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    “Love never dies a natural death.
It dies because we don't know how to replenish its source.
It dies of blindness and errors and betrayals.
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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Hell, 526 A. D. 
 
    Alazar awoke to the sound of millions of voices screaming out in fear, agony, and anger.  It was the background music that constantly filled his mind while awake or asleep.  He could not escape it no matter what he did.  Hell was where he lived.  It was where he contemplated death, his and his Master’s. 
 
    Why had the Angel of Death been cursed to live in the most dreaded place ever conceived of?  He had not done anything wrong, or at least, nothing bad enough to land his ass in prison, for that is what he considered his assignment in Hell.  The Council had decreed that he and the other Predznak must await her arrival, so that they could join with their Master.  They said that she would come for them.  They said that she would enter the Gates of Hell and claim them, claim him.  Over two thousand years later, he was still desperately attempting to keep the Predznak together, while preventing them from splintering apart, and falling into darkness, without her. 
 
    The same questions plagued his mind.  Why had she not come as promised?  Why had she left them to suffer the pain and humiliation of being forced to live among the wicked mortal souls of the damned?  Would she ever come for them?  He wished he knew the answers. 
 
    The familiar black stone greeted his eyes as he stared up at the ceiling of his small domicile.  It mocked him as it did every morning.  The ceiling was not lit by the warm and inviting sunlight, but the demonic red glow produced by the Realm of Fire that poured in through his window.  The torches in the room only added to the effect, causing shadows to dance and flicker along the ceiling and walls. 
 
    He closed his eyes, refusing to accept that he had to get up and carry out his routine for another day.  Cursing Gabriel’s latest delay, he tried to rally himself.  He was crazy for believing that she would come, yet again allowing hope to swell inside of himself.  He was a fool.  He could not understand why Anjali refused to accept her duties and remained in hiding.  Gabriel’s excuses were becoming redundant and infuriating.  He had always assumed that the Destroyer would want to take up her mantle, but now he was not so sure.  Perhaps her power was uncontrollable as Gabriel claimed, but he refused to believe that she could not control herself long enough to meet with them and explain the problem herself.  He was tired of listening to Gabriel’s elegant speeches.  He wanted to hear the reason from his Master’s mouth. 
 
    Sighing, he reluctantly looked around and realized that he was alone, his bed empty.  Had he dreamt of the warmth and compassion that filled him during the night, or had it been real?  He could not be sure.  Dream and reality were becoming one and the same, one long, terrible nightmare that he could not find peace from.  It was consuming him and slowly destroying him. 
 
    Footsteps from the hallway drew him from his depressing thoughts.  He pulled back the sheets and snatched his black leather pants from the floor, where they had been haphazardly deposited during the evening.  He pulled them on for modesty’s sake only and quietly opened his door.  In the hallway was Aganon, Lucifer’s more tolerable servant, sneaking out of Zacharael’s door.  Aganon had the decency to avoid Alazar’s gaze as he made his way down the hallway of the Annex.  He practically ran past the doors of the other Predznak, back to the safety of the rotunda and Lucifer’s domain.  The Harbinger’s Annex wasn’t safe for anyone, least of all the vermin that served Lucifer.  Since the servant had escaped unscathed and with all of his limbs intact, he knew that the Angel of Desire had finally fallen victim to Lucifer’s will. 
 
    Zacharael’s vow to Alazar drifted through his mind as he clutched the door, threatening to smash the wood to pieces. 
 
    “I vow to you Alazar, I will do what it takes to keep you from falling into madness.  You and I are the last ones sane enough to remember who we are and what our mission is.  I swear to you, my brother, I will not let you stand against the impending darkness alone.  We are in this together.  We will survive.  Our Master will come and we will laugh about this someday.  Things will get better, I promise you.  You are not in this alone.  I will do my best to help you with the others.  They have lost their way and you cannot take on their burdens by yourself.  Do not be afraid to lean on me, brother.  I will support you,” Zacharael had meant the vow, or so Alazar had believed. 
 
    The vow was made in desperation upon hearing the latest delay, but it had given Alazar renewed strength.  He had allowed the Angel of Desire to fill his mind with hope and his body with passion.  Now, no less than twelve hours had passed since the vow had been uttered, and it seemed that Zacharael’s words were nothing more than a lie to feel a moment’s passing pleasure.  Alazar had been an idiot to listen to his brother’s hollow promises.  Desire only cared about himself and his next high.  Lucifer understood Zacharael’s weakness and it seemed the devil had finally exploited it.  Lucifer was his new Master now and Alazar was indeed alone with no ally in sight. 
 
    Alazar tugged at his black hair as he contemplated the sad state of the Predznak.  If they could no longer rely on each other, how could their Master believe that they could follow her and fulfill their duties when she was ready to end the world?  The real reason that their Master had refused to come became apparent in a blinding moment of clarity.  She did not want them.  Who would, aside from Lucifer?  None of them were capable of getting through a single night without betraying another.  She had waited too long and now it was too late.  The Predznak were beyond repair. 
 
    Alazar realized that his worst fear had come true.  The Destroyer wanted them to remain in Hell, in their prison cells.  She would not have to deal with them as long as Lucifer reigned over them and Serena kept them distracted.  She was probably planning to allow Lucifer to take them as his servants, so that she could start over with new angels.  The new Predznak would be loyal to her and not teetering on the edge of becoming completely evil. 
 
    They were all sitting in Hell, stupidly believing Gabriel’s apologies, complacent and docile, while the evil slowly battered their minds so that Lucifer could force them into submission.  The Predznak would have to stay in Hell for eternity serving Lucifer. 
 
    When they had arrived in Hell, they were the ones in charge.  They told Lucifer what to do.  Lucifer feared them so he let them do as they pleased, but over time, the Predznak had become depressed and despondent without their Master to guide them.  The evils of Hell eroded their minds and consumed them.  Their resistance slipped away and apathy set in.  Lucifer took advantage of their altered states.  He preyed upon their weakness and manipulated them in their diminished condition, until he practically ruled them.  Alazar had remained stronger than the rest, but he couldn’t protect the others all the time.  He too had started to suffer from the darkness that permeated Hell.  It was only a matter of time before Lucifer broke their minds and crushed their resistance so that they would willingly take him as their rightful Master. 
 
    Alazar’s fevered brain envisioned what life would be like if they stayed and were forced to do Lucifer’s bidding.  Being bound to Lucifer, they would become helpless puppets that bowed to his every urge like Aganon and Lucifer’s other servants, or worse.  They would be chained to the walls, locked in Celestial Bonds, with no means of escape.  They would be trapped. 
 
    He turned and looked at his stained glass window, pondering the image.  It depicted the sun rising over the clouds as dusk turned into morning.  He had witnessed the real thing every day while in Heaven.  He had commissioned it to remind him of who he was, or at least, who he used to be.  He was no longer the angel that stood at the edge of Heaven watching the sun rise, ready to rejoice in a new day.  That version of him was dead, replaced by someone who no longer cared about sunrises or new beginnings, someone consumed with the finality of things.  He was too busy tempting the mortals to end their lives, or the lives of those around them, to stare up at the sky with wonder and awe. 
 
    Stepping up to the window, he looked out over the Realms of Torture, places that he knew intimately.  It was time to take a stand.  He refused to stay.  If he didn’t leave this foul place, then he would end up like Zacharael, a lap dog to Lucifer.  The thought burned in his mind and lit a fire inside of him.  He needed to take control of his own destiny and decide what he wanted.  His Master and the Council be damned, he needed to start thinking and acting for himself. 
 
    He sat on the windowsill, as he had countless times before, but this time he contemplated his future, without his Master and without the Predznak. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    “Alazar, you are not in your right mind.  Think this through.  The Council will hunt you down and kill you for failing to obey them.  The Predznak must wait for the Destroyer in Hell.  If you abandon your post, you will be going against their orders,” Lucifer’s threat was cold and calculating.  It was a low blow for him to quote anything the Council said, given that he hated them as much as Alazar did. 
 
    Alazar avoided eye contact with Elrick, Sacha, Rayan, Aeries, Solren, Haydn, Tristan, Balthazar, and most of all, Zacharael, as they looked at him questioningly.  He hadn’t told any of the Predznak that he was planning to leave, though he doubted any of them would be stupid enough to stay, even if threatened by the Council.  Any one of them could take on the Celestial Warriors, along with Michael, and live to see another day.  They didn’t need Alazar’s protection.  If he were being honest with himself, he needed protection from them most days. 
 
    Ignoring the Predznak, Alazar waited for Lucifer to make his move.  Lucifer looked like a tyrant lording over them from his Skull Throne as the fire from the massive and intimidating fireplace roared behind him.  He stared down from his marble dais at Alazar with his black uncaring eyes, which only fueled Alazar’s anger.  The former Morningstar, Alazar’s brother, was actively trying to destroy the Predznak for his own selfish purposes and the Council was complacently allowing it. 
 
    Alazar wasn’t upset that Lucifer and he were not friends since they had never gotten along in Heaven.  The little tattletale loved telling Father about Alazar’s less than holy activities, but he had never actually hurt him.  Now the devil was looking at him with disdain, trying to decide how he wanted to respond to Alazar’s announcement that he was leaving Hell.  Lucifer could very well order his Fallen Angels to take him into custody and charge him with abandoning his post, along with any Predznak who joined him.  Given Lucifer’s amused posture and smirk, it was entirely possible that Lucifer would let him walk right out the door, though Alazar doubted it. 
 
    Alazar quickly assessed the occupants of the Throne Room to determine the best plan of action if a fight did ensue.  The two other Heads of Hell, Hades to Lucifer’s right, and Serena to his left would pose a problem, but he was confident that they could be subdued.  Lucifer’s servants Aganon and Hector, who were hovering behind his throne, would be easy enough to deal with.  Azazel, Lucifer’s Lead Punisher, would be a pleasure to maim.  He had suffered often in the realms under Azazel’s orders.  Dmitri, Reese, and Vaughn, positioned in front of the dais, were worthy adversaries, but they were used to punishing helpless mortals or capturing them when they tried to escape.  It had been a long time since any of them had fought someone stronger than a false god or a Rogue Angel.  Crevan, the Head Guard of the Hall of Shadows, could present a problem, since it was likely that Crevan would drag him and shackle him in the Hall of Shadows for the rest of eternity.  While he was prepared to fight his way out, he knew that Hell would never survive a fight between the Fallen and the Predznak. 
 
    The Fallen Angels were a force to be reckoned with, mired in darkness with no positive emotions left in them.  They were the punishers of the damned souls in Hell and they undeniably had fighting skills, but they were no match for the deadliest angels ever created.  The Predznak weren’t created to punish mortals or to sit upon high and rule over the masses, like the Heavenly Angels.  The Predznak were the Harbingers of the Bringer of the Apocalypse, the angels who tempted the mortals who had failed to choose a path for themselves, the path of good or the path of evil.  The Predznak would force them to make a decision during the end of days, and send them to their final destination, Heaven or Hell. 
 
    The Predznak carried inside of them the power to persuade mortals to commit the worst sins.  Deception turned the mortals against each other, instead of rising above the lies they told.  Desire clouded their minds and made them obsess over petty things instead of focusing on living a good life.  Vengeance was the mantra uttered by the wicked seeking retribution against their enemies rather than forgiving them.  Agony crippled those too weak to rise above their misery.  Fear made them forget rational thought and rush into dangerous situations.  Anger inspired them to hate each other and start wars rather than choosing to live in peace and harmony.  Hunger forced them to fight for their personal needs instead of sharing with their fellow man and taking care of each other.  Illness drove the sanity from the mortal minds too weak to withstand it.  Distrust manipulated them to fight against their loved ones when they should rely upon them.  Then of course, Death persuaded them to commit murder and end their miserable existences by their own hand, instead of fighting for the precious gift of life that God had granted them. 
 
    While they had been created to tempt the mortals, they could easily use their power against anyone with a soul, even the tarnished souls of the Fallen Angels.  Their abilities, coupled with their fighting prowess, made them unstoppable.  No one survived when they went up against a Predznak, though most were not stupid enough to engage them in battle. 
 
    Lucifer watched passively as the ten angels before him looked to their leader for the final decision.  He was happy to see the Predznak leave his Hell, but was annoyed because he had plans for them, which included watching them destroy the world as they unleashed their collective power.  The problem was that they were impossible to control.  They were unruly, undisciplined, and a complete pain in the ass.  He’d been optimistic about Alazar and his band of misfits when they had first arrived, but none of them knew how to play well with others or take orders. 
 
    “I am done with the Council’s orders and I will never bow to you, Lucifer.  I have waited long enough in this abysmal hole.  The Destroyer is not coming.  I have accepted that.  The Council cannot expect us to wait any longer.  They have ignored us for too long.  Once I find Gabriel, I’m going to force him to tell me the location of the Destroyer, and then I am going to confront my would-be Master.  I am done putting up with your treatment of us.  We have suffered because of you and your little psychopath Serena for too long.  I am leaving,” Alazar decreed.  “If the rest of the Predznak want to stay, then they are your problem.” 
 
    “Good luck finding the Destroyer, Alazar.  Gabriel will defend her with his dying breath,” Lucifer chuckled.  He knew all too well that Gabriel would never give up his daughter’s location.  Anjali was quite safe from Death.  Gabriel was a fierce warrior who could handle the likes of Alazar, easily. 
 
    “Then he will die and I will find her on my own,” Alazar smiled.  He was looking forward to taking his wrath out on the protector of the Destroyer.  He knew that his Master would not be able to hide for long if Gabriel were dead. 
 
    Alazar ignored the shocked looks from the other Predznak.  He had also failed to mention his plan to hunt down their Master by seeking out Gabriel for fear that they would protest. 
 
    “What is the matter Aleepoo, you do not want to play with me anymore?” Serena pouted and pretended to wipe a tear from her cheek. 
 
    Serena was beautiful, cruel, and crazier than any angel he had ever met, including Solren, the Angel of Illness.  She was Lucifer’s hatchet man, or woman.  She doled out punishments to the Fallen who had stepped out of line, or anyone else she felt like hurting.  Lucifer had trouble controlling her, so he had finally stopped trying.  A session with Serena and you would pray for death.  The problem was she did not simply cause physical pain.  As the Former Angel of Insight, she had a special talent of being able to invade an angel’s mind to torture him with whatever he truly hated. 
 
    She resided in the Hall of Mirrors and creatively used the mirrors as a torture device.  The petite blonde monster would chain an angel to the ceiling and cause them to decay slowly over time while they watched their beauty fade as the pain of death crept into every corner of their body.  It was a torture no one wanted to be subjected to, but it was not the worst one that she had to offer.  If she truly hated someone, she would chain him to her bed and have her way with him, whether or not he complied.  The Predznak were always at the top of her list for such a punishment.  Alazar, Sacha, Tristan, Elrick, and Haydn were her favorites.  Alazar wanted to remove her head so that he would never again have to endure the feeling of her body against him.  Then he would shred her nightmare black gown.  Perhaps then, he would have a decent night’s sleep without seeing her hideous form tormenting him.  He considered taking her head as a trophy before he left, especially if Lucifer declared war against him. 
 
    Alazar cringed at the sound of her overly sweet and depraved voice.  He would kill himself if he stayed a minute longer, or rather, he would force the Heads of Hell to destroy each other, while he made his exit.  He knew none of them would survive, which gave him the advantage.  The three Heads of Hell would be stupid to try to stand in his way.  Even if the Predznak did not want to leave for fear of repercussions, they would be more than happy to wage a war against Lucifer and his lackeys for the sheer fun of it. 
 
    Alazar flinched at his thoughts.  If he killed the Heads of Hell, he would be declared a Rogue Angel only to be hunted and killed by Michael.  He was so close to the edge that one more step would mean turning his back on Father.  He needed to keep his head on straight and survive this. 
 
    “Serena, I would rather live in the Realm of Fire than be near you a second longer,” Alazar sneered and looked away from her. 
 
    “That can be arranged,” she smiled maniacally. 
 
    Hades leaned forward and cleared his throat.  “Alazar, while I would love nothing more than to see you in the Realm of Fire till the end of your days, you cannot simply walk out of here.  You have been given an order and you must obey it.  If you leave, the Council will declare you a rogue and hunt you to your death.  On second thought, I will escort you out,” Hades rose from his black metal throne, happy to help the Predznak flee from Hell. 
 
    Lucifer motioned for Hades to sit.  Lucifer was enjoying the show too much.  “Go on then, take your chances with the Council.  Know that I will notify them of your absence immediately.  I suggest you find a very deep hole to hide in, dear brothers.  Michael will not waste any time in hunting each of you down and dragging you back here.  He hates you almost as much as I do,” Lucifer chuckled, knowing it was the truth.  Not that he really wanted them back in Hell, but he wanted to see the look of fear on Alazar’s face at the mention of their Father’s attack dog Michael.  Oddly, fear never came to Alazar’s face; the only thing he saw was an unwavering look of determination. 
 
    “Let him come and find me, I’ll make sure that he sees the ocean, or the forest, or his beloved sky just before I make him fall upon his own sword.  Make sure you tell him that for me.” With that, Alazar stormed out of the Throne Room, followed by the other Predznak. 
 
    “Do not come back or I will let Serena keep you as her own personal pet,” Lucifer yelled as Serena clapped gleefully at the prospect of having Alazar to play with, permanently.  That threat alone would keep them from returning. 
 
    Alazar walked across the bridge to the castle rotunda and prepared himself for the onslaught of Fallen rushing to subdue him, but they never came.  Apparently, Lucifer was smarter than he looked.  By allowing him to leave, Lucifer fully expected the Celestial Warriors to kill him.  Alazar was excited by the thought of playing with the warriors. 
 
    Tristan, the Angel of Fear, muttered as he twisted his fingers and fretted behind him.  “Do you think this is wise, brother?  Michael will seek us out and demand that we return.  I will follow you, but I cannot come back here, none of us can.  We would not survive a second banishment to this awful place,” Tristan sniffled.  Every day was a torturous experience for Tristan and while he was grateful to be leaving, he needed assurances from his leader that he did not have to enter the Gates of Hell ever again. 
 
    “I said we were done here and I meant it, Fear.  If we do not leave now, we will be stuck here forever.  I know you do not want that.  I will seek out our absent Master, kill her, and we will all be free.  Hide yourself away until it is safe, and then you can live your life as you see fit,” Alazar smirked as they walked through the castle for the last time in the foreseeable future. 
 
    “Wait, you are going alone?  What about us?  What are we to do in your absence?” Tristan was agitated by the thought.  On a good day, he needed Alazar’s assistance every five minutes.  He had admitted to himself long ago that his own decisions could not be trusted.  He needed Alazar’s guidance to do the simplest of tasks.  He was consumed by his own temptation and fearful of everything.  Alazar was the only one that could successfully get him through the day. 
 
    Alazar stopped mid step and turned on his heel to face Tristan, who tripped to a halt and cowered before him. 
 
    He looked directly at Tristan and saw the huddled mess that remained of his once powerful brother.  It killed him to see Tristan staring at the ground, shaking at the thought of being on his own, but he could not complete his task with Tristan sniveling next to him.  His compassion was finally at an end.  Tristan would be better off without him, if not safer. 
 
    “Let me make this clear to you, Tristan.  I am done, not only with Hell, but with everyone and everything.  I am going alone because I do not want to deal with you or anyone else,” he glared at all of the Predznak who looked either confused or angry.  “I do not want to lead this group of lunatics any more.  You are all crazy and incapable of handling your own temptations.  The darkness is overtaking me quickly.  I can no longer manage your insanity and my own.  It is best for us to separate.  I fear that if we stay together, we will only do more damage.  Besides, I need my own space, my own breathing room.  I am tired of babysitting all of you.  I am done!” Alazar yelled and waved his hands frantically. 
 
    Zacharael cleared his throat to speak, but Alazar held out his hand to stop him.  He saw the bruises and cuts on Zacharael’s face for the first time and winced.  Lucifer had obviously beaten him badly, but Zacharael should not have submitted to Lucifer.  It turned Alazar’s stomach to know that he had not protected Zacharael, but in the end, his brother was too weak to withstand the Angel of Darkness.  Zacharael was the first to crumble, and the others would soon follow.  This was his wake up call.  He needed to put as much distance between himself and Hell as he could. 
 
    “I do not want to hear a word out of your mouth, Desire.  Our vow is broken, you saw to that.  You are dead to me,” Alazar growled as he stared down Zacharael.  He did not need to hear Zacharael’s sweet and empty promises.  Nothing he said would change Alazar’s mind. 
 
    Desire opened his mouth to speak, but Alazar turned his back on him and continued along the hallway toward freedom. 
 
    Elrick, the Angel of Hunger, matched Alazar’s pace as they descended the second floor staircase.  “Are you sure about this, brother?  I understand wanting to leave, I am in agreement with you.  I can no longer tolerate it.  Lucifer threatens my safety constantly.  I am denied peace and must be ever vigilant so that I can survive.  I grow weary here.  However, I ask you, should our Master die?  While I can no longer accept her as our Master because of all that she had denied us, can we truly demand her head?  I need to know that we are doing the right thing.  Is there no hope?” Elrick asked in an even voice.  He put his hands on Alazar’s shoulders for support. 
 
    Alazar paused and looked at his once elegant brother.  He could see the weariness in his blue eyes and the despair etched into his beautiful features.  The tall dirty blonde angel in front of him hardly compared to the Heavenly version that once swayed any angel who listened to him to consider his opinion.  They were all suffering and it was up to him to find a solution.  While he could not stand to be around the Predznak any longer, he felt that he owed it to them to find a solution to their problem.  Freeing them from Anjali would be his last act as their leader. 
 
    “Elrick, we are wasting away here.  I can see it in your eyes.  You have lost faith too.  You know as well as I do that she is not coming.  She is never coming.  I fear that she does not want us.  She failed us Elrick.  I think we can argue that point with the Council.  We agreed to live here because they promised that she would come for us.  The Council has lied to us, Gabriel has lied to us, and Anjali has turned her back on us.  She does not want to be the Destroyer.  She has done this to herself.  While she is not an angel, she is the one who has gone rogue.  We have done everything that the Council has asked of us.  We tempt the mortals, we live in Hell, and we resist Lucifer.  How many times have their vows to us been broken, how many delays have there been?  I am merely doing what the Council refuses to do.  I want her and Gabriel to accept the consequences of their actions.  By denying us, she has gone against the Council and needs to be punished.  We both know what can happen if the Destroyer goes rogue.  It’s better to have a dead Destroyer, than a Rogue Destroyer,” Alazar could not be glib with Elrick.  Elrick was too even keeled to yell at or to hate. 
 
    “I have feared the same thing.  I have requested on many occasions to speak to her, to tell her about our distressed state and each time I am denied.  I agree.  She is not coming.  I think the Council is biding their time until they figure out what to do with us.  I assure you; whatever they decide will not bode well for any of us.  I admit that I have contemplated escape before.  Whenever I go to the Mortal Realm to tempt, I must force myself to return.  My resolve will not last much longer.  My morals are nearly gone and I know that they will erode even further if we stay.  I wish that we could stay together, but I do not want to be a burden to you or the other Predznak.  I know your decision must have been a difficult one to make, but I am glad that you had the strength to make it.  I fully support your decision to kill our Master and Gabriel, if needed.  Be well brother, and good luck to you,” Elrick quickly hugged his brother and nodded his goodbye to the others. 
 
    Alazar was grateful for Elrick’s moment of clarity.  Had Elrick asked him to reconsider and keep everyone together, he might very well have caved.  It was hard to deny Elrick when he pleaded his case and spoke passionately about something.  He was charismatic, unlike Alazar, and should have been the leader of their crew.  For the first time in forever, Alazar regretted accepting the position of leader. 
 
    Alazar stood tall, having received Elrick’s blessing to eliminate their Master.  Elrick was the smartest of them all and the one he turned to for advice in times of need, before he went mad.  If Elrick agreed with his logic, then he knew that he had made the right choice. 
 
    Aeries grabbed Alazar by the front of his shirt before he could step onto the first floor staircase and slammed him into the wall.  Alazar should have known better than to believe that the Angel of Anger would not put up some sort of a fight.  It was what he lived for. 
 
    Staring Alazar down, Aeries growled.  “You are going to kill Anjali?  I always thought that I would be the one to do it.  I do not accept your claim on her.  It should be me.” 
 
    Despite being slightly offended that Aeries was questioning his right to kill their Master, he too had always believed that Aeries would carry out the task.  He was sincerely surprised that Anjali was still alive.  Aeries had been the most vocal about the delays in their Master’s arrival.  Numerous threats had been issued against Gabriel and Anjali regarding their decision to push back the awaited date, time and again.  Gabriel was lucky that he still had the use of his legs and should be grateful to Alazar for keeping Aeries in check for this long.  He pondered the image of Aeries striking down their Master, but somehow it did not feel right.  Deep down something told him that the honor fell to him, not Aeries. 
 
    Alazar shoved Aeries into the wall.  The maniac had snapped Alazar’s collarbone again, but he shook off the pain.  He stalked toward Aeries, who was amused by his aggressive stance and behavior.  Alazar was nearly a foot shorter and several inches narrower in physique than Anger.  He had always been baffled as to why Aeries actually followed his orders and listened to his speeches, most of the time.  Aeries was more of a leader than Alazar could ever be, when Aeries was not threatening to attack everyone. 
 
    “You will listen to me, Aeries.  If I find out that you went after Anjali, I will personally make your death painful and without honor.  Back off, Anger.  She is mine.  Are we clear?” Alazar did his best to look intimidating, which appeared to be a poor attempt based on Aeries’ condescending smirk. 
 
    Aeries was shaking and snarling with his fists clenched.  He was straining to keep himself under control and not punch Alazar.  His dark brown hair covered his murky brown eyes, making him look more menacing than usual.  “If you are leaving us, then I no longer have to follow your orders.  I will find the girl and kill her myself.  She must be punished for leaving us to rot in this place!” 
 
    “I agree that she must be punished, but not by you,” Alazar replied calmly.  He moved closer to Aeries and stared into his eyes. 
 
    He hated using his power against Aeries, but he knew it was the only way to stop him from hunting Anjali.  He allowed the cold, icy feeling of death to overtake him.  He knew his blue eyes were bright and glowing as he stared down his violence-prone brother.  He did not go far enough to make Aeries see the peace of death, only the threat of knowing the end was close.  It was a reminder that the Bringer of Death outranked the Bringer of War.  As one of the four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, Aeries was definitely the strongest, but Alazar was far deadlier.  Alazar doubted that the remaining Horseman, Solren, would challenge him since the Fourth Horseman, Elrick, had given his blessing.  Of course, Solren was so lost to illness that he often forgot that they were supposed to have a Master. 
 
    “Swear to me that you will leave her be.  As the leader of the Predznak, I alone should have the honor of confronting our Master and killing her,” Alazar held his head high. 
 
    Aeries held Alazar’s death gaze for as long as possible, but finally turned his head and closed his eyes.  He shook his head, trying to dispel the feelings associated with death.  He was not willing to die solely because he wanted to destroy their Master.  Let Death worry about her. 
 
    “I swear that I will leave Anjali to you,” Aeries growled low in this throat. 
 
    Aeries swore and admitted defeat as he stepped back out of Alazar’s path.  He nodded curtly to Alazar, effectively saying that he relinquished his claim on Anjali and that Alazar would be the one to hunt their Master, without interference from him. 
 
    Alazar felt slightly guilty for using his power on a fellow Predznak and decided that he did not need Anger taking his head once they left.  “I am sorry, Aeries; I have no quarrel with you.  I just feel that it should be me.” 
 
    Aeries hefted out a breath and nodded.  “May you accomplish your mission, brother.” 
 
    Alazar braced himself as he turned and locked eyes with his least favorite brother, Sacha.  He fully expected something vile to come from his personal nemesis’ mouth.  He raised his eyebrow.  Depending on the next words uttered by the Angel of Deception, he might very well break his vow against killing a Predznak. 
 
    “I hope you burn in whatever Hell you end up in and I hope that I am there to watch.  I thought you were stronger than this.  Leaders do not give up when things get tough, they take a stand,” Sacha sneered and spat on the ground in front of Alazar. 
 
    Alazar nearly laughed.  He had expected worse from the purveyor of lies and misdirection.  Sacha must have been truly upset to speak the truth to Alazar.  “Not one of your best threats, but I will take it.  How is it that you did not see this coming?  You have lost your edge, Deception.  You should have known that Gabriel and Anjali would continue to string us along until they could be rid of us.  Gabriel has lied every time that he set a new arrival date.  Each time he promises that she will be ready, and each time he returns alone with more apologizes.  I cannot take any more apologies, Sacha,” Alazar slammed his fist into the wall next to Sacha’s head. 
 
    Sacha brushed off bits of stone from his shoulder and grimaced.  “I am frustrated as well, but Gabriel has not lied, of that I am sure.  I do not know what is going on, but Gabriel has been sincere.  Maybe she really needs more time, or maybe she does not want to honor Gabriel’s deal with Lucifer.  Who would want to sit at Lucifer’s left hand and rule from the third throne?  Serena would certainly have a problem with that.  Perhaps it has nothing to do with us, Alazar.  Have you considered that?  We should be patient and request to speak with her again.  I do not think she should die because she has misgivings about living in Hell with the devil,” Sacha watched Alazar examine his bloody fist with mild disregard. 
 
    “If she does not want to honor the deal, I can accept that, but why not come for us?  The deal should not prevent her from claiming us,” Alazar snarled. 
 
    “I do not have the answers, Alazar; I only know that Gabriel has not lied.  There must be a reason for the delays,” Sacha huffed, annoyed that his reckless brother was about to doom them all. 
 
    “You have always defended her and Gabriel, which makes me believe that you knew Gabriel was lying.  You would love nothing more than to watch us suffer.  She has given up on us, which is clear, so I have to ask you, why should I not give up?  There is nothing left to fight for except our freedom.  Time is our enemy and if you get in my way, then so are you,” Alazar smirked.  He knew he was baiting Sacha into a fight, but he wanted things settled before he left. 
 
    Sacha flexed his muscles as his jaw ticked.  He held his tongue despite all the things he wanted to say to their less-than-impressive leader.  “Though I hate you, I will not stand in your way.  I will not be sad to see you go.  Yet, I do not agree that the girl should die.  I want you to reconsider this course of action,” Sacha kicked a piece of stone, frustrated that they were in this position. 
 
    “I do not believe that you will merely step aside and stay out of my way.  That is not within your nature.  You say one thing and do the opposite.  I fully expect you to thwart me at every turn, until you try to put a knife through my heart.  At least I know where we stand.  Agree or disagree, I am going to kill her,” saluting, Alazar turned and forgot that the blonde warrior existed. 
 
    On a high from winning his fights with Aeries and Sacha, Alazar pushed the heavy fire-scorched wooden doors of the castle and stepped onto the pathway that wound through the Realms of Torture, glaring at anyone with a death wish that looked in his direction.  The Fallen all averted their eyes and went back to their tasks of inflicting pain on the souls in the realms.  Even Sebastian, the Records Keeper, and Gatekeeper of Hell, stepped aside as they made their way through the Hall of Winds to the tunnel that would lead them to the Mortal Realm. 
 
    With each step, Alazar felt his burdens lighten.  Lucifer would be a distant memory.  Hell would be nothing more than a bad dream. 
 
    Haydn stepped in front of Alazar, crossed his arms, and formed an effective obstacle.  “I do not believe you.  You have threatened to leave before.  You have never been able to do it.  Why should I trust you now?” 
 
    Alazar rolled his head and stretched his injured shoulder, searching for the patience to speak to the Angel of Distrust.  “Do you not get it Haydn; your conspiracy theories were spot on.  We are on our own.  It is time to end this charade before they shackle us and chain us in the Hall of Shadows.  While I understand that you do not trust me because I have threatened on more than one occasion to walk away from this nightmare, know that I am really doing it this time.  There is nothing here for me anymore.  I can no longer trust anyone or myself.  We finally have something in common.  Just think, you will finally be able to sleep through the night knowing that our deceitful Master is dead and no longer able to harm us,” Alazar smiled sarcastically and put his hand on Haydn’s shoulder in mock solidarity only to shove him out of the way.  He forcefully stepped forward and increased his pace. 
 
    “I knew I was right,” Haydn muttered as he quickly followed Alazar. 
 
    Alazar chuckled, knowing that Haydn would probably race him to the Gates of Hell to be free. 
 
    Solren, the Angel of Illness, muttered to himself behind Alazar.  His many voices were arguing with each other, as usual.  “I’m confused by his words.  Are we really leaving?  They told us to stay, so we should stay.  They will not let us leave.  How will she find us?  Do we want her to find us?  Things will be easier without Alazar constantly telling us what to do.  I will miss him.  I hope he dies.  The Master will be dead.  Do we want her dead?  What do you think we should do?” 
 
    Alazar lost his patience as Solren’s multitude of personalities battled for their final assessment of the situation.  He turned to face his fractured brother and grabbed him by the shoulders.  As usual, Solren ignored him, too consumed by his own internal debate.  He shook Solren and tried to capture his eyes to get his attention.  It was pointless to speak until Solren acknowledged him. 
 
    Finally, the lanky angel snapped out of his quandary and focused on Alazar.  His green eyes regarded Alazar more as a distraction.  He looked at Alazar as if he was surprised to see him. 
 
    “Illness, will you decide on one thing, one singular thought from all of you, just this one time?” Alazar asked the broken angel. 
 
    Solren seemed to understand Alazar’s question, which was a miracle in and of itself.  He tilted his head back and forth, causing his long brown hair to fall across his face, as if he was listening to music that no one else could hear.  Finally, he focused on Alazar, seemingly clear headed.  “Screw you, Alazar.” 
 
    At least all the voices agreed on something.  He was not sure if Solren was upset because they were leaving Hell, parting ways, or planning to kill their Master.  Either way, Solren did not elaborate, so Alazar nodded his head, grateful to end the conversation. 
 
    Balthazar, an angel of few words, looked at Alazar with disappointment in his brown eyes. 
 
    “We are not going to have a problem, are we Vengeance?” Alazar asked tentatively.  Of all the Predznak, he was most concerned about crossing Balthazar and having to look over his shoulder for the rest of eternity. 
 
    Alazar braced himself.  If Balthazar chose to stand against him, the array of weapons hidden throughout his leather attire would easily spill enough of his blood to kill him.  Balthazar looked fierce with his scarred face and shaved head.  Not one to smile, his arms were crossed as he contemplated Alazar with his unsettling gaze.  There were times when Alazar preferred Aeries’ attack style, which was bold and aggressive, compared to Balthazar’s strategically plotted revenge.  He would wait centuries to dole out a punishment and hit someone when they least expected it.  He could very well try to kill Alazar on the spot for something he had done in the past. 
 
    “You know that I care nothing for Anjali and that I do not need a Master.  If you fail to kill her, I will have little choice but to finish the task myself.  I do not need her hunting me.  I accept that we are leaving and that our Master will soon be dead,” Balthazar nodded his head. 
 
    Alazar breathed a sigh of relief, grateful to have gotten Balthazar’s approval for both plans.  He was about to speak when Balthazar suddenly punched him in the gut. 
 
    “You know what that was for,” Balthazar whispered in his ear. 
 
    Alazar swore to himself, but did not bother trying to figure out the reason for the punch.  He rarely remembered the imagined slights that Balthazar considered offenses.  He was merely happy that it was a fist and not a sword that doled out his revenge and that the offense had apparently been minor. 
 
    He straightened up and gasped for air.  He shook off what he hoped was the last of the blows from his brothers.  “I fully accept that if I fail to kill her, you will personally see to it, Balthazar.” 
 
    Balthazar grunted and stepped away. 
 
    The Angel of Agony appeared in front of him and snickered.  “This moment will haunt you for a long time to come.  It will weigh upon you and crush you.  I hope that you enjoy the suffering that you are inflicting upon everyone, including yourself.  If you kill her, you will be damned forever.  You will never know peace.  Regret will be your only friend,” Rayan spoke calmly and clearly, before he backhanded Alazar in the jaw. 
 
    Alazar groaned, but recovered quickly from the blow, which surprisingly hurt less than Balthazar’s punch considering that Rayan was infamous for inflicting intolerable pain. 
 
    Rayan, the portent of doom, was well known for his prophecies of pain and misery, which he often assisted in fulfilling.  Alazar could have predicted with 100% accuracy Rayan’s last words to him, as well as the ensuing blow, though Alazar was taken aback by his sudden lucidity.  Rayan was normally as altered as Tristan or Solren. 
 
    “I am not sure why you suddenly decided to join the real world, but I am telling you that I do not care.  I am currently damned and killing her will hopefully change that.  The only way I will ever know peace is if I leave this accursed place and make sure that I never return.  If I kill her and convince the Council that I was in the right, then I can be free.  You should be helping me instead of threatening me,” Alazar snapped, frustrated by Agony.  He should be the first in line to enact Alazar’s plan and be free from the misery of his temptation. 
 
    “You have always seen her as the problem rather than the solution.  Your selfishness will be your downfall, as well as ours,” Rayan shook his head wearily. 
 
    “She cannot be the solution if she is not here to help us.  That is the sad reality of the problem.  I was like you in the beginning, I wanted her to come to help us, but I am done waiting Rayan.  This is the only course of action left to me.  Now, you are either with me or against me.  It is your choice,” Alazar was tired of fighting Lucifer, the Council, and his own brothers.  He needed to move on from this abysmal life. 
 
    Rayan stared at Alazar for a moment, and then hung his head submissively, causing his wavy brown hair to cover his bleak black eyes.  This was the Rayan he knew, the one who wallowed in defeat and wore his temptation like a shroud. 
 
    He dismissed the morose angel with a wave of his hand.  He had thought long and hard about his decision and nothing was going to change his mind.  Even if their Master appeared before him and begged him to stay, he would slice her in half and never think about her again. 
 
    “I beg you to reconsider,” Tristan shook when he thought about going into the Mortal Realm alone. 
 
    “No,” Alazar snapped, his patience gone.  “Goodbye, dear brothers,” he glared at each face before him and disappeared into the tunnel to the Mortal Realm. 
 
    He would forever remember the looks of hurt, betrayal, anger, and fear on his brother’s faces.  Leaving them to fend for themselves was probably the wrong thing to do, but honestly, he did not care.  He was better off without them; of that, he was sure. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Gabriel admired the most scenic and peaceful area that he knew, the Preikestolen in Norway.  He was relieved that he had made the decision to push back the date, once again, to hand his beloved daughter over to Lucifer.  How was he supposed to deliver someone so innocent and caring to a monster who knew nothing of kindness?  He was responsible for taking care of the girl and ensuring her well-being.  He kicked himself for making the deal that would send her to Hell.  What had he been thinking?  He made the conscious decision right then and there never to hand her over.  Screw Lucifer and forget the Predznak, they could live without her.  She was too precious to be destroyed, not only by her own abilities, but also by the maniacs whom she was meant to command.  They would tear her apart.  Lucifer could keep the Predznak occupied for eternity for all he cared. 
 
    The sound of feathers rustling indicated that he was no longer alone. 
 
    “Greetings, Gabriel.  I have a message from Raphael, though you are not going to like it,” Mark said as he appeared behind him. 
 
    Gabriel closed his eyes and sighed, taking in the last moment of peace afforded him before the impending storm ruined his happy mood.  It could be any number of problems, but he knew it was about Hell since Mark was their liaison and he clearly was not there to enjoy the scenery. 
 
    “Before you speak, if it is about Lucifer being angry with me for pushing the date back, please save the swear words and purge them from your mind.  I have already heard all that he has to say on the subject from the previous times I have pushed back the date.  I am sure he called me a coward, a liar, and all manner of foul things,” Gabriel grimaced.  Lucifer was justified in his anger and all that he had said was true enough.  He ran his hands through his black hair for the thousandth time, searching for the strength to continue to be a coward and screw Lucifer over. 
 
    “No brother, well, yes, he is going berserk, but that is not the problem.  Lucifer informed me that the Predznak have left Hell, for good.  Alazar revolted against Lucifer and took the Predznak with him.  Lucifer let them go without a fight, which can only mean that he expects Michael to hunt them.  Raphael is out of his mind.  Gabriel, they were put there for a reason.  Not only were they waiting for their Master, but they were also sent there because they are completely out of control.  The damage that they have caused without Anjali is immeasurable.  We all thought that Anjali would join them soon after being created, but given the issues; they have had to wait too long.  Raphael is fearful that they will destroy the world without her,” Mark said in a rush of words.  He understood the consequences of the Predznak being off their leash without anyone to control them. 
 
    “I never thought I would see the day.  Lucifer has managed to keep them busy and under his boot for so long now that we have become complacent in our treatment of them.  We have forgotten that they are indeed a threat.  Granted, they are supposed to be a threat, but a threat with limitations.  If they are loose in the Mortal Realm, then I fear for the world,” Gabriel gritted his teeth.  This certainly complicated things and it was his fault, a direct result of Anjali being kept from fulfilling her destiny. 
 
    “Indeed.  Raphael is ordering that we find them and make Anjali aware of the situation.  She needs to know what has happened so that she can bind them to her immediately,” Mark waited for Gabriel to jump into action. 
 
    Gabriel hesitated.  It was time to reveal his dreadful secret to one of his favorite brothers. 
 
    “She does not know who they are, let alone who she is,” shame filled Gabriel’s voice. 
 
    “What?  What do you mean she do not know who she is?” Mark was astounded.  Gabriel had lied to him, and to the Council. 
 
    “I needed her to believe that she was a mortal.  She would not have been able to understand the intricacies of why the mortals choose to sin.  She has had fewer outbursts since becoming a mortal and learning from them.  The Mortal Realm has been safer for it.  I kept her ignorant because I fear that if she joins with the Predznak in their current state, they will convince her to unleash her power.  I want to keep her ignorant of the situation until I am sure that she can completely control her power and will not bend to their whims.  You know, as well as I do, that the Council will condemn her to a terrible fate if she unleashes her power on a grand scale again,” Gabriel quickly turned from Mark’s gaping stare. 
 
    “Gabriel, I understand your reasons, but she needs to know.  The Predznak must have a master.  I fear what will happen if they are left to their own devices.  I have seen them Gabriel, more often than you have.  They have fallen further into despair and madness being surround by the evil souls in Hell.  If they were brutal before, they are far worse now.  I dare say that they are the monsters you knew amplified tenfold.  Besides, the Council is demanding it.  To be frank, they are panicking at the thought of those murderers set loose on an unknowing public.  The fallout will be substantial,” Mark implored Gabriel to see reason. 
 
    Gabriel understood what was at stake, and yet he still could not change his decision.  His daughter was too important to the world. 
 
    “The Predznak will settle down after they have blown off some steam, after all they are not Rogues, they are merely angry because of the delay.  We will just have to deal with the fallout,” Gabriel turned to Mark, grabbed his shoulders, and looked him dead in the eye.  “Swear to me brother, you will not tell the Council of my secret.  You will tell the Council that Anjali and I both believe it is inadvisable that she rise up and take possession of the Predznak at this time.  Explain that she knows she is not ready to assume her responsibilities and fears creating a greater problem.  Tell the Council that she is concerned for her angels, but is in no shape to help them now.  She will take possession of the Predznak once she is in control of her power.  She regrets her shortcomings, but that is the reality of the situation.  Let the Celestial Warriors and Michael threaten the Predznak and do their best to curb their outburst.  The Predznak have not crossed a line yet, it is up to the warriors to keep it that way,” Gabriel could see the pain in Mark’s eyes.  He hated putting Mark in this position, but he did not see another way. 
 
    Mark saw the resignation in Gabriel’s eyes.  He knew there was no changing Gabriel’s mind.  It was up to him to either sell the lie to the Council or call Gabriel out in front of them.  He debated which path he should choose.  He knew he should not lie, but he also knew he could not hurt Gabriel by going against him. 
 
    “You know your daughter better than anyone.  I remember her from Heaven.  She was not ready then.  Are you sure that she cannot be prepared to handle the problem?  Can you at least tell her the truth and let her decide?  I do not want to lie.  How can you know that she is not ready, if she does not know anything about our world?” Mark treaded carefully, hoping that Gabriel would concede and speak to the girl.  The odds were good that she would side with Gabriel’s assessment, and then the words would be the truth, start to finish. 
 
    Gabriel understood Mark’s hesitation to speak falsely to the Council.  It was something that they never did.  They may omit things from time to time, as Gabriel had done, but an outright lie was the breeding ground of deceit.  Too many forays into the world of deception and an angel would eventually become a Rogue and strike out at all those they once loved. 
 
    He thought about what it would be like to tell his beautiful, perfect child that she would one day destroy humanity, and to do so meant turning angels into her servants.  The thought was unbearable. 
 
    “No.  I cannot tell her.  She would not understand.  I do not think she will ever understand.  I am sorry, Mark.  If it makes it easier for you, I will inform the other Council Members myself,” Gabriel stood up straight and squared his shoulders.  Raphael would argue with him, but he could handle his brother. 
 
    Mark pondered the offer for a moment.  “I will tell them that neither you, nor Anjali, believe it would help matters if she were to seek out the Predznak.  If you tell them, they will only question you, and you might say something that you would regret,” Mark hated the feeling of the words in his mouth.  They tasted like soot, but for Gabriel, he would say them and say them with conviction. 
 
    “Thank you, Mark,” Gabriel bowed his head to Mark and watched him disappear. 
 
    Gabriel’s stomach twisted at the thought of allowing Mark to lie on his behalf.  He hated himself for his actions, but he knew it was the right decision. 
 
    He turned and looked out over the serene landscape and tried to clear his mind, but it was useless.  Instead, he pictured his daughter’s beautiful face, contorted with tears as he told her the truth about her destiny.  He could not tell her that she was the Destroyer, forced to live in Hell with Lucifer, and become the Master of the Predznak.  He could not bestow any more pain upon her.  She would never forgive him. 
 
    His thoughts were cut short as a fist to his temple forced him sideways to the ground and made thinking impossible. 
 
    He looked up through the blood running from the cut on the side of his face to see whom he needed to kill. 
 
    “Hello, dear brother.  You look well,” Alazar grinned as he squinted in the blessed sunlight and looked down at the angel who was the source of his troubles.  “Where is she?” 
 
   


 
  






Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Boston, Massachusetts 1996 
 
    Anjali walked through the warm sunlight as the breeze fanned out her long black hair.  She missed living in the Mortal Realm; she missed being alive.  Hell was no place for the innocent, although she wasn’t exactly innocent.  She was destined to destroy the mortals and the world they inhabited.  She was supposed to be the hope for the faithful, so that they may one day achieve paradise.  There were days when she didn’t feel very hopeful.  Today was one of those days. 
 
    Even though she enjoyed being in the Mortal Realm, it was a constant reminder of who she was.  Upon receiving Lucifer’s blessing to leave Hell for occasional visits, she saw the world very differently than she had almost three years ago.  Instead of mingling with the crowds and interacting with them, she kept her distance. 
 
    Entering the main entrance of the mall, Anjali watched the shoppers happily wandering around.  There were mothers pushing their strollers, who were kind and doting, fathers who took care of their families, and sinners who caused the entire crowd to part around them, even if the crowd didn’t understand why they instinctively moved away.  Anjali knew their secrets better than anyone.  She could feel their anger and taste their lies.  It amazed her to see the level of deception it took to make the murderers and pedophiles appear to be law-abiding citizens, out for a casual stroll.  The typical criminals were easy to spot, pickpockets, con men, and thieves, but it was the skilled liars that hid themselves beneath polo shirts and khakis.  They were the hardest to identify.  She scanned the sea of faces knowing that she would one-day watch many of them suffer in the Realms of Torture.  There were even a few that she would personally torture in the Realm of Nightmares, where the truly horrific prisoners were punished. 
 
    She attempted to act like any other eighteen year old girl in her stylish jeans, 90210 T-shirt, and black Converse sneakers as she walked through the groups of people window shopping.  She remembered what it was like to be one of them.  She understood life’s difficulties, including how hard it was to make the proper choices.  While she could see their sins, she knew it wasn’t time to condemn them all to death and start an Apocalypse.  It had taken her countless millennia to learn that lesson, and there had been casualties along the way.  She had the ability to unleash what mortals considered “natural disasters.”  She called it the darkness that lived just below the surface, barely contained, and scarier than Hell itself. 
 
    Without warning, she turned and grabbed the young man in the gray hoodie that was following her and ducked into a maintenance alcove. 
 
    “I told Lucifer that I don’t need a babysitter,” she growled as she hurled the tall man with the chestnut hair and blue eyes into the plaster wall. 
 
    His back crashed into the wall, but he managed to keep his balance with his arms.  It always took him by surprise how strong she was.  He quickly stood and adjusted his jacket.  “Like I don’t know that?  Lord Lucifer commands and I do.  You know the consequences of disobeying an order as well as I, My Lady,” Radek bowed slightly, hoping to end the fight before she actually broke his bones. 
 
    Radek was the newest suicide servant created by Lucifer after a number of “mishaps” with his previous servants.  He was lucky to have been given the assignment to stalk Anjali’s every move in the Mortal Realm and be far away from Lucifer and his tendencies toward violence and pain.  Having died within the last decade, he could navigate the Mortal Realm more easily than Lucifer’s remaining servants could. 
 
    She calmed herself, knowing that the servant had little recourse but to follow orders.  She would take it up with Lucifer later.  Lucifer was paranoid that either something would happen to her or that she would flat-out run away, never to return to him.  It bothered her that he didn’t trust her, though she had promised to stay with him. 
 
    “You could at least make yourself useful and get me a hot pretzel,” she said, walking back toward the storefronts. 
 
    “If My Lady wants a hot pretzel, then she should wave her hand and make one appear.  That’s what you people usually do, isn’t it?” he rolled his eyes and took his place next to her. 
 
    “You still haven’t gotten used to being around angels and immortals yet, have you?” Anjali chuckled.  She was still getting used to the idea of being an immortal. 
 
    “Nope,” he shrugged. 
 
    Anjali liked Radek, but she was still leery of him since she had been fooled by Lucifer’s servants before.  Caleb had disobeyed Lucifer and followed Hades’ orders to have her tortured in the realms.  He had died at Lucifer’s hands.  Aganon was currently chained the Realm of Torment, waiting for her to decide what to do with him after he nearly killed her with a Celestial Sword through the chest. 
 
    She thought back to her mortal death, the moment that had changed her life forever.  Having taken her own life in her bathroom, she had ended up in Lucifer’s Throne Room at his feet.  He had been waiting for her, having influenced her death.  He’d been speaking to her during her entire mortal life, though she hadn’t known who or what he was.  In the end, she had been confused by his threats and promises, coupled with a debilitating migraine, and had ended her own life.  She wondered if she would make the same choice, if given another chance.  Sadly, she knew the answer.  Yes, she would do the same thing again.  Despite Lucifer’s threats, she had gone to him willingly after hearing the loneliness in his voice. 
 
    “Would you have still killed yourself if you had known that you would end up in Hell?  By the way, your scars are showing,” she pointed to his exposed jaw. 
 
