paled when he heard her claim that he was a Rogue.  “Oh Heaven above, what have I done?” he asked.  The gravity of the situation hit him hard and he doubled over on his knees and rocked himself.  “They must have found your Predznak.” 
 
    “What did you do to them?  You said that they weren’t coming for me.  What happened?” she sneered. 
 
    He avoided looking at her but she could see his fear.  He finally glanced at her and sighed.  “I found Alazar, Tristan and your werewolf at that farmhouse.  I ambushed them and attacked them.  They are alive, but they will want revenge.  I know I have no right to ask for mercy, but I suppose it won’t matter once I’ve been sentenced to life in the Hall of Shadows,” he said softly, his voice filled with regret. 
 
    “What was Alazar doing there?” she asked, hopeful that he was searching for her. 
 
    “He was helping to search for you.  He figured out that Haydn had taken you,” he shrugged. 
 
    Relief spread through her heart when she thought about Alazar searching for her.  It gave her hope that he would return to her with a renewed sense of purpose.  No matter what, Alazar would find her. 
 
    “I will grant you mercy for attacking my angels and werewolf; however, you will have to deal with them separately.  You’d better pray that Alazar forgives you or you won’t have to worry about the Hall of Shadows,” she said grimly. 
 
    He began to shake when he realized that he would have to face Death and beg for mercy. 
 
    “You need to get out of here.  The Höllenhund will find you and haul you off to the Hall of Mercy.  If they allow Alazar or Tristan to interrogate you, they’ll find out what happened here.  In all honesty, I’m not sure how I feel about any of this.  I certainly don’t want you to die, but there needs to be some kind of punishment,” she shrugged, trying to sort out her emotions.  By all rights, she could call for his banishment or his imprisonment.  He had crossed multiple lines, lines that Celestial Warriors clung to in order to maintain their honor. 
 
    He stared at her, trying to figure out if she was joking about allowing him to run.  “You want me to leave?  You won’t follow me?” he asked, shocked by her statement. 
 
    She sighed and wiped the sweat from her face.  “Right about now I’m in no condition to follow anyone.  I respectfully reserve the right to hunt your ass at a later date, when I’m not trapped in these,” she said holding up the fucking bonds.  “I’m happy that my power renewed my energy and healed all my wounds, but it won’t last.  I need to get off this island, but I can’t be seen with you; otherwise, they won’t interrogate you, they will simply remove your head.  You need to go before Vaughn finds you.  The warriors don’t believe that Vaughn is capable of restraining them, but I’ve seen him handle his own against a Germanic god.  In reality, he’s the bogeyman for Rogues and monsters and he’s coming for you.  It won’t take him long to figure out where you are if Alazar and Tristan are free,” she said, trying to shake Demyan out of his terrified state. 
 
    He finally nodded at her warning.  “Vaughn was once one of us.  He was a heroic warrior.  We belittle him because we hate the fact that he abandoned us to rot away in Hell,” he said quietly.  He looked all around him to make sure he wasn’t already being hunted before he disappeared from the island. 
 
    She noticed that he had left his sword behind.  She wasn’t sure if he had done it intentionally or if he had forgotten it in his panic.  She glared at it and stuck her middle finger at it.  The damned things had caused her more trouble over the years. 
 
    She took a deep breath and assessed the damage she had caused.  She had no idea why her memories had finally come back to her, but she was relieved to know the truth.  She still couldn’t comprehend how she had accessed her power, but she wasn’t able to reproduce the conditions that led to her doing the impossible.  She grabbed her ring from the ground and shoved it back on her finger. 
 
    Looking around, she couldn’t see anything in the dark.  She thought about climbing down the mountain and searching for Haydn and Viktor until she saw something bright in the distance.  She stared out into the night and jumped when she saw a flash of light.  Lightning arced across the sky and illuminated the thick clouds above.  The storm was a few miles off shore and had nothing to do with her power this time.  Sadly, it had everything to do with her bad luck. 
 
    She walked to the edge of the cliff and peered off into the darkness below.  Jumping was still out of the question but remaining on the high ground would get her electrocuted.  She had to find a way down and locate shelter before the storm hit. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Viktor shouted from behind her. 
 
    She closed her eyes and smiled.  He had found her. 
 
    “How did you get here so fast?” she asked as she turned to see him climbing over the edge of the mountain. 
 
    “It’s a lot easier to hike without you dragging me down,” he winked.  “I assumed that you had something to do with the giant bomb that rocked the island.  It may have made me run a little faster.  Now that I’m here, it’s time to get to safety.  There’s been a storm brewing all evening.  The air pressure has been rising and the temperature is dropping, which means we need to go,” he said waving for her to come along. 
 
    She nodded and followed him over the edge of the cliff. 
 
    “What happened to the big chap?” he asked as he helped her down a steep slope. 
 
    She shrugged.  “He didn’t find what he was searching for.  He won’t be a problem anymore,” she said quietly. 
 
    He raised his eyebrow at her.  “Who was he?” he asked. 
 
    “A Celestial Warrior who thought I had killed an innocent angel, a friend of his.  He wanted revenge,” she explained. 
 
    He frowned at her.  “Did you kill his friend?” 
 
    “Yes, but he wasn’t innocent and it wasn’t on purpose.  He’s currently in more trouble than I am.  If Heaven finds him, they will imprison him.  If my angels find him, they will kill him,” she explained. 
 
    He nodded slowly as he processed her statement.  “I would pity him, but I’m not that forgiving.  Did he hurt you?” 
 
    “He almost succeeded in killing me, but I stopped him,” she said simply, not wanting anyone else to know what had really happened. 
 
    “You truly are a wonder,” he smiled. 
 
    She grinned at him and allowed him to guide her down the rocky terrain.  “I need to find Haydn.  I need to make sure he’s okay,” she said in a rush. 
 
    Viktor shook his head.  “There’s no time.  The storm is moving fast and we’ll never make it.  I saw him before I left.  He was alive but in rough shape.  He’s not able to move and it would take too long to carry him.  Once the storm is over, you can deal with him,” he said rationally. 
 
    She was upset that Haydn was alone, but Viktor was right about the storm getting closer.  It would take a few days for him to heal and it would take too much energy to move him.  He was capable of calling for help if he was brave enough to ask for it.  He had survived this long without her; what was a few more hours? 
 
    She focused on following Viktor down the cliff while keeping an eye on the lightning.  Without her powers, she didn’t want to think about how much a lightning strike would hurt. 
 
    “Hurry.  I spied a small cave while I was climbing.  We should be able to make it,” he shouted above the thunder bomb.  The storm was progressing faster than they anticipated. 
 
    She crouched down and jumped to a ledge below her.  She watched Viktor shimmy across the ledge to the far side.  The sky lit up and she could suddenly see how far off the ground she was.  She flattened herself against the rock wall behind her and tried to get her fear of falling under control. 
 
    “How much farther?” she yelled. 
 
    “It will require a little more climbing than I thought,” he replied as he reached for the next ledge. 
 
    She carefully followed him and waited for him to help her down to a boulder a few feet down.  The boulder was small and only fit one person.  She would have to make it down to the flat area below by herself to give Viktor enough room to maneuver.  Closing her eyes, she dropped to the ledge, but misjudged the distance and almost slid off.  Her feet were dangling over the edge and she clawed at the ground to keep from going over. 
 
    “Anjali!” Viktor shouted as he scrambled to where she was. 
 
    He grabbed her wrists and pulled her up to her feet.  He put his hands on her arms to steady her, but his hands lingered a little longer than necessary.  She looked up and saw his worry and concern for her. 
 
    “You scared me,” he said as the corner of his mouth turned up a bit. 
 
    “Sorry,” she smiled meekly. 
 
    He chuckled, but his face fell as he continued to gaze at her.  “I wasn’t just talking about your fall.  I meant that you scared me when you were missing.  I was afraid of what that angel would do to you.  I imagined him doing all sorts of terrible things,” he said.  The anger were clear and sharp in his voice.  He lifted his hand and brushed her jaw with the back of his knuckles.  “I know that I shouldn’t be with you, but every time I look at you, my resolve crumbles a bit more.” 
 
    He closed the gap between them and he leaned down to place his lips against hers.  This time, he didn’t hold back.  He took her into his arms and kissed her passionately.  Her body was pulled tightly against his so that she could feel every part of him.  She opened her mouth and let him deepen the kiss. 
 
    His kiss was powerful and all consuming.  Her senses were overwhelmed from being so close to him.  She moaned into his mouth, prompting his hands to move slowly up and down her back. 
 
    Her skin was on fire but she wanted more.  “The cave,” she groaned into his mouth. 
 
    He immediately let go of her, understanding her need.  He looked over his shoulder, trying to locate the opening he had seen. 
 
    A booming thunderclap echoed off the side of the cliff and rolled down into the jungle below.  The skies opened up and let loose a torrent of rain.  Anjali squealed when the rain hit her and instantly soaked her makeshift outfit. 
 
    “There,” Viktor said, pointing to a dark spot in the rock face a few feet below them. 
 
    She silently followed him though the rain impaired her vision.  She did everything within her power to keep up with Viktor and maintain her balance so that she didn’t fall.  She held her breath when she was forced to jump to a group of jagged rocks leading to the small landing in front of the cave.  She ducked inside a narrow fissure and hoped the cave was large enough for them to wait out the storm.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Viktor dragged Anjali through the small opening of the cave and she fell onto the uneven rock floor.  She got to her knees and tried to get air into her burning lungs.  She had never been much of a climber, but the climb down the mountainside had been a challenge.  She was grateful to have her energy back; otherwise, she would have never made it. 
 
    She shook out her hair to expel the excess water and settled into the cramped space.  Though the space was narrow, it was long enough from them to lay across and high enough to stand up.  She wiped the rain off her face and tried to get comfortable.  The wind was howling and whistling as it blew across the fissure but it wasn’t loud enough to drown out the thunder.  All in all, it was a decent shelter for the foreseeable future. 
 
    Looking up, she saw the desire on Viktor’s face.  He definitely hadn’t forgotten about their kiss.  He knelt down in front of her and wiped the rain from her cheeks. 
 
    “You are the sexiest thing I have ever seen,” he purred. 
 
    “You’re just saying that because the rain washed the sand out of my hair,” she laughed. 
 
    He shook his head slowly as his eyes remained locked on hers.  His lustful gaze made her core clench and her body shiver.  Though she still couldn’t remember him, she reacted to the look of pure need in his bluish-purple eyes. 
 
    “I thought you wanted to give me up,” she whispered.  She had trouble forming thoughts as he slowly closed in on her mouth. 
 
    He leaned in and brushed his lips against hers.  “I was a fool,” he said, taking her lower lip into his mouth and sucking on it.  He lightly bit it, sending shock waves through her body.  All she could think about was touching his warm skin. 
 
    She reached out and fumbled with the bottom of his shirt, unable to pull it off him. 
 
    “Eager, are we?” he chuckled.  He leaned back and slowly pulled his shirt over his head, giving her time to memorize the hard plains of his chest.  Her mouth watered as she imagined running her hands through his dark chest hair. 
 
    He gave her a wickedly sexy smile and pulled her against his firm chest.  She looped her arms over his head and rested them against his shoulders so that she could kiss him.  Her tongue explored his mouth, but she wasn’t happy yet.  She needed to touch him.  She quickly pulled away and moved her hands to his chest.  She bit her lip as she dragged her nails down to his stomach and back up again.  The groan that escaped his lips was intoxicating. 
 
    She tangled her fingers in his dark chest hair, while leaning in to kiss the side of his neck.  She ran her teeth up his neck until she reached his earlobe.  She sucked on his earlobe and licked up the side of his ear. 
 
    “Very eager indeed,” he moaned. 
 
    She nipped at his neck and pushed him onto his back. 
 
    “If I were eager, you would already be inside of me.  I’m just expressing how much I want you,” she smirked. 
 
    His breath caught in his throat and he gasped at her comment.  “I shall not confuse the two again, my love,” he replied as he wet his lips.  “I like this bold side of you.” 
 
    “If my hands were free, I would show you just how bold I could be,” she said seductively.  She straddled his legs and tossed her hair over her shoulder so that she could lean down to kiss his chest.  He was surprised by her actions, but seemed to enjoy her take-charge attitude. 
 
    She popped the button and unzipped his cargo pants until his hard length was free.  He gasped and threw his head back, but immediately lifted his head to see what she would do next.  Running her cheek back and forth over his velvet skin, she watched his reaction.  Locking her eyes on his, she dragged her tongue over his moist head, eliciting a deep growl from his throat.  She repeated the movement until his body tightened and bucked beneath her. 
 
    “Darling, the sight of your mouth on me is enough to finish me off, but the sensation of it will kill me.  My shy wallflower has certainly learned a few tricks, but I beg you to go easy on me.  I haven’t taken a lover since my memories of you came back to me,” he said, his voice strained from trying to maintain his control. 
 
    She smiled and nodded, understanding his plea. 
 
    Standing up, she struggled a bit with her shorts, but managed to kick them off.  “I promise to make that sexier in the future,” she winked. 
 
    His eyes were focused on her dark curls as he licked his lips.  “I think if you take your clothes off any sexier than that, I will keel over from a heart attack,” he stated. 
 
    She smiled and knelt down to straddle his hips.  Shimmying closer, she poised herself over his thick erection.  “You might have to help me,” she smirked. 
 
    He nodded absently and took a deep breath.  He held up his hand to stop her for a moment before leaning forward and pulling away the safety pins holding her dress together.  “I want the full effect of seeing your magnificent breasts swaying while I make love to you,” he smiled. 
 
    Releasing her breasts from the coarse material, he quickly leaned in, licked one nipple, and moved to suck on the other. 
 
    She threw her head back and groaned when she felt his hot mouth on her cold skin.  She looped her arms over his head again and pulled him closer.  He was driving her need higher and higher with each flick of his tongue against her sensitive nipples.  Pushing her hands into his dark hair, she tugged on it until he lifted his face to see her.  She swooped in and kissed him, making him gasp.  “Any more of that I will come before we start,” she chuckled. 
 
    “I will remember that for later,” he winked before placing a kiss on the top of each breast. 
 
    He reached down and grabbed onto her waist to guide her where she needed to be.  Once she felt him at her entrance, she braced her hands against his chest and slowly lowered herself onto his hard cock. 
 
    Groaning, his hands found her breasts and lightly squeezed them.  She slid down his shaft and pulled herself up only to pause.  When his eyes questioned what she was doing, she quickly dropped down his shaft until he filled her core.  Viktor’s teeth snapped shut and he let out a yell that echoed through the cave.  Not giving him time to breathe, she rose higher and dropped down on him again and again.  His silent yells and groans told her that he was lost to the sensation. 
 
    She felt him grab her hips when he was finally able to breathe and open his eyes.  He pulled her against his lap and used the solid floor as leverage to thrust his hips up to meet her.  The sharp movement caught her off guard and made her body tense up.  He repeated the motion until she was close to finding her release.  His hand left her hip and traveled down her stomach until his thumb dipped through her curls to find her nub.  She had to hold on to his back to ground herself while his thumb rubbed against her nub and he continued to push himself inside of her. 
 
    Throwing her head back, she screamed when her orgasm rippled through her body.  He moved his hand to capture her nipple and scraped his calloused thumb over her stiff peak.  The sensation added to her climax until her entire body shook and she was thrown over the edge a second time. 
 
    Viktor abruptly sat up and claimed her mouth.  He kissed her passionately and held her in his arms.  He lavished attention on the crook of her neck before kissing down to her breast.  He took her other nipple into his mouth and sucked on it while slowly thrusting his hips up.  His erection was deep inside of her making his thrusts so intense that her thighs quivered.  Time and space held no meaning.  All that existed was Viktor touching her everywhere.  His hands were grabbing her ass, making sure that her body stayed close to his.  With each thrust, she whimpered for more until she wasn’t able to remember her name. 
 
    One final thrust made her body clench, causing Viktor to let out a garbled yell.  Her orgasm was so strong that she wasn’t able to move for a solid minute. 
 
    Viktor watched the beauty in his lap lean her head back and make the sexiest noises he had ever heard.  The woman baring herself to him was so different from her other incarnations, yet just the same.  This version of her was uninhibited in her desire and wasn’t shy about being pleased.  He knew everything about her from every lifetime, except for this one, yet he still knew how to please her. 
 
    She had been demure upon their first encounter in 2018 B.C.E. when they lived in Susa, the capital of the former Akkadian providence.  She had been the daughter of a trader and he was in the service of the military.  She had come to the capital with her father to sell their copper to the tradesmen.  He had been on leave after a particularly nasty skirmish in the Northern provinces and needed time to heal.  He had sustained an injury to his leg that he was content to nurse with alcohol and the company of the local women, who were all too eager to treat his wound and any other part of him that needed tending to. 
 
    He had been limping along his usual route with his friend Mica when he spotted the most beguiling chocolate brown eyes he had ever seen.  She had been shy back then, not like the hellion currently panting in his lap.  He was so affected by her kind eyes that he had stumbled into a crowd of men who were arguing in the market about the price of wheat.  They immediately turned on him and began yelling and swearing at him.  It took so long to untangle himself from the altercation that he had lost sight of the beautiful woman.  He told Mica that he refused to leave the street until he saw her again.  It took a week of sleeping behind the butcher shop and wandering the streets for hours without rest before he found her.  He had nearly knocked her down when he ran to speak with her.  Her father, a large, burly man, had threatened him and yelled at him to leave his daughter alone, believing he was a vagrant.  It took many attempts to explain that he was in love with the woman, who went by the name Aliana at the time.  Once her father understood that he wasn’t insane and had amassed a decent fortune that would help him provide a home for Aliana, her father gave his blessing. 
 
    Aliana had been distant in the beginning, though he did his best to be gentle and patient with her.  Over time, she came to adore him.  She was sweet and timid for the most part, but there were times when her temper would get the better of her.  It was during those times that he saw someone else staring back at him, just as he had seen in the jungle when he had spied Anjali fighting Demyan.  Her eyes would turn black and the wind would stir, but nothing more would happen.  Looking back, he was grateful that Aliana hadn’t possessed Anjali’s power, though some of her other incarnations had.  He wasn’t sure if he would have stayed with Aliana during their first lifetime together if he had seen her display of power, even if he internally balked at the thought of ever walking away from her because of a little black magic. 
 
    Watching Anjali’s long hair fall over her shoulders and across her lovely breasts, he couldn’t help but think of Aliana, Yazmin, Ming Na, Clara, and all the other faces she possessed during their many lives together.  They all looked different and acted in their own unique way, but underneath the façade was the same brilliant smile and alluringly sexy gaze, as well as the wicked way her body reacted to him once she gave herself over to his touch.  He loved every version of her and was excited by the minute changes in her personality from life to life.  It gave him something to look forward to whenever he began his search for her during his new life.  Even the black eyes that would terrify braver men were always a welcomed sight because he knew his love could take care of herself. 
 
    As Anjali slowly regained her senses, she pouted at him. 
 
    He laughed at her strange reaction to a mind-blowing orgasm.  “What’s the matter, darling?” he chuckled. 
 
    “We need to get out of the cave as soon as possible.  As much as I would love to stay like this, I need to find Haydn and get off this island,” she sighed. 
 
    He nodded, knowing that he would gladly sacrifice their safety for just a moment longer with her body wrapped around his cock, which was why he allowed himself one moment of bliss.  She would call him a scoundrel, and she would be right, but he needed one last time with her. 
 
    Her full lips were bright red from their kisses and the blush on her cheeks was very inviting, but he had to stop himself before he fell even further into her arms. 
 
    “I don’t trust the one who kidnapped you.  I believe it best that we get to my ship and find someone to release you before you try to reason with your angel again,” he frowned. 
 
    She seemed torn about leaving Haydn to his misery, but she finally nodded and accepted his plan.  He watched her slowly get to her feet and steady herself.  Her hair was tangled and wild, and her breasts were swaying every which way.  He felt pride in seeing her so sated. 
 
    Sighing heavily, he pushed himself off the cave floor and helped her dress.  He pulled out a piece of rope from his bag and began the difficult process of covering up her splendid breasts as he desperately tried not to touch them.  It would only cause his resolve to crumble even further if she remained naked. 
 
    “You should get some rest.  I’ll stand guard and wake you once it’s safe to head out.  My ship is only a few miles from here.  We should make it before midday, as long as the storm passes quickly,” he said, walking toward the entrance.  He closed his eyes and reveled in the cool mist that helped to tame his overloaded senses. 
 
    “Okay,” she said with a sadness that almost snapped him in half and made him march over and take her again against the cave wall.  Instead, he asked her the question that had been burning a hole in his chest for years. 
 
    He spun around to face her.  “You must tell me one thing and I want an honest answer.  Where do you go that I cannot find you?  Where do you disappear to?” he asked, or rather demanded she answer.  When he saw her hesitate, he pressed her further.  “Please, you have no idea what it’s like not knowing where you are.  After years of being able to find you, it has driven me mad not knowing your whereabouts when you’ve disappeared for years at a time.” 
 
    “Hell,” she replied simply. 
 
    He blinked and shook his head.  Was she being metaphorical?  “I don’t understand.  Explain yourself.”  He needed to hear the answer more than he needed her. 
 
    She pushed her hair out of her face and shrugged.  “I live in Hell, Viktor.  I come to the Mortal Realm to search for my angels or battle monsters, but for the most part, I live in Hell.  It was part of the deal my father made.  You claim to have seen my destructive side, so you understand how dangerous I am.  My father agreed to send me to Hell so that I could learn to control my power.  Lucifer convinced him it was the right thing to do,” she said softly. 
 
    “Lucifer, as in the devil?” he gulped.  Though he believed in angels and demons, his brain never wanted to accept that the devil existed, despite being haunted by someone who could easily fill the role. 
 
    “Yes.  I rule Hell alongside the devil because of the deal.  Due to a despicable trick, I was trapped in Hell for years and suffered in the Realms of Torture.  Lucifer was unaware of what was happening, but he made amends by accepting my claim to the third throne in Hell.  I know it’s confusing, but I belong there, Viktor.  I am more at ease with my dark side because I can do what I was created to do and punish the wicked.  Sadly, I’m nothing like the mortal versions that you came to love,” she said, her voice echoing the guilt and remorse she must have felt.  When he had admitted that he knew who the Destroyer was, she had immediately asked if it was the reason that he wanted to forget her. 
 
    “I’m not sure why Gabriel would agree to make a deal with the devil, but he must’ve had his reasons.  Gabriel always cared about you,” he said, trying to figure out if sending Anjali to Hell was a good idea. 
 
    Her face scrunched up and she tilted her head.  “How do you know that Gabriel is my father?” she asked, shocked by the news. 
 
    He chuckled at her reaction.  “It took some time to figure out how you had an uncle who watched over you in every life and why he never aged or acknowledged that he knew me.  I finally followed him one day and saw him visiting with another man not too far from where we were living at the time.  I overheard their greetings to one another and ultimately saw their white wings sprout from their backs.  It didn’t take long to figure out that your father was the Archangel Gabriel, but I could never understand why you didn’t have wings as well.  I figured it had something to do with being the Destroyer,” he said, curious about what she really was. 
 
    She shook her head and smiled.  “I’m not used to having this conversation with someone who already knows the truth.  I have to admit, I’m relieved that you know most of it, but it’s still surprising.  As to why I don’t have wings, it’s because I’m not an angel.  I’m an immortal with my own agenda.  I carry out God’s will and gauge the mortal’s reactions to sins, but when it’s time to start an Apocalypse, I will answer to no one.  There’s been much confusion about that part.  Regardless, it has been a long road.  I’m much older than you realized.  How far back do you remember?” she asked. 
 
    He tapped his foot and tried not to picture the tally marks in the journals of his unending memory.  “Dates weren’t accurately kept at the time, but the first life I remember was around 2018 B.C.E.  After I died, I ended up in Purgatory until I was reborn in 1500 B.C.E.,” he said softly as he recalled the way Aliana looked in her chiton with her long hair piled on top of her head.  Her golden skin was flawless and her brown eyes were enchanting. 
 
    Anjali frowned as she got to her feet.  “That doesn’t make sense.  I became a mortal around 210,000 B.C.E.  There’s no possible way it took that long to meet.  Where were we in 2018 B.C.E.?” 
 
    “We were in Susa.  Looking back, you showed no signs of being anything other than human,” he replied.  “It wasn’t until 1500 B.C.E. that I knew you were different.” 
 
    She stepped forward and grabbed his shirt.  “What happened in 1500?” she asked abruptly. 
 
    He hesitated, afraid that he would upset her with the truth.  “You destroyed the island of Thera,” he whispered. 
 
    She stepped away and put her hand over her mouth.  “That son of a bitch,” she growled. 
 
    He wasn’t sure why she was suddenly angry but it was better than feeling guilty for sinking an entire island. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked. 
 
    She stomped her foot and glared at him.  “The asshole who made a deal with you, was he in Thera just before everything exploded?” 
 
    He nodded his head, too afraid to answer since she looked like she would punch him. 
 
    “I can’t believe the gall of that monster.  Somehow, you can only remember from 2018 forward.  You can find me even when you don’t want to, except when I’m in Hell.  You mentioned that our deaths were tragic.  There is only one person alive who is stupid and callous enough to be able to do all of that and make a deal with you,” she snarled.  Her rage was impressive, but it was her voice that scared him.  She was starting to sound like the Destroyer.  He didn’t fear her, but he actually felt a swell of pity for the demon. 
 
    “Who is he?” he asked, even though his gut told him the answer. 
 
    She hung her head and took a deep breath.  “Lucifer.  He used you to find me over the centuries.  That’s how he was able to hunt me down in Thera.  He touched my skin and my power reacted to his evil.  That’s why I accidentally destroyed the island.  He was forbidden to contact me, yet he found a way through you. 
 
    “Viktor, we were together long before 2018 B.C.E. but you can’t remember that far back because you hadn’t been marked by the devil yet.  He must have found us in Susa and left his mark on you after seeing my mark on your soul.  He was probably jealous when he saw us together.  He must have been so angry that he cursed us to die horribly when we were together and made you remember everything as a punishment.  He claims to love me, even though he can’t understand the concept.  Now, he’s tying up his lose ends.  He used you one last time to find me because I had been captured, and he offered to take away your memories so that I would never learn the truth about who you were, the fact that he cursed you, or that he made a deal to put an end to you.  I will never forgive him for this,” she hissed. 
 
    Viktor stepped forward to put his hand on her shoulder.  “What do you mean a deal to put an end to me?  How do you know that he’s responsible for all of this?” he asked, terrified that he had actually made a deal with the devil. 
 
    She calmed down and put her hand on his chest.  “Lucifer is cruel and vengeful when he’s mad.  He has hurt me while raging uncontrollably.  He must have lost his mind when I went missing.  He found a way to use you and to get rid of you before I could learn about his treachery.  What did he say to you?  What did he look like when he approached you?” she asked slowly as she stared intently into his eyes. 
 
    Viktor tried to think back to what Lucifer had said on the boat, but some of it was still a blur.  “I don’t remember the words exactly, but he told me that he would give me what I desired most.  It’s a little unclear how it all happened.  I wanted him off my ship and the next thing I knew I was shaking his hand.  I can tell you that he was bleeding from his shoulders from what looked like gunshot wounds,” he said, racking his brain for the details. 
 
    She looked up at the ceiling and took a deep breath.  “I can’t believe he tempted you.  Of all the terrible things he could do, he was stupid enough to tempt you.  You can’t remember everything because he tricked you.  His temptation is based on lies, unlike my Predznak.  He says that he’ll give you whatever you want, but in the end, you’ll just be dead.  You have to swear to me that you won’t summon him.  I don’t care if I have to build a raft and sail it off this godforsaken island, you are not allowed to summon him.  I can’t fight him without my power and if he was shot, it can only mean that Calin or Balthazar were forced to stop him from killing someone or everyone.  Lucifer is too unpredictable when he is in a rage.  There’s no guarantee that he will stand down even if he sees me.  I need assurances that I can keep you safe before you get within 100 miles of him.  Promise me you will stay away from him,” she pleaded. 
 
    He was so moved by her concern for him that he nodded silently. 
 
    “Good,” she sighed. 
 
    “Do you really think he will kill me?” Viktor asked, furious that he had made that fucking deal. 
 
    “Yes,” she said honestly. 
 
    The walls spun slightly and he was forced to sit before his knees gave out.  It seemed that he would be free of Anjali, but not the way he planned.  He put his head in his hands and swore at his stupidity. 
 
    He felt her hands on his arms and he looked up to see her smiling at him.  “Don’t worry.  I’ll find a way to keep you safe,” she said, crawling into his lap. 
 
    He put his arms around her and rested his head on top of hers.  “If I die this time, I won’t see you again, will I?” he asked, barely able to ask the question. 
 
    “You will,” she sighed, “But neither of us will like it.” 
 
    He wanted to scream at the world but he only had himself to blame.  No, he only had Lucifer to blame for creating this debacle.  No matter what happened, he had to find a way to fight the devil. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Haydn groaned as the pain in his chest seemed to intensify with each breath.  Why was everything so damned difficult?  And why was he constantly being stabbed in the back?  He needed a new profession, one where he wouldn’t get stabbed by his former friends. 
 
    He closed his eyes and reflected on his pathetic life.  He was a disappointment to everyone, including Anjali.  Maybe he should have stayed in Heaven and taken up a Chancellor position.  At least then, he could’ve had a respectable profession.  Instead, he was a reviled Predznak.  No, worse, he was a failed Predznak. 
 
    His self-pity was suddenly purged from his mind when he felt something that he hadn’t felt in centuries—peace.  The air was alive and beckoned him to touch the electricity surrounding him.  He had no idea what was happening, but he felt his wounds healing around the edges and his pain lessen, but not just the pain of his injuries, but also the pain that had been crushing his soul.  At first, he wasn’t sure what was causing this miraculous event; he simply reveled in it.  Once he felt all of his pitiful doubts and self-consciousness slip away, he finally understood the truth.  He was feeling his master’s power. 
 
    He cried tears of joy and stared at his hands as if they were foreign objects.  The numbness that had weighed down his senses and the depression that kept him from acting nobly abated until he could connect with his long-lost emotions.  The veil of misery lifted and he was once again the angel who wanted to take on the world as a Celestial Warrior.  He remembered how hard he had fought to become a soldier of Heaven and how betrayed he had felt by Farouk’s devious attack.  Looking back, he forgot that he had told someone of Farouk’s evil deed.  He had told Rowan, or rather, he had threatened Rowan for telling Farouk to punish him for trying to leave his squadron.  Somehow, his agony had changed his memories; or rather, his power had altered them.  In fact, his power had made him doubt the validity of his own memories.  Shocked by this revelation, he reviewed many of his past decisions and actions. 
 
    He breathed in deeply and smiled when he remembered how he had confronted Merrin about Farouk’s attack.  They had argued and nearly drawn swords on each other because Merrin refused to believe that a Warrior under his command could ever do something so dastardly.  Aeries was forced to break up the fight, though Merrin managed to convince Aeries that Haydn was jealous of Farouk because Farouk was close to achieving a promotion to Swordsman.  It was a silly accusation, but it sometimes happened when two warriors, equal in rank, were divided by a promotion. 
 
    Haydn tried to plead his case, but Merrin had Rowan’s lies to back him up.  Aeries, to his credit, didn’t seem convinced of the story Merrin and Rowan wove of a disobedient Haydn who would never be strong enough to serve God with a sword in his hand, but Aeries was overruled by Tabbris.  Tabbris believed the lies and dismissed Haydn from his duties. 
 
    Haydn couldn’t believe it, he hadn’t quit the Celestial Warriors; he had been thrown out by Tabbris!  How had he not remembered such an important detail?  He was horrified that his power had twisted his entire life story and made him the victim. 
 
    He reviewed memory after memory, recounting the true version of each event.  His shoulders shook and tears rolled down his face when he realized that he was not the indecisive coward featured in his deranged mind.  He had always known that he was meant for greater things. 
 
    Remembering the day he left his Chancellor training to become a warrior, he knew that he wasn’t suited to create the laws of Heaven.  As the Angel of Discernment, he had the ability to judge if someone was on the correct spiritual path and had the understanding needed to live his life in service of Father.  He wasn’t meant to judge the angels since the majority of them were already living the best lives they could in Heaven.  He was meant to judge the mortals who were close to falling off the path of the righteous.  Even though the Celestial Warriors protected the mortals, they weren’t allowed to condemn the wicked.  However, they were allowed to find a way to convince the elders of the villages that a mortal had committed a serious crime.  He believed that he could protect the mortals by alerting the elders to acts of wickedness by the villagers before any serious sins were committed.  Sadly, the discovery of Farouk’s true nature coupled with Merrin’s cover-up and Tabbris’ unwillingness to listen to the truth would have made Haydn leave his post even if Tabbris hadn’t thrown him out. 
 
    It wasn’t until he heard Father’s call for the Harbingers needed to serve the new Bringer of the Apocalypse that he fully understood his true purpose.  The moment he heard that the Predznak would tempt the mortals to see how far they had fallen from Father’s grace, he knew that this was what he was created for.  He stepped forward to become the Angel of Distrust because he believed in his heart that he would immediately know if a mortal had love in his or her heart for Father.  He understood the path to spiritual love better than anyone, so tempting the mortals and challenging their faith would be an easy task.  He could identify doubt and distrust the mortals had for Father’s teachings better than anyone because he had complete faith in Father.  If only it had been so easy. 
 
    The memories of his downward spiral into despair were seen through unclouded eyes.  He saw his power slowly drive him mad until he fought against the other Predznak, except this time, he saw how they had tried to help him.  At the time, he believed that were trying to hurt him.  He had hidden Alazar’s dagger and Aeries’ sword, thinking that they were planning to assassinate him in his sleep.  He didn’t see how they had tried to calm him and win back his loyalty and trust. 
 
    During his moments of paranoia, he would threaten Tristan to keep him subdued.  He would whisper to him of how the others were trying to harm him.  Though it wasn’t hard to fool Tristan since he was already altered, he was cruel to feed Tristan’s fear.  He had fought Alazar countless times and challenged his authority because he believed that Alazar was intentionally leading them to their demise.  He didn’t trust any of the Predznak’s decisions, intentions or words of kindness and encouragement.  Even Balthazar had trouble breaking through his impaired judgement. 
 
    The worst was Aeries.  He had done everything he could to undermine Aeries’ actions.  Aeries could have easily killed them all during one of his many rages, so Haydn did everything he could to incite Aeries and leave the Predznak to battle his crazed former Lord Commander.  If the Predznak were busy fighting Aeries, then they wouldn’t have time to plot against him, or so his warped mind believed. 
 
    He hated the angel he had become, but he didn’t know how to stop himself from doing these terrible things.  When Alazar had come to them and offered to kill Anjali, he hadn’t even batted an eyelash.  While all the Predznak blamed Anjali for their misery, secretly he had wanted her to stay away.  He had visions of a woman crueler than Serena who would enslave them and force them to carry out her will.  He refused to be led by such a monster, so he agreed wholeheartedly with Alazar’s plans to eliminate their master.  With Alazar off to either kill their master or meet his doom, Haydn went his own way and fell deeper into his misery. 
 
    The guilt of his misguided actions almost crippled him as he held his head in his hands.  How had he become this demon?  How had he turned on the angels that he once respected and called brother, only to wish for their demise?  Why had he allowed his power to cloud his judgement and alter his mind?  Why hadn’t he been strong enough to resist it? 
 
    Raising his head, he knew the answer.  He had been kept from her.  Even though he had captured Anjali and taken away her power, she still wanted to help him.  No, she wanted to free him.  That’s what she had said.  Somehow, she understood his burdens and believed that she could help him.  Even Viktor believed she could accomplish the seemingly impossible task.  Now he understood that Anjali was a far cry from the tyrant he had imagined in his addled brain. 
 
    He thought about her anger when she had accused him of hurting women and enjoying it.  His heart had reacted to her criticism because it knew the truth.  He had stood up to protect a woman and been condemned for it.  As far gone as he was, part of him still remembered the truth. 
 
    The sorrow on her face when she believed that he wanted her dead was heartbreaking.  She cared enough about him to be upset that she couldn’t save him.  It was true that she had defended herself against his attacks and tied him to a chair, but even then, she hadn’t tried to kill him.  She could have easily grabbed his knives and taken his head.  He had certainly given her enough reason to do so. 
 
    He smiled when he remembered how angry she had been when he failed to connect to his power and tempt Viktor.  She had been right about his inability to tempt a mortal since he had given up the practice, but he was surprised that she had criticized his methods.  He was happy to know that his master hadn’t given up on him. 
 
    Pushing himself to his feet, he looked down to see that his wound was almost healed.  He had no idea how she was releasing her power, but he was grateful for it.  He stepped forward and closed his eyes as he absorbed as much of her power as he could until it seeped down into his soul and completed him. 
 
    He opened his eyes to search for the source of this life-changing gift, but it was gone as quickly as it had started.  He immediately felt the loss of it, but refused to allow his power to overtake him again.  He felt stronger than he had since leaving Heaven.  Having finally felt freedom, he wouldn’t allow the shackles of doubt and distrust to imprison him again. 
 
    He ran toward the mountain in the distance, believing it to be Anjali’s location.  He rolled his neck and back to stretch his muscles so that he could release his wings until he heard the thunder in the distance.  Knowing that his wings would be useless in a storm, he resigned himself to running on foot.  He had to find her.  He had to beg for her forgiveness and pledge himself to her at the first possible second.  Regardless of everything that had happened between them, he knew in his heart that he was ready to join with her and be her Predznak.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Viktor heard the soft breathing of the woman he loved and knew she was finally asleep.  She had been restless at first, but she had finally settled into a deep sleep.  He needed some fresh air and to get some perspective.  He brushed her soft cheek with the back of his hand and left her to dream.  Seeing that the storm was easing up, he carefully climbed down the slick rocks and slid down the embankment into the jungle.  The storm had lasted most of the night, which made him intolerably impatient. 
 
    He had told her that he was a fool to resist her and he had been right, but he was still a fool for loving her.  With his plan of calling for the demon to take his memories no longer an option, he wasn’t sure if he was angry or relieved.  As much as he didn’t want to part with his love, he was still filled with the painful knowledge of what was to come.  How was his situation even worse than before?  He couldn’t deny his love for her any longer, but he still feared losing her, except now he would be the one who would leave her and this world.  He should have known better than to trust a monster who could find him in the middle of nowhere, but he felt slightly better knowing that he had been tricked by the devil instead of submitting to the deal willingly.  He believed that Anjali was strong enough to fight Lucifer, but at what cost?  Even if she managed to break the deal, he would still have to live without her.  I live in Hell.  Her words burned a hole in his chest.  He had trouble accepting the concept since he had never been in Hell.  To his understanding, he would have to die and be sent to Hell to suffer, which in reality was the same thing that would happen if he stayed here and lost her, though the death would be metaphorical.  He was doomed either way as fate once again mocked him. 
 
    He hated hearing the guilt in her voice when she said that she needed to live in Hell because it helped her to control her power.  He could tell that she didn’t want to admit that she liked punishing the wicked for fear that he would judge her.  After seeing her power with his own eyes, he would never judge her for doing whatever it took to contain it.  It was true that punishing souls seemed like a terrible thing, but he agreed that she should try to control her power by any means necessary. 
 
    How could this happen?  He was just about to forget about handing her over to the demon when he learned the truth about Lucifer.  He truly was cursed.  If only there was a way to force Lucifer to break their deal.  He had to think of a way out of this.  He paused when he thought about his options.  He could die by Lucifer’s hands and be free forever, or break the deal and not get the girl in any life going forward.  Neither were palatable options. 
 
    He threw himself down against a palm tree and stared up at the morning light through the clouds.  Everything looked so peaceful, yet nothing could ease his tumultuous mind.  He allowed himself to think about her, as painful as it was.  If this were to be his final day with her, he wanted to remember all of it, the good, and the bad. 
 
    Every one of her deaths had been a unique punishment.  Aliana had been captured during the fall of the Akkadian providence after he had been called to battle.  It had been difficult to leave her, but she had been left in the protection of his friend Mica.  When Acadia fell, the soldiers left their posts to run home to protect their loved ones.  He had rushed home as quickly as he could, but traveling through the providence had been difficult due to the skirmishes throughout the land.  There were pockets of resistance in an effort to push back the hordes of men who wished to claim the riches and the women of the fallen cities.  By the time he reached home, he found that Mica had been killed and Aliana was gone.  He searched and searched for her until he found her in the hut of a group of despicable soldiers.  She had been strung up and horribly abused.  He killed every single man without remorse and held Aliana in his arms.  He barely recognized her bruised face and her hoarse voice.  He wanted to murder the men again and again for what they had done to her.  He arrived in time to hear her final cries of how much she still loved him.  The guilt of leaving her to suffer like this tore through his soul.  Though he had tried to protect her by fighting the masses, in his heart he knew he should have stayed by her side to protect her with his last breath.  Instead, he had to watch her take her final agony-filled breath as her love of him shone in her glassy eyes. 
 
    He yelled into the empty jungle and closed his eyes to feel the cool mist of the waterfall attempt to wash away his guilt for leaving Aliana.  He pledged time and again to protect his love, but somehow he was always too late.  Something kept them apart long enough to allow her to suffer and force him to arrive when there was no way to save her. 
 
    Their last life together occurred during the battle for the colonies’ independence.  It was the worst experience of all.  In every life, they were constantly plagued by war and drawn into battles.  Life in 1751 had been no exception.  He was born in England to a noble family who doted upon him.  After 14 years of blissful ignorance, he inevitably felt the call of his lover when puberty hit and his previous memories were restored over the span of a few months.  He was helpless to ignore the call to find his love despite all of their failed attempts to live long, happy lives together. 
 
    As always, he knew exactly where she was, though he had never unraveled the mystery of why or how he knew.  Ignoring logic, he pulled out a map and used his unique gift to find her in the colonies.  By the time his memories had come to him in 1765, the colonies were feuding with England’s laws and political views.  He had no way of knowing that a war would result from the tensions, but his heart told him to prepare for a battle. 
 
    Without a second thought, he went to his father and demanded passage to Plymouth.  His father believed he was mad but after some coaxing, he agreed.  A few months later, he landed in Plymouth and began his expedition to find the woman with the beautiful smile who was his soul mate. 
 
    He ran into much opposition during his travels.  He and his traveling companion were not welcomed by the colonists who only saw their expensive clothing and superior attitude.  He had traveled with a family friend named Bartholomew, who had business in Philadelphia. 
 
    Bartholomew didn’t know about Viktor’s curse of remembering every lifetime and every moment in a place where time didn’t exist, so he allowed his friend to keep up the ruse.  Viktor had figured out long ago that his family friend, who appeared in every life with a different name and who always looked the same, was an angel who was related to his soul mate.  Based on his affection for her, Viktor always assumed he was the woman’s real father.  It had taken some time to learn the truth about the Archangel Gabriel, but Viktor accepted Gabriel’s feigned ignorance of their shared history together, happy to have something constant in his life.  He appreciated his guidance and wisdom despite the lies between them. 
 
    Gabriel had suddenly decided to part ways with Viktor in Tarrytown, making up some excuse that he had an urgent business matter.  Viktor accepted his lie, knowing that Gabriel must have had other duties to be considered an Archangel.  Waving farewell, he left Gabriel and continued on.  Unfortunately, Gabriel’s timing couldn’t have been worse.  Viktor’s driver took the wrong road leaving Tarrytown and they were stopped by bandits along the road.  They tortured and killed his driver and stole all of his possessions and clothing.  He had tried to stop them, but his 15 year old strength was not enough to hold back six fully grown men.  He was tossed onto the road and left to fend for himself. 
 
    It took years for Viktor to journey to his lover as he worked small jobs and traveled during the night to reach his destination.  Each time he was close to finding her, something else impeded his mission.  It felt like every obstacle imaginable was keeping them apart.  Floods, fires, skirmishes, criminals and local law enforcement did everything within their power to keep him from his love.  When he finally found “Elizabeth,” she was in the arms of another man.  It wasn’t the first time he had found her in such a predicament, but he was confident in his abilities to woo her away from her husband or suitor, but this time was different.  She was in the hands of a wealthy colonist who cared nothing about love. 
 
    When Viktor was finally able to introduce himself to the lovely Elizabeth, a sight more resplendent than any incarnation before her, her jealous husband snatched her away from their handshake.  He accused her of cheating with Viktor and pulled her behind their vast estate.  She tried to explain that they had just met, but Henry didn’t believe her.  Viktor was furious and chased after the pair.  He was well beyond his 15 year old stature and was no longer lean.  He was 19 years old and stronger than her pathetic, overbearing husband. 
 
    Catching up to them, Viktor kicked Henry’s legs out from under him and watched him tumble to the ground.  “You will not treat a lady like that, sir!” Viktor yelled, unable to watch his love be harmed and frightened by the brute. 
 
    Henry glared at his wife.  “So you are sleeping with him, you whore,” he growled. 
 
    The horrified look on Elizabeth’s face did nothing to prove her innocence or deter her maniac husband from rolling to his side and drawing a pistol on her. 
 
    Viktor yelled, having seen the gun too late.  His instincts were to protect Elizabeth so he ran toward her.  It didn’t matter if the bullet took his life, he could not watch her die again, not after everything he had been through to find her this time. 
 
    The sound of the pistol exploding across the perfectly manicured gardens sounded hollow in his ears.  Viktor fell to his knees as he watched the blood ruin Elizabeth’s beautiful yellow gown.  She had done nothing to deserve such a fate, yet here she was dying in front of him again. 
 
    He crawled to her and took her into his arms.  She had no recollection of him, but he didn’t care.  He bent down and put his lips to hers.  “I love you,” he whispered.  He felt her breath cease a second later and she was gone. 
 
    Henry laughed at them.  “I know that she never loved me, but I will not stand to see her take another lover.  I hope you both rot in Hell for your indiscretions,” he said coldly. 
 
    Viktor kissed Elizabeth’s forehead and laid her down in the bright green grass.  He knew his time in this life was limited due to the curse, so he spent his final hours making Henry regret killing the love of his life. 
 
    Once Henry was dead, Viktor looked back on every moment spent with his darling.  Despite his undying love for her, he refused to continue along this path of self-destruction.  He finally admitted that he was doomed to never keep his precious love and would do everything within his power to stay away from her in the next life. 
 
    He opened his eyes and looked up at the cave entrance.  He shed a tear for Aliana and Elizabeth and one for himself.  Anjali was fully aware of her power and capable of protecting herself.  She no longer needed him to save her. 
 
    He sat for a while and recalled every touch of Anjali’s hand and sway of her breast.  Was his love for her enough to make him keep fighting for a life he could never have? 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Anjali rolled around the uncomfortable rock floor and drifted in and out of a restless sleep.  When she was finally able to relax her mind, she saw a familiar sight.  It was a modest home with a peaked roof protected by clay tiles sitting behind two slanted roofs that surrounded a small courtyard.  On the outside of the courtyard was a prosperous garden filled with herbs, vegetables and fruits.  The sheep pen was on the opposite side, to the right of the courtyard.  The sheep were standing around in a group waiting to be let out into the fields to graze.  She knew that she was in the countryside outside of Laconia, Greece.  Pontius would be back from his journey to trade with their neighbors.  He was an excellent negotiator who would bring back a wealth of grain and other supplies in exchange for their wool and produce.  He always knew what the neighbors needed and had a way of charming them into getting everything he wanted. 
 
    She walked into the garden to admire the bean pods and cucumbers hanging on the suspended vines.  She was happy to see how fast everything was growing.  They would soon be ripe enough for their table.  Stepping out of the garden, she ventured further into the yard to visit her pear trees.  She took pride in her garden and her beautiful grove.  Pontius often joked that she loved her plants and orchard more than him since she spent so much time tending to them.  She knew that he was only teasing.  The love she had for her husband far surpassed that of her almond trees, and even her cherished pomegranate tree. 
 
    Anjali turned her head to look up at the bright cloudless sky and smiled.  She was happy in this place.  It felt like she was observing a dream, but somehow she knew that the house and gardens had once existed. 
 
    She headed toward the courtyard to explore the interior of the home, but something stopped her.  A black shadow raced along the ground and quickly disappeared.  It was bigger than the largest hawk she had ever seen.  Shaking her head, she dismissed her concern and headed for the house.  A high-pitched squawk was her only warning before something knocked her to the ground from behind. 
 
    She braced herself with her arms and landed hard on her elbow.  Before she could stand, she found herself flying through the air and falling to the ground.  The wind was knocked from her lungs from the harsh landing.  Once she was able to move, she twisted around to see what was attacking her, but couldn’t find anything but clear sky. 
 
    Quickly looking around the entire area, she saw nothing of consequence.  She got to her feet and stopped short when a large feathered creature landed on the wall of the courtyard entrance.  It was grotesque with a long black torso and wings, but more horrifying still was its face.  It had pale features with something akin to wrinkled skin but in place of a nose was a sharp beak.  The face shifted in front of her eyes until it became humanlike, but distorted.  It would never be able to pass as a mortal. 
 
    Anjali took a step back and wanted to scream, but instead she was thrown from her body.  She landed a few feet behind a young woman who she understood to be Belinha, one of her former incarnations.  It took a moment to reorient herself in the dream/memory to accept that this really happened to her.  The Harpies had found her in Greece in 1100 B.C.E during what would be known as the Greek Dark Ages—a dark age she was about to create, though she had no idea that the Harpies were to blame for the tragedy. 
 
    She was so startled by this new memory that she almost missed the second Harpy who descended from the sky and launched itself at Belinha.  Anjali’s warning screams weren’t heard by Belinha because she was seeing a piece of history that couldn’t be altered.  Anjali watched helplessly as the two Harpies toyed with Belinha and taunted her, though Belinha had no idea what was happening. 
 
    “Our Master wishes you to die, Destroyer,” one of the Harpies squawked. 
 
    Anjali gulped when she realized that the Harpy knew who she was.  This wasn’t a random attack, which meant that Hades had sent them to kill her.  Her anger rose to the surface, but she pushed it down to remain inside the memory.  She would take the matter up with Hades once she saw his duplicitous face. 
 
    Belinha was pleading for them to stop their taunts because she didn’t know anything about their master or his reasons for wanting her dead.  Anjali remembered the feeling of fear and hopelessness that Belinha was experiencing.  Belinha was so naïve and innocent.  She had no way of fighting off the fearsome creatures. 
 
    “Pontius!” Belinha screamed, hoping that her husband would come to her aid. 
 
    Laughter filled the air as the third Harpy landed on the roof of the main house.  “No one can save you, Destroyer,” she chortled. 
 
    Staring at the three sisters, Anjali finally put names to their terrible faces.  The first Harpy to attack was Celaeno, followed by Aello.  Ocypete was the last one to arrive.  Anjali watched Belinha try to run to the grove, but she never reached it.  Aello made it to the trees first and flapped her giant wings, sending a current of air that knocked Belinha into the garden.  Celaeno swooped down into the garden and hit the defenseless woman with her massive wings until Belinha cried out for mercy. 
 
    “Let me finish her, Ocypete,” Aello said boldly as she hopped across the field toward the garden. 
 
    “No, we must make sure that she is within an inch of death.  Those were his orders,” Ocypete said taking to the air and landing next to Aello. 
 
    “Master wants us to call for him when she is ready to die, but is that wise?  He told us how dangerous she is.  Why not simply kill her lest she try to harm Master when he arrives?” Aello asked, tilting her deformed head and staring at the injured woman with her cold beady eyes. 
 
    Ocypete snapped her wing in front of Aello, who was crouching down low preparing to jump into the air.  “No, Aello!  Do not disobey Master again.  He warned us of what will happen if we make him cross.  You have already angered him by devouring that mortal.  Do you not remember your punishment?” Ocypete asked in a scratchy voice that grated on Anjali’s nerves. 
 
    Aello hung her head and nodded.  “I remember,” she said contritely. 
 
    “We will complete the mission without deviation,” Ocypete said as the final word on the matter. 
 
    Anjali willed Belinha to get off the ground and run, but in her gut, she knew the woman was defeated. 
 
    “Belinha!” a voice that made Anjali’s heart speed up called from behind her. 
 
    She turned to see Pontius drop his bundle and race toward the garden.  Even in a different incarnation, she would recognize Viktor. 
 
    “Not again,” Pontius muttered as he ran past where Anjali stood and headed toward Belinha. 
 
    Aello moved so fast that Pontius didn’t have time to react.  He was soaring through the air and landing on his side as Belinha was dragged from the garden by Celaeno. 
 
    “I want to eat him,” Aello yelled to Ocypete as she sniffed Pontius’ leg. 
 
    “Stay away from her!” Pontius shouted.  He kicked away Aello’s face and scrambled around her to get to Belinha. 
 
    “Pontius!” Belinha shouted as she struggled to free herself from Celaeno’s beak. 
 
    “Bring that one closer,” Ocypete called to Aello, who nodded and swung her wing at Pontius’ face, knocking him down. 
 
    Anjali wanted to close her eyes and forget that any of this had happened.  She couldn’t watch either of them be torn apart or worse, delivered to Hades.  She wanted to scream at Belinha to fight back, but it was useless.  The woman’s fate had already been decided centuries ago.  Though she was happy to be able to access her memories again, Anjali understood why Lucifer didn’t want her to see them.  The pain and loss from her past lives were too terrible to remember all at once.  Feeling the misery from two memories so far, she was reminded of something Gabriel had once said to her.  He said that hers was a difficult life that would never be easy.  It seemed it was an understatement based on the fear and agony she saw on Belinha and Pontius’ faces.  She wanted to wake up and punch Hades in the throat, but she forced herself to watch the rest of the memory. 
 
    Pontius was thrown to the ground in front of a weeping Belinha.  “Please, I’ll do anything, just let her go,” he pleaded. 
 
    “I love you,” Belinha whispered to him. 
 
    She watched Celaeno crouch down and reach for Belinha’s hand.  Anjali almost choked when she saw the red gem with the slash of black seated inside a silver band.  It was her ring—the ring used to contain her power.  Celaeno was attempting to remove the ring from the woman’s hand, but why?  The Harpies had no fingers and no need to steal jewelry.  Why would they take it? 
 
    When the ring was stripped from Belinha’s finger, the entire world grew dark and the innocent woman’s face contorted into a look of pure fury.  Anjali took a step back when she saw the Destroyer, the real Destroyer, standing before her.  Oddly enough, Pontius wasn’t afraid of her; instead, he rolled to his side to put some distance between himself and the Harpies. 
 
    “You had better run before you get what is coming to you,” Pontius said darkly.  He wiped the blood from his lip and watched in awe as the Destroyer awoke from her slumber. 
 
    The Harpies appeared confused by the threat and the sudden change in the woman.  They had no idea what was about to happen to them. 
 
    Belinha raised her arms to the sky and let out a scream of rage and pain.  Blood trickled down her forehead from her scalp and dripped onto her beautiful blue chiton.  Her injuries were no longer plaguing her as she turned her black gaze upon the sisters.  Ocypete and Celaeno stepped away from the Destroyer, but Aello stood her ground. 
 
    “You dare to harm me?  You think you can kill me?” Belinha said in a voice Anjali recognized.  It was the voice that embodied her wrath. 
 
    Ocypete looked scared as she contemplated a retreat.  Aello opened her wings and stepped forward to strike the woman, but an unseen force knocked her into the wall of the courtyard. 
 
    Aello’s head slammed into the wall and rattled her, though she got back up as fast as possible.  Celaeno didn’t wait for Belinha to come at her first.  The Harpy zipped through the air with her beak and talons ready to tear into the woman’s flesh.  Anjali saw Belinha’s mouth curl up into a cruel smile as she waved her hand and tossed the creature into the almond tree with enough force to snap the tree in half. 
 
    Ocypete eyed her sisters and waited for Aello to join her before they both flapped their wings wildly at Belinha.  Celaeno untangled herself from the broken tree and joined the fray.  The three sisters swarmed Belinha, moving so fast that they were nothing more than a black blurry ring around the woman.  They were snapping at her arms and legs, while assaulting her with their powerful wings.  Belinha didn’t acknowledge any pain she felt, instead she stared up at the storm forming in the sky.  She patiently accepted the new cuts and bites on her already battered body as she continued to gaze at the storm. 
 
    Anjali held her breath since she couldn’t remember the outcome of the fight.  She saw the concern on Pontius’ face, but he was smart to stay out of the way since he was no match for the sisters. 
 
    “Belinha!  I’m here!  Please, I can’t stand to see you hurt.  You must end this if you can!” he said supportively. 
 
    Anjali was shocked.  He somehow understood that the petite woman could best the Harpies without his help.  She was nearly positive that Belinha had no knowledge of who she really was, but Pontius, or rather Viktor, understood her dark nature.  True to Viktor’s word, he didn’t fear the Destroyer; instead, he was cheering her on. 
 
    Focusing on the fight, Anjali saw what Belinha was waiting for.  The storm had grown enough in strength to pull the rising winds into the shape of a tornado, one that was more powerful than the spinning terror that was holding Belinha hostage.  The tornado hit the ground, tearing a hole at least 20 feet wide.  The Harpies broke formation as Celaeno was sucked into the strengthening vortex.  The other two Harpies paused their attack to determine if they could help Celaeno. 
 
    “Let our sister go,” Ocypete yelled. 
 
    Belinha ignored her and fed her power into the tornado.  Aello snapped her beak at Belinha and looked back at Celaeno, who was twirling around and slamming against the wall of wind.  She tried to flap her wings and right herself, but nothing she did stopped her tumbling. 
 
    When the clouds opened up and released the driving rain, Belinha released a wall of flame that drove the Harpies back.  They retreated, but it pushed them closer to the tornado that was tearing apart the ground as it spun and bouncing around a half-mile radius. 
 
    “We must end this, sister!  Master will not allow us to fail!” Aello shouted above the rumbling thunder. 
 
    Ocypete nodded her head and joined her sister in a bold maneuver.  They swooped up and over the wall of fire and flew straight at Belinha.  They were met with multiple fireballs that impeded their attack.  Ocypete, in a move of pure desperation, flew high up into the air and dove at Belinha from above.  She was about to reach her target when a blast of air knocked her off course into the tornado.  An enormous bolt of lightning hit the tornado and caused the electricity to scatter throughout the air. 
 
    Ocypete hit the ground and rolled to a stop a few feet away from Celaeno, who had been freed from the tornado.  Both creatures were slow to recover. 
 
    “Run away, Aello, or you are next,” Belinha warned as the storm intensified into a formidable opponent.  Lightning bolts crashed down across the landscape, while the rain soaked the ground and the feathers of her enemies. 
 
    Aello looked over her shoulder at her fallen sisters, recoiling every time the sky lit up.  She finally hung her head and nodded.  She shook her entire body to free herself from the heavy water and fluffed up her feathers so that she could flap her wings. 
 
    “We may not be able to defeat you this time, Destroyer, but we will try again.  Our Master has given us a task and we will not fail him, ever,” Aello hissed.  She was angry that she had no choice but to admit defeat. 
 
    Aello tipped her head, acknowledging her defeat, and rose up into the driving rain and winds.  She tipped back and forward to keep her balance in the turbulent air.  She rose higher, but fell when the winds caught her wing the wrong way.  She was about to crash into the house but she suddenly shifted her weight and swooped around to fly straight at Pontius, who was huddled under the edge of the roof near the garden.  He noticed too late that the Harpy had targeted him. 
 
    “No!” Belinha cried. 
 
    Pontius was scooped up into the storm and disappeared through the clouds.  Belinha scanned the clouds for her lover, but he was gone.  When she lowered her arms and searched around for her ring, she heard the worst sound imaginable.  Pontius was screaming as he plummeted to the ground at a dizzying speed.  She was helpless to stop her lover from crashing into the ground. 
 
    Anjali watched Belinha run to Pontius’ side as the remaining Harpies gathered themselves and took to the air before Belinha could retaliate. 
 
    Belinha took Pontius into her arms and fussed over his body to figure out how to help him, but he was already gone.  In her anguish, Belinha allowed the storm to rage out of control and destroy everything across Greece.  It wasn’t until Gabriel appeared that Belinha was forced to stop the storm, but by then it was too late.  The damage done to Greece would take hundreds of years to overcome and the mortals would suffer all because Hades had ordered his monsters to kill her.  Part of her was relieved to know that she hadn’t started the storm on purpose, but it didn’t ease her guilt over the senseless loss of life. 
 
    Remembering Belinha’s pain, her heart ached at the loss of Pontius, even though she knew Viktor was safe on the island.  Ignoring her hatred of Hades for the moment, she needed to see Viktor and hold him in her arms. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Viktor stared off at the horizon and decided on what he should do.  He had to find a way to release Anjali from her bonds.  The only way to help her was to find Gabriel, though he hadn’t spoken to him since he was a teenager, shortly after he regained his memories.  Once he remembered who Gabriel was, he broke off all ties and avoided him so that he wouldn’t have to think about his soul mate.  Gabriel would know how to help her, and might possibly know how to save his neck.  He needed to get Anjali back to Brazil and to a telephone.  Sadly, he had no way of communicating with the world from his ship.  He never wanted to be found and if he ran into trouble, he would prefer to die at sea.  He shook his head at how pathetic his life was. 
 
    Deciding to make the most of whatever time he had, he planned to march back to the cave and wake his sleeping beauty.  When he turned, he spied the blue eyes that made his stomach tighten in anticipation and his heart sputter.  His cock—traitor that it always was—was already rock hard, and begging him to take her on the spot.  His hands ached to smooth away her frown lines.  Even his lips burned as he recalled her teeth nibbling on them.  His entire body was awake and alive, just as it was every time he laid his eyes on her.  His body had been begging him to claim her ever since he saw her at the resort.  He had been fighting with every ounce of strength to stand firm, but it was a losing battle.  He thought allowing himself just one last time to indulge in his fantasies would help him to move on, but of course it was a lie. 
 
    The thought of seeing her fall when she was clinging to the ledge shattered every thought of wanting to purge her from his mind.  All he wanted to do was put his arms around her and keep her safe.  He had refused to physically find his release during their encounter in the cave as one last way of protecting his heart.  It was stupid, but he felt it was too intimate an act for someone he couldn’t stay with. 
 
    He stared passively at Anjali, who seemed to be waiting for him to speak. 
 
    “The storm has passed and good weather is on the horizon.  We will be able to reach the ship shortly.  It’s just beyond that section of forest in a small cove.  I’ll take you to the mainland so that you can find a phone and call for Gabriel.  I assume you have a way of contacting him,” he said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Why didn’t Pontius run when the Harpies attacked Belinha?” Anjali asked quietly as if she was afraid to utter the question. 
 
    All sense of time and space were gone as Viktor listened to the last thing he ever expected to hear from her gorgeous mouth.  “How do you know about that?  You’ve never mentioned our other lives together,” he asked, his voice giving out. 
 
    “My memories are slowly returning to me.  I dreamed of Belinha and Pontius just now.  I saw you cheering for the Destroyer to kill the Harpies, even though Belinha had no idea what she was doing.  Why did you stay with her?  Why didn’t you run?  You knew what the storm was capable of doing to you, yet you stayed and took shelter.  Most sane men would have run when they saw their love turn into the unholy nightmare that could tear the world apart,” she said, devoid of emotion. 
 
    He could see that she was upset.  Having called herself an unholy nightmare, he understood that she reviled that side of her.  Apparently, the daft woman didn’t believe herself to be worthy of his love. 
 
    He scolded himself for letting her believe that she was to blame for his deranged decision to remove his memories of her. 
 
    “Now you understand what we have endured over the centuries.  I hate the fact that I wasn’t home when those foul creatures attacked you.  Yet again, I was doomed to watch you suffer.  Blessedly, the Harpy made the mistake of taking off your ring; otherwise, I would have watched you die again.  The Harpies were indeed terrible, but worse still was watching mortal men harm you and kill you, or seeing you drown in floodwaters, unable to save you.  I wanted to leave you because I couldn’t bear the thought of watching you die again,” he said as his throat closed up.  He took a breath to get himself under control.  “I thought the Celestial Warrior, or whatever he was, would be the end of you in this life.  I ask you, how many more times can I watch you die?” 
 
    “I understand, Viktor.  I had to watch Pontius fall from the sky after Aello dropped him.  I remember Belinha’s pain and anguish over losing him.  I was terrified when I saw Demyan knock you into that tree.  I cried last night when I thought that you might be dead.  I can’t ask you to stay with me despite my feelings for you.  My life is ten times more dangerous than it was when I lived as a mortal.  My enemies know where I am and are far too eager to kill me.  I can’t ask you to stay with me.  It wouldn’t be fair to you.  Lucifer already wants you dead, so going anywhere near Hell is out of the question.  Once I force Lucifer to free you from your deal, I promise that you will never hear from me again,” she said softly as tears filled her eyes. 
 
    He felt horrible that he was getting what he wanted.  Seeing her cry tore his heart to shreds.  She finally remembered him, the better version of him since Pontius was certainly a kinder man than he was now, just when it was time to get her back home to where she belonged…without him.  She understood his pain and sympathized with him, which should have eased his sorrow, but it only made him love her more. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, he nodded and headed off in the direction of his ship.  He gave her a small wave of his hand for her to follow him.  He walked slowly and aimlessly, yet again trying to eke out a few more moments with her.  He had longed to see the sandy shoreline and hear the dulcet sounds of the ocean, but now it only caused him anxiety.  He was so busy drowning in his misery that he almost missed the subtle snapping of twigs to his left and the growl that followed it. 
 
    Whipping around, he found Anjali standing a few feet behind him staring at a black blur that was descending upon her small frame.  She was neither screaming nor running.  She held up her hands to block the shiny black creature that was coming at her with its claws and fangs extended.  He watched frozen in time as the 200 lbs. jaguar landed on his reason for living. 
 
    “No!” Viktor yelled.  He rushed toward Anjali, pulling out the knives he had stolen from Haydn as he ran. 
 
    Anjali was beneath the beast pressing her forearm against its thick neck to keep its incisors away from her face.  She was swearing at it, but still showed no signs of fear. 
 
    He raised his knives in the air, preparing to stab it in the side of the head and neck when the damned thing lunged to bite her neck.  He tripped to a full stop when he watched Anjali jam her hands into the beast’s mouth.  He thought for sure that she was mad until he saw the blue glow inside the jaguar’s mouth.  Comprehension of the situation made him drop to the ground and cover his head. 
 
    “Chew on this,” she grunted as she forced the bonds into the jaguar’s teeth. 
 
    The jaguar’s cries were almost as loud as the blast when its teeth connected with the otherworldly manacles.  Anjali screamed in agony as the jaguar recoiled from the punishment associated with tampering with the bonds.  The giant cat limped off into the jungle, shaking its head and yowling in pain. 
 
    Viktor scrambled to his feet and lumbered toward Anjali.  He landed on his knees by her side to examine her hands and count her fingers.  He checked her neck and face for any signs of blood.  The entire time, his heart was pounding out of his chest and sweat rolled down his brow.  Damn it, he had almost lost her again! 
 
    “You are the most infuriating woman I have ever met.  You don’t scream for help, and you don’t run from danger.  Why are you so insistent on dying?” he yelled as his hands shook from the adrenaline coursing through his body.  He stuffed his knives back into his pockets and stared at her. 
 
    Her face was scrunched up in pain, but she laughed at his condemnation of her.  “Because the Destroyer doesn’t run,” she chuckled darkly. 
 
    He sat back on his heels and pondered her statement.  “I know,” he said after coming to the same conclusion.  “That’s the part that drives me mad, woman.  You wanted to know why Pontius stayed by Belinha’s side during the fight.  You probably thought he was crazy, but he couldn’t leave her.  Many things have taken you from my arms over the centuries; I could never look away from your death.  Despite all the sorrow, all the torment you have brought to me over the years, I could never leave you to die alone,” he said as he broke down and sobbed. 
 
    She wiped away his tears and gulped back a sob before lifting his chin, forcing him to look into her eyes.  “Belinha took you into her arms so that you didn’t have to die alone.  I can only imagine what you have endured over the years.  I wish I could take away your pain, but I don’t have the power to do that,” she whispered. 
 
    Looking into her sorrowful eyes, his resolve evaporated.  “You do have the power to take away my pain; I’ve just been too stupid to let you do it.  I love you, Anjali.  I have always loved you and it’s time to prove that to you,” he said in a rush.  Unable to stop himself, he captured her lips and eased his aching heart. 
 
    Her body immediately melted into his until her soft curves were molded against his chest.  He broke the kiss long enough to duck under her arms so that she could loop them over his neck.  She braced herself against his shoulders as he lifted her off the ground by the backs of her knees.  He needed to feel her wrapped around his numb body.  He walked over to the nearest tree and leaned her back against the solid wood so that he could kiss her neck, her ears, her face, anything that his mouth could reach.  When she gasped his name, he pressed his painful erection against her heat. 
 
    Staring into her eyes, he lost himself.  He felt pity for anyone or anything that tried to separate them, for he would kill them to remain by her side. 
 
    “I need you more than I have ever needed you.  I don’t care what I said before.  I can’t leave you.  I can never leave you.  You are the one person in all the world that I cherish.  The world could burn for all I care, as long as I’m holding you in my arms.  I told myself that I would remain detached, but I can’t keep you at a distance.  It never mattered what you called yourself or what you looked like, I would know you every time we met.  My heart would flutter the moment I recognized you.  I wanted to hate you this time to spare myself the agony, but I can’t.  When you look at me with those innocent eyes, I can only remember the love we shared,” he said passionately. 
 
    Her bright smile warmed his heart as nothing else could.  She had always been able to lift his burdens, but this time was different.  He could finally tell her everything, even if she didn’t have all of her memories.  He no longer had to hide his knowledge of her or his knowledge of events from centuries past.  He could finally be himself with her. 
 
    “I feel like you are a part of me even if I can’t recall all the reasons why.  I felt the connection when you stood over me debating whether to kiss me.  I understood that I was “vexing” you somehow, as if I knew you would say it while stomping your foot.  You’re familiar to me and yet excitingly new,” she smiled as she nipped his chin and ran her teeth along his jaw. 
 
    He growled in the back of his throat when she continued her assault on his neck.  She definitely remembered how crazy she could make him. 
 
    “You are the devil, my love,” he chuckled as he lifted her up.  He glanced over his shoulder and found a pleasant patch of blue wild flowers to lay her down in.  He gently took her to the ground and watched her wriggle around, trying to get comfortable.  He pulled out one of his new knives and did away with her bindings once again freeing the most perfect sight imaginable.  Forget about the supposed wonders of the world, he would be content to stay at home and stare at her magnificent body and consider himself a lucky man. 
 
    He made short work of her hideous pants, but stopped when he found a delightful surprise hiding under her tan soccer mom trousers.  A silky pair of black panties beckoned him closer.  He pulled off his shirt and knelt down to run his face over the enticing fabric.  He inhaled her scent, the one thing that seemed to never change.  He would always know it was his love by her intoxicating sweetness, if he ever doubted who she was. 
 
    He ran his tongue across the smooth panties and chuckled when she swore.  “We’re just getting started, love.  You may want to pace yourself before you are sated with only my tongue.  I intend on fully enjoying your body before we’re done here,” he said, eliciting another beautiful moan of delight. 
 
    He pulled the panties aside and licked her from her core to her nub.  She squirmed under his touch, which made him impossibly hard.  He took pride in knowing her secret delights. 
 
    “Hurry,” she commanded, wiggling her hips.  She tried to pull his shoulders closer to her with her knees, but he nipped her inner thigh. 
 
    “As my lady wishes,” he chuckled. 
 
    He placed one thumb over her nub as he slowly stroked himself through his pants.  Her eyes were enjoying the sight.  He stopped to wet his thumb inside his mouth and continued to tease her as he touched himself. 
 
    “I need you,” she moaned.  She was panting and bucking at his touch. 
 
    He smirked and winked at her.  “I need you more,” he whispered. 
 
    He popped the button on his pants and slowly pushed them down until he freed his hard shaft.  He laughed when she whimpered at the sight of him naked and ready for her. 
 
    “I like seeing you desperate for me,” he smirked. 
 
    She rolled her hips against his thumb, searching for relief.  “I’ve never been naked and exposed in the middle of the jungle before.  The breeze is tickling my nipples,” she whimpered. 
 
    He nodded when he saw her puckered nipples.  “Don’t worry, darling.  I’ll warm them for you,” he said in a deep voice. 
 
    Seeing that she was barely in control, he quickened his motions until he felt her tense up.  He grabbed his shaft and pushed it against her slick opening.  The moment she came, he pushed himself into her tight body and gritted his teeth. 
 
    Her body bucked underneath him, lost to her orgasm as his slid in and out of her.  She was squeezing him so tightly, he had to dig his hands into the ground to hold on to his control.  She swore and groaned through her teeth has he rode out her orgasm.  When she was able to breathe again, she hooked her legs around his ass and pulled him tight against her body. 
 
    “YES!” she shouted. 
 