    “My life was crap before and is no different now.  I still have to deal with a crazy man who I hate,” he grumbled and pulled the hoodie tighter around the left side of his face.  The scars from the gunshot wound under his jaw had slipped out into view of the general populace. 
 
    “So why become Lucifer’s servant if you hate him that much?” she abruptly stopped in front of a candy store. 
 
    “I hated the Realms of Fire, Frost, Ghouls, and Burning Seas more than the thought of becoming a servant.  Word has it you are well acquainted with all the realms as well,” Radek peered at Lady Black from the corner of his eye.  He hated asking the question, but he wanted to know if the rumors were true. 
 
    “I don’t know which is worse, freezing or burning to death,” she said absently as she watched the store clerk dip an apple into chocolate. 
 
    “Is that why you became Lord Lucifer’s servant?” he asked quietly.  He didn’t know much about her aside from the fact that he was under orders to protect her and keep her safe.  If he were to fail, no one would be able to save him from Lucifer’s deathblow. 
 
    “I’m not a suicide servant.  I stand at Lucifer’s side because a deal was made, but not by me.  My father Gabriel made the deal with Lucifer so that I would serve Hell, to better understand the evils of man in an effort to learn to control my power.  There was a time when minor sins and infractions set me off like a bomb.  I didn’t understand the complexities of sinning.  I didn’t have the experience to understand that a minor sin, such as stealing food to keep from dying, was different from murdering someone.  I couldn’t comprehend the reasons why someone would do either.  I condemned them both equally.  Now I see the different levels of sins and wouldn’t bathe the world in flames for something minor like lying and saying that your dog ate your homework,” Anjali explained as she waded through the gaggles of teens hanging out in the food court. 
 
    “Wow.  I had no idea that you could do that.  I mean, I’ve heard Lord Hades call you the Destroyer, but I didn’t know you had trouble controlling your reactions to sins.  That’s rough.  How many times have you lost it on the world?” Radek suddenly had more respect for her troubles.  He also understood why Lucifer wanted her watched. 
 
    “Enough times that my father made the deal with Lucifer, who was more than happy to take possession of me.  Though I serve Hell, I don’t technically serve Lucifer.  I do God’s will through him.  God wants the evil souls to suffer, so I help make them suffer.  Once I obtain my angels, the world will indeed suffer,” she sighed and tucked her long hair behind her ear. 
 
    Unbeknownst to most, she was Lucifer’s blood servant, tied to him after Aganon attempted to murder her.  He had almost succeeded, but Lucifer had performed a ritual that bound her to him.  She owed him her life.  He swore that he would never treat her like his true servant.  She was to retain all of her rights as one of the three Heads of Hell. 
 
    “And you still speak to Gabriel?  You’re a better person than I am.  If my father made a deal to send me to Hell, I certainly wouldn’t forgive him,” he turned when he realized she’d stopped. 
 
    “He had my best interests at heart.  He’s done the best for me, given that I have caused serious devastation in the past.  I don’t blame him.  Deep down I think he fears my power as much as I do.  I didn’t ask to be the Destroyer.  I can’t help that I was created this way.  If I had my choice, I wouldn’t kill anyone.  I would live as a mortal and forget about angels and Lucifer.  I would just be normal,” she watched a family pass by, laughing and eating ice cream.  She pulled out her necklace and played with the Ankh charm.  It was the only thing she had left from her mortal life as Michelle Black. 
 
    She tried to remember what it was like to be a normal girl, but it was nearly impossible.  She had never really been normal.  Traumatized by nightmares, or visions of Hell, she had kept to herself and only trusted one other person, her friend CJ.  Though she missed CJ terribly, she had decided to keep him out of her topsy-turvy world.  She couldn’t tear him away from his normal life so that she could selfishly have a friend.  CJ was too sweet to deal with Hell and all of its horrors.  Seeing Hades and CJ together in the same room would give her palpitations.  She couldn’t handle the thought of Hades toying with her best friend.  He was better off without her.  He was safer without her. 
 
    “I’ll give you a penny if you tell me why you don’t know what your Predznak look like.  You said that they were created to serve you, but you don’t seem to know much about them,” Radek smiled and showed her a wet penny.  Radek couldn’t help but be curious about the woman next to him with her big blue eyes and raven hair.  He wanted to know if she was worth protecting.  If assigned to protect Lucifer, he would intentionally fail in his duties, but he didn’t know enough about Lady Black to know how far he would go to help her.  She was nice to him and had never hit him, but the jury was still out. 
 
    “Please tell me you didn’t steal that from the fountain.  That was someone’s wish,” she half-heartedly scolded him. 
 
    “Maybe the wish didn’t come true.  I tossed in plenty of pennies and my wishes never came true.  It was a waste of a perfectly good penny,” Radek couldn’t keep the sadness out of his voice. 
 
    “I’m sorry for what happened to you.  No one should suffer as you have,” she accepted the penny with a smile.  “As far as why I don’t know what any of my Predznak looks like, it’s because I have never met them before.  They were created before me and sent off into the Mortal Realm to tempt the mortals.  I don’t remember my time in Heaven, so I can only rely on Gabriel’s descriptions.  I agree, I should have met them before now, but Gabriel is always vague with his answers.  He said that it was best to keep me away from them, until I was ready.  Deep down I believe that the Council was afraid to hand them over to me until I proved that I wasn’t going to unleash them for my own reasons.  Gabriel won’t admit it, but I know there is something he’s not telling me. 
 
    Radek nodded his head.  He knew from working for Lucifer that Hell had a lot of secrets.  He could only imagine what Heaven was trying to hide. 
 
    She closed her eyes and made a wish before throwing the penny back into the fountain. 
 
    “What did you wish for?” Radek asked as he playfully spritzed her with water. 
 
    “If I tell it won’t come true,” she giggled and slapped him.  If she didn’t watch herself, she might actually learn to like him, until he turned on her, just like everyone else. 
 
    “Let me guess, you wished for world peace, or that Lord Lucifer would find someone else to dote upon.  Personally, I would have wished for the winning lottery numbers,” Radek chuckled.  He dodged around a couple holding hands to catch up to her. 
 
    “Neither,” she sighed. 
 
    World peace would be a nice thing to wish for, but the thought of Lucifer doting on someone else made her skin crawl.  She wouldn’t wish for anyone to be subjected to his whims.  Hurting her was bad enough, since she could kick his ass if he went too far, but having innocent women around Lucifer was catastrophic.  Lucifer had brought others to Hell to rule by his side long before her arrival, but it never went well.  As a result of Lucifer’s cruelty, Maraquette had stormed out of Hell and became a Forgotten Angel and Serena had turned completely evil and insane.  Lucifer had removed her head and put her out of her misery when she tried to cut herself to pieces.  No, a new girlfriend would be disastrous, just as Hades had once warned her.  He told her that a third in power never ended well, which was why he wanted her dead, most days. 
 
    Quickly turning away from Radek, she looked around trying to focus on her task.  She was constantly seeking her Predznak so that she could join with them, but had no idea where to look.  Having searched country after country, she was at a loss.  In a last-ditch effort, she searched heavily populated areas, places where it was easy to find mortals that should be tempted, hoping to feel their power nearby. 
 
    She didn’t want to tell Radek, but she had secretly wished to find Alazar.  She had an overwhelming urge to find him first, having dreamed of him.  If her dream was right, he was close to giving up.  She had to find him before he turned against Heaven. 
 
    Anjali feared that Alazar would be the hardest Predznak to convince to join her.  Lucifer had warned her that she would be more susceptible to his power due to her suicide as a mortal.  If Death fought her, he would use her choice to take her own life against her.  He would have an advantage over her and might tempt her to kill herself, for good this time.  She wasn’t sure what she would do if he attacked her. 
 
    Radek looked behind him and saw that Lady Black had stopped in front of a toy store.  “Shopping for dolls?” he asked as he raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “No, I’m looking at him,” she pointed to a man who was speaking to a little girl near the counter. 
 
    “He’s talking to his daughter, so what?” Radek asked, confused. 
 
    “It’s not his daughter, nor does he know her,” she sneered, her fists balling up of their own accord. 
 
    Radek nodded, understanding the problem.  “Serial killer.  I’ve seen that look before,” he grimaced.  Having suffered in all of the realms, he’d witnessed every type of sinner imaginable. 
 
    “I’ll be seeing him again,” it took everything she had to walk away and not confront the man, or leave him in a pool of his own blood. 
 
    “Why not do something about it?  You are the Destroyer; you’re supposed to hate people like him.  I don’t mean blow the world up, I mean kill him or something,” he said, frustrated.  He hated when monsters took advantage of innocent children. 
 
    “If I kill him with my power, he won’t come out of Hell until a full Apocalypse is created; trust me, there are too many souls waiting as we speak.  I don’t remember killing those people since Gabriel bound my memories and Lucifer pleaded with him not to return them yet.  Regardless, I see the result of my actions sitting in Hell, glaring at me when I walk past the Realm of the Destroyer,” she sighed.  She didn’t need one more soul to feel guilty about; of course, that guy wasn’t worth the guilt. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean you can’t scare the hell out of him,” he smirked.  He pointed back toward the store and gave her his best mischievous smile. 
 
    “That’s why I’m looking for my Angels of Temptation, my Predznak; they are the ones who are supposed to warn every one of my coming.  They would have scared him with visions of Hell, or filled him with the hope of going to Heaven.  They might have kept him from acting upon his urges long before his first evil deed was committed.  Unfortunately, they are all lost to their own temptations.  I felt the cold sensation of death and my skin prickled; I was hoping it would lead me to Alazar,” she shrugged; frustrated that she couldn’t find him. 
 
    “I somehow doubt that Death is hanging out in a toy store.  Oh come on, it’ll be fun.  I bet you can get him to pee his pants.  I hear that you’re scarier than Lord Lucifer when you’re really angry,” he stopped in front of her, and blocked her path. 
 
    “The victims of serial killers and murderers mostly end up in Heaven, which helps ease my guilt, but maybe, just this once,” she stopped fighting the darkness inside that wanted to seek vengeance against the murderer and thought about what she wanted to do to the man. 
 
    “I’ll buy you a hot pretzel,” Radek said coaxingly.  “Maybe even a chocolate chip cookie.” 
 
    She finally gave in when she saw Radek waggle his eyebrows and hold out his hand to her.  She nodded and pulled Radek with her as she ducked into the nearest clothing store.  She dragged him straight to the dressing room and gave her best evil stare to the attendant as she pulled Radek into the dressing room with her. 
 
    He laughed at being inside the women’s dressing room, but knew what she was planning to do. 
 
    Before he could blink, they were standing in an enormous parking lot a few cars down from the serial killer.  The sun was slowly setting, casting long shadows across the lot.  The man was quickly getting the little girl into his beat up brown Chevy Nova.  Radek wasn’t surprised to see that the lot was mostly empty.  The guy had chosen his exit well.  As he turned his head to speak to his Master’s most prized possession, he noticed two things.  One, she was now donning her infamous black gown, which instantly caused any man who gazed upon it to have dirty thoughts since it covered very little of her sexy body.  Two, she no longer appeared sweet and kind, she appeared deadly, just as the Bringer of the Apocalypse should.  She was now mentally and physically Lady Black. 
 
    Radek had learned from day one not to stare at Lady Black’s deep cleavage, which was nearly impossible since the dress was low-cut and exposed nearly everything down to her belly button.  The worst part about the dress was how high it came up to her thighs in the front.  It was only a few inches below parts that Lucifer would kill him for looking at.  The only safe places to look were her face, her long draping sleeves, or her black platform patent leather knee-length boots. 
 
    Radek dropped back by two paces and took his place behind her, the way he had been taught.  She was the boss now and he had her back; otherwise, his Master would skin him alive. 
 
    He watched her approach the man as he pushed the little girl toward the car. 
 
    “If you know what’s good for you, you will move away from the car,” she yelled as the man rose to his full height and towered over the petite Destroyer. 
 
    While Radek wasn’t intimidated, he admitted that the man was scary looking.  He wasn’t muscular, but the dead look in his eyes gave away the depravity inside his mind.  He knew the man only saw the pretty woman in front of him as a helpless target and focused on Radek as the one who might cause him trouble.  If the fool only knew what was in store for him. 
 
    “You’re scaring my daughter.  Leave,” the man quickly pushed the flailing girl into the car and stood in front of the door, blocking her from view. 
 
    “You and I both know that she doesn’t belong to you; neither did the other little ones you snatched away from their parents.  Release her,” she held her head high and straightened her back.  She stared down the balding man, whose face was no longer pleasant and accommodating.  One could clearly see the lack of humanity in his facial features. 
 
    “What are you, cops?  You don’t look like cops.  You’ve mistaken me for someone else,” the man stepped forward, trying to crowd Lady Black and keep her from getting to the car. 
 
    “Radek, get the girl and bring her to the security desk.  I’ll deal with him.  Meet me when you’re done,” she stepped forward and glared at the man. 
 
    Harvey’s laughter spilled out.  This little girl was going to deal with him?  He pulled out his favorite knife and smirked.  He was more than willing to dance with the vixen before killing her.  She was obviously a crazy Goth kid in her black dress, pretending to be a badass.  He would teach her a few things.  As he slid his foot forward to reach out to grab her arm, he felt an unseen force take hold of him.  He was soaring over the parking lot before he could muster a scream.  The rooftop of the building zoomed closer and closer until he crashed into it and rolled a few feet across the rough surface. 
 
    He tried to shake off the pain, but his head was throbbing and he was sure that his arm was busted.  He would kill the little bitch, as soon as he was able to stand.  A black boot came down on his wrist, which still held the knife.  He was forced to let it go as his bones snapped under the pressure. 
 
    Harvey screamed.  The pain shot up his arm and mixed with the other pains in his battered body. 
 
    The bitch’s face came into view as she leaned over him and smiled politely. 
 
    “You shouldn’t play with knives, someone could get hurt.  Didn’t anyone ever tell you that?” she asked in a mocking tone.  The knife was ripped away and the boot was removed from his wrist.  She flung the knife across the rooftop, too far away to reach. 
 
    Before Harvey could think of a comeback his body was wrenched from the ground.  Disoriented, he realized that he was hanging upside down over the parking lot, three stories up and no one was holding him.  He screamed for help though there was no one around to see him dangling in the air. 
 
    “Let’s get past all the lies and accept that you are a murdering lowlife scumbag who preys upon children.  You disgust me.  Remember my face, because you and I will meet again and you will beg me for mercy.  I will hurt you the same way you hurt your victims, and worse.  If I were you, I would start doing a whole lot of charity work and spend the rest of my days praying for forgiveness from God.  Not that it will keep you out of Hell in this life, but it might help you in the next.  People like you will cause the world to end, and I will be the one striking you, and everyone like you, down.  I’m going to keep an eye on you.  If you harm anyone else, I will personally drag you to Hell and make sure that you spend an eternity suffering,” she watched the man hanging helplessly in the air, struggling against an unseen force. 
 
    “Who are you?” the man stuttered.  It was clear that this girl wasn’t human. 
 
    He was startled to see the man she had been with appear behind her, out of thin air. 
 
    “I’m someone who doesn’t want to destroy humanity, but is left with no other alternative because of people such as you.  I see the compulsion in your mind, the need to kill.  It’s the only thing that brings you peace.  It makes the voices recede.  Might I suggest crocheting instead?  I hear it’s therapeutic.  Of course, where you’re going you’ll be making license plates,” she held out her hand to Radek who gave her a roll of silver tape. 
 
    Radek smiled as he watched her work.  “I have a feeling you wouldn’t choose to be normal, if given a choice.  You’re good at what you do, and you enjoy punishing the wicked.” 
 
    She pondered Radek’s statement.  Perhaps he was right.  Embracing her true nature felt better than trying to hide it.  It felt normal. 
 
    The police quickly surrounded the beat up brown Chevy, guns drawn.  They were lucky that the little girl had gotten away from her attacker, ran to the security desk, and told them what had happened.  She had described the man and the car perfectly. 
 
    The officers were baffled when they approached the front of the car.  The suspect was bound and gagged with duct tape to the hood of his car.  His shirt was gone and his chest was bleeding.  As they moved closer to the car, they could see that someone had carved the word, “murderer” into his chest with a sharp object, like a knife or a piece of metal. 
 
    Officer Stillwater pulled the tape off the man’s mouth in the hopes of questioning the suspect, but the man bellowed and cried incoherently.  He repeated the same name over and over again, “Lady Black.” 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Anjali entered the Hall of Mirrors and was less than thrilled to see Mark, their heavenly liaison standing in front of her throne, waiting for her.  Her good mood vanished when she saw the serious look on his face. 
 
    Radek bowed to Lady Black and Mark, and left the hall to rejoin his Master in the Throne Room since Lady Black was back within Lucifer’s reach. 
 
    She walked to the black marble dais still uncertain about sitting in her new modest Fire and Ice Throne.  The larger version had been moved to the Throne Room, once the repairs to the room had been finished.  It felt odd sitting on it without Lucifer by her side.  He had temporarily taken up residence in the Hall of Mirrors with her after she had accidentally blown up his Throne Room and part of his tower.  Now she controlled the Hall of Mirrors by herself and she split her time between Lucifer’s bedroom and her own. 
 
    She settled in and glared at Mark.  “Is Heaven exploding, or are you here to make more work for me?” she wasn’t sure why she was taking her anger out on Mark.  He was the only nice angel that she knew, aside from Gabriel. 
 
    While she had relieved some of her outrage over the murderer in the mall, she was still frustrated that things like that happened all the time and that she couldn’t stop all the criminals.  That was the primary reason she needed to find the Predznak and get them back on track.  According to the Council, without their Master to oversee them, they had taken to pushing innocent mortals past their breaking point and forcing them to commit sins.  They were supposed to offer a choice to the undecided mortals and tempt them to take the wrong path, but remind them what was at stake.  None of them was offering a choice to the Purgatory-bound souls anymore; instead, they were making the evil souls worse and wreaking havoc with the Heaven-bound souls.  They needed to be reminded of their duties. 
 
    “No, My Lady, I was merely checking in with you to see if there was any news that I should be aware of,” Mark could see that she was mad.  He hated to see her upset. 
 
    “Sorry Mark.  I didn’t mean to snap at you.  I still have no leads on the Predznak and I thought you were here, yet again, with a message from the Council demanding to know the status of my search.  Please notify the Council that I’ve decided to seek out Alazar first since he is their leader.  He may be able to help me with the others.  Forgive my rudeness; I’m not having a good day,” Anjali calmed herself as she looked at the shiny angel and admonished herself for her poor behavior.  She didn’t need Mark, the Angel of Understanding, turning on her too, though she didn’t think it was in his nature to do so. 
 
    Mark froze.  Alazar.  She was hunting him down first?  All of the Predznak were dangerous, but Alazar was fatal.  “Please be careful, My Lady.  Alazar cannot be trusted.  He is not the angel he once was,” he implored her to listen. 
 
    “I forgot that you knew the Predznak before they became the Predznak, back when they were Heavenly Angels.  What do you remember of Alazar?” Anjali had never thought to ask Mark his opinion of her angels.  They were, after all, brothers. 
 
    Mark thought about his words carefully.  He did not want to frighten her.  “I, of course, knew the Predznak in Heaven, but I also knew them in Hell.  They have all changed, and not for the better, I am afraid.  My brother Alazar always kept to himself.  Why Elrick allowed him to become the leader I will never know.  He thought himself above us, though he was excellent at his job.  You see, he was once the Angel of Determination, the one who counseled the angels who were losing their faith or straying from the path of the righteous.  It was not in his nature to give up or lose hope when he was tasked with a mission.  He gave rousing speeches to the Celestial Warriors before going into battle.  If morale was down after a bloody skirmish, he roused them from their defeatist mentality and awakened the fighting spirit within them.  The warriors were unstoppable with Alazar’s motivational and inspirational teachings,” Mark spoke fondly of Alazar. 
 
    Anjali could tell that he truly cared for his brother, or did at one time. 
 
    “So he was good at the ‘win one for the Gipper’ speeches.  You said that he wouldn’t give up on his mission.  What would make him change who he was and leave the peace of Heaven?” Anjali asked, trying to understand Alazar’s impulse to become a Predznak. 
 
    “He was very loyal to Father, but was not overly fond of the mortals and their free will.  Alazar disapproved of those who showed indifference toward God.  He thought it was worse than hating God.  The apathetic received no punishment; they merely died and went to Purgatory to await their next life.  He wanted to punish anyone who could so easily live their lives without a clear path.  Why he stepped forward, I cannot say for sure, but he was confident that he could carry out Father’s will and become the embodiment of Death,” Mark hung his head.  “I am proud of my brother for making the sacrifice to become a Predznak, but am saddened to think that he may have done it for the wrong reasons.” 
 
    “It sounds like he became Death so that he could personally witness the demise of the mortals when they chose the wrong path.  If he cared nothing for them, then he would be happy to watch them die.  I’m surprised that God let him become Death,” Anjali said.  She started to put together a more detailed picture of Alazar. 
 
    “Actually, Alazar was not the first one to step forward to take up the mantel of Death.  There were others.  Father did not necessarily take the first volunteer to step forward.  He was careful to choose the angel that He thought would best exemplify the position.  When Alazar stepped forward, he was cocky and self-assured, as always.  He seemed to think it would be easy.  Father knew that death would be the hardest temptation to control and the most important.  He believed that the Angel of Determination would endure and never give in to his temptation, or give up,” Mark looked at the ground as he thought back to that day.  He regretted that he had not stepped forward to answer Father’s call.  He was ashamed.  He wanted to step forward, on more than one occasion, but something held him back.  He felt that he was not ready for such an important role.  When the opportunity came to find a new liaison for Hell, Mark had jumped at the chance.  He considered it punishment for failing to answer the calls to become a Celestial Warrior, a Fallen, or a Predznak.  He knew that he could very well die by Lucifer’s unforgiving hand, as his predecessor had, but he felt it was time to stand up and make the sacrifice for Father. 
 
    “Yet even he has succumbed to his own temptation.  He is killing everyone in his path rather than targeting the apathetic mortals,” Anjali leaned back into her throne, pondering what it must have been like for him to give up after so many years of holding strong.  The weight of his temptation must be crushing him. 
 
    “I am afraid so.  He was one of the last to hold out against the darkness growing inside of him.  Having lived among the mortals, they were already weakened by the evil that resides in the wicked.  Once the Predznak were forced into Hell to await your arrival, matters worsened.  They were surrounded by the worst criminals imaginable, without their Master, and they did terrible things, unforgivable things.  They were out of control.  Serena was the only one able to tame them,” Mark shuddered to think of how brutal his once peaceful brothers had become.  They were nearly unrecognizable.  Mark looked around and stepped closer to Lady Black.  He leaned in and whispered, “Lucifer himself feared them, not some of them, My Lady, but all of them.  Heed this warning.” 
 
    Anjali watched Mark cautiously step back and look over his shoulder to see if the devil was standing watch over him.  She knew Lucifer hated them and had suspected that he feared them, but he had never admitted it.  Mark wouldn’t lie about such things, or any things, for that matter.  If Mark said Lucifer was afraid, then she needed to tread carefully. 
 
    Mark’s mention of Serena surprised her.  “Do you know what Serena did to them?” Anjali asked quickly.  She wondered how Serena’s abominable treatment of the prisoners had been sanctioned by Heaven. 
 
    “No, My Lady.  I never spoke to Serena without Lucifer present, and he never mentioned what she did; only that she knew how to handle my unruly brothers,” Mark replied. 
 
    Anjali wondered how many other things Lucifer had kept from Mark. 
 
    “Thank you, Mark.  I wish I knew my angels better.  I might have a clue as to how to find them and help them,” she was angry that she had been kept from them for so long.  Regardless if she knew about them or not, they had needed her and she had failed them.  It was her fault that they were so evil. 
 
    “I believe you know them better than you think.  You were created to be their Master.  Their power is a part of you.  You know what they are capable of better than anyone else does.  I have faith that you will find them quickly,” Mark smiled encouragingly. 
 
    “If that were the case, I would have found them by now.  I’m afraid that I will fail them again, and Michael will find them before I do,” she growled, frustrated that she didn’t know where to start searching. 
 
    “Be aware that Lord Michael has been demanding that the Council take action against them since they left Hell.  Lord Gabriel has kept him at bay, though barely.  Lord Gabriel has maintained that it is not their fault that they have been consumed by darkness.  He said that all would be set right once you take possession of them.  The two were at an impasse, but now that you have come to power, Lord Michael’s patience will be limited.  I expect him to start hunting for your angels soon if you don’t locate them.  He has tried to denounce the Predznak and claim that they are Rogues.  He wants them condemned to death,” Mark knew he was scaring Lady Black, but she needed to know what was at stake.  He knew Lucifer would never tell her the entire truth when it came to the Predznak since he hated them and had called for their destruction on more than one occasion. 
 
    “Shit,” she swore, but quickly caught herself and smiled an apology at Mark.  She’d never heard him swear, even when dealing with Lucifer. 
 
    Footsteps heralded the arrival of Radek.  Mark nodded his head slightly to the servant to acknowledge him, even though it wasn’t required.  Anjali had come to learn that Mark liked just about everyone, even if they wanted to punch him.  Mark was simply a good angel through and through. 
 
    Radek walked up to the dais and knelt on one knee, waiting to be acknowledged. 
 
    “Thank you for the warning, Mark.  I will take it under advisement,” Anjali said formally, turning her attention to Radek.  She knew from his expression that Lucifer was up to no good, as usual. 
 
    Mark bowed and turned to leave, understanding that their conversation was at an end.  Lucifer often sent his servants to interfere with their meetings in an attempt to limit his time in Hell. 
 
    “Forgive the intrusion, My Lady, but my Master is requesting that you join him in the Hall of Torment.  There is a new prisoner that requires attention,” Radek announced. 
 
    “The Hall of Torment?  I thought we were meeting in the Hall of Mercy,” Anjali was confused.  They were scheduled to interrogate a new non-mortal prisoner headed for the Hall of Shadows.  The Hall of Torment was for torturing prisoners, the Fallen, and unruly servants, while the Hall of Mercy was where Lucifer lied and said he would take mercy upon them if they confessed during their interrogation. 
 
    “The prisoner is already there, My Lady,” Radek hoped that Lady Black would understand the apprehension in his voice. 
 
    She knew immediately something was very wrong.  “What was he thinking?  He knows better than to bring her there,” she muttered to herself and bit her thumbnail. 
 
    Mark spoke up just as he was about to disappear, surprised by the implication.  “You are not speaking of the Rusalka, are you, My Lady?  She is the only new Hall of Shadows prisoner that I am aware of.” 
 
    Anjali cringed inwardly, knowing that she had just made a terrible mistake.  “I’m sure it’s a misunderstanding, nothing more.  Lucifer knows that Skylis is not to be harmed.  I’m sure it is some other unfortunate soul that will be begging for morphine by the end of the day.  Let me go find out what’s happening.  Thank you, Mark, you have been most helpful,” Anjali quickly dismissed Mark.  She needed to get him out of Hell before they all ended up in trouble. 
 
    She had forgotten for a split second that Mark was technically the enemy.  As much as she liked him, he was still a spy.  Not that he was being mean about it, but it was his job to report anything unusual or out of place that he witnessed in Hell.  The torture of a prisoner that the Council considered off-limits to such treatment would definitely be reported.  Even though Mark was kind and seemed to like her, they weren’t exactly friends, so she couldn’t ask him to look the other way.  She needed to find out what Lucifer was doing and fast. 
 
    “My Lady,” Mark bowed stiffly, upset by her dismissal of him. 
 
    He walked to the entrance of the hall and disappeared. 
 
    As Mark left Hell, he breathed a sigh of relief to be going home, though he was upset that Lady Black had so quickly dismissed him.  He knew that Hell considered him the bad guy, the one who overheard their secrets and ran to the Council to get them into trouble.  Typically, he was happy to report their deviant behavior, but he liked Lady Black.  She was the only kind one in Hell.  He did not want to see her in trouble.  Had she confided in him and asked him not to say anything until she straightened out the matter, he would have been more than happy to hold his tongue.  He wished she trusted him more.  The thought made him pause.  He had never had to earn trust before.  Of all people, she should trust him since he had risked his life to tell her that Gabriel was trying to see her when she had been trapped by Lucifer in Hell.  That alone should have made him the hero in her eyes.  Perhaps Hell was taking its toll on her just as it did everyone else. 
 
   


 
  




Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The mist was thick on the dark road as he wandered along.  He was tired of the musty castle and needed some air.  It was late, well past midnight in the city, and few would venture forth from the safety of their homes.  His reputation had seen to that.  He was looking for something to entertain him, though not much did the trick any more.  Too many days, too many nights, and too many breaths in and out, keeping him alive.  Life was repetitive and it took much for him to feel even the slightest emotion.  He was cold, as always.  He pulled his charcoal gray cloak around his shoulders, though it did little to warm him.  He knew what people would think if they saw him approach; a specter, a ghoul, a reaper, or even the devil himself, though he was better dressed.  Alazar chuckled at the thought of being mistaken for the devil.  If only they knew who he really was. 
 
    The air was chilly and the temperature was dropping.  Snow would soon start to fall and it would signal the end of his potential fun.  He knew any wayward mortals would seek shelter and abandon the streets.  He needed to find someone, or a few someones, quickly. 
 
    The moonlight peeking through the gathering clouds showed him the pathway, though he knew these roads well.  He had traveled them periodically throughout the years.  While progress had changed the landscape in so many places in the Mortal Realm, this place was a mix of old world and modern industry.  It had rustic buildings, sprawling farmlands surrounding the castle, and steel mills within the larger part of the city.  Castle Moartea, as the locals called it, was at the rural edge of the city.  Whenever he needed to get back to basics, he returned here.  The locals were hard working and simple in their needs.  They offered the most resistance to his power.  They posed a challenge since most were content with their lives and were not as susceptible to murder and suicide.  He admired their wherewithal, but enjoyed pushing them beyond their limits, just to prove that he could.  Death was legendary, or rather infamous, throughout the entire region of Romania.  They respected his gifts and did their best to stay out of his way. 
 
    He looked around as he heard frantic mooing in the distance.  It seemed the cows knew he was out for a stroll.  Though he held no power over them, since they relied on instinct and couldn’t be tempted, they still felt uneasy when he passed by.  It was all the same to him.  He didn’t need the comfort of animals, mortals, or angels.  He cared nothing for love or compassion.  Even sex was something he didn’t often think about, though he was physically sated, for the time being.  He’d recently had a visit from a certain female that had eased some of his despair, or moderately so.  He tried to recall when he had last seen Maraquette and was surprised to realize that it had been longer than he thought; five months.  He was worse off than he thought.  He pondered whether being sated meant that he was completely numb and no longer needed intimacy. 
 
    The frost was consuming his body, one piece at a time and the darkness was dangerously close to overtaking him.  Soon he would become a killing machine with fewer morals then he currently had, which was a scary thought.  He needed to do something to change his dire situation, lest he finally become a Rogue.  Still, he wasn’t desperate enough to make the ultimate sacrifice.  Even if he were close to succumbing to the darkness, he wasn’t willing to give up his freedom and find her.  He refused to allow anyone to leash him and put him under their boot.  That’s why he left in the first place.  That’s why he had chosen loneliness.  He wouldn’t serve anyone but himself.  He knew what his mission was.  He knew his purpose.  That was why he was walking in search of the wretched mortals.  He didn’t want to be in their world, but he no longer had a place to call home. 
 
    He was pulled from his melancholy thoughts by voices arguing in the distance.  Ahh, this sounded interesting.  Perhaps the night wouldn’t be a loss after all.  He pledged that he would not return home feeling cold again.  A spark ignited inside of him as he listened to the quarrel. 
 
    “I saw her first, why did you have to distract her?  She was about to let me buy her a drink,” a man growled in the distance. 
 
    “Yeah, right, she didn’t give you a second look.  She had her eyes on me the whole time.  I’m the one who got her number.  If she liked you that much, she would have talked to you instead of me,” the other man argued. 
 
    Alazar assumed they must have come from the local pub, though they were still a few streets away.  He hoped they were out-of-towners and new to the area. 
 
    “You didn’t give me a chance.  You started talking about your job and how much money you make.  Really, did you have to tell her that your family is loaded?  No wonder she didn’t talk to me,” the first man groused. 
 
    “Look at the two of us, Lucas.  Do you really think I could have gotten that girl with my looks?  We both know you are the face and I’m the style,” the second man snickered. 
 
    “You mean the money.  I can’t believe she blew you in the bathroom.  Despite being the better-looking one, I still manage to go home stiff.  It’s not fair.  She was the prettiest one by far and you stole her, Johann,” Lucas panted and sounded as if he were running after Johann. 
 
    “There was that other girl.  She looked happy enough to play with you for a while,” Johann snickered. 
 
    “She had three missing teeth, Johann.  Why do I have to lower my standards because you throw your cash at all the good ones?  Can we just get out of this town?  There’s nothing happening here.  You’re never going to get that guy to buy anything from you.  Everyone here is too set in their ways.  They will never modernize their equipment.  Rustic my ass, old is the problem,” Lucas huffed. 
 
    “I thought you said you were desperate.  Missing teeth or not, she would have helped you out.  Though I agree, we are in the wrong town.  No one is going to invest in new machinery.  They are content to stick to their antiquated ways.  I’m ready to move on,” Johann sighed. 
 
    These two sounded promising.  There was already strife between them, which was easy enough to exploit.  Yes, Lucas and Johann sounded perfect for his needs.  Alazar walked around the bend in the road and saw the two men for the first time.  They were dressed in suits like traditional businessmen.  They were definitely in the wrong place. 
 
    “Good evening, gentlemen, a little late for a stroll, isn’t it?” Alazar approached the two men and bowed gracefully.  He held out his arm and allowed the cloak to fall open as he bowed. 
 
    “Yeah, we were just heading out.  The pub’s closed, if you were on your way there,” Lucas nodded his head and acknowledged the stranger. 
 
    Lucas had the nicer voice of the two and was definitely handsomer than Johann was.  Lucas had white blonde hair and a killer smile.  Johann had a weather-beaten appearance and looked like he had taken one too many boards to the face growing up. 
 
    Alazar shrugged casually.  “No.  I was out getting some air.  On the way back to the inn, I assume.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re leaving town.  Well, good evening,” Johann walked past the stranger. 
 
    “Would you mind if I asked what you were arguing about?  I overheard your conversation.  Sorry, I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop; the cold air tends to amplify voices,” Alazar blocked Lucas and smiled politely. 
 
    “Actually, we just want to get back.  We’re leaving tonight.  Don’t want to wait until morning.  You understand,” Johann was polite, but getting annoyed with the stranger. 
 
    “I understand.  It won’t take more than a moment.  It gets boring this late at night.  There aren’t many interesting people to talk to.  I heard that you were salesmen, some sort of machinery?” Alazar continued to block Lucas’ path. 
 
    “Really, we must go,” Lucas spoke up; uncomfortable that the stranger was standing in his way. 
 
    Lucas noticed that the man was good-looking and had soft features, almost feminine.  He was dressed in dark-colored clothes.  His skin practically glowed in the darkness despite the moon being overshadowed by the thickening clouds.  His hair was as dark as the night sky and seemed to shimmer even without the moonlight.  The most striking features were his eyes.  Even in the dark, Lucas could tell his eyes were bright blue, like a clear afternoon sky.  He felt at peace when he looked into the man’s eyes.  He could see a sunlit meadow and feel a warm breeze on his face.  Wildflowers filled the meadow all around him.  The colors were dazzling and mesmerizing.  Birds of all kinds sang in the swaying trees.  He felt happy and at peace. 
 
    Lucas blinked suddenly, and shook off the image.  He wasn’t standing in a warm meadow; in fact, his feet were freezing in the night air.  How had he mistaken where he was?  He was shocked to see that he had unintentionally walked closer to the man.  Was he hallucinating? 
 
    “I really do insist that you stay.  Things are about to get really interesting,” Alazar smiled, but it was no longer friendly.  He looked like a predator as his eyes glinted and focused on Lucas. 
 
    “Lucas?” Johann asked, looking back over his shoulder.  He saw the stranger lean in, gaze into Lucas’ eyes, and whisper something.  “What are you saying to him?” 
 
    “Now, now, you’ll get your turn, Johann.  Be patient,” Alazar spoke to Johann, but he continued to hold Lucas’ gaze. 
 
    Johann was stunned when he saw the stranger put a hand on Lucas’ shoulder and pat him in a comforting way.  Lucas stood still and didn’t speak. 
 
    Alazar leaned in and whispered to Lucas.  “Now Lucas, I know it’s been hard listening to Johann drone on and on about how difficult his life is.  He does nothing but complain.  I mean, look at the guy.  You’re the pretty one and yet he gets all the girls, all the business deals, and all the money while you struggle to make it through the day.  He has everything and he’s never had to work hard for it.  It sucks.  It must be difficult to stand next to such a lazy sloth that enjoys his parents’ money and never stresses about paying the bills.  I know I couldn’t do it.  Yet, he complains when you try to get the girl, make the sale, or have something he thinks he deserves.  It’s just not right.  I mean, he gets away with everything; he even got the promotion that you worked so hard for.  He happens to screw the client’s daughter and the next thing you know, he lands a sale for 1000 machines.  Your boss rewarded him with a raise.  You worked for two years trying to land that account and Johann screwed his way into it.  It must drive you crazy to watch him get the glory, the women, and the money.  After three years, you must be tired of it.  No one ever gave you anything for free.  You’ve had to earn it the hard way.  It was guys like him who beat you up in school.  Rich guys like him who stole your girlfriend.  You’ve been humiliated by them and still it continues.  Guys like him don’t deserve what they have.  Are you going to stand by and watch this lazy sloth get the life that you should have?  Before you know it, he’ll be running the company.  You’ll be working for him and still scraping by.  It’s time for you to take a stand Lucas, for yourself, and for all the hard-working people.  You must rally against the Johannes of the world.  You know you’ve thought about it before.  You know what you should do.  It’s time Lucas; it’s time to take what should have been yours.  You know what you have to do,” the stranger’s gaze burned into Lucas’ eyes while he stood motionless, unblinking. 
 
    Johann couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  “Lucas, this is bullshit.  You aren’t listening to this, are you?  He’s crazy.” 
 
    Lucas appeared to be in a trance, though his mouth twitched a little as if he was smiling.  He didn’t respond, but remained quiet, his eyes locked on the stranger’s blue eyes. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” Johann shouted.  He dove for the stranger, but when he was within arm’s reach, the stranger disappeared.  A gust of air brushed past his hand, but his hands came up empty. 
 
    “My dear Johann, forgive me for not introducing myself.  It was rude of me.  My name is Alazar,” the stranger said from behind Johann. 
 
    Johann whirled around and saw Alazar standing directly in front him.  Lucas was still rooted to the ground. 
 
    “Well, Alazar, I don’t know what game you’re playing, but it ends now,” Johann swung his fist at Alazar’s face, but was met with another cold breeze. 
 
    “Ah ah.  Hitting isn’t allowed.  I haven’t placed my hands on your friend, aside from his shoulder, and that doesn’t count.  I haven’t harmed him.  Why the sudden violence?” Alazar chuckled from behind Johann. 
 
    “Damn it, stand still.  Lucas, we’re getting out of here.  Let’s go,” Johann quickly turned to push Alazar out of his way, but the infuriating man was gone. 
 
    Lucas didn’t acknowledge the fight in the least. 
 
    “Oh, he’s not going anywhere, and neither are you.  Isn’t that right, Lucas?  You and your friend have a few issues to resolve.  Lucas will be kind enough to give you a head start though,” Alazar grinned evilly and waved his hand toward the road. 
 
    “Head start?  You’re out of your mind.  Lucas, we’re leaving,” Johann turned to walk back to the pub to find help, when he heard a growl to his right.  It sounded like an animal.  Johann was terrified by the sound.  He turned, expecting to see a wolf or at least a large dog.  The growl sounded again, but it was coming from Lucas.  “Lucas?” Johann managed to squeak out his friend’s name, before Lucas launched himself at Johann. 
 
    Johann was pummeled by his friend and business associate.  He tried to block the blows as best he could, but Lucas was younger and faster.  He fell backward, landing on the cold ground.  He was pinned under Lucas, who was punching him mercilessly.  Johann could feel the blood pouring down his cheek into his ear as a fist landed against his nose.  He heard the crack before he felt the pain.  Though stunned and dizzy, Johann pushed Lucas off him long enough to scramble to his feet. 
 
    “What the fuck, Lucas?” Johann shouted, but Lucas wasn’t listening.  He looked wild, almost feral. 
 
    Lucas’ fists were clenched, ready to strike again.  “You had everything and you still took more.  You stole Carol, Diane, Marie, and even Darla from me.  You stole that promotion.  You made salesman of the month, three times in a row and got the bonus because your cousin bought a ton of equipment.  All the while, I was struggling to survive.  You’ve never gone a night without supper; you’ve never had to sit in the dark because you couldn’t pay your electric.  You know nothing about hard work; everything comes so damned easy for you,” Lucas was panting and snarling. 
 
    “What you are talking about?  I work hard for everything I have.  My life hasn’t been easy.  You don’t know what you’re talking about.  A few lies from this guy and you’ve lost your mind!  What the hell is wrong with you?” Johann turned and ran down the road.  He needed to get away from the freak with the blue eyes and his insane friend.  He needed a doctor.  He couldn’t breathe from his nose and pain roared throughout his face and head. 
 
    Johann ran through the quiet town.  He banged on a few doors, yelling for help, but no one came to his aid.  He doubled back around to the pub and headed for the inn from a different direction.  He needed to get to his car and get back home.  He swore he would never come to this place again. 
 
    Johann made his way through the cemetery a few blocks from the inn.  He ducked behind the headstones and moved stealthily through the area.  How could a guy he’d known for three years turn on him like that?  While they might not be the best of friends, they did go on holiday together and socialized whenever possible.  He thought he knew his friend better than this.  He’d never seen Lucas violent or even angry.  He could be a tight-ass sometimes, but never crazy. 
 
    Johann looked around, decided that the road was clear, and took a chance on using it. 
 
    “You’re not leaving so soon, are you?” Alazar stepped out from behind a tall headstone, arms behind his back, and blocked his way. 
 
    “What do you want?  Why are you doing this?  Johann asked, desperate to understand the deranged man’s motivation. 
 
    “I told you.  I’m bored.  And, you lose” Alazar peered up over Johann’s shoulder. 
 
    Johann felt a sharp pain in his neck that knocked him to his knees.  A chunk of headstone fell to the ground next to him.  The pain was too much to bear and he fell to the ground, twisting to land on his back.  Lucas stood over him, in a rage.  He was sweating and panting, his face contorted with hatred.  He bared his teeth and yelled a guttural swear. 
 
    “Lucas, man, pull yourself together.  We’re friends.  Don’t listen to him,” Johann could hardly speak; pure agony was overwhelming his thoughts. 
 
    “Not.  Any.  More,” Lucas threw his knees into Johann’s chest, crushing his ribs.  He wrapped his hands around Johann’s neck and choked him, while banging his head on the frozen ground. 
 
    Johann tried to pry Lucas’ hands from his neck, but the world grew dark and blurry.  The last thing Johann saw was a peaceful smile on Lucas’ face. 
 
    “Tsk, tsk.  It looks like he’s dead,” Alazar leaned against a headstone and watched the reality of Lucas’ actions fill his eyes. 
 
    Lucas looked down at his friend.  He saw his knees on Johann’s chest.  How had this happened?  How had he ended up on top of his friend?  He looked at his hands and saw blood.  There was no way he’d done this.  The last thing he remembered was trying to get past the stranger in the street.  He was trying to get back to the inn, how had he ended up here, in a cemetery? 
 
    Lucas felt odd, disconnected.  He was sweating and out of breath.  He looked down at Johann’s face, which was ruined by lacerations that had begun to swell.  Blood was smeared into his dark hair.  His nose was bent at a disconcerting angle.  Who had done this? 
 
    “What a waste of life.  I can’t believe you killed him.  After all the years of friendship, the camaraderie you shared, you snapped and killed him.  How could you?  What kind of person could kill a friend with his bare hands?  It’s an outrage.  When they find you, they’ll hang you.  This is old country; they don’t take kindly to murderers.  I bet they’ll bring back burning at the stake just for you.  They’ll hunt you down and make you suffer for what you’ve done,” Alazar whispered.  He watched Lucas trying to put the missing pieces of the last few minutes together. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Lucas muttered.  He looked around frantically for another explanation. 
 
    Alazar looked up and saw the first flakes of snow falling from the sky.  They landed on Johann’s body.  He knelt and examined Johann’s face, moving it left and right.  “There’s not much to understand; he’s dead and you’ll be next,” he held out his hand to let some flakes fall into his palm, and then wiped the blood on the frozen grass.  “Too bad, he wasn’t really that bad-looking.  Well, definitely a closed casket,” Alazar sighed and rose to his feet. 
 
    “No, I couldn’t have killed him.  I don’t remember doing it,” Lucas stammered as he stumbled backward into a monument.  He looked around, praying that no one saw him standing over Johann. 
 
    “That’s what all the good liars say.  Only the truly insane actually lay claim to their kills.  The jury won’t buy it, though.  After all, you are covered in his blood and, other stuff.  You don’t stand a chance,” Alazar waved to Lucas’ stained clothes. 
 
    Lucas was shocked to see the spattered stains on his suit. 
 
    “Oh come on, think about you.  You remember doing this.  You’re just in denial,” Alazar tipped his head to the sky to eat a few snowflakes. 
 
    Lucas shook his head.  There was no possible way that he was responsible.  He backed away, but stopped when he heard a scream.  He looked around, but didn’t see anyone other than the stranger.  It occurred to him that it was Johann’s voice screaming and pleading with him to stop his brutal attack.  Suddenly he remembered everything; chasing Johann, punching him, and finally choking him.  He had done this. 
 
    Lucas couldn’t believe the intensity of the feelings coursing through him, anger, jealousy, and frustration.  He had never once considered hurting the people who had taken advantage of him.  Johann was his friend.  He saw their relationship as a competition, but he never thought about killing him.  He always saw life as a challenge, a hurdle to overcome.  He looked up at Alazar and realized that the feelings were not really his.  The bastard must have somehow influenced him.  He recalled the sounds of birds and images of a wildflower field just before he woke up and saw that he was standing over his dead friend.  The man must have played a trick on him or drugged him.  Either way, he didn’t kill his friend because he wanted to, but because he had been influenced by the stranger with the bizarre blue eyes. 
 
    “Ah, now you remember.  It was an awesome fight, by the way.  Good for you for standing up for yourself,” Alazar clapped and cheered. 
 
    “No.  I was always happy for him.  I was upset when he intentionally screwed me over, but I got over it.  It’s true, he didn’t always do the right thing, and I didn’t always think it was fair, but I never wanted to be him, nor did I want to attack him.  I may have been upset with Johann, but certainly not enough to kill him.  I’m not a murderer,” Lucas backed away, remembering the details of the night. 
 
    Alazar smiled.  The kid was finally getting with the program.  “That’s right, Lucas.  You weren’t a murderer.  All I had to do was push a few buttons and help you make the choice.  You were destined for Heaven, but now they’ll never let you in.  I took control of your memories and showed you only the parts that I want you to see.  Had I shown you everything, you would have never killed anyone,” Alazar watched the anger build on Lucas’ face. 
 
    “Why did you do this?  Why did you make me kill my friend?” Lucas yelled.  He may not have wanted to kill before, but he was going to kill Alazar for what he had done. 
 
    “Mortals are such a pathetic lot.  You all turned your backs on God so he created me to punish you.  I’m supposed to tell you that the end is coming, but guess what?  The person who is supposed to bring about the end; never showed up, which means you’re left with me.  I’m sorry to say that you are going to spend the rest of your life in prison.  No one is going to believe that you were influenced to kill by a mysterious stranger.  If I were you, I’d run.  Run far, far way.  Oh, wait!  There’s nowhere to run to, is there?  Your parents are dead.  Your sister would turn you in before she ever harbored a known murderer.  You have no girlfriend.  I somehow don’t think the woman at the bar would take you in now.  You’re not good-looking enough for her to ignore the blood you’re covered in.  Nope.  There’s nowhere to run to and no one who will help you.  Your sad little life just got that much sadder.  You’ll lose your crappy apartment, your crappy furniture, and your crappy car.  You’ll have nothing.  Not even your life,” Alazar droned on in a melodious voice. 
 
    “No, they have to believe me.  I didn’t do it.  I just have to get away, clear my head,” Lucas shook his head, hoping to erase the nightmare from his vision.  He stumbled away from his friend, who was lying motionless; his eyes open, staring blankly at the sky. 
 
    “Do you want to keep running for the rest of your life, always looking over your shoulder, jumping every time you hear a siren?  That’s no way to live, but there is one way.  You could save everyone a whole lot of trouble, and end things yourself, on your own terms.  It’s simple really.  The simplest answer is usually the best.  There’s no second-guessing, no more watching everyone get ahead while you fall behind, and no more working your fingers to the bone.  It will be so easy.  You won’t even know what happened.  It’s not like you haven’t considered it before,” Alazar’s voice was hypnotic as Lucas looked into his bright eyes. 
 
    “It would be easy,” Lucas unconsciously nodded in agreement. 
 
    Looking at Alazar, a chill ran through Lucas as a barrage of images assaulted his mind.  He remembered the bullies kicking him in the gut on the playground.  He felt them punch him in the face and leave him bleeding in the streets, while they laughed and took his lunch.  He saw his girlfriend packing her things while a man in an expensive car waited for her outside.  Pieces of his past blurred together, culminating in feelings that he’d never dwelled on before; isolation, disappointment, and melancholy.  He saw Johann standing in front of their boss, happily accepting the “Salesman of the Month” plaque and the substantial bonus.  Depression flooded him when he thought about being a loser for the rest of his life.  Even the pretty girl from the bar walking into the bathroom with Johann, whisked through his brain.  He felt completely alone.  Johann had always reaped the benefits of this world, while he had to struggle to survive. 
 
    Lucas could see his failed life laid out before him.  The collectors would be coming after him again since he couldn’t pay his bills.  His boss thought he was useless and was on the verge of firing him.  He had nothing that wasn’t leased or borrowed.  He was standing precariously at the edge and not much could pull him back.  Now, he was responsible for his friend’s death.  Alazar was right.  They would lynch him.  They would put him in jail for the rest of his life or they would hang him.  Neither option sounded like something he wanted to do.  No, Alazar was right.  The answer was simple.  There was nowhere to go, no one to turn to.  He needed to be a man and deal with things on his own terms.  That was the best solution.  He would do it himself rather than wait to see what this town would do to him.  He knew what he needed to do.  He had considered it many times before, but never had the guts to go through with it, until now. 
 
    “That’s right.  You know what to do.  It will be easy.  Just like falling,” Alazar fanned his arms out to his sides and looked up to the sky. 
 