    He enjoyed seeing her so uninhibited and free to enjoy herself.  It was a liberating experience for him as well.  He didn’t have to watch what he said or push their lovemaking beyond the limits of her current personality.  Anjali was willing to take everything he gave her and give as much in return. 
 
    He leaned over to capture her nipple in his mouth, causing her to grunt wildly.  He sucked on her sensitive flesh in time with his thrusts.  A second orgasm had her thrashing her head wildly.  He quickened his strokes and joined her in pure bliss. 
 
    He slowed his hips until he stilled inside of her.  Looking at her hooded eyes and tangled hair, he wanted to photograph this moment so that he would never forget it. 
 
    Releasing his grip on the soil, he backed away and sat back on his heels.  She propped herself up on her elbows and smiled at him. 
 
    “I have a feeling that was our best sex ever,” she said as she bit her puffy lip. 
 
    He ran his hand through his hair and wiped the sweat from his brow.  Between the exertion and the heat, he was completely overheated. 
 
    “I don’t know, every time I think that, we somehow manage to outdo ourselves,” he chuckled. 
 
    He took one last look at her to memorize the blush across her body and the sleepy, but sated, look in her eyes before he pulled up his pants and searched for a way to bind her shirt.  She laughed at him for forgetting where he had dropped his pack.  She pulled up her disdainful shorts and waited patiently while he rethreaded her top. 
 
    “If you seduce me one more time with these sensuous breasts, we won’t have any more rope to bind you together.  The dress is wearing thin as is it.  I suppose you will have to walk around naked until we find you help,” he snickered. 
 
    “I seduced you.  Right.  I’m not sure how fighting a jaguar is considered seductive, but I’ll be sure to avoid any jaguars until I’m rescued,” she said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    He enjoyed joking with her.  The sound of her laughter always made him smile. 
 
    When he was done trussing her up, she placed her hand on his arm.  “I’m sorry that you’ve had to bear this burden alone,” she said. 
 
    “I wasn’t technically alone,” he shrugged.  “The centuries that we were apart, I was standing in a place where I encountered no harm, no humor, and no joy.  There were nine others with me, cordoned off into one section.  In the beginning, I didn’t know who they were or why we were special enough to have our own section.  Over the years, I noticed a mark or a glow on the others, one that matched a mark I found on myself.  I didn’t see it while alive, but I certainly noticed it after my death.  I could only assume that these men knew you as well.  One at a time, they would leave and return before the next would leave.  Eventually, it would be my turn, so I knew when I would get to see you again.  All these men were different, but they all had the same expression, or rather, look of peace.  It was the same expression I had when I thought about you.  Whoever these men were, I knew they were taking care of you in my absence.  We never spoke, and I doubt that they remembered me, but I found some solace in knowing that these men would love you when I couldn’t be there.  They must have felt the same fear of losing you and the same excitement upon seeing you, so I wasn’t really alone,” he explained as he pulled the hair from her face and pushed it behind her ear. 
 
    Her mouth fell open and she gaped at him.  “You know about the others?” she asked, stunned by the revelation. 
 
    He nodded.  “I know almost everything, except for the part about the devil and living in Hell,” he frowned.  He didn’t like the idea of her living alongside the demon, but he didn’t have much choice in the matter. 
 
    “I can’t believe you remember the other nine,” she muttered.  Her eyes snapped up and she swallowed harshly.  “The ten of you were my first lovers during my first years living as a mortal.  Gabriel hid you from my enemies who could see that mark you mentioned.  He didn’t want to hide 1000 lovers, so he kept the ten of you in Purgatory and brought you back into my life one by one.  When I began what was to be my last life as a mortal, Gabriel released all ten of you from Purgatory.  I have to admit that you’re the fourth I’ve come across since learning who I really am,” she said abashedly. 
 
    He was surprised to hear that she had found three others.  “Do they knew who you are?” 
 
    “Yes,” she nodded.  “Sadly, they have each been attacked by an enemy who tried to use them to hurt or kill me.  One of them was bitten by the Wolf God and is now a werewolf.  The other two died, one from a fall, the other while protecting me from a different Celestial Warrior.  All three are now in my service.  I was forced to make them my servants, or Nachtghuls.  The two that lost their lives would not be able to survive if I died and the werewolf would probably revert to the Wolf God’s control.  I am responsible for their lives now and in return they help me survive the day,” she said softly. 
 
    He smiled at her uneasiness.  “I would never blame you for being with them since I understand their plight.  If they are anything like me, they can’t stop thinking about you.  I’m sorry to hear that they have not fared well, since I fully understand how dangerous and deceptive your enemies are.  I assume they live in Hell with you,” he said matter-of-factly, trying not to get his hopes up. 
 
    She frowned when she saw through his guise.  “Viktor, if given a choice, I would rather they live without me and be safe than stay with me and forever be hunted by someone who would use them against me.  You don’t want that life.  Besides, you would have to die for me to make you a Nachtghul and I have been forbidden by Heaven to create anymore.  There are rules against it because if a Nachtghul dies, their master will feel the loss of them forever and experience pain as fresh as the day they lost them,” she said placing her hand on his cheek. 
 
    He nodded and sighed as his hope dwindled.  He certainly didn’t want to die or do anything that would cause her pain.  “I don’t want you to break the rules, I just wish there was a way to keep you,” he whispered. 
 
    She leaned her head on his shoulder and nuzzled his neck.  “I…,” she started. 
 
    Viktor felt Anjali stop breathing and looked down to see if she was all right.  When he saw that she was fine, he turned to locate what she was staring at.  Off in the distance, a woman stepped out from behind a tree.  He had never seen the woman before, but Anjali acted as if she knew her. 
 
    “Maria?  What are you doing here?  Did someone bring you to the island from the compound?  I’m told that you and the other women weren’t there,” Anjali asked as she pulled away from him and got to her feet. 
 
    The woman laughed harshly.  It was a sound that he’d heard before, but it took him a half-second longer to identify the laugh than it should have. 
 
    “I once feared you, Destroyer, and respected your power, yet you didn’t recognize me at the farmhouse.  How easily you were fooled by my mortal appearance.  It is no wonder why you were so easily captured,” Maria said, motioning to the bonds.  “My master will be pleased to see you.” 
 
    “Your Master,” Anjali said, confused by her statement. 
 
    Viktor tried to pull Anjali away, but it was too late.  The woman’s face and body contorted and shifted into the black feathers and beak that he recognized. 
 
    “Run!” Viktor shouted.  He grabbed Anjali around the waist and tried to pull her in the direction of the caves, but he was too slow.  He heard the flapping noise from his nightmares a second before he was hoisted up into the air. 
 
    “Let him go!” Anjali shouted from the ground. 
 
    Viktor saw the jungle blur past him at such a speed he couldn’t get his bearings.  A moment later, he saw Anjali standing below his dangling legs.  The Harpy shifted his body so that she could hold him with one wing while still keeping them aloft with her other powerful wing.  She took a moment to sniff him before turning to glare at Anjali. 
 
    “Pontius may have changed his flesh, but he cannot hide from me.  You have caused me untold pain and suffering, so I will return the favor by taking Pontius from you.  Come save him, if you dare.  Be warned, I will present your corpse to my Master and redeem myself, if you can find us,” she squawked before snatching the back of Viktor’s shirt with her beak and flying higher into the air. 
 
    The Harpy disappeared before Anjali’s eyes.  She was going to rip every single one of Celaeno’s feathers from her body and make her eat them.  Her only means of escape was gone and even if she made it to the boat, she still didn’t know where she was.  It was probable that Viktor had maps on his ship, but there was no guarantee that he had marked his course since he already knew where she was located. 
 
    She wanted to rage at the world and let out all of her frustrations, so she did.  She allowed herself a moment to embrace all her fear, anger and agony so that she could release them.  She needed to be clear headed if she were to face the clever Harpy once again. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Simon looked out over the small group of people sitting in the dim church basement and grinned. 
 
    “The question is, why are you here?  I’m not simply asking why you are sitting in this room, surrounded by your peers.  I’m asking why you are living out your lives, day after day, doing the same thing.  You run around doing bad things you know you aren’t supposed to do and create lame excuses for why you do these terrible things.  You tell yourself that you don’t know how to stop.  You say, ‘I have no choice’ or ‘I know no other way to handle the horrible problems in my life’.  They sound like plausible excuses, but honestly, no excuses are good.  Deep down you all know what you are supposed to be doing.  You are supposed to be living good lives, being good examples to others, living life to the fullest, and doing God’s will.  You are supposed to see life as a gift and be grateful that you are here day after day with the potential to achieve greatness. 
 
    Look at me; I come here week after week to speak to you and encourage you, yet week after week, I see the same beleaguered faces staring back at me.  You tell me, ‘Simon, I messed up.  I fell down.  I caved.  I failed.’  Every week I tell you the same things, ‘Try harder, do better, don’t give up, there is a choice, there is hope’, yet most of you don’t listen,” Simon sighed as he looked at the lost souls.  Within each of them, he could see the lack of hope and conviction needed to pull themselves out of their rut.  It was a sight as old as time.  They were people who no longer believed, who no longer cared and he was tired of it. 
 
    The wayward souls came to these support meetings in droves, looking for some sort of instructional plan on how to live their lives.  They always failed to understand that there were different ways to live and how they lived their lives was entirely up to them.  They could literally do whatever they wanted, as long as they didn’t commit sins.  They could paint or invent or teach others.  They could work hard and strive to make their lives meaningful by having productive families.  They had all the freedom that God dared to offer and yet they abused it by going home, locking themselves in their rooms, and drowning their problems in unnatural substances or indulging in activities that would dull their senses and pain enough to be able to forget about their responsibilities and their unsolvable problems.  They took their existence for granted and he was sick of it.  He knew it was time. 
 
    He looked at Karen clutching her purse, sitting there waiting for him to stop speaking so that she could escape into the bathroom and indulge herself in her drug of choice.  She only came to the meetings because her mother drove her.  Bill, who kept looking at his watch, was waiting until his dealer got off work in a few minutes so that he could “help him out”.  Anthony who, no matter how many times he told himself that he would deal with his abusive relationship and leave the shrew, would always go back to her because she gave him what he needed, the ability to dull his mind and forget that he should move on with his life.  Then of course was his personal favorite, the kid in the corner, Lloyd.  He had everything handed to him, a scholarship, the beautiful girlfriend, the adoring parents, the amazing job prospects and the respect of his peers.  He was planning to go to his car to shoot up and kill his senses, all to achieve a sense of peace because he failed to see how easy his life truly was. 
 
    Simon took a deep breath and gazed into their vacant eyes all the way down into their worthless souls.  “Now is the time to decide because each of you has a choice.  You may not believe me, but it’s true.  You can choose to pick yourself up and shirk off your addictions to make something of your lives, or you can embrace your addictions and never let them go.  I challenge all of you to look inside your hearts, inside your souls and choose.  Lead a life worthy of God or walk the path of darkness and give in to your depression, your lack of self-confidence and self-worth and your desire to disappear into the abyss to avoid living.  Will you listen to the voices in your head telling you that you are not worthy to walk upon this earth, or will you listen to God when he tells you that you are special and worth saving?”  Simon’s voice rose above all the confused faces and filled the room with his power.  He gripped the wooden podium to stay grounded and focused on his temptation. 
 
    “Are you strong enough to stand up and fight for your life or are you too weak to try?”  Anger poured through Simon’s voice until his outrage could be felt by even the most uninterested person.  “What will it take for you to go forth and reclaim your lives?  A sign, a calling, a man shouting a warning that this is your last chance?  Well, here it is.  Decide once and for all if you are going to turn your lives around and be what you were meant to be.  Will you choose to be powerful, courageous, spontaneous, creative and brilliant creatures?  Will you choose to endure all the difficulties that life has to offer you or will you choose the easy path?  Will you fall to your knees and cling to the very thing that holds you back, keeps you chained down and destroys your very souls?  Decide!  Will it be life or death, salvation or addiction, hope or defeat?” Simon roared. 
 
    Every person sitting in their metal folding chair, locked in this room for one hour, was compelled to listen to Simon.  They were entranced by his words and were spellbound.  This was the moment that they had been waiting for, even if they didn’t know it.  Judgment day had arrived, though they weren’t being judged by an unseen force, they were judging themselves.  They were being forced to look into their own souls and decide if they believed they were capable of accepting life, with all that it had to offer or give up and go back to their lives of sin. 
 
    They had all turned away from God, their families and even themselves.  They hated who they were.  They detested their lives.  They all wanted something more, but didn’t know what they wanted.  Did they want better jobs or did they want to live their lives without the pressures of holding down a job?  Did they want love or did they want to push love away?  Could they be saved?  Could they save themselves?  Were they worthy of the Gates of Heaven because they pulled themselves back from the brink of death that their addictions had led them to? 
 
    They each looked inside their hearts and decided which path they wanted to choose.  Life or addiction.  Life or the madness of running away from anything difficult that caused them pain.  Life or the belief that they were unable to dig themselves out of the hole that they’d created and lie down and give up. 
 
    Simon watched as each person thought about their past and their present, while contemplating the future.  One by one, the choice was made.  They didn’t waver in their choice.  They didn’t feel conflicted by it.  They simply accepted their fate and made peace with it. 
 
    He nodded and looked up to the ceiling briefly.  His work here was done. 
 
    Joshua looked out across the top of the cityscape, biding his time.  He watched the churchgoers file into the cathedral, ready to start midnight mass.  He knew that most of the people entering the church were the devout and faithful.  The average sinner who eased their guilt by going to church would hardly find the will to come to a late night mass without holiday guilt or the chance to win a charity event.  These were the faithful who knew what a novena was and when they were supposed to kneel.  Not that Joshua cared about the church and their ways; he merely cared about the people who held God in their hearts, who professed their love to Him by taking the time to worship and pray to Him.  They were the ones who looked for guidance and followed it.  He hated them all. 
 
    He heard a faint scuffing sound to his left.  “Are you done?” Joshua asked even though the answer was right in front of him.  He watched the God-fearing people make room on the sidewalks for the unholy sinners who were leaving the house of redemption as they left their addiction meeting. 
 
    “It is done,” Simon replied. 
 
    Joshua heard the sadness in his friend’s voice and yet there was an undercurrent of relief. 
 
    “Will any of them make it through the night?” Joshua asked as the woman clutching her purse ducked into a dark alley. 
 
    “Not a single one of them.  They all chose destruction,” Simon said with confidence. 
 
    It was the same answer he gave every time Simon tempted the addicts.  It was all the proof Joshua needed.  When faced with a test of faith, the pathetic mortals would fall.  It was the devout he needed to worry about.  The Angels of Temptation would handle the rest. 
 
    Joshua turned and looked at his friend.  The Angel of Illness had a peaceful look on his face just before a flicker in his eye told Joshua to brace himself.  The meek and mild-mannered Simon, a personality that Illness had adopted to cope with his addict members, dimmed as Solren’s true personality came out. 
 
    Solren launched himself at Joshua, throwing them both to the ground.  He tried to punch Joshua in the face but Joshua was well aware of Solren’s standard opening move.  He threw his elbow into Solren’s throat, cutting off his air supply.  Solren grunted and rolled to the side as Joshua got up and dusted himself off. 
 
    “I’m going to kill you.  This is the last time you will ever breathe in the night air!” Solren growled as he hunched over and threw his shoulder into Joshua’s stomach, forcing them yet again to the ground. 
 
    “Solren, enough.  We need to end this.  I have work to do and I don’t have time for one of your breakdowns,” Joshua gasped, compelling his lungs to work. 
 
    Solren sat on his chest and pinned him down.  “You betrayed me!  I will never forgive you!  All your plotting and scheming ends now!”  Solren raged and screamed madly into Joshua’s face, spraying him with saliva. 
 
    “Really?  Are you’re going to kick my ass after all I have done for you?  You forget that I’m the one who looks after you and cares for you.  Without me, you would be in the park feeding pigeons and naming them.  You’re not in your right mind, brother.  You are not well and you know this.  All the years of tempting the mortals with mental illnesses, addictions and sicknesses has eroded your mind.  Fight your way through the delirium, brother.  I am Joshua, your friend and confidant.  We have been at each other’s side for years.  I guide you through the darkness and lead you past the obstacles until your mind is free from the insanity,” Joshua panted as Solren’s weight crushed his chest.  He hoped that his words would break through the haze and penetrate the small rational part left in Solren’s brain. 
 
    Solren ignored Joshua’s ranting and grabbed his throat, determined to choke the life out of him.  Joshua struggled helplessly against him.  Thankfully, the light began to fade from his eyes and Solren calmed. 
 
    Solren panted and wiped the spit from his mouth with his shirtsleeve.  “You help me set up the meetings for the addicts.  You remind me of my duties as a Predznak, as a Harbinger to the Bringer of the Apocalypse.  You tell me all the time that I was created to tempt the mortals and make them choose their fate.  You, brother, are the one who tells me to come in from the rain and rest.  You took care of my wounds after I inadvertently attacked a brick wall without reason.  You are Joshua, the Angel of Innocence, the one who makes me remember the angel I once was, while wrestling away the knife from my throat, when I want to give up.” 
 
    Joshua saw the glimmer of recognition a second before he was about to black out.  He gulped down the cool air as Solren released his hold and clambered to his feet.  He tried to sit up as he coughed and sputtered, trying to make words form in his oxygen deprived brain. 
 
    “Yes, I am your friend,” Joshua coughed. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Solren blurted out as he stepped back, giving him room.  He pulled at his hair and began to pace. 
 
    “Yet again I will forgive you because of the burden you bear, but I swear to you, there will come a day when I no longer find forgiveness in my heart, Solren,” Joshua said, attempting to stand. 
 
    “I pray that day never comes,” Solren said sheepishly. 
 
    “If you are done for the night I suggest you go rest.  You are always weary after a temptation.  I will meet up with you later.  Can you manage on your own for a little while?” Joshua asked.  It was getting late and the mass bell was already reverberating through the building. 
 
    “Yes.  I remember where to go.  I promise to get there without incident.  Thank you for looking after me.  I am grateful, even if I don’t always show it,” Solren nodded and quickly turned to leave. 
 
    Joshua ran his hands through his hair and swore.  It was getting harder and harder to keep Solren from learning certain truths.  He thought for sure tonight would be the night that Solren remembered all the details he had pieced together over the long years.  Though Solren was a very intelligent angel, his power had fractured his mind to the point where he couldn’t even remember that they were enemies fighting on opposite sides of good and evil.  Soon, he would have to kill Solren, lest Solren finally accomplish his mission of murdering him.  Joshua had to enact his plan quickly if he wanted to free his master and make Lucifer and the Predznak suffer.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Alazar and Balthazar flew out over the ocean to search the surrounding islands, having exhausted their search of the mainland.  They both agreed that Haydn was warped enough to seclude himself on an island with Anjali. 
 
    “She’d be dead by now if he wanted to kill her.  He must want something from her,” Balthazar suggested as they flew over a destroyed hotel on an island a few miles off the coast.  “Does that look like her handiwork?”  He pointed to the broken roof and partially collapsed section of guest rooms. 
 
    Alazar shook his head.  “It looks like a regular earthquake hit them.  There aren’t any scorch marks on the surrounding trees.  Do you remember how much lightning hit the buildings and cars in New York?  She would have lit half the jungle on fire if she had done this,” he said, turning his attention elsewhere. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right.  The whole building probably would have been knocked down,” Balthazar said as his hopes deflated. 
 
    They flew along the shoreline and kept a watchful eye for anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    “I hope Demyan hasn’t found her,” Alazar said, angry that they had to deal with yet another threat. 
 
    “She has no way of defending herself and if Demyan has gone Rogue, there is no telling what he’ll do to her,” Balthazar replied.  “Why do you think he wants her?” 
 
    “It’s hard to say.  He could be mad about Portland, or any number of things.  Maybe he thinks things got out of hand in New York and wants to make sure that she never releases her power again.  I can’t tell you what would motivate a Celestial Warrior to turn against everyone.  Granted, I’ve seen it happen, but I still can’t understand it.  They’re supposed to be better than the rest of us,” Alazar said, trying to keep the sarcasm out of his voice.  It was true that he had seen warriors lose their minds and blame God and everyone else for their problems, but their motivations were always different.  It was a shock when a protector of Heaven turned against God because they were so revered by the other angels. 
 
    Balthazar shook his head.  “If Demyan wanted revenge for Portland, he would have drawn me into a fight.  I’m the one who stood between his sword and Lucifer.  That was a strange day.  Never in all my life did I expect to protect Lucifer,” he said in amazement. 
 
    “I hear you.  How many times did we plot to kill him?” Alazar smirked. 
 
    “More times than I can count,” Balthazar chuckled. 
 
    There were times when Alazar wished for the days when he plotted to kill Lucifer.  Things were less complicated back then.  His enemy was his enemy and there wasn’t any more to it.  Now, because of his master, he was forced to protect the devil who once tried to command the Predznak.  He was the same devil who allowed them to suffer under his pet lunatic. 
 
    “What’s that?” Balthazar shouted excitedly. 
 
    Alazar followed Balthazar’s outstretched hand and saw the top of a mountain that had telltale signs of a battle.  The trees had been flattened in a semicircle and a river that had once cascaded over the cliff had been diverted.  The entire river was now spilling over the side of the mountain due to a large chasm that had formed.  Aside from a manmade dam or channel, nothing could have moved the path of a river in such a way.  This was destruction worthy of their master. 
 
    “I think we found her,” Alazar said cautiously.  He was afraid that they were too late and she had moved on from the area.  His stomach churned at the thought of losing her again, but it flip-flopped and was excited by the possibility of finding her.  He had no idea what to say to her but it was time to come up with some kind of answer. 
 
    They circled around the peak one more time to make sure it was safe to land.  Swooping down, they gracefully touched down on top of the mountain and examined the area. 
 
    “She was definitely here,” Balthazar said as he scanned the ground.  “It’s weird, but I think she was wearing sneakers.” 
 
    Alazar gaped at his assessment and then gulped.  “She must have improvised her outfit.  It’s too humid for her to survive in her normal badass boots and dress with the bonds making her suffer from the heat.  Without her power to change her clothes, she probably stole something more suitable from the hotel.  Can you imagine how tired she must be if she trekked all this way from the hotel?”  He tried to sympathize with her difficult journey.  Having made his way through the Romanian wildness injured and half-delirious, he gave Derick a lot of credit for getting him as far as he did. 
 
    Balthazar nodded knowingly at his assessment.  “If Haydn did take her, she’s going to kick his ass for putting her into a situation where she needed running shoes,” he snickered, trying to lighten the tension they both felt. 
 
    “God, I hope they aren’t pink.  She’ll punch Haydn right in the eye with her ring if those shoes are pink,” Alazar quipped as he looked out over the endless jungle. 
 
    “Thankfully, they were blue,” a voice from their past shouted from the tree line along the ridge below them. 
 
    Balthazar opened his heavy black duster and pulled both of his pistols as Alazar summoned his favorite dagger to his hand. 
 
    “Where the fuck is she?” Alazar shouted.  His voice was drowned out by the sound of multiple shots being fired.  He turned his head to glare at Balthazar.  “We haven’t gotten to the part where we shoot him yet, Balthazar.  Let him answer the question first.” 
 
    Balthazar was already running toward Haydn full-force.  The growl that erupted from his lips informed Alazar that he would have to wait until Haydn was conscious before he could properly interrogate him. 
 
    “I don’t have her!” Haydn yelled, throwing his hands into the air to stop Balthazar’s attack.  “I had her, but Demyan stole her from me.”  He pointed to the hole in his shirt that had singe marks around the edges, a hole that was roughly the size of a Celestial Sword. 
 
    Balthazar skidded to a halt, but didn’t lower his guns.  “I hate not being able to see his eyes,” he grumbled, annoyed by Haydn’s sunglasses. 
 
    “Where would they have gone?” Alazar shouted. 
 
    Haydn shook his head.  “I don’t know, but I do know that she was able to release her power.  Demyan either released her from her bonds so that they could have a fair fight, or she knocked him unconscious so that she could unlock the bonds herself.  Regardless, something bad happened.  This wound was created only a few hours ago.  Look at it.  It’s nearly healed.  While I believe her to be powerful, I feel like she was in grave danger to release this kind of energy.  I don’t know much about her, but I do know that she’s tough as Hell and smarter than me.  Demyan probably didn’t know what hit him,” Haydn explained quickly as he kept a close eye on Balthazar’s guns. 
 
    “Liam, I summon you!” Alazar shouted across the mountaintop.  He pointed his finger at Haydn.  “If Demyan hurts her, I will hold you responsible.” 
 
    Haydn sighed and nodded.  He tried to speak, but Balthazar leapt into the air and slammed his fist into Haydn’s jaw.  Haydn staggered back and landed on his ass.  “Please avoid hitting the glasses.  This is my third pair since arriving on this island,” he groused. 
 
    Alazar stared pensively at Balthazar.  “He needs his jaw intact so that he can finish telling us what he knows,” he huffed. 
 
    Balthazar shrugged.  “I’ve gotten plenty of confessions out of men with broken faces.  It tends to speed up the process,” he said unapologetically. 
 
    Alazar frowned and looked at Haydn, who was rubbing his jaw.  “Normally, I would agree with you, but we don’t know what Anjali wants to do with him.  If she gives the order, then rip his jaw off.  Until then he’s our only lead.” 
 
    Sneering at Haydn, Balthazar crossed his arms.  “And you were mad at me for being logical earlier,” he said, rolling his eyes. 
 
    Alazar watched Haydn get to his feet as he felt a small breeze next to him.  He looked down and found the fluffy white beast he needed.  “She was on this mountain not long ago.  She might still be here.  Find her,” he commanded. 
 
    The wolf’s blue eyes stared at him for a moment before he nodded and ran toward the ridge. 
 
    Haydn watched the giant wolf disappear into the forest.  “Either that’s one of Fenris’ Drei, or that thing was bred with a polar bear.  What the hell is one of die Drei doing here?  Don’t tell me that we are friends with Fenris now,” he said in disgust. 
 
    “Much has changed in your absence, but that can wait.  Why did you bring Anjali here?” Alazar asked, stepping into his personal space as Haydn stood up. 
 
    Haydn tried to back up, but Alazar took another step closer.  Alazar saw his own blue eyes reflected in Haydn’s glasses and waited for the wayward Predznak to confess. 
 
    “I made a mistake, Alazar.  I thought that I wanted to free the Predznak from her command, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t hurt her.  I didn’t understand the truth until I felt her power and it released me from my distorted mind.  Everything I believed to be true was merely a twisted version of what really happened.  I didn’t just doubt you and the other Predznak; I had started to doubt myself.  I couldn’t trust my own thoughts.  I believed that I was a coward incapable of making a decision.  Now I know that I fought for what I believed in.  I remembered that being a Predznak was the best decision I ever made.  I had allowed my power to blind me, but now I’m free from it,” Haydn explained. 
 
    Alazar raised his eyebrow.  “I’m so glad that you had a psychic kick to the head that cured your stupidity, but that’s not what I asked.  I asked you why you brought her here,” he growled, impatient for the answer. 
 
    Hanging his head, Haydn dropped his arms to his sides.  “I planned to make her release you before I killed her,” he confessed quietly. 
 
    Alazar’s fist was colliding with Haydn’s eye before Haydn could raise his arms in defense.  “How dare you!” he hissed. 
 
    Haydn’s glasses snapped and fell to the ground as he staggered back on his heels.  “Why can’t everyone leave my glasses unharmed?” he growled.  He quickly rebounded and stepped closer to Alazar.  He stared at him through his swelling eye.  “What terrible fate befell you, Alazar?  Anjali warned me not to cross the line and end up like you.  I have a feeling that you are as guilty of being stupid as I am,” Haydn said boldly.  He took another step forward and crowded Death. 
 
    Alazar wanted to punch the son of a bitch again, but he couldn’t.  He was in no position to be self-righteous. 
 
    When Alazar didn’t answer, Haydn’s green eyes bore into his, something people rarely did.  Most feared the icy gaze of the Angel of Death, but Distrust wasn’t showing any fear. 
 
    “I sense a great deal of doubt in you, Alazar.  Who didn’t you trust?  Was it our master or was there someone else?” Haydn asked as his voice became hypnotic. 
 
    Alazar opened his mouth, but abruptly shut it. 
 
    The air crackled with power as Haydn continued to speak.  “Who did you betray, Alazar?  Who placed their faith in you only to be let down?  What friendship did you ruin by thinking the worst of the other person?  Who did you betray?” 
 
    Sweat beaded up on Alazar’s forehead as he thought about all his mistakes.  Tristan was suffering because he didn’t trust him.  What kind of leader was he if he couldn’t trust all the Predznak, not just the ones he felt were strong enough to carry out Anjali’s will?  He should have helped Tristan instead of mocking him.  He should have done everything within his power to make sure that Tristan succeeded at being a Predznak and never had a reason to run home. 
 
    He should have trusted his own past deeds.  He had allowed the prisoners to condemn him instead of reminding them why they were in Hell.  He allowed his doubt to cloud his mind and he had paid the price for it. 
 
    Looking into Haydn’s eyes, he saw the truth.  He should’ve had faith in Anjali and her ability to lead the Predznak.  After so many years of barely keeping everyone alive, he had never truly let go of the reins.  He had never allowed Anjali to become their leader.  If Tristan wanted to go home, it was up to Anjali to fix things, not him.  He could advise and support his master, but ultimately, the problem wasn’t his to fix.  He needed to give control of the Predznak to their rightful master and have faith in her ability to lead them.  She needed him to fight by her side, not call the shots, because he was meant to follow her, not lead her. 
 
    “Let him go!” Balthazar roared beside him.  “Tempting a Predznak is against our rules.”  He pointed his gun at Haydn’s head and put his finger on the trigger. 
 
    “Stay out of this, Balthazar.  He needs this.  Trust me,” Haydn said softly, still in possession of Alazar’s eyes. 
 
    Alazar’s body trembled under the weight of the truth.  He fell to his knees and began to sob.  “I didn’t have faith in her.  I didn’t have faith that she could lead us.  I should have let her deal with Tristan and his ability to go home whenever he wanted, but I overstepped my bounds.  I never let her become our master because I was afraid to let go.  I didn’t want to be perceived as a failure and in doing so, I failed her.”  He wept uncontrollably just as he had the last time he was with his master.  He had questioned her authority and been banished for it.  “I let my doubt overwhelm me in the Realm of Nightmares and allowed the prisoners’ condemnation of me cripple my ability to carry out my duties.  I let it affect my judgement.  In both ways, I failed our master.” 
 
    When he felt a hand on his shoulder, he looked up to see Haydn standing over him. 
 
    “Are you ready to move on and be the angel she needs?” Haydn smirked. 
 
    Alazar nodded.  “Yes.  Yes, I’m ready to be her Angel of Death,” he said proudly.  He wiped away his tears and stood up to meet Haydn’s gaze.  “Are you ready to do the same?” 
 
    Haydn nodded and held out his hand to shake Alazar’s.  “I am,” he smiled. 
 
    Balthazar frowned at Alazar and turned to look at Distrust.  “How did you do that?  He’s been moping on a beach for a month and in a matter of minutes, you manage to get him to admit his failings and help him move on from his defeat.  Why weren’t you this awesome before?” he chuckled. 
 
    Laughing at Balthazar’s joke, Haydn lightly punched Balthazar’s shoulder.  “I was always awesome, I just forgot who I was for a while,” Haydn winked.  “Thankfully, I remembered how much I love tempting people.”  He waved his hand and put on yet another pair of sunglasses. 
 
    Balthazar laughed so hard that Haydn jumped back at the unusual noise coming from the stoic Predznak.  Haydn motioned to Alazar with his chin.  “Did you know that he was capable of actual laughter?” 
 
    Alazar chuckled and cleared his throat.  “As I said, much has changed,” he said, patting Haydn’s shoulder. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Anjali laid in the tall grass and looked up at the clear blue sky.  She hummed a random tune and tried to figure out what to do.  The cell phone at the hotel would be dead by now.  She had no idea how long it would take for someone to return to the demolished hotel, but it was the only hope she had for a rescue.  She needed to get up and start the long journey back, but she had no will to do so.  She tried not to cry when she thought of Viktor being in the Harpy’s claws.  She was helpless to aid him and he would certainly die once Celaeno grew tired of waiting for her to arrive. 
 
    She closed her eyes and thought about her Nachtghuls.  She wished more than anything to see them again.  They would give her the strength she needed to carry on.  She pictured each of their smiles and sighed.  She wondered how Liam was getting along without her.  He was still learning how to control his new abilities without Fenris calling the shots.  She worried that Lucifer and Hades would give him a hard time since he was still learning the rules of Hell.  She gulped when she thought about a prisoner from the Hall of Shadows attacking him during his routine patrols.  She hoped that he was all right. 
 
    Picturing Derick’s black hair, blue eyes, and kind face, she knew he would be disappointed in her for wanting to give up.  He always had complete faith in her.  He had an inner strength that she had seen many times, but he often doubted himself.  He had stood up to Alazar and Michael, two of the most feared angels in their world.  He had braved a horde of revenants to save humanity and survived an attack by the hungry Shades.  The poor man had even stood up to Fenris, who threated to kill him if she didn’t surrender.  He would tell her to get up and face her next problem head on. 
 
    Calin’s shrewd green eyes would be judging her while telling her to get off her ass and handing her a weapon.  She laughed at the thought of him mentally cataloging his cache of weapons.  He would tell her that he had her back no matter the odds.  In her heart, she understood that Calin didn’t fear many things, but losing her would drive him out of his mind.  She was a little afraid for Hades’ safety.  If Calin found out that Hades was actively working against her and sending his Harpy to kill her, she wouldn’t have to do anything to Hades.  Calin would make sure that Hades was never seen again. 
 
    She blew out a breath and tried to make her weary body move off the ground, but it was useless.  Instinctively, she knew the bonds were responsible for her lack of motivation, but she was unable to resist their power. 
 
    She settled into her cozy spot and stared at the clouds.  She listened to the sound of the birds calling to one another until they suddenly fell silent.  She stopped humming when she realized that the normal hum of the jungle had stopped and everything was quiet.  Something was wrong.  Her skin prickled and her hearing went into overdrive as she listened for anything that would alert her to danger. 
 
    A huffing noise close by made her freeze.  Afraid that the jaguar was coming back for round two, she kept her body still, but moved her head around to search for anything that could be used as a weapon. 
 
    Hearing a snap above her head, she arched her neck to find a big wet nose hovering over her face.  She was about to swat at the beast, until she saw the white muzzle she had come to love.  There was no possible way that a giant white wolf was native to the island.  She rolled onto her stomach and threw her arms around the puffy neck of the wolf. 
 
    “Liam!” she shouted as she hugged him. 
 
    She was greeted by slobbery kisses and a wagging tail. 
 
    “As adorable as this is, I need to see your face,” she giggled as he nuzzled her cheek. 
 
    He quickly shifted and became Liam, who was still overjoyed to see her. 
 
    “You scared the hell out of us.  What are you doing laying here in the grass?” he said, kissing her cheeks with his lips this time. 
 
    “Giving up,” she said softly. 
 
    “I can fix that.  Give me your hands,” he said.  He reached down, placed his finger on the lock, and released the dreaded bonds. 
 
    Anjali felt dizzy as her energy and will to survive returned to her in a rush.  She was able to think clearly again as the fog lifted from her brain.  She felt like she had been drugged.  Taking in a deep breath, she stood and immediately waved her hand to remove all the dirt and sand from her body.  She snapped her fingers and conjured her full dress and beloved boots.  When she felt more like herself, she opened her mind to Liam, Derick, and Calin, who cheered at her return. 
 
    The questions and concerns that flooded her mind made her smile.  She was at home again with her men. 
 
    All your questions will be answered, but right now, we need to find the Harpy.  She has Viktor, she said to all three of them.  She avoided a lengthy explanation by showing them some of her encounters with Viktor, the ones that wouldn’t cause Calin to shoot him, and gave them a play by play of the Harpies attack in Greece. 
 
    Anjali, those memories are old, like ancient.  How long ago did the Harpies attack you and how are you able to remember them now?  Derick asked. 
 
    I encountered the Harpies during the Greek Dark Ages.  I’ve been remembering bits and pieces of things ever since Fenris invaded my mind.  I have a feeling that he somehow cracked the safeguards that keep my memories hidden from me.  I finally pieced together the incident with Farouk and then the Harpy ambush came to light.  I have a feeling that it’s just the beginning.  Do you have any information on Celaeno? she asked. 
 