    “Yes, just like falling.  Thank you, Alazar, for making things so simple,” Lucas walked over to the wrought iron fence that separated the cemetery from the road.  He climbed up the highest headstone that he could find.  He balanced himself, closed his eyes, and took a breath.  He spread his arms wide and jumped.  He felt the wind soar past him just before the pain tore through him and he was met with a dark red glow. 
 
    Alazar watched the falling snow form a halo around Johann’s body.  At least they would see each other again soon.  Johann was a drug dealer, unbeknownst to Lucas, which was where his money actually came from and how he made his business deals.  Hell, it was the reason he got all the hot women.  Alazar was happy to know that one more low-life drug dealer was gone from the world.  He considered it a public service. 
 
    Lucas, however, had proven to be a challenge, but he had won.  While Lucas had briefly flirted with the idea of suicide, he would have never done it.  All he needed was a good enough reason.  He needed to be backed into a corner.  Though he had led a good life, the temptation of taking his jealousy out on his friend was too much to withstand.  Sure, there was enough misery in his life to work with, but connecting the pieces had been the key to his demise.  One more Godless loser was gone from the world.  He hadn’t been worthy to enter Heaven anyway. 
 
    Alazar slowly walked in Lucas’ footsteps across the lightly snow-covered ground as he made his way over to the fence.  He hopped the fence and landed spryly on the other side of Lucas’ body.  The idiot had a metal spike through his neck.  He shook his head at the man. 
 
    “Send my regards to Lucifer,” he breathed a sigh of relief when the numbness receded and a small sensation of warmth overcame him.  While it wasn’t joy, it wasn’t pain either.  Some days he had trouble telling the difference between the two.  He watched the blood drip down the fence and pool on the ground.  There was a time when he would have felt whole and happy for a job well done, but it was harder and harder to feel anything anymore.  What was the point of being the Angel of Death if you couldn’t really enjoy it?  He’d destroyed countless leaders, including some of the most notorious.  Those were the good old days.  He never thought some of them would do it, but he had won.  He wished he could feel half of that right now.  Sadly, he was still numb and cold.  He gazed at the snow as it intensified.  He wondered if they would find the bodies before the snow covered them completely. 
 
    Oh well, not my department.  I just tempt them to commit murder or suicide.  I don’t clean up the mess, he sighed. 
 
    Alazar pulled his cloak around him and slowly walked back to the castle.  The snow would keep any other stragglers inside for the night, so there was little point in searching for anyone else.  The locals knew of his reputation, even if they don’t know exactly what he was, and were careful to lock their doors at sundown and hide beneath their covers until morning.  It would take a fire to get them out of their homes at night, though he doubted they would leave even for that.  If it were between dying in a fire or facing his form of death, they would probably choose the fire.  At least they had a chance at Heaven that way. 
 
    Alazar strolled up the road toward the castle.  The snow increased and was nearly blinding him, but he didn’t need to see where he was going.  Having lived in the castle for the last two years, he could find his way blindfolded.  He was greeted by the soul at the edge of the property.  She always hid her face when he approached.  She wanted to get to Heaven, not Hell.  Poor kid.  She had missed her ride and was now stuck for eternity.  While Alazar could technically send souls where they were supposed to go, it wasn’t his job, nor was he inclined to help anyone.  He knew if he sent one home, then he would have to send them all home.  He would never have a moment’s peace.  The lost souls would come from miles away and nag him to send them to the other side. 
 
    No way, not starting that, he thought. 
 
    Besides, that was one sure way of Lucifer, or worse, Anjali, finding him.  He wasn’t sure if the Destroyer was still alive, but he wasn’t about to find out. 
 
    Alazar quietly walked through the castle.  The caretaker had long since left for the day.  He descended the stairs to the lower dungeon and down into his home away from home.  He picked up his latest issue of Gossip Weekly, longing for the days when he tempted famous people and political leaders.  He hadn’t needed to hide then.  Now he was reduced to out-of-towners and drunken locals who had lost track of the time.  His life was pathetic, but at least it was his.  He didn’t need to be told what to do.  He lived his own life, on his terms.  He lay down in his bed and stared at the stone ceiling, reflecting on the evening’s events.  He drifted off trying to remember what it felt like to feel, something, anything. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    “I will break Mark’s other wing for informing the Council of my interrogation of the Rusalka!  What business is it of his?” Lucifer bellowed.  He strode into the Throne Room, fuming.  He would kill the one responsible for tattling to Mark. 
 
    Mark had returned to inform Lucifer that the Council was furious over the treatment of the prisoner of war, Skylis, since it was decreed that she was not to be tortured or harmed in any way while imprisoned in Hell.  Anjali had been right about Mark snitching to the Council.  It was a shame that she couldn’t trust him. 
 
    The water nymph had been taken into custody after a massive search led by the Celestial Warriors.  The Council had tried her, found her guilty, and sentenced her to life in the Hall of Shadows, the final destination for the non-mortal enemies of Heaven, unless they were lucky enough to be put to death.  They lived out their existences rotting away, typically plotting the demise of Lucifer, God, and the world. 
 
    Skylis had killed seven Rogue and Forgotten Angels, which wasn’t technically a crime since Heaven was actively hunting the Rogues, and the Forgotten were on their own, but she had also killed three Heavenly Angels and numerous mortals, all of whom had stupidly gotten too close to the siren.  Normally, Lucifer and the Fallen were allowed to do as they pleased to the convicted prisoners of Heaven, regardless of who they were.  This Rusalka seemed to be the exception. 
 
    Lucifer had obviously ignored the unprecedented ruling and put her through the usual prisoner debriefing that consisted of a sound thrashing and tortures specific to the creature in custody, to make sure that all their crimes had been brought to light and that they were indeed guilty.  Over the years, there had been cases of mistaken identity or a quick trial that had failed to uncover all the crimes of the prisoner.  On more than one occasion, Lucifer’s methods had saved the lives of his brothers and sisters, and more importantly, Father.  Lucifer was nothing if not thorough when it came to his domain. 
 
    Hades followed alongside Lucifer, headed to his throne.  “The Council was clear about the proper handling of the Rusalka.  You chose to overrule them.  What did you expect would happen?” Hades said snidely. 
 
    “I want to know how Mark found out, not that it should matter since it’s within my right to punish them as I see fit.  Not hurt a prisoner, it’s preposterous.  What am I supposed to do, offer them milk and cookies and tuck them in at bedtime?  If they are sentenced to life in the Hall of Shadows, then what does the Council care about their treatment?” Lucifer pulled at his long dark hair and paced while his servants gave him space to move. 
 
    Anjali stood in front of the dais and steadied herself.  She was the reason that Mark knew.  It had been an accident, but she had to tell Lucifer that she was to blame.  If she didn’t, he would start a witch-hunt to find the one responsible and make them bleed. 
 
    “My lord, I’m the one who told Mark, though…,” Anjali was unable to finish her sentence as a hand clamped down on her throat, effectively cutting off her explanation.  Before she could recover, she found herself hurtling through the air and crashing into the hard marble floor.  She finally skidded to a halt when she smashed into the stone wall. 
 
    Pain flooded her senses and she tried to get her bearings.  She shook off the dizziness and worked through the buzzing in her ears.  It took her a moment to realize that the sound wasn’t her ears buzzing, but Lucifer swearing and yelling in multiple languages, all of which she could unfortunately understand.  She gingerly moved her body and paused when she found the worst of her injuries, a cracked wrist, which overshadowed the pain of the gash on the back of her head from the impact against the wall. 
 
    It occurred to her that her barely-there slave girl outfit was hiding even less of her private areas than usual.  The slit in her long skirt had shifted to the left and bared her hip, revealing her panties.  Her right shoulder was exposed and her breast was dangerously close to losing its hold on her deep V neckline.  She did her best to reposition her dress and maintain some false sense of modesty. 
 
    She carefully rose to her knees and looked up to see Lucifer pacing wildly while Malcolm, Azazel, Radek, Dorian, Vincent, Jared, and Hades gawked at her, apparently too stunned to move. 
 
    The most disconcerting of all of them was Hades.  She had expected him to laugh, or at the very least, take a picture.  Instead, he seemed annoyed, though he was trying to hide it beneath his typical snarky expression.  Oddly enough, the Fallen and the servants, who were males, were not enticed by her wardrobe malfunction, but seemed confused or upset by her treatment and injuries.  Radek was desperately trying to figure out if he should help her or remain in his spot in front of the dais. 
 
    Hades cleared his throat and waited for Lucifer to whip his head around to glare at Hades.  “My lord, if I may,” Hades motioned to Lady Black with his chin. 
 
    Lucifer’s anger was clear and sharp as he turned to look at the source of Hades’ distraction.  She saw the exact moment when he realized that she was bleeding and in pain.  His anger evaporated in a second, replaced by agony.  He ran to her side and seemed unsettled by her disheveled state. 
 
    “Dear Lord, I did this, didn’t I?  Anjali, I am so sorry.  I wasn’t thinking.  I only heard that someone was admitting their stupidity.  It didn’t register that it was you.  My darling, I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to treat you like…,” Lucifer’s throat tightened as tears threatened to consume him. 
 
    He’d been without her touch for months and he was mired in darkness.  Seeing her, really seeing her, lightened his heart and spirit.  He hated himself for what he had done.  He tried to wipe the blood from her head, but she recoiled from him.  He knew that she was afraid of him. 
 
    “Like a servant,” she snapped.  She pulled her arm from his hold and managed to stand up on her own.  She didn’t need the further humiliation of being treated like an invalid and a girl in front of Lucifer’s top henchmen, not to mention Hades.  No doubt, Hades would bring this up at an inopportune moment in the near future when she needed extra salt added to a new wound. 
 
    Despite the trembling in her legs, she quickly composed herself and threw off Lucifer’s attempts to aid her.  She straightened up and held her head high, as high as she could without further enraging the splitting headache that was rampaging through her skull.  She couldn’t look him in the eye, but she wasn’t about to cry in front of everyone and lower her already crappy standing among the Fallen.  She was royalty here, even if she was a servant to Lucifer.  She needed to work through this setback and regain some of her dignity. 
 
    “Please, you need to take care of this.  Let me help you to your room,” Lucifer was desperately trying to figure out how to touch her or comfort her without upsetting her further. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” she said dismissively.  She ascended the black marble dais to take her place atop her Fire and Ice Throne.  “As I was saying, I am the reason that Mark knows about the Rusalka, though I didn’t tell him.  He overheard my conversation.  Regardless of the fact that Mark told the Council of your activities, I believe that it was necessary to interrogate the war criminal, Skylis, to discover all of her offenses and to achieve that goal, torture was needed.  She is a bloodthirsty, highly intelligent criminal, who manipulates those around her through lies and seduction, who would not break under any other means than torture.  Personally, I agree with what you did to obtain the information, my lord,” Anjali ignored the mixed reactions of the Fallen and shifted in her chair to find a comfortable position to sit. 
 
    On the outside, she sounded confident and authoritative, but on the inside, she was shaking uncontrollably and wanted to crawl into bed, lick her wounds, and cry.  This was not the first time Lucifer had inadvertently taken his wrath out on her, though it was the first time he had caused her serious injury.  The other times had been more of a sacrifice to save a Fallen or a servant whom Lucifer was treating harshly and unfairly.  She had stepped in front of a raging devil and taken the blows since he was beyond listening.  He’d had little control over the incidents since she was actively stepping into the middle of the beatings.  He had stopped immediately once he’d realized what she had done.  Regardless, the blows had stung like a bitch and she resented that she had to stop Lucifer’s rage in such a manner since words were not enough to persuade him to reconsider his actions. 
 
    Hades frowned and waved his hand.  “My lord, while I may agree with Lady Black and her assessment of the prisoner’s treatment, the fact still remains that the Council made a decree and it was ignored by Hell.  I too wanted to smack that smug look from Skylis’ face, but there comes a point where ignoring too many of the Council’s rulings will cause them to appear and make an example out of someone.  I will be pissed if it’s me, so I will remain the voice of reason in this matter, as scary as that sounds,” Hades rolled his eyes when he thought about the last time he’d taken the brunt of the Council’s anger and had been chained up for weeks.  They hadn’t been concerned about his treatment, so he wondered why they suddenly cared for the treatment of a Rusalka. 
 
    Anjali sighed.  “Michael’s still pissed about our failure to keep Dioma from escaping and creating havoc in Heaven.  Of course, I can’t blame him since the monster destroyed Michael’s private quarters as revenge for his capture.  Mark told me that Dioma fried all of his belongings and burned down the whole building.  Having Michael and the Council here will not go well for any of us.  We all know that Michael holds serious grudges,” Anjali tried to remain still so that her bones would heal correctly. 
 
    Her head was pounding and blood was running through her hair, soaking the back of her dress, though she did her best to ignore it.  She didn’t want to give Hades the satisfaction of knowing that she was in pain, or allowing herself to look weak in front of the servants.  She didn’t need any of them believing that they were stronger than she was.  She was still trying to live down the attack by Aganon. 
 
    Lucifer slowly ascended the dais, watching Anjali closely; trying to ascertain what part of her was injured.  “Michael’s best and worst quality, I’m afraid.  Speak to Mark and do your best to delay a visit from our Heavenly counterparts, My Lady.  They will want all of us present for the inquisition, so it is best to make ourselves scarce for as long as possible.  I’m sure Gabriel will inform you when they have lost their patience with us.” 
 
    Yes, surely her father would let her know when the Council was through waiting for them to convene.  Anjali knew that Lucifer used her relationship with her father, and his status as a Council Member, to his advantage. 
 
    “Yes, my lord, I will try to smooth things out with Mark and let you know about the Council’s mood though Gabriel,” Anjali nodded slightly in his direction, still avoiding his penetrating gaze. 
 
    Malcolm stepped toward the dais.  “My lord, what of the Rusalka?  She is being held in the Hall of Torment.  Should she be moved to the Hall of Shadows?” he took his recent promotion to Lead Punisher of the Realms very seriously, which always caused Azazel, the former Lead Punisher, currently in charge of the Realm of Fire, to twitch. 
 
    “Make accommodations for her in the Hall of Shadows and arrange to move the prisoner.  Let’s make sure she is well looked after,” Lucifer chuckled wickedly. 
 
    Everyone understood the meaning of his words.  No one was happy that Heaven had a say in the way the Fallen ran Hell.  They would be damned if they listened to the Council on affairs that did not concern them. 
 
    Malcolm and Azazel bowed and left the Throne Room. 
 
    Hades pretended to look at his perfectly manicured nails as he studiously ignored Lucifer and his pathetic attempts to rectify the situation with Lady Black.  He was pissed that Lucifer had dared to treat her like that.  As much as he hated Lady Black, he didn’t like to see anyone else harm her.  If she were going to be harmed or killed, it would be by his hands and no one else’s.  She was a sick obsession admittedly, but there was little to be done about it.  Besides, they had made an uneasy pact to refrain from killing each other, which he was still trying to reconcile.  He supposed that it made them allies.  Why he had agreed to such a truce, he had no idea.  He wanted to believe it was because she was looking at him with trust in her eyes, but he knew it was because her bountiful cleavage had been enticingly close to him, making him forget his name, and forcing him to agree to anything she had to say.  He had been stupid and he knew that he would pay for his lust-filled agreement. 
 
    “Anjali, please, let us retire so that I can bathe the blood from your wounds and tend to your injuries,” Lucifer knew he was pleading, and in front of Hades no less, but he didn’t care.  He had to fix things before she used this as a reason to leave him alone at night.  He had the vague memory of the sound of bones breaking while he had been muttering to himself about Mark.  The thought made him sick. 
 
    “My lord, it’s not necessary.  As you said, it’s best for us to go our separate ways to keep the Council at bay long enough to avoid a possible visit.  I’m sure some other emergency will capture their attention and our indiscretions will be forgotten.  Besides, I must return to the Mortal Realm and continue the search for my Angel of Death,” Anjali carefully rose from her throne, bowed slightly to Lucifer and then Hades.  As gracefully as she could, she walked out of the Throne Room. 
 
    She was about to enter the Hall of Mirrors and retire to her room to wait out the worst of her injuries, but something stopped her.  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the Harbinger’s Annex, or as Lucifer loved to call it, Mass Murderer Alley.  It was the hallway that had housed the Predznak when they resided in Hell. 
 
    She had ventured inside the hallway only once, but didn’t enter any of the rooms.  There was too much evil associated with the Predznak’s former dwelling.  It was as if all of the violent thoughts and actions of the Predznak permeated the walls and threatened any who dared to enter.  On a smaller level, it seemed like snooping.  Taking a deep breath, she turned and entered the Annex.  She needed to learn more about Alazar from the angel himself. 
 
    Walking past each door, she instinctively knew who had once resided there.  She could feel their temptations calling to her.  Emotions swelled inside of her; dread, lust, hatred, panic, and apprehension.  Pushing them away, she walked until she felt the stillness of death.  She stopped at the last doorway on the left, half-expecting Alazar to be inside the room.  Slowly opened the door and paused to listen for signs of life.  When all remained silent, she entered and looked around the room. 
 
    It was a small room by comparison to Lucifer’s room or even her own.  The word cell was prominent in her mind.  It was unclear whether that was her thought or Alazar’s lingering animosity screaming out at her.  The room was tidy though covered in a fine layer of soot from disuse.  It struck her as odd that the room was tidy and had not been smashed to pieces.  She had assumed that he would have demolished it before storming out of Hell.  Instead, the bed was made and the books on the shelves were aligned.  It looked like Alazar had simply gone out for a stroll only to return in a matter of moments.  It was unnerving. 
 
    The most prominent feature in the room was the large stained glass window that peaked at the top.  The stained glass depicted a sun-filled sky with clouds, not something she would have associated with Death’s room.  Below the window was a ledge wide enough to sit on.  It held a red plush cushion that had seen better days.  It saddened her to know that Alazar had spent many days looking out the window down at the Realms of Torture.  She wondered what he thought about.  Was he waiting for her, or was he hiding from Lucifer’s wrath that threatened to invade his small, peaceful corner of Hell? 
 
    Sitting down on the windowsill, she carefully moved her broken wrist to assess the damage.  It was healing slowly, though the pain was lessening.  Feeling the back of her head, she was relieved to find that the bleeding had stopped.  She waved her hand and removed the bloodstains from her hair and dress.  She was angry when she thought about Alazar sitting in this very spot, nursing his own wounds.  Had he cursed her for not being there to save him or comfort him?  She wondered if he would have protected her from Lucifer’s attack, or maybe he would have allowed it.  Worse yet, he could have joined with Lucifer to finish her off.  Anger filled her when she thought about her father’s decision to keep her from her angels.  While she understood his reasoning, she was still upset that she had been kept in the dark. 
 
    Looking around the room, she tried to imagine what Alazar was like.  The bed was covered in dark handmade sheets.  They were old-fashioned but in good condition.  Oddly, there was no headboard or footboard on the bed. 
 
    A hand-carved wooden wash table sat against the wall near the door.  An antique hand blown glass bowl sat on top.  The lower cabinet doors were ornately carved with small sunbursts that didn’t form a specific picture, but were pleasing to the eye. 
 
    At the foot of the bed was a wooden, hand-carved trunk.  The same sunburst patters were carved throughout the entire box.  She carefully tried to open it, but it was locked.  Already feeling guilty for invading Alazar’s privacy, she didn’t force the lock.  Part of her didn’t want to know what secrets Death kept hidden away from everyone. 
 
    A tall bookshelf across from the bed was filled with hand-bound leather books and scrolls tied with twine.  She tried to read the titles of the books, but some were too worn to make out.  They were written in various languages and held different subject matter.  Some of them were histories of the angels written by Heavenly Angels.  Others were storybooks from the different writers of their times written in Greek, Latin, and Sumerian.  The largest book held countless hand-drawn maps that someone had carefully bound together.  They detailed the known civilizations from various centuries.  Each map was an elaborate work of art onto itself. 
 
    Above her was a group of scrolls piled on top of the shelf that appeared to be older than the books.  She pulled them down and counted ten scrolls in all.  The outer paper read, “The Harbingers of the Apocalypse,” in beautiful script, written in the language of the angels. 
 
    She sat down on the bed and opened the scrolls one at a time.  Before her, laid out on the bed, were the faces of her angels.  Someone had sketched each of their faces in charcoal.  For the first time, her angels seemed real.  They were no longer ideas or descriptive words based on their temptations.  They were people with distinct identities and personalities.  Above all, they were beautiful. 
 
    Under each face was the word that would forever define them, Death, Vengeance, Fear, Distrust, Illness, Desire, Anger, Agony, Deception, and Hunger.  She picked up Alazar’s scroll and memorized the lines of his face.  He was arrogant and stubborn, but also strong and determined.  The artist had been fascinated by his eyes and gave them the most detail. 
 
    One by one, she touched their faces and tried to discern for herself what they were like.  She no longer had to rely on Lucifer’s tainted view of them or Gabriel’s sentimental descriptions.  For the first time, she could form her own opinion of them.  She looked into their eyes, forever captured by the artist’s strokes, and saw the same thing in each of them; strength. 
 
    She paused when she reached Sacha’s picture.  Dropping the scroll, she shuddered.  She knew him, she knew Sacha.  For four years, she had sat in front of him, conversed with him, and even admired him.  Holy shit.  Her high school teacher Mr. Timmons was Sacha, the Angel of Deception. 
 
    It was unfathomable that her favorite teacher was one of the very Predznak that she was destined to command.  How had she not known?  Her lie detecting ability had failed to uncover his deceit.  She had never once suspected that he was deceiving her, nor had she ever felt a kinship between them.  The only indication that something was different about him, aside from his unearthly beauty, was what had happened the time he had touched her.  During her blinding migraine, caused by Lucifer trying to lure her into Hell, Mr. Timmons had been concerned about her well-being when she appeared ill in class.  He had rushed over to her and placed his hand on her forehead to check her temperature.  The skull crushing migraine was nothing compared to the burning and clawing inside of her that overtook her senses when his flesh connected with hers.  It had felt like her body was ripping apart.  Thankfully, he had stepped away quickly and ordered CJ to take her to the nurse. 
 
    She now knew that the burning and clawing in her chest was her power trying to break free.  Obviously, it had recognized her angel, even when she hadn’t.  She had no idea if the power wanted to hurt him or seize control of him.  Looking back, it was probably a good thing that her darkness hadn’t broken free.  The entire school could have been wiped off the map, and CJ would have died. 
 
    She recalled CJ telling her that when Mr. Timmons had touched her, he had looked terrified.  CJ also said that her expression had changed.  She had suddenly appeared angry with Mr. Timmons and looked like she wanted to hit him.  She had no recollection of the incident, aside from the pain, but she now believed CJ’s strange tale. 
 
    Sacha must have known that something was wrong with her, but he hadn’t said or done anything to help her, or warn her.  She wondered why he had stood by and done nothing.  More to the point, why had he never told her who he was or who she was?  She was annoyed that she had been that close to her angel and hadn’t been told the truth.  It begged the question, why would he go to such lengths to see her every day?  What had he wanted from her?  Thinking back on all of their conversations, the only one that stood out was his explanation of how Lady Macbeth had tempted Macbeth to commit murder and how the guilt consumed her and made her take her own life.  She had helped to bring about Macbeth’s demise.  Maybe it was his small way of telling her how hard it was to tempt people.  She racked her brain trying to think of a time when he had tried to influence her to do something bad or had attempted to tell her who he really was.  She shook her head when she came up empty.  She had no explanation for Sacha’s trick, which made her angry.  Yet again, she was left with more questions than answers about her angels. 
 
    A sense of urgency filled her mind.  She needed to find them, all of them.  If Sacha could stand in front of her for four years and fool her, then they were indeed powerful and dangerous.  He could have killed her a thousand times over, if that were his intent.  Even if he had been there to protect her, he had failed when Lucifer invaded her mind.  The only way to find the truth was to find him. 
 
    Looking down at the scrolls, she was relieved to no longer search for faceless sins in the dark.  Now she would search for her Predznak who had suffered in Hell too long and had paid the price for her naiveté and innocence.  It was time to find them and ask for their forgiveness. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Gabriel paced through the long hallway that led to the Hall of Truth where the Council Members convened.  He knew that Michael wanted to storm into Hell because of the miscommunication over the Rusalka, though he didn’t understand why Michael cared so much.  He needed to find a way to derail Michael until he forgot about the issue.  He didn’t want to see his daughter in the middle of a fight.  Michael wouldn’t care that Anjali had little or nothing to do with Lucifer overruling the Council’s decree.  As one of the three Heads of Hell, Michael would take his wrath out on her as well.  He needed to find a worthy distraction. 
 
    Gabriel looked up from his pacing.  He watched Tobias walk past him, and accidentally drop his endless notes on the white marble floor.  Tobias was in charge of keeping the Council apprised of the news in the Mortal Realm.  He informed them when a presumed Rogue or a creature of evil was preying upon the helpless mortals so that the Celestial Warriors, or the Xiphos Warriors, could be dispatched to eliminate the threat.  He was due to give his report to the Council.  Michael always listened to Tobias and followed even the smallest lead given by him.  Tobias could be the distraction he needed. 
 
    “May I sneak a peek at your reports?” Gabriel asked, pretending to be interested.  He picked up the scattered papers, glancing at them quickly before handing back them to Tobias. 
 
    “Be my guest, my lord.  I am sure you will find my report detailed and full of viable leads,” Tobias gushed. 
 
    Gabriel ignored the all-too-eager-to-please Tobias, who was standing over his shoulder so that he could point to each useless fact and explain each one in mind-numbing detail.  Gabriel knew that Tobias was usually wrong in his assessments, but he kept Michael busy.  Today, that made Tobias a valuable ally. 
 
    Gabriel skimmed through the stacks of scribbled notes about odd occurrences and suspicious deaths.  It was a miracle that Michael found anything of value in the torrent of dead ends and half guesses.  He paused when he found what he needed.  There were widespread rumors of a scourge in Romania, where the death toll was higher than usual.  The area was rife with vampire lore and often lured real vampires who wanted to capitalize on the fear of the locals.  Michael hated vampires, more than most, and loved to vanquish the foul things personally.  He would undoubtedly assign a Xiphos Warrior to investigate, and then swoop in to finish off the vampire. 
 
    “Tobias, I’m concerned about the Romanian death toll and the stories about a dark figure roaming the town at nightfall.  It sounds like a vampire, a particularly nasty one.  I would suggest putting that at the top of your list.  The Xiphos in that area must be having a hard time with it if it has garnered this much attention,” Gabriel said with all seriousness.  It was the perfect wild goose chase to distract Michael from his anger over the Rusalka’s torture. 
 
    “Yes, I agree, Lord Gabriel, you are very wise.  I will mention that one before the others.  Thank you for understanding the dire nature of the Romanian deaths.  I will see you inside, brother,” Tobias said with pure excitement in his eyes. 
 
    Tobias was practically running into the hall so that he could prepare his long-winded speech about how terrible the deaths were and how quickly the Council needed to act.  It was worth the long, drawn out process of going through each item on his list just to stall Michael and keep him away from his daughter. 
 
   


 
  




Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Fierce blue eyes greeted her whenever Anjali closed her eyes to sleep.  Tossing and turning in her bed, she couldn’t get the image of Alazar out of her mind.  His beautifully sketched face had been burned into her retinas while the dream of him walking alone through the snow played in her mind over and over again.  Why couldn’t she find him?  She’d searched maximum security prisons filled with murderers, psych wards overflowing with patients recovering from attempted suicides, and still she had no leads. 
 
    She had toyed with the idea of searching for Sacha first since he had so boldly inserted himself into her mortal life, but she didn’t want her entire school freaking out because they had seen the ghost of a dead girl roaming the halls.  Besides, it was entirely possible that he had moved on, knowing that she wasn’t coming back.  She needed to speak to Gabriel about Sacha the next time she saw him. 
 
    Throwing off the covers, she gave up on sleeping.  It was useless to avoid the inevitable.  She opened her hand and commanded Alazar’s scroll to appear.  Staring down at his face, she felt like she was losing her mind.  A feeling inside of her resembling a ticking clock was pushing her to find Alazar.  It had become a singular purpose, so much so that she had denied an apologetic Lucifer the night before because she couldn’t focus on him.  It had frustrated him, until he began to see that her obsession was taking a toll on her.  Her eyes were shadowed from sleeplessness and her hands trembled when she spoke.  He had kissed her head and left her to her pacing.  She knew that he had been disturbed by her appearance since she was normally the steady one, the one who calmed the beast, but now she was the one who needed calming.  Lucifer was too consumed by darkness to comfort her without getting his fix first, so he was of little use to her. 
 
    She walked over to the fireplace and stared at the flames, searching for the answer.  The same questions plagued her, what did she know of Alazar?  She was supposed to be his Master, yet how could she know him if she had never met him?  It was a circular problem that was tying her brain in knots. 
 
    His scroll revealed an angel who was self-assured, which was why he was able to challenge Lucifer and the Council, believing that he could just walk away from his duties.  According to Mark, Alazar hated the mortals and wanted them to suffer for their indifference toward God.  All of this was well and good, but it didn’t point her in a direction.  She needed to narrow down a location.  Snow and an isolated road didn’t give much detail as to where he was, even if the dream was to be believed. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she calmed her mind and sat in front of the inferno roaring in her black fireplace.  Alazar was brazen and arrogant, which would pose a problem.  He had marched straight out of Hell undeterred.  Lucifer wouldn’t be happy to see him again, which was probably why he hadn’t been very helpful.  She pondered what Lucifer would do when Alazar returned, if he returned.  How was she going to keep them from killing each other?  Unfortunately, that was a problem for later. 
 
    Running her hand through her hair, she stared at the scroll.  Death was more elusive than she could have imagined.  She laughed when she realized the irony.  It had been easy for her to kill herself, yet now she was chasing death.  She paused as she stared at the name that defined the handsome face on the scroll.  It didn’t say Alazar; it said “Death.” 
 
    Something inside of her stirred.  She wasn’t searching for Alazar; she was searching for the embodiment of death.  She was Death’s Master.  Death she understood.  It was cold, lonely, and dark.  The numbness that stretched out through her body and slowly consumed the warmth inside was familiar to her.  The last images of the room as they blurred and turned black were forever burned into her mind.  The hollow sound of her heart stopping was terrifying and yet comforting in some way.  Yes, death was well within her understanding.  It wasn’t complicated, but simple, so simple that she almost laughed.  When you die by your own hand, you end up in the fire, the Realm of Fire to be exact. 
 
    She couldn’t believe her stupidity.  She finally knew where to look.  It was no wonder that Hades thought she was inept.  The key to finding Alazar had been right under her nose. 
 
    Anjali ran out of the castle and made her way through the Realms of Torture to the Hall of Winds.  She passed the lines of incoming and outgoing souls who were waiting to be reincarnated and sent home to the Mortal Realm, or escorted to a Realm of Torture to begin suffering for their sins. 
 
    She found Sebastian yelling at Xavier, who had screwed up Sebastian’s count of the souls.  Sebastian was a noxious hobgoblin who needed a lesson in manners and was cantankerous like an old man.  She hated dealing with him, but he might be the break that she needed. 
 
    “Oh, it’s you.  Why are you here?  Did you run out of people to torture in the VIP room?  Come trolling for lesser souls, My Lady?” Sebastian rolled his brown eyes at her.  He hated his job, but he hated her more.  None of the Fallen were particularly happy that the Destroyer had finally entered Hell.  They resented having yet another person in charge of them.  They had all witnessed her power and despised that they now had to fear her too. 
 
    “Sebastian, have I told you how nice you look today?  Is that a new suit?” she enjoyed antagonizing him on most days, but today she needed him pleasant.  Trading barbs would only prolong the conversation.  She hoped honey would work better, but she was prepared with barbs nonetheless. 
 
    “Did you hit your head on something?  I can’t believe that no one called me to watch.  What is wrong with this place?  I’m still mad that I didn’t get the opportunity to witness you writhing in the realms for myself.  Hades certainly did a number on you, didn’t he?” Sebastian chucked at her misfortune. 
 
    Ignoring his taunt, she tapped her foot.  “Sebastian, I need your help.  I need to interview the inbound souls to see if any of them had contact with Alazar.  While the other Predznak are subtle with their influence, Death would need to get up close and personal with his victims.  I know you don’t keep track of which mortals died under his influence since deaths caused by him are classified as murders or suicides, but his victims might remember him.  I need to see all the suicides that also committed murder in the last few months.  Combo murder and suicide should shorten my list and hopefully give me a starting place,” Anjali watched Sebastian straighten his suit and stare at the scrolls on his stone podium. 
 
    “Why should I help you?  If you do find Alazar and bring him back here, I will have bigger problems than you or Lord Lucifer.  You have no idea what Alazar was like or what he did when he was here.  Let’s just say I would rather die than help you find him,” Sebastian studied his scrolls. 
 
    Anjali was annoyed that she had to threaten the Fallen to do as she requested.  Her options were to be nice to them or threaten them.  Nice got you a sword through the chest, so she was left with threats. 
 
    “When I find Alazar and bring him here, he will have pledged his loyalty to me.  I am his rightful Master.  I will command him to do my will.  That could work to your benefit or to your disadvantage.  It’s your choice,” Anjali watched Sebastian comprehend her threat. 
 
    Sebastian hesitated, but he could tell that she wasn’t bluffing.  “Katarina was wrong; you’re perfectly suited for Hell,” he chuckled.  “Fine.  As you’re well aware, the suicides have to suffer in all the realms, but they usually start in the Realm of Fire and move on from there depending on the space available in the other realms.  A number of them came in recently, so they will still be there.  I’ll make you a list.  These are all the suicides from the past month who have also committed murder.  Azazel is off helping Malcolm, so Katarina is overseeing that realm.  Good luck, since she hates Alazar even more than I do,” Sebastian quickly jotted down the names, as requested, praying that she kept Alazar away from him.  He tried to keep his hand from shaking and handed her the parchment. 
 
    Anjali nodded to him and took the paper.  She grimaced when she saw all the names.  There were more than she expected, which saddened her to see how many mortals had fallen from grace in such a short period of time. 
 
    “Thank you, Sebastian.  You have been very helpful,” Anjali replied, grateful for his help.  Sebastian would do anything to prolong a fight between them.  Being the Gatekeeper of Hell was a boring, thankless job.  He had nothing better to occupy his time than to spread his misery to others.  She smirked to herself thinking that he had chosen the wrong occupation.  He would have made an excellent Angel of Agony. 
 
    When she reached the Realm of Fire, she searched for Katarina amongst the Fallen who were beating the prisoners back from the edges of the realm.  She wasn’t thrilled with the idea of dealing with Hades’ bitchy girlfriend.  Katarina wasn’t her least favorite person in Hell, but they certainly didn’t sit around braiding each other’s hair and giving each other pedicures. 
 
    She watched the mortals twist and writhe in the flames, begging for mercy that wouldn’t come until they were pardoned for their sins.  Phantom pains raced along her arms and torso as she remembered the pain of the fire.  Forcing herself away from the edge, she grabbed Katarina and thrust the paper toward her. 
 
    “I need to speak to these prisons immediately,” Anjali announced loudly.  She had to yell to be heard over the screams of the tortured. 
 
    Katarina was surprised by her request. 
 
    “Why should I care?” Katarina pulled away from her grip and whipped a prisoner who was trying to crawl to the edge to escape. 
 
    Anjali cracked her fingers and sought the patience to speak calmly. 
 
    “Because I have the authority to speak to them and you have to do as I say,” she thought it sounded like a pretty good reason. 
 
    Katarina rolled her eyes and continued whipping the prisoner.  She too had suffered from Katarina’s whip, while in the realm.  It was hard to earn the respect of someone who had made you cry for your mother, repeatedly. 
 
    So, plan B it was then.  She knew it would come back to haunt her, but she had to find Alazar.  She walked up behind Katarina and kicked her, hard, into the Realm of Fire.  Katarina screamed as she flew headlong into the fire.  Hades would find a way to punish Anjali, but she wasn’t concerned about him at the moment. 
 
    Anjali refrained from chuckling, because that would be wrong.  Guilt sprang to the surface when she realized that the prisoners were clambering around Katarina, attacking their punisher.  Oops. 
 
    Working quickly, Anjali unrolled the scroll and called out three names at a time.  Each time the souls were released from the realm, she interrogated them by asking if they knew Alazar, or if the Angel of Death had tempted them.  With each negative response, she threw the souls back into the realm and continued down the list. 
 
    Katarina slowly approached the edge.  Anjali needed to work faster before she too ended up on fire. 
 
    “Lucas Ilkerwise, Toby Greay, Mitch Maynan, you get a ten second reprieve.  Same question, did anyone influence your death?  Do you know Alazar, the Angel of Death?” Anjali saw Lucas’ eyes snap up, stunned.  She had found her first solid clue. 
 
    “Yes, I know the person that you speak of.  I believe he is the reason that my friend Johann is dead and why I took my own life.  I killed Johann for reasons that I still don’t comprehend.  There was so much blood.  The stranger’s eyes, they haunt me.  I can still see the field of flowers and can feel the air rushing past me.  All I wanted was peace and now I’m in the fire.  I don’t know what is real,” Lucas looked like he’d seen a ghost and the ghost had stolen his wallet and kicked him in the balls. 
 
    “Okay, everyone else back in, oh, and next time chose the path of the righteous,” she said as she threw the other prisoners back into the fire.  She turned to Lucas and stared into his eyes, trying to get him to focus.  “Where?  Where did you see him?” his accent sounded European.  No, it dawned on her that he was speaking Romanian. 
 
    “He came out of nowhere.  I was arguing with Johann and he appeared before us.  He asked us questions.  I tried to ignore him, but then I saw his eyes.  I couldn’t move.  Oh God, I killed my friend.  Poor Johann, I killed him with my bare hands,” Lucas was looking at his hands as if they were foreign objects.  She was losing him fast. 
 
    “Yes, and then you killed yourself and ended up here.  Where did you die?  Where did this happen?  Was it Romania?  It sounds like you are from there,” from the corner of her eye, she saw Katarina about to pull herself up onto the edge. 
 
    “The town of Călan, Romania.  We were visiting on business.  I don’t know what…,” Anjali shook the answer from Lucas, but Katarina tore him away and threw him back into the realm. 
 
    Katarina looked at Anjali with hatred pouring from her eyes.  Her hair was singed and smoke wafted from her leather outfit. 
 
    “You’re going to pay for that,” Katarina snatched her arm and pulled her to the edge of the realm. 
 
    Anjali ripped her arm away from Katarina and sneered at her.  “I have already paid, in full.  You were under Lucifer’s orders not to harm me, yet you all had a good laugh at my expense.  Don’t think I’ve forgotten you stomping on my face in the Realm of Seas.  I’d say we’re a little closer to being even.” 
 
    She noticed that the other Fallen were watching their interaction with interest.  If she didn’t make an example out of Katarina, they would see it as a sign of weakness. 
 
    Hating herself, she grabbed Katarina by the neck, lifted her off the ground, and shook her with enough force to get her attention. 
 
    Katarina’s eyes widened with shock.  The haughty look on her face was replaced by fear.  Anjali hated using fear as a weapon, but it was one of the few things the Fallen responded to anymore, that and pain. 
 
    Katarina started sputtering an apology, but Anjali cut her off. 
 
    “The next time I give you an order and you fail to obey it you will wish that I had merely set you on fire.  Be thankful that angels can’t end up in the Realm of the Destroyer,” Anjali callously dropped her on her ass and turned back to the pathway. 
 
    “Yes, My Lady,” she heard Katarina gasp. 
 
    The Fallen averted their eyes and starting yelling to each other to work faster.  Gresham practically jumped into the fire to get out of her way as she passed him.  It seemed that she was scarier than she thought. 
 
    She heard footsteps thundering toward her when she entered the Hall of Mirrors, but disappeared before Hades could reach her.  She would have to deal with his wrath at some point, but he would have to wait. 
 
    She appeared in the mountains on the outskirts of the Romanian city, as the sun was setting.  Excited about having her first real lead, she quickly scanned the city below to find the best possible hiding place for a creature that enjoyed death.  There were a number of cemeteries within sight, but they were too decrepit and wouldn’t make for a cozy home base.  She doubted that he would hide in the factories or the abandoned buildings, since they didn’t fit his bold style.  While the Angel of Death would appear to be unassuming, he would be blatant enough to seek more ostentatious accommodations.  As she turned, she caught sight of a castle looming in the distance.  It was dark, imposing, and large enough to hide a brooding angel who didn’t want to be found.  Instinctively, she knew she would find Alazar there. 
 
    Disappearing and reappearing closer to the castle, she walked along the main road that snaked up the mountain.  She donned clothing befitting a tourist, jeans, hiking boots, a black Mortal Kombat shirt with a red dragon logo, a charcoal gray wool coat, and brown leather backpack.  She always told people that she was a tourist backpacking through Europe when traveling through the Mortal Realm.  It seemed that a female couldn’t travel alone without people trying to offer their assistance, or worse, trying to take advantage of her.  Those people never fared very well. 
 
    Taking in the scenery, a chill came over her when she recognized the road from her dream.  This was the very spot where she had seen Alazar walking alone in the snow.  Her breath caught as anticipation filled her.  She knew she was close to finally finding her angel.  Increasing her speed, she made her way up the road. 
 
    The castle entrance came into view and the parking lot lights revealed a long wooden bridge that looked to be the only means of entering the castle from the front.  It stretched across a deep ravine where the river had carved out a gully around the foundation of the castle.  It vaguely reminded her of the bridge from the rotunda to Lucifer’s tower. 
 
    She saw the spirit of a girl standing on the side of the embankment a few feet from the bridge.  She was wearing peasant clothing and appeared despondent.  The girl quickly averted her eyes and diligently studied the ground.  Anjali considered speaking to the lost soul until she saw the fear in the girl’s eyes.  She knew who and what Anjali was, even if she didn’t know her actual name.  The soul saw the Destroyer standing in front of her, and was probably afraid that the Destroyer would take her to Hell.  She was destined for Hell since she had thrown herself into the river below.  Anjali left the girl and moved on.  It was the job of the reapers to take the souls to their final destination, not hers, at least, not yet. 
 
    She gazed up at the dark castle.  It was imposing and had features similar to the Castle of Tears.  She thought it was odd that Alazar had run from one castle to another.  Perhaps he was homesick for Hell, though she doubted it.  Maybe subconsciously he had sought out this castle since he was ordered by the Council to wait for her in the Castle of Tears.  She didn’t think she would be lucky enough to be welcomed into his open arms, so she went with the assumption that it was merely familiar territory. 
 
    She thought about her options for a second and considered Alazar’s possible mental state.  Since Lucifer held the room in the highest tower, and Alazar hated Lucifer, it might be the perfect slight for him to live at the top.  Deciding it was as good a plan as any, she appeared inside the highest tower.  The room was devoid of furniture and felt abandoned.  She sighed; mad that it wouldn’t be as simple as she’d hoped.  She set out to search the upper floors. 
 
    The interior of the castle was pitch black, though it didn’t pose a problem for her night vision.  Where there was a questionable footing or broken step, she lit the torches that hung on the walls to navigate the partially crumbling fortress.  There were multiple areas under construction in the dilapidated building which posed hazards such as exposed rebar, holes in the floor, and her favorite, a door that led to a thirty-foot drop.  The building had sustained damage in many areas from looting, fires, or battles.  The souls that lingered looked like they had died mainly from burns, swords, or hunger. 
 
    Anjali quickly investigated the various rooms, though she found no signs of life aside from the occasional bat or furry creature.  The main floor was the most decorated area with antique furniture and tapestries on display for the tourists.  The staff kitchen had a generator, which supplied electricity to modern conveniences like a microwave and a refrigerator, though the area was off-limits to visitors. 
 
    Frustrated with the sheer size of the building and its copious hiding places, she decided to descend lower into the darkness to find the dungeon.  Why anyone would hide in a dungeon was beyond her, though if Alazar were living in the castle, it would probably make sense for him to reside where so many had died.  It would most likely call to him on some level. 
 
    She quickly descended the stairs and sank deeper into the bowels of the castle.  She immediately noticed the drop in temperature and the thickness of the air.  The air was oppressive and tangible.  The hair on her arms stood up, despite not being cold.  She pressed on and came upon a long hallway beyond the main prison area that felt colder than the other areas.  She had the compelling urge to turn away.  The darkness inside of her twisted and churned when she smelled the death and decay that permeated the frigid air.  It smelled like the Hall of Torment.  Her skin crawled from the scent, but she quickly realized that she wasn’t revolted by it, but excited.  It was familiar and called to her, intriguing her.  She knew that Alazar had to be near. 
 
    The sketch of Alazar’s face filled her mind as she walked quickly through the hallways.  It occurred to her that she had no idea what she was going to say to him when she did find him.  She felt stupid for not having a prepared speech. 
 
    She turned down a short hallway that felt promising, but it unfortunately ended in a solid wall with no visible exit.  Either the hallway had been remodeled like the rest of the castle and the passageway had been sealed shut, or Alazar was keeping his lair a closely guarded secret.  Leaning closer to the wall, she searched for something that would show the way to his hiding place.  Moving slowly back and forth across the rock wall, she noticed a small flicker of light between the rocks. 
 
    “There has to be a room here,” she thought as she pressed her fingers into the unyielding rock wall, hoping to reveal a doorway. 
 
    She sighed and gave up.  Alazar had blocked up the doorway and probably used his power to appear on the other side of the wall.  She took a chance and disappeared.  She reappeared just beyond the wall, where she hoped there was a room and not a thirty-foot drop into rebar.  Thankfully, there was something beyond the wall, but rather than a room, she found a narrow staircase that descended lower into the castle.  The lit torch gave her hope that someone was home. 
 
    Fear prickled along her skin knowing that she could be ambushed when she reached the bottom.  She didn’t think Alazar knew that she was coming, but she assumed he would be prepared for such an occurrence.  He’d had countless years to await her arrival.  For all she knew, this was a giant trap and she would be bound and gagged and ultimately lose her head. 
 
    She waved her hand and donned her dress.  He needed to see her as the Destroyer rather than a mortal girl.  She would rather explain why she was wearing Serena’s dress. 
 
    Steeling herself to the task, she slowly made her way to the bottom of the stairs and saw only one way to go.  She was forced to crawl through an opening in a broken wall and found herself standing inside a dark cave.  It took her a moment to realize that it wasn’t a cave, but a small bunker made of concrete.  It didn’t look like it was part of the original castle but might have been a storage area, or a panic room, depending on the need.  Perhaps treasures had once been hidden there.  Now it was most likely the hiding place for the Angel of Death. 
 
    She lit the torches and the small fireplace with her Hell Fire.  The concrete floor was broken, making it difficult to walk on.  Making her way further into the room, she was surprised to see a black leather Barcalounger with metal legs in one corner.  On the other side of the room was a smashed wooden end table, a bookshelf piled high with magazines, a wash table with a handheld mirror on it, and a Queen Size bed with one pillow and dark sheets.  It was doubtful that a squatter was living there given the lack of an entry point.  It was depressing to see her angel living in squalor.  The Angel of Death was residing in a hole in the wall in Romania.  She thought that he would at least have a room at the Hilton for goodness sake.  Why was he living like this? 
 
    Anjali sat down on the bed for a moment and took in the sight of the room.  A chill ran through her when she remembered his room in Hell.  While his possessions were similar, the ones in front of her were broken and dilapidated.  It pained her to see that his new dwelling was a mockery of the room he had once resided in. 
 
    Glancing at the floor next to the bed, she saw a gossip magazine about celebrities.  Some of the pages were earmarked and circled.  She was relieved to see that it had yesterday’s date on it.  He was still in the area, so she hadn’t missed him completely.  As she pondered the room, a sense of dread came over her.  If he wasn’t at home, then there was only one place that he could be; the city.  Panic rose quickly when she thought about all the innocent people he could tempt. 
 
    She disappeared quickly from the depressing room and reappeared in the heart of the city. 
 
    The entire city was oddly quiet though it was well before midnight.  Searching the streets, she couldn’t find anyone driving or walking around.  She wouldn’t have been surprised to see tumbleweeds passing her by on the deserted roads.  It was eerie not seeing people going about their normal lives.  It seemed that the locals were on to Alazar’s late night tricks and were hiding in their homes.  The only places that had lights on were the pubs. 
 
    Anjali moved through the streets and stopped near a group of restaurants and pubs.  She could hear chatting and laughing inside but knew by the rising moon that Alazar would soon have plenty of inebriated mortals to choose from. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Commander Nathanael arrived in the middle of the dark Romanian city and glanced around.  He was pissed that he was yet again called in to deal with problems that were not meant for Celestial warriors, but he wasn’t one to question orders.  He was told by Lord Michael that the area had an unusually high death rate and it was presumed that there was at least one vampire in the area.  Lord Michael had been adamant that he leave immediately to seek out the foul creature and destroy it.  Hunting vampires was beneath him and his talents.  How he longed for a battle with Rogue Angels, false gods, or the Veteres.  He sighed and resigned himself to the task at hand.  The faster he found his vampire and killed it, the faster he could go home.  He decided to take to the rooftops for a better view. 
 
    He had spoken with Azure to find out why one of the Xiphos Warriors hadn’t dealt with the vampire already.  They were supposed to handle small problems like bloodsuckers.  That’s why they had been allowed to live after their former Master had died.  Azure told him that the warrior closest to the city hadn’t seen or heard anything out of the norm.  Nathanael had asked to speak to the warrior directly, but as usual, Azure said the warrior had too many leads to follow up and had already moved on to the next city.  He couldn’t remember the last time he’d actually spoken to one of the Xiphos, but he knew that they were insanely busy.  Azure kept them on their toes and worked them hard. 
 
    The night was cold and windy, making him long for Azure’s warm bed.  A storm was approaching and the crispness of the air hinted at the possibility of snow.  He wanted to get his assignment over with quickly so that he could move on to something more interesting, like being nestled within her blonde curls. 
 
    From the top of the brick building, he could see the empty streets and the darkened shop windows.  It was late and most of the mortals would be in hiding in their homes, if the rumors were true.  He didn’t bother to tuck in his white wings since any mortal that he might run in to would be drunk or tired and easily mistake him for a delusion.  It wouldn’t be the first time. 
 
    Unfortunately, there were plenty of places for a vampire to hide in the city, but it would do little good to hide far from its food source.  He decided to move closer to the section of town where the lights were giving the mortals a false sense of security.  Even people afraid of vampires had to leave their homes at some point to feed or socialize; those idiots would top the helpless victim list tonight. 
 
    Moving from the vacant rooftop, he appeared on top of what looked like a restaurant.  Music was playing and he could hear the mortals talking and laughing.  They would be easy targets for a bloodsucker.  He searched the perimeter and walked up and down the alleyways.  There were multiple food venues spread across the surrounding area.  It would be difficult to watch them all since the uneven height of the buildings blocked a direct view.  He chose the one most likely to produce the perfect meal, an alcohol establishment.  He leaned against the chimney of the building across the street, waiting for the first scream. 
 