    Liam shook his head.  “Celaeno is dead.  Tristan and Alazar watched Hades kill her with their own eyes.  I was unconscious at the time, but I believe she’s dead.  You said that the other Harpies were dead and Hades didn’t mention anyone other than Celaeno.  How is there another one?” Liam asked as he put his hand on her cheek. 
 
    She leaned into his warm hand and thought about her encounter with the Harpies.  Looking back, the Harpies were similar in height and shape, but their faces were slightly different.  One had a longer beak and another had different eyes. 
 
    “Damn it!  Hades lied again.  He may have killed Celaeno, but Aello is still alive.  She’s the one who grabbed Viktor,” she grumbled.  “She fooled me back at the compound.  Both Harpies were right there and I ignored them to fight the soldiers.” 
 
    Calin chimed in once he was done reviewing the Harpy fight.  According to Alazar, Celaeno was hurt.  Her wing hung at her side and she hobbled around.  I don’t think she recovered from her injuries from the fight in Greece, Calin suggested. 
 
    She nodded and accepted his theory.  “So why doesn’t anyone know that Aello is alive?” she pondered. 
 
    Let’s find her and ask her, Derick said darkly. 
 
    She chuckled at his menacing tone.  This is why you aren’t allowed to hang out with Calin for long periods of time.  You’re starting to sound like him, she said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    Calin shook his head at her comment.  Hey, I will have you know that Derick tricked the Shin No Kao’s assassins into attacking each other and kept Luna from eating him all by himself.  Unfortunately, she did manage to take a chunk out of his shoulder before Liam could get to him, Calin said in Derick’s defense. 
 
    She frowned when she heard that Derick had been that close to a siren, though she had no idea what a Shin No Kao was.  I’m glad to hear that you bravely faced a deadly siren, but I may have to punish you for needlessly putting yourself in danger, she said seductively. 
 
    Derick chuckled.  Then let’s hurry up and find this Viktor guy so that we can get to the punishment part, Derick smirked wickedly in her mind. 
 
    She nodded and winked at him.  As you wish, she smiled.  “Predznak, I summon you!” she said raising her voice to the sky. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Standing in the compound, Anjali watched the Predznak and Nachtghul comb through the entire area searching for clues as to where Aello may have gone.  Now that they knew two Harpies existed, they tried to piece together why they were at the compound in an effort to better understand Aello. 
 
    “Someone buried all the bodies, though I doubt that Aello did it.  When I left Hades, he was going to bury Celaeno, but didn’t ask for help with burying the soldiers.  He must have done it himself.  Perhaps he felt guilty for their deaths since his monster killed them,” Alazar said softly.  He had been quiet since their brief reunion before heading out on their search.  She was afraid to ask him if he had made his decision since he still had a few more days.  At the moment, she wasn’t physically or emotionally prepared to  handle any more bad news if he decided to go back to Heaven. 
 
    “There has to be something that will lead us to Hades or Aello,” Anjali said, tapping her foot in frustration.  “How hard can it be to find a fucking Harpy?” 
 
    Liam had found Celaeno’s final resting place, which made Anjali breathe a little easier.  She didn’t like the idea of fighting two Harpies, even though she had more resources at her disposal this time.  Aside from the grave, they hadn’t found anything except black feathers scattered in the field and around the barn.  She was afraid that Ocypete was still alive, since no one knew about Aello’s existence.  It was very possible that none of them had been killed.  Ocypete had clearly been the brains of the group, so it was doubtful that Ocypete would remain hidden, leaving Aello, the brash one, in charge. 
 
    Calin holstered his guns, accepting that Aello wasn’t within striking distance.  “I doubt she took Viktor back to Greece.  It stands to reason that she would stay close if she wants you to engage her,” he said crossing his arms. 
 
    “Aside from revenge, what does she want?” Balthazar asked as he bent over to examine the ground near the barn. 
 
    Anjali shrugged.  “She wants me to suffer before she presents my corpse to her master.  All the Harpies talked about was their master and not wanting to fail him, but Hades doesn’t have a grudge against me anymore.  I’m still going to punch him in the throat, but I don’t think that he’s been hiding them all these years just to spring them on me now.  Hades is in for the long con most days, but he’s had plenty of time to kill me.  Besides, Aello didn’t come after me until after Celaeno was dead.  Aside from proving herself to Hades, I don’t know what she wants,” she sighed. 
 
    Derick scratched the back of his head and blocked the sun from his eyes.  He turned in circles to view the entire compound.  “If Aello didn’t come after you until after Celaeno was dead, it stands to reason that she was afraid to attack you with Celaeno close by.  You could have used Celaeno as leverage.  Celaeno was barely able to walk on her own, so she would have been helpless to defend herself against an enemy,” he suggested.  He turned toward the barn and tapped his foot.  “Alazar overheard Hades talking to Celaeno.  Hades had set her up with an animal farm to feed on not far from here, but the food ran out according to Celaeno.  Hades was surprised since the animals should have lasted her for years, so he couldn’t have known about Aello.  The food was enough for one Harpy, not two.  Hades didn’t hire these mercenaries, which means someone did.  I believe that Aello was the mastermind behind whatever went on in this compound because she was trying to provide for her sister.  If Hades is missing, then I think revenge may be her motivation, but not the way you think.  Imagine that Aello found out that Hades killed the sister she had been keeping safe for centuries.  It wouldn’t matter how loyal she was to her master, she would be furious with Hades.  She could have attacked Hades by Celaeno’s grave and taken him somewhere to hurt or kill him.” 
 
    “You have no idea how much I have missed you,” Anjali said, quickly hugging Derick.  He smiled broadly at her praise. 
 
    Anjali thought back to her interactions with “Maria”.  Aello had played a convincing mortal and could have easily interacted with the men on the farm.  It surprised her to realize that Aello had somehow devised the complex system to feed both of them.  Celaeno must have been too weak to hunt on her own, causing Aello to bring the food to her. 
 
    Santiago and his men grabbed the women from the towns and held them captive, but they were being paid by the mercenaries who were taking the women for their own reasons.  If Aello had no way to pay Santiago and his men, she would have needed a source of income to keep the farm running, so extra women were grabbed.  Rodrigo had mentioned an incident where he had lost some of his men.  Santiago had warned Rodrigo that he had to pay for the women and that he was in this situation because of his own lust.  It was likely that the mercenaries had tried to take some of the women without paying for them and Aello attacked them.  It would have explained why they were so heavily armed and nervous when they came to the farmhouse that night.  They feared further retribution from Aello. 
 
    Since there were no mass graves at the compound, “Maria” and Celaeno, aka Juanita, the woman in the poncho with the strange accent, must have taken them somewhere private to keep up the ruse.  She grimaced when she remember what “Maria” said upon her arrival in the barn.  When asked where they were, Maria told her it was Hell.  The Harpies were intentionally scaring and torturing the women, just as they had in ancient Greece, except the women were going to the compound, not the real Hell. 
 
    “From what I saw of Aello, she was more rebellious than the other two.  Ocypete kept trying to rein her in every time she wanted to deviate from their specific orders.  If no one is keeping her in check, she’s a serious threat to the mortals.  She will need to feed again,” Anjali said ominously. 
 
    Haydn nodded.  “Hades will be close to Aello.  If she’s lost faith in him, she’ll want him to experience the pain she felt from losing her sister,” he explained. 
 
    She stared at Haydn and tried to reconcile the change she saw in him.  The angel who had declared his intentions of killing her had moments ago declared that he would do everything he could to help her find Viktor.  She wasn’t sure if she could completely forgive Haydn, but she preferred having him on her side until they could settle things between them.  She found it interesting how Balthazar and Alazar acted as if Haydn had always been part of the team.  Whatever had happened in her absence, they had found a way to accept that Haydn was ready to work with them. 
 
    Looking over her shoulder at Liam, she winked at him.  “Aello hates me and most likely wants to punish Hades.  Where would she be, Liam?” she asked, hoping that he had some ideas. 
 
    He frowned and took a deep breath.  “Aello’s been told that she can’t eat people, the very people you are destined to destroy.  If she’s mad at Hades for curbing her appetite, she’ll act out and make him watch her rebel.  She’ll use the deaths of the mortals to draw you in,” he said softly. 
 
    She squeezed his hand, grateful for his insight.  “If you’re right, she’ll attack as many people as possible,” she nodded.  “Tristan, I summon you!” 
 
    Liam raised his eyebrow.  “He’s still in charge of the thrones.” 
 
    “I know, but Tristan will be able to sense the mortal’s fear.  He’ll be able to find Aello if she’s terrorizing people.  If we’re wrong, the Predznak will have to take to the air to continue their search.  This is our only chance to save as many people as we can,” she said, trying to ease Liam’s fears.  “Malcolm can handle things for a short time.  Once we find Aello, the Nachtghuls will search for Hades and Viktor.  The Predznak will help me engage her in battle.” 
 
    Tristan arrived and bowed before her.  “I’m glad to hear your voice, My Lady,” he smiled.  He stood at the ready, until he spied Haydn out of the corner of his eye.  “Am I here to punish him?”  He sounded entirely too eager to carry out the task. 
 
    She ignored his question when she saw the burn mark on Tristan’s neck.  Balthazar told her about the burn, but seeing it brought tears to her eyes.  She couldn’t imagine the pain he had felt.  “Are you well enough to use your power to help me find Aello?” she asked, lightly placing her hand on his chest. 
 
    “Aello is dead.  Why am I searching for her?” he asked, confused by her question. 
 
    Alazar stepped forward to put his hand on Tristan’s shoulder.  “Aello never died.  She’s behind this whole setup.  We think Celaeno was hiding her existence.  Aello captured one of Anjali’s lovers named Viktor and most likely has Hades.  You need to find out if anyone is terrified of a giant man-eating bird,” he said succinctly.  “I would focus on your fear of being eaten by a Harpy that we discussed earlier.” 
 
    Tristan’s eyes narrowed when he looked at Alazar.  He dismissed Alazar’s explanation and turned to speak directly to Anjali.  “I’ll find her,” he said firmly. 
 
    “Hurry,” she replied. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Viktor pulled at the ropes keeping him confined to the metal chair.  “Release me!” he shouted at the Harpy.  She ignored him and continued to stare pensively out the second story apartment window overlooking the town.  She had altered her appearance to resemble a beautiful young woman after securing him to the chair.  She hadn’t said a word since they left Anjali in the jungle, so he didn’t have any insight into what the creature was planning. 
 
    Their journey to the town had only taken a matter of minutes due to the incredible…and painful speed of the creature.  Viktor felt like he had whiplash from flying at such an impossible speed.  They had landed on the roof in the middle of a busy town and dropped down into the dilapidated apartment through a hole in the roof.  He had lost consciousness briefly after being pummeled by Aello’s wings.  Viktor wasn’t sure where they were, but assumed they were on the Brazilian mainland. 
 
    The room smelled of mold and didn’t have much in the way of furniture.  It was; however, occupied by another of the Harpy’s prisoners.  A man in a dirty polo shirt, ripped khakis and a look of pure malice that rivaled the devil, was bound in the same bonds as Anjali.  He didn’t know who the man was, but he hated Aello almost as much as Viktor did. 
 
    Viktor counted the minutes as he waited for Aello to do something...anything. 
 
    “She won’t come for me,” he said, hoping to elicit a response. 
 
    “She will come,” Aello said confidently. 
 
    “She is stuck on that island and has no way to escape.  She can’t come for me.  You are wasting your time,” he huffed. 
 
    Aello made a high-pitched sound similar to a laugh.  “You do not understand what she is capable of doing.  I have seen her power with my own eyes.  She will find a way to come for her Pontius.  That is what she called you, is it not?  I do not know how you are still alive, but it does not matter.  She will come for a being that she loves,” she said nodding her head. 
 
    Viktor wanted to scream at her for not understanding the power of the blue bonds, then again, she had to understand how powerful they were if the other man was trapped in them. 
 
    He turned his head to examine the man more carefully.  Why did he rate the glowing manacles?  He, too, must be powerful and dangerous enough to warrant them.  The man ignored his scrutiny and continued to glare at Aello. 
 
    “Why are you here?” Viktor addressed the man.  He didn’t expect a reply, but it was better than sitting around waiting to die. 
 
    “Answer the man, Aello, why am I here?  I demand an answer this time!” the man shouted. 
 
    Viktor was taken aback by the man’s anger that was mixed with a hint of sarcasm.  The man could prove to be an ally with the right motivation. 
 
    Aello whipped around and sneered at the man.  “You know why you are here, Master.  Do not pretend to be innocent,” she snapped. 
 
    Master?  This was the man who controlled the Harpies.  Viktor wracked his brain trying to figure out who in the world could command these creatures.  When the answer came to him in a blinding moment of panic, he stared at the man.  “Hades?” Viktor asked, curiously. 
 
    “Master commands you to release me!” Hades shouted.  “You will follow my orders, Aello!” 
 
    “Aello is done following Master’s rules.  You care nothing for us.  You stood by and watched Zeus kill Ocypete and try to kill me.  I know what you did to Celaeno because I saw it with my own eyes.  You buried my sister after you killed her.  You turned against us first.  You made Celaeno eat vile animal flesh instead of mortal flesh.  You told Celaeno to wait until she was healed before searching for the Destroyer.  I understand now that you never expected Celaeno to heal so you kept her busy with lies.  I did my best to heal my sister so that we could prove ourselves to our Master, but I could not help her.  We failed you and the only way to redeem ourselves was to kill the Destroyer.  I wanted to hunt the Destroyer and prove to you that we were strong, but I could not leave Celaeno,” Aello screeched. 
 
    Viktor watched Hades’ expression hoping to find that their strange partnership was at an end.  Hades knew how to kill the Harpies, which was valuable information; information that could be bartered for. 
 
    “You will release me,” Hades growled. 
 
    Aello crossed her arms and appeared upset by Hades’ indifference toward her plight. 
 
    “No.  You will stay here and listen to the cries of the mortals below.  If the Destroyer will not come for Pontius, then she will surely come to fight me when she discovers there aren’t any mortals left for her to kill,” she said sinisterly. 
 
    Before Hades could reply, Aello’s tanned skin exploded into a mass of black feathers.  She let out a deafening screech and dove out the window.  The screams of the terrified people spread across the street as she flew out over the city. 
 
    Hades hung his head and sighed.  Viktor recognized his look of defeat. 
 
    “Far be it for me to condemn a god, but you are terrible with women,” Viktor said.  He rolled his eyes and set about trying to reach his pants pocket to get his knife.  The Harpy had no idea how to properly secure a prisoner, so she neglected to disarm him. 
 
    “I’m not a god,” Hades grunted. 
 
    Viktor stopped his struggling to look at the non-god.  “You are Hades, Lord of the Underworld, are you not?” he asked incredulously. 
 
    “I am Hades, but I’m one of the rulers of Hell,” he said as he lifted his head.  His navy eyes were sincere, which startled Viktor. 
 
    “I thought Lucifer and Anjali ruled Hell,” he replied. 
 
    Hades chuckled darkly.  “Lucifer likes to think he rules Hell, and Lady Black has other responsibilities that take her away from Hell too often.  Now, which one are you?  Aello called you Pontius, which is a name I haven’t heard in this century, so you must have been with Lady Black during the Greek Dark Ages.  How did you manage to find Lady Black when she was missing?” Hades asked, as he looked him up and down.  Viktor had the impression that Hades was assessing his mental and physical abilities but was less than impressed by what he saw. 
 
    Viktor was confused by the name Lady Black, but assumed he was talking about Anjali.  “I can always find Anjali,” Viktor shrugged. 
 
    Hades tilted his head to look more closely at him.  “That son of a bitch,” he muttered. 
 
    Viktor had no idea what he was going on about, but he didn’t like Hades’ tone. 
 
    “Care to explain what’s going on?” Viktor asked. 
 
    Leaning his back against the rain-stained wall, Hades shifted his legs to get comfortable.  “I assume Lady Black is still bound and that you weren’t lying about her inability to rescue you,” Hades said as he moved his shoulders around. 
 
    “She’ll be of no help,” Viktor said vaguely.  He was unclear about Hades’ interest in Anjali. 
 
    “Then we are screwed until you die,” he said, crossing his ankles and closing his eyes. 
 
    Viktor sputtered at the bleak statement.  “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    Hades opened one eye and smirked at him.  “Once Aello is through waiting for Lady Black, she will make one last effort to draw her into a fight by slowly eating you.  It’s one of her favorite tricks.  Typically, it works, but we both know that Lady Black isn’t coming.  Once Aello takes enough bites from you, Lucifer will come to claim your soul and I will have to stare at your useless face for the rest of eternity.  I will; however, enjoy watching Lady Black set fire to Lucifer and everything he owns.  With any luck, she will destroy his garish Skull Throne once and for all.  Sadly, there will never be peace in Hell ever again, unless Heaven allows her to kill Lucifer, or lock him in the Hall of Shadows,” he said matter-of-factly. 
 
    Viktor gaped at the lunatic, wondering what he was talking about. 
 
    Hades shrugged.  “Don’t worry, all will be understood in time...servant,” he said before closing his eye again. 
 
    Mortified by being called a servant, Viktor went back to retrieving his knife.  He had to find a way to hide from Aello long enough to figure out how to help Anjali.  All he could think about was calling Gabriel for help.  If only he hadn’t shunned him in this life, Anjali would be free.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Anjali held her breath as she followed Tristan, who had found a concentrated wave of fear a few miles away.  She cringed when she realized that Aello had to be in Jacarei, one of her food sources.  She was mad at herself for not expecting an attack on the town.  The people were already suffering the loss of their daughters and sisters, so it was the perfect place for the Harpy to carry out her plan. 
 
    Staying in the shadows between the buildings, Anjali assessed the situation.  Sadly, she wasn’t prepared for what she saw.  People were dropping from the sky and crashing to the ground just as Pontius had that fateful day.  Thankfully, some of the people had survived the fall and suffered minor injuries, but others weren’t as lucky.  The mortals were seeking shelter, but it didn’t matter.  Aello was smashing through shop windows and pulling people from the stores.  Tristan pointed out that a few of the deceased had bite marks, but for the most part, Aello wasn’t eating them, which was a small victory. 
 
    Calin and Balthazar immediately pulled out their guns and stepped into the street.  They fired at the black blur streaking through the air, careful not to hit the mortals. 
 
    “Liam, I need you to find Hades and Viktor.  You already have Hades’ scent and you caught Viktor’s scent in the jungle.  Find them,” she said over her shoulder.  She could see that Liam was angry that the Harpy was attacking innocent people.  He nodded and quickly exploded into a ball of white fur that took off like a bullet. 
 
    “We need to knock her out of the sky,” Derick said, doing his best to track her movements.  She was moving so fast that Calin and Balthazar couldn’t hit her. 
 
    “I’m open to suggestions,” she replied. 
 
    “We could meet her in the air,” Haydn said, stepping forward ready to engage the monster. 
 
    Alazar shook his head.  “Do you want to end up like a pancake?” he said, pointing to the unfortunate people on the ground.  “She’s way too fast to engage in the air.  Derick’s right, we need to get her on the ground.” 
 
    Haydn was about to speak when he heard screaming.  He dove forward to catch a woman who was falling a few feet in front of them.  He caught the terrified woman just before she hit the pavement in the middle of the intersection. 
 
    “Run,” he said to the crying woman.  She looked around for a safe place to hide and ran toward a blue and white church. 
 
    Seeing the complete and utter lack of respect for life all around her, Anjali’s anger quickly gathered to the point where she wanted to torture Aello before killing her. 
 
    “Can we tempt her?” Anjali shouted in frustration. 
 
    Tristan shook his head.  “She’s not from our world.  She was created by Zeus, who was deriving his power from the mortals.  Tempting her won’t work, and as far I can tell she doesn’t fear anything.” 
 
    Anjali ground her teeth.  There had to be something they could do to stop her. 
 
    Balthazar holstered his guns and joined her in the alley.  “Let’s try something else.  If you can get her attention, we can try a sword or a blade.  Our bullets aren’t hurting her from what I can see,” Balthazar said. 
 
    She acknowledged his suggestion and smiled.  According to Hades, annoying people was her specialty.  “Hey bird face, want me?  Come and get me!” she shouted as she stepped onto the street, hoping that Aello would stop attacking the mortals. 
 
    The black blur never slowed down long enough for Anjali to see Aello’s face until she was suddenly suspended over the city high above the clouds.  Aello’s clawed feet dug into her wrists and kept a tight hold on her. 
 
    “I should have dropped you instead of Pontius,” Aello squawked. 
 
    “It wouldn’t have killed me,” Anjali said snidely.  “If anything, it would have set off a huge blast, killing you and your sisters.” 
 
    “Let’s find out if that’s true,” Aello said, releasing Anjali’s wrists. 
 
    Anjali swore at her stupidity as she felt the wind rush past her.  Her dress flapped in the air and hindered her sight.  She swatted at the fabric until she could see the clouds rushing past her.  The city was nothing more than a speck below her, but was getting closer by the second.  She had no way to stop herself from falling.  If she used her power to disappear, she would still hit the ground at the same rate of descent and be smooshed even faster.  She wanted to scream, but refused to give Aello the satisfaction of knowing that she was scared. 
 
    She searched the skies for her angels, but they were nowhere to be found.  Aello appeared in front her and fell at the same rate for a moment to mock her.  “You will die and I will finally be redeemed,” Aello laughed. 
 
    “Redeemed?” Anjali shouted.  “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “Master never forgave us for allowing you to live.  He has been punishing us ever since,” she snapped. 
 
    Anjali had trouble hearing her over the air whistling past her ears, but she understood that Hades was mad at Aello, which confirmed that he knew his Harpy was alive.  She would skin the bastard, if she survived the fall. 
 
    Seeing motion to her left, she rejoiced.  Alazar reached her first, but Aello’s sharp eyes spotted him and changed direction.  She dove at Alazar’s black wings that were straining to move faster.  He spread out his wings and slowed himself before Aello could hit him.  He turned and slashed at Aello’s stomach with his dagger, but she banked to the left to avoid the hit.  Alazar increased his speed and reached out to grab Anjali, but Aello was too fast.  She flew between them and bit his left arm. 
 
    “Bitch!” Alazar shouted.  He fell a few feet, distracted by the pain, but managed to keep himself aloft. 
 
    Aello swooped around Alazar and climbed higher only to turn in mid-air and fly straight at him.  She rapidly twirled her long body, wrapping her wings around her and dove at him like a spinning missile.  He had no way to prevent the impact and took the hit full on.  Alazar fell from the sky, unable to stop himself. 
 
    Balthazar hovered in the air to Anjali’s right.  He had waited until Aello was distracted to fly high enough to catch her and take her to the ground, but Aello somehow saw Balthazar.  She looped back around and taunted Balthazar by buzzing past his head as her claws gouged his face. 
 
    “Balthazar!” Anjali yelled when she saw the deep cut on his forehead. 
 
    Balthazar pulled his sword from the sheath on his back just in time to swing at Aello, who laughed at him.  The sharp blade skimmed across her dense body, only cutting two or three feathers away. 
 
    “You attack a Harpy with a knife.  How pathetic.  You cannot defeat me,” she said shrilly. 
 
    Balthazar changed course and flew at Aello, who tipped her wings to the left to avoid Balthazar’s outstretched hand, but she misjudged the distance.  Balthazar managed to grab Aello and put his sword against her neck.  Her sharp claws dug at his stomach until he was forced to let her go. 
 
    “I’m sorry, My Lady,” Balthazar said as he held his stomach and tried to stay aloft.  She nodded to him and acknowledged his need to retreat. 
 
    Anjali watched the ground closing in on her and debated if she should remove her ring.  Her power might save her from being squished, but it could very well obliterate the town, just as the Harpy wanted.  
 
    Grabbing for her ring, she spotted two black streaks below her as Tristan and Haydn tried to reach her while Aello made sure that Balthazar did not return to the fight.  Unfortunately, the Harpy saw Haydn and swooped in before he was close enough grab to Anjali.  Aello knocked into Haydn’s wing, pushing him off course.  She took advantage of Haydn’s instability in the air and slowed down just enough to smack Haydn in the face with her wing, knocking him into Tristan.  When their wings became tangled, Aello dove at Haydn and Tristan just as she had done to Alazar and disabled them both. 
 
    “There’s no one left to save you, Destroyer.  See you on the ground,” Aello said, snapping her beak at Anjali. 
 
    Aello dropped to the ground and disappeared from sight. 
 
    Anjali wracked her brain trying to figure out what to do.  Looking down at her unbound hands, she nearly cried for joy.  She wasn’t alone.  “Gabriel, I summon you,” she said softly so that Aello wouldn’t hear her.  She prayed that Gabriel was listening closely enough to hear her plea. 
 
    As she waited to see if her father had heard her, she watched the buildings come into view and the paved streets grow larger and larger.  She was close enough that she could see her angels engaging Aello on the ground. 
 
    Derick, Calin and Liam were upset and concerned for her.  They sent her their love and told her that everything would be okay. 
 
    Closing her eyes, she knew the landing would be painful, but hoped that she was strong enough to survive it. 
 
    I love you all, she said to her Nachtghuls. 
 
    Bracing for the impact, her body hit something, jarring her back and neck.  The ground was hard, but not nearly as hard as she expected.  When she felt the wind still blowing against her ears, she opened her eyes to see that she was flying.  She turned to see Gabriel’s worried blue eyes staring back at her. 
 
    “Father!” she cried.  She threw her arms around him and hugged him until she choked him. 
 
    He laughed at her enthusiasm.  “I’m here,” he said brightly. 
 
    Tears spilled over when she saw her father.  She didn’t realize how much she had missed him. 
 
    “I need to get to the ground before Aello realizes that I didn’t make a splat.  I don’t have time to explain, but I need to find a way to kill a Harpy before she destroys all the mortals in town,” she said quickly when Gabriel banked left to carry her further away from town. 
 
    He nodded, but appeared unhappy about her situation. 
 
    “I had no idea that the creatures were alive, but yes, Aello needs to die.  The Harpies have no morals and no conscience.  They feed, they torture and they carry out their Master’s will; that’s all they do.  They have no understanding of mercy,” Gabriel said gravely. 
 
    “I believe that Hades was captured and is somewhere nearby.  I don’t think Aello is following his orders anymore, but I can’t be sure.  The worst part is that she’s impervious to bullets and knives, yet Hades was somehow able to kill Celaeno with a knife.  I need a way to capture her so that she can be killed,” she said, trying to give him all the information she had. 
 
    He grimaced.  “I don’t know much about the Harpies.  They were created by Zeus and given to Hades as a reward for his supposed loyalty.  I was told that Zeus killed all the Harpies, but it seems that was not the case.  Hades should know Aello’s weaknesses and strengths.  The Celestial Warriors have never encountered them in battle because Hades cleverly kept them out of the war.  It’s possible that only their creator or their master can kill them,” he said, dismayed by the revelation. 
 
    “I need more time to find Hades but to do that I need to keep Aello from killing any more mortals,” she said. 
 
    Sighing, Gabriel tipped his wings and circled back toward the town.  “I will call for the warriors to engage the Harpy while you search for Hades.  If they are colluding for some dastardly reason, you may have to convince Hades to kill her,” he said darkly. 
 
    Anjali smirked.  “I would love to convince Hades to do something against his will right about now,” she sneered. 
 
    Gabriel frowned, but did not reply. 
 
    “This is not the first time I have fought the Harpies, Father.  Hades sent them after me during the Greek Dark Ages.  They killed my lover, Pontius.  Were you aware of that?” she asked, trying to hold back her anger. 
 
    Gabriel’s frown deepened until it turned into a sneer.  “Do whatever you must to force Hades to kill Aello,” he growled. 
 
    Pleased that her father was on board with her plan, she set about deciding how to deal with Hades. 
 
    When they were less than a mile away from the battle, Gabriel lifted his voice to the Heavens and yelled, “Warriors, I summon you!” 
 
    Approaching the town, Anjali saw Aello zipping around and pummeling her angels.  They were doing their best to block her attacks, but she was unrelenting. 
 
    “Where is your Master?” Aello screamed. 
 
    “Fuck you!” Alazar yelled as he blocked Aello’s wings from hitting his face a second before she turned and slammed Haydn’s face into the ground. 
 
    Before Gabriel could land, Anjali jumped from his arms and ran toward Aello.  “Coward!” she yelled at Aello.  “How dare you attack my angels instead of attacking me directly.  Are you so afraid of engaging me in battle that you would let gravity kill me instead?  I would have expected you to fight me yourself after I kicked your ass centuries ago,” Anjali yelled.  She lit her hands with Hell Fire and waited for Aello to slow down. 
 
    Aello zipped past Balthazar and flew straight at Anjali.  “I will kill you myself this time, Destroyer!” 
 
    Anjali rolled to her side and lit the air next to her on fire when Aello’s beak was less than a foot away from her.  The fire engulfed Aello, who was unable to stop fast enough.  She was confused by the fire and misjudged where she was.  Aello flew too low and hit the ground hard enough that her wings crumpled around her. 
 
    Anjali swung around and hit Aello in the face with two fireballs to distract her.  Derick and Calin appeared on either side of Aello and combined their effort to cage Aello with a wall of flames. 
 
    “Fools!  You cannot harm me!” Aello said shrilly, waving away the fire with her massive wings. 
 
    “Who said anything about harming you?” Anjali chuckled. 
 
    Blessedly, she heard a voice that she typically detested. 
 
    “Lord Gabriel, what do you require of us?” General Tabbris shouted from the middle of the intersection. 
 
    “More fire!” Anjali yelled, waiting for the warriors to get their shit together and realize that Aello was not only alive, but also unharmed by Hell Fire. 
 
    “Detain Aello as best you can, General Tabbris.  Do not let her escape or harm any of the mortals,” Gabriel commanded. 
 
    Without another question, the warriors surrounded Anjali, Calin and Derick with their Celestial Swords drawn.  Anjali flinched when she saw so many blue flames within striking distance of her Nachtghuls.  She remembered Demyan’s sword coming toward her and wanted to punch the closest warrior. 
 
    Focus, Anjali! Derick yelled as Aello tried to use her wings to push the fire back at them.  Thankfully, the flames did not bend or lessen from the strong current of air coming from the Harpy’s wings. 
 
    “Kill that creature!” Tabbris shouted. 
 
    Aello smiled gleefully.  “I finally get to kill the shiny warriors who attacked the gods,” she said falling down into a crouch. 
 
    Lord Commander Marcus and High Commander Orrin were the first ones to step forward to engage Aello. 
 
    “Step back and allow us to kill her, My Lady,” High Commander Orrin said from behind Anjali. 
 
    “Good luck with that High Commander.  Our weapons haven’t been effective as of yet and she is completely unfazed by the Hell Fire.  I doubt that your swords will do anything more than piss her off, but you are welcome to take our place,” Anjali said over her shoulder to the self-confident warrior.  She saw his look of surprise, though he appeared undeterred by her warning. 
 
    The Warriors closed ranks and tightened their circle around Aello, while Anjali, Calin and Derick slowly backed away.  Once the Warriors were in position, Anjali gave a nod and everyone extinguished their Hell Fire. 
 
    Blue flames sizzled through the air and filled every available space within the circle.  Anjali held her breath, hoping that the creature could be killed, but braced herself just in case the warriors failed. 
 
    Swearing erupted from the warriors, which made Anjali’s heart sink.  The Warriors were tossed into the air two at a time until only Aello was left standing. 
 
    “Shit,” Anjali muttered as she looked to Calin.  Calin’s frown did nothing to calm her nerves. 
 
    Aello let out an ear-piercing squawk and launched herself at Anjali.  Both Marcus and Commander Nathanael tried to dive in front of the Harpy, but both of them were hit so hard that they flipped through the air and landed awkwardly against the wall of a gas station.  Anjali tried to disappear, but Aello was faster than she expected.  The impact was unlike anything Anjali had ever experienced.  Her chest felt like it had a giant hole in it and her bones rattled so hard that she feared they would explode into tiny fragments.  North and south, east and west were concepts that no longer held any meaning as she tumbled through the air ultimately crashing through something that felt like glass.  Skidding to a stop, her head hit a heavy wood wall. 
 
    Anjali cut off her connection to her Nachtghuls so that they didn’t have to feel her skull splitting in half.  A familiar voice called out to her, but Anjali was in too much pain to figure out who it was.  She tried to roll to her side to vomit or spit up blood or some strange combination of both, but she was too disoriented to move. 
 
    “Anjali, look at me.  Are you okay?” the voice asked. 
 
    Her eyes rolled inside her head and refused to focus on any one object.  There were three people kneeling next to her, but she only heard one voice. 
 
    “You’re stronger than this!” the voice shouted.  He sounded concerned and scared, but she didn’t think it was the angel who was afraid of everything.  What was his name…Trillion...Trooper? 
 
    “You have to get up.  I will not allow you to be defeated by that abomination!” the voice shouted.  He was getting angry. 
 
    “Oww,” she groaned.  She tried to move her legs, but it was too much effort. 
 
    She heard shuffling next to her and felt her head lifted.  Something soft was now under her head. 
 
    “Please get up.  I know I said that I wanted this, but I was wrong.  I was wrong about so many things.  Shit!  I’m not even sure if you can hear me,” the voice muttered.  He sniffled and began to wipe her face with something coarse.  She tried to swat away his arms but it was too difficult, so she laid there and winced whenever she felt pain in her face. 
 
    “Anjali, I wanted to be a Chancellor because I believed in justice.  I left because I realized that I didn’t just want to talk about the law, I wanted to enforce it.  By joining the warriors, I thought I could stop the wicked mortals before they hurt anyone, but soon I learned that it wasn’t the right path for me.  It know it sounds like I can’t make up my mind, but that’s not the problem.  I knew what I wanted; I just didn’t know the best way to do what I was meant to.  Volunteering to become your Predznak was the right decision.  I was able to discern which mortals were on the spiritual path to Heaven, and which ones needed to be punished.  When I became Distrust, I felt like I was finally on the right path to fulfilling my purpose in life. 
 
    “There was once a time when I was proud of my decision to stand by your side.  Regrettably, I lost faith during your absence and allowed my power to create doubt everywhere I turned.  It got so bad that my memories became distorted and I couldn’t trust anyone or anything.  That’s why I turned against you.  I couldn’t remember anything except my pain.  I blamed you when I should have blamed myself for being too weak to resist the lure of my own temptation.  I told you that I wanted to kill you, but it was a lie.  I had ample opportunity to harm you, yet I did little more than shove you to the ground and stand by while the bonds made you suffer.  I admit that I wanted to punish you for not being there, but I don’t really want you to die,” Distrust said, choking up. 
 
    Anjali felt the hair on her forehead shift to the side and a hand on her shoulder.  She wanted to open her eyes to look at Haydn, now that her brain had figured out who was with her, but she was too dizzy. 
 
    “Anjali, you have to fight.  I can’t lose you now, not after finding you and accepting the truth.  You are everything that I want and everywhere I want to be.  You are home.  I felt so lost until I felt your power tearing through the cobwebs in my mind and burning a hole in the fog that kept me from remembering who I really was and who I was meant to be.  I am your Predznak, Anjali.  I was wrong to attack you and I will spend the rest of eternity making amends.  Please accept my humble apology,” Haydn said.  She felt a drop of water splash against the back of her hand and moved her fingers to comfort him. 
 
    She tried once again to move her legs, but the pain was too great.  She wanted to tell Haydn to go on and leave her to sleep, but she couldn’t form the words properly. 
 
    “Anjali, please don’t give up,” he begged.  “I didn’t give up when Farouk betrayed me and stabbed me through the back.  It took so long for me to recover, but I never once thought about giving up.  All I wanted was to see him punished for touching that woman.  Even though Tabbris disregarded my story and refused to believe that Farouk was in the wrong, I didn’t give up.  I know I did the right thing.  Farouk’s lies didn’t dissuade me from walking away from the warriors with my head held high.  I knew the truth was on my side and I wouldn’t give Tabbris the satisfaction of breaking my spirit.  My only regret was allowing Farouk to live, but the warriors were on his side.  They would have branded me a traitor if I had killed him and sent me to the Hall of Shadows, if they didn’t outright kill me.  I am proud of the fact that I stared him right in the eyes and told him that I would find a way to expose his crimes.  I didn’t see him out there with the Warriors, so I can only hope that someone finally figured out that he was a monster,” he said, taking her hand in his. 
 
    Farouk, the face from her dreams appeared in front of her.  Hearing that Farouk had stabbed one of her angels with a Celestial Sword through the back enraged her.  She used that rage to fill her with purpose until it healed every cracked bone and torn muscle. 
 