    He thought about how he would eliminate the creature.  It was a waste to use his Celestial Sword since the vampire would evaporate too quickly to enjoy the victory.  He looked around for a source of wood to create a stake.  It was a crude method to kill a vampire, but it brought more satisfaction to watch the disgusting thing die slowly and painfully. 
 
    The garbage bins in the alley below held wooden shipping crates for food.  They would work well enough.  He extended his wings and dropped down between the buildings.  He was careful not to scrape his wings against the brick as he landed.  He rummaged around and found a nice sturdy length of wood.  Whittling it down to a sharp point with his knife would give him something to focus on as he waited for the doomed vampire. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Alazar cursed the cold weather and willed the impending snow to stay away.  Yet another storm to screw up his plans and force the small number of tourists to remain indoors.  He didn’t like to draw them out personally.  They always expected sex.  The idea disgusted him.  He didn’t need to be confused with the Angel of Desire.  What he needed was to move to a warmer climate.  He pondered which country should be next on his list as he scanned the area for signs of life.  The trouble with warm places was the lack of dark places to hide.  Hawaii was too damned sunny to stalk people and South America was either too densely populated or too sparse for his needs.  It didn’t look like he was going to change zip codes any time soon. 
 
    He walked quickly through the streets and looked for someone of interest.  He passed the bum on the corner that was too liquored up to understand anything.  He fell into Illness’ turf.  The man yelling at his girlfriend was too easy.  He fell into Anger’s territory and wouldn’t be hard to tempt.  He was already headed to Hell for beating her.  Frustration made him walk faster.  He needed to find someone before the storm hit or he would go home cold.  He couldn’t take another night of numbness.  He was too close to losing control and murdering everyone that he laid eyes upon. 
 
    Something white and shiny in the darkness caught his attention as he approached his destination.  Fear spread through him when he processed what it could have been.  He ducked behind a parked car and took a moment to control his breathing.  If he didn’t know better, he could swear it was a feather.  Fuck.  He needed to make sure that it was only a snowflake or a chicken feather.  Yes, chickens were prevalent in the countryside.  Someone might have bought one for dinner.  Why would a Heavenly Angel be in this part of Romanian anyway?  There was nothing of interest here, except for him.  He froze.  Maybe the Council had finally given up on the Predznak and had ordered his capture.  He needed to figure out what he really saw. 
 
    He disappeared and reappeared at the opposite end of the alleyway where he had seen the snowflake.  Yes, he was now convinced it was a fucking snowflake.  He took a deep breath and poked his head around the corner.  He quickly pulled back and flattened himself against the brick wall.  Son of a bitch.  Nathanael was here and sadly, the white wings proved that he wasn’t classified a Fallen, a Forgotten, or a Rogue, though it didn’t mean he was still a good angel.  Daring to take another look, he found the proof that he needed.  The Celestial Sword on Nathanael’s belt was enough to convince him that he was in deep shit. 
 
    He leaned his head against the wall.  He needed to escape.  Hawaii wasn’t looking so bad after all.  Wait.  Why was Nathanael sitting in a dark alley alone?  It appeared more like a stakeout.  If Nathanael was hunting him, he would have raided the castle and torn the place apart looking for him.  He would circle over the city until he found him.  Why wait in an alley? 
 
    It dawned on him that Nathanael was carving something.  The idiot was making a stake out of a box lid.  Alazar calmed immediately.  He was after a vampire. 
 
    Moron, there are no vampires here, only me, he chuckled. 
 
    His breath caught in his throat.  His latest bloodbath must have aroused suspicions and forced Michael to send someone to investigate.  His bloodlust had summoned a Celestial Warrior.  Wonderful!  He was the idiot. 
 
    He thought about the problem at hand.  If Nathanael was looking for a vampire, he could look all he wanted.  He was snug in his hiding spot, which meant he wouldn’t be searching the city until after the pubs were closed.  That gave him plenty of time to find a victim, regain some of his warmth, pack his stuff, and get out of town.  He would have to work fast.  Luring his victim from town was his best shot.  He would be sure to make it look like a vampire attack so that Nathanael would get in trouble for allowing another murder to occur.  It was turning out to be a better day than he’d thought. 
 
    Alazar quickly disappeared and reappeared a few streets over.  The area had been fruitful when all his other options were limited.  It was a popular make out place because the benches were tucked into a shadowy corner.  He watched with interest as a young couple kissed and groped each other next to the bank.  The couple was drunk, but all business.  Lust wasn’t his department, thankfully, but there was more going on between the couple.  This was not a normal hook up.  The woman was a prostitute and the man was paying a pretty penny for sex. 
 
    They were both easy targets, low self-esteem on her part, and arrogance on his.  He could convince the man to kill the woman for fear of being found out.  People tended to frown upon paid sex and this douche-bag had a wedding ring on.  He was certain that the man’s wife might object to him screwing a whore.  A murder suicide it was then.  It would be simple. 
 
    He smiled as his power rose to the surface and he chose his opening words for the-soon-to-be deceased. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” a female voice said through the din. 
 
   


 
  




Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Alazar was hiding in the shadows away from prying eyes.  How had someone spotted him?  It was obviously not Maraquette; she would have greeted him with a stiletto to the tailbone. 
 
    He turned and saw a petite woman standing a few feet from him in the street beyond the alley.  She was backlit, so he couldn’t make out a face.  He smirked, having found his new target. 
 
    Anjali watched Alazar stride through the alley, confident that she was not a threat.  She had felt his power like a beacon while searching the other nightspots.  She had focused on the feelings that death evoked; isolation, loneliness, desperation, and hopelessness, and for the first time, felt a response. 
 
    She blinked a few times, befuddled by the beautiful face in front of her as he emerged from the shadows.  The drawing implied that he was good-looking, but the artist had failed to capture his true beauty.  He was moderate in height and lean, unlike Lucifer or even Hades, but she knew that he should not be underestimated.  He wore dress pants, a button down dress shirt, and a long wool coat that hung open.  His jawline was strong and his cheekbones were high and chiseled, complemented by a thin, graceful nose.  Alazar’s skin was so pale and smooth that it nearly glowed in the darkness.  His hair was solid black, parted down the middle, and came down to his ears, shorter than it had been in the drawing. 
 
    It occurred to her that he had an elfish face that folklore would describe as spritely or tricky.  She finally admitted to herself that he was just plain gorgeous.  He had luscious pouting lips, though she had trouble getting past his eyes.  They were shockingly blue and unearthly, the source of his power.  Once he locked his imposing eyes on his victim, he would take control of their mind and make them see what he wanted them to see. 
 
    Alazar took off his new wool coat, not wanting to get blood on it.  It was his latest attempt at keeping the cold at bay, though it did little more than his cloak.  Still, it looked good on him, better than it had on his last victim, the car salesman.  He didn’t like robbing the dead, but the jerk hardly needed it where he was headed. 
 
    He tried to focus on the woman before him, but was oddly anxious.  It was an unfamiliar feeling, one long lost to him.  It seemed that Nathanael’s presence had rattled him more than he thought.  He tried to dispel the feeling, knowing that it would be a distraction.  He focused on how he would tempt the woman in front of him.  Women found him attractive, which irked him, but it made it easier to start a conversation. 
 
    By the time he reached the end of the alley, he had his coat laid across his arm.  He knew exactly what he wanted to say.  The words formed on his tongue just as the woman moved back into the light of the street lamp. 
 
    A black dress, the black dress, the one from his nightmares greeted him as his body seized up and the coat was forgotten on the ground in a heap.  How the hell was Serena alive?  Where the rumors of her demise false?  He was going to kick the bloody hell out of Maraquette for telling him that Serena was dead.  He was about to run for his life when he stopped and decided that it was better if he made sure that she stayed dead this time. 
 
    He prepared to lunge forward to grab her, lest she try to run, when he noticed her hair.  Serena had dyed her hair, which seemed odd and unnecessary.  The hideous blonde was now sporting long raven hair.  No matter, he would pull it out by the roots. 
 
    Anjali saw the confusion on Alazar’s face.  He was staring at her dress.  Perhaps she should have gone with the T-shirt and jeans option.  She was about to speak when her head hit against something hard.  An arm was choking her as she was pressed against a brick building. 
 
    “I don’t know how you are still alive, but I’m going to make sure you don’t see daybreak,” Alazar growled into Serena’s ear as he pushed his forearm into her neck, hoping to snap it. 
 
    After all the horrible things he had endured by her hand, he was finally going to take his revenge.  He thought about the beatings and being tied to her bed while she did deplorable things to him.  The thoughts made him press harder against her throat.  Balthazar would laugh at him for seeking vengeance, though he would probably be angry with him for killing Serena after Balthazar had vowed to do it.  Regardless, the bitch would be dead and he would deal with Vengeance later. 
 
    Anjali’s vision blurred and was filled with black spots as she gasped for air.  The attack had caught her off guard and had forced the air from her lungs.  Stunned from the blow to the head, it took a moment to figure out what she should do.  She had never actually been in a fight before.  She’d been hit, but she had never been in a fight with someone who had fists, not paws. 
 
    She looked around for something that would help her.  Alazar was stronger than she had assumed, given his size, and was seriously pissed.  She waved her hand, pulled a metal trash can from across the street, and hit Alazar in the back with it.  The blow knocked him sideways causing him to lose his balance, freeing her neck.  She slid to the ground and coughed uncontrollably.  Clutching her neck, she gulped down the cool air until the black dots disappeared and the street came back into focus. 
 
    Alazar swore and regained his balance.  The bitch wanted to play.  He was more than willing to oblige her.  Before she could run, he grabbed her by her newly dyed hair, and threw her across the street into a lamppost.  He laughed when she hit the post and crumpled to the ground.  The glass lantern smashed into a hardware marquee, causing debris to crash down onto the sidewalk and Serena. 
 
    He unbuttoned his shirtsleeves and rolled them up as he pondered all the things he was going to do to her.  Lucifer wouldn’t be able to identify her body and the dress would be burned.  Nothing would be left of the maniac. 
 
    Anjali tried to shake off the pain in her back and what she assumed was a broken rib.  She pulled her hair out of her face and saw Alazar stalking closer.  She tried to get up, but her skirt and left sleeve were pinned under the debris of the broken marquee. 
 
    “Alazar, it doesn’t have to be this way,” Anjali took a pain-filled breath. 
 
    Alazar chuckled.  “No, this time I’m going to crush your soul and then kill you.  I assure you, things will be very different.” 
 
    He threw out his hand and smiled cruelly. 
 
    She was wrenched from the ground by Alazar’s power.  Her dress and sleeve ripped as she flew into his open hand.  He lifted her off the ground by her neck and choked her. 
 
    She tried to pry his fingers from her throat, but her hands were shaking from the lack of oxygen.  Dizziness overwhelming her.  She needed options.  If she took off her ring, the whole city would crumble.  She pushed that option out of her mind.  She could try to fight him, but the last time she had punched someone, he had gone blind in one eye.  Not wanting to cripple her angel permanently, she knew a physical altercation was out of the question.  No matter how angry he was, she needed him.  Option three it was then.  She flicked her wrist and threw a parked car at Alazar. 
 
    The force of the car hitting Alazar removed his hand from her and she fell to the ground, gasping.  She cringed as she watched him and the car soaring through the air before they smashed through a bakery window. 
 
    Crap, she hadn’t meant to kill him, only stop him.  She had underestimated her power in her desperation to escape his hold. 
 
    Radek stepped out of the shadows across the street, having witnessed the fight.  He ventured forward, but she waved him off.  She didn’t need him caught in the middle of her showdown.  He nodded and stepped back into the alley. 
 
    Snowflakes started to drift down as she picked herself up off the ground.  Every part of her was aching but she had to get up.  She had to try to reason with him or at least knock him unconscious, drag him to the Hall of Mercy, and force him to see reason, while chained and unable to hurt her. 
 
    Alazar blinked a few times, trying to figure out where he was.  It took a moment to register the car sitting on top of him.  The bitch had thrown a car at him?  That was a new one.  He was going to enjoy this.  He lifted the car off his chest and hurled it back at her.  He was going to smash her to pieces with it. 
 
    Anjali dropped to the ground and covered her head as the car missed her by an inch and demolished the dress store behind her.  She looked up and saw Alazar stretch out his neck and arms, putting his bones back into place.  She was relieved to see that he was alive until she felt her body leave the ground violently.  She was thrown high up into the sky.  Cold air and snowflakes rushed passed her while the street moved farther and farther away.  Before she could scream, the ground zoomed into view and pain overtook her. 
 
    Alazar took delight in seeing Serena flying through the air only to crash into the pavement.  He had missed her with the car, but gravity was inevitable and the pavement would be hard to miss.  As much as he enjoyed tossing her around, he wanted to make her bleed.  The bitch liked to play with knives, so he was going to show her just how much fun it was to be carved to bits. 
 
    He worked through the pain of his fractured bones and partially collapsed lung just so that he could finish her off.  He’d suffered worse by her hand so he knew how to hide his pain.  She would only use it against him.  He wouldn’t give her the satisfaction. 
 
    Anjali carefully pushed herself up onto her knees.  She saw the hatred in Alazar’s eyes and knew she had to stop him before he grabbed her again.  She threw out her arm and used her power to push him into the air.  Unfortunately, the angel unfurled his giant black wings and gently glided through the snow-filled air.  She was surprised by his gracefulness when he landed softly on the ground.  He was picturesque with his dark hair and black wings as the white snow covered him.  She realized that she didn’t want to fight him.  She was the reason that he was so angry.  She had left him alone to suffer without a master, a master that could help him control the darkness inside of him.  Maybe she deserved his wrath. 
 
    “You’re going to have to do better than that, baby,” Alazar painfully folded his wings into his back.  He didn’t need her ripping them off. 
 
    Alazar held out his palm and summoned his favorite dagger.  He wanted to end this before Serena ran and he was forced to track her down. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Alazar.  I know I’ve caused you pain, but I have come to make things right,” she offered her outstretched hand to him.  She knew that he wanted her to suffer if he was resorting to the use of weapons.  He could kill from a distance without ever getting physical; the weapon would certainly personalize things. 
 
    “Sorry?  You’re sorry?  After everything you put me through?  After everything you put the Predznak through, sorry won’t cut it.  You could never make things right.  I’m going to make you scream for mercy, just like you made me scream, you monster!” Alazar stalked closer to Serena.  Sorry?  She was sorry?  What a load of crap.  She was sorry that she was losing the fight.  Sorry that she had come to his town. 
 
    Wait, Serena never apologized for anything.  Why would she start now?  Alazar fought through his killing haze to process her apology.  She had caused him pain, yes; she had brutalized him with no remorse.  Why was she sorry now? 
 
    “Alazar, you have to understand, I didn’t know.  I didn’t know about you or the Predznak.  Gabriel kept everything a secret.  Once I found out about you, I began searching for you.  Please, you have to listen to me.  I don’t want to fight you.  I know you are angry with me, but please, we need to settle this,” Anjali pleaded with Alazar.  She slowly got to her feet.  She knew that she shouldn’t show weakness, but she was in pain and ashamed of herself for creating this ruthless killing machine. 
 
    Alazar couldn’t understand what the lunatic was talking about.  Why was she bringing Gabriel into this?  Gabriel had nothing to do with her torturing him.  She must have completely lost her mind, which wasn’t a total shocker. 
 
    “I must have given you a concussion, Serena, which I’m thrilled about, by the way.  I have no idea what you’re babbling about, but I’m done with your stall tactics.  You’re mine,” Alazar moved closer and grabbed Serena by the face. 
 
    Serena?  Alazar thought that she was Lucifer’s psycho ex-girlfriend.  No wonder he was wiping the pavement with her face.  Of course, if he was treating Serena like this, it didn’t bode well for her once he figured out whom she really was. 
 
    He looked into the face that had ruthlessly attacked him while awake and asleep, the face that had laughed at his pain and misery, and the face that had taunted him while forcing herself on him.  He looked into the face of the woman that he wanted dead, except now her face looked, different.  His mind went blank when he realized that this wasn’t Serena.  The blue eyes that stared back at him were brighter than Serena’s, the lips redder, and the skin paler.  Serena had been pretty by angel standards, though her lunacy made her undesirable and loathsome.  No amount of beauty could change how he felt about her. 
 
    The woman that he held was stunning and sane.  He saw no signs of insanity in her eyes, though she was afraid.  He loosened his grip as he looked at this woman and truly saw her.  How had he mistaken her for the lunatic?  Her long soft hair rubbed against his hand and felt like silk.  Her body was lean, taut, and transformed the hideous dress into a thing of beauty.  She looked nothing like the witch queen. 
 
    Anjali was surprised by Alazar’s sudden change in behavior.  The anger on his face slipped away and his body relaxed as he stood before her.  He stood motionless and studied her closely.  Alazar must have finally accepted that she was not Serena.  She gave him a moment to process the information, not wanting to startle him.  He was finally looking at her with kindness in his eyes.  She didn’t want to ruin the moment. 
 
    He stupidly realized that the dress was missing the high collar.  Running his hands along the top edge of her dress, he felt the jagged edge where it had been ripped away.  Serena was undoubtedly dead, having lost her head.  The question was, who was this woman and why was she wearing the abomination’s clothes? 
 
    Alazar took a step back and contemplated the beautiful woman standing before him.  He was compelled to look at her.  Reaching out he touched the bruises forming on her neck.  How could he hurt someone as lovely as this?  The ice inside of him melted, just a little, as his fingertips grazed the skin on her neck.  The pains of his injuries were dulled when his thumb brushed against her cheek.  She didn’t say anything as he touched her face.  She seemed bewildered.  He chuckled at his own confusion.  What in the world would make him believe that she was his enemy? 
 
    Anjali began to hope that she and Alazar could get past all that had happened in her absence.  He was looking at her with amusement and perhaps, hope.  She smiled at him, enjoying the feel of his hands on her skin.  She felt appreciated and cared for as he gazed at her with excitement in his eyes.  He was gentle and patient while touching her face.  She was surprised to find that she enjoyed the way he touched her.  It occurred to her that Death had a seductive side, one that could lure his victims into believing that death could be glamorous and fun.  She would have to watch herself around him. 
 
    He looked into her perfect blue eyes and saw, he wasn’t sure at first, but he saw, death.  Fear consumed him as realization dawned on his beleaguered brain.  He was a Harbinger, a Predznak, the one that would herald the coming of the Destroyer, and here she was, in the flesh.  So much for heralding her coming, she had walked straight into his town and taken him by surprise.  Dear Lord above, it was Anjali, his Master. 
 
    Anjali saw Alazar’s enchanting face turn cold and calculating as he stepped away.  Sadly, he had finally figured out who she really was and he wasn’t thrilled about it. 
 
    “Anjali,” her name felt like sawdust on his lips.  The other nightmare in his life was here and she was wearing the symbol of his undying hatred of Hell and all who inhabited it.  How fitting.  At least he could roll both of his fears into one and consolidate them for ease.  If he defeated her, he would burn Serena’s dress and be rid of both of them. 
 
    “Alazar,” she didn’t know what else to say.  Bracing herself for another trip through the snowy air, she held out her hand to him again.  She didn’t expect him to take it, but didn’t know what else to do. 
 
    Alazar gripped the knife tighter as anger spread through him.  She was standing in front of him, after all this time.  He remembered his vow to the other Predznak, the vow he had made to himself nearly fifteen hundred years ago.  He was going to kill his unworthy Master.  He stared at her outstretched palm.  Settle things, she had said.  He was going to settle things. 
 
    The knife tore through the drifting snow and slashed through her palm.  A spray of blood fell across the snow-covered ground.  This was how it was going to end, her dead in the street and him free for eternity. 
 
    Anjali was surprised by the sudden movement of the knife.  She hated knives and had an odd fear of them ever since Hades had tried to take her head with one.  The pain was minor compared to the thrashing she’d just endured, but the action made her scream.  This was what she had feared.  Alazar hated her and was declaring war against her.  She stared at him in disbelief and stumbled backward, trying to comprehend all that had happened.  By all rights, she should remove her ring and force him to bow to her, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it.  She had to find a way to get through to him. 
 
    Alazar allowed the Destroyer’s scream to wash over him, and renew his desire to end her life.  He was going to make this personal.  She would know all that he had endured in her absence.  That simple scream was just the beginning.  She would feel every lash of Lucifer’s whip, every cut from Serena, and every torture used in the realms.  He would listen to her scream until the light finally faded from her eyes. 
 
    Alazar faltered.  Why was screaming a bad thing?  His mind buzzed as the street came back into focus and he looked at the snow falling around him.  The accursed Celestial Warrior was still near.  Nathanael was waiting for a scream.  She had just summoned a Celestial Warrior.  This was certainly not his night. 
 
    “Perfect.  Now you did it,” Alazar growled.  He crouched and looked to the sky.  A Celestial Sword could be cutting through his neck in moments. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Anjali was confused by Alazar’s sudden mood swing.  Instead of pursuing her, he looked scared as he frantically searched the sky. 
 
    “I saw your attack dog a few blocks from here, lying in wait, so you can give up the charade,” Alazar was a fool.  Nathanael wasn’t hunting vampires.  He was preparing to kill him.  They were both here for him.  It seemed that his Master had a few tricks up her sleeve.  If she failed to rein him in, Nathanael would be called in to finish him.  He wasn’t sure why Nathanael wanted to kill him with a stake, but then again Nathanael had always been a little odd. 
 
    Anjali looked in the direction that Alazar was focusing on.  “What attack dog?  I’m alone,” she replied.  She was beginning to worry about his mental health.  There was no possible way he had seen Radek.  She knew Solren had long ago lost his sanity; perhaps Alazar was suffering from paranoia as well. 
 
    “Don’t play stupid with me.  I saw your Celestial Warrior.  What, you didn’t think you could handle me yourself so you brought Nathanael?  You’re weaker than I thought,” he sneered at her, hoping that it was true.  A weak Destroyer would only help his cause and bring about a quick victory. 
 
    Anjali grumbled and rubbed the side of her neck.  Why was a Celestial Warrior in town?  Shit.  Raphael must have sent someone to retrieve her so that he could deal with the Rusalka issue.  How a Celestial Warrior had found her in Romania, she had no idea.  Radek was the only one who knew where she was. 
 
    “If there is a Celestial Warrior here, then I doubt he’s here for you, of course, I never know what the Council is up to.  He could be hunting both of us for all I know.  Please, we should both leave and go somewhere safe to talk,” she slowly walked forward, extending her gradually healing hand to him.  She hoped that he would see her concern for him and at least make an effort to talk to her. 
 
    Alazar looked at the blood stained hand in front of him.  A small part of him wanted to take hold of it and leave with her.  To what end, he didn’t know, but the rational side of his brain rose up and shouted at him to run away. 
 
    The sudden sound of fluttering wings dominated all his senses and ended his debate.  Nathanael was coming.  Time to exit. 
 
    “Sorry honey, I’m not falling for your lies,” Alazar blew her a kiss and disappeared into the night. 
 
    Radek ran from the shadows and assessed Anjali’s damaged hand.  “Come home, you need to heal,” he wiped the blood from her palm to examine it. 
 
    She turned her attention to the approaching shadow.  If she left, there would be bigger problems. 
 
    “No, I have to stay and deal with this.  Don’t tell Lucifer about the fight, it will only enrage him.  He might even come here personally.  I don’t need him executing Alazar.  Do you have any idea why a Celestial Warrior is in town?” she needed to get away and find Alazar. 
 
    “I don’t know.  Are you sure that you won’t come home?” Radek grimaced. 
 
    She shook her head.  “I need to talk to Alazar.” 
 
    Radek nodded and disappeared. 
 
    Hoping that Alazar would retreat to his home, she forcefully pulled herself from the street and appeared in the parking lot of the castle.  She slumped to the ground and tried to calm her nerves.  She needed to gather her thoughts before she entered the castle.  She doubted ambushing him in his bedroom would end well, so she sat on the curb and examined her cut so that she could think. 
 
    She was relieved to finally find one of her angels; unfortunately, he wanted to kill her.  She wanted to curse Alazar for his attack, but she knew that she was to blame. 
 
    Worse, she was angry about Serena’s treatment of Alazar.  Lucifer had told her about the terrible things she had done, but it was clear that Serena had done much worse than chain him to her ceiling as he decayed in her mirrors, based on his reaction to her dress. 
 
    Closing her eyes, Anjali took a deep breath.  She had to think of a better way to approach him.  There had to be a way to break through his anger and loneliness to find the angel that was meant to be a part of her, if he still existed. 
 
    Her attention was diverted when she saw a blue minivan and a white cargo van parked near the bridge.  The lights in the parking lot revealed three people huddled on the bridge and three others arguing next to the vehicles.  She immediately noted the matching T-shirts and jackets that read, “Spirit Experts: Search for the Afterlife”. 
 
    Panic filled her knowing that a pissed off Angel of Death would slaughter the mortals.  She quickly changed back into her tourist clothing and toned down her appearance so that they would think she was a mortal.  She paused, unsure of what to do.  This was uncharted territory.  They were paranormalists, psychics, or perhaps con artists.  She didn’t know if psychics were real, but it didn’t matter.  She had to get them away from the castle before Alazar found them. 
 
    She quietly approached the group, while trying to hide her injuries.  She needed to get a feel for the situation. 
 
    A thin blonde woman was shivering on the bridge, fretting and holding a clipboard and a large mobile phone.  “I have no idea if Cassie is lying to us, but I’m getting cold standing out here.  I know it’s winter, but I was expecting to at least be indoors.  I knew I should have called ahead myself.  I traveled halfway around the world on the word of a woman who I barely know.  My mother was right; I’m too trusting.  I’m not cut out for this kind of work.  I should be back at home studying for midterms and finding a nice internship where it’s safe and warm.” 
 
    Anjali was intrigued.  She watched the two men with the blonde ignore her ramblings and busy themselves.  The one fiddling with a computer that was balanced precariously on the railing of the bridge was obviously a techie.  He was sporting a jelly-stained shirt and baggy jeans, complete with a red beard and brown hair.  The one who looked stoned with the backwards hat and frat boy cargo pants was a cameraman.  He was staring through his viewfinder as he moved the video camera around, taking random shots of the castle. 
 
    She turned her attention to the other group of people arguing near the vans.  The one that stood out the most was a smartly dressed woman in a bright pink dress and heels.  She was tall, lean, and had an air of authority with her perfect posture, impeccable nails, hair, and makeup.  She was the kind of woman who enjoyed intimidating others and used her appearance as a means to an end.  Her chestnut hair and light blue eyes were striking against the vivid dress and long white wool coat.  Professional and stuck up were the words that came to mind.  She must be the mysterious Cassie that the blonde had spoken of. 
 
    Oddly, the two tall men with her failed to notice her enticing facade.  They were too busy arguing with her to care about her stern yet beautiful face.  The man with the sandy blonde hair and green eyes was neatly dressed, even with his dark T-shirt, and was probably in charge of the crew.  He appeared stressed as he waved his arms around and pointed to the dark castle and then to the crew.  His expression was intense and frustrated.  He looked like a true believer, passionate about being there.  The first group was being paid to be there, whether or not they believed in the afterlife, whereas sandy blonde was the force behind the group.  Things were not going well, though the woman seemed unshakable. 
 
    The other man standing with sandy blonde was calm and seemed to be the reasonable one.  He listened, shook his head, and spoke softly.  He tried more than once to put his hands out to calm sandy blonde.  He was laid-back in appearance with messy black hair that was too long to stay in place without some sort of decent hair product.  He had a zip up black fleece with the collar pulled up.  He seemed tired, but remained unflappable as sandy blonde became increasingly agitated. 
 
    Anjali found her gaze roaming back to the calm man’s handsome face, with this square jaw and gorgeous blue eyes. 
 
    Snapping herself out of her unusual fantasies of licking his perfect jawline, she saw that the cameraman had noticed her standing uncomfortably in the parking lot and was filming her.  She decided to venture forth and find out what was going on.  If Alazar was inside the castle, she needed to help these people. 
 
    “Hello,” Anjali said as she approached the crew members.  She was favoring her right side, hoping that her broken rib would heal quickly. 
 
    The blonde woman lowered her clipboard and shyly took in Anjali’s appearance. “Oh, hello.  You sound like you’re from the states.  What brings you out here in the middle of the night?  Oh, wait, I guess you’re here for a tour.  Unfortunately, the caretaker is gone for the night, which is why we are standing out here in the cold.  Thankfully, it stopped snowing.  Maybe I should have brought cold medicine,” the blonde muttered quickly. 
 
    Anjali smiled at the woman, who looked to be about her age, or rather, her mortal age.  “I couldn’t sleep so I decided to take a walk when I saw that the snow had slowed down.  I was curious about the castle and so figured I would look around.  I wanted to see if they had tour times posted anywhere.  If you don’t mind me asking, why are you trying to take a tour of a closed castle in the middle of the night?” she laughed to herself about supposedly taking a walk since she was barely able to breathe. 
 
    “I’ve been asking myself that question all night.  I would tell you that I’m standing in the middle of nowhere praying that I get the opportunity to be discovered and no longer have to get coffee for some egotistical jerk, but that would be rude.  We’re trying to film a documentary about whether or not the castle is filled with spirits unable to move on to the next plane of existence.  I know.  It sounds strange.  You can laugh,” the woman was embarrassed by her explanation.  “Oh, I’m Josilyn, by the way,” she juggled the clipboard and phone to shake Anjali’s hand. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, I’m Anj…Annie,” Anjali held out her hand and shook Josilyn’s.  She was grateful that the cut on her palm was little more than a red scar. 
 
    “Annie, this is Morgan and that’s Doug,” Josilyn motioned to Morgan the cameraman and Doug the techie. 
 
    Doug seemed upset by what Josilyn had said and muttered something to himself. 
 
    Annie nodded to the men.  “Don’t worry; I would never make fun of the afterlife.  I have too much respect for it.  I believe there are plenty of things that we don’t understand in this world.  So why are you here exactly?  I wouldn’t think a castle would be a great place to find spirits.  I would think a church, a morgue, or a cemetery would be better suited,” she was already plotting a new destination for the crew, far away from Death. 
 
    Doug spoke up for the first time, though he kept his eyes averted from Annie.  “Well, the theory is that spirits tend to linger in places where many people have died.  The history of this place alone makes it a hotspot for such activity.” 
 
    He wasn’t wrong, even though she couldn’t tell him that.  Aside from the soul of the girl by the bridge, the place was crawling with lost souls that had missed their bus to the other side.  They had been confused, angry, or just unwilling to move on and now they were stuck.  She grimaced when she thought about them being swept up in an Apocalypse.  Problem solved. 
 
    “I see.  So you plan on detailing the history of the castle and then proving what, that souls really exist and that some are still here?” Annie asked carefully. 
 
    “Yes, we want to get video and audio proof that there are spirits here and see if we can talk to them,” Doug replied quickly, and then turned his attention back to his monitor. 
 
    Talk to souls?  She wondered if anyone in the group actually had that ability. 
 
    Josilyn rolled her eyes and shifted her feet to keep warm.  “That is, if we can find the lady who runs this place.  She was supposed to be here three hours ago to show us around.  We left to check into the inn, but came back because we were told that she was coming.  Now we’re standing here in the dark, freezing to death.” 
 
    “Who are they?” Annie asked innocently, motioning to the other group.  She was careful to keep the collar of her coat up around the sides of her bruised neck. 
 
    Morgan, who was still staring at her with his camera, was about to answer, but Josilyn cut him off.  “That’s Cassie; she’s the producer, the one who set this whole thing up.  She makes a lot of promises and honestly, I’m not sure if she can make good on them,” Josilyn huffed, then shrugged away her answer, realizing that she was venting her frustrations on a stranger. 
 
    “I take it that Cassie is responsible for this impromptu venture into Romania?” Annie smirked, trying to gain Josilyn’s approval. 
 
    “Yep.  Somehow, she can’t even organize a tour of the castle, despite being the producer.  I was doing just fine with the bookings, until she came along.  You don’t even want to get me started on the flight arrangements.  Can you say peasant class?  Unfortunately, Pete and Derick bought into her promises and they practically ran here.  Pete’s too eager to find proof of spirits and believed her immediately, at least until we got here.  Now he doesn’t seem so sure.  Pete doesn’t go anywhere without Derick, so here I am losing feeling in my fingertips,” Josilyn blew into her hands, hoping to warm them. 
 
    Annie looked at the other group and assumed that Pete was sandy blonde and Derick was the adorable calm one. 
 
    “Wow, that’s rough.  I’m sorry you’re having so much trouble.  You know, there are other castles in Romania.  I’ll bet if you contacted a few in the morning they would be happy to let you film there.  Who cares where it is as long as it has the potential for spirit activity,” Annie tried to sympathize with Josilyn in an attempt to be friendly.  She decided to use Josilyn’s distrust of Cassie to her advantage. 
 
    “Hmm.  I guess I could make a few phone calls.  I certainly don’t want to be standing around here tomorrow night with nothing to show for it,” Josilyn mused as she glared at Cassie. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell the producer.  I’m sure she will be happy as long you can find an exciting location.  She would be grateful for your initiative, I would think,” Annie smiled encouragingly, though she doubted that Cassie would appreciate anything.  She didn’t know why she disliked the woman, but she couldn’t help herself. 
 
    She looked over at the group again and was surprised to see them walking closer.  Pete looked pissed and Derick looked defeated.  Cassie looked straight at Annie with daggers in her eyes.  Annie was taken aback by the hostility rolling off Cassie.  Clearly, the woman had a grudge against the world. 
 
    Pete shouted to Josilyn, his temper rising to surface.  “Hey Josilyn, Cassie is going to try to call the caretaker again, give her the phone and let’s get this sorted out.” 
 
    Josilyn jumped at the sound of Pete’s voice and hurried over to him with a smile.  “Of course, Pete.  Here’s the phone, Cassie.  I have the caretaker’s number if you need it,” she said politely though she never took her smile or her eyes off of Pete.  Cassie could have been on fire and Annie doubted that Josilyn would have spared her a glance, unless it was to watch her burn. 
 
    Cassie ripped the phone from Josilyn’s hand, looked Annie up and down with a nasty expression on her face, and sauntered off to the other side of the parking lot.  Yes, Annie’s initial assessment of the woman was correct; she was a total bitch.  Oddly enough, she couldn’t get much off the woman.  She could practically smell the lies on her and there was a vague sense of wrongdoing, but Annie couldn’t figure out the source of her concern.  It didn’t often happen, but there was always the exception. 
 
    Josilyn was a good person to a fault, though she had a few minor sins from when she was younger.  Doug was perhaps guilty of being lazy and Morgan wasn’t close enough to addiction to get into any real trouble.  Desire seemed to be his sin of choice, but she couldn’t tell why it was so strong.  Perhaps he too dreamed of bigger things than being a cameraman.  Overall, the crew was mostly clean and on the “good” list.  Pete was toying with anger, which was bad, but she had a feeling it was more due to lack of sleep and anxiety.  Derick was Purgatory-bound, but was close to falling over the edge into Hell. 
 
    “Who’s this?” Pete snapped as he noticed Annie for the first time. 
 
    “This is Annie.  She’s a tourist like us.  I’m sorry, Annie; I didn’t ask where you were from,” Josilyn said half to Pete and half to Annie. 
 
    “I’m from New Jersey,” Annie smiled, but didn’t elaborate. 
 
    “Backpacking through Europe?” Derick asked quietly, acknowledging her. 
 
    Annie was about to answer him as rational thought failed her.  Her eyes locked onto Derick’s and a jolt ran straight through her all the way down to her groin.  Time no longer existed and Hell was forgotten.  As she gazed into his dark blue eyes, she forgot her name, her date of birth, and if she was wearing any panties.  A surge of electricity burned through her and she gaped open-mouthed at him.  All of her bruises and broken bones were gone as she focused on the man in front of her.  She managed to nod, still slightly stunned as the others came into back into view.  They were looking at her as if she were “special” and incapable of speech.  She tried to remember her cover story and why she was in...where was she?  Romania.  Yes, Romania.  Perhaps Alazar had hit her head harder than she thought. 
 
    Derick blinked rapidly and took a deep breath.  She could tell that he too had been affected by the electricity that had nearly crippled her. 
 
    Cassie rudely invaded the group before Annie could speak. 
 
    “Derick, Peter, a word please,” Cassie walked away quickly after her terse statement. 
 
    Pete and Derick followed helplessly behind her, smiling and shrugging away Cassie’s rudeness. 
 
    “Is she always like that?” Annie asked when oxygen finally reached her brain and she was able to compile a sentence again. 
 
    “Yes.  She acts like she owns the world,” Josilyn smirked. 
 
    “Why do they put up with her?  Is one of them sleeping with her?” Annie said before she could censor herself. 
 
    “God, I hope not,” Josilyn blurted out.  It was becoming obvious that Josilyn liked Pete, though he didn’t reciprocate her feelings. 
 
    Annie watched Cassie move closer to Derick until she was practically touching him.  It felt like spiders were crawling over her arms as she watched Cassie flip her hair and pout at Derick.  Sheer jealousy spiked inside of her.  The image of Cassie’s outrageous pink dress falling to the bottom of a ravine filled her mind.  Annie shook herself out of her killing rage when she realized that Josilyn was speaking. 
 
    “…we have a public access show in Tulsa; it’s the 2:30 to 3:00 A.M. time slot.  Only insomniacs and addicts are up at that time of night.  Oh, and mothers with babies that don’t sleep.  They’re our target audience.  The guys are really popular despite the crappy time slot.  The women fawn over Pete and Derick and have been writing to us asking for a longer special.  Miss Lee Press On over there happened to catch their show, like she’s ever been up past her beauty sleep hours.  She works for a network in Tulsa.  She said that she wanted to produce a documentary and then hopefully turn it into something bigger.  Pete was so excited that he packed his bags immediately.  I swear if this is a setup, I’m going to be really mad,” Josilyn walked over to the minivan and put the clipboard down on the passenger seat. 
 
    “She’s the money.  Got it.  Does she have a thing for Derick?  She looks like she’s about to consume him,” Annie sneered.  As much as she didn’t care about the personal lives of the mortals, Annie suddenly became very interested in the answer. 
 
    Josilyn laughed.  “Ahh, I see, so you like Derick, most girls do.  He’s not my type; I like them a little wilder.  Derick is too sweet for me.  He looks good in a pair of tight jeans.  I’ll give you that.  Good luck though, he doesn’t date much, or at all.  I thought he was gay for a while, but then he started dating this freshman.  Now that was a mess.  The girl slapped him across the face in front of everyone.  He was devastated,” Josilyn bit her lip as if she’d said too much. 
 
    Annie watched Derick intently as he spoke to Cassie.  He looked at Annie and smiled a few times as he diligently listened to Pete, who was becoming louder and louder.  Cassie was actively trying to capture Derick’s attention and failing.  She could make out the words, “tour,” and “home.” 
 
    Annie decided it was best to leave the cute mortal alone and worry about her angel problem before she forgot her objective.  “So why are you having so much trouble with the tour?  What happened?” 
 
    “People around here are freaked out by the mere mention of this castle.  There are all kinds of crazy stories that the locals are all too happy to tell you about.  No one wants us to go in there.  The old woman who takes care of this place doesn’t give tours at night and made a point of leaving early to avoid us.  I think that Cassie screwed up and didn’t tell the woman that we wanted to film at night.  She tends to leave out all the really important things,” Josilyn rolled her eyes. 
 
    Annie had a feeling that Cassie wouldn’t be open to the idea of moving the group to a safer location.  Given what Josilyn said about Pete packing his bags and running here, he too would be hard to convince.  The only option left was Derick.  If he had enough influence with Pete, it might be easier to get Derick to derail the group.  She set her sights on Derick, hoping that he would listen to reason. 
 
    “Why don’t you go warm up in the van?  I have a feeling this caretaker isn’t going to show up.  I’m going to head back to the inn and get some rest.  Maybe I’ll see you guys tomorrow,” Annie patted Josilyn on the shoulder and nudged her toward the van. 
 
    “I think you’re right.  I don’t foresee us taking a tour tonight.  Wish us luck.  Swing by tomorrow and maybe we’ll see each other.  It was nice talking to another sane woman.  Thanks for listening, Annie,” Josilyn winked at her and headed toward the van. 
 
    Annie squared her shoulders and walked over to Derick, Pete, and the ghastly woman. 
 
    “It will all work out, Derick, I promise you.  I told you, I will handle things,” Cassie smiled at Derick as she spoke. 
 
    Derick was relieved when he saw Annie walking toward them.  He was grateful to have an excuse to get away from Cassie.  He was pissed that she was wasting their time with details that should have been taken care of, but as always, he had to be the rational one when dealing with Pete. 
 
    He tuned Cassie out and focused on Annie’s dark tendrils that lightly blew against her cheek and watched them caress her face.  She was gorgeous.  He wanted to caress her face.  Wait, what?  He justified his stalker thoughts by admitting that he hadn’t been with a woman in over two years.  It didn’t help that she was smiling at him as if he were the only person in the world.  His pulse raced when he thought about standing next to her.  He quickly came up with questions to ask her so that he wouldn’t become tongue-tied and ultimately talk about the weather. 
 
    He stood up straight and tried to clear his head.  He forced himself not to watch her hips as they swayed seductively.  He definitely wasn’t going to look at how tight her Mortal Kombat T-shirt was and how it showed off her full breasts.  He was still sporting an embarrassing and debilitating erection from the odd connection that had nearly knocked him to his knees when she looked into his eyes. 
 
    “Any luck?” Annie asked, more to Derick than to Pete.  She ignored Cassie’s sneer. 
 
    Cassie tossed her dark hair over her shoulder and moved closer to Derick.  “Not that it’s any concern of yours, but the caretaker is on her way.” 
 
    “You know, everyone I’ve spoken to around here claims that there’s something evil lurking in this city.  No one wants to come out after dark.  I have a feeling that the caretaker is just as superstitious as the rest of the town.  It’s no wonder that she hadn’t shown up.  I’ve been to a lot of old cities where the locals take their legends very seriously.  I’m sure the woman will show up by morning, but I think tonight is out of the question.  You’re better off getting some rest and trying again tomorrow,” Annie lied.  She watched Cassie’s eyes squint tightly, belying her frustration with Annie’s intrusion. 
 
    Derick nodded his head, grateful for a second opinion.  “I’ve been trying to convince Cassie and Pete of that for the last half an hour.  As much as I want to do a night shoot, I don’t think it’s going to happen tonight.” 
 
    “I have faith that Mrs. Pavel will be along shortly and then I will make her understand the importance of this trip.  Once she sees the amount of money that we are willing to invest in this project and the type of media exposure she will receive, I’m sure that she will change her mind.  Relax and I will take care of everything,” Cassie said politely to Derick.  She turned her back to Annie. 
 
    “You know, there are other castles in Romania.  Maybe you would have better luck with one of them, or even better, there are a ton of spirit sightings in the antebellum mansions in the southern states like Georgia or South Carolina.  The battlefields there always have sightings of unexplained occurrences.  Plus, it’s much closer to home,” Annie said directly to Derick, trying to plant the idea of leaving. 
 
    Derick nodded and seemed interested in her suggestions.  He turned to Pete about to speak, but Pete ignored him. 
 
    Pete rudely stepped in front of Derick and got in Annie’s face. “Like you know anything about spirits.  Why are you even here?” Pete barked. 
 
    Derick was appalled by Pete’s lack of manners.  He knew Pete was about to imply that Annie was only there to make fun of what they were doing and scare the girl away, as he did to everyone who thought that they were freaks for looking for spirits. 
 
    Annie sighed and spoke calmly to Pete.  “I’m here because I trekked all the way from Budapest to visit this city and the castle, though I’m more than happy to do so when the sun is high up in the sky.  You’d be nuts to walk around in there at night.  The innkeeper told me that the castle is undergoing renovations and isn’t exactly safe.  Like I said, there are plenty of other castles to choose from, ones that don’t have tales of menacing ghouls lurking about.  I admit that I was interested in your documentary, after seeing your T-shirts and speaking to Josilyn, but clearly you don’t like curious people wanting to know more about what you do.  You should give up on your documentary since you don’t seem interested in talking about it,” she tried to embarrass Pete so that he would lower his defenses and take her advice seriously. 
 
    “I don’t believe that you care about the afterlife.  I’m sure you saw our logo and thought that we were wackos or delusional because we believe in something most people don’t,” Pete said defensively.  He stood his ground and didn’t back down. 
 
    If he only knew how much I believe in the afterlife, Annie snorted. 
 
    “Pete, relax.  She’s a tourist, like everyone else that comes to the castle,” Derick calmly put his hand on Pete’s arm to diffuse his rash friend. 
 
    Annie noticed that Cassie had quietly slipped off into her rental car to talk on the phone. 
 
    She turned her attention back to Pete and tried to think of a way to make him understand that she was on his side. 
 
    “Apparently, you’re the only one who thinks that there is a Heaven, a Hell, or a plane of existence where spirits become stuck instead of moving on.  How arrogant of you.  Seems you’ve corned the market on spirits and finding the truth about them.  Personally, I came to see the castle because of its historical importance, but I have to admit that I have taken the occasional spirit tour to learn about the local legends and experience the culture.  I would never be so narrow-minded as to call someone a wacko without significant evidence, nor would I preemptively judge them based on their beliefs,” Annie cocked her head and smirked. 
 
    She tried to hide her laughter when Derick grinned wickedly, knowing that she had just bested Pete and deflated his anger.  Pete appeared sheepish as her reprimand got past his natural urge to strike out at people before they hurt him. 
 
    Pete sputtered and tried to come up with some sort of apology, but Derick saved him from the trouble. 
 
    “Are you staying in town?” Derick sidestepped Pete and moved closer to Annie, which was a huge mistake.  She had more of an effect on him than he’d originally thought.  Standing next to her was like standing next to a furnace.  He was almost shaking as he held himself back from completely invading her personal space. 
 
    Annie jumped at the question, hoping that she could convince Derick to leave.  If he left, Pete would have no other choice but to abandon their plans for the night. 
 
    “Yes.  I have a room at the inn down the hill,” she did her best to sell the lie, though she wasn’t exactly sure why Derick was asking. 
 
    “Really?  That’s where we’re staying.  I could give you a ride.  I think you’re right about Mrs. Pavel not showing up.  Right now, I’m freezing and the jet lag is killing me.  I need to get out of here,” Derick smiled.  He ignored Pete’s shocked face. 
 
    Annie suddenly realized that Derick was so close that he was practically touching her arm.  Though she lacked experience with mortal men, she could tell that Derick was taking an interest in her.  Not that she wanted to lead him on, but currently it was the only way to force the group to abandon their castle tour. 
 
    She imagined what it would be like to be alone with the mortal and was surprised to find that she liked the idea.  She convinced herself that she just wanted to make sure that Derick and his friends were safe.  She also wanted to sit down since her back was throbbing, or so she told herself. 
 
    “That’s very nice of you.  Thank you,” her voice was huskier than intended, which didn’t go unnoticed by Derick. 
 
    Derick shook when he heard the change in her voice.  His stalker mind was back in full force as he imagined asking her to join him in his room.  He didn’t know anything about this woman and he was already thinking about asking her to stay with him.  What was wrong with him?  He never asked women to stay with him.  Maybe being in a small car with her was a bad idea.  He pushed his fantasies aside and decided to put some distance between them immediately.  He was about to excuse himself from the obligation when Josilyn shouted from the van. 
 
    “Am I going to die of hypothermia or are we calling it a night?  I’m just asking,” Josilyn called from the passenger seat. 
 
    Pete and Derick exchanged a glance and looked back at Cassie.  Derick knew that Cassie would be pissed, but he was beyond listening to her nonsense. 
 
    “It’s too late to explore the castle.  Everyone’s tired.  Let’s start fresh tomorrow,” Derick shrugged, hoping that Pete would concede. 
 
    Pete sighed and threw his hands up in defeat.  “Okay, but we’re going to be behind schedule.  We’re going to have to work hard tomorrow to make this happen.  I’ll talk to Cassie.  Just make sure that you’re rested and ready to go tomorrow,” Pete motioned toward Annie and frowned. 
 
    Annie raised her eyebrows at the insinuation that she would be the reason that Derick might be tired in the morning.  Unclenching her fists, she reminded herself that she was the stranger and that Pete was frustrated because he couldn’t accomplish his goal. 
 
    “I’ll be ready,” Derick said, embarrassed by Pete’s comment.  Apparently, his lust was more apparent than he had thought if Pete had noticed it. 
 
    “Here, take the keys to the cargo van.  Keep the van loaded and ready to go,” Pete tossed the keys to Derick. 
 
    Pete sprinted over to the minivan and began giving orders so that they could get moving. 
 
    Derick and Annie stared awkwardly at each other.  After a few seconds, Derick snapped out of his stupor and directed Annie to the white cargo van. 
 
    “I can give you a ride back to your car tomorrow,” he said, looking around the parking lot for her car.  He was hoping that he could secure more time with her in the morning.  He had no idea why he was so desperate to be near this woman, but he was overcome with the urge to keep her in sight. 
 
    “Actually, I walked.  I was hoping it would tire me out,” she said as she bit her lip.  Wasn’t it common practice for women to walk through the desolate countryside, alone, in the dark, and be perfectly safe?  She needed to remember to act more like a mortal girl. 
 
    “Oh.  Isn’t that kind of dangerous?” Derick chuckled.  He opened the passenger side for her and watched her climb in.  He was lucky that he remembered to open the door for a lady.  He was lucky that he remembered his name.  She was having a distinct effect on him, which intrigued him. 
 
    “I think it’s probably more dangerous to accept rides from strangers in foreign countries,” Annie chuckled as she watched Derick get into the van. 
 
    She suppressed a laugh when she saw the stunned looks on the faces of Josilyn, Morgan, and Doug, who were gawking at the two of them.  Josilyn looked like she was going to jump out of the van and yell at Derick. 
 
    Annie knew that this was a huge leap of faith on Derick’s part.  He’d just met a strange girl in a strange land and here he was offering to get into a van with her.  Either he must have trusted her, or he was planning to kill her. 
 
    Get in line, she grimaced. 
 
    Trust wasn’t something she was accustomed to extending to people.  After years of dealing with Hades and his little mind screws, it was unnerving to have someone blindly trust her. 
 
    “I don’t bite.  Trust me, it’s safer being with me than walking through the streets with a ghoul haunting the area,” Derick laughed as he started the van. 
 
    Annie wasn’t sure if that was true, but she wasn’t concerned about Derick trying to hurt her.  Instead, she was relieved that the mortals were safely away from the castle.  Her next task was to confront Alazar. 
 
   


 
  




Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Alazar paced around his room, coughing and wheezing.  His lung was healing faster than usual, which was odd, but it was the least of his concerns.  How had Anjali finally tracked him down?  He couldn’t believe that she had made an appearance now, just when he was about to give up and kill everyone in sight.  Perhaps he had summoned her accidentally.  Had he called to her?  Not likely.  He enjoyed the thought of killing.  It was the one thing that made him feel warm and whole again. 
 