    It seemed that Farouk had more secrets buried inside of him than she realized.  When her power had broken free of the Celestial Bonds and reached into Farouk, she had felt his sins.  What if his death hadn’t been an accident?  What if the Destroyer had understood Farouk’s darkness and had punished him for it? 
 
    She quickly sifted through all the emotions she felt that day and pushed beyond her anger.  Despite the difficulty she experienced in reading the sins of the angels, Farouk’s sins were easy for her to see.  As a Celestial Warrior, he was supposed to devote himself to the mission and desire nothing more than the knowledge that he had performed his duties to the best of his abilities.  Unfortunately, Farouk had devoted his life to other pursuits.  Lust was one of his favorite sins, but he was also guilty of vengeance, deception, and fear.  The darkest of all his sins were desire and hunger.  He desired power and control over others.  He craved it.  He thought he was better than everyone else.  He felt that he deserved whatever he wanted or needed, and that he was entitled to it all.  In reality, Farouk was on the path of becoming a Rogue. 
 
    Her power rose, just a little, and helped to heal her beleaguered mind until the pain melted away.  She opened her eyes and shifted her head to see Haydn sitting next to her. 
 
    She carefully pushed herself on her elbows to look at him.  “I was the one who figured out that Farouk was a monster.  I may not have completely understood all the sins he had committed, but my dark side, the side that is the true Destroyer, understood his crimes, and made him suffer for them.  I killed Farouk because he was in the process of becoming a Rogue,” she said as she gained strength from the knowledge that she had been in the right to put down a failed warrior. 
 
    Haydn’s eyes opened wide.  “You killed Farouk?” he asked in disbelief.  When she nodded, his expression grew dark.  “What did he do to you?”  His indignation was clear as he clenched his fists. 
 
    “He tried to…”  She attempted to tell him, but her voice cut off and her lower lip trembled. 
 
    Haydn was on his feet and pacing.  “I should have killed the son of a bitch!” he yelled.  “When I’d heard that you killed a warrior, I was so far gone that I didn’t bother to ask who had died.  Part of me was happy to hear that one of the losers was dead.  Had I known it was Farouk, I would have hunted you down just to thank you.” 
 
    Anjali sat up and took a deep breath.  “No, Haydn, you did the right thing.  The Council forced me to become a mortal because of what happened, but I don’t regret it.  Neither the Council nor the Celestial Warriors have any idea what happened because they only saw my crime of killing one of their precious warriors.  They would have done far worse to you if you had killed Farouk.” 
 
    “I could have done more to stop him,” he yelled in frustration. 
 
    “I’m glad that you understood your true purpose and volunteered to become my angel.  I believe that everything happens for a reason.  I was meant to judge Farouk and keep him from hurting anyone else because you had a higher purpose.  You were meant to stand by my side and help me end the world,” she said.  She held out her hand to him, hoping that he understood that she wasn’t just asking him to help her off the floor.  She was asking him to join her…forever. 
 
    Haydn stared at her outstretched hand and hesitated.  “I’ve made a lot of mistakes,” he whispered. 
 
    She smiled at him and pushed her hand out further toward him.  “I’ve made more mistakes.  Can you forgive me for not being there for you?” 
 
    He nodded.  “After knowing what happened with Farouk, I don’t blame you for not being there for the Predznak, I blame the Council and the Celestial Warriors.  While I’m glad that Farouk can’t hurt anyone else, I don’t believe that the Council forced you to become a mortal because of his death,” he said.  He grabbed her hand and carefully pulled her off the floor. 
 
    Broken glass fell out of her hair and off the back of her dress.  The glass crunched beneath her boots as Haydn did what he could to pull the glass out of her hair. 
 
    “My memories are starting to return to me after centuries of being bound, but I don’t have all of them yet, so I can’t be sure.  I can only go by what Lucifer told me,” she shrugged.  “I haven’t been able to muster the courage to ask Gabriel the real reason why I was forced to become a mortal.” 
 
    Haydn raised his eyebrow at her.  “You can’t trust Lucifer.  He’ll say whatever warped thing comes to mind to maintain control over someone,” he said dismissively. 
 
    “Very true,” she said in agreement.  “However, you should know that as one of the Heads of Hell, I’m required to protect Lucifer and Hell, and if you decide to join with me, you will need to do the same.  Not many know this, but Lucifer is my Blood Master because Maraquette used Aganon to try to kill me.  Thankfully, they are both dead.  If you accept me as your master, there will be a lot that I expect from you.  We may not always see eye to eye, but I expect you to follow me,” she said, trying to make him understand the importance of what he was accepting. 
 
    He reached down and pulled out two of his throwing knives, gripping them tightly.  “I trust you to know what the hell you’re doing at any given moment, so I will follow your lead.  If you tell me to protect Lucifer, I will, but don’t expect me to be friends with the bastard,” he grimaced. 
 
    “I would never ask you to be friends with him,” she said.  Looking down at his knives, she frowned.  “I’m assuming that your knives give you some kind of false sense of comfort, but they won’t help with this fight.”  She motioned to the melee outside. 
 
    He flipped the knives in his hands and placed them back in the holsters.  “They help me think, especially in the middle of a battle,” he nodded. 
 
    “I get that.  If they help you come up with a plan, I’m open to suggestions.  You said that you trust me to know what to do, but we’re short on options.  Liam is searching for Hades’ scent, but he’s coming up empty.  Aello must have flown him into town, so there’s no trail.” 
 
    She moved her back to see how quickly she was healing.  Though her bones were knitting back together much faster than they would have with the Celestial Bonds on, she still needed more time to recover before going another round with Aello.  She also needed a saner plan of action that didn’t involve taunting the Harpy. 
 
    “Knowing Hades, he’s probably hiding.  I’m not sure what to do about Aello.  I’ve never seen anything like this Harpy before.  Balthazar has never lost a fight to my knowledge and he can’t scratch the damned thing,” he sighed. 
 
    Stretching her neck to see how much range of motion had returned she ducked down to look through the broken window of the restaurant she had crashed through.  The Warriors, or what was left of them, were furiously battling the Harpy.  Many of them were laying injured on the ground.  If none of her Predznak or the Warriors could harm Aello, then they were screwed without Hades.  She rubbed her forehead hoping to come up with an idea.  She cringed when she felt the metal of her ring digging into a cut on her finger.  Sighing, she looked down at the silver band holding the red gem with the slash of black through it. 
 
    “I managed to mess up the Harpies pretty badly the first time I encountered them.  Even though I believed I was a mortal, the Destroyer rose up as a kind of defense mechanism when the Harpies took off my ring.  I’m afraid that if I take off my ring now, I could flatten the entire town, or worse, the entire country, but I might be able to stop Aello.  My power still isn’t controllable.  Back in Greece, I hadn’t worried about killing everyone because I didn’t know what I was capable of doing.  I hadn’t cared much about the death toll or the giant craters and cracks in the countryside while grieving for someone I lost.  If that is the level of destruction needed to hurt a Harpy, it’s not worth it,” she said feeling even more hopeless than before. 
 
    Haydn grabbed her shoulders and pulled her chin up until she was forced to look at his face. 
 
    “You didn’t have your Predznak back then,” he smirked. 
 
    She shook her head.  “I had two Predznak under my command and I almost destroyed Portland and New York City,” she confessed. 
 
    He smiled and knelt down in front of her.  “Now you have four under your command,” he said firmly. 
 
    She looked down at him, surprised to see the commitment in his eyes.  “I appreciate the offer, but Alazar is unsure about what he wants to do.  I could easily lose him if I force him to choose between me and living in Heaven.  Even if he says yes, I don’t know if four angels are enough.  I’ve caused so much destruction and loss of life.  You have no idea what I’ve done,” she said tearing up.  She was afraid to unleash her power even with four of her angels following her. 
 
    “Alazar will follow you.  I’m sure of that.  I may have sort of tempted him to get off his indecisive ass and decide his fate,” he said unabashedly. 
 
    Her mouth fell open.  “You looked into Alazar’s eyes and tempted him?  I didn’t think anyone was brave enough to do that,” she said. 
 
    “I give Haydn a lot of credit for looking me in the eyes.  He’s got balls and he’s lucky he still has them,” Alazar grunted from behind her.  She turned to see Alazar limping through the broken wall, holding his right side.  He was bleeding from a nasty wound over his left eye and his broken arm hung at his left side.  Balthazar and Tristan were right behind him, also limping and bleeding. 
 
    “You needed someone to help you get your head on straight,” Haydn chuckled. 
 
    Anjali couldn’t believe that her angels were actually joking with each other.  “I seem to have missed your bonding moment,” she chuckled. 
 
    Alazar shrugged.  “Yeah, good times.  I love being tempted by the other Predznak.  It’s my favorite thing to do,” he said snidely.  “Regardless, Haydn helped me to see the truth.  I told you that I accepted you as my master, but I never relinquished my command.  I led the Predznak for so long in your absence that I didn’t know how to let go.  You told me that it wasn’t my place to question your commands or to worry about things beyond my control because you were the final authority.  You were right.  I was so worried about keeping everyone safe and together that I forgot to let you lead.  I’m sorry for not surrendering my command.  It wasn’t my place to worry about Tristan fulfilling his mission.  It was your responsibility to make sure that he did what he was supposed to do.  I messed up.  That’s why I took my defeat at the hands of Azazel, Brend and Pax so hard.  I still thought of myself as the leader and failing you wasn’t an option.  I let the prisoners prey upon my fear of failure until I doubted my abilities and myself.  I forgot that I wasn’t invincible.”  He limped closer and fell to his knees in front of her.  “Tristan is your responsibility, My Lady, not mine.  I accept that I’m allowed to disagree with your commands, as long as I carry them out.  I’m sorry for screwing things up so badly.  Will you accept me back?” he asked.  His eyes teared up as he waited for her response. 
 
    Anjali put her hand on his shoulder.  “You don’t want to go back home to Heaven?” she asked, concerned that he still might change his mind when presented with the offer. 
 
    A tear spilled down his cheek when he shook his head.  “You are my home.” 
 
    Balthazar knelt down on his good leg, with his broken leg extended to the side.  He winced and did his best to kneel in front of her.  “I’m with you until the end, My Lady,” he said bowing his head. 
 
    She smiled at them and put her other hand on Balthazar’s shoulder to acknowledge his commitment to her. 
 
    Glancing up at Tristan, she held her breath.  He was leaning against an undamaged section of wall, cradling his arm.  “Is it true that you are allowed to go back to Heaven whenever you wish?” she asked, finally acknowledging his out clause. 
 
    Tristan chuckled darkly.  “And there it is.  Alazar told me that you knew about my deal with Father, yet you never mentioned it to me directly.  Why not?” 
 
    Biting her lip, she nervously looked around the demolished restaurant and the dent she had created in the wooden bar where her head hit against it.  “I was afraid to hear your answer,” she replied.  “I wasn’t ready to lose you.” 
 
    He gently pushed himself off the wall and shuffled toward her.  “Yes, it’s true that I have an out clause, but Alazar only knew half of my deal.  Father knew that becoming Fear would be more difficult than becoming Desire or Deception.  It’s a temptation that no one wants to experience.  Why would anyone intentionally want to combat terror and panic every second of every day?  If lost to fear, the angel who wielded the temptation would be lost to his master and Heaven.  He could be driven mad by his own power.  Father was right of course, since it came to pass.  I was lost, so very lost to any sense of rational thought.  I had no way of combatting it without my master, which was why I was allowed to return home to Father and Heaven without any repercussions or consequences, until I joined with my master, which is what I have been trying to do since the battle in New York,” Tristan explained.  There was an edge to his voice as he glared at Alazar. 
 
    Anjali was shocked.  Tristan was allowed to return home only if he was unclaimed by her.  “That’s why you were so adamant about joining with me.  I thought you were trying to prove your loyalty.  I didn’t know that you were trying to commit to me because you had no intentions of returning to Heaven,” she said as the full impact of the truth hit her. 
 
    He nodded and shuffled closer to Alazar.  “Despite everything I suffered, and in the face of crippling fear, I never once wanted to go back to Heaven.  Certainly, the thought crossed my mind, but I never fully considered using my out clause.  I clung to the hope that everything I was feeling would disappear the moment that I joined with my master.  I didn’t want you to question my loyalty or my commitment to the mission, so I waited until the day I would be with you.  It’s true that I made a mistake in allying myself with Fenris, because I allowed my fear to cloud my judgement for one stupid moment.  I regretted my deal with the Wolf God immediately, but the deal was done.  When I came to Hell to find you, I was fully prepared to join with you, but I understood your hesitation.  I had proven myself to be a traitor.  Since that day, I have wanted to fulfill my destiny and be one with the Bringer of the Apocalypse,” Tristan said.  He fell to his knees in front of her and reverently bowed his head. 
 
    Alazar cleared his throat and looked over at Tristan.  “I’m so sorry for everything.  Please forgive me,” he whispered. 
 
    Tristan let out a long breath.  “I understand your reluctance in believing me capable of standing by Anjali’s side.  I truly do.  I fell victim to my temptation and became completely useless to you.  I regret not being strong enough to wait for her.  I wish that things had been different, but I can’t change what happened.  I can only tell you that I’m in this until the end.  Of course I don’t know which will come first right about now, the end of our lives or the end of the world, but I’m here no matter what comes to pass,” Tristan declared. 
 
    Anjali smiled at her angels and accepted their commitment to her.  “It’s time,” she announced. 
 
    She slowly pulled off her ring, handed it to Alazar, and took a deep breath.  She needed to focus on her angels and not allow her power to escape.  “Do you Alazar accept me as your one true master?” she asked. 
 
    “I, Alazar, the Angel of Death, accept you, Anjali, the Bringer of the Apocalypse, as my one and only Master so that I may serve as your Predznak, until my end of days.  I vow to help you bring about the destruction of the mortals when you deem that they have lost their faith in God and are no longer worthy of His love.  I will be loyal to you and to the other Predznak from this day forward.  No other shall sway me from carrying out your will as God and Heaven have decreed.  All I do henceforth, l do to serve you as you serve God and Heaven.” 
 
    She took Alazar’s hand and accepted his reaffirmation.  With her ring off, she could feel the pain of his injured arm.  She pushed as much power into him as she could to aid with his healing.  She felt the part of his power that lived inside of her stirring inside her chest.  She had missed her Angel of Death more than she could express.  “I’m glad that you came back to me.” 
 
    She turned to Balthazar and shared her power with him, hoping to heal his broken leg. 
 
    Finally, she turned her attention to Haydn and Tristan.  They both declared their loyalty to her and spoke the same vow as Alazar, except this time she pushed her power into both of them. 
 
    “I, Anjali, the Bringer of Apocalypse, accept you Tristan, as my Harbinger and Angel of Fear, and you Haydn, as my Harbinger and Angel of Distrust.  You shall both serve me henceforth as I do God’s will and the will of Heaven.  We shall smite the faithless and prepare for the day that paradise is once again achieved.”  She felt her power spike when it mingled with Fear and Distrust’s power.  She could feel Tristan’s respect for her and Haydn’s faith in her.  Pulling her power back, she left a part of her inside of them but claimed a part of their power that merged with her heart and soul. 
 
    She felt stronger with all four of her angels under her command and she embraced the feeling of wholeness she experienced when joining with her angels.  She prayed that the four of them were enough to help ground her. 
 
    When Alazar presented her ring, she shook her head.  “No, keep it safe for me.  I have a Harpy to fight.”


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Liam raced through the town searching for any signs of Hades or Viktor.  If the Harpy were careful not to touch down, finding Hades or Viktor’s scent would be nearly impossible. 
 
    He shifted back into mortal form and disappeared from the street.  He appeared at the top of a tall building and crouched down so that Aello wouldn’t spot him.  He tried not to be worry about Anjali’s reasons for shutting off her communication with him and the other Nachtghuls, but it was difficult after spending so much time away from her.  Knowing that she must be in pain, he had to hurry and find their hiding place. 
 
    Assessing the situation, he thought about what the Harpy wanted.  Since she took Viktor instead of Anjali, Aello wanted Anjali to find her.  The odds were high that Aello would use Viktor as leverage if she started to lose the fight, which meant Viktor was close by.  If Hades had been captured, it was possible that he was at a separate location, unless she planned to show him Anjali’s body.  He prayed that it didn’t come down to that.  He decided to search near the battlefield and hope for the best. 
 
    He leapt to the next rooftop and checked the surrounding buildings.  Most of the shops in the square had rooms or apartments above them.  Aello had damaged a few of them, but there was an abandoned building overlooking the main road that hadn’t been damaged.  Could it be that easy? 
 
    He disappeared and reappeared on the roof to find a hole leading down into the apartment.  Sniffing the air around the hole, he smiled. 
 
    Concerned that it was a trap, Liam carefully lowered himself through the roof and searched the small room.  The scents were stronger here, so he followed his nose into the next room where he found Viktor on his side, tied to a chair.  He was trying to cut the ropes around his legs, but his hands were still tied together.  In the other corner was none other than Hades. 
 
    “I would have preferred Derick to find me since the likeliness of him punching me in the groin would be significantly lower than if you or Calin found me.  Get your taunting over with quickly and I may spare your life,” Hades sneered. 
 
    Liam raised his eyebrow at Hades’ mortal clothing.  He had been in too much pain to notice Hades’ clothing when he found them hanging in the barn, but now he couldn’t help but take in his polo shirt and khakis.  He had never seen the jerk without a suit and tie. 
 
    “Moonlighting as a pro golfer?” Liam snickered. 
 
    Hades glared at him. 
 
    Liam ignored Hades and went to help Viktor. 
 
    “Are you intentionally ignoring me, or are you under orders to only save that one?” Hades asked disdainfully. 
 
    Liam winked at Viktor and took the knife from his bound hands.  He quickly sliced through the rope and released him. 
 
    “Much obliged,” Viktor grunted as he got to his feet. 
 
    Liam kept the knife and turned to Hades.  “Whose side are you on, Lord Hades?” he asked. 
 
    Hades popped his jaw and sighed.  “Of course you would show me respect once you had a weapon in your possession.” 
 
    “I am the weapon, or have you forgotten?” Liam smirked. 
 
    “What are his options for taking sides?” Viktor asked over Liam’s shoulder. 
 
    “Well, he could tell me that he’s working with the Harpy and I could get away with killing him, or he could tell me how he plans to kill Aello and I would release him,” Liam shrugged. 
 
    “Is he really the Hades?” Viktor asked as he walked over to the window. 
 
    “Yep,” Liam replied while staring down one of the Heads of Hell, waiting for his answer. 
 
    “So far, I’m not impressed,” Viktor snickered. 
 
    Hades didn’t blink as he sat stone faced, staring up at Liam.  “Derick would have realized that I am bound in my own Celestial Bonds and at the mercy of Aello.  He would have surmised that my servant has turned against me and recognized that I am not the mastermind you presume me to be,” Hades said matter-of-factly. 
 
    Liam wanted to laugh at Hades’ attempt to show favoritism toward Derick to drive a wedge between them, but refrained. 
 
    Who knew I was so well liked by Hades? Derick chuckled inside his mind. 
 
    I’m pretty sure that he’s telling the truth, but I want to make him a sweat a little after hearing that he sent the Harpies after Anjali centuries ago, Liam said to Derick. 
 
    I would hurry up.  Things aren’t good down here.  Calin and I were forced to retreat to a convenience store.  I wish I could enjoy watching the Celestial Warriors getting their asses handed to them, but I’m worried.  All the Predznak are gathered with Anjali.  We can’t see what’s happening, but I think they are planning something, Derick explained. 
 
    Just make sure Hades is really going to help us before you let him go, Calin said. 
 
    Liam folded his arms and stared at Hades.  He didn’t know much about Hades aside from what Anjali and others had told him, but he agreed with Calin.  He needed to be sure that Hades was willing to kill Aello. 
 
    “Anjali knows that you unleashed your Harpies on her in Greece.  So, the question is who are you more afraid of, Aello or Anjali?” Liam smiled sarcastically. 
 
    Hades frowned.  “I do not fear Aello,” he stated. 
 
    “But you do fear Anjali, don’t you?” Liam winked.  He watched Hades squirm a bit and avert his eyes. 
 
    “I…,” Hades started. 
 
    Viktor swore behind him.  “Anjali is walking out into the square and calling off the warriors, whom I presume are on her side this time.  There are only a few angels left standing, but they are in bad shape.  They appear reluctant to walk away from the fight, but Anjali isn’t taking no for an answer,” he said, giving a play by play. 
 
    “How does she look?” Liam asked. 
 
    “Angry.  Very angry,” Viktor replied with a hint of amusement in his voice.  He ran toward a door in the corner of the room, but Liam grabbed his arm. 
 
    “You don’t want to go out there.  If her ring is missing from her finger, then things are about to get serious.  We need to stay here.  You don’t want to be in the middle of the storm,” he warned. 
 
    Viktor glared at Liam’s hand on his arm until Liam removed it.  “I’m not afraid of her storm, her black eyes or her hair that moves without the wind.  I fear for the person standing opposite her,” he replied darkly.  He dashed toward the exit and was gone. 
 
    Liam wasn’t sure what to think of Viktor, but he didn’t have time to worry about him. 
 
    Hades leaned forward and twisted around so that Liam could see his Celestial Bonds.  “Free me, Liam.  You can’t let Lady Black fight Aello alone.  She won’t be able to kill my Harpy.  I am the only one who can do it.  I promise you that Aello will never surrender to her.  I have no idea how I’m going to stop Aello since she won’t listen to me anymore, but it’s better if Aello takes her wrath out on me,” he said sincerely. 
 
    Liam was shocked by Hades’ willingness to sacrifice himself to save Anjali.  Without a word, he leaned over, pressed his thumb to the bonds, and released Hades. 
 
    Hades stood up and changed into a navy suit with a black tie.  He disappeared from the room with a look of determination on his face. 
 
    Liam hung his head, afraid to look outside to see if Hades had tricked him or not.  Taking a deep breath, he hoped that he had done the right thing. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Stepping into the middle of the square, Anjali raised her arms to the sky.  “You want me, Aello?  I’m here.  It’s time to end this,” Anjali shouted, though she couldn’t see Aello.  The clouds were rapidly darkening overhead and the temperature dropped indicating that the rain was coming.  She had to focus her mind to make sure that the storm didn’t get away from her.  She looked around at the collapsed buildings and broken street lamps.  The town could recover from the damage, but they could never recover from the type of devastation she was capable of unleashing. 
 
    Looking over her shoulder into the restaurant, she saw her angels giving her the thumbs up.  She wanted them far away from the fight so that they couldn’t be used against her.  Seeing that Calin and Derick had abandoned the street eased her mind and helped her to formulate a plan. 
 
    On the opposite side of the square were the Celestial Warriors, who, despite their injures, looked like they wanted to rejoin the fight.  They didn’t like standing on the sidelines, but they admitted they were outmatched. 
 
    Aello landed in front of an overturned truck and approached Anjali.  “Master lied to us.  He told us that you were weak and easily breakable.  That was not true.  Even now, I see your blood on your skin and gown, yet you are still standing.  I am glad that you are not easily breakable because I want to hurt you for as many years as I have hated you,” Aello squawked.  She flapped her wings and hit Anjali with a gust of wind. 
 
    Anjali held up her arms to block the wind and dug her heels into the pavement.  She remembered how the three Harpies had surrounded Belinha with a mini tornado while she waited for the storm to strengthen.  Belinha had taken a beating until she was able to manipulate the storm.  She would have to do the same until the rain started. 
 
    “What are you waiting for, Aello?  You know that a little wind won’t hurt me.  Do your worst,” she taunted, though she immediately regretted her words when she remembered how her rough landing had broken most of the restaurant behind her. 
 
    Aello squawked and flew straight at her, but Anjali anticipated the move.  She sidestepped the attack to allow Aello to fly past her.  She threw out her hands and used her power to push Aello into the wall of a produce market.  Shaking off the hit, Aello stepped forward cautiously. 
 
    “My hands are no longer bound and you can’t sneak up on me.  You will face the Destroyer and you will be the one bleeding,” Anjali yelled.  She needed the Harpy focused on her and not the storm.  She didn’t want Aello anticipating her next move. 
 
    Aello took to the air and zipped around.  She took a few swipes at Anjali, testing her defenses, but Anjali remained still.  She closed her eyes and called upon the winds.  She pictured a tornado in her mind, just like the one in Greece, but something told her to stop.  She thought about how injured and battered Celaeno had been after her encounter with the tornado, but she realized it wasn’t the wind that had injured the Harpy—it was the lightning.  When the lighting collided with the tornado, it had disabled both Celaeno and Ocypete. 
 
    “Zeus created you, didn’t he?  Even though he made you practically indestructible, I’ll bet that he was sure to give you a weakness.  The god infamous for thunder and lightning would certainly make sure you could not withstand his lightning bolts,” Anjali smiled cruelly. 
 
    Aello skidded to a stop when the first streak of lightning arced across the sky.  The fear on Aello’s face was undeniable.  She cringed when a loud thunderclap rolled across the town. 
 
    “You cannot kill me,” Aello said confidently. 
 
    “I’m not here to kill you.  I’m here you to hurt you,” Anjali said, raising her hands to the sky.  She focused on the power of distrust, fear, vengeance and death deep inside of her.  Her Predznak made her stronger and hopefully powerful enough to manipulate the lightning. 
 
    Aello leapt into the air as the clouds opened and released a wall of rain.  She was knocked to the ground, but she quickly got to her feet.  She struggled against the weight of the rain and managed to hover a few feet off the ground. 
 
    “Lightning, lightning,” Anjali muttered to herself.  She could feel the electrical current buzzing in the air.  Focusing all her energy, she pulled the electricity toward the ground and created a web of lightning to cage in Aello. 
 
    All around Anjali, the glass in the streetlights popped and crackled as the lightning arced across the square.  The windows that were still intact instantly blew out, spraying glass everywhere.  The static in the air was enough to make her hair frizz and stand up even higher.  Taking a step forward, her dress snapped and crackled. 
 
    Aello couldn’t escape the lightning.  She squawked madly and fell to the ground.  She tried to take off again, but was forced to her knees.  “Stop this!” she shouted.  She covered her head with her wings and tried to make herself very small. 
 
    “Surrender!” Anjali yelled. 
 
    “Never!” Aello shouted from under her wing.  She could hear the fear in Aello’s voice. 
 
    Anjali was angry when she thought about how afraid the women in the barn had been and how Pontius had screamed for help when he fell from the sky to his death.  She wanted to punish the Harpy for everything she had done.  Staring at Aello, she focused all her power toward the Harpy. 
 
    The clouds above Aello began to swirl and turn greenish gray.  Anjali wanted to rip her wings off for kidnapping the local women and feeding on them.  She would show no mercy on the wretched creature. 
 
    A giant lightning bolt streaked through the sky and hit Aello.  She screamed and rolled around in pain.  A patch of her feathers flew up into the air followed by a loud snap.  Writhing on the ground, Anjali could see that Aello’s wing was bent at an odd angle.  The lighting must have broken her wing. 
 
    “Stop this!” shouted the one voice in the world Anjali was grateful to hear. 
 
    To her left stood Hades, soaking wet and disheveled.  His normally perfect quaffed hair was standing up and his black tie was askew.  His navy suit was singed in a few places from a bolt or two of lightning.  He appeared calm on the surface, but Anjali had seen the many faces of Hades firsthand.  To the casual observer he looked calm and under control, but anyone who understood the real Hades would see the stress lines around his mouth and the barely contained rage in his eyes. 
 
    “What do you want, Hades?  I’m a little busy with your Harpy at the moment,” she asked, unsure if he was there to kill her or help her.  She knew he was pissed because he was wearing his black tie, but she wasn’t sure who he was pissed at. 
 
    Aello’s body trembled when she tried to lift her head to see Hades. 
 
    “Master betrayed me!” Aello shouted.  For the first time, she sounded upset.  Whatever had happened between them, Aello truly felt betrayed. 
 
    Hades’ unflappable composure collapsed for a brief second.  There was a flash of grief and embarrassment on his face before he quickly hid his reaction. 
 
    Seeing Aello’s black beady eyes express the first signs of true emotion, Anjali made a desperate move, one that could get her killed. 
 
    She opened her mind to Calin and simultaneously threw out her hand to Hades before he could reply.  Her power was at its peak and even a Head of Hell was not strong enough to fight her. 
 
    Hades flew through the air as Calin made his move.  She had Hades’ throat in her left hand and a Celestial Sword in her right, courtesy of Senior Swordsman Edric, who Calin punched in the throat before stealing his sword and giving it to her.  Calin quickly disappeared and returned to his hiding place with Derick. 
 
    Forcing Hades to kneel in front of her, she held the Celestial Sword to his throat. 
 
    “Have you lost your mind?” Hades gasped.  He leaned against her stomach to avoid getting too close to the blue flame. 
 
    “Aello, surrender to me or I will kill your master.  I promise to stop the storm and allow you to return to him, if you yield!” Anjali shouted, making it clear that this was an ultimatum. 
 
    She felt Hades tense up, so she put her hand on his shoulder to steady him.  He would be furious with her once this was over, but it was the only way to end things, if he complied. 
 
    Aello appeared torn.  She looked like she wanted return to Hades, but was still angry with him. 
 
    Feeling Hades sigh, he leaned forward.  “Aello,” he said softly like a lover’s whisper, a sound that was far too intimate for the tense situation.  “Do you really wish me to die?” 
 
    Without hesitation, Aello hung her head.  “No, Master.” 
 
    He held out his hand to her even though the Celestial Sword was at his throat. 
 
    From the corner of her eye, Anjali saw Tabbris take a step forward and shake his head indicating that Aello was not allowed to join her master. 
 
    Anjali tapped Hades’ shoulder to inform him that he was short on time. 
 
    “Come to me, Aello,” Hades said in the same quiet tone, not acknowledging anyone else surrounding him. 
 
    “Kill her!” Tabbris shouted. 
 
    “You don’t get to speak, General.  This is not your business nor your concern,” Hades said indifferently, still appearing to have control over whatever emotions were brewing beneath the surface. 
 
    Tabbris sputtered, but didn’t object. 
 
    Aello quickly crawled forward to accept Hades’ hand.  “I want to please you, Master, but I have failed,” she said as her voice shook. 
 
    Holding her breath, Anjali removed the sword from Hades’ throat and took a step back.  She kept a close eye on Aello as she began the process of pulling back the storm.  Though she didn’t trust Aello, she had faith that Hades would do the right thing. 
 
    Hades closed the gap between them and placed his hand on the Harpy’s deformed face.  “You have not failed me, my darling.  I asked you to hunt down the Destroyer, which you have done.  How could I ask any more of you?” he replied sweetly. 
 
    Aello shook her head vehemently.  “I failed to kill the Destroyer,” she said, her face contorting into an odd expression that made her look like she was about to cry. 
 
    Hades nodded slowly.  “I know, my darling, but you no longer have to worry about that.  As a reward for your loyalty, dedication and devotion, I will kill the Destroyer for you.  You captured her for me and now I will complete this task,” he said quietly. 
 
    Anjali tensed up and prepared for a fight.  She knew Hades was a lying snake and always assumed that they would continue their war at some point, but she doubted that he would choose today while surrounded by Celestial Warriors. 
 
    Lord Commander Marcus appeared worried upon hearing that Hades would kill Anjali.  Anjali assumed that Tabbris would join forces with Hades to rid the world of her, which was an intriguing image since Hades and Tabbris hated each other, but she wondered if the Warriors would follow their General or fight on her side.  Either way, she would have no mercy on Tabbris if he overstepped his authority again and attacked her instead of Hades, should it come to that. 
 
    Aello nodded and slowly cocked her head to sneer at Anjali. 
 
    Hades opened his arms to his Harpy.  “Come to Master” he whispered. 
 
    Without hesitation, Aello embraced Hades and she glared wickedly at Anjali over Hades’ shoulder. 
 
    “Good girl.  You have made Master proud,” Hades said softly. 
 
    Anjali became a little nervous as she waited to see what Hades would do.  Thankfully, Aello’s feathered body jerked and twitched.  Blood bubbled up into the creature’s beak when she tried to speak. 
 
    “Shh.  You’re a good girl, Aello.  Master is proud of you.  It’s time to rest.  You have done well, my darling,” Hades cooed.  He held Aello’s limp form and guided her to the ground. 
 
    Anjali wasn’t sure how to feel as she watched Hades pat Aello’s cheek and continue to say sweet things.  She had never seen this side of him before.  She was so distracted by his display of emotions that the storm quieted down and her power came back to her in a rush. 
 
    When Aello’s body stopped twitching, Hades closed his eyes for a moment.  Anjali stepped forward to speak, but Hades jumped to his feet and turned to the Warriors.  “If any of you understood the loyalty that these Harpies have demonstrated to me over the years, you would be ashamed of the way you have served Father.  They never once questioned me.  They never once faltered in their duties, until I betrayed them.  While it’s true that they were creatures of evil, created by a demented Rogue Angel, they did everything I ever asked of them, short of killing the Destroyer.  I never asked to command them, but I did everything I could to protect them, while protecting the mortals from them.  They deserved better than to be monsters, but I had no hand in that.  You could all learn something from them,” Hades announced to everyone within earshot. 
 
    Tabbris regained his bravado and stepped forward.  “She ate mortals, tortured people and had no regard for the sanctity of life.  She should not be praised,” he hissed. 
 
    The corner of Hades’ mouth curled up.  “Since you have done two out of those three things, I should declare you the monster,” he quipped. 
 
    Tabbris took an aggressive step forward and put his hand on his holstered sword.  “I am charging you with conspiring to…,” Tabbris shouted. 
 
    Waving his hand to cut him off, Hades chuckled.  “I killed her.  What more do you want, General?” he asked snidely.  “If you need anything else from me, you know where to find me.”  With that, Hades disappeared. 
 
    Nervously watching Tabbris’ attention turn to her, Anjali saw her angels run toward her as a show of strength to the Warriors, in case they decided to attack her. 
 
    She decided to head off Tabbris’ anger and approach him.  She held out Edric’s sword to him as a peace offering.  “Sorry, but I needed to borrow this.  Holding a knife to Hades’ neck wouldn’t have the same effect,” she said quickly, hoping to quell his anger. 
 
    He marched toward her and pulled the hilt of the sword from her hand.  “If you ever pull a stunt like that again…,” he sneered. 
 
    “Trust me, I have no interest in getting that close to one of those swords again,” she said. 
 
    Edric sheepishly took his sword from Tabbris and stepped back toward Marcus. 
 
    Tabbris was about to speak when Gabriel stepped out of a nearby market.  “General Tabbris, let us tend to the injured mortals until help can arrive.  Some of the streets are blocked with debris and overturned cars.  The medics will not be able to reach the area and many more will die if we do not hurry,” Gabriel said as he drew Tabbris’ full attention. 
 
    Anjali breathed a sigh of relief and quickly left the warriors to their task.  Once the warriors spread out to assess the damage, she went to Alazar to retrieve her ring. 
 
    “So, I guess we get to live for another day,” Alazar smiled. 
 
    “It seems so,” she winked. 
 
    She reached out and put her hand on his arm.  “I need you to bury Aello’s body before the mortals see her.  She should be laid to rest next to Celaeno,” she said, looking over her shoulder at Aello. 
 
    “I will see to it, My Lady,” he said, bowing his head. 
 
    She turned to see Haydn, Tristan and Balthazar standing in the intersection waiting for her. 
 
    “I think we need a picture of this.  Us working with the warriors is definitely photo worthy,” Balthazar snickered. 
 
    “I’m sure Marcus appreciates the help.  Let’s accept our victories where we can,” she replied as she patted his shoulder. 
 
    “I’m not helping them,” Haydn sneered. 
 
    Anjali frowned and took his hand.  “I know what they did to you.  I hate Tabbris as much as the next person, but Lord Commander Marcus saved my life in Portland.  Tabbris lost control and overstepped his authority by decreeing Lucifer and me criminals.  Well, technically, Lucifer was trying to destroy the world by controlling me, but I had stopped him before Tabbris branded us criminals,” she shrugged.  She could see the anger in Haydn’s eyes every time he looked at the warriors.  “I understand your reasons for hating them, but the new Lord Commander and High Commander seem like honorable angels.  I won’t tell you what to do, but I think it’s time to move past your anger and find a way to heal.” 
 
    Haydn sighed and hung his head.  Glancing up at Tabbris, he squared his shoulders and walked toward Marcus to help him pick up a fallen streetlight sitting on top of a car.  She hoped that Haydn could find a way to forgive some of the warriors, at least the ones worth forgiving. 
 
    “Secure the bodies and move them off the street.  The rescue workers need to focus on the living once they get here.  Let’s make things a little easier for them,” she said softly to Tristan and Balthazar. 
 