    If he were being honest, it wasn’t the only thing that made him feel warm.  Touching her skin had made him feel warm which was a welcome feeling after being buried in ice for so long. 
 
    He rubbed his fingertips together, remembering the sensation of her skin.  He had no idea that his Master could evoke any kind of feelings in him.  The way he understood things, she was supposed to wield him like a weapon, not make him want to be closer to her.  It must have been a trick, a way of getting through his defenses to make him yield to her.  Sadly, he had almost fallen for it.  Instead of wanting to kill her, he had almost hugged her.  The truth was he wanted to take her hand and leave with her.  He kicked the already broken end table and cursed.  He was angry that he had reacted to her physically.  Why had he wanted to go with the monster that wanted to chain him to her side for all eternity?  What would ever possess him to do that?  Maybe he did need the physical comfort more than he thought. 
 
    What would Aeries think of him now?  Aeries would probably kick him in the balls and tell him to get his head on straight.  Their Master was the enemy. 
 
    Alazar closed his eyes and forced himself to think about what joining with his Master would lead to.  The Hall of Mirrors would be his final destination, if Anjali’s dress were any indicator of where she now resided.  He thought about the possibility of having to go back there again.  Even without Serena chaining him to the ceiling and torturing him, he couldn’t do it.  He’d suffered the sight of his beauty decaying too many times, and had endured the pain of death as he slowly desiccated.  As the Angel of Death, he was meant to dole out such a punishment, not suffer from it. 
 
    He broke out into chills when he thought about entering Hell again.  He imagined having to walk past the Realms of Torture and recall how he’d been burned, beaten, and broken within their grasp.  Lucifer and Hades had watched with glee as his body had been engulfed in flames and crumbled into nothing more than soot.  He would have to look at Lucifer every day, and remember his boot threatening to crush his throat.  He would have no choice but to kill Lucifer and Hades if he stood before them again. 
 
    In the beginning, Hades had pretended to befriend him, telling him that he would help him and watch his back, yet he was the first to lash out at him.  His hand unconsciously moved across his stomach where Hades had driven a sword through him.  He may not harbor a physical scar, but the attack had mentally damaged him. 
 
    Alazar had stupidly taken an interest in a female because he could no longer bear the loneliness of being in Hell.  Mortal women were not enough to entertain him and it had been too many centuries without a female of his own kind.  The female angel had been more than willing to play with him even though she had been anxious.  He had thought she was nervous because of who he was and what he was capable of doing.  Regrettably, as it turned out, she had feared what would happen when her lover Hades found out about her indiscretions.  Katarina had told him that she’d been interested in him while they were in Heaven, but had been too innocent to act upon her girlish curiosity.  Sadly, neither Hades, nor Katarina had informed him of their cruel on-and-off-again liaisons.  He had been swept up into one of their games whereby they would cheat and hurt the other by detailing it.  He was set up from start to finish and had paid for his stupidity. 
 
    No, he couldn’t go back to Hell under any circumstance.  If Anjali somehow managed to bind him to her and become his true Master, he would rather kill himself than follow her into Hell.  It was decided, either she would die, or he would.  There would be no other option. 
 
    He stopped and stared at the wall.  He needed to get control and think things through logically.  Why was she here?  What did she hope to gain by seeking him out?  He was afraid that he knew the answer.  She needed him to start an Apocalypse.  Though he liked the thought of killing, he didn’t like the thought of being her puppet.  Killing everyone was one thing, but he didn’t want to be forced to kneel before her to do it. 
 
    He pushed his hand through his hair.  He had to get far away from this place and that woman.  No good would come from thinking about her.  As he took inventory of his belongings, it dawned on him how few possessions he had.  Granted, he needed to travel light in case someone came after him, but this was pathetic.  He had nothing that he would miss if he left it all behind, except maybe his reclining chair.  He was mad that he had been reduced to hiding in one dank hole after another without anything or anyone to comfort him. 
 
    Maraquette had been right.  He was pathetic.  Angry that he’d been reduced to living like this, he needed to stop cowering in the shadows.  He needed to take a stand and fight.  Why should he hide?  He was the Angel of Death.  If he ran from Anjali now, she would see it as a sign of weakness and hunt him till the end of days.  He needed to show her that he wasn't afraid of her.  He would make her fear him. 
 
    Alazar settled into his Barcalounger and took a deep breath.  She was on his playing field so he had the advantage.  Should he wait for her to make a move or attack her first?  He debated the issue.  She had at least one Celestial Warrior at her disposal.  She could have more, or worse, she could have the other Predznak.  He hadn’t considered that she might have found more of them.  They would be completely under her command.  He doubted that they would listen to him anymore, especially after the way he had walked out on them.  In retrospect, it was probably not the ideal way to handle a vicious group of assassins.  It might finally bite him in the ass. 
 
    He pondered Anjali’s confusion over the mention of Nathanael.  Why had she lied about not knowing that he was in town?  She had said that she didn’t know of the Council’s intentions.  Was she afraid of the Council?  He didn’t think it was possible for her to fear anything; she was meant to wield fear.  It was profoundly obvious that he knew nothing about her. 
 
    He made a list of qualities to suit his soon-to-be-dead Master so that he could better understand her.  She was a skilled liar.  Deception certainly ran deep in her blood.  She probably had Sacha in her back pocket.  Dear Lord, it was probably Sacha in disguise and not Nathanael, though he doubted even Sacha was that good.  She couldn’t fight worth a damn, so she didn’t have Aeries or Balthazar yet.  Considering that he wasn’t peeing his pants, it was doubtful that she had Tristan.  She had tried to draw him with her full lips and long lashes, so she certainly had Zacharael.  That could pose a problem.  He had almost accepted her outstretched hand to leave with her.  He had almost felt safe with her.  She most definitely had Elrick and she was using him and the other Predznak that she had captured against him.  He needed to learn more about her before he openly attacked her. 
 
    Anjali would have to return to Hell to allow her wounds to heal after the thrashing he had given her.  It would give him time to plan his next move and wait for his own injuries to mend. 
 
    He would let patience win out and take his time with Anjali.  Maraquette had obviously failed to kill her, thus rendering their deal null and void.  That meant he could kill Maraquette without remorse, or torture her for more information.  Yes, that seemed like a winning proposition.  With her network of spies she was more in tune with the goings-on in Heaven and Hell.  He would find out what he could from Maraquette and watch Anjali from afar, waiting for his opportunity to confront her.  Once he knew her weaknesses, he would destroy her. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Derick tried in vain to pay attention to the road and ignore the woman sitting mere inches from him.  He couldn’t figure out what the hell he was doing.  He didn’t know this girl.  It was completely out of character for him to offer a stranger a ride, even a beautiful stranger.  Pete had looked like he was going to have a stroke and he was certain that Josilyn was freaking out about his rash decision and would lecture him on the rules of safety when dealing with a stranger.  He was definitely going to hear about it when they got to the inn, if they got to the inn.  Annie could easily kill him, or rob him, if that was her objective.  He would never see it coming since his brain was temporarily dazed and other parts of him were in control. 
 
    The van was smaller than Annie had expected and she panicked when she noticed that she was practically sitting on Derick’s lap.  Their arms were touching, which was a strange sensation.  It had been a long time since she had dealt with a mortal, especially a good-looking one that had an unsettling effect on her. 
 
    She was startled by her fascination with Derick, though she told herself that she had no interest in pursuing him.  Oddly, she couldn’t stop looking at his enthralling lips.  She blamed her rampant hormones on the fact that Lucifer was currently consumed by his dark side and she was left to sleep alone.  Still angry over their altercation, she dismissed the idea of returning home to Lucifer to work off her pent-up lust. 
 
    “You said that you were from New Jersey.  What made you decide to travel throughout Europe?” Derick figured he would start with the easy questions and avoid the philosophical questions, for the time being. 
 
    She pried her eyes away from the warm leg that was brushing against hers and turned to look out the window.  She tried to remember what it was like to have a normal conversation that didn’t start with, “a prisoner in the Realm of XYZ has broken free.”  Drawing on her mortal experiences as Michelle Black, she decided it was easier to tell him a version of the truth so that she didn’t confuse her lies. 
 
    “I decided to take some time off after graduating high school to travel because I felt very sheltered at home.  My uncle encouraged me to see the world by telling me stories about the places he had visited.  I fell in love with the idea of traveling.  I’ve been to Italy, France, England, and Germany.  Romania sounded like an intriguing place to explore, so here I am.” 
 
    It’s not like I’m looking for my Angel of Death or anything, just passing through town, she grimaced to herself.  She unconsciously brushed her fingers along the bruises on her neck. 
 
    “That’s awesome.  I always wanted to travel, but I never had the chance before now.  This seemed like a good opportunity to experience something new, or at least it did,” Derick was still pissed at Cassie.  He would definitely tell her off if there were any more problems with their trip.  He had no trouble getting on a plane and going home without anything to show for it. 
 
    The thought of going home suddenly made his chest ache.  Apparently, this project meant more to him than he thought.  This documentary could be the beginning of something big; he just needed to stay focused.  He told himself that the feeling had nothing to do with missing a girl whom he’d just met. 
 
    “Josilyn said that you guys were from Tulsa, yet you don’t sound like you’re from Oklahoma,” she watched him drive the car, thankful that her night vision allowed her to see his handsome face clearly. 
 
    “I’m from New York, but I go to college in Tulsa.  I liked that Tulsa was far away from home.  It gave me a fresh start.  Pete was my roommate freshman year and, thankfully, we hit it off right away,” Derick shrugged.  He hated talking about his life, so he quickly changed the subject.  “Why are you traveling by yourself, if you don’t mind me asking?” Derick wasn’t sure if he had pulled off the unspoken question of whether or not she had a boyfriend, but he hoped that she didn’t see through his pitiful attempt to find out if she was single.  He prayed that she had a boyfriend, so that he could think about filming and not about her silky hair and how it would feel rubbing against his chest. 
 
    Annie sighed.  Of course, Derick had to bring up the fact that she was alone.  She couldn’t understand why it was a problem.  The mortals were always afraid for her, concerned that she shouldn’t be by herself so far from home.  They should be more concerned about their own safety.  If they only knew how dangerous she was, they would run away instead of offering to help her.  Derick would definitely fear her, if he knew who she was. 
 
    “I was supposed to travel with someone, but it didn’t work out,” she shrugged, not knowing what else to say.  She tried not to think about how CJ was supposed to travel with her and Uncle Bob before she killed herself. 
 
    “Do you enjoy the freedom, or do you miss being at home?” Derick noticed the sadness in her voice, so he didn’t push the issue of her traveling alone. 
 
    “I miss being at home,” she replied bluntly, surprised that the admission had slipped out.  “I mean, I like traveling.  It’s just that I miss my family sometimes.  It’s hard being away for so long.  Don’t get me wrong, I like being a part of the world, or at least, seeing the world.  I don’t know if I’m really a part of it,” she grimaced at her confession.  She needed to stop being so blatantly honest before she told him everything.  “So, how did you end up in Romania making a film about the afterlife and what exactly makes you an expert on spirits?” she was having a hard time sitting still as she listened to him speak.  His voice was soft and inviting, causing her breath to speed up. 
 
    “Luck,” he replied simply as he smiled at her. 
 
    Regardless of what happened during his trip, he felt lucky to have met this girl.  He laughed off the thought and quickly focused on finding a place to park in the rear parking lot of the inn.  Unfortunately, they had arrived at their destination.  He quickly thought of a reason to keep her talking in the van, or if he were completely insane, a way to invite her to his room.  Sex would be tempting, but he would be content just getting to know more about her. 
 
    “I doubt it was all luck,” Annie shrugged, planning her exit strategy.  She needed to get away from him. 
 
    One simple word and a perfect smile from Derick made Annie desperate to get out of the tight quarters.  While she normally wasn’t claustrophobic, sitting so close to this boy was making her skin melt from the heat.  Derick kept turning to look at her and she could feel his breath against her cheek.  At one point, she had to stop herself from leaning toward him.  Her heart rate should have killed her by now, if she were mortal.  It was racing so fast that she should have combusted. 
 
    Derick parked and turned off the lights, but kept the van running, hoping to use the less than adequate heater as a reason to stay huddled in the van.  He turned to her and kept talking so that she wouldn’t leave him. 
 
    “Josilyn came up with the name for our show.  I don’t think we’re experts, but we definitely have an interest in finding spirits.  Pete and I have always been fascinated with the afterlife.  We’ve both had experiences with death and seen unexplainable things.  One night we were doing a pub-crawl with some frat guys and stumbled upon a walking tour of the campus around Halloween.  The tour guide was talking about how some of the houses were haunted and reportedly had spirits roaming the grounds.  The guys we were with made fun of the tour guide, but Pete and I were curious.  At the end of the tour, we talked to the guide.  He was a history major, but he liked the paranormal, so he created his own club for people like him.  We joined them for a while, but they were more interested in the history of the people who had died and their houses while we wanted to make contact with spirits.  So, we grabbed some video recorders and spent the night in one supposedly haunted place after another.  We met Josilyn at a party and she convinced us to make a show.  She has aspirations of becoming a journalist.  She told us that she would write the content for the show and host it.  We found Doug, who was looking for editing work on a video project.  Morgan was hired through an ad in the school newspaper.  Once we were ready, we filmed a couple of test shows and Josilyn convinced a guy she used to date to get us on the public access station.  From there, Cassie saw our show and offered us a deal.  The network she works for wants a Halloween Special.  They weren’t interested in a couple of kids from Tulsa running around people’s attics, so Cassie came up with the idea of a haunted castle.  She said that if we can put on a big enough production, they might be interested in supporting a primetime show where we travel to different locations,” Derick told Annie his whole life story at lightning speed hoping to keep her attention. 
 
    Guilt rushed through Annie.  She was about to set his plans on fire.  Though she had just met Derick, she didn’t want to ruin his chances for success.  It was stupid to worry about one mortal when so many were in danger, but she felt bad nonetheless. 
 
    “I hope everything goes well for you,” she replied. 
 
    Derick smiled brightly at her, making the thought of leaving the van seem like a stupid idea. 
 
    “Thanks,” Derick was having a hard time keeping his sense of decorum as he tried not to stare at her breasts.  He broke out into a sweat at the thought of actually touching them. 
 
    He told himself that there was no way he was going to touch her even if his damned hands were twitching and begging him to reach out to whatever part of her he found first.  He’d never reacted like this to anyone.  The girls he dated always complained that he was distant with them because he rarely hugged or kissed them, aside from when they were intimate.  Now, he was more than willing to touch this girl, regardless of where they were or what they were doing. 
 
    “What are your plans tomorrow?” Derick was so tongue-tied that he almost said, “I plan on having you tomorrow,” but thankfully caught himself. 
 
    She planned to have a long overdue therapy session with her angel tomorrow, or beat him into submission, whichever came first. 
 
    “Aside from touring the castle and the city, I have no plans,” she needed to get a grip.  Her responsibilities were numerous and important, yet she couldn’t force herself out of the van. 
 
    “Take the tour with us.  Mrs. Pavel is supposed to give us access to the entire castle, not just the parts where the typical tourists are allowed,” Derick said quickly.  Why was he so desperate to secure more time with her?  He knew it was his way of wussing out of kissing her.  He would still have more time to wuss out tomorrow if she agreed to come with them. 
 
    If Annie couldn’t control Alazar by morning, then she was going to have to keep watch over the Spirit Experts.  Cassie seemed determined to keep their tour of the castle on schedule. 
 
    “Okay.  That sounds like fun,” she replied, securing her invitation.  It would be easier to keep an eye on the mortals if she joined their group. 
 
    Annie’s heart faltered when she felt Derick’s hand on her arm.  His touch was soft but couldn’t be ignored.  She turned to face him and nearly collided with his face. 
 
    “Hi,” Derick breathed the single syllable as his original thought evaporated into smoke.  She was less than three inches from his face and he was reduced to a babbling moron. 
 
    Annie couldn’t breathe.  She’d never been more dumbfounded or rendered incapable of movement or speech.  He was stunning.  His soft lips were parted and his eyes said more than “Hi.”  They were filled with longing. 
 
    Without another thought, he leaned in to kiss Annie.  He was compelled to taste her lips and see if they were as sweet as he expected. 
 
    Annie watched in slow motion as Derick filled the gap between them, intent on kissing her.  Frozen by fear and anticipation, she was captivated by his easily readable expression.  He seemed confused and hesitant, but determined to kiss her, regardless of his fears. 
 
    Annie closed her eyes, hoping that he would kiss her or that the ground would open up and swallow her to avoid making a huge mistake.  Instead, the spell was broken when Morgan playfully knocked on the hood and yelled for Derick to hurry up because he had the room keys. 
 
    Derick pulled away quickly and shook his head.  He hefted out a breath and laughed at the horrible timing of his friend.  He would get even with Morgan later.  He awkwardly looked down at the floorboards and tried to think of something to say to apologize for the interruption or for the missed opportunity.  He wasn’t sure which apology would surface first. 
 
    Annie regained her senses and her composure.  She needed to escape.  Scolding herself for her poor judgment, she fled from the van before Derick could follow her.  She didn’t need to be responsible for a rampaging devil and the loss of an innocent life. 
 
    The cool air was a relief and dispelled some of the heat that had practically singed her.  Forget the Realm of Fire; Derick should be classified as a torture. 
 
    Derick was out of the van and by her side before she could get far enough away. 
 
    “We should get inside,” he blurted out, having nothing clever to say.  He was relieved that he was able to get the words out since he could barely breathe after their near kiss. 
 
    Annie panicked when she remembered her lie about having a room.  It would certainly make him suspicious of her and cause him to uninvite her from the tour.  She turned to walk away, run, or vanish before his eyes when motion caught her attention.  It was Radek, and he was standing in the shadows of the building next to her twirling a key and winking at her.  It seemed that she did indeed have a room at the inn. 
 
    Good servant, she chuckled to herself.  She was glad that Radek had ignored her orders to return to Hell.  She definitely owed him a hot pretzel or a cookie. 
 
    She nodded her head to Derick and waited as he locked the van.  Quickly holding out her hand, she used her power to pull the keys into her palm and put them in her pocket. 
 
    Derick led her into the inn and tried not to reach out to take hold of her arm.  He was shaking as he decided what he should say or do.  He didn’t want to scare the poor girl or come on too strong.  He wasn’t even sure if she would have kissed him back. 
 
    By the grace of God, her newly acquired room key had a door number on it.  She tried not to giggle as they walked up the stairs and down the hall to Room 5.  Never had she wanted to be a normal girl more than she did in that moment.  Had she been a normal girl, she wasn’t sure if she would have invited him to stay in her room.  Regardless, it didn’t matter since she was far from normal. 
 
    Derick stopped when he saw Annie waiting in front of Room 5.  He awkwardly turned and smiled.  “Guess this is you.  If you’re not tired, maybe we could talk some more.” 
 
    “Actually, umm, I forgot, I have to call home.  I didn’t think I would be out this late.  I’d hoped to get information about the castle and then call my family when I got back.  If I don’t check in they worry,” Annie lied ungracefully.  She needed to get away from this breathtakingly handsome man and his enticing mouth before she made a huge mistake. 
 
    Derick nearly vomited when he heard the fear in her voice.  He’d definitely come on too strong.  He was a total idiot.  He had practically shoved his tongue down the throat of the first girl who had his undivided attention in almost two years.  Where the hell were his manners?  He cursed himself thoroughly for his idiotic behavior. 
 
    “Yeah, okay.  You should check in with your family.  I don’t want your parents to worry.  We can catch up later.  I’m hoping that we can take the tour by late morning and set up in the afternoon.  We want to start filming at nightfall,” Derick knew he’d blown it with Annie.  He would ask Pete to kick him in the balls later for being stupid.  He was pissed at himself for scaring her off. 
 
    Annie couldn’t come up with a better lie, so she simply said, “Okay.” 
 
    Derick stumbled a bit, trying to make his legs move in a direction opposite from her, which was harder than expected.  He half-waved, half-shrugged as he made his way down the hall to his room, nearly walking into an ornamental table. 
 
    Annie couldn’t help but chuckle when she witnessed his complete lack of coordination and depth perception.  It was obvious that he was a total mess.  Before she could stop herself, and without a sound reason, she called to Derick just as he opened the door and put his foot inside his room. 
 
    “Maybe we could get breakfast?” she gulped, trying to fill her lungs with air.  Why had she said that?  Spending even more time with this man was problematic, yet she was now asking him to breakfast. 
 
    Derick blinked and tilted his head until he understood that she was asking to see him again.  A look of pure delight spread across his face.  He looked carefree as he nodded enthusiastically.  She thought he looked better with a carefree expression than one filled with regret and guilt. 
 
    For some reason, she didn’t think that Derick had planned their kiss, or almost kiss, in the van.  He was as flustered as she was, perhaps even more so.  No, whatever she was feeling while in his company, he undeniably felt the same way.  He was an open book.  There was no evil intent in his actions or plan of deception.  He was merely a lust-struck boy who had sadly picked the wrong girl to like.  It was an unfortunate thing since instead of calling home, she needed to return to Lucifer, who would have more than a shotgun waiting if he knew about Derick. 
 
    Annie quickly opened the door to Room 5, and stepped inside before she did something that she would regret. 
 
    Cassie watched with interest from the bottom of the staircase.  She couldn’t figure out what was going on between Derick and this new girl, but she didn’t like it.  She had done her research; Derick had never been with a woman for any length of time, and now he was sucking face with a woman off the street.  Something was definitely amiss. 
 
    She needed to find out more about this Annie.  A personal invite to explore the castle should afford her enough time to ferret out her secrets.  The girl could easily be handled if she caused any problems, but first she needed to track down their absent hostess and make sure all the arrangements were in order. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Nathanael surveyed the damage, impressed by the power of the vampire hiding in the town.  It was no wonder that the death toll was so high and that the Xiphos Warriors were not present; they were undoubtedly afraid of the beast.  It took serious strength to throw a car through a building, though he had no idea why the vampire would do such a thing.  He didn’t care how vicious the creature was; he would make short work of killing it and be back at home before sunrise. 
 
    He knelt next to a streak of blood that dotted the thin layer of snow on the street.  The previous attack sites had been a bloody affair, according to Lord Michael.  The vampire must have eaten and run, or worse, taken its victim with it.  The victim was most likely a female since the footprints were small.  He cringed for a moment, afraid that he had scared it off mid-drink, though he didn’t see any drag marks in the snow.  It could have easily grabbed the mortal, jumped to the nearest rooftop, and carried her away to its lair. 
 
    Nathanael tracked the larger footprints, which were partially visible in the snow, back to the building with the demolished storefront.  He sifted around the rubble, hoping to find a clue as to which dank sewer the creature had crawled into.  Kicking the bricks around, he found nothing of interest.  Stepping back out to the street, he searched the area again and was surprised by what he found.  A feather, more importantly, a long black feather too long to belong to a bird, was sticking out of the snow.  His night had just brightened considerably.  He was now hunting an angel, hopefully a Rogue. 
 
    He tucked the feather into his belt and was about to disappear when something across the street caught his attention.  A black ribbon was blowing in the breeze, trapped by the twisted metal on the ground.  As he knelt to examine it, his interest was piqued.  It appeared to be a strip of black fabric with black beads embroidered on it.  Whomever the angel was fighting was definitely a female and strong enough to throw a car. 
 
    He was happy to finally have something worthy of his abilities to investigate. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Anjali sighed as she appeared in the Hall of Mirrors and headed toward the rotunda.  She needed time for her injuries to heal before facing Alazar again.  She didn’t need Death having any advantages over her.  The Spirit Experts wouldn’t be at the castle until late morning, so she had time to plan her next move. 
 
    She was out of her depth with Alazar and needed advice.  Lucifer would likely hunt Alazar down for attacking her, so she decided it was best to avoid him for the time being.  Mark would only complicate matters and she didn’t want to bother Gabriel.  The Council might get angry with Gabriel if they found out he had seen her, since they were still waiting to interrogate her about the Rusalka. 
 
    She tapped her fingers against her dress.  She needed to find someone else who knew Alazar when he resided in Hell. 
 
    Radek cleared his throat behind her.  She hadn’t noticed him standing by her throne. 
 
    “You’re back sooner than I expected.  I decided to give you some privacy, though I’m glad you’re here.  Lord Hades is demanding your presence.  Jared was here when I arrived.  He was staking out your throne waiting to give one of us the message,” he grimaced. 
 
    “I have no doubt that Hades is demanding my presence, but I have more important matters to worry about than being yelled at because of what I did to Katarina.  He can get over it,” she rolled her eyes, but stopped.  She hated herself for thinking it, but perhaps Hades might be the one she needed to speak to about Alazar.  Unfortunately, questioning him would require some kind of atonement for harming Katarina.  She wasn’t in the mood to apologize, or worse, kiss his ass, so she needed to find someone else. 
 
    “More important matters like kissing that boy?” Radek raised his eyebrows. 
 
    Anjali hung her head and rubbed her forehead.  “I am the stupidest person on the face of the earth.  What is wrong with me?  Am I that pissed at Lucifer that I would allow myself to almost kiss a mortal?” she muttered frantically to herself. 
 
    “Yes.  Yes, you are,” Radek replied matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Are you going to tell Lucifer what I did, or almost did?” she looked up at Radek.  By all rights, she should have commanded Radek not to tell Lucifer, but she didn’t want him lying for her. 
 
    “You’re joking, right?  My Master will skin me alive before I even finish my sentence.  I’m not dense.  I won’t tell him, as long as it doesn’t become an issue.  I figured you might want a little payback after what Lord Lucifer did to you, so I booked the room for you, but I hope it doesn’t become a habit,” Radek looked at her pointedly.  He didn’t need to be set on fire for Lady Black’s indiscretions, but at the same time, he had never seen her interested in a mortal before, so he saw no reason to snitch on her. 
 
    “Thank you,” she exhaled slowly. 
 
    Turning, she headed toward the rotunda.  She unconsciously walked around the spot where she had nearly died at Aganon’s hand. 
 
    “You do that a lot,” Radek said quietly, motioning to the spot with his chin as he came up next to her. 
 
    She had been avoiding that particular section of floor for a while now.  Confronting Aganon for attacking her was high on her to-do list, but she feared that her anger would take over and she would kill him.  She didn’t want to kill anyone, not even Aganon, but even she had limits. 
 
    “This is where I fell when Aganon stabbed me in the back,” she replied coldly.  Suddenly she knew to whom she wanted to speak.  “I think it’s finally time to talk to Aganon.  He might have some insight into Alazar, which I can beat out of him before I decide what to do with him,” she closed her eyes and searched for the strength to complete the long overdue task. 
 
    Aganon might be the only impartial person in Hell who knew Alazar.  He had been present while the Predznak were in Hell and he would certainly know as much as Lucifer and possibly more.  The servants were notorious spies who used their valuable information at key moments to avoid punishment.  Aganon was undoubtedly a wealth of secrets. 
 
    “Do you want me to deal with him for you?  Servants are allowed to punish other servants while in the Hall of Torment.  One of the many reasons I try not to get caught,” he smirked and folded his arms. 
 
    Radek wasn’t a violent person by nature.  It brought him no joy to harm others, but he would certainly defend himself in a fight.  She was surprised that he offered to interrogate Aganon for her.  “Thank you for the offer, but this is something that I have to do.” 
 
    Trying to clear her head of the beautiful mortal boy, she reminded herself that Hell was where she belonged, and she had work to do.  She marched out of the hall and nearly collided with Hades who was headed toward the staircase.  Apparently, she was still too preoccupied with a pair of warm lips to watch where she was going. 
 
    “What’s the matter, can’t remember how to walk?  Did Lucifer really hit you that hard?” Hades snapped.  He stepped back and straightened out his suit jacket. 
 
    Hades was wearing his black tie, an indicator of his foul mood.  She always hoped for the colorful ties or even the leather outfit that he wore while in the realms.  She had wondered how long it would take him to comment on Lucifer’s faux pas.  Three seconds was a new personal best. 
 
    “I’m healed now, thank you for the concern,” she replied tersely.  She stepped back, not wanting to be within striking distance. 
 
    “I do so hate to see the two of you quarrel,” Hades grinned snidely, adjusting his tie. 
 
    “Why don’t I believe that?” she rolled her eyes and put her hand on her hip. 
 
    “We both know that it’s only a matter of time before Lucifer throws himself down on his knees and begs for forgiveness.  You have this strange flaw that makes you unable to stay mad at him.  I’m sure that you will give him a stern lecture, make him cry, and then all will be right with the world,” Hades sighed, tired of the tedium of their relationship. 
 
    “What would you have me do, hit him back?  What would be the point?” Anjali shrugged. 
 
    “It would be fun to watch,” Hades chuckled darkly. 
 
    “Hades, I’m stuck here with no chance of parole and no time off for good behavior.  Pissing off Lucifer would only make my day worse.  Am I mad that he hurt me?  Of course, but I’m not going to punish him in front of the others.  They need to know that Lucifer has the final say and that he can do as he wishes.  If I start defying him at every turn, then the Fallen will start to question him.  After all, I’m a servant of Hell.  It was you who told me that we have to work together or the system falls apart.  I could follow in the path of Serena and start beating everyone in sight, but how will that help?  Lucifer killed her because he couldn’t control her.  You wanted to kill me because I complicate Lucifer’s moods by making him kind and forgiving.  Why would I want to wreak more havoc?  Yes, he will apologize, and yes, I will begrudgingly forgive him.  After he spends enough time around me, he will lose some of the darkness that consumes him and I will try to remember that underneath it all, he’s a good angel doing an impossible task for God.  Now, if you summoned me to pour salt in my wounds, you can save it, I have business to attend to,” she was happy to take some of her aggravation out on Hades instead of Lucifer. 
 
    Hades was stunned by her speech.  It seemed that she was starting to understand the inner workings of Hell after all.  He hated an ass-kicking from Lucifer as much as the next person, but he accepted it on occasion to maintain the status quo and to make sure that everyone believed that Lucifer was in control. 
 
    “Well, well, maybe you’re not as stupid as I thought and no, that’s not why I summoned you,” Hades sneered and brushed the imaginary wrinkles from his suit to avoid looking at her. 
 
    Anjali glared at Hades.  As she tried to think of an awesome comeback, she stared at his black tie.  Hades was notorious for plotting against people.  She had never spoken to him about Aganon’s attack or questioned him to see if he was secretly involved, despite Lucifer believing that he was innocent.  She was certain that Lucifer would have interrogated him at knifepoint if he thought Hades had a hand in the attack, but Hades was a professional liar.  He was known to fool even Lucifer.  If Hades had sent Aganon to finish her off after he had failed to take her head, Lucifer himself wouldn’t be able to save Hades from a fiery death from her hands. 
 
    Ignoring Hades’ comment, she decided that she wanted to wipe the smug look off his face.  “Hades, where were you when Aganon stabbed me in the back with a Celestial Sword?” she purred sweetly.  She knew her sudden mood swing would catch him off guard.  She usually growled and snarled at him. 
 
    Hades’ head snapped up, confused by the question.  “You know where I was.  You put me there,” he replied quickly. 
 
    “You put yourself in the Hall of Torment when you tried to remove my head.  I want to know if you were still there when Aganon stabbed me in the Hall of Mirrors,” Anjali stepped closer to him, invading his personal space. 
 
    Hades immediately retreated a few steps and seemed taken aback by her boldness. 
 
    “I was chained to the ceiling and you were the last one to see me before the attack.  I’m sure you will be interested to hear that Aganon was the one who retrieved me from my chains.  It was before Lucifer knew that he was the responsible party.  I assure you, if Lucifer had known it was him, he would have released me and clapped the same chains onto Aganon,” Hades replied indignantly. 
 
    “Why did Lucifer call for your release?  Gabriel was with him while I was bleeding onto the floor.  Why did he summon you, especially after you tried to kill me?” Anjali’s eyes narrowed as she stalked closer to Hades. 
 
    She was fascinated by his retreat.  Normally, he was the aggressive one in their encounters and tried to intimidate her.  She liked having power over him, even if it was temporary. 
 
    “You were dying; Lucifer panicked and called me for help, just as he does every time he can’t handle a situation.  I am his second-in-command.  Besides, you and I had come to an agreement.  You held no ill will against me for attacking you, and I had agreed to your truce.”  Hades said rationally. 
 
    “Lucifer didn’t know of our pact.  I hadn’t had the chance to tell him.  For all he knew you would have lashed out at me again,” Anjali replied in a cold voice. 
 
    “I doubt he was thinking clearly while his favorite pet was dying on the floor,” Hades didn’t like the coldness in her voice.  He had never seen her act this way, but he knew that no good would come of a pissed off Destroyer. 
 
    Anjali looked Hades directly in the eye and asked the question that was burning in her mind.  “Did you send Aganon to kill me?  Were you so desperate to remove me from the throne that you had yet another servant turn against Lucifer and do your bidding?” she asked in a threatening tone. 
 
    Hades was staggered by her question.  She truly believed that he had something to do with Aganon’s attack and she was trying to make him confess.  He couldn’t very well tell her the truth.  He would never admit that he had panicked when he saw her dying on the floor.  He had been truthful about honoring their truce and had sadly started to tolerate her presence.  Still disturbed by seeing Lucifer harm her in the Throne Room, part of him wanted to show her a bit of kindness.  He wanted to examine her wrist to see if it had healed properly; though judging from the dark bruises on her neck it was likely still broken.  Not wanting to ponder the reasons behind his sudden impulse to comfort her, he pushed the thought away before he did something stupid. 
 
    “One, why would I bother trying to kill you again after agreeing to your truce?  If you know nothing about me, you should know that I always have a reason for everything I do.  There was nothing to gain from your death.  You had agreed to stay away from Lucifer long enough to allow his darkness to return so that he could rule Hell and not sit in his room crying and moaning about all of his regrets in life. 
 
    “Two, I’ve seen and felt you unleash your power and I’m not interested in being electrocuted again.  I was hanging in the Hall of Torment a few floors from here enduring my punishment for nearly taking your head.  I would have at least waited until my injuries were healed before making another attempt on your life.  Besides, I have a grasp of physics and know that your power would have brought the walls down around me, which is not how I would have wanted to spend my day. 
 
    “Three, if I were going to kill you, I would never again trust someone else to do it.  I would stand before you to make sure that you were fully aware that it was I bringing about your downfall.  I would kill you slowly, painfully, and watch the light die from your eyes as your breath ceased, so that I would know that you were truly dead,” Hades replied grimly.  The darkness inside of him crawled to the surface when he thought about killing her, but he quickly pushed away the sensation.  He had no reason to kill her, today. 
 
    “You ordered Caleb to throw me into the Realms of Torture against Lucifer’s orders.  You trusted him to do your dirty work,” she replied snidely. 
 
    “That was nothing more than a game.  I was trying to convince you to end your own life before you further complicated things with Lucifer.  Suffering in the Realms wouldn’t kill you, so that hardly counts,” Hades said nonchalantly.  “While I admire your distrust of me, given our history, I had nothing to do with Aganon’s attack.” 
 
    “So you came to Lucifer’s aid just to watch me die?” Anjali said with disdain. 
 
    Hades cleared his throat and crossed his arms.  “Look, sweetheart…Lady Black, after you sent me back to the Hall of Torment, Aganon came to retrieve me.  I foolishly thought that you had changed your mind and ordered my release.  Aganon was acting strangely and seemed bewildered.  His hands were shaking when he lowered me to the ground.  He babbled on about the Hall of Mirrors, Lucifer, and you on the floor.  He was so distraught that I had trouble understanding what he was saying.  Once I understood that I was needed by Lucifer, I leisurely made my way to the Hall of Mirrors and found Lucifer and Gabriel fretting over you.  Once I comprehended the extent of your injuries, I instructed Gabriel to remove your ring so that your power could aid in your healing.  After that I left,” Hades did his best to sell his version of the story, since it was the biggest fucking lie he’d ever told. 
 
    He had practically run to the Hall of Mirrors once he had deciphered the part about Lady Black being close to death.  He thought about how he had to compose himself at the doorway before entering the hall so that Lucifer wouldn’t know that he had sprinted at record pace to reach them.  He had told Lucifer to make a choice, happiness, or sadness.  Unfortunately, Lucifer had misunderstood his statement.  Lucifer said that he had chosen happiness.  Hades had meant, either choose sadness because Lady Black would have to live with the devil for the rest of her existence, or happiness because she would drift into oblivion, away from the pain and suffering she would inevitably endure in Hell.  That statement often echoed through his mind whenever he saw Lucifer abusing Lady Black.  After Lucifer had thrown her across the Throne Room, he watched her rise from the floor, bleeding, as Lucifer’s words, “I chose happiness” played through his mind and made him sick.  He had made Lucifer and Gabriel swear never to tell her what he had said or how frantic he had been to help her. 
 
    “You mean you hid in your room.  Lucifer said that you didn’t come out for over a week.  Were you afraid Lucifer would see how gleeful you were that I had nearly died?  I’m sure you threw a party.  Now, back to Aganon, you said that he was acting strange.  How?” Anjali stalked closer. 
 
    Yes, he had shut himself in his room for a week trying to sort out his feelings for her.  In the end, he realized it wasn’t worth a bloody death for claiming her for himself.  He decided to let her make enough mistakes that would force Lucifer to toss her out on her ass, and then, problem solved.  He, of course, would help her make those mistakes along the way.  He couldn’t stay out of it completely.  The faster she was gone, the faster he could forget the way she looked in that damned sexy dress and all the thoughts it inspired.  There were times when he imagined Serena standing in front of him, crazed, and foaming at the mouth to invoke his hatred of the dress and Lady Black. 
 
    Hades decided to let her believe whatever silly story she had concocted.  It was safer than telling her the truth.  He jumped on the change of subject and tried his best to detail Aganon’s bizarre behavior. 
 
    “Well, for starters, he was muttering to himself.  I didn’t pay much attention to him since I noticed that he was nursing a broken arm.  The swearing would have been natural.  Seems Lucifer had broken it accidentally when he tried to make Aganon explain the scream that he had heard.  Now that I think back, he was saying something about how ‘she will be pleased’.  I assumed at the time that he was talking about you, though I admit I don’t ponder the motivations of servants,” Hades shrugged indifferently. 
 
    “I doubt that he was talking about me since I wasn’t pleased to be bleeding on the floor.  What exactly did he say?” Anjali knew there was more to it, even if Hades wanted to dismiss Aganon’s actions. 
 
    Hades nodded in agreement and tried to remember exactly what the moron was babbling about. 
 
    “He said, ‘she will be pleased’, and ‘she will be happy’.  That’s all that I remember.  I agree now that he wasn’t talking about you.  He should have been more concerned about Lucifer’s reaction to his deed.  I’m surprised that Lucifer didn’t kill Aganon immediately.  You must sincerely have an effect on him.  To be honest, I don’t know why you have allowed Aganon to live this long,” Hades wanted nothing more than to see Aganon strung up by his toenails and beaten to a pulp.  He would have killed Aganon personally, if not for the questions that would be asked, such as “why did he care enough to kill the servant”?  He didn’t need to bring any more attention to his dangerous obsession. 
 
    Anjali’s head snapped up at the obvious question.  “Why wasn’t Aganon more concerned about Lucifer’s reaction?  Lucifer is his Master.  He controls him.  He decides if he lives or dies.  I’ve seen Lucifer destroy a servant in a matter of seconds.  Aganon would have known the penalty for killing me.  Why would he risk his own life on a kamikaze mission?” Anjali knew that was the vital question. 
 
    “You don’t know, do you?  Leave it to Lucifer to keep you in the dark,” Hades paused as the answer came to him.  The information he was about to tell her would definitely cause Lady Black to go on a rampage.  Lucifer would get what he deserved and might think twice about harming her in the future. 
 
    “Know what?” Anjali waited, hoping that Hades didn’t dangle the information in front of her only to snatch it away and use it to get something that he wanted.  It was always an eye for an eye with Hades, or a smack down for a smack down. 
 
    “Lucifer wasn’t the one who made the deal with Aganon when he was a mortal; he obtained him later through a transfer of ownership, if you will.  Much like Lucifer giving you power over his servants, he can also take ownership of someone else’s servant or give his own servant away permanently.  Of course, there is sometimes a hint of loyalty that remains for the original master.  The reason that the person made the deal may influence the bond and make it stronger,” Hades explained. 
 
    “So if the person made a deal to get out of a bad situation, they might hold some devotion to the one who helped them?  Aganon was a Greek farmer who was tired of his homeland being invaded and his loved ones being slaughtered.  I knew he made a deal with someone to stop the invaders and keep his family safe, but I assumed it was Lucifer,” Anjali pondered this new information.  She wondered if she would still have a bond with Lucifer if she were traded to someone else, if she could be traded.  She knew blood servants were bound to the life force of their master.  Sadly, she wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    “Correct, though there are other reasons for a connection to a master,” Hades replied smoothly. 
 
    “Tell me who Aganon’s original master was,” she stared Hades down, making sure that he wasn’t planning to withhold the name. 
 
    Hades sighed.  He had so many interesting ways of playing this game.  He should have asked for something in return, but instead, he decided to give her the name and watch her punch Lucifer in the gut.  It would be reward enough. 
 
    “Lucifer’s former lover, the one who parked her backside in the third throne before Serena; she was Aganon’s original Master.  I’m sure Lucifer has told you about Maraquette” Hades was suddenly nervous as he witnessed Lady Black’s eyes narrow and felt a distinct change in the wind.  He had underestimated her anger, which was visibly rising to the surface.  He was concerned that her power would escape and remove a few layers of his skin.  Perhaps he should have written the answer down and made her wait five minutes to read it, while he ran far away from her. 
 
    Maraquette.  Jealousy spiked through her at the thought of the beautiful angel that once held Lucifer’s heart, and perhaps still did.  He had left her behind in Heaven when he chose to fall into Hell.  He then persuaded her to join him in Hell.  Ultimately, she stormed out of Hell because of Lucifer’s cruel treatment of her.  Anjali knew Lucifer felt guilty about the whole situation. 
 
    “I thought she was dead.  At least that’s the way Lucifer speaks of her, past tense,” Anjali said through gritted teeth.  Yet another thing that Lucifer had failed to mention.  The King of Omissions had struck again. 
 
    “No, she’s still alive, but because she is a Forgotten, we consider her to be dead and lost to us, so I can understand the confusion.  I’ve heard rumors that she may have turned rogue, but that would be Michael’s territory.  Typically, we only find out if an angel has become a Rogue is when they are dropped off in chains at our doorstep so that we can torture them.  Heaven likes to keep certain information quiet.  I think they are afraid we will rise up and join the Rogues to overthrow Father, which isn’t true,” Hades chuckled at the thought of rising up against Father.  It was the last thing he wanted to do.  While he didn’t shout it from the rooftops, he was very loyal to Father. 
 
    “If she orchestrated my attempted murder, then I will classify her as a Rogue and hunt her myself,” Anjali growled. 
 
    Hades flinched, though he tried his best to hide it.  He’d never seen her more deadly.  In an instant, her very demeanor changed and she looked like the Destroyer, fierce and unyielding.  He felt compelled to warn her. 
 
    “If she is a Rogue, it means she will be very dangerous.  Rogues will go to any length to strike out at Father and any other angel they have a grievance with.  Their hatred will make them stronger.  They no longer fear repercussions since they believe they have nothing left to lose.  Be wary of her if she is the culprit, but before you get your panties in a twist, Aganon could have been speaking of someone else.  There could be another woman that he values.  I would have no knowledge of such a person.  I don’t care about the goings on of the servants,” Hades waved his hand.  He needed to end this conversation and point her in the right direction before she lost control of her temper and blew them both up. 
 
    “Time to talk to Aganon,” Anjali turned and headed down the stairs. 
 
    Hades breathed a sigh of relief.  He needed to find Katarina and work out some of his lust in a healthier and saner manner.  Of course, Katarina wasn’t sane, but she was a much safer fuck. 
 
    Anjali paused and turned.  “You never said why you summoned me,” she stared at Hades, daring him to say something stupid. 
 
    “Oh, yes, that.  Between you and me, Lucifer is back to his usual ways, which means he is murderous and unstable.  You need to forgive him and then blow him as soon as possible,” Hades said unabashedly. 
 
    He had actually summoned her to yell at her for pushing Katarina into the Realm of Fire, but thought better of it, after seeing her mood shift.  He would have to lie to Katarina and tell her that he had warned Lady Black to leave her alone. 
 
    “What did he do now?” Anjali growled. 
 
    Hades couldn’t admit that Lucifer had used his own personal servant Jared as a punching bag for no particular reason, so he waved his hand implying “use your imagination”. 
 
    “I’ll deal with him when I’m ready,” Anjali spun on her heel and walked down the stairs. 
 
    Hades didn’t like her answer.  He knew that he would be next in line for an ass-kicking if Lady Black didn’t calm Lucifer.  Perhaps it was time to make himself scarce. 
 
    Anjali made her way down the stairs to the third floor and into the Hall of Torment, which occupied nearly half of the floor.  The room was used to punish mortal prisoners who had gotten out of hand and needed extra behavior modification, the Fallen who had disobeyed a higher up, any creatures or Rogue Angels from the Hall of Shadows, and misbehaving servants.  They were all beaten and tortured, until it was decided that they’d suffered enough. 
 
    The Fallen were hanging in the front rows, closest to the entrance so that anyone could hit them while entering and leaving the room, since they should know better than to disobey.  Lucifer liked to make sure that they thought twice about coming back to the Hall of Torment. 
 
    Mortal prisoners occupied the middle sections, while the Hall of Shadows prisoners lined the walls away from the general population.  The servants were kept in the back of the expansive room.  The servants were rarely sent to the hall since they were punished on a regular basis for failing in their duties.  Most servants considered it a holiday to be away from their master for a while, even if it meant spending time hanging by their wrists. 
 
    Dmitri, the brutal Overseer of the hall, watched her with interest from the corner of his dark eyes as he flogged a mortal, though he didn’t acknowledge her.  She could feel Dmitri’s eyes burning into her back as she moved deeper into the hall.  The other Fallen working in the room stood up straight and doubled their efforts to punish the prisoners. 
 
    She walked past the rows of moaning prisoners who were hanging like sides of beef and stepped over the various pools of blood.  She located Aganon, who was hanging by himself in the last row.  He was dangling with his toes barely scraping on the ground, just the way Lucifer preferred.  It kept them from swinging too much and made them feel the blows more sharply.  He was covered in blood, sweat, dirt, and bruises.  His handsome boyish face was distorted by the swelling.  His bright green eyes were vacant. 
 
    As she stood in front of him, she recalled his reflection in the mirror standing behind her as she fell to her knees with the Celestial Sword piercing her chest.  He hadn’t looked angry, smug, or even happy.  He looked disconnected, as if he were a million miles away, just as he did now.  If Maraquette had sent him to kill her then he did it merely because she commanded it.  He took no joy or pleasure from the act.  He must have a strong devotion to his original master. 
 
    “Aganon,” her voice sounded authoritative, even to her own ears. 
 
    “My Lady,” he replied without lifting his head.  He sounded defeated.  She realized that he had been waiting for her. 
 
    “Do you know why I am here?” she asked, not really understanding the duality of her question until the words were said aloud.  Do you know why I’m standing here talking to you and do you know why I’m still alive?  It was doubtful that Lucifer had explained all the details of her rescue from oblivion. 
 
    “Yes.  You are here to kill me,” he spoke quietly and with resignation in his voice.  He had already accepted his death. 
 
    “Hardly.  If I wanted you dead, I would have done it by now.  I have been seeking the patience to speak to you, so that I wouldn’t kill you.  Lucifer has left your fate to me, though he knew immediately that I would not take your life,” she replied, stone faced. 
 
    Aganon raised his head and looked at her for the first time.  She could see the confusion on his face as he processed her statement and understood that he would continue to breathe air into his lungs, at least for now.  It wasn’t clear if he was happy or sad about living to see the next beating from Lucifer. 
 
    “Technically, I should drag you to the Hall of Mercy to interrogate you, but I think we’ll stay here.  There are plenty of weapons to make you talk, though they are less subtle and would probably cause you to black out before you actually formed a confession,” while she didn’t like scaring servants, she figured that she was due some fear since he had dealt a killing blow to her back, without warning or provocation. 
 
    Aganon understood her warning having personally felt every weapon that the hall had to offer.  The Hall of Mercy may have its racks and Iron Maidens but the Hall of Torment held swords, maces, and whips made from razor wire, his least favorite. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, My Lady, so very sorry.  You have no idea how much I regret my actions.  You have to believe me, I never intended for this to happen,” tears filled his eyes as incoherent apologies flew from his mouth. 
 
    “It’s odd that you are apologizing now that you know you will live,” she raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “I thought that my apologies would fall upon deaf ears because you had already decided to put me to death.  I wanted to die quietly so that I would not invoke your wrath further.  I was afraid that Lord Lucifer might make me your servant, so that I would be subjected to your anger daily,” Aganon was hyperventilating as he went on and on about his potential punishments. 
 
    She felt somewhat guilty that he’d been panicking this whole time thinking about all the terrible things that awaited him, until she remembered that she was Lucifer’s blood servant because of what he had done. 
 
    “Relax Aganon.  I’m not going to take you as my servant or unleash my fury upon you.  However, you are going to tell me what I ever did to you to deserve a sword to the back.  You were the one person I thought I could trust here,” Anjali was choked up at the thought of being betrayed by someone she thought trustworthy.  She had gone against her natural distrusted of people, the part that believed they were only capable of deception, and had foolishly placed her faith in Aganon.  Perhaps she should learn to keep people at arm’s length. 
 
    Aganon’s eyes dropped back to the ground.  He seemed at a loss for words.  He gave up trying to form an explanation for his actions and hung his head in shame. 
 
    “You have nothing to say for yourself?” Anjali’s anger was surfacing, though she tried to stamp it down.  It would not go well for the boy if her anger got the better of her. 
 
    “Nothing I can say will absolve me or make any sense of my actions.  I’m sorry,” he was back to quiet resignation. 
 
    “Start talking Aganon, and pray that understanding makes its way to my heart.  I’m only a few feet from instant pain no matter which way I turn,” she replied coldly. 
 
    It suddenly dawned on her that the room was silent.  The moaning and swearing echoing in the room could drive someone insane, but right then she could hear a pin drop. 
 
    She looked around expecting to see everyone staring at them and listening with bated breath to their conversation, eager to eavesdrop on an interesting exchange, but instead, all eyes and heads were turned away from her.  A cold chill ran through her when she recognized the terror on their faces.  Her anger was making her scary, very scary.  Even Dmitri was busying himself on the opposite end of the room, far away from her. 
 
    Aganon was sputtering, trying to make sense of his thoughts.  He was trembling and panting as he tried to form coherent phrases.  Perhaps she needed to tone down her approach before he passed out.  She didn’t need her darkness coming to the surface. 
 
    “I’ll make this simple.  Who sent you to kill me?” she said softly, calmly. 
 
    Aganon’s head snapped up.  “My Master,” he blurted out. 
 
    “Lucifer or Maraquette?” she replied quickly. 
 
    Aganon’s tone changed in a heartbeat and he was no longer frantic.  His words were smooth as if a different person were speaking them.  “Lady Maraquette.  She ordered me to find you and deliver a message.” 
 
    She didn’t remember hearing him say anything before she had blacked out from the pain.  “What was the message?” 
 
    “Lady Maraquette requested that you die a slow and painful death.  She proclaimed that Lord Lucifer was hers now and forever,” Aganon spoke as if he had politely commented on the weather. 
 
    Bitch.  She finally understood why Maraquette wanted her dead.  She had first dibs on Lucifer.  Well, she could have Lucifer if she was going to send her minions to kill her.  As much as she cared about Lucifer, she didn’t need a psycho ex-girlfriend stalking her. 
 
    No, Maraquette had dumped Lucifer.  That thought made her stop to reconsider her position.  Maraquette had left Lucifer alone to deal with the darkness and claimed that he was beyond redemption.  Why would she try to reclaim him now, or was she content to kill off anyone close to Lucifer simply because she couldn’t have him?  Regardless of her crazy reasoning, Lucifer deserved someone better than Maraquette.  She needed to be wary of the demented angel.  If Maraquette struck out at her once, she would certainly do it again. 
 
    “That explains why she had you use a Celestial Sword.  Few survive a hit from a blue flame sword.  Tell me where you got it.  Did you steal it from Lord Michael or a Celestial Warrior?” she asked, still intrigued by the calm but detached Aganon. 
 
    “My Lady knew of the existence of such a sword and guided me so that I might obtain it,” he replied matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Where did you get it from?  Whose sword was it Aganon?” she stared him down to no avail.  He was there in body, but his mind was sitting on a beach sipping a Piña Colada. 
 
    “The sword belonged to Lord Lucifer.  He had it hidden away.  Lady Maraquette knew where he kept it,” he replied indifferently. 
 
    She groaned.  Why did it not surprise her to find out that Lucifer was hiding illegal contraband?  She figured that it would be low on his list of offenses, but it was annoying nonetheless. 
 
    She paced around the room.  She was going to have a serious conversation with Lucifer about omitting major details.  If the sword belonged to him and he knew that Aganon that was responsible, then he damned well had already figured out that Maraquette was behind the attack.  A swift kick to the head might be a good way to remind him to keep her in the loop on such important matters.  Why did he treat her like a child?  She knew why Hades had let her figure this out on her own; he wanted to watch her go psycho on Lucifer for lying to her.  It would be a good source of entertainment.  It was bad timing on Hades’ part if he was concerned about Lucifer’s dark side causing trouble.  Hades would have to deal with Lucifer’s wrath a little longer, long enough for her to forgive yet another offense. 
 
    “Why Aganon?  Why did you listen to her?  Why weren’t you more afraid of Lord Lucifer or even me?  Why did you try to kill me?” Anjali yelled, desperate to understand his reasoning. 
 
    “Lady Maraquette loves me and I love her.  I did what she asked of me,” a hint of a smile came to his lips. 
 
    The answer was so basic, she almost laughed.  He truly believed that Maraquette loved him. 
 
    Obviously, this logic was completely flawed since Maraquette wanted Anjali dead so that she could be with Lucifer, the real love of her life.  Aganon had been brainwashed.  She wondered what Maraquette had promised him in return for this favor.  No, she decided she didn’t want to know.  Maraquette’s kinky sex promises could remain a secret. 
 
    She stepped forward and slapped Aganon’s face, hard.  “She doesn’t love you, darling.  She sent you to your death.  Look around!  You’re hanging from the ceiling in chains awaiting your death at the hands of the Destroyer.  If I hadn’t survived, Lord Lucifer would have made sure that you were nothing more than ashes filling the cracks of the floor, just like Caleb.  She lied to you, set you up, and now you are the one paying with your life,” she yelled at him, hoping to get through to the rational part of him that had to exist somewhere. 
 
    “I know,” he sobbed.  The trembling Aganon was back.  He sounded defeated once again.  Whatever spell she had him under was strong enough to take over his mind, but not strong enough to keep him from understanding the truth. 
 
    “She was the one who answered your prayers when you were mortal, back when she was still a Heavenly Angel.  What did she offer you?” she felt a slight surge of sympathy and pity for the sap. 
 
    “My Lady offered me and my family protection in exchange for my services in the afterlife.  I didn’t care about the consequences; I only cared about protecting my family.  Besides, she was beautiful.  Her red hair shined in the sun, her green eyes were filled with compassion.  I was lost to her immediately.  Unfortunately, by the time I died, she had become a Fallen at Lord Lucifer’s left hand.  I thought that I was going to Heaven, but I awoke in Hell.  When she left Lord Lucifer, she couldn’t take me with her because she said it wasn’t safe.  I know now that she wasn’t allowed to take me with her.  Forgotten aren’t supposed to have servants.  I was stuck in Hell, forced to serve Lord Lucifer.  It wasn’t what I had bargained for, literally,” Aganon’s tears began to fall as Anjali closed her eyes and thought about punching Maraquette for putting this poor boy through the wringer. 
 
    “I’m sorry for what she did to you, but I need to know that you won’t listen to her and try to kill me again.  I know that you didn’t want to hurt me.  I want to let you go, but I swear I will keep you here if I think that you will submit to her will once more,” she stepped closer to him and lifted his chin so that she could look into his eyes and search for the truth. 
 
    “I don’t want to kill you, I swear.  I have never harbored any ill will against you.  You are the only kind person here, at least when you aren’t threatening to use weapons against me, though I completely deserve it.  I hadn’t seen Lady Maraquette since she left Hell.  I believed that she had forgotten about me.  I know that she used me to get to you, though I was powerless to stop her from invading my mind when I saw her again.  I want to be able to tell you that I won’t fall victim to her again, but I can’t say for sure.  I truly am sorry for hurting you.  I would never intentionally do it again.  Lord Lucifer has forbidden me from harming you.  I must obey my Master,” Aganon sniffled, trying to pull himself together. 
 
    “Yes, but which Master?” she mused aloud.  “I’m going to let you go, but know that if you strike out against me, I will have no choice but to end you.  Are we clear?” she said quietly, still not convinced that she wouldn’t be forced to kill him. 
 
    “Yes, My Lady.  I understand.  Lord Lucifer ordered me to follow your commands, except when they conflict with his.  If you both order me not to harm you, I hope it will be enough to stay my hand, if needed,” Aganon sniffled, unable to wipe his nose. 
 
    “Then I order you not to harm me under any circumstances,” she used her best authoritative voice and waved her hand, releasing the chains from his wrists.  “I’m not going to heal you; you will have to wait for time to take care of that.  I think it’s only fair since it took a long time for my injuries to heal completely.  Oh, and stay away from the Caves of Darkness, since I’m assuming that’s how she contacted you,” she knew only too well how easily someone could get past the security in the caves and enter into Hell, as long as they knew the way. 
 
    Aganon fell to his knees in pain and subjugation.  “You are quite merciful, My Lady.  I will not fail you again.  Thank you for sparing my life.  I will serve you well.” 
 
    She wondered if it was mercy or madness that made her release him.  For a moment, she heard Hades’ snide voice answer her silent question.  He would say that it was madness. 
 
    Anjali watched Aganon struggle to his feet and wipe the tears from his cheeks with the bottom of his shirt.  He looked pathetic with his tear-stained face and bloodstained T-shirt.  She tried not to let the sight of him soften her opinion of him. 
 
    “Listen to me carefully, Aganon.  I command you to stand next to me or in front of me when you are in my presence.  You are never allowed to walk behind me, for any reason.  I don’t care that you are a servant.  I want to be able to see you at all times,” Anjali waited for him to understand her command. 
 
    “Yes, My Lady.  I understand,” Aganon tried to rise to his full height but stopped when he felt his ribs shift.  He bowed his head acknowledging her command hoping they were all this easy. 
 
    “Next, I want you to tell me what you know about Alazar,” she watched the fear return to his face.  No one liked talking about the Predznak.  They acted as if they were invoking the bogeyman. 
 
    “Please, My Lady, not here,” Aganon motioned to the prisoners around them. 
 
    Anjali understood his hesitation.  Any one of them would willingly tell Lucifer what they’d heard just to be spared a beating. 
 
    She waved her hand, implying that Aganon should lead the way to a quieter place. 
 
    As she watched him gingerly move his body, it dawned on her that her own injuries from her battle with Alazar were mostly healed.  Unfortunately, that meant some of her power had slipped out and aided in healing her.  She scolded herself for being angry enough to let her power rise. 
 
    Aganon shuffled out of the Hall of Torment, grateful to leave the nightmare that he’d endured for months.  He looked around and made his way down one corridor after another until he found a dark secluded area where no one would overhear him. 
 
    Anjali watched Aganon cautiously look around to make sure that they were alone. 
 
    “What do you know about Alazar?  Why did he leave Hell?  What happened while he was here?” she asked, impatient for some kind of answer that would help her find Alazar. 
 
    Aganon grimaced and leaned against the wall to take some of the pressure off his ribs.  “Lord Lucifer has many secrets, My Lady.  You don’t want to know most of them.” 
 
    “I am well aware.  I know he tortured my angels.  Believe me when I say that I’m not pleased about that,” she hated herself even more knowing that she hadn’t been around to stop Lucifer from brutalizing her angels. 
 
    “My Master and Alazar never got along.  They did everything they could to strike out at each other.  That’s what finally made Alazar leave.  Master made his final move.  I’m surprised that Lord Lucifer is still alive.  I thought for sure that Alazar would kill him after what my Master did to Zacharael,” Aganon whispered, refusing to look up from the ground.  He didn’t want to see Lady Black’s anger.  Remarkably, she was scarier than Lord Lucifer when she lost control. 
 
    “What did Lucifer do to Zacharael to make Alazar abandon his post?” she had always believed that Lucifer had done something to push Alazar beyond his limits.  While Lucifer claimed that he didn’t know why Alazar had left, she knew deep down that he was lying.  Now she finally had proof. 
 
    Aganon’s head snapped up.  He had said too much.  He should have known that his Master would never confess all his sins to her. 
 
    “My Lady, I assumed that you knew,” Aganon trembled knowing that Lord Lucifer would surely kill him.  He was about to detail Alazar’s exit speech to her, but had stupidly assumed that she knew more about his Master’s indiscretions in regards to her angels. 
 
    “Tell me Aganon,” she moved closer and stared him down. 
 
    “My Master will kill me, My Lady.  You have agreed not to end my life, but he has made no such oath.  Ask Alazar, he will know,” Aganon hoped to dodge a bullet by offering up Alazar’s version of the story. 
 
    “Who else knows what transpired?” she knew Aganon was right, Lucifer would kill him, but if Hades knew, she might be able to barter for the information. 
 
    “Lord Lucifer, Alazar, Zacharael, and me, though perhaps the other Predznak might know, but considering that they didn’t try to attack my Master before leaving, I doubt it,” Aganon thought about the look on Alazar’s face the morning that he brought Zacharael back to his room in the Annex and trembled. 
 
    “Fine.  When I find Alazar, I will ask him.  Now, go back to Lucifer and pray that he has forgiven you enough to tolerate your presence,” she motioned for Aganon to leave. 
 
    It seemed that matters were worse than she had feared.  Alazar, she realized, was the only one who could tell her the truth. 
 
   


 
  




Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Appearing in front of the wooden bridge leading to the Romanian castle, Anjali was annoyed to see that the sun was setting and that the Spirit Expert’s vans were already in the parking lot.  Interrogating Hades and Aganon had taken longer than she thought. 
 
    Above her, the sprawling castle was lit up in the growing darkness.  Floodlights shone across the entire facade and candlelight flickered from the glassless windows.  Unfortunately, they had found the wayward caretaker.  Curse her luck.  The group must have already had their tour and were ready to start filming. 
 
    “Annie?” a familiar voiced echoed across the expansive bridge. 
 
    “Crap,” Anjali quickly fell to her knees when she saw Derick approaching so that he wouldn’t see her black dress.  She had been so upset about Lucifer lying to her about multiple things that she had forgotten to change her clothes. 
 
    “Annie, are you okay?”  Derick’s voice was getting closer.  She knew it was pointless to run.  He had already seen her. 
 
    Anjali quickly changed her dress into jeans, a deep V-neck black T-shirt, and a long billowing coat that would, hopefully, account for the bulk of her skirt that had been fanned out around her on the ground.  She didn’t think Derick had noticed her dress. 
 
    “Yes.  I’m fine,” she got up from the ground and pretended to wipe off her knees. 
 
    “What happened?  Did you cut your hand?  Let me see,” Derick’s voice was filled with concern as he rushed to her and took hold of her hands to examine them. 
 
    “Black ice, just be careful over there.  I slid because I was too busy looking at the imposing fortress to watch where I was going,” she chuckled, pretending to be embarrassed.  “I’m sorry I didn’t join you this morning.  I just woke up.  I’m afraid that I slept the day away.  Did you finally get everything together for your documentary?” she lied as Derick inspected her hands. 
 
    “Yes, Mrs. Pavel was kind enough to prepare the castle for us, though she didn’t show up until a few hours ago.  We don’t have a lot of time in Romania, so we need to work quickly if we want to pull this off.  It was decided that we should forego the official tour and start shooting as soon as possible.  Mrs. Pavel gave us a brief tour of the areas we want to film in so that we could set up the equipment,” he stared at her face, happy that she hadn’t left Romania.  “Umm, I don’t see any cuts, I think you’re okay,” Derick was reluctant to let go of her hands. 
 
    His hands were gentle as they carefully moved across her skin, searching for any abrasions.  She knew she should pull away, but she liked how his hands brushed along her sensitive skin, making her blood rise to the surface.  She could swear that she was blushing.  Even the simplest touch from him was intense.  She thought about what it would be like to touch his face, but quickly shook herself to clear the thought.  What was wrong with her?  She’d been around men, or rather boys, while alive, but she had never wanted anyone like this before.  Since dying, she had only taken an interest in Lucifer, though her feelings weren’t as strong for him as the man she’d just met. 
 
    He gave her an impossibly gorgeous smile that made her heart flutter.  His dark hair was messy and windblown, and it was begging to be touched.  She was shocked to find that her infatuation with him had grown.  Kissing him no longer seemed like a bad idea. 
 
    “I think I’m okay.  Thanks,” Annie pulled her hand away and pushed it into her pocket before she could act on her impulses. 
 
    She regretted separating from him, but it was much safer if she didn’t touch him.  She thought about all the horrible things Lucifer would do to him and took a step back.  “Are you sure you want to go through with this?  I mean, I’ve spoken to some of the locals and they are truly afraid of something unholy that lurks here,” she said as shook her head and acted afraid.  This was her last chance to get Derick away from the castle, though she knew she was wasting her time. 
 
    “Annie, everywhere we go, we hear stories about monsters and evil spirits.  While I have encountered things that I can’t explain, I’m not going to let it stop me from finding the truth.  We know the risks and we are willing to deal with them.  Nine times out of ten, it’s just a silly legend and we don’t find anything, evil or otherwise.  That doesn’t mean we’ll give up, we just have to seek out better places.  I want to find something.  I want to see something that no one else has ever seen or known about.  I want to find the truth,” Derick spoke passionately, proving to Annie that she wouldn’t win this argument. 
 
    Derick and his friends had flown all the way to Romania to chase their dreams.  It wouldn’t be easy to convince any of them to leave.  She considered telling him the truth, but that would cause bigger problems.  Angels and immortals weren’t supposed to let mortals in on their secrets, unless they were able to secure their silence by way of a deal.  She cringed at the thought of making a deal with Derick.  She didn’t want him to become her servant, even if it meant keeping him safe from Alazar.  No, if they were set on investigating the castle, she would do everything within her power to protect them. 
 
    “I just don’t want to see anything bad happen to you.  We just met, but I would be really upset if you got hurt,” she paused when she thought about what she said.  She would be upset if he got hurt, which was odd since she didn’t know anything about him.  He could be a total jerk, though she didn’t think so.  Something inside of her seized up at the thought of seeing him injured and bleeding, or worse, dead.  She cared about him, right or wrong. 
 
    “Annie, nothing is going to happen short of a few bumps and bruises from walking into a wall, or maybe a twisted ankle.  We are going to be fine.  Thank you for your concern.  If there really is something lurking inside, then we’ll haul ass out of there and never look back.  Now, why don’t we get inside?  The castle is freezing, but at least it blocks the wind,” he extended his arm so that they could walk arm in arm. 
 
    It was a silly gesture, but she felt compelled to take his arm and walk with him.  It seemed out of place for a college student to do, but something felt right about it.  Unconsciously she snuggled into him and relaxed, despite not being affected by the cold.  She liked the feeling of being close to him.  It was rare that someone was kind to her without expecting something in return.  She relished the moment and tucked it away for later, when she was alone. 
 
    “I forgot.  I have something for you,” Derick pulled out a foil packet from his pocket and bashfully held it out to her. 
 
    She laughed when she saw “Breakfast Bar” written in red letters.  He had brought breakfast to her.  He really did want her to see her again.  She felt terrible for leading him on but graciously took the bar. 
 
    Annie peeled the wrapper and nibbled on the corner, proving that she was appreciative of his thoughtfulness. 
 
    “I guess this means I’ll have to wait until tomorrow for my tour.  I don’t want to interfere with your filming,” she sighed.  It posed a problem since she needed to stay close to them if she was going to protect them.  She didn’t want to hinder their chance for stardom, but they needed to live through the night first.  She tried to sound pathetic and disappointed, hoping to be invited along while they filmed. 
 
    “What are you talking about?  We told you that you could take the tour with us.  Actually, it would help us if you came along.  There were supposed to be six of us, but our friend backed out at the last minute due to an unfinished midterm paper.  We planned on bringing a second cameraman so that Pete and I can split up to cover more territory.  Josilyn volunteered to follow one of us with the other video camera, but she doesn’t have a very steady hand, which is problematic.  We need to be able to see what was filmed.  We try to avoid major editing in post-production unless it’s necessary.  It’s expensive and Cassie has us on a tight budget,” Derick said, escorting her across the bridge. 
 
    “I don’t want to crash the party, but I wouldn’t mind holding the camera, if you show me how.  I hope everyone isn’t mad at me for intruding,” she smiled shyly.  She wasn’t sure if she was flirting or securing an invitation.  Flirting was new territory for her so she had no idea what she was doing. 
 
    “We talked it over during breakfast.  Everyone agreed that we need the extra help.  It was either you or Josilyn.  You won by a landslide.  I ran it past Cassie and she didn’t have a problem with it since six of us were scheduled to be here.  You’ll have to sign a waiver so that we can use your likeness if you appear on film and a release form for insurance purposes.  I hope it’s not an issue, but Cassie said she can’t pay you because the extra funds have been allocated.  Is that ok?  If it’s a problem, I might be able to work something out.  Oh, and I need your last name,” he asked tentatively, holding his breath, and praying that she agreed to stay. 
 
    “Derick, I’m the tourist here.  I just want to see the castle and if I get to help you, then great.  I don’t expect anything in return.  I promise.  I’ll sign whatever waiver or release Cassie wants.  It’s cool.  My last name is Black,” Annie replied automatically without thinking.  She cringed, but didn’t see the harm in giving her real last name.  She had little use for money, though she didn’t think that insurance companies would cover the Destroyer of humanity. 
 
    “Well, Annie Black, thank you for helping us,” he laughed, relieved that she had agreed to help them. 
 
    Derick was gorgeous when he laughed.  For a moment, Annie forgot where she was and what she was supposed to be doing.  She was surprised to find that he had dimples when he smiled sincerely.  She had no idea what was going on between them, but she was completely enamored by him.  She found herself leaning closer to him.  The scent of his cologne caught her attention.  Oddly, he hadn’t smelled of cologne in the van last night.  It would have been obvious in the confined area.  He must have put some on this morning.  Crap.  Cologne was a bad sign.  She reminded herself that flirting with him was a dangerous venture, not to mention that it was cruel to toy with his emotions. 
 
    She leaned away from him and breathed in the night air to wash away his mouthwatering scent.  Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted a spirit lingering at the bottom of the river as they crossed the bridge.  She needed to get her priorities straight.  If she didn’t get inside the castle and stop Alazar, all these nice people would be reduced to spirits, and possibly stuck roaming the castle grounds for eternity. 
 
    As they walked through the main entrance, a shiver passed through her.  An oppressive feeling of death permeated the air, indicating that Alazar was most certainly at home. 
 
    Entering the foyer, Annie saw that the Spirit Experts had been busy in her absence.  Three folding tables lined the right wall and held computer monitors, video cameras, recording devices, cables, walkie-talkies, flashlights, and various other items.  Doug was sitting behind the table with his nose nearly pushed against a computer monitor.  He was definitely more comfortable with his machines than with people. 
 
    Pete and Josilyn were chatting with an older woman, undoubtedly the terrified Mrs. Pavel.  The woman looked around the room as if she expected something to jump out and eat her.  Annie suddenly felt sorry for the woman.  It was obvious that she didn’t want to be there and was ready to run screaming from the building at any moment.  Pete was trying to calm her as he took a protective stance close to her.  He towered over her slight frame and patted her arm trying to comfort her while asking her questions about the castle’s history. 
 
    Annie noticed that Morgan was off by himself recording the main hall, zooming in and out on the antiques and tapestries.  He slowly walked around the room paying attention to all that the room had to offer. 
 
    Josilyn and Pete turned in unison to smile and wave at her and Derick.  Pete’s welcome was warmer than yesterday.  It was clear that Derick had somehow convinced everyone that Annie would be the best camerawoman in the world, either that or they were hopeful that he would get laid.  She figured they had probably grilled Derick about the van ride. 
 
    Josilyn raised her eyebrows at their interlocked arms and nodded her approval to Annie.  She was certainly on board with the “let’s get Derick laid” plan, though Pete didn’t seem to notice their close proximity. 
 
    Josilyn left Mrs. Pavel in Pete’s hands and made her way over to Annie and Derick.  “It’s nice to see that you haven’t run screaming from this town.  We were a little concerned when you didn’t surface for breakfast, or lunch.  Derick said that you seemed pretty tired last night, so I told him that you had probably slept in.  I had trouble waking up myself.  I’ve had to down at least five coffees and two pastries just to stay awake today.  If I’m talking really fast, please ignore me, it’s the caffeine and sugar,” Josilyn rambled quickly.  “Anyway, I’m glad to see that the Grim Reaper everyone keeps talking about didn’t gobble you up.  The way they talk around here, you’d think that Lucifer himself had come to town to snatch their children.  Superstitious nut bags!  I swear they all need a Valium,” Josilyn pointed over her shoulder to Mrs. Pavel. 
 
    “Oh, I’ve seen some scary things in my life.  I don’t think their Grim Reaper is going to make me run,” Annie smirked knowing that it was true.  If needed, she would kill their Grim Reaper, though she hoped it wouldn’t come to that. 
 
    Mrs. Pavel muttered to herself in Romanian, though no one else seemed to understand her.  Annie translated her muttering.  Stupid children, you have no idea what prowls inside this cursed place.  Annie nearly responded in Romanian, but decided it was best not to reveal that she knew the language. 
 
    Josilyn nodded.  “Good.  Now let’s get you geared up and ready to go.  I’ve been standing in the cold for too long and I need something to do.  I’m afraid that my fingers are going to fall off if I don’t get moving,” Josilyn turned to Derick and playfully pushed him toward the equipment table. 
 
    Annie tucked the rest of the breakfast bar in her coat pocket and stood awkwardly waiting to see what was required of her. 
 
    Derick chuckled at Josilyn’s impatience.  He watched her run over to the tables to inspect their gear.  He took a deep breath and turned to face Annie. 
 
    Annie was surprised to see Derick’s somber expression when he looked at her.  He put his hands on her arms and sank down to her eye level.  His hands shook at a little when he touched her.  It nearly broke her heart to see him like this.  She knew he was about to give her a choice, a last chance to back out. 
 
    “I’m not sure if I really explained what we do when we film.  Pete and I are the investigators and we try to make contact with the spirits.  We look for evidence with our video cameras, voice recorders, and our 35mm cameras.  A cameraman walks behind us to document what we are doing.  Annie, we do this in the pitch black.  I should have mentioned this before I asked you to help us.  Keep in mind that all the equipment has a night vision mode so that you can see what you’re filming, but aside from that, it’s nearly impossible to see anything.  The flashlights are only for emergencies.  We have to use the video cameras to see where we’re going.  Things can get very serious, very fast.  Pete and I have seen some crazy things, things that still give us cold sweats at night.  Every sound is magnified in the dark and all your senses are heightened.  Fear can be a real issue once you get further into the investigation and you start getting tired.  Standing in the castle with the lights on, it’s not scary; it’s easy to see what’s in front of you.  As soon as it goes dark, everything changes.  People instinctively don’t like the dark and it can make them uncomfortable, it can make them see things that aren’t really there.  I’ll understand if you don’t want to do this.  You came here for a tour in the daylight, when it’s safe.  Coming with us, you might experience something you weren’t ready for.  Know that you can tell me you want to turn back at any time.  I don’t expect you to be able to do this.  It’ll be wonderful if you can help me, but I won’t be angry with you if you can’t do it.  Just say the word, I’ll turn on the flashlights, and get you back to this point.  Understand?” Derick looked directly into her eyes, while speaking calmly.  He didn’t want to frighten her, but she needed to understand how difficult it might be if she stayed. 
 
    Annie appreciated the warning, though it wasn’t necessary.  Derick was being professional, and very sweet to give her a chance to back out.  If she freaked out and wanted to quit, it would interfere with his filming.  It would cost him time and money, yet he was willing to make sure she was safe.  She nearly laughed as she imagined Lucifer warning her that Hell might be scary.  If only he had been as thoughtful and considerate as Derick.  Lucifer had welcomed her to Hell by telling her that she was his servant for eternity and making her wear the slave girl dress. 
 
    She put her hands on Derick’s arms and whispered, “You are very kind to explain everything to me and while I appreciate the warning, know that I’m not one to frighten easily.  I can handle the dark.  It doesn’t scare me.  If we do come across something, I’m more likely to kick its ass than run away screaming like a girl.  I know we just met, but understand, I don’t back down in the face of fear.” 
 
    Derick’s mind was foggy as he watched the girl of his dreams lean in close and tell him that she had his back.  He tried to contain the stupid grin that was making its way to the surface, afraid that she would think he’d lost his mind.  A jolt ran through him when she talked about kicking someone’s ass.  Despite being nearly a foot shorter than him, she was confident and strong, making her a force to be reckoned with.  Normally women her height and build would look cute while saying that they would fight someone, but Annie looked deadly when she said it. 
 
    He didn’t care what it took, he was going to find a way to get to know this woman better and keep her by his side.  He’d waited his whole life to find someone that made him burn with desire, piqued his curiosity, and held his interest completely.  If he had to move to Romania or go backpacking through Europe to stay with her, then so be it.  His uncle would understand, maybe.  Perhaps she could accompany him back to Tulsa, if he didn’t screw things up. 
 
    “Then it’s settled.  Wedge, show her how to use the video camera while I gear up,” Derick winked at her and walked over to the tables to begin preparing for the investigation. 
 
    Doug rustled in his chair.  He picked up a number of items and moved toward Annie.  She had no idea why Derick had referred to Doug as Wedge, but she let it slide.  Doug quickly gave her a handheld video camera that was smaller than Morgan’s shoulder mounted camera.  He ran through the tutorial and made her practice while the others mulled about checking the 35mm cameras for film and batteries.  When she was done learning all that there was to know about her video camera, she watched the others check and test their recording devices and flashlights. 
 
    She glanced down at her coat and decided it was best to leave it behind.  She didn’t want to hinder her range of motion if they encountered any trouble.  Placing her coat over the back of a folding chair, she noticed from the corner of her eye that Derick was openly staring at her.  She looked down to figure out what was wrong with her appearance when she saw that her tight low-cut T-shirt was now showing off her cleavage.  Typically, she didn’t care if men gawked at her plunging V-neck dress.  It sometimes gave her an advantage if she wanted to sucker punch them, yet she felt self-conscious when Derick looked at her.  She debated whether or not she should keep the coat, but decided she would rather deal with the stares than get attacked because she couldn’t move fast enough under its bulk.  She was just happy that she had remembered to act like a mortal and wear a bra. 
 
    Derick approached her with a strange look on his face.  He looked deep in thought, yet disturbed by something.  Perhaps he was having second thoughts about her accompanying him. 
 
    “Here, you’re going to need this,” he showed her a black belt with compartments on it. 
 
    She shrugged, not knowing what it was.  “Utility belt?” she chuckled. 
 
    “Sort of, yeah.  You won’t be able to carry anything because of the camera, so I loaded it with all the extra accessories we might need,” he looked at her waist and fumbled around trying to figure out how to best to put it on her. 
 
    Derick was shaking as he tried to force his brain and hands to work.  What was he thinking?  He had originally planned on putting the belt on her and fastening it due to the tricky catch that was a little broken, but realized it was a mistake being so close to her.  His whole world had exploded when she took her coat off.  She was stunning and sexy in her tight black T-shirt.  Forget the Mortal Kombat T-shirt, this was now and forever his favorite shirt.  Words and actions collided in his mind, rendering him dumbfounded.  He finally closed his eyes and, by the grace of God, got the belt around her.  He opened his eyes and compelled himself to look at the catch and nothing else.  Her splendid breasts were mere inches from his face and he felt dizzy.  What he would give to kiss her there and explore them without his new favorite shirt. 
 
    He swiftly stood once the task was complete and ran to grab his gear.  “Are you sure you won’t be cold without your coat?” Derick asked, begging for a reprieve from the sight of her curvy body. 
 
    “I’m good,” she smiled.  Weren’t all mortals perfectly comfortable in thirty-degree weather wearing only a short-sleeved T-shirt? 
 
    Derick needed to get his mind back on the investigation and away from the fact that his hands had been close to the button and zipper on her pants.  Pete had been right at breakfast, she was a distraction that he didn’t need.  He had stupidly ignored his best friend and told him that she would be an asset, not a complication.  His twitching erection told him the truth.  If he were going to ask her leave the investigation, now would be the time. 
 
    He picked up his video camera and steadied himself.  Could he walk beside her in the dark and keep his mind focused on searching for spirits?  Probably not, but he would regret making her leave for the rest of his life.  He needed to find a way to make this work.  If he stayed ahead of her and didn’t have to see her, he could get through the night.  This was his job.  He had to make this work. 
 
    “Let me see if you’re set,” Josilyn looked over Annie’s gear and double-checked everything. 
 
    “How do we know where we’re going?” Annie asked what seemed like an important question given that she had supposedly had never been in the castle before.  She knew every nook and cranny of the place from earlier, but she reminded herself to look befuddled and lost. 
 
    “Cassie gave us maps of the castle before we left Tulsa.  We read up on the place and planned where we wanted to investigate.  Mrs. Pavel gave us a sprinting tour while she made the sign of the cross at every doorway.  She’s crazy, but informative, when she isn’t trailing off in Romanian.  Derick has the basic idea of where he’s going.  Stay with him and you’ll be fine.  It’s the best tour you’re going to get.  Most visitors aren’t allowed in the dungeon.  Mrs. Overactive Imagination won’t go into the dungeon.  She told us that we could go, but she doesn’t expect us to return alive.  It’s possible that I misunderstood her.  Regardless, the woman needs a new job,” Josilyn shook her head and finished looking over the utility belt. 
 
    Annie understood Mrs. Pavel’s cryptic warning, which made her think Mrs. Pavel knew about Alazar hiding in the dungeon.  It would certainly explain her no-show last night. 
 
    “Where’s Cassie?  We’re just about ready to start.” Derick asked Josilyn as he looked around. 
 
    “She had a phone meeting with the bigwigs,” Josilyn said to Derick.  She leaned in closer to Annie and whispered, “She told me she would be right back so that she could oversee everything.  That was two hours ago.  I’m sure when everything is done, she’ll swoop in and pretend that she’s the reason it’s going smoothly.  I can’t stand her.” 
 
    Annie chuckled. 
 
    Cassie entered the foyer, her heels clacking across the stone floor.  “Oh good, I see that you are just about ready.  Does everyone know the plan?” 
 
    Annie heard Josilyn mutter something to herself, but silently nodded to Cassie. 
 
    Pete turned to greet Cassie.  “Glad you made it.  I was just about to do the final rundown,” he said authoritatively as he stood in front of the tables.  It was clear that he wanted to remind Cassie that he ran the show, not her.  “Listen up guys, tonight and tomorrow night is all about investigating.  Tomorrow morning, Josilyn will film the intro for the show and interview Derick and me.  Then she will interview Mrs. Pavel, as well as some of the locals who’ve had experiences in the castle.  We’re hoping to be done by sunset tomorrow.  Then we will have all day Saturday to review the footage to see if we made contact with any spirits.  We’ll take care of any reshoots on Sunday morning.  After that, we’re headed back to Tulsa where we can edit and record the voice-overs in post-production,” he explained while the group gathered around him. 
 
    Pete nodded to Derick, who took over the meeting.  “Tonight Morgan will go with Pete and they will investigate the upper floors.  Tomorrow they will hit the chapel and the courtyard.  Annie and I will cover the meeting halls and the main floor tonight.  The dungeon and armory are our destinations for tomorrow night.  Wedge will walk around the grounds filming shots of the castle for post-production.  Josilyn will stay at home base and monitor the walkie-talkies in case we need anything.  She will keep track of our positions and call out the time.  Wrap up time is 3:00 am so we can pack up the equipment and get some sleep.  Remember to call out your positions to Josilyn so that no one gets lost.  There are a lot of areas to cover and we want to make sure we hit all the sweet spots,” Derick spoke with confidence, but it was clear that Pete was the natural leader of the group. 
 
    Derick nodded to Josilyn to take over. 
 
    “Okay, you all know the drill.  If you get lost, I have to come and rescue you, so make sure you leave me some clues as to where you are.  You each have your map of the castle and areas of importance.  Pete, make sure you cover the tower.  There’s a legend of a woman who lost her love and threw herself from the top.  People claim they’ve heard crying and screaming coming from that area.  I’ve also marked a few guest rooms where visitors have seen some crazy things.  There are spirit sightings, blood on the walls, and creepy noises.  You’ll want to check out the chapel.  Supposedly, a phantom priest roams around in there.  There are also tons of weird noises reported in and around the courtyard.  Derick, make sure you do a tour of the Throne Room.  People say that a man haunts the room and won’t let people sit on his throne.  Oh, and good luck in the dungeon tomorrow night.  People say that there’s a heavy, depressing feeling there.  I’m not trekking down all those stairs at night, so you’d better not need anything while you’re there,” Josilyn said, looking over her notes.  “I think that covers it.” 
 
    “And I will oversee things,” Cassie smiled politely, yet there was an undercurrent in her voice.  She didn’t like being left out.  Sashaying over to Doug, she pointed to the video monitor and asked him a number of questions about where the remote cameras were set up. 
 
    Annie saw Mrs. Pavel make the sign of the cross and scurry over to the folding chairs near Doug. 
 
    She didn’t think making the sign of the cross would keep Alazar at bay, but then again, short of a Celestial Sword, not much would keep them safe.  She needed to find him after the Spirit Experts finished investigating so that the dungeon would be clear tomorrow night; otherwise, Derick would be walking right into his lair. 
 
    “You ready?” Derick asked Annie.  He ignored Cassie and grabbed his video camera. 
 
    “I’m good to go, though I’m a little confused.  You and Pete keep calling Doug, Wedge.  Why?” she asked, perplexed. 
 
    Derick laughed.  “He hates being called Doug.  Only Josilyn and Cassie call him that and it’s just to annoy him.  With anyone else, he’ll only respond to Wedge.  I should have warned you about him, he can be a little weird sometimes.  He’s really into movies, comic books, and anime.  You need a sci-fi dictionary just to understand him.  Pete and I get him, but Josilyn doesn’t understand him.  Just ignore him if he says something confusing.” 
 
    “Wait, do you mean Wedge as in the fighter pilot Wedge Antilles from Star Wars?” Annie laughed when the character came to mind. 
 
    “Yes, exactly, but how did you know that?” Derick was impressed by her knowledge of the movie. 
 
    “Come on, everyone knows that he was Red Two in Episode IV, then part of Rogue Squadron in Empire, and then leader of Red Squadron in Jedi.  C…my friend from high school made me watch the trilogy every time we had a vacation from school.  There were days when he watched Empire all day long because he was in a bad mood.  He said it gave him hope that things would get better,” she smirked.  She remembered sitting on her bed next to CJ having detailed conversations about how Darth Vader was the best villain of all time. 
 
    “Why does it not surprise me that you know that?  I should have realized when I saw the Mortal Kombat shirt that you spoke our language,” he snickered.  He happily accepted that she was a geek, just like him.  He couldn’t help himself.  He was completely in love with this woman.  If she started quoting Professor X, or any X-Men character, he would drop to one knee and propose. 
 
    Pete signaled for everyone to make their final walkie-talkie checks and move out. 
 
    Annie checked her camera one last time.  When she looked up, she was startled to find Cassie standing right next to her, glaring at her. 
 
    “I told Derick that I would allow you to help the crew, but I expect you to follow orders.  I don’t need you delaying this project.  You will need to sign these waivers before you start the investigation.  Don’t lose any equipment and don’t drop the camera.  It’s expensive,” Cassie said snidely.  She shoved a bunch of forms and a pen at Annie.  She moved closer and whispered.  “I’m sure that innocent, naive Derick believes you’re here solely out of the goodness and kindness of your heart, since you had planned on touring the castle.  Personally, I think you are planning on whoring your way into Derick’s pants.  Forget about your little fantasies and leave him alone.  Derick needs to focus on his work, not your cleavage,” Cassie swung around catching Annie in the face with her long brown hair and sauntered over to Morgan. 
 
    Annie decided that the first chance she got; she would trip the bitch and blame it on a spirit. 
 
    She turned her attention to Derick, who was walking toward her with his map.  He pointed to a red circle, clearly oblivious to Cassie’s rude comments.  “Let’s try to make it into the Throne Room by midnight.  We can do a quick sweep of the room and then focus on the thrones.” 
 
    Annie nodded, but didn’t say anything to Derick about Cassie.  Cassie was her problem, not his.  She quickly scribbled her name illegibly on the papers, and brusquely tossed them on the closest table.  She wanted to force feed them to Cassie, but ignored the thought when she saw Derick looking at her with trust in his eyes.  She hefted out a breath and decided to put aside her petty dispute with Cassie so that she could help Derick. 
 
    Derick gave her a wink and motioned for her to follow him as he headed out of the foyer. 
 
    Mrs. Pavel muttered quietly to herself in Romanian.  “I doubt that I will be seeing any of you again, but if I do, I will call the morgue.” 
 
    Annie followed Derick through the dark castle.  Mrs. Pavel had turned off the main breaker and Josilyn had gone ahead to blow out the candles in the rooms along the front of the castle.  Annie and Derick, or Team Awesome as Derick had dubbed them, moved through several rooms, stopping to listen to the sounds of the castle.  Derick asked questions addressed to anyone still residing in the castle. 
 
    She was surprised to hear a few responses from the souls, though she doubted they would be heard on the recordings.  Based on her experience in Hell, most souls were either very angry or very sad.  They told their tales to Derick, though most of them stopped abruptly when they saw her and averted their eyes.  She couldn’t hide her true identity from any of them.  One soul was brazen enough to flip her off and laugh at her before he ran away. 
 
    They walked around the different halls and corridors on the first floor, but Derick didn’t seem to notice anything of interest.  She dutifully followed him and kept the camera trained on him while he navigated the rooms.  Aside from almost running into a closed door or a random piece of furniture, the night was proving to be uneventful, which suited Annie just fine.  She didn’t need to run into Alazar while in the company of helpless mortals. 
 
    Derick refrained from speaking to her unless he was directing her to record something of interest.  She kept a healthy distance from him and reminded herself not to focus the viewfinder primarily on his perfect ass.  It would help their ratings, but it wouldn’t win the TV exec’s vote. 
 
    Annie followed Derick as he entered the Throne Room, which was smaller than the one in Hell and less showy.  She was disturbed to see three simple wooden thrones at the end of the long room, seated against a curved wall.  The center one was taller and sat directly in the middle of the space, while the two thrones surrounding it were smaller and turned at an angle to face the center throne.  Whoever sat on the side thrones were required to defer to the center throne.  Wouldn’t Lucifer love that?  Hades would certainly object to the arrangement, as would she. 
 
    Derick approached the thrones and inspected them.  “Is there anyone here who would like to speak to us?  Would you mind if I sat on your throne?” he called out to the empty room. 
 
    Annie looked around for any soul who might object, but the room remained empty and silent.  She watched Derick on the small output screen to make sure that she recorded all of his movements.  Due to the night vision, he appeared to have white hair, which didn’t suit him.  Despite the wrong color hair, his gorgeous face was made for filming.  He carried himself with a quiet confidence and looked comfortable moving around the room in the dark, asking questions to no one in particular.  She instantly saw the appeal that he had with the women who stayed up until 3:00 A.M. to watch his show.  He would be a smash hit in prime time.  She could sit and watch him do this for hours. 
 
    She tried not to speak to him, but she couldn’t help herself when he moved to sit in the middle throne. 
 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t do that,” she hissed.  It came out more harshly than she intended.  She didn’t think she would be able to handle seeing him on a throne.  He was the complete opposite of Lucifer and Hades.  She didn’t want to ruin her perception of him if he looked like a tyrant. 
 
    Derick chuckled.  “I don’t think I’m going to summon an angry spirit if I sit down, but I still have to try.” 
 
    She relaxed when she realized that he took her curtness for fear.  “I don’t want to press our luck,” she shrugged. 
 
    “Annie, it’s okay.  I would rather draw out an angry spirit and deal with it than go home empty handed.  I’m here to get them to interact with me.  If making them angry is what does it, then I have to try.  Do I think it will work?  Not really, but I still have to try.  Don’t worry, I’ll protect you,” he was sincere, which made her feel worse.  He had no idea what he was up against.  If he had ever experienced fear or danger before, it was nothing compared to what might be waiting for them in the dungeon. 
 
    Derick waited to see if Annie would finally give up and ask to leave.  She had been quiet since they left home base.  It was nice to be able to concentrate on what he was doing, but it was driving him crazy that he didn’t know if she was okay or not.  He had tried on multiple occasions to gauge her reaction to walking around in the dark, but she replied with one word answers that gave nothing away.  He would rather turn back than upset her, which surprised him.  He had been obsessed while planning this trip and only thought about making contact with spirits and finding evidence of an afterlife, yet now all he thought about was her and her well-being. 
 
    He was on edge, waiting for the first noise to scare her off.  He was afraid she would see something questionable and run in terror.  He didn’t know why he wanted to protect her and make sure she was happy, but it was at the top of his priority list.  Part of him wanted to scrap the investigation and get her out of the castle.  He knew where he wanted to take her, but he forced himself not to think about that.  Her, in his bed, in that outfit and he would lose his mind.  For the thousandth time, he shifted uncomfortably in his restrictive pants. 
 
    “Well, if you think it’s important then go ahead,” Annie sighed from across the room. 
 
    He had a better idea.  “Here, give me the camera.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?  Did I do something I shouldn’t have?” she was worried about ruining his show. 
 
    “No, of course not.  Here, I’m going to put your camera down so that it faces out over the rest of the room and I will film you with my camera.  You sit in the throne and I will look for anyone who might object,” he took her camera and placed it on a narrow offering table that sat in front of the thrones just below the dais. 
 
    She was relieved to hear his suggestion.  No soul would dare question her, and if they did, she would deal with them.  Surprised by her sudden urge to lash out against an unseen enemy, she evaluated her reaction.  Protecting Derick had always been a priority, but now she seemed to delight in the idea of destroying anything that might threaten him. 
 
    Derick held her hand and guided her to the throne so that she wouldn’t bump into it.  It was nice feeling her skin against his.  It didn’t help his pants problem, but he was happy for the excuse to touch her. 
 
    He trained the camera on her once she was seated on the throne.  She settled in and looked around.  Before he could blink, he noticed a distinct difference in her demeanor and presence.  Her back was straight, her shoulders squared, and she held her head high.  Her arms were gingerly placed on the armrests.  She no longer looked like the shy hot girl in black; now she appeared regal, graceful, and powerful.  Her youthful appearance changed slightly and she looked older, more serious.  Experience filled her every movement.  She was mesmerizing.  He half expected her to order someone’s head to be removed, but she merely looked in his direction, waiting for him to say something. 
 
    “It suits you,” he stammered, unsure what to say. 
 
    Annie tilted her head and noted the unusual tone in his voice.  Perhaps it was reverence, though she thought it might be fear.  She nearly kicked herself when she saw that she had become Lady Black, physically, without even thinking about it.  While it wasn’t her Fire and Ice Throne, it was enough to bring out her automatic response to sitting in a throne.  She immediately sat back and let her shoulders slump.  She crossed her legs and leaned to one side to eliminate her ceremonial mannerisms. 
 
    Derick saw her immediately change back into his shy dream girl.  He felt bad that he had made her feel self-conscious.  He quickly sat down on the throne to her left and turned his camera to face the room. 
 
    “See, everything’s okay, no angry spirits, just you and me,” he said quickly to put her at ease. 
 
    “I thought you weren’t supposed to talk while filming, at least not to the cameraman,” she teased. 
 
    “We are allowed to sit and listen to the room and take the occasional break.  Here, I’ll turn this camera off and let the other one run for a while.  We’ll see if we can catch anything in the rest of the room.  Right now, I want to know more about you.  I feel like I’ve only been talking about myself.  I want to hear about your life,” he turned off his camera and let the darkness surround him. 
 
    “There’s really nothing to tell.  You know why I’m here and where I’m from.  There’s not much more to say,” she shrugged, even though he couldn’t see her. 
 
    “Yes, but that doesn’t tell me anything about you.  There has to be more to it; otherwise, you wouldn’t be sitting in an ancient castle with a bunch of weirdos running through dark rooms in the middle of the night,” he laughed at the description of himself, but he figured it was the truth. 
 
    “I don’t think you’re weirdos.  I don’t know if you are going to find anything, but I think that people should follow their dreams,” she replied.  She was free to stare at him all she wanted since he would never know. 
 
    “What are your dreams?  I somehow doubt that it’s your dream to stay on a constant vacation for the rest of your life.  I’m sure you want to accomplish something, someday,” he said.  He knew he was prying, but it was killing him that he couldn’t figure her out. 
 
    She had given up on having hopes and dreams, aside from the ones that pertained to her destiny.  She hoped that she would find her angels and dreamed of never using them for their intended purpose, but she couldn’t very well admit that. 
 
    “Of course, there are things I want, but most days I feel like I’ll never get them.  I want to be happy and live my life the way I want.  I want to be a good person and do the right thing.  On top of that I want to be loved and love someone in return,” she gulped.  Had she said that aloud?  Lucifer would gut her if he’d heard that.  She cared for Lucifer, she did, but he didn’t make it easy.  Touching her head, she recalled smashing into the wall.  He certainly wasn’t easy to love. 
 
    “Why do you believe that you’ll never be happy or find someone who loves you?” Derick leaned forward, trying to see her through the darkness.  He had obviously hit a nerve.  An apology came to his lips, but he held back.  He was curious to hear her answer. 
 
    “You wouldn’t understand,” she replied softly.  It was killing her that she couldn’t tell him about her problems.  She was desperate to talk to someone who didn’t have wings or a death scar. 
 
    “Try me.  What’s the harm in talking to a complete stranger, whom you might never see again?” Derick nearly choked at the thought of never seeing her again, but he wanted to find a way to get her to open up to him. 
 
    She chuckled.  “If I tell you my problems, you won’t want to see me again.” 
 
    “Annie, my life isn’t perfect.  I’ve been through plenty of horrible things.  I’m the last person who should be judging someone,” Derick shook his head when he thought about his miserable past. 
 
    She heard the sadness in his voice and knew he wasn’t lying.  Hoping that she was making the right decision, she closed her eyes and blurted out the secret she’d kept bottled up inside.  “I feel like I’m in Hell.  Each day is worse than the last and every day I have to wake up and start over again.  There are times when I want to give up, and days when I think I’ve been asked to go beyond my limits and endure the impossible.  You can’t dream when you feel like your world is falling apart every second of every day.  Hope is non-existent when you know that there is no happiness to come.  I have no concept of Heaven.  I don’t know what it’s like to believe that everything will work out, and that anything is possible.  Do you know what that’s like?” tears filled her eyes as she spoke. 
 
    Letting out a deep breath, she felt relieved to finally say the words that had been weighing her down.  Finding Alazar had only compounded the existing problem.  She was unhappy on a boring day.  Survival mode was her only way of getting through the unending days.  Adding to that, her crazed angel hated her and wanted her dead.  She nearly screamed when she thought about finding the other nine and the difficulties that she would inevitably have to face with them. 
 
    “Yes, I do know what that’s like.  You sound like me a few years ago.  I had given up too.  I had no idea how I was going to make it through the next day, the next minute.  Defeat was the word that came to mind every morning.  Everyone I cared about was gone.  I’d lost them all.  There was nothing for me to look forward to, no one for me to love.  I was close to the edge, and I nearly went over, but I managed to pull myself together, with help,” he had never admitted this to anyone before, with one exception, but he needed Annie to know that she wasn’t alone in whatever she was dealing with. 
 
    “What happened to you?” she asked.  Hearing the pain in his voice, she wanted to take him into her arms and comfort him. 
 
    “My father was diagnosed with cancer when I was eleven.  He fought for a long time, but it took a toll on him and my mother, and on me.  He fought for five years, but in the end, he succumbed to the illness.  I was there in the hospital when he died.  My mother had brought me to see him one last time.  They knew he only had a few hours left.  I was in the room holding his hand when my mother stepped out of the room to speak to her friend.  He died a few moments after she left.  I felt his hand go limp and then, I thought I was seeing things, but there was a mist or a wisp of smoke just after his breath ceased.  I believed then, as I do now, that I saw his spirit leave his body.  I wasn’t scared when I saw it because it gave me hope that there was something to look forward to, some kind of life beyond death.  The problem came when my mother turned to drinking to deal with the loss of my father.  Life at home was hell, just like you said.  I had to take care of her and me.  Every day was worse than the one before.  I had to watch her slip away.  At first, she was angry, and then she became more and more despondent.  A year after my father died, she nearly drank herself to death, but instead, got into the car, hit a tree and died.” 
 
    “That’s terrible.  I’m so sorry,” she felt guilty for complaining about her life.  As Michelle, she had never experienced the loss of anyone, until after she had chosen to enter Hell. 
 
    “Yeah, it was bad, but honestly, I always expected to go home to find her dead from drinking too much or doing something stupid while drunk.  The weird thing was I knew she was gone before anyone told me.  That’s the main reason why I started searching for answers about the afterlife,” Derick replied. 
 
    “How did you know she had passed?” Annie took his hand and held it tightly, lending him her strength so that he could continue. 
 