    They nodded and walked into the square. 
 
    Liam and her other Nachtghuls appeared before her.  “I found Viktor in that building.  He ran out to join you, but none of us can find him.” 
 
    She nodded and looked at the devastation surrounding them.  “I’ll search for Viktor.  I want you three to help with the cleanup and make sure that the warriors remember that we’re the good guys today.  There might be people trapped in their homes and injured so we need to clear the streets.  The Predznak will move the bodies of the mortals to a safe place.” 
 
    The three of them nodded and joined the warriors in helping to right a number of cars that were flipped over or resting on their sides. 
 
    Looking around, she tried to figure out where Viktor would have gone.  She assumed that he had sought out shelter, so she was hopeful to see him come out of his hiding place.  Instead, she saw someone else standing in an alley across from her.  Anjali took a deep breath and walked toward Demyan to speak with him. 
 
    Demyan kept to the shadows, presumably to avoid detection by the warriors.  When she reached him, Demyan held out his hands to show that he wasn’t armed. 
 
    “Why are you here?” she asked.  She was careful to keep a few feet between them in the event that it was a trap. 
 
    “I came here to apologize.  I allowed my anger to warp my judgement.  I do not want to be a Rogue.  I made a mistake and I’m hoping that you will find a way to forgive me,” he said sincerely. 
 
    Anjali was wary of his apology, but couldn’t detect any lie in his words.  “Attacking a bound prisoner is a major offense, unless you happen to be interrogating the prisoner in Hell.  Attempting to execute a prisoner without orders from the Council is an act punishable by death.  The Warriors are supposed to uphold the law, not ignore it when it suits their needs.  They are held in the highest regard and Heaven expects them to carry out their mission without bias or so I have been led to believe.  Granted, I’m the last person to judge anyone since I practically blew up a town to save it,” she shrugged, pointing to a large crack in the side of the building next to her.  “I must believe that you are truly repentant and will never act out again for me to trust you.” 
 
    He hung his head in shame.  “I have dishonored the Celestial Warriors, this is true, but it certainly isn’t the first time that we have been asked to step outside the law,” he replied. 
 
    Anjali gaped at his strange comment.  “You said that you knew Farouk had issues.  Why was he allowed to stay when Haydn accused him of stabbing him through the back?” she asked. 
 
    Demyan folded his arms and squinted up at the setting sun.  Even though he had broken the rules of the warriors, he seemed unwilling to divulge the secrets of his comrades. 
 
    She took a step forward to prove that she was willing to listen to him.  “If one of the warriors or even one of the Council Members, is asking you to ignore another warrior’s misdeeds or if someone ordered you to attack me, then they should be charged, Demyan.  You made a mistake and allowed yourself to be led astray because of your hatred, but if this is some kind of conspiracy, it should not go unpunished.  I’m willing to speak on your behalf to the Council to reduce whatever punishment you get, but I need to know that justice is being served,” Anjali said, hoping that Demyan would confide in her. 
 
    He took a deep breath and looked at her.  “First Lieutenant Merrin and the warriors under his command were always given more leeway with their actions.  Farouk and Haydn served under him.  After Merrin died, Rowan took his place as First Lieutenant.  Rowan and his squad tend to work outside the laws, when necessary.  The rest of us were quickly dismissed if we complained about their actions or pointed out their indiscretions,” Demyan said quietly. 
 
    “Why?  Why would there exist a group inside the Warriors that is allowed to break the rules without consequences?” she asked.  She stepped closer, eager to hear his explanation. 
 
    Demyan hesitated as he looked over her shoulder toward the road.  He closed his eyes and opened his mouth to speak, but he never drew another breath.  A blue flame glided past her face and Demyan’s head rolled off his shoulders.  She screamed and stepped back, shocked by what had happened.  When Demyan’s body slumped to its knees, behind him stood General Tabbris, holding the sword. 
 
    She blinked a few times before she could comprehend what Tabbris had done. 
 
    “What the fuck?” she yelled.  “Why did you kill him?” 
 
    “He was a Rogue,” Tabbris declared. 
 
    Anjali tried to breathe past the lump in her throat and control her shaking hands.  Her scream had alerted everyone to a problem in the alley.  As she stared down at Demyan, she could hear the different voices asking what had happened.  The warriors were horrified to see one of their own dead at Tabbris’ hands. 
 
    Finding her voice, Anjali pointed at Tabbris.  “You didn’t interrogate him.  You didn’t ask him why he had captured me or attacked my Predznak and werewolf.  How could you kill your warrior without any proof of him becoming a Rogue?”  She tried to steady her breath to keep from hyperventilating.  She was upset with Demyan, but she never would have called for his head.  She had told Demyan the truth about wanting to help him, even if he didn’t reveal his secret to her.  Most of all, she took issue with the way he was killed. 
 
    “I do not answer to you,” he sneered.  He gripped his sword and stared straight through her as if she wasn’t there. 
 
    “Maraquette was a Rogue and yet you let her live.  She was a Council Member once, if you recall,” she snapped. 
 
    Again, he ignored her. 
 
    Dumbfounded, she tilted her head and took a closer look at him.  He had beheaded a loyal warrior that had been in his service for centuries, yet there wasn’t a tremor in his hand, nor sweat upon his brow.  He was steady as the ground beneath her quaking legs.  His callous expression reminded her of the last time she had seen him take someone’s life.  It mirrored his countenance in the Himalayas after he removed Delilah’s head in the cave where the Syankas had been imprisoned inside the Forgotten Angels.  He had the same look of accomplishment on his face.  Delilah had been trying to tell Anjali something important, but her mind was too fragmented.  Tabbris had shut Delilah up by removing her head, though Anjali could never figure out why.  She pictured Delilah’s pale face and recalled the second part of Delilah’s scattered message.  “Hatred.  Evil.  Pain.  Retaliation.  Darkness.”  She wasn’t sure why these words felt true here and now, but Tabbris’ arrogance unsettled her all the way to her bones. 
 
    “This is the second time you’ve beheaded someone that I was trying to help.  Do you truly have no mercy inside of you?” Anjali sneered. 
 
    “I have no mercy for those who break our laws,” he replied ominously.  “You should be thanking me for saving you.”  Without another word, he walked past his warriors and called for Michael. 
 
    She found his statement interesting since the General of the Celestial Warriors would undoubtedly know about Rowan’s group of angels who were asked to work outside the law.  Unfortunately, without proof, she couldn’t accuse him of anything. 
 
    Looking down at Demyan, she wondered if she could have helped him.  It was possible that the Council would have condemned him to life in the Hall of Shadows, but there was a slim chance they would have pardoned him and tried to rehabilitate him. 
 
    She left the warriors to mourn the loss of Demyan and seek their own answers as to why one of their brothers was dead without a trial.  Marcus was hot on Tabbris’ heels questioning his judgement, though Tabbris was ignoring him too. 
 
    Liam reached her first and gathered her up in his arms.  She held on to him and tried to calm her rage and her fear.  Part of her wondered if Tabbris had thought about extending his sword just a bit more and taking her head along with Demyan’s. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Calin asked. 
 
    “I need some time to myself.  I’ll search for Viktor, while you all get some rest.  You’ve earned it.  I promise to return to you shortly,” she smiled.  She needed to calm her nerves and didn’t want her Predznak and Nachtghuls to see her if she started to cry.  Demyan’s death upset her more than she wanted to admit and she needed time to process everything. 
 
    The Predznak all took a knee in front of her and bowed their heads before disappearing.  Her Nachtghuls hugged her and promised to fill her in on everything that had happened during her time away on the island. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t need help finding Viktor?” Liam asked. 
 
    She patted his cheek and winked at him.  “As long as he isn’t bound and somewhere close by, he’ll find me.  He always does.” 
 
    Liam nodded his head and disappeared. 
 
    Pinching the bridge of her nose, she waved off Michael and Raphael, who eagerly wanted to discuss Demyan’s beheading. 
 
    “Raphael, with all due respect, I will give my statement once I’ve had a shower and some sleep.  I’ve just fought a Harpy after being held prisoner in Celestial Bonds for a few days.  I’m too tired for an inquisition.  Besides, you won’t listen to anything I have to say since Tabbris seems to have convinced everyone of his version of the story, despite not having any facts,” she said, waving her hand toward Tabbris. 
 
    Raphael tried to convince to her speak to them, but she walked away, too tired to relive Demyan’s death without some time to put things into perspective. 
 
    Walking through the debris-filled streets, she stepped over a fallen tree and tried not to think about how easily she could have obliterated the town.  She was happy that the Harpy was dead, but she still had to interrogate Hades and learn why the Harpies had been sent to kill her. 
 
    She turned down a small lane that ended in a dead end and found a young man standing with a pleasant smile on his face.  He was dressed in simple orange and yellow robes, similar to a monk.  She couldn’t help but smile back at the man for some reason. 
 
    “You have your father’s eyes,” the man said as she approached. 
 
    Her smile fell when she heard him hitting on her.  Rolling her eyes, she wanted to punch him, but decided to keep searching for Viktor.  She’d had enough marriage proposals this week. 
 
    “It has been a long time, Bringer of the Apocalypse,” the man said softly. 
 
    She swung around to stare at the man.  She had never seen him before that she could recall, yet he was somehow familiar.  The scent of water lilies carried across the breeze to her nose.  She knew this scent.  Closing her eyes, she saw the light shining through a glass dome and filtering down to a beautiful botanical garden.  Water gardens were set up in a ring behind a white bench seat carved out of marble.  The feeling of happiness and warmth spread through her body.  Peaceful was the word that came to mind, except she had never truly felt at peace in the glass atrium.  It was there that she learned about her terrifying destiny from her creator. 
 
    “My Lord,” she said as she opened her eyes and bowed before the young man.  She had no idea why God was hiding in mortal form, but she remembered the stories the locals told her about a prophet.  Apparently, God was the one issuing the prophecies. 
 
    “I wanted to say that I’m sorry for the burden that you carry.  I know there are days when you want to give up and walk away from it all, but you must remain strong,” He said encouragingly. 
 
    She was suddenly reminded of one of their earlier conversations when He told her that He expected much from her and said that she must be strong if she were to carry out His will. 
 
    “This isn’t the first time you’ve told me to be strong, but it is the first time that I actually understand what you mean,” she replied.  During her time on the island, she had been weary to her bones and wanted to drift off to a place without pain, but she had somehow fought her way back to reality. 
 
    “Yes, I know that you are starting to remember the past, which is both a blessing and a curse.  I will not be offended if you do not remember all our encounters since it has been a long time.  I wonder though, do you remember what I said to you before you began this journey?” He asked, curiosity filling His voice. 
 
    Looking into His warm brown eyes, she saw a light she hadn’t seen in countless millennia.  The light both warmed her insides and terrified her.  The light had a way of seeing directly into a person’s soul, through all the lies and the bullshit.  It was the light that matched the power lurking somewhere in the pit of her stomach. 
 
    “You told me that I had to be strong, not only for myself and for my angels, but for the mortals,” she said, her voice cracking as the memory flooded her mind.  “I must carry out what may seem like an impossible task and do what must be done.  There may come a time when I question myself, but I must have faith in my angels and my abilities.  There will be those who hate me or condemn me, but I must not listen to them, for this is your plan and I was created to carry out your will,” she said as tears sprang to her eyes.  It was truly Him. 
 
    “I am proud of you, regardless of what you may think,” He said pleasantly. 
 
    A million questions burst into her mind and she had trouble choosing which to ask first.  “Why me?  I didn’t ask for this responsibility, My Lord,” she said, nearly shouting to the sky. 
 
    He smiled and shrugged.  “Because it is what you were created to do,” He replied simply. 
 
    She tapped her foot, annoyed by His obvious answer.  She hated that there was no greater plan or scheme to her design.  Must she simply accept that this was her fate? 
 
    “Why did you allow the Council to keep my Predznak from me?” she asked, trying not to sound snide.  She wanted to show Him reverence, but she was too angry about all the terrible things that had happened to her angels without her there to guide them. 
 
    He sighed and paused for a moment.  “We each have our path, Anjali.  We will all face challenges and trials.  A life without struggle and hardship is a life unlived.  It is our experiences that determine who we are.  You were not ready to lead them, as was proven when you tried to unleash your power on multiple occasions despite the mortals still having love in their hearts for me.  If the Predznak had joined with you before you could discern the difference between minor and mortal sins, the world would have suffered needlessly.  It is true that we should have better prepared you to command the Predznak, but I feared that we would influence your morals too greatly.  You needed to learn from the mortals to understand their reasons for committing sins.  It is not something that can be taught.  I do regret that the Predznak suffered in your absence.  We never intended for you to be kept from them for so long.  That was a mistake.  I am happy to see you commanding your angels and learning what it means to be a leader.  You have proven that you are able to work within the confines of Heavenly law, but are able to disregard the laws when you must.  This is why you were created.  You of all people need to know when it is time to break our laws.  Despite what you may think, I am proud of who you have become,” He said. 
 
    She shook her head.  “I don’t want to be above the law, My Lord, I just want the Council and the Celestial Warriors to stop judging me at every turn.  It’s not fair for them to see me as the villain.  Why do you allow the Council to harass me and attempt to condemn me?”  She hated having to fight her own people at every crossroad. 
 
    God smiled at her and took her hand in His.  Her anger immediately drained from her body and she felt rested, as if she had slept away all the pain and exhaustion from her injuries and sleepless nights. 
 
    “The Council isn’t meant to govern your decisions, but they will be there to stop you if you decide to turn against the mortals and end their existence without cause.  They are also meant to protect Heaven, even from you, if need be.  They will do what must be done to keep the mortals and the world safe, until it is time to start over.  Prove to them that you are not their enemy and they will follow,” He said brightly. 
 
    How could she make the Council understand that she wasn’t their enemy when they constantly made her the enemy?  She had forgotten how God made everything sound so simple.  He rarely allowed His emotions to interfere with His judgement, but He was also able to see years into the future, beyond the petty disputes and hurt feelings, to see the truth of things.  It made Him sound like a prophet who spouted random inspirational words until the pieces finally made sense years later. 
 
    She nodded and tried to accept His advice and His praise, until she thought about the town square and how much damage had occurred.  How could He be proud of that? 
 
    “I’m sorry for the death and the destruction that came to this town,” she said sadly.  She was afraid that He might be angry with her. 
 
    He nodded wisely and patted her hand.  “Why do think that I came to this area, Anjali?  I knew there was a plague here and I warned the people not to turn a blind eye to it.  I told them to stand up for themselves.  Their women were disappearing into the night without a reason.  I implored them not to live in fear, yet so many of them ignored my warnings.  I told them something dire would happen if they did not expel the evil that was terrorizing them.  I did not know that Celaeno and Aello were behind the attacks since they are not of Heaven and not under my rule, but I knew that something terrible was happening here.  I can only see what I know and understand, just like anyone else.  The Harpies were unknown to us, especially with Hades lying about their existence.  In the end, it did not matter who or what was harming these people, it only mattered that they did nothing to stop it.  Mortals who live in fear and refuse to take action to save their family and friends fall into your domain, which is why you were drawn to this area,” He sighed.  She heard the sadness in His voice.  He had tried to help the townspeople, but they were unwilling to listen. 
 
    “You led me here, didn’t you?” she smirked. 
 
    He shrugged indifferently and gave her a small smile. 
 
    “I guess you didn’t expect me to be captured though,” she said abashedly. 
 
    He frowned and shook his head.  “Your Predznak are no longer under my command so I am not privy to their actions.  You alone are responsible for them, as their Master.  One day, you will know their whereabouts and their future once your power grows,” He explained. 
 
    She was surprised to hear that God didn’t know anything about her angels since leaving His fold.  It startled her to know that she alone would govern them and know their whereabouts.  It gave more weight and responsibility to the word “Master.” 
 
    “I don’t want to disappoint you,” she said. 
 
    He smiled brightly at her.  “You can only disappoint me if you fail to do what is right, even when I believe it is wrong.” 
 
    She was confused by His statement, but understood it to mean that when it was time for her to end the world, He would never agree with her decision.  He would fight her until the end, which is what her destiny really meant.  One day, she would stand up to Him and carry out His will whether He liked it or not.  She would end the world because He wasn’t capable of doing it Himself. 
 
    Anjali nodded and bowed her head to Him.  “Thank you for your advice, My Lord,” she said. 
 
    He smiled at her and disappeared from the lane.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Viktor ran down the stairs into a musty stairwell.  He pushed open the exit door and found himself at the back of the building.  He could feel the change in the air pressure and knew that Anjali was close to releasing her power, just as she had during her fight with the Harpies centuries ago.  He had no idea how to help her, but he had to do something. 
 
    Heading for the side of the building, he suddenly hit something hard and landed on his ass. 
 
    “Hello again,” said the last person he wanted to hear. 
 
    Viktor looked up into the black eyes of his nemesis.  His love was just a few feet away and he was about to lose her forever.  He got to his feet and wiped the dirt off his hands, trying to appear more annoyed than afraid, though it was harder to do now that he knew the demon’s true identity. 
 
    “Why are you here?” he asked to buy himself some time. 
 
    “You never called for me, so I decided to check on you.  It has never taken you this long to find her,” Lucifer said bluntly. 
 
    “I ran into trouble.  Sadly, her adversary was more than I could handle.  I was forced to abandon my mission,” Viktor lied. 
 
    Lucifer stepped forward and grabbed his shirt.  Viktor was lifted off the ground and held in the air.  “You have failed me.  I warned you that there would be consequences if you did not bring her to me,” he growled. 
 
    Viktor tried to remain calm but staring into the maniac’s furious eyes made him shake.  Never had he feared for his life as he did at this moment.  He wanted to call for help, but he didn’t want to distract Anjali from the Harpy. 
 
    Lucifer lowered his arm and tensed up as if he were about to throw Viktor when he stopped.  He suddenly turned his head and sniffed the air like an animal.  “I think you did find her,” he smiled, which was more like a dog bearing his teeth. 
 
    Viktor was dropped to the ground without warning.  Lucifer raised his hands into the air and breathed deeply. 
 
    “I swear to you that I found her, but was not able to rescue her,” Viktor said.  It wasn’t actually a lie.  He had been unable to free her from her bonds or help her escape from the island. 
 
    Lowering his arms, Lucifer’s cold gaze was upon him.  “I will grant you your wish because I am happy to know that whatever she is battling will soon die.  You wanted to forget her, so I will free your mind of her,” he said rubbing his hands together.  He appeared almost giddy at the idea of taking away Viktor’s memories. 
 
    “No!” Viktor shouted, getting to his feet.  “Not now, not ever.  I was wrong.  I don’t want to forget her.  Please, I will do anything to see her again,” he pleaded, knowing that he had stupidly made the wrong deal. 
 
    His pleas were ignored as Lucifer reached out to place his hand on Viktor’s chest.  “I guarantee that you will never see her again, my servant,” he chuckled sinisterly. 
 
    Viktor felt a sharp pain in his chest, which quickly spread through his body.  Every part of him felt like it was on fire.  He screamed, but his voice was stuck inside his throat.  He lost control of his limbs and landed on his back in the middle of the alley.  The pain was so intense that he prayed for death. 
 
    “You’re lucky that she is safe; otherwise, you would cease to exist.  Unfortunately for you, I did not get what I wanted, so I will make sure that you suffer for all eternity,” Lucifer whispered as he knelt down next to him. 
 
    Lucifer left Viktor writhing in pain with no way to call for aid.  He was going to die alone in the street without ever seeing Anjali again. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Anjali was conflicted after her meeting with God, which she vaguely remembered was a common occurrence.  Though she felt oddly calm and collected, part of her was angry that God had confirmed that her life would be difficult.  It was bad enough hearing her Father and Lucifer warn her that she had a thankless job, but hearing it from her creator threatened to crush her soul. 
 
    She kicked a rock and felt like punching something as she turned the corner.  Sighing, she rubbed her forehead and tried to focus on finding Viktor, but her mind was too scattered. 
 
    It wasn’t until she heard gasping that she turned to look down the opposite alleyway.  Seeing Viktor clutching his chest and rolling around on the ground, she ran toward him and summoned Alazar.  She skidded to a halt and fell to her knees beside Viktor.  She searched for some kind of injury but couldn’t find any.  His breathing was shallow and he was deathly pale.  Even without all the facts, she knew he was dying. 
 
    Alazar appeared next to her and stopped in the middle of his greeting to run to her side. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” she screamed.  Her hands trembled as she tried to figure out how to help him. 
 
    Alazar looked at his face and examined his chest.  He shook his head and leaned back on his heels.  “I don’t know.”  He quickly looked over his shoulder and frowned.  “I don’t sense any reapers coming, so you have some time.” 
 
    She was grateful to have a few more seconds with him.  “Viktor, can you tell me what happened?” 
 
    Viktor’s eyes were tightly shut and he was muttering incoherently. 
 
    “Viktor,” Alazar said in a soothing voice.  “Look at me.  Tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
    He opened his eyes to look at Alazar.  Tears streamed down the sides of his cheeks and his lower lip trembled.  He reached out to take Alazar’s hand.  “I’m sorry,” he whispered. 
 
    “What are you sorry for?” Alazar asked calmly. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have taken our love for granted,” he gritted through his locked jaw. 
 
    “He’s confessing,” Alazar said to Anjali.  He held Viktor’s hand and tried to comfort him in his final moments. 
 
    “Viktor, please tell me what happened,” Anjali said.  She leaned over his face so that she could look into his bluish-purple eyes. 
 
    When his eyes found hers, he stared straight through her as if he didn’t know her. 
 
    Startled by the lack of recognition in his eyes, she started to cry.  “Viktor, please.  Tell me what happened,” she said through her tears. 
 
    He closed his eyes again and groaned in pain. 
 
    She leaned down and kissed his wet cheeks and dry lips.  “I can stop the pain, if you let me,” she whispered. 
 
    “No!” Alazar shouted.  “You are forbidden.  I know that I helped you save Derick, but I won’t stand by and watch you do this.  The Council felt guilty about Calin dying by Edric’s sword and they gave you permission to free Liam from Fenris, but this is not sanctioned.  I will not allow you to do something that might take you away from us.  The Council will show no leniency if you make Viktor your Nachtghul without permission,” he warned. 
 
    She stared down at Viktor contemplating what she should do.  She understood the consequences, but all she could think about was seeing Pontius falling toward the ground and hear Viktor’s labored breathing. 
 
    “You vowed to follow me even if you disagreed with me.  Remember that,” she said to Alazar as she pushed up the sleeves of her dress. 
 
    Alazar sighed and bowed his head.  “I remember, My Lady.  I will stand guard so that no one tries to stop you,” he replied, though she could hear the disapproval in his voice.  He held out his hand to take her ring before getting up and heading toward the opening of the alleyway. 
 
    “Viktor, do you remember when you asked about my Nachtghuls?  Do you remember how I said you had to die to become my servant?  I can make it so we never have to leave one another, but this is the only way to prevent that from happening.  Do you want to stay with me forever?” she asked, holding his hand. 
 
    His body trembled and he screamed through the pain. 
 
    “Viktor, all you have to do is say yes and I can save you.  Viktor Every, are you willing to take me as your Master?” she asked. 
 
    “YES!” he shouted. 
 
    She closed her eyes and focused her power so that she could begin the process of making Viktor her Nachtghul.  She thought about how cold and cruel he had been when they first met.  She smiled when he finally embraced their love and said that he didn’t want to live his life without her.  She remembered the sensation of his hands on her body and how he made her feel cherished when she looked into his beautiful eyes. 
 
    Placing her hand on his chest, she forced her power into him and prepared to say the words that would bind them forever.  She had done this three times before, so she knew what to expect and how to move Viktor quickly through the process, except this time something was different.  Her power slammed up against a wall or a force field.  She had never encountered resistance before.  She tried again with all of her concentration and determination behind it, but still she couldn’t enter his body to find his life force. 
 
    “Alazar, something’s wrong,” she shouted. 
 
    He ran to Viktor’s side and knelt down to watch her try once more to push her power into him. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s wrong.  He loves you, right?  He technically agreed to be your servant, even though he has no idea what’s going on.  I’ve seen this work with less of an affirmation.  I have no idea why you can’t claim him,” Alazar said, stumped by the strange occurrence. 
 
    Anjali broke down into sobs.  “He has suffered the loss of me lifetime after lifetime.  We finally have a chance to be together forever.  I refuse to give up!” she shouted. 
 
    Alazar opened Viktor’s eyelid and did the unthinkable.  “Viktor Every, do you fear death?” he asked, using his power to tempt him. 
 
    Anjali stared at Alazar, shocked that he would attempt such a thing.  She was about to send him away, when Alazar held up his hand to her. 
 
    Viktor didn’t reply even though he was compelled to answer by Alazar’s temptation. 
 
    Alazar closed his eyes and swore.  “His soul has already been claimed by someone.  There’s nothing you can do,” he sighed.  He held out her ring in his open palm. 
 
    She put her ring on without thinking.  “What do you mean he’s been claimed by someone else?” she asked.  Her tears dried up as rage burned through her skin. 
 
    “I can’t tempt him and you can’t claim his soul because he belongs to someone else,” Alazar explained. 
 
    “That son of a bitch,” she growled when she realized who had claimed Viktor’s soul.  “How stupid can he be?” 
 
    Viktor coughed and took his final breath.  Anjali gathered him up in her arms and rocked him.  “I swear, Lucifer will suffer,” she decreed.  She held Viktor close and swore revenge upon the devil.  She screamed in rage, unable to accept that Viktor was now Lucifer’s servant. 
 
    From the corner of her eye, she saw Alazar stand up and raise his arms in surrender.  Whipping her head around, she saw half of the Celestial Warriors standing in the alleyway, led by Michael. 
 
    “We heard you screaming.  Is everything all right, My Lady?” Michael asked. 
 
    “No, I’m not all right.  He’s dead,” Anjali said pointing to Viktor. 
 
    Michael came closer to look at Viktor.  “I assume this man was dear to you, just like the others?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said trying to control her rage before she yelled at Michael.  She didn’t want to start a feud with him. 
 
    "My condolences," he said softly.  His eyes filled with tears as he stared down at Viktor’s body in her arms. 
 
    Confused by his sorrow, she tilted her head.  "How can you have such sympathy for a mortal that you don't even know?” 
 
    “All life is precious, Lady Black.  I have taken many lives, but rarely have I enjoyed it.  A person would have to be truly evil for me not to mourn their life.  May I ask what happened?  I don't see any wounds.”  He seemed truly curious about the incident. 
 
    Anjali wiped her nose on the shoulder of her dress and gulped back her tears of anger.  She was about to answer when Alazar stepped forward. 
 
    “Lucifer claimed his soul,” Alazar said.  “I noticed that he was dying in an unnatural fashion, so I tempted him to see if I could figure out what was wrong.  That’s when I realized that his soul belonged to another.” 
 
    Anjali was surprised to hear Alazar lying for her.  She felt guilty for attempting to commit a crime, prompting Alazar to protect her. 
 
    Michael was surprised by the news.  “Why would Lucifer claim the soul of one of your lovers?” 
 
    Anjali shrugged.  “Viktor was cursed centuries ago by Lucifer, though he didn’t know it.  Lucifer gave him the ability to find me no matter where I was, as long as we were both in the Mortal Realm.  Lifetime after lifetime Viktor was drawn to me, even when he felt that our relationship was doomed.  He could remember all of his past lives and our years together,” she explained.  “Lucifer tricked him into making a deal, but neither of us knew of Lucifer’s plans to make him a servant until now.  I can only think that Lucifer intends on sending Viktor away so that I can never be with him and thinks that I will never be the wiser.” 
 
    Michael grimaced.  “Lucifer used this man to find you in the Thera Islands, didn’t he?  That incident caused you to sink the island.  After the island was destroyed, Lucifer begged Gabriel to make the deal to send you to Hell,” Michael said, pleased that he finally understood how Lucifer was able to find her. 
 
    “Yes,” she sighed. 
 
    "Lucifer was forbidden to track you," Michael said, crossing his arms. 
 
    "Yes, well, Lucifer never does what he's told, does he?" she asked bitterly. 
 
    "No, he does not,” he snickered.  He looked to the sky and tapped his foot.  "You have all the luck, Lady Black.” 
 
    Stunned, she glared at Michael.  "Luck?  This man suffered for centuries because of Lucifer, cursed to remember every tragic life and every death I suffered.  Now, he’s Lucifer’s servant because he was double-crossed.  How is that lucky?"  She was so angry she was about to light him on fire. 
 
    Michael looked away and frowned.  "I should not be telling you this, but consider it a gift or rather, a way to stick it to Lucifer after all these years.  I would like to cause him displeasure for once.  You are aware that you can make a deal with a mortal and make them your servant…,” he said, before she cut him off. 
 
    "I won't make him my servant.  He deserves better than that.  He will be bound to Hell just like Seth, Vincent and Dorian.  My Nachtghuls have a better existence than they do, even if you disagree.  Yet, I can't make him a Nachtghul, even if you allow it," she hissed. 
 
    Michael drummed his long fingers against his arm.  "That is what I am trying to explain to you.  Viktor is bound to Lucifer, not to Heaven.  Lucifer can transfer the soul to you and you can make Viktor a Nachtghul.  His body is still warm and you can repair any physical damage as his master.  You do not need our permission to command a soul who made a deal with Lucifer.  Once a deal has been fulfilled, the soul is taken out of the natural order of things.  Heaven has no power over the soul, which means that I cannot forbid you to do what you wish with a servant.  I do wish you luck in convincing Lucifer to transfer Viktor’s soul to you.  Clearly, it will not be easy since he made the deal with the full knowledge that you would be angered by it," he warned.  There was a mischievous look in his eye that Anjali had never seen before.  It seemed that Lucifer had been an ass to Michael one too many times and Michael was ready for a little payback. 
 
    She smiled at Michael, but stopped short of hugging him.  She scooped up Viktor's limp body before he changed his mind.  "Thank you, Lord Michael.  I owe you." 
 
    "Yes, you do," Michael grinned. 
 
    Anjali left Michael in Brazil as she entered the Hall of Mirrors and marched directly into the Throne Room. 
 
    Lucifer was sitting on his throne with a smug look on his face.  She could see the exact moment when his eyes settled on Viktor’s body in her arms and he realized that his victory would be short lived. 
 
    “Bury your dead, Anjali.  You need time to mourn his loss,” Lucifer said softly.  His kind words did nothing to relax his tense body. 
 
    Hades sat forward in his throne and smiled.  “Ahh, I see that Lucifer is indeed as stupid as I predicted.” 
 
    Ignoring Hades’ snide comment, she stared Lucifer directly in the eyes as she laid Viktor’s body on the floor.  “Where is he?” she shouted.  “Where is Viktor Every?” 
 
    Lucifer’s face turned bright red, which was unusual.  She wasn’t sure if he was embarrassed or murderous. 
 
    “I don’t know what you think you are doing, but this mortal is dead and there is nothing you can do about it!” Lucifer roared.  He was off his throne and running toward Viktor’s body. 
 
    She stepped over Viktor and met Lucifer head on, forcing him to slide to a halt.  “Touch him, and you will regret it,” she snarled. 
 
    Hades was standing next to them before she even saw him move.  “A deal has been made, Anjali.  There is nothing you can do about it,” he said rationally. 
 
    “Tell Hades how you tricked Viktor into making a deal with you.  Tell him what you offered Viktor and how you failed to mention the part about becoming your servant in the afterlife,” she retorted. 
 
    Hades raised his eyebrow.  “The boy did seem clueless about his fate when I last saw him.  Deals cannot be made without the understanding that a soul will be a servant for eternity.  The person usually ignores this point since they are so eager to receive what they want, but in Viktor’s case, I have a feeling he didn’t agree to be your servant,” Hades said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Hand Viktor over to me now!” Anjali yelled.  She was tired of looking at Lucifer’s imperious expression.  He really believed that he had won. 
 
    “I do not know what lies you have been told, but I cannot hand him over,” Lucifer said crossing his arms. 
 
    Hades raised his hand to object but Lucifer turned and punched him in the jaw.  Hades, unprepared for the attack, staggered back a few steps.  He spat out the blood from his split lip and looked to Anjali. 
 
    “My dearest Lady Black, I’m sure that getting Viktor back is your primary objective at this moment and your harrowing vacation for the past few days has left you mentally and physically exhausted, so I will ask this question on your behalf.  Consider it a thank you for not removing my head earlier and for believing that I would do the proper thing and kill Aello. 
 
    “Ask Lucifer why he sent Viktor after you in the first place when everyone in Heaven and Hell was already searching for you.  Why would Lucifer go to the effort of securing his own search party?  Better yet, why would Lucifer be stupid enough to make a deal with one of your lovers?  You would obviously see Viktor in Hell every waking moment.  You would technically be with your love, even if he were Lucifer’s servant…unless there was a provision to this deal.  I’m sensing that Lucifer made certain that you would never get the man you loved.  Shall we put this to the test?” Hades smirked. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Lucifer growled.  “I will punch more than just your jaw.” 
 
    Anjali glared at Lucifer.  “You planned to steal me away before anyone else found me, didn’t you?  That’s why you used Viktor.  You thought you could claim me and take away Viktor’s memories before I knew who Viktor was.  You always wanted to lock me away and keep me for yourself.  I can only hope that your intention was to keep me safe,” she said snidely. 
 
    “Of course,” Lucifer replied quickly, though the lie was plain for anyone to hear. 
 
    Anjali wasn’t surprised by the revelation, but it still stung to know that Lucifer still wanted to horde her away, just as he had when she first arrived in Hell. 
 
    “Oh, his deception goes far deeper,” Hades chuckled darkly as he stood his ground and ignored Lucifer’s dark eyes boring into his head.  He turned his attention to the Throne Room entrance.  “Viktor, I summon you!” 
 
    “Don’t you dare!” Lucifer roared over Hades’ voice. 
 
    Anjali closed her eyes when she heard footsteps approaching.  Her heart stopped and she wanted to disappear from the room.  She wasn’t ready to watch Viktor’s soul bow to Lucifer.  If Hades were alluding to what she feared, her fight with Lucifer would undoubtedly end with one of them dead. 
 
    “Yes, My Lord?” Viktor said from behind her. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Anjali spun around to face Viktor. 
 
    The pale servant in front of her was nearly unrecognizable.  His skin was the same grey, sickly color as her skin had been when she arrived in Hell for the first time.  His beautiful eyes were washed out and had been replaced with uncaring, lifeless dark blue eyes.  Gone was his amazing smile and any recognition of the love they once shared.  Worst of all, he was wearing the same black T-shirt and black pants as Dorian, Seth and Vincent…Lucifer’s other servants. 
 
    “Who am I?” she asked, her anger barely under her control. 
 
    Viktor looked at her with a blank expression.  “I do not know,” he replied indifferently. 
 
    Her fist was flying through the air aimed at Lucifer’s face, but Hades stepped in the way and took control of her fist, spinning her until she was a few steps away from both of them. 
 
    “Get out of my way, Hades.  Don’t make me regret sparing your life earlier,” she sneered. 
 
    Hades smiled politely at her.  “We both know you weren’t going to kill me,” he replied.  He held up his hand to stop her from advancing.  “We also know that there is a better way of getting what you want.” 
 
    She focused her anger on Lucifer and glared at him.  “You want me to believe that there is no hope of saving Viktor, but that is a lie.  You can thank Michael for giving me insight into your deception.  You have the power to transfer his soul to me and I can put it back in his body.  I will not ask you again to hand him over; instead, I will summon my Predznak and make your worst fears come true.  I will allow them to seek their revenge upon you for all the years you tormented them in my absence.  I have command of Haydn now and I’m sure he would be happy to take up his former post of interrogator.  I will make sure that he starts with you.  I’m sure he can make you explain your actions and tell me why you went to all this trouble to punish me by claiming Viktor,” she said coldly.  She allowed her power to rise to the surface to prove to him that she wasn’t bluffing. 
 
    Hades nodded his approval and stepped away to take a seat on his throne. 
 
    The rage on Lucifer’s face was nothing new, but the fear in his eyes was an interesting addition.  He opened his mouth to speak, but stopped when he looked at Viktor’s body.  “I was afraid for your safety, so I sent someone who would not fail to find you.  I overestimated his loyalty to you, I’ll admit that,” he huffed. 
 
    Anjali tapped her foot.  “Lies.  Why don’t we start with why you told me to hunt down Hades’ harpy?  You knew I couldn’t kill her or rather, them, so why send me in the first place?” she asked. 
 
    “I had no idea that you could not kill her,” he lied. 
 