    “I was at school.  I’ll never forget that day.  I was sitting at lunch and I suddenly felt weak and sick to my stomach.  I ran to the bathroom.  The feeling passed, but I was still shaky.  I turned on the faucet and splashed my face with cold water, trying to calm myself.  Something in the mirror caught my attention.  I swear, for a split second, I saw her.  I saw my mother standing behind me, looking at me in the mirror.  She had a sad smile on her face and then she was gone.  I knew.  I knew in that second she was dead and that she had come to say goodbye to me.  I found out about an hour later when I was called down to the principal’s office.  I was met by Benjamin, a close friend of my family.  He told me what had happened.  Part of me was glad that I got to see her one last time, but the rest of me was angry that she had allowed that to happen to her.” 
 
    “I’m glad you got to see her one last time.  So many people don’t get that experience.  What happened after she died?  Who took care of you?” Annie reached out and put her hand on his face.  She needed to comfort him. 
 
    “Benjamin, whom I call my uncle, took me in for a few months until I graduated high school.  He’s looked after me ever since.  He travels a lot, but he was around to help me get my head on straight and live each day for what it was, a fresh start.  He helped me get into college.  I needed to start over, and get away.  That’s how I ended up in Tulsa,” he squeezed her hand, grateful for the contact. 
 
    “I’m glad that he was there for you.  I’m so sorry, Derick.  Your mother wasn’t strong enough to fight for her family, for you.  It’s a terrible tragedy and I’m sorry you had to endure it, but you’ve survived despite all that you have gone through.  You could have easily turned away from the world, but instead, you decided to fight and live your life to the fullest.  You have gone out looking for answers instead of sitting in your room crying because life isn’t fair.  You didn’t let it defeat you, and that’s the best possible thing you could have done,” she was proud that he hadn’t succumbed to temptation and given up. 
 
    Annie was ashamed of herself for complaining.  Even though her life was a vicious cycle of torment in Hell, she had chosen that life, in some respect.  Granted, it had been pre-arranged, but she was the one who had taken the final step. 
 
    “Annie, you can be strong too, I know you can.  Life doesn’t have to feel impossible; you can seek help, and talk to someone.  If I didn’t have my uncle to guide me in my choices, I don’t know what would have happened to me.  I can hear that you’re asking for help, that’s the first step, now you have to believe that you can be helped.  So many people ask for help, but aren’t willing to do the things necessary to change, and to fix their lives.  I may not be the best person to help you, but I’m willing to listen.  I know we’ve just met, but I feel a connection to you like no else before you.  I feel like I can tell you anything,” Derick confessed the secret that had been gnawing at him since his eyes first met hers. 
 
    Annie chuckled.  “You feel that way because we are sitting the dark by ourselves in a foreign place.  It’s sometimes easier to talk to someone in the dark.  We feel like we aren’t being judged because the other person can’t see us.  The dark has some mystical properties that disappear when the harsh morning light hits us.  We can say whatever we want because the darkness protects us from our fear of repercussion.  Besides, even if I could ask for your help, I don’t think you could help me,” she said.  Sadly, there was nothing that the mortal could do to ease her burdens, or make her life more bearable. 
 
    “Like I said, I’m here to listen to whatever you have to say.  I won’t judge you, I promise.  Though you’re wrong, I don’t need to sit in the dark to tell you what I’m feeling.  It’s true, it’s more intimate with the lights off, but I would tell you anything you wanted to know, regardless of how much light there was,” Derick stood up, still holding her hand. 
 
    “And what do you want to tell me?” she watched him move to stand in front of her. 
 
    He carefully pulled her to her feet and pulled her into his arms.  “I need to kiss you,” there, he finally said it. 
 
    Annie closed her eyes.  She wasn’t sure she could do it.  How do you cheat on the devil?  She pondered the question and thought about all the pleasant times she’d had with Lucifer, but the pain of her injuries pushed them all away.  She had agreed to stay with Lucifer for the sake of his sanity and because he needed her, but he had never promised to be what she needed.  He cared about her, when it suited him, and when the darkness wasn’t consuming him, yet he had allowed the darkness to cloud his judgment and break her arm without consequence.  The debate was over.  The man who held her understood her better than Lucifer, or was at least willing to try to understand what she needed. 
 
    “I want you to see me, so that you know who you’re kissing,” she didn’t want to be confused with an ex-girlfriend or a fantasy girl. 
 
    Derick felt around Annie’s utility belt and found a glow stick.  He cracked the stick and dropped it to the ground, causing a red light to surround them.  He was rewarded with an amazing sight.  Annie’s eyes were hooded and her lips were parted.  She was ravishing and begging to be kissed.  He undid the catch on the utility belt and threw it across the arm of the throne to his right. 
 
    He found her lips and indulged himself in their silkiness.  His heart lightened and his entire body trembled.  She tasted like honey and her lips were filled with passion and heat.  He ran his tongue along her bottom lip and took it into his mouth, lightly sucking on it.  He didn’t care where they were, he was going to show her how he felt about her before she disappeared into the night. 
 
    He pressed his body into hers and continued to kiss and devour her mouth.  His hands were drowning in her lush hair.  His left hand traveled down her back, pulling her closer to him, until he reached her ass.  He’d been dying to touch her and feel her against him.  Reaching around, he slid his hand down the back of her leg, snatched up her knee, and pulled it around his body.  He trailed kisses down her cheek to her jaw, and down her neck to her collarbone.  Nuzzling her neck, he found her sweet spot and licked at it, making her groan.  He pushed his hard shaft against her jeans, seeking relief.  He could feel her warmth through her jeans and it drove him mad. 
 
    Annie enjoyed the simplicity of Derick.  She didn’t fear him and she wasn’t apprehensive about him harming her.  There was no hesitation in his movement, no secret motive.  She doubted that he would withhold any information from her, even for her own good.  She was angry that she hadn’t met him when she lived as a mortal. 
 
    Derick reveled in the feel of her hands on his body.  She was as desperate for him as he was for her.  Her hands were everywhere, his hair, his face, and his back.  He had always been distant with the women he had dated and had sex with, careful never to give himself over to them completely.  He gave them physical pleasure, but never emotional satisfaction.  The woman in his arms was nothing like the others.  He wanted to give her his heart, his very soul.  This was more than sex; he wanted to stay with her forever.  He felt free in her arms. 
 
    He lifted his head and stared into Annie’s eyes.  He gently lifted her chin and kissed her mouth while still looking into her eyes.  It was a level of intimacy that he had never dared to try before.  He wasn’t afraid to open himself up to her. 
 
    Annie looked into Derick’s eyes and pretended for a moment that she was a normal girl.  They had no future together and she hated herself for indulging in her fantasy, but she wanted something blissful to remember when life with Lucifer chipped away at her soul.  Derick represented the hope that someday she might be happy and could be with someone who cared about her every day, not a few days out of every few months.  Derick pushed away the loneliness.  The ice that had built up to protect her from an unbalanced Lucifer thawed, leaving a fire in its wake. 
 
    Annie pulled away from his kiss and tugged at the zipper on his black fleece jacket.  She didn’t want the thick fabric between them.  He obliged her by ripping the jacket from his body and enveloped her in his arms and his musky cologne.  She pushed her chest against his and moaned.  His chest was firm and muscular, which was a pleasant surprise.  She hadn’t pegged him for a card-holding gym member. 
 
    Derick couldn’t hold out any longer.  He dropped to his knees and brushed her inner thighs with his hands.  Her hands clung to his shoulders for support.  He liked that he could make her pant just by touching her.  Her breath was heavy as he slid his hands up to the button on her jeans.  There was no uncertainty in her expression.  He made his intentions clear as he leaned in and pushed his face into her apex.  The sound that she made was nearly enough to make him come in his pants.  He bit her jeans and shivered to find them moist with her desire. 
 
    Annie couldn’t believe his boldness and shook when she saw the look of undiluted yearning in his eyes.  He was going to take her right there, which was both unnerving and enticing.  She’d never been intimate with a man in the Mortal Realm, or without a door nearby.  As often as Lucifer had tried to take her on his throne, she had always denied him, afraid that Hades or a servant would see them. 
 
    “What if someone comes in here?” she asked.  Her question was barely audible. 
 
    “They can watch,” he whispered as he grabbed her hips. 
 
    Annie threw her head back and stopped breathing.  She cleared her thoughts and put the image of Derick biting her jeans firmly into her mind and stopped fighting her conscience.  All she wanted at that moment was Derick. 
 
    The button and zipper on her jeans were quickly undone, but he forced himself to slow the pace by gradually pulling the jeans down her legs, kissing each bit of blessed skin that was exposed.  Once he removed her pants, he knelt down in front of her.  He traced the skin on her stomach above her panties with his lips, and then tugged at the material with his teeth.  Gliding his nose down her panties, and taking in her sweet scent, he found what he was desperate for.  He licked her most sensitive area through the silky wet fabric, making her yell his name.  It was by far the best noise he’d ever heard. 
 
    His tongue moved to the crook of her leg as his teeth grazed the edge of her panties.  He thought about tearing them from her body, but was patient enough to finish his descent to her smooth thighs.  Reaching around, he cupped her perfect ass and kneaded it.  When her legs threatened to give out, he shifted closer to her and pulled her right leg over his left shoulder.  Holding her weight on his shoulder, he clamped his arm down over the top of her thigh to support her.  With his right hand, he pulled her panties aside, and pushed his tongue through her folds and across her slick skin.  He indulged his curiosity and found every place that craved attention.  He rolled his tongue over her clit and then dropped down quickly to lap at the opening of her core. 
 
    Annie’s mind was buzzing.  Pleasure shot up through her lower back, overwhelming her senses.  She should be embarrassed that she was half-naked and moaning uncontrollably where anyone might see her, but she didn’t care.  Derick’s hands and tongue were the only things tying her to reality. 
 
    She had trouble standing, even with his help.  Thankfully, his shoulders were strong and he didn’t seem to mind her clawing at them.  Every time she moaned or cried out, he increased his strokes and gripped her tighter.  She knew that some men went down on women to prepare them for sex without taking much pleasure from the act.  It was clear that Derick was as excited as she was.  She thought about how hard his cock would be and nearly lost control. 
 
    Derick moaned when he felt Annie’s body shake and clench while he explored every dark place.  When he could no longer contain his excitement, he shifted his hand so that his thumb could reach her swollen nub.  He dipped his head further underneath her and tightened his hold on her right leg.  He felt her skin stretch as he inserted his tongue into her core and thrust into the most perfect place he had ever encountered.  His thumb circled her nub and then he paused to tease her.  He pushed his tongue into her as far as it would go and circled her core while mimicking the action with his thumb. 
 
    She screamed, unable to contain the searing heat inside her veins.  He knew exactly what she needed, even when the knowledge was unknown to her.  The world was a haze of light and sound.  Just when she couldn’t stand another second, he increased the speed of his thrusts and caused the pressure inside her body to climb until she could no longer hold on.  Her core tightened as he plunged his tongue into her. 
 
    Derick shuddered when Annie gasped and screamed out his name.  His agonizing erection found relief as he came violently in his pants.  The feeling of her body succumbing to his touch was dizzying.  No other woman had responded to him like this, though he rarely gave them the chance.  He didn’t stop licking her until he tasted all that her orgasm had to offer. 
 
    Annie’s body was no longer under her command.  She faltered as Derick moved his shoulder away from her, until he carefully guided her to the ground.  Kneeling in front of him, she attempted to slow her erratic breathing.  Derick smirked smugly at her. 
 
    She put her hands in his hair, and tried to straighten a few wayward locks.  He was beautiful.  She leaned in to kiss him, but stopped when she saw movement in the doorway.  Looking around him, she caught the glimpse of someone, but couldn’t tell if it was a person or a soul, since her brain was still catching up to reality.  She prayed that it wasn’t Radek coming to check on her. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Derick was instantly concerned.  He turned his head in the direction she was staring. 
 
    “I thought I saw someone, or something.  I don’t know,” she panted. 
 
    Derick flushed at the thought of Pete or Morgan seeing her without her pants.  Not only was it beyond unprofessional for him to be intimate with someone during an investigation, but he didn’t need to hear it from Pete.  Pete had already embarrassed him in front of Annie last night. 
 
    He grabbed her pants and handed them to her.  He got up and looked around for his camera.  “We should get going.  I have no idea who it was since we’re supposed to call out if we think we’re near other team members, so we don’t give them a heart attack.  Do you need help with your pants?” he knew her legs were still shaky and wanted to steady her if she needed help. 
 
    “Derick and Annie, are you still alive?  You haven’t checked in,” Josilyn’s garbled voice echoed over the walkie-talkie that was hanging on the arm of the throne. 
 
    Derick sighed and forced himself to remember that they were supposed to be working.  He grabbed the walkie-talkie and held down the button.  “We’re good.  Finishing up in the Throne Room.  We let the camera run to see if we could find anything.  Moving on to the Knight’s Corridor.” 
 
    Annie growled.  The thought of someone spying on them angered her more now that her wits were about her.  She immediately calmed herself when she realized that she had selfishly ignored Derick’s needs. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she motioned to his crotch, knowing that she was leaving him unfulfilled. 
 
    He held out his hand and pulled her to her feet.  “I’m pretty good for the moment,” he should have been embarrassed by his lack of control, but Annie had topped what he considered his best sexual experience.  He could only imagine what it would be like to be inside her. 
 
    “Are you sure?  I don’t want to leave you in pain,” she said shyly.  After seeing someone in the doorway, she didn’t want to continue in their current location, but was more than willing to take him somewhere more private.  In fact, she was suddenly aching to do so.  She wanted to hear him call out her name. 
 
    Derick quickly pulled her close.  He put his forehead against hers and held her close.  “That was the single greatest experience of my life, to this point, no exaggeration.  You are so incredibly sexy and seductive that you made me burst in my pants.  That has never happened to me before.  I’m breathless at the thought of having you completely,” he kissed her before she could respond. 
 
    Annie was downright giddy.  For a moment, she thought about keeping him forever, regardless of the cost, until she remembered the consequences associated with staying with him.  She scolded herself for her weakness.  Placing her hand on his face, she studied his carefree features and told herself that she would never forget him. 
 
    Derick made his body move away from hers and walked over to the camera on the offering table.  “Damn, the battery’s dead.  It sometimes happens when there’s an energy field or a spirit around.  They tend to drain the batteries.  Maybe it caught whatever was hiding in the doorway before it died,” he tried the spare battery pack from Annie’s belt and swore when that one didn’t work either.  His handheld camera was his last resort, but that one was a goner too.  “We need to head back to base.  Everything’s dead,” Derick sighed.  He grabbed the walkie-talkie, which was flashing its low battery light too, and called for Wedge to get more battery packs ready. 
 
    Annie had a feeling she might have been the reason for the battery drain.  Her power tended to slip out in moments of passion.  She was surprised she hadn’t caused the room to quake and the walls to crumble.  Perhaps, she was getting better at controlling herself. 
 
    “I’m kind of glad since I think I need a bathroom,” she chuckled. 
 
    He chuckled when he thought about his own reason to clean up. 
 
    They gathered their gear and set off for home base. 
 
   


 
  




Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Alazar awoke from his fitful sleep.  Every time he closed his eyes, he saw her face.  It was ingrained into his subconscious.  After years of wondering what she might look like, it was strange to know every line, every curve of her face.  He no longer had to guess her eye color, or hair color.  The face of his greatest enemy was now known and there would be no more hiding from her. 
 
    He kept thinking about her outstretched hand.  The look of surprise on her face when he cut her proved that she believed he would go willingly with her.  She thought that he would roll over and let her take possession of him.  How wrong she was.  He was going to do more than cut her palm the next time he saw her. 
 
    Giving up on the idea of sleep, he tested his body for any lingering pain.  Mercifully, he was healed.  He rose from his bed to find that he actually felt good, better than he had in centuries.  He didn’t want to ponder the reasons, but was grateful since he didn’t want to face the Destroyer with a handicap.  It was only a matter of time before she found her way to the castle, once she exhausted her search of the city.  He had been duped by her beauty and surprised by her strength.  He wouldn’t allow himself to be fooled by her again. 
 
    He leaned over the wash basin and splashed water on his face.  He needed to be ready to confront his Master again, and find a way to kill her. 
 
    “It’s a banner day when someone can sneak up on Death,” a voice called from behind him. 
 
    He looked over his shoulder and saw a perky brunette in a bright skintight blue dress and ankle-twisting heels standing in the entryway.  Her blue eyes were cold and calculating as she cocked her hip and waited to be acknowledged. 
 
    “Rough day.  Consider yourself lucky that I didn’t shoot first and ask questions later.  I don’t like intruders,” he sneered at her.  He wiped his face with his sleeve and turned to face the woman. 
 
    “That’s no way to greet a friend,” Cassie strolled across the bleak room, carefully avoiding the broken floor. 
 
    “We aren’t friends.  Never have been, never will be and so help me Heaven above, if I have to call you my friend, then it’s truly a worse day than I thought,” he grimaced.  He squared his shoulders and approached her. 
 
    “You’re hurting my feelings on purpose, and after everything I have done for you!  You are a monster,” Cassie pouted.  She relaxed against the cracked wall, putting her flawless body on display for him. 
 
    “I hope you’re trying to seduce me looking like that.  The last time you seduced me, we made a deal that I still haven’t seen a return on.  Wouldn’t you agree, Maraquette?” Alazar spit out her true name as he backed away from her stunning body, before that body threw him in front of a moving bus driven by Michael and the Celestial Warriors.  “Why the change in appearance?  I don’t like brunettes.” 
 
    Maraquette shook out her long dark hair, returning it to its original dazzling red and blinked causing her blue eyes to turn back to jade green. 
 
    “I’m trying to make good on my promise right now, hence the disguise.  I just need a little assistance,” she battered her cat-shaped green eyes at him, waiting for him to calm down.  She knew he was mad that their deal was taking longer to fulfill than expected. 
 
    “I refuse to strike another deal until you make good on the first one.  Need I remind you that you promised to kill my Master, the Destroyer, the Bringer of the Apocalypse, Anjali, and above all, Lucifer’s little whore?  I assure you that she is very much alive, so don’t lie to me.  If you think that I’m going to kill our dear brother Michael before Anjali is dead, you’re deluded, so don’t ask.  Why haven’t you killed her yet?  On second thought, I don’t care.  I think I’ll deal with Anjali myself and call Michael here to take your head,” he licked his lips at the thought of watching her lose her head, from a distance, far away from Michael.  He didn’t trust Maraquette any more than he trusted Anjali. 
 
    “I’m not asking for another deal, I just need your help.  You won’t regret it,” she smiled, pushing her bountiful breasts toward him to distract him. 
 
    “I already regret it.  Whatever you want will probably get me killed, so the answer is no.  You made the deal, so you can deliver on it, if I let you survive the day,” Alazar knew she was trying to weasel out of their pact by pretending to need help so that he had to personally get involved.  Ultimately, she would betray him and he would be the one missing his head.  “You have until midnight to make good on our agreement, or I will kill you myself,” he moved closer and locked his eyes on hers. 
 
    Maraquette flinched and lowered her eyes.  “I need more time,” fear slipped into her voice, but she didn’t retreat.  While Alazar’s power couldn’t hurt her, he was more than capable of killing her in more traditional ways. 
 
    She needed more time.  How convenient since he was out of time.  It was an interesting coincidence having Maraquette reappear after months of being away just as the Destroyer made her presence known. 
 
    He whipped around and grabbed her by the throat, nearly knocking the washing table over.  He threw her against the wall and pressed against her windpipe.  “You brought her here, didn’t you?  You thought you’d trick me.  You couldn’t kill her, so you brought her here to take possession of me, or kill me, so that you wouldn’t have to honor our deal.  Clever, but it won’t work.  I’ll take your head now and avoid any further problems,” he growled in her ear. 
 
    Maraquette tried to pry Alazar’s fingers from her throat.  It was difficult to speak but she managed to choke out the words.  “Bring who here?” 
 
    “Like you don’t know that Anjali is here and hunting me.  Your plan almost worked,” he snickered as his fingers dug into her soft flesh. 
 
    Maraquette quickly unfurled her black wings and propelled herself off the wall.  Using her forward motion, she took Alazar by surprise and pushed him away from her.  She stumbled, but tried to keep herself from falling on her face.  Coughing and gasping for breath, she steadied herself against the bookshelf. 
 
    “You’ve finally lost your mind.  The Destroyer isn’t here.  The city is still standing.  She would have torn the city apart if she knew you were here,” she rubbed her throat, trying to soothe the nail marks. 
 
    Alazar caught himself on the bed frame and stood up.  “I guess you haven’t seen downtown yet.  The bitch threw me through a wall, but I’m sure you already knew that.  Don’t play stupid darling, it’s not becoming.” 
 
    Maraquette was stunned by Alazar’s accusations.  He had no reason to lie about his Master’s appearance.  “Oh dear Lord above, apparently my plan has worked faster than intended,” she shook off the pain and stood up.  If Anjali were already in town, then she needed to work fast. 
 
    “What are you babbling about?  You know what; I don’t care.  I want you gone,” he was done with Maraquette’s crap.  It was time for her to go, permanently. 
 
    “Give me 24 hours, Alazar, and your Master will be taken care of,” she pleaded as Alazar’s face grew cold and he hunched lower to pursue her.  Knowing that she was cornered, she pulled the wash table with her power and threw it at him. 
 
    Alazar smashed through the wash table with his arm, splintering the wood and glass.  He grabbed Maraquette when she tried to dart in the opposite direction, toward the bed.  He pulled her by the wrist and hurled her through the bookshelf, demolishing the old wooden case.  He caged her against the wall by pressing his body against hers before she could rebound from the hit.  Pinning her shoulders, he held her off-balance over the broken pile of wood and books. 
 
    “I’m done with you,” Alazar positioned his forearm against her collarbone and held out his free hand to summon his dagger. 
 
    “I brought you a peace offering,” she spoke quickly, hoping to piqué his interest. 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” he knew better than to trust her, but was still intrigued. 
 
    “There’s a group of mortals in the castle running around in the dark.  They are all yours.  I figured that you might want fresh blood.  This town is on to your shenanigans.  This crew has no idea who you are and how dangerous you can be.  Besides, most of them are Heaven-bound, just the way you like them,” Maraquette tried to make her proposition sound enticing, but it was difficult with her back bent over the bookshelf, cutting her breath in half. 
 
    “Whenever you open your mouth, it gets me into trouble.  Why should I care about these mortals?  I can leave this place any time I want and find my own temptees.  Why are they so special that you had to bring them here and how will they help you to kill Anjali?”  Alazar knew there was more to this game.  Maraquette was wily and smart.  She wasn’t telling him everything. 
 
    “Don’t worry about the details; just know that your Master will die.  Admittedly, my first plan failed, but I swear that I will kill her this time.  I know what to do, just grant me the time.  Please Alazar; you know that I want her dead as much as you do,” she begged, avoiding his icy stare. 
 
    Alazar knew how much Maraquette hated Anjali.  It was the only truthful thing to come from her conniving mouth.  It might be worth using Maraquette to distract his Master so that he could issue the deathblow himself, if needed.  Changing his strategy, he backed away and let Maraquette stand up.  “What do you need help with?” 
 
    Dragging air into her lungs, she regained her composure and straightened her dress.  She hated when he wasn’t in the mood to play.  It was best not to show Death that she was afraid of him, so she did her best to tempt him with her body, though his painful attack hindered her A game. 
 
    “I just need you to play with the mortals and keep them busy, but leave the marked one alone.  I promise that I will not only kill your Master, but I will make her suffer greatly,” Maraquette purred as she brushed her fingers along his defined jaw.  She hated flirting with Alazar, but it was the only way to redirect his rage into something safer. 
 
    Alazar was numb despite her warm fingers on him.  He tried to feel aroused by her touch and her splendid breasts pressed against his chest, but he couldn’t muster anything other than disdain.  He had never cared for Maraquette.  Despite letting her get past his defenses from time to time, and reminding him why Father made men and women different and connectable, he knew that he was playing with fire when dealing with her. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll take care of the mortals and I’ll leave the marked one alone, for now, but I swear to you, if you fail to kill Anjali, or if you even think about double-crossing me, I will end you, my way.  It won’t be pretty,” Alazar growled and took a step back.  He maintained his distance so that she couldn’t touch him again. 
 
    “I won’t fail.  I know what’s at stake.  Take care of the mortals and let me do the rest,” Maraquette swung her long red hair at him and marched out of the room. 
 
    Alazar watched her storm away.  He was happy to see her go, though he should have demanded that she blow him, like last time, but didn’t want her teeth anywhere near him. 
 
    Whatever Maraquette had in store for his Master, she’d better finish the job this time; otherwise, the world would be safe from one more Rogue. 
 
    Alazar waved his hands and put on fresh clothes.  He had a group of mortals to entertain, provided that Maraquette wasn’t setting him up, which was entirely possible. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Annie headed back to home base after her trip to the ladies’ room.  She had excused herself so that she could hide for a minute to regroup.  She should have disappeared and left Derick before it became even more difficult, but she just couldn’t make herself leave. 
 
    While she was busy thinking about how Derick’s mouth had felt on her body, she nearly collided with Cassie, who ambushed her at the entrance to the foyer.  Cassie stepped into her path and locked her eyes on Annie.  Cassie looked her up and down and frowned as if she were trying to figure something out. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” Annie asked sarcastically.  The woman never failed to piss her off. 
 
    “Where did you say you were from?” Cassie’s eyes shrewdly watched Annie’s reaction to the question. 
 
    “New Jersey,” Annie replied without skipping a beat.  “Where did you come from?”  Annie’s question mimicked Cassie’s hostility. 
 
    “Oh yes, the Constitution State, known for its flowers,” Cassie smiled and nodded, ignoring Annie’s snipe. 
 
    “No, that would be Connecticut, though I don’t know about the flowers.  Jersey is the Garden State, known for its tomatoes, but nice try.  I would suggest skipping the Jeopardy tryouts,” Annie smiled politely and quickly stepped around Cassie.  She had no idea why Cassie would quiz her on her hometown.  It was possible that she ran a background check on her, which wouldn’t go well. 
 
    Derick looked up at her when she entered the foyer and seemed relieved to see her.  The feeling was mutual.  No matter how many times she saw him, she couldn’t help but be undone by his beauty and charm. 
 
    Josilyn’s swearing behind Derick caught her attention and made her focus on something other than Derick’s mischievous eyes.  The sight of Josilyn holding a stark white bandage made her freeze. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked Derick, fearing the worst. 
 
    Josilyn answered before Derick could speak.  “Morgan gashed his arm on a rock when he tripped over some debris,” Josilyn replied quickly as she fussed over Morgan’s arm. 
 
    Annie peered around Derick and saw Morgan sitting with his arm on one of the tables.  He had a bloody gash on his forearm. 
 
    “Is he okay?” Annie calmed down when she heard that it was an accident. 
 
    “Yes, but the problem is he didn’t drag Pete back with him.  Morgan knows better than to leave him behind.  Pete just doesn’t know when to give up.  He should have lied and told Pete that he needed help getting back,” Josilyn ranted.  She roughly squirted ointment on the cut. 
 
    Morgan snorted.  “You know how stubborn he is.  He said it felt like someone was in the room.  Nothing was going to make him leave,” Morgan protested as he tried to pull his arm away from Josilyn. 
 
    “I swear to God, if anything happens to him up there, you’ll be bleeding from more places than just your arm.  You know the rules; you don’t leave anyone behind, even if it’s Pete,” Josilyn yelled.  She snatched his arm back and taped the bandage on. 
 
    “He’s up there alone?” Annie couldn’t hide her dread.  He was an easy target by himself. 
 
    Morgan quickly stood up and walked away from a frantic Josilyn.  “He said he would be back in ten minutes.  He didn’t want me bleeding all over the equipment, so I left.  God only knows what kind of germs are in this place.  Besides, it wasn’t a rock; I told you it could have been metal.  It might have been rusty,” he groaned loudly. 
 
    “Has anyone heard from Pete?” Annie looked at Derick and Josilyn, hoping that Pete wasn’t in trouble. 
 
    Derick shot a look at Josilyn, who shrugged and grimaced.  Derick rolled his eyes and grabbed Morgan’s walkie-talkie. 
 
    “Pete buddy, give me your location.  You’d better be on your way back to base,” Derick said, sounding annoyed. 
 
    He waited, but there was no response. 
 
    “Pete, I swear, if you’re screwing with me, I’ll kick your ass.  Answer me, where are you?” Derick’s voice got louder as he spoke. 
 
    No response. 
 
    “Derick, I think we should go look for him,” Annie hurried over to him and put her hand on his arm. 
 
    “I think you’re right.  He might have dropped his walkie-talkie along the way, which has happened before.  Morgan mentioned a lot of missing steps and doorways that lead to nowhere.  Stay here and I’ll go get him.  It isn’t safe on the upper levels,” Derick replied.  The thought of seeing Annie hurt nearly crippled him. 
 
    “I’m not letting you go alone.  Come on, we’re wasting time,” she grabbed two flashlights and headed for the entry to the main hall. 
 
    Wedge grabbed an extra walkie and handed it to Josilyn.  “Here, give this one to Annie; she and Derick might have to split up to search for Pete,” Wedge looked concerned, but acted calmly. 
 
    Josilyn handed Annie the walkie.  “Good luck,” she whispered. 
 
    “Thanks.  Don’t worry, we’ll find him,” Annie nodded and looked down at the walkie to turn it on. 
 
    Derick smiled at Annie’s tenacity.  He grabbed Morgan’s map and made him point out the route they had taken to the upper floors.  Morgan circled the room where he had left Pete and warned Derick of the pitfalls. 
 
    Annie turned to see Cassie standing in her path, yet again.  “I don’t think either of you should go.  Josilyn is in charge of tracking down investigators when they take a wrong turn.  That’s her job.  I need Derick to finish his investigation since we are very behind.  We can’t waste any more time.  As it is, I think we need to speed up our timetable.  Derick should investigate the dungeon tonight instead of tomorrow.  Josilyn and Morgan can help Peter finish his investigation.  Douglas and I will stay in home base and keep track of everyone.  You can continue filming with Derick, or you can leave,” Cassie narrowed her eyes, challenging Annie to leave. 
 
    Annie glared at Cassie.  Her logic made sense, but something was off.  The longer she stood there the more leery she was of Cassie’s plan.  One of her lead investigators was MIA and she was calm as hell. 
 
    “Aren’t you worried about Pete?” Annie carefully watched Cassie’s reaction. 
 
    “Like Derick said, Peter is headstrong.  He goes off on his own way too often.  I don’t see a point in sending Derick off on a wild goose chase when there is work to be done.  We are wasting time and money.  Josilyn, gear up and go track Peter down.  Derick, you should get back to your investigation,” Cassie said quickly, staring back at Annie. 
 
    Annie didn’t give a crap about Cassie or her money; she was there to protect the group from Alazar.  If Pete were in trouble, she was going to find him. 
 
    “See, that’s the good part about not being paid by you, I don’t have to listen to you.  Pete’s safety is more important than your documentary.  I’m sure the others will agree to that.  So get your aerobicised ass out of my way and stop hindering,” she was itching to punch Cassie in the face, but refrained for Derick’s sake.  She didn’t want Derick’s deal to fall apart because his producer was in the hospital. 
 
    Derick shook his head at Cassie.  “Annie’s right.  I’m not going anywhere until I make sure Pete is safe.  We still have plenty of time to get to the dungeon.  Morgan and I can film later if you want it done tonight, but not until I know Pete is safe.” 
 
    Derick knew Annie was right about one thing, if something crossed her path, she wouldn’t run from it.  He saw the determination on her face and knew there was no talking her out of coming with him.  He secretly wished that she had punched Cassie in the face.  He had no idea why Cassie was being a pain in the ass, though he had a feeling it was solely because Cassie didn’t like Annie. 
 
    Cassie huffed, and shrugged indifferently. 
 
    Derick ignored Cassie and grabbed Annie’s hand, pulling her toward the hall that led to the staircase. 
 
    “Do you think he’s hurt?” Derick asked as they rushed through the Meeting Hall and rounded the corner. 
 
    “I don’t know, but he might need a doctor,” she hoped that he was still breathing when they found him.  If Alazar got to him first, Pete might very well be a smear on the floor.  She didn’t know Pete well, but from what Derick had told her, he was a good guy.  She didn’t want Derick to have to bear the death of his closest friend after all that he’d been through. 
 
    They reached the second floor and made their way to the third floor landing.  This was the dangerous part of the castle.  There were holes in the walls and floors that could easily cause an injury.  Derick helped her across some of the troubled areas while she made sure that he didn’t lose his footing on a broken step. 
 
    They finally arrived at the room where Morgan had left Pete, but it was empty.  Derick searched the room, hoping to find something that would lead them to Pete. 
 
    Annie was relieved not to find Pete hanging from the rafters, but was still unsettled. 
 
    Derick tried contacting him once more over the walkie-talkie, but again nothing.  They tried calling out to him, but were greeted with silence. 
 
    “There are a million places he could be; I think Wedge was right, we need to split up.  Radio me if you find him,” Annie needed to separate from Derick.  She could search faster without him. 
 
    “I don’t want you going by yourself.  It’s not safe,” Derick touched her elbow, wishing that she had stayed behind where it was safe. 
 
    “Right now Pete could be hurt.  It’ll be okay, I promise to be careful.  You search this floor and I’ll go up to the towers and make my way down,” she quickly kissed him to keep him from arguing and ran out the door before he could object. 
 
    Annie turned off the flashlight as soon as she entered the corridor.  It was nothing more than a prop, one that would distract her.  She disappeared and reappeared in the hallway above her.  Panic started to rise when she thought about all the things Alazar could do to someone, especially someone innocent like Pete.  She was angry with herself for not protecting him.  It was difficult, but she admitted that she had underestimated her angel.  She had thought maybe, just maybe, seeing her and knowing that she was looking for him would persuade him not to kill anyone.  She had been naïve.  He was a killing machine that she was responsible for creating. 
 
    She was frantic when she finally reached the last room in the corridor.  If Alazar were nearby, there was only one way to find him quickly.  Closing her eyes, she sought out the emotions associated with death, just as she had in the city.  It might alert Alazar to her presence, having done it before, but she was short on options. 
 
    Her heart stopped when she found what she was looking for.  High up in the tower above her, Death responded to her call.  She appeared outside the doorway of the tower, hoping to find Pete alive. 
 
    Afraid that she would spook Alazar, she slowly crept through the doorway and looked around the room. 
 
    The tower was round and smaller than Lucifer’s Throne Room.  Five tall glassless windows overlooked the city and countryside.  Just to her left was a figure crouching on one of the ledges, the breeze ruffling his clothes and hair.  Pete was motionless as he gazed out into the open air. 
 
    Annie quietly took a step forward, not wanting to scare Pete. 
 
    “Go ahead and take another step Anjali, unless you actually care if the mortal lives or dies.  Personally, he means nothing to me and he’s more than willing to end his pathetic life ever so dramatically.  It’s your choice, Destroyer,” Alazar appeared behind her, close enough that she could feel his breath on her neck. 
 
    “Let him go,” she said calmly. 
 
    Alazar leaned forward and whispered over her shoulder.  “Toss the walkie-talkie and flashlight and don’t make any sudden movements.  One word from me and the boy dies painfully.” 
 
    Annie took her walkie-talkie, video camera, and the flashlight from her belt and slid them to the far side of the room to where Pete’s equipment helplessly sat. 
 
    She prayed that Derick didn’t find her.  She knew Alazar would use him against her.  That fear alone forced her to change her approach with Alazar.  He had wiped the pavement with her last time, literally.  She couldn’t allow that to happen again.  She was done playing the victim and being the sympathetic bleeding heart.  If she couldn’t make Alazar surrender, they would be scraping Pete off the concrete and he and Derick would be headed to the Realm of Fire as suicides. 
 
    Annie closed her eyes and pushed Derick from her mind.  She turned to face Alazar, donning her dress and attitude.  “The name is Lady Black,” she intentionally used her authoritative voice. 
 
    Alazar took a step back, sensing a shift in the Destroyer’s demeanor.  “Since when?  I’ve never heard you referred to as such, Destroyer.” 
 
    “Since I died and ended up in Hell at Lucifer’s feet.  The bastard told me that I was there to be his servant and handed me this dress.  Stupidly, I accepted him at his word, since I knew nothing about him or the deal that was made by Gabriel.  He doesn’t want anyone calling me by my given name, though technically he referred to me only as Mistress in the beginning.  You can imagine why he would want to call me that.  Personally, I like Lady Black much better,” she glared at him. 
 
    “You should have known better than to listen to Lucifer, though I’m sure Gabriel told you that,” Alazar snickered as he imagined the Destroyer trying to take Lucifer’s head for calling her Mistress. 
 
    “I told you before; I didn’t know who I was or what I was meant to do.  Gabriel never told me anything.  I died believing that I was a mortal, Alazar.  It would have been nice to know, since it would have saved me a trip through the realms,” she grimaced.  “I know you’re angry with me for leaving you to rot in Hell, but I knew nothing about being the Destroyer.  Once I found out, I came looking for you,” she saw the anger on Alazar’s face.  It wasn’t going to be easy to convince him that she was telling the truth. 
 
    Alazar was confused.  She sounded sincere and irate, but her story couldn’t be true. 
 
    When he realized that she was taking advantage of his confusion, he stopped his retreat and stood tall.  “You are so full of lies, little one.  Gabriel told us time and again that neither of you thought it was prudent to take possession of us because you didn’t have control over your power.  Besides, Lucifer wouldn’t have the balls to throw you into the realms.  Gabriel would have skinned him alive.” 
 
    “Gabriel never wanted to hand me over to Lucifer, but I’m sure you figured that out along the way, though I never had any choice in the matter.  It’s true that I have trouble controlling my power.  I’ve caused a lot of damage, unintentionally.  The lie is that I knowingly turned my back on you,” she said, trying to keep the sadness from her voice.  “Lucifer broke the rules of the contract and found me in the Mortal Realm.  I was never introduced to Hell; I arrived on my own, innocent, and naïve.  Gabriel didn’t have a chance to warn me about anything and Lucifer took complete advantage of that fact.  It was only when Gabriel broke into Hell that I found out who and what I was.” 
 
    Alazar narrowed his eyes, refusing to believe her words.  “Gabriel would never allow Lucifer to take you from him, nor would he lie to the Council about his intentions.  Above all, I don’t believe that he would ever withhold the truth from you,” Alazar was offended that his Master thought he was so dimwitted.  “You hold the power of deception within you and you think you can fool me.  It won’t work; I lived with Sacha for millenniums.  You are just trying to justify your mistakes,” he crossed his arms and stared at her. 
 
    “You would be surprised to know what Gabriel has kept from me to keep me safe.  Gabriel would do anything to protect me; you have to admit that’s true.  He lied to you and Lucifer.  What would keep him from lying to the Council?” she asked smugly.  She knew she shouldn’t badmouth her father, but she was tired of Alazar ignoring her explanation. 
 
    Her logic was sound, even if he didn’t want to accept it.  She was right about one thing, Gabriel would do anything to keep her safe, even sacrifice himself, as he had learned centuries ago. 
 
    “How about I choose not to believe either of you?” he snapped. 
 
    “Alazar, I’m sorry that Lucifer treated you terribly.  I feel your pain, better than you think.  It kills me to know that he injured you, or any of the Predznak.  I assure you that I would have done everything within my power to stop him, had I known,” she stepped closer to him wanting to comfort him, but knew he would rebuff her. 
 
    “Lies!  Every word that comes from your mouth is a filthy lie!  Where is Sacha?  Tell the King of Deception to get his ass out here and stop pulling the strings.  I know you have possession of him and Zacharael, at the bare minimum.  Show yourselves, dear brothers!” Alazar called to the sky. 
 
    “Are you on something?  I don’t have any of the other Predznak and I’m telling you the truth, if you were to stop and listen for a second,” she huffed and threw her hands into the air. 
 
    “I refuse to listen to anything you have to say to me.  If you wanted to tell me the truth, you could have done so the day I was summoned to report to you in Hell, but instead was greeted by Lucifer, the crazed maniac that tried to force us into servitude.  You have no idea what he did to us,” Alazar wanted to pace, but was afraid to turn his back on her.  “I waited for centuries for you to arrive.  Why are you here now?  Did you finally seek me out to kill me?” Alazar growled.  There was no way he was going to be slaughtered by her hand. 
 
    He propelled himself closer to her, and took hold of her face with both hands.  He forced her face upward despite her protest.  It was time to end this charade. 
 
    Anjali was surprised by his attack but wasn’t concerned.  If looking into his eyes was a way to gain his trust, then so be it. 
 
    “I’m not here to kill you, Alazar,” she said softly. 
 
    Alazar gazed deeply into Anjali’s eyes and sought what he was looking for.  Beneath her beauty and mesmerizing blue eyes, he found what he had seen the first time, death.  He dug deeper until he saw the reason for it.  She wasn’t just the Keeper of Death, she had died mortal deaths on countless occasions, yet her last death had left a mark on her soul. 
 
    “You hid your identity and assumed a mortal form multiple times over the years, clever girl.  I would have never found you,” Alazar smirked. 
 
    “Yes, I lived as a mortal.  Can’t you see that I’m telling you the truth?” Anjali sighed. 
 
    He ignored her question and broke his stare to look down at her wrists.  He found the all too familiar scars, a tale-tell sign of temptation and what happens when a pathetic sap falls victim to it.  A smile spread across his face, knowing that his luck had just changed. 
 
    “You killed yourself,” he said as he took possession of her gaze again. 
 
    “You’re the Master of Observation, I see,” Anjali replied sarcastically.  She looked into Alazar’s amazingly bright blue eyes.  She thought that she would fear him, if he turned his icy gaze on her, but instead, she was fascinated by their brilliant color. 
 
    “I want to know why you killed yourself.  Tell me what happened,” he whispered and moved his face closer to hers. 
 
    “Why does it matter?” she asked glibly. 
 
    He needed to see his Master’s weaknesses, so that he could exploit them.  She had succumbed to the lure of suicide.  He finally had what he needed.  He no longer had to fear that she would force him into subjugation and become his Master.  She had no control over death if she had willingly killed herself.  As the Bringer of Death, Alazar could take possession of her, become her Master, and save his own ass. 
 
    “Oh, it matters.  What do you remember about that night, the night you ended your mortal life?” he purred.  He wanted to explore all her secrets.  Sweat beaded on his forehead as he anxiously awaited her answers.  He could crack her wide open and tear every excruciating detail from her, but this was so much better.  He would make her tell him everything.  She would beg for the usual kind of torture after he painfully forced her to remember every gruesome, morbid thought as she relived her suicide and all the deaths before it. 
 
    “It was dark,” she sneered. 
 
    “Don’t play games with me.  All I have to do it focus my power and the boy will plummet to the bottom of the ravine.  Now, what do you remember about that night?” he stroked her hair and face, willing her to answer. 
 
    Alazar’s voice was mesmerizing.  The night of her death raced to the forefront of her mind.  She could see her bathroom.  The walls were dark green with white tile, her mother’s favorite colors.  The fluffy green towels were hanging on the rack on the back of the door.  She had stood before the large sink and counter thousands of times, having grown up in the house.  She felt tired and disoriented. 
 
    He knew Anjali was under his power when her eyes glazed over and her forehead wrinkled in concentration.  “What do you see?” he whispered. 
 
    “A mirror,” she mumbled when she saw her reflection.  Her pink pajamas made her look pale and washed out. 
 
    “Go on.  Tell me more,” Alazar murmured, inching closer. 
 
    Tears came to her eyes as pain radiated through her skull, through her whole body.  The crushing headache she had experienced that night overwhelmed her.  She had tried so desperately to escape from it, but it was too strong.  Nothing she did could dull its sharp edges.  The strongest painkillers available hadn’t even made a dent.  She was drowning in the pressure and agony in her head.  Nothing seemed real except for the pain. 
 
    “I see my reflection, but it’s blurry and distorted.  My face looks tired and worn like I’ve been sick for a long time.  I’m pale and sweating.  Water is running into the sink,” she replied weakly as she looked at the water pooling in the sink despite the faucet being off. 
 
    “It was your blood flowing into the sink.  It was spilling out of you in buckets.  You sliced your wrists to end your life.  What do you remember after the sink?” he continued to stare into her eyes.  He moved his left hand under her chin and held her in place.  This was going to be easier than he’d imagined. 
 
    She spoke before she could stop herself.  “I feel dizzy and fall to the floor.  It’s easier than standing,” she remembered slumping to the floor as the strength left her body.  “The room is cold and bright,” she had been too weak to raise her arms to see what she was holding in her hand. 
 
    “Then what?” he whispered.  He moved closer to her, nearly touching her body. 
 
    Her body trembled as it became harder and harder to breathe.  She panted from the lack of breath in her lungs.  “The pain in my head has finally stopped and it’s quiet, but I can’t breathe.  The floor is wet and feels like ice.” 
 
    “Yes, the floor was drenched in your blood.  You took your own life.  Were you so desperate to escape your destiny, and escape us, that you tried to kill yourself and leave it all behind?  Stupidly, you forgot that killing your mortal form wouldn’t end your pathetic life.  What was your final mortal thought?  Were you happy to forget about your responsibilities?  Did you even think about your Predznak?  I wonder, were you sad when you breathed air into your lungs again and found that you hadn’t accomplished anything?  Admit your weakness.  Death was the only way to escape who you were meant to be.  The problem is, you succumbed to one of your own temptations, Destroyer, my temptation,” Alazar hissed, knowing that victory was within his grasp.  He would never have to fear her again.  She would be under his control and he would become her Master. 
 
    Her tears flowed freely as she remembered her final thoughts just before the darkness consumed her.  Memories of her family never entered her mind.  Her beloved best friend CJ hadn’t appeared in a beautiful montage.  She didn’t think about her life at home or school.  Her mind had been blank, aside from Lucifer’s lies.  His threats rushed through her mind.  He had told her that she was weak, that she had to join him, or she would suffer for an eternity.  She hadn’t believed his threats, but she had believed the tone of his voice.  She had felt his desperation.  Lucifer was begging her to join him because he was lonely. 
 
    Anjali blinked her eyes and focused on the word temptation.  She had died, but not for the reasons that Alazar suggested.  It hadn’t been a temptation to take her own life, but a decision.  Alazar was making assumptions and speaking his opinions, not the truth.  So much for the King of Deception being Sacha; Alazar was the one deceiving people.  He wasn’t interested in the truth.  He just wanted to win.  He focused only on her superficial actions, not the lure of Lucifer’s voice, and certainly not her actual thoughts. 
 
    A choice had been made that day.  She had accepted death and gone to Lucifer willingly to save him from his loneliness.  Though she hadn’t specifically known it was Lucifer speaking in her mind, she hadn’t died a mindless slave, bent to his will.  Instead, she had felt compassion for him.  She had wanted to comfort the voice because she felt sorry for him and wanted to help him. 
 
    “No, my final thought was, ‘He sounds so lonely,’” she sneered as her eyes snapped back into focus.  She wrenched his hand from her face, grabbed his arms, and kneed Alazar in the balls.  She watched him comically crumple to the ground. 
 
    Alazar was stunned by the pain in his groin.  She had dared to knee him?  What was wrong with this woman?  More so, what was wrong with him?  How was he not able to control her?  She should have been mindless to his questions and commands; instead, she had broken free of his power and had kicked him for the trouble. 
 
    Anjali leaned down over Alazar and grabbed his face.  “I was under Lucifer’s compulsion, you ass hat.  My death had nothing to do with you or running away from my destiny.  Look closer and you will see the truth.  Your power is being clouded by the darkness inside of you and you are making assumptions.  You can’t see what’s really there because you don’t want to.  Lucifer broke the rules because Gabriel denied fulfilling the deal to send me to Hell for too long.  Lucifer found me and spoke to me in my dreams.  He lied to me, gave me false promises, and finally threatened me.  Lucifer filled my head with pain until I couldn’t think straight.  I have no memory of picking up the razor or cutting myself, but I went to him because I thought he sounded lonely.  Sick, right?  I didn’t give up on my life.  I liked my life, pathetic as it may have been, but I went to him willingly, even though I didn’t consciously know who he was,” she paced in circles, trying to control her anger. 
 
    He couldn’t believe what she was saying.  Had Lucifer truly tricked her?  Had he gone against the Council and claimed her against Gabriel’s orders?  It couldn’t be possible. 
 
    He carefully got to his feet, grabbed her arm, and pulled her close.  Opening his mind fully, he seized control of her eyes and searched for the truth.  Had his darkness clouded his abilities, as she had said? 
 
    He went further into her mind.  She was right, her last thoughts weren’t of friends and family, nor were they about the Predznak, and being the Destroyer.  What he did find was the phrase, “join me”.  Son of a bitch, she was telling the truth.  Lucifer’s voice echoed through his mind.  Lucifer had put the thought in her head to join him.  He tempted her by lying about how wonderful it would be to come to him; otherwise, she would suffer for denying him.  He could still see Lucifer’s influence like a fingerprint on her soul.  Yet, she hadn’t fallen for his lies; she had gone to him because she felt compassion for him.  His loneliness called to her and she chose to go to him. 
 
    Alazar couldn’t believe it.  He went deeper until he heard all that Lucifer had said to her. 
 
    “He begged.  He begged you to join him.  I didn’t think he had it in him.  He bared his cold, uncaring heart to you.  You heard the longing in his voice and you went to him.  My dear, that takes strength.  You cared for him enough to go to him.  You wanted to help him.  You longed to ease his pain,” Alazar was floored.  His Master had died to be with Lucifer.  That certainly changed things. 
 
    She nodded her head slowly and watched the uncertainty fill Alazar’s face.  “Now you see.” 
 
    “You didn’t give in to the temptation of death to ease your burdens in this world; you decided to sacrifice yourself for someone else’s happiness.  Damn it,” Alazar was fuming.  It seemed that she was stronger than he anticipated.  His advantage was gone, but he could still win the battle. 
 
    She rolled her eyes.  “What, you thought you could control me?  Good luck with that,” if Hades couldn’t get her to do what he wanted, Alazar didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    “That sounds like a challenge,” Alazar smiled slyly and unleashed his full power.  If he couldn’t control her, then he could still kill her. 
 
    Alazar grabbed her jaw and pushed his power deep into her eyes.  Her eyes opened wide and she became still. 
 
    This is going to be fun, he snickered to himself.  Finally, he would be free. 
 
    Anjali felt the temperature of the room drop until ice particles formed from her breath.  The world around her fell away and went silent.  The only sound she could hear was her heartbeat.  At first, it was strong and steady, but the tempo slowly changed until it sounded like waves crashing on a beach.  A brilliant blue filled her vision and she saw the ocean waves rippling and dancing in front of her.  She could practically feel the sand between her toes.  It was a peaceful sight.  All of her worries were gone and she breathed a sigh of relief.  She no longer had to worry about destroying the world and killing everyone.  Staying here in this serene place would be wonderful.  There would no longer be blood on her hands and the fate of the world would be someone else’s problem.  She could just drift away with the tide and be free. 
 