    “Tristan, I summ...,” she began to say. 
 
    “Wait!  Damn it!  Do not call your Predznak or so help me I will kill them all,” he yelled. 
 
    “You can try,” she said boldly. 
 
    Snapping his teeth together, he ran his hand over his forehead.  “Fine!  You want the truth, here it is.  I wanted to draw Celaeno out into the open.  I have waited centuries for Hades to unleash her upon me and take my throne.  I knew if you found his Harpy, then I could prove that he was lying about her death and call for her execution.  Hades would be forced to put her down once and for all.  I knew nothing about there being other Harpies still alive,” he said. 
 
    Believing his story, she moved on to the next question.  “I know that you didn’t expect me to be captured in Brazil, so Viktor was a deviation in your plan.  I want to know why you went to such extreme lengths to find me before anyone else did.  Viktor told me that he could find me anywhere and I know that you can find Viktor.  I’m pissed that you cursed him to remember all of his lives, but I’m more upset that you tricked him into making a deal to lose his memories of me and claim his soul, snatching him away from me.  Tell me why you made a deal with him,” she said forcefully. 
 
    Lucifer stared into her eyes, angry that she was demanding an answer. 
 
    “I sent Viktor because I was afraid.  I couldn’t lose you.  All I had to do was trick Viktor into bringing you back to me, enact my plan and eliminate him from your life before you found him.  One less lover,” he sneered.  He remained silent for a few seconds before he started to pace uncontrollably.  “I hate Viktor, Bion or Chen She or whatever you want to call him.  The first time I found you, you were dying in his arms in Susa because a raiding party had attacked your village.  I was elated that I had done what Gabriel claimed I could never do, but was angry that you were dying.  Seeing you broken and bleeding in his arms made me upset, even though I was only interested in your power at the time.  I was out of my mind, obsessed with turning you into my slave and ending the world.  We both know that my sanity was questionable before your arrival in Hell.  When I saw the mark on the boy’s soul, I knew that you had been with him before.  I took a chance and put my own mark on him, so that I could find him again.  I was intrigued by the idea.  I hoped that he would be the key to locating you whenever I wanted.  I cursed him to be miserable for eternity because he had failed to protect you.  The Bringer of the Apocalypse deserved better than to die from multiple beatings at the hands of the mortals she was destined to kill,” he explained. 
 
    “I’d like to point out that you broke the Council’s rule of not tracking me, not that it matters much to you.  Michael is aware of your indiscretions, which is why he told me that I could turn Viktor into my Nachtghul without consequences, as long as you hand him over to me,” she hissed.  She was tired of Lucifer interfering with her life. 
 
    “Hmm, that is a pity, because I will never give you Viktor,” he smiled cruelly. 
 
    “Why not?” she yelled. 
 
    “He doesn’t get to have you.  I have been lenient about the others, but this one—this one I will not stand for.  When I located you again in the Thera Islands, I found the two of you in bed.  I became jealous that someone was touching my property.  When he left for the market, I approached you.  I touched your beautiful face and the world exploded into flames.  You killed an entire civilization that day with an earthquake and tsunami.  I ran from you, as you know.  You had stripped my darkness and I was left confused and forever altered. 
 
    “I did my best to stay away from you after that, but it wasn’t easy.  I forgot about Viktor until centuries later when I was tempted to find you again.  Gabriel got wise to my hunt, but he never knew about my link to Viktor,” he explained. 
 
    Anjali rubbed her forehead and tried to remember the concept of patience.  Lucifer was cruel, obsessed and deranged, but none of these were new attributes.  He had always proven to be insane when it came to her. 
 
    “I understand cursing him, though I’m not forgiving you for it, but why make him your servant?  Why would you take him from me when you saw how much I loved him?” she huffed. 
 
    A sinister smile spread across his lips.  “I kept him from you because I knew how much you loved him.  I will do anything to keep the two of you apart.  I refuse to see you in his arms, not again.  He has what I crave.  You are lucky that I did not end his existence.  You swore to stay with me and yet my bed is cold!  I knew that if you had Viktor, you would leave me forever!” he shouted. 
 
    She shook her head at his ridiculous logic.  “Your bed has been cold because of what you did in Portland.  You broke your promise to never use our blood bond against me, yet I had to fight you to retain my free will.  I understand that your Syankas were in control, but we both know that your dark side wants more than anything to command me to end the world.  How can I trust you?  I’ve tried to forgive you and I have tried to look past what happened, but when you do things like this, how could I ever trust you?” she asked, devoid of emotion.  She was beyond listening to Lucifer’s warped ramblings.  He had betrayed her for a second time and she could no longer stomach his treachery. 
 
    He stood with his mouth agape.  He looked like he wanted to argue, but the truth of her words somehow reached his addled brain. 
 
    Hades stood up while Lucifer was processing her statement.  “Release the boy, Lucifer, and try to salvage whatever is left of Lady Black’s affections for you.  I’ve had a very long few days and I want to rest.  I am only here because I was counting the seconds until Lady Black realized that her lover was dead and came to claim your head.  As much as you may think me capable of sending a Harpy to kill you, clearly I am more concerned for your safety than you believe.  I stepped in front of a murderous Destroyer to save your miserable hide.  Do not expect any more favors in the future,” Hades stated. 
 
    Lucifer looked up at Anjali and clenched his teeth.  “You will leave me!” he growled. 
 
    Anjali bit back every vile thing she wanted to say to him.  Yes, she wanted to leave him, but she was fully aware of what he was capable of doing without her in Hell.  “It’s up to you to keep me, Lucifer.  You are the one constantly driving a wedge between us.  I have managed to love ten men for centuries, proving that I have enough love in my heart for those who deserve it.  I have proven that I care about you time and again, yet you always find a way to sabotage whatever this is,” she said waving her hand between them.  “Stop being an asshole and find a way to let someone love you." 
 
    Lucifer sighed heavily and threw his hands in the air.  “Viktor Every, as your master, I hold your life in my hands.  I can do with you as I wish.  Kneel before me,” he commanded.  He took a deep breath and looked at Anjali with sorrowful eyes.  Once Viktor was kneeling, he stepped in front of him and placed his hand on his shoulder.  “Anjali, take Viktor’s hand,” he commanded.  She was slow to acquiesce, but took Viktor’s hand, wary of his intentions.  “Viktor Every, from this day henceforth, you will have a new master.  You will serve Anjali, the Bringer of the Apocalypse, and carry out her will.  I release you from our deal and you are no longer in my debt.  Rise and join your new master.” 
 
    Viktor was dazed for a moment and shook his head after Lucifer released him.  He glanced around the room as if he didn’t know where he was. 
 
    Lucifer quietly walked past her but she grabbed his hand.  “Can I ask why he remembers everything from his past?  Why would you do that to him?” she asked. 
 
    He looked at Viktor over his shoulder.  “I cursed him so that he would suffer.  His inability to forget the past was a side effect of the curse.  I needed him to remember you and search for you, but remembering how he lost you in every life was intended to crush his spirit,” he sneered. 
 
    Anjali wanted to throttle Lucifer, but accepted her victory and allowed Lucifer to leave unscathed. 
 
    Stepping in front of Viktor, Anjali tried to release her anger and convince herself that she didn’t want to kill Lucifer.  She had won, but there had been a steep price.  Viktor was dead and there was nothing she could do about that.  She had never wanted to make him a Nachtghul.  She didn’t want this life for any of the men she loved, but she had been sincere when she told Michael that being her Nachtghul was better than living out an eternity as a servant of Hell. 
 
    When Viktor looked up at her with his vacant eyes, she wanted to cry.  She wasn’t sure if there was still time to place him back into his body. 
 
    Hades stepped toward her.  “What are you waiting for?  If his body dies, he will become worse than a Shade or a Revenant.  He will be a living soul trapped inside a decaying body and will feel the constant pain of death.  I thought you wanted this.” 
 
    “He doesn’t remember me.  What if I can’t make him remember who he is?  This is a cruel fate for anyone.  The only reason my Nachtghuls endure being my servants is because of our love and devotion to each other,” she replied. 
 
    Hades sighed.  “All I can say is that the Viktor I met briefly only cared about helping you.  If anyone can seduce a former lover, it’s you,” he said.  “If you need me, don’t call me.  Figure it out yourself.  I’m going to sleep.”  He strode through the room and left. 
 
    Staring down at Viktor, she had to make a choice.  Was it better to keep Viktor safe as a servant and prevent him from reliving all the terrible things he had endured under Lucifer’s curse or should she attempt to remind him of who he once was and how he once loved her? 
 
    Stepping around Viktor’s soul, she knelt down next to his lifeless body.  She pulled her ring from her hand and put it on the ground next to her.  She placed her hand on his cold chest and closed her eyes.  She pushed through what felt like a thick fog in her mind and forced herself to think about Viktor’s past incarnations.  It was painful at first and jarring, but one by one, she found her memories of him.  She cried every time he told her that he loved her and wept each time they were torn from each other’s lives.  Again and again, she found Viktor to be a kind man who was fiercely protective of her.  He had a soft side that gave her flowers to end their arguments and a romantic side that would take her into his arms and spin her around into a dance.  The care he took in making love to her made her heart ache to touch him again.  He did everything he could to make each day special.  She smiled and was grateful to have her memories of him, even the painful ones. 
 
    “Why does that man look like me?” Viktor asked, confused by the sight in front of him. 
 
    “This is a man who once loved me so much that he traveled for years to find me, only to lose me.  He once braved terrible beasts to stay by my side.  He joined the military so that he could journey to my village and protect it from invaders.  All his life he tried to protect me.  Sadly, he lost his faith in our love and made a terrible decision.  He made a deal that would remove me from his life forever.  Now, he must decide if he wants me back for all eternity,” she said.  Tears came to her eyes as the memories of their lives together created an intricate picture of their happiness and misery.  They fought so hard to be together, yet tragedy always came between them.  How could she subject him to that again? 
 
    Viktor considered her words and smiled.  “If I loved a woman enough to travel for years to find her, I would certainly do anything to keep her,” he said. 
 
    She chuckled at the simplicity of his statement since he had no idea how difficult their lives had been, but was grateful for his input.  He had just given her permission to change his life forever. 
 
    “You may wish you hadn’t said that,” she said softly. 
 
    He frowned at her statement and stepped closer to her. 
 
    “Viktor Every, you have consented to be my servant.  Swear to me your loyalty and I will grant you immortality.  Blood of my blood, soul of my soul, you shall carry out my will henceforth.  You are bound to me and together we are one,” she said loudly.  She prayed that she was doing the right thing. 
 
    Holding out her hand to Viktor’s soul, she smiled at him.  He hesitated for a moment but placed his hand in hers.  “What are you doing, Master?  I don’t understand what’s happening,” he said. 
 
    “It’s okay.  You’ll understand everything very soon,” she replied.  She closed her eyes and felt around for the connection that Lucifer had created by transferring Viktor’s soul to her.  She pushed her power along the connection until it reached Viktor’s soul.  He jumped when he felt her power consume him.  She breathed a sigh of relief when she felt his life force glowing brightly.  Drawing her power back into her chest, Viktor’s soul followed along with it and became a part of her. 
 
    “Rise and join your Master!” she commanded, while pushing his soul into his lifeless body, keeping a small piece of his soul inside her heart. 
 
    Viktor opened his eyes and gasped.  He grabbed his chest and felt around for the pain that had burned so badly that dying sounded like a good option.  He was laying on the stone floor of a room that seemed familiar, but his brain couldn’t figure out where he was.  He felt like he had lost time, though he didn’t know why. 
 
    “Where am I?” he muttered. 
 
    A beautiful voice filled his ears.  “You’re with me.” 
 
    The beauty was sitting next to him with tears in her giant blue eyes.  “Why are you crying?” 
 
    She gave him the most dazzling smile he had ever seen in his life. 
 
    “I thought I lost you,” she whispered. 
 
    He placed his hand on her face to comfort her.  “I’m still here, but please, tell me who you are and where we are,” he said, hoping to hear her speak again. 
 
    “You’re home,” she replied taking his hand in hers.  “I will tell you who I am, but it’s easier if I show you.” 
 
    She helped him to his knees so that he was facing her.  Behind her sat the strangest thrones he had ever seen before and a roaring fire that did not inspire anything other than fear.  Where was he? 
 
    “Close your eyes,” she said. 
 
    He did as she asked and waited to see what she was doing.  He thought that she would explain what was happening, but she didn’t speak.  When the image of a beautiful farm girl appeared inside his mind, he jumped, startled by her appearance.  The image was followed by more pictures of young women.  Though they all looked different and were dressed for different time periods, he somehow understood that they were all the same person.  Image after image showed him a happy couple who were separated by horrific events.  He should have been afraid of what was happening to him, but he wasn’t.  As terrible as the images were, he wanted to see more; he wanted to know more about this intriguing woman. 
 
    “Remember me, Viktor.  Remember us,” the woman in front of him pleaded. 
 
    Viktor was shocked to realize that this wasn’t a movie or a fictionalized account of someone else’s life; this was his life.  These were his memories that she was showing him.  He didn’t know how it was possible, but he believed it with all his heart. 
 
    Viktor ignored the couple for a moment, and looked at the scenery surrounding them.  The smell of the wheat fields filled his nose.  The sound of the muskets firing at his enemies rang inside his ears.  The pain he felt when he had been stabbed by a mugger along the road he was traveling ached inside his ribs.  He wasn’t just seeing the images; he was reliving his own lives.  Each vision grew stronger until he could see beyond what was shown to him.  Her memories cut off upon her death, but his recalled the aftermath of burying her and mourning her.  Her memories were somehow awaking his own memories of the events. 
 
    Tired of seeing the bloodshed, he chose the memories he wanted to see.  He remembered the first time they had made love and how safe he had felt in her arms.  He had been nervous since he was inexperienced.  He didn’t want to disappoint his beauty.  He recalled the way she shouted his name in ecstasy.  Though they both had different names over the years and spoke different languages, she always said his name the same way, as if she had said it a million times. 
 
    He opened his eyes and smiled at the woman he loved.  “Anjali,” he whispered. 
 
    She threw her arms around him and embraced him tightly. 
 
    “Viktor!” she said in the same tone she had always said his name, like a lover who knew all his secrets. 
 
    He pulled back to kiss her smooth lips.  He lost himself to the kiss, unwilling to separate himself from her.  All he wanted was to hold her in his arms.  He had the feeling that they had been torn apart again, but couldn’t remember the details. 
 
    “There’s something I need to tell you,” she said with sadness in her voice. 
 
    He ran his hand along her cheek and over her lower lip.  “There is no reason to be sad, my love, we are together.” 
 
    She gave him a tentative smile and gently pulled his hand away.  “Yes, we are together, but there was a price this time,” she said softly. 
 
    He glanced up again at the malevolent throne with three skulls on it.  The black eyes of the demon who haunted his existence came into sight as he remembered why his chest had been burning.  He had made a deal with a creature who could easily sit upon that throne and rule whatever place this was. 
 
    He gasped when the street came to the forefront of his mind and Lucifer told him that there would be consequences for his failure to bring Anjali to him.  He swallowed harshly as he thought about the beautiful woman who came to watch him die.  It was only now that he realized his memories had been taken from him.  He felt the coldness seep into his body when he took his final breath.  He had awakened in this room to see the fireplace and the men sitting atop their thrones, though he hadn’t remembered either of them. 
 
    Upon hearing that he was Lucifer’s servant, he had accepted his fate.  Certain details of his life were sketchy and large chunks seemed to be missing, but he didn’t question it too greatly.  His heart felt dead and cold and nothing really seemed to matter.  He felt a great loss that burned worse than the pain he had felt while dying in the street, but he did not know the cause of it.  Now, he understood the reality of things.  Lucifer had tricked him into becoming his servant upon his death.  Hades had obviously been privy to their deal based on his warning in Brazil. 
 
    “Lucifer tricked me,” he said in a rush. 
 
    “Shh, I know everything, Viktor.  Lucifer admitted his wrongdoing,” she said rubbing his arm to calm him. 
 
    “Is this Hell?” he asked when he looked at the throne that had been empty, the third throne with the red and blue crystals that represented fire and ice, a throne worthy of his love. 
 
    “Yes.  When you died, you came here.  I can’t undo what Lucifer did and give you back your life, but I can send you back to the Mortal Realm to live far away from me.  As my Nachtghul, I have the authority to do that, if you want,” she said, offering him a life without her. 
 
    He smiled at her and shook his head.  “You said that your Nachtghuls were bound to you for eternity.  That means I never have to lose you.  Why would I give that up?” he smirked.  “Admittedly, I’m not sure how all this works, but I told Lucifer that I didn’t want to forget about you.  I begged him not to invoke our deal.  It will take some getting used to, but I don’t want to go back to living on my ship unless you’re with me.  I understand who you are and I accept that your life is perilous, but after living a cursed life, I know that I can handle a bit of danger.” 
 
    He took this gorgeous creature into his arms and kissed her.  He kissed her the way he should have kissed her when he found her on the island.  He kicked himself when he thought about how horrible he was to her and planned to make it up to her.  Thankfully, he had an eternity to do so. 
 
    He pulled back to see her devastatingly beautiful face and smiled at her.  He would gladly face the devil again as long as he knew she would be with him forever. 
 
    “You’re not mad that I turned you into my servant?” she asked. 
 
    He chuckled at her adorable, pouting lips.  “I’m the one who made the terrible mistake.  If this was the only way to save me from serving Lucifer forever, I will gladly serve you in any way you require,” he said seductively.  “I’m just happy that you care enough about me to want to keep me.” 
 
    She threw her arms around his neck and pulled him close to whisper in his ear.  “Care about you, are you mad?  I love you, Viktor and I would happily keep you forever.  I’m just afraid that you will resent me for turning you into this,” she said motioning to his body.  “No one should be forced to become a servant, especially since you don’t even understand what it means.” 
 
    “I know what it means.  I get to help the Bringer of the Apocalypse survive long enough to fulfill her destiny,” he said, pulling a piece of glass from her hair. 
 
    She frowned when she saw the bit of glass between his fingers. 
 
    “Aello wiped the floor with me, until I used my power to electrocute her.  Thankfully, Hades finished her off,” she said, taking the glass from him. 
 
    “I’m glad that you’re safe, but I can see that you took a beating,” he said, glancing at the blood on her shoulder and the holes in her black dress. 
 
    “I’m okay now.  I heal quickly when I’m not bound.  You too will heal faster and have increased strength and speed,” she said shyly. 
 
    “Really?  I suppose that’s something,” he chuckled. 
 
    She leaned in and quickly nipped at his lips.  She teased him by rubbing her lower lip against his.  “There are other perks to the job,” she chuckled. 
 
    He raised his eyebrow at her tempting statement.  “Really?  Such as…” 
 
    She grabbed his hand and pulled him through the room, except the room disappeared and they were suddenly on his ship, which was still docked in the cove. 
 
    “How did you do that?” he asked in awe. 
 
    “I have my powers back.  I don’t just destroy things; I can create things at will and pop from place to place within the Mortal Realm.  You have the ability to do it too.  All you have to do is think about where to want to go and picture it in your mind.  Start walking and you will arrive there.  You can also create new clothing or move things without touching them.  There are plenty of things you will be able to do, once I do one thing,” she giggled. 
 
    She grabbed the back of his head and smacked her lips against his.  It was a forceful kiss, but beyond that, he felt a warmth spread throughout his body.  When she released him, he felt different.  He looked at his hands expecting them to glow or something. 
 
    “Think about what you want and it will be yours,” she said expectantly.  She held out her hand and focused on a rolled up map on his table.  Without a word, the map took to the air and landed in her hand.  After that, she waved her hand to make the holes disappear from her dress and the dirt and blood vanish from her hair. 
 
    He smiled when he thought about what he wanted to do.  He followed her example and pictured what he wanted.  With a wave of his hand, her dress was gone leaving her in black satin panties and her thigh-high boots. 
 
    She gasped when she saw that she was naked.  She instinctively looked around to make sure they were alone. 
 
    “The island is deserted, my darling.  No one can see you except for me,” he winked.  “I hope that I wasn’t too forward in interpreting the other perks associated with being your Nachtghul.” 
 
    She bit her lip and wiggled her hips at him. 
 
    Viktor imagined taking her luscious breasts into his mouth.  He was excited that he was finally able to explore her body properly without the bonds restricting her movements.  He liked the idea of tying her up, but first he wanted to take her in every possible way so that he could feel her hands on his body.  His eyes trailed down her pert breasts all the way to her lean thighs.  “Turn around and let me see you,” he purred. 
 
    She licked her lips and slowly turned for him.  “Like this?” she smiled. 
 
    “You are the most beautiful woman, but you already knew that,” he said, extending his hand to her. 
 
    She shyly smiled at him and took his hand. 
 
    “I’m going to properly make love to you this time and I don’t care what enemy believes they can take you away from me.  They can’t have you,” he chuckled as he kissed the back of her hand. 
 
    He guided her down the stairs into his cabin and watched her explore his possessions. 
 
    Running her finger along the countertop, she found a book that he had been reading.  “You read romances?” she chuckled. 
 
    Watching the way her breasts swayed when she walked, he had trouble focusing on anything else.  All he wanted to do was take her into his arms and never let her go. 
 
    “I was lonely for a very long time.  I had isolated myself from the world, yet I couldn’t stop thinking about you.  I read those books and pictured you as the female.  It kept me from going mad,” he said taking the book from her hands and kissing her neck.  “Though, I’m having a hard time remembering what it was like without you since you are gloriously naked on my ship.” 
 
    She placed her hand on his chest and lightly pushed him away.  “This may sound strange, but I have been dying for a shower.  I was craving human comforts while on the island.  I may have to stop and grab a burger from somewhere just to kill this craving.  We don’t require food but sometimes I indulge my strange cravings, just as I did while I was a mortal.” 
 
    He leaned his hip against his small stove and laughed.  “I recall that you always craved salt when you were testy and cranky.” 
 
    She giggled.  “I seem to recall that as well, now that I’m able to access some of my past.  It hasn’t completely returned to me yet and I’m not looking forward to a time when I can see all of it.  I’ve done and seen terrible things in my many years.  I prefer to process it in bits and pieces,” she said.  She played with a pen she found on the counter to avoid looking at him. 
 
    “I don’t blame you.  I wish that I could forget many things as well,” he said, pulling her into his arms. 
 
    “I can only apologize for what Lucifer did.  If I could change any of it, I would,” she said leaning her head against his chest. 
 
    “I know.  I’m just happy that I get an eternity with you to create better memories,” he said, kissing the top of her head. 
 
    She looked up at him with a wicked smile.  “Then let’s start with this one.”  She pulled back the thin curtain of his stand up shower and turned on the water. 
 
    He liked where this was going.  He watched her slide her panties down her slim legs and down her boots.  It was adorably sexy watching her pull them off the heel of her boot while leaning against the shower.  He waited for her to unlace her boots, but instead they vanished before his eyes.  He could certainly get used to her new way of doing things. 
 
    She stepped inside the shower and sighed.  He watched the water cascade down every luscious curve.  He had to grip his table so that he could remain standing as he watched her.  He envied the soap as she caressed her pale skin, which had been repaired from the sun damage she had suffered on the island.  The vixen mercilessly teased him by slowly washing all the important places.  All he could think about was joining her. 
 
    He thought about himself without clothing and suddenly felt the warm air from the shower hit his body.  He stepped inside the shower behind her and closed the curtain.  She smiled when he took the soap from her and washed her thighs and stomach.  He slowly made circles over her back and rubbed her shoulders until she started to groan. 
 
    “I really need this,” she sighed. 
 
    He smiled and did something he never thought to do before.  He took the shampoo and washed her long hair, making sure to massage her scalp and temples.  She moaned as he took care of her and made sure she was pampered. 
 
    She quickly turned and grabbed the soap from him.  She teased him by soaping up her breasts and leaning in to wash his chest with her body.  His erection was aching and he was dizzy from watching her seductively slide herself up and down his body.  When she went to her knees and rubbed her breasts over his cock, he nearly passed out. 
 
    He pulled her to her feet and pressed her against the wall of the shower, face first.  He moved her leg to the side and stroked her folds with his shaft and head until her legs trembled.  “I need to be inside of you,” he growled in her ear. 
 
    Anjali melted into Viktor’s touch.  She had never felt so contented.  He had removed the tension from her neck and head, making her feel at peace for the first time in days.  Feeling his firm chest pressed against her back and his erection bumping against her aching core, she nearly lost her mind.  The cold wall against her breasts combined with his warm chest was euphoric. 
 
    “Please,” she panted, unable to control her need any longer. 
 
    “Always so eager,” he chuckled. 
 
    She felt him slowly enter her body as he took her breasts into his hands.  He rolled his hips and moved inside of her while kissing her neck.  He increased his pace and pinched her nipples in time with his thrusts.  Her legs were weak and her body was shaking.  He knew exactly how to drive her wild. 
 
    She clawed at the wall, desperate to hold on to something.  She was close to losing control, but something was missing. 
 
    “I need to see your face.  I need to know that it’s you and that you are no longer pale and grey from being under Lucifer’s control,” she panted. 
 
    “I want to see you too,” he said, nipping at her shoulder. 
 
    She nodded and waited for him to pull out of her body and step away.  She smiled when she saw him reach for a towel and step forward to dry her hair.  “You don’t have to do that,” she laughed. 
 
    “I want to,” he said, the lust in his voice still evident. 
 
    She allowed him to remove the moisture from her hair while she ran her fingers and nails over his shaft.  His eyes were on fire as he gazed at her, but he continued to take his time drying her hair. 
 
    “I feel better after the shower and massage.  Thank you for indulging me,” she winked. 
 
    “My pleasure,” he said, his voice cracking.  He coughed to cover his embarrassment. 
 
    She spun around twice before she realized that the room was missing something every important.  “You don’t have a bed,” she said, frowning at the suspended hammock. 
 
    He grimaced and shrugged.  “I never needed one on this boat.  I never took another lover once my memories of you returned in any given life.  The waves helped to lull me to sleep,” he said abashedly. 
 
    She held out her hand to him and pulled him along with her.  “I’m sure we can find a suitable replacement,” she said playfully.  She took the towel from Viktor’s hands and draped it over her arm. 
 
    “If I may be so bold, I have always envisioned taking you on the bow.  It’s flat and long enough to accommodate a passionate pair of lovers,” he chuckled. 
 
    Viktor followed her topside, ogling her backside as they walked around to the bow.  She closed her eyes and tilted her face up to the sky.  The sun was warm on her skin but no longer burned her.  She was able to enjoy the heat without perspiring or feeling worn out.  “I’m happy to be free,” she sighed. 
 
    She felt his strong arms wrap around her and pull her close to kiss her neck.  “I love seeing the real you.  I’m so sorry for everything I put you through,” he said, rubbing his lips against her ear. 
 
    “Make it up to me now.  Make me forget about this horrible island and let me remember the time we made love on your boat,” she whispered. 
 
    “I will always fondly remember our time in the shower, but yes, I supposed we can make another memory here,” he laughed. 
 
    She was excited to have the use of her hands to touch him freely.  She took a moment to look at his hard body in the sunlight.  Gone were his pale skin and dull eyes.  He was perfectly tanned and muscled, just the way she liked him.  The unique shade of his eyes was made more brilliant in the bright daylight.  He was watching her every move, hungry for her. 
 
    “The sight of you naked is killing me.  I need you, Anjali,” he said. 
 
    She wiggled her hips and took her time bending over to spread out the towel on the deck. 
 
    “You are the devil,” he hissed through his teeth. 
 
    “No,” she said over her shoulder, “But I am more wicked than he is.” 
 
    Laying down, she taunted him by fanning out her hair and spreading her thighs for him.  She reached down between her legs and slowly rolled her fingers over her nub and up and down her slick skin.  His eyes raptly took in the sight of her fingers stroking her body.  His lids were hooded and his mouth was open slightly.  His hard body was locked in place, unwilling to move an inch while he stared at her. 
 
    “These are all the places that need attention, in case you forgot,” she said in all seriousness. 
 
    He shook his head.  “I have never forgotten how to please my love,” he said in a deep voice, expressing his desire. 
 
    He knelt down and placed his hands on either side of her head.  Feeling his hard body against her thighs helped to chase away all her fears and doubts in making him a Nachtghul.  She pushed her hands into his dark hair and pulled his face down so that she could nibble on his lower lip. 
 
    Groaning, he pressed his lips to hers and kissed her uncontrollably until they were both panting for air.  His tongue lapped at her mouth and drove her mad.  She felt his hand slowly move up her leg until he reached her apex.  His fingers slid inside of her and rubbed an area deep inside of her that made her body jerk.  She gasped having never felt anything as intense before. 
 
    He chuckled darkly.  “I know every place on your body that craves attention, my darling.” 
 
    She nodded, unable to speak, as she was lost to the pleasure spiking inside her. 
 
    He shifted his hips and plunged his stiff shaft into her, eliciting an intense orgasm.  Clinging to his shoulders, she held on as he moved faster and deeper into her body.  All the stress and trauma from the past days were forgotten as he pushed her higher and higher toward ecstasy. 
 
    “You are so sexy, my love; I can’t hold out for much longer,” he panted. 
 
    “If you pinch my nipples, I can help you finish,” she groaned.  Her body still ached for his touch.  She had watched him die in her arms and needed to be reminded that he was still with her.  She wanted to be touched by him in every possible way to help dispel the feeling of his cold, limp body in her arms.  She needed to feel his warmth against every part of her. 
 
    He adjusted his arms and leaned down to take one of her nipples between his calloused fingers.  He moved his body slightly to reach her, but in doing so, found the perfect angle to please her.  His shaft and fingers moved in time with each other to create a powerful sensation that make her throw her head back and scream. 
 
    Unable to take anymore, her body clenched his tightly, throwing them both over the edge.  He yelled and called her name to the sky, startling a flock of birds flying over the cove. 
 
    Out of breath, he kissed her nose and fell onto the deck beside her.  “You never cease to amaze me.  You’d think we’d be tired of having sex with each other after all this time,” he joked. 
 
    She rolled to her side and placed her head on his chest.  Playing with his dark patch of chest hair, she laughed.  “I do recall there being a few awkward encounters.” 
 
    He burst out laughing and kissed her forehead.  “I remember your father walking in on us.  He pulled a sword on me and told me that if I didn’t marry you, he would have me strung up in the town square and stoned to death.  We were married by nightfall, which was my plan all along,” he said smugly. 
 
    She smacked his chest.  “You did not have to ravage me in order to marry me.  I know that I was reluctant to give my body to you since we had only recently met, but I probably would have agreed instantly to a proposal,” she said rolling her eyes. 
 
    “I needed certain guarantees.  Your father didn’t like me for some reason and I knew he wouldn’t allow us to marry without a good reason, so I gave him one,” he said without remorse. 
 
    “You fiend,” she snorted. 
 
    “You belonged to me and I wasn’t going to let someone, who wasn’t really your father, keep us apart,” he retorted. 
 
    She laughed at his lack of concern for any sense of propriety and social customs.  “Actually, I was thinking about the time we met in Ireland.  I was daughter to one of the kings and had been taught that sex was a terrible thing.  My mother hated my father and only slept with him when forced to.  She told me that I would go to Hell if I enjoyed sleeping with a man,” she said.  “When the handsome horse breeder’s son came to give me my riding lesson, I had no idea what kind of riding lesson he would give me.”  She laughed at Viktor’s boldness that day.  He had taken her into the barn and kissed her so thoroughly that she had succumbed to his handsome face. 
 
    “I loved your long red hair,” he sighed.  “I can’t help if you looked like you needed to be kissed.  You had fallen off your horse and were too upset to continue your lessons.  It was my duty to soothe you and make you feel better,” he said wickedly.  He caressed her back, lightly running his nails over her skin. 
 
    She bit his chest and frowned at him.  “Soothe me?  You did such a good job pleasing me that I went home and cried all night because I thought I was going to Hell.  I tried not to enjoy you taking me in the hay—twice.  My mother thought I was possessed because I wouldn’t stop crying and I wouldn’t tell her what was wrong,” she giggled. 
 
    Viktor’s laughter was music to her soul.  This was the Viktor she remembered, the easygoing man who somehow always knew how to make her happy and fulfill all of her desires, even when she didn’t know she had desires.  The man desperate to forget her was a creation of Lucifer’s jealousy that needed to disappear forever.  She vowed to make sure that no one ever took advantage of him again. 
 
    “I almost forgot.  When we’re done here, we need to find a good home for the dogs back at the resort,” she said, tapping his chest with her finger. 
 
    He nodded and smiled.  “Yes, your minions nearly gave away my position, but they ran when they heard you coming.  I’m sure we can find them,” he said. 
 
    Stretching, she got to her feet and crooked her finger at him, beckoning him to follow her.  “I want to enjoy a little more time with you before we return to the horror that is my life.  Come with me and I will show you some other perks of being a Nachtghul, before you see the downside.” 
 
    She moved to the edge of the bow and jumped overboard, landing in the sea.  She heard Viktor swearing when she hit the water.  Coming up for air, she laughed at his perplexed expression.  “Come on,” she yelled. 
 
    He appeared nervous, but did as she said and jumped into the water.  When he surfaced, he wiped the water from his face and smiled.  “I think I will definitely enjoy this life with you.” 
 
    “I hope so,” she replied.  She splashed water into his face and swam around the ship toward the shore.  “Try to catch me.” 
 
    This was how she wanted to spend time on a deserted island.  She wished it could be like this all the time with Viktor, but sadly, this was only a short vacation.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    “So let me get this straight,” Anjali said from her Fire and Ice Throne in the Hall of Mirrors.  “Calin was bitten by a Shade during a fight with the Shin No Kao, invisible assassins who periodically broke into Hell to free their girlfriend, Luna.  Liam figured out how to spot them so that Hades could behead one of them.  At the same time, Calin told Derick to go back to the castle so that he didn’t have to be near the Shades.  Derick felt guilty for not being able to help so he went to the Hall of Shadows to see if his theory was correct about the attack in the cave being a distraction.  Derick found a number of the Fallen unconscious and instead of getting help, he engaged the temptress even though Reese was already under her spell and unable to help him if he got into trouble.  Derick proceeded to flirt with the bitch and ended up kissing a withered hag.  Am I getting all this right so far?”  She was furious at her Nachtghuls for putting themselves in harm’s way. 
 
    Liam, Calin and Derick stood before her starting at anything but her.  They all muttered their acceptance of the facts as she stated them and nodded their heads. 
 
    Viktor, standing apart from them, tried not to show his amusement at their berating. 
 
    “I wouldn’t laugh Viktor, you managed to get yourself killed yesterday,” she said sternly. 
 
    Viktor looked at the others from the corner of his eye and frowned.  “I promised that I wouldn’t make any more deals with the devil,” he muttered. 
 
    She chuckled at his statement.  “As for the three of you, Calin was bitten by a Shade, Derick was bitten by a hag and almost run through with a sword and Liam, well, Liam could have lost control of his wolf, but thankfully didn’t.  On top of everything, Balthazar, Tristan, Liam and Calin fought both Hades and Lucifer in separate fights,” she said, addressing the second row of men standing in front of her. 
 
    Alazar, Tristan, Balthazar and Haydn bowed their heads as she ran through their list of offenses in her absence. 
 
    “Tristan and Balthazar ignored my orders to leave Alazar to decide his fate and Haydn broke the ‘no tempting of the other Predznak’ rule, but then again, he also broke the rule about not wanting to murder his master,” she huffed.  “Alazar’s neck was broken, Tristan was burned by a Celestial Sword, Balthazar’s wrist was broken and Haydn was stabbed through the stomach by Demyan.  Is this how you want to be remembered, as angels who died because they were unable to work together to protect each other?” 
 
    Her Predznak grumbled their responses and agreed that they needed to learn to work together. 
 
    “I was gone for how many days before everything went to shit?” she yelled. 
 
    Her men and angels all looked to each other for some kind of excuse or response to her anger. 
 
    “I left to find the Harpy because I believed you were capable of staying out of trouble.  I expect more from all of you,” she sighed.  “We need to work as a team going forward if we are to survive whatever comes at us next.  We need to play to our strengths and where someone is weak, another will step in to provide assistance.  I know that the Nachtghuls never expected this life, but the Predznak volunteered for it.  I don’t want angels who run off with their own agendas.  I want angels capable of working as a single unit, prepared to bring the world to its knees when the time comes,” she said, rising from her throne. 
 
    The Predznak bowed to show that they understood her wishes and the Nachtghul nodded to one another to show that they were willing to work together. 
 
    “Good.  Now that I have addressed all the problems, come here and tell me some good news,” she smiled. 
 
    A collective sigh went through both groups as she stepped down to hug her Nachtghuls and checked Calin’s arm and Derick’s neck, which were already healed. 
 
    “I technically saved Hell because I love you too much to be tempted,” Derick chuckled. 
 
    “You have to watch the replay.  Derick had Luna panting.  I seriously thought he was going to take her on the floor as the Shin No Kao watched,” Liam laughed. 
 
    Calin patted Derick on the shoulder.  “He took one hell of a bite.  I was proud of him,” Calin snickered.  “I’m sorry; I never meant to imply that Derick was weak or useless.  I just wanted him away from the Shades.  Liam and I have seen his nightmares from when Maraquette used him as bait for the Shades.  I was just trying to protect him, but I can see how he misunderstood things.” 
 
    Derick punched his arm.  “Well, now we can both kill Shades in our nightmares,” he said pointing to where Calin had been bitten. 
 
    Calin nodded and punched him back. 
 
    “I think I made Lucifer wet himself when Balthazar was about to kill him,” Liam said with a grin. 
 
    Anjali nearly died when Derick showed his perspective of the fight in the Throne Room.  “Promise me you will never get that close to Lucifer again,” she said, smacking Liam’s arm. 
 
    Liam winced and winked at her.  “No promises.  If he hurts you, I will bite him and he will not enjoy it.” 
 
    Alazar stepped forward to grasp Liam’s shoulder.  “Next time you decide to attack Lucifer and throw his ass on the ground, make sure that someone takes photos,” he said in all seriousness.  He high-fived Liam and patted Derick on the back. 
 
    “Do not encourage them,” Anjali frowned. 
 
    Alazar rolled his eyes.  “Balthazar made an actual joke,” he said over his shoulder to Vengeance. 
 
    Balthazar shrugged.  “I was watching you get your ass handed to you by Tristan.  It put me in a really good mood.  Do you have any idea how long I’ve waited for Tristan to get up the nerve to seek revenge on you for being a dick to him?” he laughed. 
 
    Alazar sighed and waved his hand at him.  “I’m sure you would have jumped in to help him rather than save me,” he replied. 
 
    “Of course I would have, oh Angel of Death,” Balthazar snickered. 
 
    Tristan bumped his shoulder into Alazar’s.  “I may be inclined to seek a little revenge.  I would check under your bed before you sleep at night.  You never know what might be lurking underneath,” he shrugged innocently. 
 
    Anjali pointed at Tristan.  “Don’t you dare use your power on him.  Any retaliation will be dealt with by me,” she said playfully. 
 
    She listened to her men and her angels talk about their harrowing few days without her and was happy to be home.  When she saw Haydn standing off to the side, she went to him and took his hand in hers.  He looked upset about something.  She had hoped that he would be happy now that the Predznak were learning to get along. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    Haydn frowned.  “This is how it was before our power began to cloud our judgement and turn us against one another.  I was the first to hate them and separate myself from the pack.  Every day was lonelier than the last.  I don’t know if I remember how to get along with people and have a camaraderie with someone on a daily basis.  I think it will take time for me to adjust,” he said quietly. 
 
    “I understand.  Trust me, when each of them joined with me, there was an adjustment period.  Consider this something to look forward to,” she said nodding toward the other angels.  “No one is going to judge you for taking your time to reacquaint yourself with the Predznak or with Hell.  Alazar had a hard time even walking into my room since it invoked memories of Serena.  Tristan had to force himself through the Gates of Hell to see me.  I was shocked when I saw him enter the Hall of Mirrors without passing out.  It will take time and I’m okay with that.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said.  “I think it will be a long time before I can walk into the torture chamber again.” 
 
    Alazar overheard the words torture chamber and came toward them.  “Anjali’s room no longer resembles Serena’s torture chamber.  It has a plush rug, a coffee table, a couch, a nightstand and an actual comforter.  I promise that you won’t even recognize the room,” he winked. 
 
    “That’s sounds nice,” Haydn replied, though it didn’t seem to ease his fears. 
 
    “You should go rest.  It’s been a long few days.  You should take this time to rearrange your room, if you want,” she suggested. 
 
    Haydn was tense, but smiled respectfully before he bowed and took his leave of her. 
 
    “Do you trust him?” Viktor asked from behind her. 
 
    She sighed and turned to face him.  “He was once as lost as you were and he’s made a number of mistakes.  Thankfully, he can finally understand the truth of things because his power is no longer influencing his decisions.  He’ll be okay, with time.  You should have seen how bad off these three were when I found them,” she said, winking at Balthazar, Tristan and Alazar. 
 
    Balthazar shrugged.  “I’m making amends.  I didn’t kill anyone while you were away.  I even sat in that creepy-ass throne to make sure that no one was stupid enough to overthrow Hell again.  I think I deserve a little credit for that.  I swear to Heaven above, it feels like the skulls are judging you while you’re sitting there,” he said, crossing his arms. 
 
    Anjali snorted.  “While I appreciate you not killing anyone, please refrain from sitting in Lucifer’s throne again.  You probably scared the shit out of Malcolm every time he walked into the Throne Room.  I should go make sure that he doesn’t need a few days off,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    Viktor pulled her around to face him and pushed the hair from her face.  “It will take me some time to figure out how to be a part of your world, my love.  I’m still trying to sort out how I can see three separate sections of this room at the same time.  Whatever they were doing to keep themselves out of my head earlier, I would appreciate it if they did it again,” he said, referring to having Derick, Calin and Liam’s thoughts and fields of vision crammed inside his head. 
 
    “That was my doing.  I didn’t want to overwhelm you since things got a little crazy during your transition,” she said. 
 
    Derick raised his hand and looked at Viktor.  “Wait until you’ve been away from her for a few days and only have a connection to her through one of us.  You’ll be grateful that you can see her through our eyes,” Derick said. 
 
    Calin stepped forward.  “If something is threatening to kill you, all you have to do is tell us where you are and we’ll come kill whatever it is,” Calin shrugged. 
 
    Viktor shook his head and chuckled.  “I never thought I would actually get to speak with any of you.  Never in my wildest dreams did I ever imagine that you would be stuck inside my head,” he frowned. 
 
    Liam laughed.  “You’ll get used to it.  Oh, and when Derick starts conjugating in Latin, you probably want to help him.  I looked up some of the words he was saying, and started finishing the conjugation for him.  It helps him to fall asleep faster,” he chuckled. 
 
    “Since I know Latin, I will keep that in mind.  Thank you for the tip,” Viktor replied.  “Though, Calin might want to reconsider the knives he lines his coat with.  I have a lot of experience with blades from my time in the military.  I think I can make a few helpful suggestions.” 
 
    “I’m all ears,” Calin said excitedly. 
 
    I’m glad to see you trying to get along with the other Nachtghuls, Anjali said privately to Viktor when she saw Hades enter the hall. 
 
    I will do my best to get along with them, for your sake, but please do not expect me to be friends with them.  I will support them and fight alongside them, but I am here for you, not them, he said bluntly. 
 
    I know, she sighed.  Give them time; you might change your mind.  Looking up at Hades’ mask of hatred, she prepared herself for the worst.  I need to deal with this, and trust me, you don’t want to see how ugly it can get between Hades and me, especially since we haven’t spoken about why he sent his Harpies after me in the first place. 
 
    I’ve heard some interesting things about him.  Good luck, Viktor said as the other Nachtghuls bowed to Hades before leaving the hall. 
 
    The Predznak followed suit and left her alone with Hades. 
 
    She crossed the room and sat upon her throne.  She held her breath and waited for him to begin his tirade now that he’d put Hell back in order after resting for part of the previous day. 
 
    He cleared his throat and adjusted his blue tie.  “I assumed that your head is back in the game now that the matter with Viktor has been settled and Haydn is in his room plotting my death as we speak.  I must say, I do enjoy having so many murderers back under one roof,” he said disdainfully.  He crossed his arms and glanced up at her.  “Jared said that you wanted to speak with me.  I’m ready to deal with whatever inane conversation you wish to have with me.  I will take this moment to remind you that I was on your side in regard to Viktor despite you holding a burning hot Celestial Sword to my throat.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and shook her head.  “I had the sword at your throat to distract Aello and make her feel sympathy for you, which worked by the way.  Had you killed her centuries ago, it would have never happened.  As far as siding with me against Lucifer, you did it to save your own ass.  I know you well enough to understand that you threw me a bone to appease me.  I want to know how long you thought it would take me to remember that you sent your Harpies to attack me.  You can lie to me if you wish, but I have my memories of the attack.  They killed my mortal lover, the same lover you just helped to save, so I suggest that you watch your tone with me.  I kicked the shit out of your monsters, but I still owe you an ass kicking for sending them after me.  Just to be clear, I don’t buy Lucifer’s lies about wanting me to draw Celaeno out into the open so that you couldn’t use her to overthrow Hell.  Lucifer wanted me to learn the truth about what you did to me, Hades.  For some reason, he wants me to kill you, though I’m unclear as to why that would be.  Regardless, now that I know the truth, I believe it invalidates our truce.” 
 
    Hades appeared indifferent to her story.  “I had hoped that you would never remember,” he said glibly. 
 
    Anjali put her hand on her hip and raised her eyebrow at him.  “That’s all you have to say? 
 
    Hades steepled his fingers and looked at her from over the top of them.  “Your ring was removed before the fight with the Harpies, was it not?” he asked casually. 
 
    Dumbfounded, she nodded her head.  “The Harpies made the mistake of removing my ring, so what?” 
 
    The corner of Hades mouth curled into something mimicking a smile.  “Zeus feared you, dear Lady Black.  If you destroyed the world, he would have no one to worship him.  He was too vain and power hungry to allow that to happen.  As a double agent, I constantly had to prove my loyalty and my worth to the Rogue Angels.  When Zeus decreed that you must die, I volunteered to send my assassins.  As I have told you before, I believe in what you are destined to do, so I knew I had to send a foe that you could defeat.  I had spies following the Council during that time since I feared they would skewer me if they thought I had turned on them.  It was a dangerous time for everyone.  There was a constant witch-hunt.  My spies found out where you were through Gabriel.  I knew you were in mortal form, but I needed your location.  All it took was the mention of Zeus searching for you and Gabriel ran to your side.  With your location in hand, I sent my Harpies. 
 
    “I assumed that some part of you would find a way to fight unnatural creatures, as long as your ring was removed—another tidbit I learned over the years.  For the record, even I didn’t know how resilient the Harpies were at the time.  In truth, I had hoped you would kill the beasts.  I detested them, but they were my responsibility.  Had I killed them at the time, Zeus would have questioned my loyalty during a critical time in the war. 
 
    “When Celaeno returned to tell her tale, I had to explain to Zeus that the Harpies had failed, but I lied and told him that I finished the job myself and killed you.  Zeus was so mad at the Harpies that he hit Aello and Ocypete with lightning bolts.  Celaeno was spared since it was clear she had put up a fight based on her injuries. 
 
    “I swear to you that I thought Aello was dead until a few days ago.  I kept Celaeno hidden away and tried to tame her appetite.  Over the years, I moved her from place to place to keep her hidden, but apparently, Aello found her.  The two of them kept Aello’s existence a secret so that they could remain together.  Aello’s hatred of me grew because I didn’t protect her from Zeus.  Celaeno’s unwavering loyalty to me earned her a reprieve from death for years, until I saw what she and Aello were doing to the people in that town.  The rest of the story, you already know. 
 
    “Regardless of what you think of me, Lady Black, I kept you safe from Zeus and the other false gods,” Hades said proudly.  “I didn’t speak of the incident with the Harpies because you would have killed me.  Don’t bother saying that you wouldn’t have killed me because we both know it would be a lie.  You have to admit that I have always tried to do what was right at any given time, including when you were turning Lucifer into a crying mess,” he proclaimed. 
 
    Anjali scrubbed her face and tried to calm her thoughts.  “Only you would believe that sending Harpies to kill me would be considered a way of keeping me safe.  We need to work on your understanding of the word ‘safe’,” she said. 
 
    Hades shrugged.  “You don’t want to know what Zeus was planning to send to kill you.  It was much larger and able to breathe fire, so be grateful I sent a few Harpies after you.  Clearly, they were not worthy opponents for the Destroyer.  As far as killing Viktor is concerned, he was a mortal and mortals die,” he said, waving his hand as if to dismiss any other reason for her to hate him. 
 
    “There are so many things wrong with that explanation, but I would need a year to be able to explain to you in depth so that your demented mind would understand,” she complained. 
 
    He shrugged indifferently and put his hands in his pockets, something she had never see him do before.  He almost looked like a child who was trying to get out of a punishment. 
 
    “I assume that our truce is still intact, My Lady,” he said formally as he glanced up at her timidly. 
 
    She was so shocked by his innocent expression that her anger faltered.  She debated if she could trust him, at least for the foreseeable future.  She was so desperate to talk to someone about the incident with Demyan that she considered confiding in Hades.  He had proven to be an ally today, and according to her Nachtghuls, he had been uncharacteristically worried about her when she had gone missing. 
 
    “I will agree to the terms of our former truce if you answer me one question, Hades,” she said softly.  She hoped that she wasn’t misplacing her trust in him. 
 
    Hades was caught by surprise when it sounded as if their truce might truly be over.  He expected to see anger in her eyes as she looked up at him, but instead he found fear.  Did she actually fear him now?  He hoped not, since he had been the one with the Celestial Sword at his throat, on top of coming to her aid during her fight with Lucifer.  He had stuck his neck out for her, literally, which thankfully did not result in his neck being struck by Lucifer’s sword. 
 
    He was intrigued and nervous when her eyes were wider than usual and she appeared to question whether or not she should ask her question.  Remembering his drunken conversation with Miguel in the bar and the vow he had made to find a way to win her trust, he couldn’t help but step forward and answer whatever question was plaguing her. 
 
    “If our truce depends upon it, then ask me whatever insufferable question is buzzing around your head,” he said.  He cringed at his snarky tone, but he still had to keep a healthy distance from her until Lucifer was run over by a flaming dump truck or had finally done something stupid enough to earn him a place in the Hall of Shadows. 
 
    She hesitated and fidgeted with the beading on her dress.  His curiosity was ready to boil over while waiting for her to speak.  He had never seen her so at odds with herself before.  He caught himself before he took her hands in his and begged her to ask him anything. 
 
    “You know a lot about Celestial Bonds because of the Hall of Shadows prisoners and from personal experience, right?” she asked tentatively. 
 
    He was immediately on edge at the mention of the despicable bonds.  He worried that this was some kind of trap that would result in him being locked away in Shadows.  “I have experience with them, yes,” he said curtly. 
 
    Taking a small step toward him, he checked her hands to make sure that she was unarmed. 
 
    “Has anyone ever escaped them before by using their powers or somehow breaking them?” she asked so quietly that he almost didn’t hear her. 
 
    “They are inescapable, Lady Black.  Teeth and fangs are still at the disposal of the prisoners, but they are usually too weak to pose much of a threat.  I have seen all manner of beast restrained by the bonds and the only way to escape is to fool a stupid or reckless guard into freeing a prisoner or threatening their lives.  The bonds are powered by Father’s wrath.  There are a few creatures who cannot be contained within them, such as the Syankas or even the Harpies, since they were created by unnatural means.  The false gods were all spawned by the Veteres, which were created by Father, so they can be held in the bonds.  You have seen with your own eyes what happened to Fenris, the Wolf God, when he was returned to his bonds.  Even with his immense strength and power, he was unable to stand up on his own,” Hades said.  He wasn’t sure why Lady Black was suddenly afraid of having the prisoners escape from Shadows. 
 
    She nodded absently, but it didn’t appease the worry on her face. 
 
    “Lady Black, the prisoners are contained.  I’m not sure what this is about, but we are safe here,” he said gently.  He cursed himself for acting kind to her, but she was rattled by something. 
 
    Averting her eyes to stare at the mirror behind them, she leaned in closer.  For a split second, he thought that she was going to kiss him, but he quickly controlled his wild thoughts when he saw that she was afraid to be overheard.  Since there were no servants in the room, he had no idea why she was worried. 
 
    “Do you swear upon our pact that you will never repeat what I am about to tell you?” she asked in all seriousness. 
 
    He was stunned by her question until he saw that her delicate hands were shaking.  The most powerful woman he had ever come into contact with was terrified of something, which should have made him end this conversation and walk away, but he couldn’t help himself.  She was asking him to trust her and accept whatever she was about to confide in him.  He should have told her to fuck off, but he couldn’t.  So help him, he couldn’t turn away from her terrified face. 
 
    “I swear that I will neither repeat this conversation nor hold it against you in the future,” he said quietly so that only she could hear him. 
 
    She paced back and forth a few times, which almost made him laugh since she reminded him of Gabriel when he was fretting.  He held back his amusement and waited patiently for her to continue. 
 
    She finally stopped and moved so close to him that the bottom of her dress brushed up against his suit pants.  It took every ounce of self-control he possessed to keep his eyes locked on hers rather than anywhere else on her body. 
 
    “Demyan tried to kill me.  I don’t mean that he tried and he missed, I mean that he had me within his sights and should have sliced off my head, just as Tabbris did to him.  I was bound and had been for days.  I was exhausted and weak.  I saw the sword coming toward me and knew that Demyan would not stop, yet I am standing in front of you to tell my tale,” she said vaguely. 
 
    Hades was furious that a Celestial Warrior had dared to strike her down, but calmed himself when he remembered that Demyan was dead and he couldn’t seek vengeance upon a headless corpse.  He quelled his rage and allowed himself to move to the next logical step.  He wondered how she had stopped Demyan. 
 
    “Go on.  Tell me the part that has you so upset since I doubt you are disappointed that he didn’t kill you,” he said indifferently.  He held his breath, waiting to hear how she had escaped death. 
 
    “You may not believe me, but I used my power, Hades.  In a last ditch effort, I removed my ring, though it wasn’t enough to save me.  I was so angry and outraged that he had condemned me to death that something inside of me snapped.  I no longer felt like Anjali, I felt like the Destroyer.  All I saw was a Celestial Warrior breaking his oath to protect God’s creations and I refused to allow him to kill me.  It wasn’t within his right.  My rage somehow broke through my restraints and blew him across the mountain we were standing on.  I flattened the trees all around us and permanently moved the path of a river.  The Destroyer didn’t seem to care that she was supposed to be bound.  She stopped Demyan’s sword with her power and I don’t know how she did it,” Lady Black said as if she were speaking about someone other than herself. 
 
    Hades forgot how to breathe for a moment.  No one in the history of time had ever accomplished such a feat to his knowledge.  No wonder she wanted to keep their truce intact.  Without it, he would have no leverage against her.  He would have no way of stopping or containing her if they were to feud.  She was protecting him by offering to maintain their ceasefire. 
 
    Unsure of how to respond, he rearranged his features to appear as if he were contemplating what she had said, even though his mind was blank.  He nodded thoughtfully and tried to formulate the correct response, if there were one. 
 
    “Hades, this isn’t the first time it’s happened, though it is the first time that I can remember the incident,” she said as her voice trembled. 
 
    His mind raced to figure out when she could have done the impossible a second time.  It was one thing for the incident with Demyan to be a fluke, but it was a very different thing if she had done the unimaginable twice.  He reviewed everything he knew about her history, as limited as it was due to the information black out from the Council, but he was able to come up with a possible occurrence. 
 
    “You killed Farouk after you were captured by the warriors and locked in bonds for your return to Heaven for your trial,” he guessed.  “I don’t know the details other than Gabriel arguing that it was an accident.”  He felt numb as he thought about the implications.  If she had killed a warrior on purpose, everything that he knew about her would forever be altered.  Killing a helpless warrior would be punishable by death.  Immediately regretting his decision to listen to her story, he wanted to disappear into the floor and provoke Lucifer so that he would remove his head.  The Bringer of the Apocalypse by her very nature was a murderer, but she was meant to smite the wicked, which was a kinder and more acceptable way of saying that she would obliterate the mortals and the Mortal Realm.  He couldn’t bring himself to think of her as a cold-blooded murderer. 
 
    “Hades, Farouk tried to sexually assault me after sending Demyan to the village.  He had me pinned beneath him and there was no one to save me.  I can’t explain how I did it other than to say that I was scared and angry.  I searched for any way to get myself out of the situation.  There was an explosion and the trees still standing after my initial storm were shredded.  I didn’t mean to kill Farouk or rather; I believed it was an accident.  I know now that Farouk was less than honorable and had attacked a mortal woman before, which led to him stabbing Haydn with a Celestial Sword.  I can only say that the Destroyer must have recognized Farouk’s past sins and retaliated, but I swear that I didn’t want to kill him, only punish him,” she said, breaking down into sobs. 
 
    Without thinking, he took her into his arms and let her cry into his lapel.  He was at a loss for words though he did believe that she hadn’t intended to kill her attacker.  For the second time, he was grateful that a Celestial Warrior was dead.  He would’ve had no mercy upon Farouk if he were still above ground. 
 
    “It seems that the Council punished the wrong person,” he said when his brain restarted and searched for an appropriate response. 
 
    She sniffled and stepped away from him.  He handed her his handkerchief, which was more ornamental than anything. 
 
    “I guess they did,” she snickered. 
 
    “I would advise you not to tell anyone other than those close to you, though I would avoid telling Gabriel.  Plausible deniability would be prudent in his case.  He fought for your innocence in the matter, so it’s best to let him believe that.  He needs to remain ignorant and neutral in case he is ever called into question regarding future incidents.  He is your biggest supporter.  You don’t want him lying to the Council about your ability to be bound, if needed,” he said judiciously. 
 
    She nodded and blew her nose into his blue handkerchief.  “Why do you think I am able to do this?  Keep in mind that I’ve never been able to do it the other times I was bound.” 
 
    He reflected on her question and pondered the reason behind it.  “You were being threatened, My Lady.  I believe that if you had been bound when I tried to take your head, you would have done the same.  You proved to me that day, not only how powerful you were, but how I did not have the right to kill Father’s greatest gift to the world.  I would suggest that you use this ability wisely and only in great times of need, since you will need to keep up appearances if you are ever bound again.  I would also warn you not to rely on the fact that you might be able to connect to your power.  I believe that it will work only during times of imminent danger or great bodily harm.  Farouk attacking you was a despicable act indeed, but I truly believe that he would have killed you had he succeeded in violating you.  He most likely would have released you from your bonds to draw you into a fight that you could not win.  The Destroyer likely sensed the same thing since deception and death are well within her understanding,” he said, following Lady Black’s use of the third person while talking about her darker side. 
 
    She sat down on her throne and contemplated his advice.  He waited to see if she would disagree with his assessment, as she often did. 
 
    “Demyan said something strange to me and so help me, if you repeat this, I will deny it.  He was trying to tell me that there is a group within the Celestial Warriors who are sometimes asked to work outside the law.  Those were his words.  If those angels are called out by anyone else, no reprimand occurs and the incident is swept aside.  I believe Demyan, though I don’t know why such a group exists.  Edric was trying to sneak up behind me in the battle of Portland and stab me in the back.  Calin jumped between us and took the sword for me.  What kind of a warrior stabs someone in the back?  I never believed that Edric was innocent, even though he accidentally stabbed Calin.  What if Rowan or someone else gave Edric orders to ignore the rules of engagement and kill me at any cost?  Tabbris was certainly deranged enough that night and not interested in the rules since he was so quick to charge Lucifer and call for my head, which he tried to take.  Tabbris silenced Demyan, just as he silenced Delilah.  I want to know why,” she said, trying to make sense of what Demyan had told her. 
 
    Hades wasn’t really surprised that the warriors had a secret attack squad within their midst.  “Tabbris is not to be trusted under any circumstances.  Heaven believes that Lucifer and I drove him mad, but I assure you, he was already crazy.  How he managed to lie his way back into Heaven, I will never understand, but it would not be beneath him to have his own agenda.  I always believed it was strange how quickly the warriors were able to round up enough Forgotten Angels to imprison the Syankas.  It normally takes the warriors weeks, months and years to hunt an angel, yet they managed to capture 134 Forgotten Angels in a matter of days.  I reflect on that often when the Council overlooks Tabbris’ indiscretions.  If they can ignore the fact that Tabbris could round up so many angels in such a short time, they could believe anything,” he replied. 
 
    Drumming her fingers on the arm of her throne, her eyes were glazed over and it seemed that her mind was somewhere else.  He was about to excuse himself to give her time to mull things over, when she finally spoke. 
 
    “I have endured so much over the years, Lord Hades, too much, in fact.  I have been attacked by countless enemies, falsely condemned by a faithless Council and shoved into a box for more millennia than I care to count.  Anjali tried to work with her accusers to avoid bloodshed, only to have her life stolen from her.  I was crippled and wrangled, forced to reside somewhere inside her subconscious, waiting for the moment when I was needed.  I am tired of allowing her to kowtow to those who would prefer to see her shackled and caged.  It’s time for me to take action and remind the faithless that I was never meant to be governed by them and will no longer cater to their whims, including General Tabbris, who tried to take my head without cause.  I appreciate your support and your words of wisdom,” Lady Black said in a tone that sent a chill of warning through Hades. 
 
    The weeping girl who had ungraciously snorted while recounting her experiences at the hands of a miserable excuse for a warrior had vanished and in her place was the woman he recognized from his previous encounters with a being capable of killing him with a flick of her wrist.  He wasn’t sure what had brought on her alter ego, but he was careful to bow his head to the Destroyer, less he show her any disrespect. 
 
    “Of course, Lady Black,” he said quickly since he had no idea what he should be saying to her. 
 
    He turned and walked out of the Hall of Mirrors as quickly as his loafers could carry him.  He carefully snuck into the Annex across the way and hauled ass to the last door on the left at the end of the hallway.  He burst into the room unannounced and surprised its inhabitant. 
 
    “We have a problem,” he hissed. 
 
    Alazar, frozen with a map in his hands sitting in his Barcalounger, looked like he wanted to murder Hades for running into his room unannounced. 
 
    “Speak fast,” Alazar sneered. 
 
    “I fear that Lady Black has lost herself to her dark nature.  I have seen it happen time and again with Lucifer, so I know what I’m talking about.  I don’t know why she has chosen now to make an appearance, but I don’t think Lady Black even knows what’s happening to her,” he said barely above a whisper in case one of her Nachtghuls was close enough to overhear him. 
 
    Alazar stood up and tossed the map on his bed.  “It’s happening again,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    Hades was flabbergasted.  “Again?  Why was I not told of this?” he sneered. 
 
    Death’s cold blue eyes were upon him, causing Hades to compose himself immediately.  Depending on the next words out of Alazar’s mouth, he might have to disregard his truce with Lady Black and summon the Celestial Warriors to attempt to kill her and her Predznak. 
 
    Sighing, Alazar crossed his arms.  “I only found out about the other’s concerns since I returned home.  When Anjali banished me, she sounded like the Destroyer, which surprised me.  The last time she addressed me like that, I had tempted her to kill herself, so I understand why she would be pissed at me.  This was different.  She had lost her composure with Gabriel and ranted about the Council.  Afterward, she banished me.  I know I needed a kick in the ass to get my shit together, but I often wondered if banishment was warranted.  I thought that maybe she had overreacted, just a bit.  If the Destroyer is actually a different side of Anjali, then maybe she is the one who banished me.  I don’t know much about split personalities, aside from what I witnessed happen to Solren, but it’s not easy to predict or deal with.  Unfortunately, I would need Solren to help me figure out if the memories returning to her are causing this change or if the Destroyer is rebelling against Anjali in some way,” he explained. 
 
    Hades was furious that he didn’t know these important details, but he couldn’t blame Alazar since he wasn’t here at the time.  He straightened his tie and adjusted his jacket.  “Then we find Solren and figure out how to help Lady Black before Lucifer realizes what is happening.  I can only imagine what he will do if he finds out that the woman capable of stripping his darkness might be more interested in leading Hell on a crusade to eliminate the Council, permanently.” 
 
    Alazar shuddered.  “Lucifer joined with the Destroyer would be a very bad thing.  I dare say that he would be drawn to her dark side and help her enact whatever she was planning.” 
 
    Hades stepped toward Alazar and did his best to look Death in the eyes, despite his natural fear of doing so.  “Tell me that you will not follow the Destroyer if her decisions are impaired in anyway,” he said firmly. 
 
    Alazar stared blankly at him and shrugged.  “I am duty bound to follow her even if I disagree with what she is doing,” he said automatically. 
 
    The world collapsed as the truth of the matter invaded his mind, spreading terror through him.  Lady Black and her Predznak would be unstoppable if she decided to wage a war on the Council or worse, Heaven itself as punishment for turning her into a mortal and locking away the Destroyer for numerous centuries.  He closed his eyes and prayed for a solution to their problems.  If Solren were found, would he help save Anjali, or join her crusade?


 
   
 
  

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Tabbris waved his good mornings to the guards in the Mamertime Prison with a smile.  Today was a good day.  Demyan was dead and his secret was safe. 
 
    He entered into the small room with the plaque identifying the names of the prisoners once held within the prison.  He ran his hand over the one scratched into the bronze plate, giddy that all was as it should be. 
 
    Using his power, he moved the stone block that hid the original prisoner cells and slid into the tiny hole.  The space was cramped and disgusting.  He always wondered how the prisoners had survived in here.  Saints and Apostles had suffered in this foul place, and so did another Heavenly creature. 
 
    He disappeared from the room and reappeared in an even smaller room, a room that no one still alive knew about.  Inside this room lived the most wretched thing, in his estimation.  He should have put it out of its misery years ago, but he was too delighted to know that the world was safe because he had outsmarted everyone. 
 
    Pressing his face against the small bars in the corner of the room, he saw his ward strung up just where he left him.  The stench was indescribable, but it didn’t detract from his good mood. 
 
    “How are we doing today?” Tabbris asked. 
 
    When the prisoner didn’t respond, he took a bucket of rainwater that had collected from the damp walls and tossed it at the filthy thing.  The angel didn’t stir, but Tabbris knew he was still alive.  2000 years was a long time to remain in captivity, so he gave the wretch some credit.  He often wondered if the angel would commit suicide, if given the choice.  The choice would never be offered to him, but still, he wondered what his choice would be. 
 
    “Your reason for your imprisonment is known to you.  It has always been known to you.  You chose poorly and now you have to live with the consequences.  Would you have chosen differently if you had known your fate?” Tabbris whispered. 
 
    The angel raised his head slightly, though it was hard to see his face beneath the grime and his long matted hair.  He worked his throat as if to speak, but began to cough. 
 
    “You don’t have to answer.  I already know the truth.  In fact, I saw the reason for your demise just yesterday.  She wishes for you to die a slow, agonizing death, which I will not grant you.  If given the opportunity, I would kill her on sight, but it’s not up to me.  Any woman who would allow you to suffer untold agony doesn’t deserve to live,” Tabbris sneered. 
 
    The angel’s coughing fit finally ceased and he raised his face enough for Tabbris to see one brown eye peering through the tangled locks of his prisoner. 
 
    “If given the choice, I will kill my master, after I make her suffer,” the angel growled. 
 
    “Good.  Then we are in agreement.  I hope one day that you are able to meet her face to face so that you can cut her down,” Tabbris said coldly. 
 
    The angel’s head fell from the strain of holding it up. 
 
    “I do love our visits, but it’s time for me to leave.  I hope you enjoy your day, Rayan.  I’ll see you tomorrow, Angel of Agony,” Tabbris smiled before he disappeared from the cell. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    “Seth, I need you to give Anjali a message for me.  Tell her that I need to speak with her as soon as possible,” Lucifer said to his newest servant.  He was concerned that their war would continue indefinitely unless he apologized.  He hated having to apologize since he wasn’t sorry in the least.  He vowed to make Viktor’s life miserable whenever possible, without letting Anjali know. 
 
    Seth bowed to him and nodded.  This new servant was nervous and kept to himself, which made Hades happy.  Hades liked it when servants minded their own business and were quiet enough to forget that they were in the room.  Personally, he didn’t care about the boy, but he needed another servant with Aganon, Caleb and Radek dead. 
 
    “Did I hear correctly that you needed to speak with me?” Anjali asked as she entered the Throne Room.  Seth was only halfway through the room, so Anjali must have already been on her way.  Lucifer took that to be a good sign, unless she had come to set him on fire. 
 
    Lucifer waved Seth out of the room when he seemed unsure how to proceed.  He didn’t need his servant seeing him on fire. 
 
    “Yes, I wanted to address what happened earlier,” he replied. 
 
    Anjali stopped in front of the dais and held up her hand to stop him from speaking.  “I wanted to thank you, Lord Lucifer,” she said brightly. 
 
    He was confused by her cheerful tone but was hopeful that he had been forgiven.  “Are you thanking me for sending Viktor to find you?” he asked cautiously.  He wasn’t sure what had quelled her anger, but he was grateful for it. 
 
    She smirked and raised her eyebrow at him.  “No.  I have no interest in talking about the mortal,” she said dismissively.  “I want to thank you for freeing me from my mortal prison.” 
 
    Lucifer stopped breathing.  He wasn’t sure exactly what she was talking about, but he feared that she meant her imprisonment in the body of different mortals for centuries.  He had no idea what was prompting her to thank him for causing her to commit suicide by tricking her. 
 
    “Of course, my dear.  It was time for you to return to your people,” he said, testing where her mind was at. 
 
    “Indeed.  It is my belief that the Council never intended for me to remember who I was or fulfill my destiny.  That will all change now.  I assume that you will fight on my side?” she said, taking a step forward.  Her expression matched the one he saw in the mirror most mornings.  It was the look of determination and confidence that he would use to crush his enemies and any who opposed him.  It was a sort of mantra that he said to himself to prepare for whatever came at him during his day. 
 
    “Of course you have my support, but who will we be fighting?” he asked cautiously.  He was uneasy about the way she carried herself.  This was not the doe-eyed woman who criticized him for throwing Mark into the Realm of Fire and treating his servants poorly.  This was a woman who would watch the world burn in order to achieve her objectives. 
 
    “You were the only one who wanted me, the real me.  Everyone else was content to lock me away and never think about me again.  Even Gabriel refused to let me out, even though he had made the contract with you.  You were the only one willing to break the rules to return me to my former glory.  Now it is time to remind the Council and the Heavenly Angels that I was never to be silenced and removed from my duties.  They will learn their place in all of this with your help and they will think twice about trying to silence me again.  They want to call me the Destroyer, so they will face the real Destroyer,” she smiled cruelly. 
 
    Lucifer rarely felt afraid; it was an emotion he preferred to use on his enemies.  Feeling fear meant that he was facing an opponent that he could not lie to, manipulate or kill.  The Destroyer was such a person and in her current state, she was certainly one to be feared. 
 
    It took great effort to show his approval and interest in her plan rather than his concern, but he accomplished the task.  While her words tempted him to stand by her side and watch the Council kneel before them, deep in his heart he knew this was not the right thing to do.  If he stood by her side, he would become a Rogue. 
 
    “They will certainly understand their mistake and learn never to do it again,” he nodded. 
 
    She seemed pleased by his answer.  She turned to leave, but stumbled to a stop.  She looked around the room for a second and whipped around to look at him.  “Why did I come in here?” she muttered to herself.  She suddenly appeared lost and bewildered.  Looking up at him, she squared her shoulders.  “I’m still angry with you.  When I find the words to express exactly how mad I am, you’ll hear from me again.”  She stormed out of the room without another word. 
 
    A chill went through him as he pinched the back of his hand to confirm that this was not a dream.  Anjali didn’t remember the conversation they’d had two seconds prior.  The woman who left the room was definitely not the same woman who had entered it. 
 
    A sense of urgency rose up inside of him.  Something was very wrong with Anjali and he did not know how to fix it without making things worse. 
 
    “Gabriel, I summon you!” he shouted to the ceiling. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Coming Soon 
 
      
 
    The Third Throne: Angel of Illness 
 
      
 
    After centuries of being cut off from her memories of her past lives, Anjali finally has full access to her life as the Bringer of the Apocalypse and the hundreds of lifetimes as a mortal.  Now, she is having trouble deciding who she wants to be.  Is she the scourge that the Council has feared since her creation or the woman who will use her love and compassion to fairly judge the mortals when it is time to start the Apocalypse? 
 
    Solren, the Angel of Illness, has lost his way in the world and must rely on an old friend to help him through the dark days when his mental breakdowns keep him from carrying out his duties as a Predznak.  His mind keeps playing tricks on him and telling him that his friend is not what he appears to be, but can he trust his instincts?  How can he help Anjali heal her fractured mind when he is suffering from the same problem?  Will they both drown in their mania or will they find a way to mend their minds before a notorious enemy destroys everything? 
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