    She knew this feeling.  It was simple and easy to understand.  If you let go of all your worries, you will find happiness.  She sighed, wanting to be happy. 
 
    Happy?  The thought floated to the surface of her bewildered mind.  There was no such thing in her life.  She was a servant of Lucifer, of Hell.  Angels were meant to bow to her command and do the will of God through her.  Something was wrong.  She wasn’t destined to be happy, nor was she at the beach.  She was in a cold, dark place without oceans and sand.  Romania.  She was in Romania with Alazar.  The son of a bitch was using his power on her. 
 
    The storm that dwelled inside of her, just below the surface, welled up as it recognized the feeling of death.  It yearned to reach out and touch Alazar’s power.  It felt familiar, but not because she had experienced death before.  It was familiar because it was a part of her, a missing piece.  Her power reared up and clawed at her insides.  It fought to reach Death and welcome him home.  The only thing holding it back was her ring.  She used her thumb and carefully wiggled the ring off her finger until she heard the small sound of metal hitting stone.  Plink. 
 
    “Enough!” she screamed and let her power rush to the surface. 
 
    Alazar was perplexed by her scream.  He thought he was winning.  She had seen the ocean and had become complacent in her thoughts.  What was happening?  No one ever broke free of his control, unless they resisted the temptation, which was rare.  He never let them escape.  He never backed down from his temptation of a person, until they were dead.  Something felt dishonest about that as he watched Anjali break free of the vision. 
 
    It’s wrong to push people beyond their breaking point, he thought, just before he felt the air stir around him. 
 
    Alazar’s hand burned as he held on to Anjali’s jaw.  He tried to release her face, but he couldn’t move.  The burning climbed higher until it consumed his arm and raced through his body.  He knew he was in trouble when her blue eyes turned black and glowed with power.  Her hair floated up at the ends and the wind swirled around them.  The wind wasn’t coming from the windows.  It was coming from her. 
 
    He gulped when he felt her power rise.  It was unlike anything he’d ever encountered.  It was raw and fierce, but he didn’t fear it.  He instinctively knew that her power was beyond dangerous, but it wouldn’t hurt him.  Instead, it would make him stronger.  Her power was like a beacon and he was helpless to resist. 
 
    Anjali grabbed Alazar’s wrist and wrenched his hand from her face.  She twisted his wrist until he dropped to his knee from the pain.  She stood over him and contemplated him.  Alazar had been intimidating with his intense blue eyes and devil-may-care attitude, but she wasn’t meant to put up with his shit.  She was the one in charge, not him. 
 
    “How dare you use your power against me!” her voice was deep and resonated through the tower. 
 
    While Alazar wasn’t afraid of the power that swirled around him, he was afraid of that voice.  He immediately dropped his eyes to the floor and bowed his head in subjugation.  Even though he hadn’t accepted her as his Master, he wasn’t stupid enough to challenge her now. 
 
    “I’m sorry; it was wrong of me to tempt you,” Alazar’s apology flew from his mouth before he could stop it.  He nearly said “Master” at the end of it, but managed to bite his lip before he said it. 
 
    “You think you know me.  You think you have everything figured out.  The sins of the mortals have changed you.  You have become weak.  You have allowed the power of your temptation to corrupt you.  This was not your intended purpose.  You were not meant to kill people for sport.  You were meant to give them a choice.  You have failed in your mission.  Condemn me all you want for not being there for you, but it is merely an excuse.  You were too weak to hold on.  You failed because of your lack of faith.  It became too hard and you caved, using me as your scapegoat,” she released his wrist and raised her arms to the sky. 
 
    The wind increased and thunder rumbled in the sky overhead.  Rain and hail fell from the sky, pelting the rooftop of the tower. 
 
    Alazar felt the tower shift slightly.  He wasn’t sure if the rain was causing the tower to shudder or if it was an earthquake.  He had never witnessed the Destroyer’s true force, but he knew what she was capable of doing.  He would be lucky to escape the tower before they all plunged to the ground, or worse, before she set him on fire. 
 
    “Lady Black, this is unnecessary.  I have apologized and I won’t do it again.  I think it’s time to rein the fireworks back in,” Alazar yelled above the roar of the wind that circled them, creating a small tornado. 
 
    The first sign that something was seriously wrong was that Anjali was completely ignoring him.  She remained with her arms raised, staring at the ceiling.  The second sign was that he couldn’t disappear from the room.  He was stuck; or rather, she was holding him there.  He was worried when he felt the intensity of the storm increase exponentially.  Perhaps Gabriel had been right about the Destroyer being unable to control her power.  If so, he was in deep shit. 
 
    “Lady Black, you have to stop the storm.  You’re going to bring the tower down and we will fall, which will hurt like hell.  Your friend over there is going to be crushed when we land,” Alazar yelled as he tried to stand.  The force of the wind pushed him down. 
 
    Anjali ignored him.  The roof groaned, threatening to rip free from the tower.  He needed to do something fast. 
 
    He noticed something shiny on the floor when the lightning arcing all around the tower, lit up the room.  It looked like a ring, an odd item to have in an empty castle.  Only then did he remember the sound of metal hitting the floor when he’d been in control of her mind.  The ring had come off just before her power was unleashed.  The blasted thing must help bind her power. 
 
    He leaned down and pushed against the harsh current, stretching to reach the ring that was moving away from him.  It was caught in a downdraft and would soon be lost to the rising tempest.  Just before it blew away, he snatched it from the air.  The gem in the ring glimmered when the room brightened from the light show.  He saw that he was holding the Eye of Sirrush.  It was indeed the key to tempering her power. 
 
    Alazar lunged forward and grabbed her face.  He pulled her chin down until her eyes were level with his, and tried to get her attention, as he often did to Solren.  The second her eyes locked onto his, everything changed. 
 
    His mind splintered and he saw all of the deaths that had resulted from his temptations of the mortals.  He saw each face at the very moment that they had chosen their fate, Heaven or Hell.  In the beginning, he had given them a choice.  He had shown them what awaited them in Heaven and Hell.  Over time, he stopped giving them a choice.  Instead, he told them how much fun it would be to kill another person or themselves.  The reasons were simple and the reward would be great.  He targeted the strong of will.  He pushed and pushed until they cracked.  Every mortal had a breaking point where sin was no longer a temptation and a choice, but an inevitability.  He didn’t speak to them of right and wrong.  He didn’t show them the reward of Heaven, only the false pleasure they would receive by giving in to the temptation.  Guilt filled him.  He was nothing more than a murderer.  There was no higher purpose in what he was doing.  He had allowed his anger and frustration to cloud his mind and judgment, and innocent people had lost their lives because of him. 
 
    With each death, each temptation, he had given up on humanity and no longer believed that the mortals were capable of loving Father and living has He intended.  It was true; he had lost his faith, not just in the mortals, but also in his Master.  He had allowed all of his doubts to cloud his mind and shake his own faith.  He should have believed Father when He said that his Master would come for him.  His faith was supposed to keep him from straying and following a dark path.  His faith had failed him and he had turned against his true destiny and his Master. 
 
    His emotions raced to the surface, having been locked away by the darkness.  He cried for all the horrible things he had done.  He mourned the loss of life that had come from his deeds.  He felt shame for the first time since leaving Heaven.  Yet, he felt joy when he thought about Heaven and Father.  He remembered happiness during his days in Heaven.  Remorse and anguish flooded him when he thought about the Predznak.  He had been cruel to them.  He could see that finally.  Now that his Master was standing before him, his anger dissipated.  He believed her explanation of not knowing of his existence and knew that she would have come for him, had things been different. 
 
    Alazar felt whole for the first time since falling from Heaven to the Mortal Realm.  He could breathe again.  The numbness inside of him burned away and was replaced by warmth and happiness.  He was finally at peace.  As much as he hated to admit it, his Master eased his pain and his sorrow.  Her power soothed him like nothing else he had ever experienced.  They truly were meant to be together. 
 
    He carefully felt around for her right hand and pushed the ring back onto her finger.  The winds stopped, and the rain ceased.  The air was suddenly calm and the pressure in the room was gone. 
 
    Alazar breathed a sigh of relief, knowing that her power was once again bound.  He watched her lower her hands, grateful that her eyes were back to normal. 
 
    The world came back into focus as Anjali fought through her killing haze. 
 
    “I’m glad you were able to stop the storm,” Alazar sighed as he relaxed. 
 
    He reached out to touch her, hoping to feel her power again.  He craved the emotions that she had unlocked and wanted to be welcomed home. 
 
    “The storm wouldn’t have started if you hadn’t tried to kill me,” she sneered. 
 
    She smacked his hand away and she stalked closer to him.  She wanted to slap him. 
 
    Alazar faltered when he heard the rage in her voice.  He quickly stepped back, confused by her behavior.  “Admittedly, it was wrong of me to try to kill you, but I apologized.  I swore I wouldn’t do it again.  Nothing was damaged and no one died.  Why are you acting like this?” 
 
    Anjali was seething.  “You think an apology will suffice after what you just did?  You don’t seem to understand the severity of your actions.” 
 
    The pleasure and clarity that he had experienced while enveloped in the Destroyer’s power subsided and the numbness invaded his body again.  He was angry that it had been a short respite from his own personal hell.  An unbidden thought snaked through his mind.  He had upset his Master and she immediately shut him out.  She held all the control.  His apology had fallen upon deaf ears.  This was a bleak vision of their future together, if he joined with her.  Everything he feared was playing out before his eyes.  Her power had been enticing, but one screw up and he was left cold and punished for his actions, like a servant. 
 
    The Master giveth and the Master taketh away, he grumbled to himself.  He was stupid to believe that happiness and peace didn’t come with a price; servitude. 
 
    “I knew this could never work,” he snickered at his foolishness. 
 
    “You openly attacked me with your power, first to control me, and then to kill me, or rather, make me kill myself.  What did you think would happen?  Should I just forget that you tried to kill me?  You should be punished for what you did.  Just ask Hades what I did to him when he tried to kill me.  You crossed the line Alazar, yet you don’t seem upset by that,” her eyes tightened in anger.  She thought about showing him what having a Master truly meant. 
 
    The thought made her stop.  Yes, she was mad, but mad enough to punish him?  She had forgiven Lucifer, Hades, and Aganon for trying to kill her, yet she couldn’t forgive Alazar.  Why not?  Because he was meant to serve her.  He didn’t have the right to question her or fight her.  The realization scared her.  This wasn’t the kind of Master she wanted to be. 
 
    Alazar shifted uncomfortably, knowing that she was right.  He had crossed a line when he tried to control her.  He had been cruel to her, but his primary problem remained.  He didn’t want to be under her control, even though it had felt amazing.  He couldn’t handle the repercussions.  He could see and feel her outrage.  She looked like she wanted to punch him.  He decided he couldn’t do it.  He needed to get away from her, even if it meant being condemned to a lifetime of agony. 
 
    He looked over at Pete, who was standing inside the room blankly looking out the window.  The wind had pulled him off the ledge and into the room, but he was still awaiting Alazar’s orders. 
 
    “If you expect me to bow and grovel at your feet for your forgiveness, you’re going to be waiting a long time.  If you can’t forgive me, then there’s nothing more to say.  I’m not big on remorse or regret, but I will make you regret it,” Alazar pointedly looked at Pete. 
 
    Anjali slowly moved closer to Pete realizing that Alazar was determined to win.  “Your problem is with me.  Let the boy go.  He means nothing to you,” Anjali replied calmly.  She tried not to let Alazar see her concern for Pete. 
 
    “Yes, but he means something to you.  That’s good enough for me,” Alazar replied darkly. 
 
    “Why do you still want to hurt me?” she sneered, trying to understand where his head was at. 
 
    Rayan’s final words to Alazar came back to him as he watched her body become rigid and distant.  “If you kill her, you will be damned forever.  You will never know peace.  Regret will be your only friend.”  After experiencing peace, however briefly, by her side, it was entirely possible that Rayan’s prophecy was correct.  Could he live without peace?  He had thus far and he was still standing.  As tempting as her power had been, he would rather live with regret and be free from her tyranny. 
 
    “I would rather live out my final days cold and alone, than have to beg for your forgiveness to receive one moment of compassion.  I refuse to give myself to you.  You willingly went to Lucifer to ease his pain, yet you rebuff me when I need you,” Alazar snapped. 
 
    “You just tried to kill me,” she replied bluntly. 
 
    “Lucifer did kill you, yet I have no doubt that forgave him,” Alazar hissed.  With that, Alazar waved his hand like a magician performing a slight of hand trick, and bowed. 
 
    Anjali watched Pete climb up the window ledge with renewed purpose. 
 
    “No,” she whispered. 
 
    “Good luck picking up the pieces, Destroyer,” Alazar nodded to her and disappeared from the room. 
 
   


 
  




Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Pete mindlessly pulled himself up onto the windowsill.  “I have to.  I have to tell them,” he muttered as he lumbered to the opening. 
 
    Anjali quickly became Annie and lunged forward to grab Pete.  He was about to step over the edge when she snagged the back of his jacket and kept him from moving. 
 
    “Pete, no, you have to stop.  You can’t end your life like this,” she yelled, snatching his arm and tugging at him. 
 
    She was about to forcefully pull him back from the ledge when she heard Derick’s voice over the walkie-talkie.  She had ignored it while dealing with Alazar, but now his voice was louder.  She swore when she realized Derick was in the hallway. 
 
    “Derick, help me,” she had little choice but to ask for his help.  She wasn’t sure if she could break Alazar’s hold on him once she got Pete off the ledge.  Having felt his temptation first hand, she knew how alluring it was. 
 
    Pete was agitated and didn’t want to be pulled away from his objective.  He kicked wildly at Annie, forcing her to let go of him. 
 
    “I have to do this.  They need to know,” Pete growled.  His eyes were vacant. 
 
    Derick came rushing into the room as Annie grabbed Pete around the hips and pulled him from the window.  Pete tumbled to the ground but immediately jumped to his feet.  He retaliated by swinging his forearm into Annie’s face.  She recoiled, but leaped forward to throw her arms against his chest and hold him back.  Derick’s flashlight blinded her and ruined her night vision, but she managed to keep Pete from climbing back up. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?  Why weren’t you answering me?  Did you feel that storm shake the castle?” Derick yelled.  He was trying to figure out what was happening.  He stopped when he saw Pete swinging wildly at Annie.  Despite Annie being nearly a foot shorter than he was, she was actively blocking him. 
 
    “I found him talking nonsense, saying that he had to end his life, and that he needed to tell them.  I have no idea what he’s talking about, but he’s trying to jump from the ledge.  He smacked my walkie-talkie away.  Now help me, or he’s going to jump to his death,” she shouted and ducked Pete’s flailing arms. 
 
    Pete spun to his right and sidestepped Annie’s outstretch hands.  He jumped forward and threw himself onto the ledge, dangling halfway over the edge.  He scrambled to his feet on the narrow windowsill and prepared for his swan dive. 
 
    Derick couldn’t believe what he was seeing.  His best friend was pushing Annie away and trying to throw himself from the tower. 
 
    Derick quickly propped the flashlight on the opposite windowsill so that he could see them and ran to help Annie.  He reached out for Pete’s arm, but he had to duck twice to avoid Pete’s elbow connecting with his face. 
 
    “Grab his arm and I’ll get his legs,” Annie said, frustrated that she couldn’t contain him.  She calmed herself and focused, not wanting to break Pete by grabbing him too harshly.  She hoped to get him out of this in one piece. 
 
    “Okay,” Derick grunted.  Pete twisted from his grasp and nearly toppled over into the night air. 
 
    They simultaneously grabbed Pete and hefted him off the ledge and down onto his back.  The second Pete hit the ground, he roared and threw them off.  Scrambling to his feet, he tried to get back to the ledge. 
 
    “Pete, you have to stop!  What’s wrong with you?” Derick yelled, terrified that his friend would make it to the ledge. 
 
    “This is the only way.  I have to see them.  They have to know!” Pete threw Derick aside and barreled toward the window. 
 
    Annie had to get through to Pete or he would never stop.  She tackled him and threw him back to the ground.  Her hands came down on his shoulders and she mounted his hips.  Using her full strength, she controlled his thrashing with her arms and knees.  He snarled at her, spraying her with spit.  He was deranged.  Jumping from the ledge and dying was now his sole purpose in this world.  He no longer cared about finding spirits or filming a documentary.  The compulsion had complete control of him and he would go through her to achieve his goal. 
 
    “Pete.  Stop this.  You aren’t thinking.  You don’t want to do this.  Think about everything you will lose if you do this.  Death isn’t the answer.  Think about your friends and family.  They are more important than the answers you’re looking for,” she pleaded. 
 
    Derick knelt next to her, unsure of what to do.  He watched helplessly as his friend lost his mind.  He was snapping his teeth at Annie, trying to throw her off.  Pete was crazed and nearly unrecognizable. 
 
    “I have to see them.  I have to tell them.  They need to know!” Pete ranted, not speaking to anyone in particular. 
 
    “Who is he talking about?” Annie yelled, trying to hold down his forearms. 
 
    “His parents.  They’re dead,” Derick whispered.  He finally understood Pete’s motivation to die. 
 
    “Pete, listen to me.  You will never see your parents, not like this.  There is nothing waiting for you on the other side, but pain and misery if you throw yourself from the window.  Don’t destroy your life like this, please.  You need to stay here with Derick, Josilyn, Morgan, Wedge, and all of your friends.  You have to show the world what you have found out about spirits.  You can’t do that if you become one of them!” Annie shouted, not wanting to see his face day after day in the Realms of Torture. 
 
    “I have to see them one last time!” Pete howled and shook his head violently in frustration. 
 
    Annie debated if she should take off her ring and use her power to reach out to Pete, but she had nearly killed him when she’d lost control earlier.  She knew that she could wield death, but she didn’t know if she could bring someone back from the brink of suicide.  The Destroyer was meant to kill, not to save people from death.  It was a long shot, but she had to try. 
 
    “Derick, grab his head, and hold him still.  I don’t want him hurting himself accidentally.  He’s having some kind of episode or fit.  He doesn’t know what he’s doing.  I’m going to try to get through to him, but I don’t want him flailing around,” she winced when Pete kicked her back with his knees. 
 
    Derick was staring at Pete, trying to figure out why this was happening.  Annie had to yell at him to snap him out of his trance.  He blinked at her and nodded his head, comprehending her orders.  Shuffling around to Pete’s head, he looked at Annie, one last time, hoping that she knew what she was doing.  He was clueless about how to fix this, but was amazed that she had somehow taken control of the situation.  He did as she asked and gripped Pete’s thrashing head, holding it so that Pete had no choice but to look up at the ceiling. 
 
    Annie leaned down and stared into Pete’s eyes, searching for some rational part that she could appeal to. 
 
    She let her power rise as close to the surface as the ring would allow.  She spoke quietly, but authoritatively to make him understand that this was a threat, not a bedtime story.  “Listen to me Pete, there is nothing but pain if you continue in this pursuit.  You will feel like you’re flying as you fall from this height, until you hit the ground.  Agony will explode throughout your entire body, and then you will feel cold and numb.  After that comes the darkness, but it’s brief, ever so brief before you see the red glow of Hell.  Everyone who kills themselves ends up in Hell.  You will have the pleasure of experiencing every single torture that Hell has to offer.  Suicides suffer more than anyone else, because they threw away their precious gift of life.  God hates when people don’t live their lives to the fullest.  You will be drowned, burned, beaten, starved, frozen, poisoned, and ripped to pieces for what seems like a thousand years, only to start the process again.  The worst part is just when you think you can’t endure it anymore, Lucifer himself will tempt you to become his servant for eternity.  That is something you don’t want.  If you deny him, you go back into the realms until you have served your time.  Whatever you need to tell your parents isn’t worth all of that,” her eyes bore into his, trying to make him understand the truth. 
 
    Pete’s frantic movement slowed and he blinked, startled to see her eyes in front of him.  Recognition spread across his face as he began to see Annie. 
 
    Annie was afraid that he was seeing the Destroyer, but she accepted the consequences as long as he stopped his Kamikaze mission. 
 
    “Pete, listen to me, you have so many things left to do here.  You can do anything you want, be anything.  If you jump, you will only know isolation, resentment, despair, and misery.  Those are the only answers you will find.  The truth is, life is the answer, not the question.  Forget about what comes after, and worry about what happens now.  Don’t give up on this life.  Your parents wouldn’t want that.  If you live a good life, you will see them again.  You have to stop fighting me and start fighting for your life,” tears filled her eyes, wishing that someone had said those words to her before she had ended up on her bathroom floor. 
 
    “Annie?” Pete sounded groggy, like he’d just woken up from a dream. 
 
    “Yes, Pete, it’s me.  Are you okay?” she relaxed her hold on his arms a bit. 
 
    Pete looked up at Derick, confused.  “What happened?” he looked to Derick for an explanation. 
 
    “Dude, you freaked out.  You were trying to hurl yourself out the window.  You said that you had to see them one last time and that they needed to know.  You tried to kill yourself.  Why?  Why would you want to do that?” Derick let go of Pete’s head and took a deep breath.  His hands were shaking as he sat back on his heels. 
 
    “I did what?  I don’t remember any of that,” Pete mumbled. 
 
    Annie slowly released him and let him sit up. 
 
    “What do you remember?” Annie asked, hoping that he didn’t remember Alazar.  That would be difficult to explain. 
 
    Pete looked at both of them, searching for the answer.  He rubbed his head, baffled.  Moving his head and stretching his neck, he pondered the question.  He abruptly looked up with fear on his face. 
 
    “Eyes.  I remember eyes.  They were blue and bright.  After that, I saw the sky.  I was floating on clouds while the sun shone down on me.  I felt light and peaceful.  It was the most serene and beautiful thing I have ever seen, yet it felt familiar.  I didn’t have to worry about anything.  I wanted to stay there,” Pete whispered as his eyes lost their focus again. 
 
    “You don’t want to go there Pete, trust me.  The sky is nothing more than a lie.  It’s a place that your mind made up to escape the burdens of your life, but it failed to show you all the wonderful things that you have here.  Forget about that place, nothing good will come from dwelling on it,” Annie said in a rush.  She pinched Pete’s arm to break his train of thought. 
 
    Pete blinked and looked at her.  Slowly nodding his head, he seemed to accept her explanation. 
 
    “Derick, I think you should take Pete back to the inn to rest.  It’s late and I don’t think he can continue the investigation tonight.  Cassie will be a problem, but I can come up with something if you need help,” Annie said to Derick as he pulled Pete to his feet. 
 
    Pete was swaying on his feet and sweating.  He was pale and disoriented, just as she had been in the reflection of the mirror the night of her death.  It was startling to see the similarities. 
 
    “I think you’re right, Pete’s in no shape to continue.  Don’t worry about Cassie, once she sees Pete she’ll have no choice but to let him leave.  Morgan and I can keep filming if we have to,” Derick steadied Pete and quickly ran to collect their flashlights, video cameras, and walkie-talkies. 
 
    Annie stepped back and let Derick help his friend; she had done enough damage for the night.  She could tell from Derick’s tone that he was still freaked out and not just by Pete’s behavior, but hers as well.  She could feel the distance between Derick and her growing by the second.  She had been very candid about Hell and Lucifer.  He might think that she was crazy or super religious.  She hoped for super religious, but either way, he was uncomfortable and didn’t look at her. 
 
    They all walked in silence as they made their way through the castle back down to home base.  Derick kept a close watch over Pete, yet he kept looking back at Annie as if she were a stranger.  It hurt her to know that Derick was suspicious of her.  She could only imagine what Derick thought of seeing her and Pete struggling.  If she had walked in on the scene, she would have immediately thought the worst.  She looked guilty of trying to kill Pete.  If it would make Derick run home and leave this place, then he could accuse her of whatever he wanted.  She would take the blame and let that be the thing that drove them apart. 
 
    Derick played the scene over and over again in his head.  Had Annie put the thoughts into Pete’s mind to trick him into killing himself?  Was she really trying to push him out the window?  As guilty as Annie looked, he couldn’t accept it.  He saw her fighting to keep Pete safe.  She didn’t have to say those things to him.  And how the fuck did she know anything about Hell, and Lucifer, and what happens after you die?  The story that she told was unbelievable, yet she said it with such conviction, fear, and anger that he almost believed her version of the afterlife.  There was definitely more to this girl than she let on. 
 
    As they approached home base, Derick debated what to tell the others.  Pete was disheveled and looked like he’d gone a round with a tornado.  He decided it was best to lie for the time being, to save face for Pete.  Josilyn would completely lose her mind if she knew how close Pete had come to dying. 
 
    Josilyn ran toward them when she saw them enter the main foyer.  “Oh, thank God.  Please tell me that your walkies shattered into a million pieces.  I tried calling you for the last hour.  Why didn’t you answer me?  Doug and I were about to go and look for you.  That’s it.  We’re getting those trackers and ear pieces the CIA use so I don’t lose the two of you again.” 
 
    “Pete got turned around and lost his walkie-talkie.  He walked through one of the doors that go nowhere.  We found him hanging on a ledge,” Derick lied. 
 
    Josilyn’s anger melted into concern.  She grabbed Pete and sat him down to inspect him. 
 
    Pete feebly nodded at Derick’s explanation, accepting the lie, still unsure of the truth. 
 
    Annie remained apart from the group, preparing herself for the fallout from Derick.  She wasn’t sure how she was going to respond to his accusations. 
 
    Cassie was startled to see Pete shaken and confused.  She looked to Annie with anger in her eyes, and then suddenly looked agitated, though she didn’t say anything. 
 
    Josilyn checked Pete’s hands and face for cuts.  “I’m wrapping you in bubble wrap from now on.  Morgan’s outside smoking and swearing.  We were trying to give you as much time as we could.” 
 
    “I don’t think Pete can continue tonight.  I know Cassie wanted us to keep filming, but neither of us are up for it.  We’ll have to do as much as we can tomorrow night,” Derick said firmly while looking in Cassie’s direction. 
 
    “Very well, call it a night, but you had better find something of interest during tomorrow’s investigation or none of this will make it to prime time,” Cassie waved her hand to dismiss them all and walked out the front entrance. 
 
    “That was easier than I thought,” Derick muttered to himself.  “Let’s wrap things up quickly and get some rest.  Wedge, let’s get the gear packed away.  Josilyn, take Pete to the minivan and send Morgan back in here to pack up.  Do me a favor and stay with Pete.  He’s pretty shaken up,” Derick said.  He moved to the tables and started dismantling the equipment.  He watched Annie from the corner of his eye. 
 
    Annie saw the uncertainty on Derick’s face.  She knew she had to leave before he asked the barrage of questions forming in his mind. 
 
    Josilyn guided Pete to the exit as Wedge helped Derick break down the computer equipment. 
 
    Derick debated whether he should ask Annie to stay with him.  He was rattled by what had happened and yearned to be comforted, but he was apprehensive, not knowing what to believe.  Finally, he sighed and decided to let her choose.  Perhaps that would tell him if she was guilty or not. 
 
    Wedge picked up two equipment cases and left.  Derick and Annie remained rooted to the floor. 
 
    “Are you coming?” Derick asked tentatively. 
 
    She wasn’t sure if he was asking her to walk to the car with him or if he was asking her to stay the night with him.  Either way, she couldn’t accept his offer.  It was time to get her proprieties straight.  She had witnessed Alazar’s deteriorated mental state and needed to get him under control before he hurt anyone else. 
 
    “It’s late, you should go.  Do me a favor.  Keep an eye on Pete; don’t let him out of your sight.  I don’t know if it will happen again.  After someone tries to kill themselves, they are normally put on suicide watch.  I would suggest doing the same.  Keep him away from sharp objects and windows.  I would hate for something to happen to him after what he just went through.  You’re his friend.  You have to keep him safe.  Find a reason for him to stay in this world,” she didn’t look at him as she spoke, afraid of what she would see in his eyes. 
 
    Derick was stunned.  She really did care about Pete.  He was sad that she hadn’t agreed to stay with him, but it sounded like he had more important things to worry about.  She was right, he needed to watch over Pete.  The full extent of what happened suddenly overwhelmed him as his initial shock wore off.  His friend had almost died and the woman in front of him had saved him and was still trying to help him. 
 
    “Yeah, it is late.  You’re right, I’ll look after Pete and keep him safe.  I’m sure Josilyn is more than willing to help me.  What about you?  Are you going back to the inn?  I could give you a ride,” Derick said half-heartedly.  He didn’t expect her to say yes.  Something had changed between them.  He could feel it. 
 
    “I think I’ll go for a walk.  I need to clear my head and calm down.  You take care of Pete and I’ll see you later,” she said quietly as she put her coat on. 
 
    Derick nodded curtly and left the castle. 
 
    Annie knew they would be safe for the night.  Alazar had proven his point.  He may not be able to kill her, but he could still hurt the people she cared about.  Dismayed, she disappeared and entered the Hall of Mirrors.  She needed to figure out what the hell had happened with Alazar.  If she couldn’t understand him and his motivations, she would never win the battle. 
 
    Throwing herself into her throne, she grimaced.  It was one of the best and worst days of her life.  On the one hand, she’d had an amazing time with Derick, but on the other, she had almost lost a mortal to Alazar, and been swayed by his power.  Bastard.  She could kill him for being so arrogant. 
 
    Arrogant didn’t feel right.  He hadn’t been arrogant when he left.  He had been upset.  She had been so mad at him that she hadn’t really heard what he was saying.  She had been too indignant to listen.  She thought back to what he had said.  He would rather be “cold and alone than give up his will to her.”  She didn’t understand what he was talking about, she never asked him to hand over his will.  What was he thinking?  Instead of being haughty, he had been dejected.  There had been loneliness in his eyes and maybe disappointment.  He seemed upset that she had turned him away. 
 
    Anjali flinched.  Regardless of his wrong doings, he had asked for forgiveness.  He had been arrogant about controlling her, but he had been hurt when she refused to accept his apology.  He had helped her stop the storm, and then was rejected by her.  Here she was trying to earn his trust and instead she slapped him in the face.  Alazar was mired in darkness just like Lucifer, yet she had failed to see their similarities.  In Alazar’s mind, killing her would be a normal course of action.  Killing was all he knew.  It’s what he was created to do.  If he feared becoming her servant, then trying to control her through her suicidal thoughts would be expected. 
 
    She had screwed up, even if she didn’t want to admit it.  Alazar had tried to help her and she had treated him like a servant.  She had wanted to punish him for his audacity.  Here she was anxious about how Alazar would treat her, yet she had failed to think about how she would treat him.  At the first test, she had condemned him and wanted him to learn his place, presumably at her feet.  The thought made her sick.  So much for thinking Lucifer was an ass for beating her when she had nearly done the same thing to Alazar.  Alazar was right, he had apologized and even bowed his head to her, yet it hadn’t appeased her self-righteousness.  Yes, the Predznak were supposed to be servants, but it didn’t mean that she had to treat them as such. 
 
    Apparently, being a master was harder than she thought.  She realized that with Alazar and all her angels, emotions would play a very big part in their relationship.  There was nothing casual about possessing someone. 
 
    Shaking her head, she closed her eyes and immediately focused on her other problem, Derick.  Being with Derick had felt incredible.  Everything was so simple.  Time stopped and she was no longer the Destroyer, but merely in girl in love.  In love?  She sat up in her throne.  Did she love the mortal?  How tragic would that be?  No, it was impossible.  She couldn’t love a mortal whom she’d just met. 
 
    Thinking back to their last moments in the castle, the awkward silence between them, the uncertainty in his eyes, she knew that something had shifted in their relationship.  She was saddened to know that she might have lost him for good.  Her heart ached at the thought of never seeing him again.  What was wrong with her?  She had bigger issues to deal with, yet she couldn’t get over the feeling that she needed to fix things with Derick. 
 
    Unhappy with the problems plaguing her, she decided she was too tired to think clearly.  For a moment, she thought about seeking out Lucifer.  Maybe if she finally forgave him, it would eliminate one of her troubles so that she could deal with the rest.  Feeling exhausted and weary, she didn’t have the strength for that yet. 
 
    Rising from her throne, she turned and entered the doorway to the left of the dais and walked up the steps to her private chamber.  The fireplace roared as she walked through the low-lit room.  This was where she belonged, not in Derick’s warm bed, happy and sated.  This was her destiny, to sleep alone or with Lucifer, depending on his mood.  She was not meant to be happy despite Alazar’s false images and feelings of tranquility. 
 
    Waving her hand, she changed into comfortable PJs and slid into her empty bed.  As she lay down, she thought about Alazar and how he had bowed to her when her power was free.  Something inside of her relished the sight, but the rest of her was bothered by it.  She didn’t enjoy being treated like a servant, why should he?  It was true that she needed his help and he was created to do her will, but there had to be another way.  They needed to work together and respect one another.  She wasn’t sure how that would work, but it sounded better than beating him into submission. 
 
    Rolling over, she felt an ache inside her chest.  She had felt the Angel of Death’s power and missed it terribly.  They were destined to join together; she could feel it deep down.  She had to find a way to convince him that she needed him and didn’t want to rule him. 
 
    She reached out to the pillow next to her and thought about Derick.  She wished she had agreed to stay with him tonight.  She wondered if he missed her or if he was still upset with her.  His face appeared in her mind as she drifted off.  He was smiling at her and laughing a carefree laugh. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Alazar appeared in the dungeon, happy to be home.  It had been a difficult night.  He had returned to the hallway to listen to Anjali’s fruitless attempts to pull the boy from the ledge, though he had been less than thrilled to hear a second mortal interfering with the suicide.  He wished he could have compelled the second mortal as well.  He was desperate to hear Anjali’s screams as she watched her friend die.  Unfortunately, the screams never came.  Instead, he heard her speak of the Realms of Torture.  There was anguish in her voice when she told the mortal about the horrors that awaited him if he jumped.  To reveal those details to a mortal was unheard of, yet she had done everything she could to stop him.  There was fear, anger, and sorrow in her voice.  She had actually pleaded with him to find a reason to stay in this world. 
 
    Perhaps there was more to her than just wanton destruction and death.  He contemplated what it could be.  As far as he understood it, she served one purpose, to kill.  That was easy enough to understand. 
 
    He was still pissed that she had been angry enough to want to hit him.  He should have killed her.  Of course, that was harder to do than he’d bargained for. 
 
    Why did he want to be with her so much?  There was a yearning inside of him that cried out to be with her, he’d felt it his whole life, but it now it was stronger.  He still couldn’t fathom why he burned for her, but it didn’t matter.  He would never join a woman who would punish him at every turn.  He wasn’t a masochist.  Serena had proven that.  It seemed that he was destined to suffer under one woman or another, unless he put enough distance between himself and his Master. 
 
    He thought about packing his bags and running, which was an undignified plan, but a sane one.  It was much better than the alternative, joining her.  He flinched.  Lucifer had asked her to join him and she had, yet when he had extended the olive branch by helping her gain control of her power and then apologizing, she had pushed him away.  He could have let her tear down the tower and the world with it, but he had wanted to help her.  Something inside of him knew it was wrong to destroy the world without a reason.  It was strange not wanting to kill everyone for once.  He’d never had a different purpose before. 
 
    Just as he reached the wall that led to his secret staircase, something inside of him twisted.  A sharp pain grew in his stomach, as if he’d been stabbed.  Looking down, he saw nothing, but the pain blossomed and invaded his chest.  Oddly, he thought that he might vomit; a sensation that he hadn’t felt since drowning in the Realm of Seas when he would surface to try to expel as much water as possible before going under again. 
 
    His chest burned and breathing was difficult.  He tried to walk, but was dizzy from the pain.  He quickly disappeared and entered his room in the dungeon, though he almost didn’t make it that far.  He clung to the wall for support.  All of his bones felt like they were splintering apart as if he’d been hit by a wrecking ball.  He collapsed to the ground and screamed out.  His body convulsed and writhed as every inch of his body contorted and rippled, bathing him in agony.  He thought for a second that Rayan was making his presence known, but even the Angel of Agony had never made him feel this horrendous. 
 
    Suddenly his body was wrenched from the ground and he hung suspended like a puppet, in midair with his arms outstretched.  His sight grew dim until there was only blackness.  The sound of a thousand voices screaming in unison filled his ears and an image of chaos appeared before his eyes. 
 
    There before him were mortals scattering, searching for shelter.  They were engulfed in flames, torn apart by projectiles carried in the unyielding winds, drowned in tidal waves crashing from every direction, swallowed by the ground as it shook mercilessly, and frozen in ice that cracked apart into shards.  A river of blood filled with bodies ran through the entire landscape.  The world was on the brink of extinction, while the Destroyer stood, unleashing her wrath.  Only it wasn’t the mortals that lay with their dead eyes wide open, staring blindly at the carnage, but angels, Heavenly Angels.  He was witnessing the destruction of Heaven. 
 
    The once brilliant blue of the sky looked more like the red glow of Hell.  Angels were fleeing for their lives, but there was no escaping.  Their fates were sealed and death was inevitable. 
 
    How could this be?  He couldn’t understand the vision.  Why had the Destroyer turned against Heaven? 
 
    He saw her in the distance.  Her eyes were black and her hair snaked around her face.  She was beautiful and savage with her arms raised to the skies.  The storm overhead blocked out the sun and encased the smoke and flames that filled the air.  All around her was death and destruction, yet she looked peaceful.  No, her expression didn’t look as it did in the castle, she didn’t look peaceful.  Her face was blank, devoid of any emotion.  He realized suddenly that she wasn’t in control. 
 
    A figure stood behind her shrouded in black.  His black wings were extended and he floated behind her, issuing commands.  Heaven was falling not because the Destroyer willed it, but because the Angel of Death commanded it.  Alazar saw himself standing behind Anjali ordering the destruction of Heaven.  His face was cruel and menacing.  He laughed at the angels that fell before the feet of the Destroyer.  He showed them no mercy. 
 
    Panic swelled inside of Alazar as the pain once again overwhelmed him and consumed him.  He became lost to it.  His mind exploded as Heaven fell from the sky.  He understood that he was responsible for this unholy nightmare.  He had taken control of the Destroyer and forced her to decimate Heaven, Hell, Purgatory, and the Mortal Realm.  The Predznak were warned never to try to command the Destroyer’s power.  They were not meant to tempt or control her for their own purposes.  She was the Master and they served her.  There were dire consequences if a Predznak tried to influence the Destroyer to end the world for their own selfish reasons.  There were fail-safes in place so that if a Predznak went rogue, he could never take over the Destroyer and make her yield to him.  Thankfully, his vision was only a warning since his intent wasn’t to tempt her to destroy the world.  He had merely wanted to keep her from claiming him, though it could have easily been the next step.  He was happy that she had been too strong-willed to succumb to him. 
 
    A voice boomed inside his head, rattling his skull.  It was the voice of Father, though it was unlike anything he’d ever heard.  It resonated through his very soul.  “Go forth with a pure heart and honor your responsibilities.  Do not waver in your oath to protect your Master and serve her well.  Dare not to tempt her or take possession of her for ill purposes or everything you see before you will wither and die, then turn to dust.  She is meant to do MY will, not the will of the Predznak.  Any who breaks this law shall suffer the consequences and face her wrath.” 
 
    It was the warning that Father had issued the day they completed their transformation into the Predznak and readied themselves for the Mortal Realm.  He knew the warning had been important, though vague, but now he understood its meaning.  Control the Destroyer and everything will be gone.  That’s why she needed to be protected.  Sadly, he had failed to protect her from Lucifer’s compulsion and subsequent abuse. 
 
    His body crumpled to the ground and he was released from the vision.  The pain slithered from his body as rational thought fought its way back in.  He’d been an idiot to forget Father’s warning, but the darkness that consumed him clouded over that part of his mind.  He had been so angry with Father and Anjali that the warning had meant nothing to him.  It was one more thing to ignore. 
 
    Alazar managed to roll onto his side though he was weak and worn out from his apocalyptic vision quest.  He wept when he thought about the fall of Heaven.  He knew deep down he wasn’t a Rogue because he cared about Heaven and didn’t want to see it eradicated.  He certainly didn’t want to be responsible for its downfall. 
 
    Yet, after all he had witnessed, he still didn’t think he could give himself over to his Master.  He knew he would be the one doling out the carnage with her standing behind him, pulling the strings.  He couldn’t allow himself to be under someone else’s control, not again. 
 
    Unable to move his arms or legs, he lay on the floor sweating and panting.  The last thought he had before he passed out was if I can’t run from her, control her, or kill her, what options do I have left? 
 
    ∞ 
 
    “My Lady?” a voice called out, pulling her from her dreams of a dark figure hovering behind her, just out of reach. 
 
    She opened her eyes to see Radek standing in the doorway of her bedroom. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked, rubbing her eyes and sitting up. 
 
    “Lord Lucifer is demanding your presence,” Radek said quietly. 
 
    “Of course he is,” she said, rolling her eyes and stretching. 
 
    She was out of bed, changed, and halfway through the Hall Mirrors before Radek could catch up with her.  She debated how much she wanted to tell Lucifer about her Alazar problem, and whether or not she was brave enough to mention Derick.  Admonishing her cowardice, she decided she wasn’t ready to tell him about Derick. 
 
    “Lady Black,” she heard Mark’s voice from behind her as she approached the end of the hall.  She doubted he came bearing good news. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mark; you’ll have to take a number.  Lord Lucifer is yelling for me and you know it’s not worth his wrath to make him wait.  Stay here please, if you don’t mind.  I doubt it will take long,” she left before he could say another word. 
 
    Walking into the rotunda, she was careful to check her surroundings, lest she run into Hades again.  Fortunately, the area was empty and she proceeded to Lucifer’s tower.  Though empty, there was a strange noise echoing from the rounded walls.  She listened intently, trying to figure out where it was coming from.  It sounded like Hades was entertaining company.  Not needing a full frontal of Katarina, or God forbid, Hades himself, she kept walking toward Lucifer’s tower.  What made her nearly trip and fall into the corridor was the sound of someone giggling, someone male.  Regardless of the cost, she had to know what in this world would make Hades giggle. 
 
    Turning on her heel, she doubled back to the Hall of Misery.  Hades rarely had sex in the hall where anyone could see him and if he did, Jared was posted at the door to keep everyone out.  Jared was nowhere to be seen, which made her curious.  Whatever was going on could be of value to her since she could always use leverage against Hades.  Lucifer and Mark could wait one more minute while she investigated. 
 
    She motioned for Radek to go on ahead.  “Tell him I’ll be there shortly.” 
 
    Radek grimaced, but nodded and headed for the walkway that led to Lucifer’s tower. 
 
    Odd, she thought when she heard the giggling again.  Maybe she was losing her mind after all.  That’s when she heard what sounded like a string instrument being played, like a lyre.  She ventured into Hades’ domain, searching for the source of the music.  She walked in and saw Hades standing on his dais swaying along to the music, though he was difficult to see in the dimly lit room.  The two fire pillars in front of his dais had been extinguished. 
 
    Hades’ suit jacket was strewn across his throne and his tie was untied and hanging loosely around his neck.  The top two buttons of his shirt were undone.  Anjali had never seen Hades look so informal.  She wished she had her camera. 
 
    He was cuddling up with a woman wearing a flowing white dress that shimmered in the torchlight from the far walls.  It turned a light blue iridescent color when she moved.  She had long white hair down to her waist and a body that should be outlawed.  Hades was focused on the woman and grinning like an idiot. 
 
    The female was clearly not an angel or a mortal, though not necessarily evil.  It didn’t matter to her whom he spent his time with.  For all she knew, he had plenty of females that he entertained.  Of course, knowing Hades, he probably had some kind of deal with the attractive prisoners from the Hall of Shadows.  She was repulsed by the thought.  He was probably exchanging sex for a reprieve from their chains, which was forbidden. 
 
    “Well, this is the last thing I expected to see today.  Please tell me she is an old friend from the Mortal Realm or I’m going to summon Michael here to witness your debauchery.  He can dole out your punishment, while I watch,” Anjali smirked as she stood in the middle of the hall.  She would have threatened to summon Lucifer, but the odds were good that he not only knew of Hades’ indiscretions, but was probably guilty of them as well. 
 
    Hades didn’t acknowledge her in the least and continued his dance of the seven veils with the bombshell.  Seeing Hades dancing was disconcerting, until she heard him sing.  He had an astonishing voice, one that could move a crowd to tears with its beauty.  She had no idea that he was so talented.  Alarms were screeching in her head as she watched Hades carry on.  He would never willingly act this way in front of her, let alone ignore a threat to bring Michael to his doorstep.  Something was very wrong.  Revealing a softer side to her, especially when it could be used as ammunition against him, would make him look weak, something he despised.  Hades would set her on fire if he knew that she had seen him sing and dance. 
 
    “I demand to know who you are,” she said quickly to the woman as she walked closer to the dais to get a better look at her. 
 
    The woman ignored her and continued to dance and play the lyre in front of Hades next to his throne.  She was grinding against him while Hades moved his hips along with hers.  She removed his tie and tossed it onto the throne.  There was a rhythmic motion to her body that felt out of place. 
 
    Anjali needed to stop this cringeworthy display before the slut took Hades’ pants off.  “Enough of this!  It’s time to go back to the Hall of Shadows, you little hussy.  Hades has better things to do than you,” Anjali slowly put her foot on the first step of the dais, waiting for a reaction from either of them. 
 
    The woman slowly turned to her and sneered.  Her bright purple eyes narrowed and her hair moved by itself.  She was beautiful, ethereal, and definitely didn’t belong in the castle.  The woman moved closer to Hades and continued playing her lyre and swaying.  Anjali nearly gagged when a full-blown breathtaking smile appeared on Hades’ face as the woman whispered to him.  Who knew Hades could almost be attractive, let alone carefree? 
 
    “Oh, Hades is going to kill you once he finds out that you made him smile and giggle,” Anjali lunged forward to push Hades away from the woman, but the woman bared her teeth and let out a screech that shattered the stained glass windows behind the dais.  Anjali stepped back and covered her ears, nearly doubling over to the ground.  The woman inserted herself between Anjali and Hades. 
 
    Hades was immune to the ear-piercing screech.  He was hearing something completely different in his head. 
 
    “He belongs to me.  I will kill him if you move any closer,” the woman snarled. 
 
    Anjali hated Hades, but if anyone were going to kill him, she should have first or maybe second dibs.  Sadly, a truce was a truce.  She wouldn’t leave Hades unprotected and vulnerable against an enemy. 
 
    “Trust me, you don’t want him,” Anjali glared at the woman, but stayed her ground until she could figure out how to fight her.  “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    The woman’s eyes grew brighter until they glowed.  She extended her arms away from her body and water sprayed from her shimmering dress with enough force to propel Anjali backward through the entire hall.  Anjali was drenched and gagging.  She stood up and found that she was ankle-deep in murky water. 
 
    “Eww, pit sweat, gross!  Oh, and it’s warm.  What is wrong with you?” she shook out her arms to get some of the swamp water off her.  She was never going to get the smell out.  She regained her composure and taunted the creature.  “Darling, I’ve been drowned in the Realm of Seas.  You’re going to have to do better than spritzing me with a little water,” Anjali cavalierly wrung out her hair for effect. 
 
    “So be it,” the woman replied. 
 
    The woman extended her arms again and a giant wave rose up into the air and crashed down through the hall.  Anjali was swept up in the swell.  She twisted and spun as the water rushed out into the rotunda.  She was sucked through the doorway and was almost washed down the staircase.  She grabbed the wall as the water rushed past her.  She was finally able to wade through it when the water level decreased.  She trudged through the water as her skirt floated around her legs. 
 
    Stupid water hag, she grumbled. 
 
    That’s when it dawned on her.  She knew which water hag it was.  It was the Rusalka, Skylis, their latest prisoner.  Anjali had only ever seen her true hideous form.  The monster had sharp pointed teeth that filled a rounded sucker mouth.  She bit her victims to paralyze them so she could eat them while still alive.  Her gray skin was withered and her black eyes were dead.  She looked more like the creature from the bottom of the lagoon.  The worst part was the smell.  She thought the swamp water smelled bad, but the creature itself reeked of blood, and decay. 
 
    So much for not hurting the prisoner, she was going to rip her head off and hand it the Council, personally.  No one attacked the Heads of Hell. 
 
    When she entered the hall again, she saw Skylis take hold of a very dry and pliant Hades and moved in to kiss him. 
 
    “Step away from him,” Anjali commanded, storming back into the hall. 
 
    Skylis was surprised to see her, but grabbed Hades by the neck.  She held her nails against his throat as they extended into claws. 
 
    Anjali felt the darkness well up inside of her.  She was tempted to remove her ring and unleash her power, but didn’t want to accidentally kill Hades when he was helpless to run.  Instead, she used another weapon, one bestowed upon her by Lucifer, Hell Fire.  While it was normally used to punish the creatures of God and the Rusalka was outside of God’s realm, fire was fire to a water hag, or so she hoped. 
 
    She raised her palms up and summoned the fire, which sprang to life in her hands.  The flames grew as Anjali’s anger increased. 
 
    “A little fire won’t stop me,” Skylis chuckled, but there was a small flicker of fear in her eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, I have a feeling it will,” Anjali smirked.  She launched two fireballs at Skylis without warning. 
 
    Unfortunately, the little minx was flexible and nimble.  She let go of Hades and sidestepped the first fireball, then did a back walkover to avoid the second.  She gracefully stood up and flipped her white hair to show that she wasn’t impressed by the attack. 
 
    Anjali looked around and took an inventory of the entire room.  Hades’ black leather chaise throne had a wooden base.  The various display tables along the walls were also made of wood.  Then of course, there were the ugly red sheer curtains that hung from the ceiling on either side of the throne.  They were certainly flammable.  Yes, there was enough there to work with. 
 
    Skylis took a defiant step closer to reclaim Hades, proving that she didn’t see Anjali as a threat.  Anjali distracted Skylis by making a run at Hades, who was still a few feet away from her.  When she saw Skylis lunge toward Hades, she used her power to pull the throne forward and block Skylis’ path.  She fell on top of it, confused by its sudden appearance.  Anjali threw a fireball and ignited Hades’ throne. 
 
    Skylis screamed as the fire licked up the wooden base and ignited the leather.  The fire engulfed the throne and burned Skylis.  The second the fire touched her dress it shifted and became the gray skin that Anjali recognized. 
 
    “He’s going to be so pissed at me.  He loves that throne,” Anjali muttered to herself. 
 
    Anjali quickly pulled the other wooden objects together with a few waves of her hand and created a circle around Skylis while she screamed and tried to scramble off the throne. 
 
    “Stop her!” Skylis screamed, though she no longer sounded like a woman, she sounded like an owl that had learned to speak.  Her voice was shrill and high-pitched. 
 
    Hades turned and locked his empty eyes on Anjali.  She wasn’t sure which was worse, angry Hades or robot Hades.  She decided on robot Hades.  There was no fun to be had in kicking the shit out of him when he couldn’t feel it. 
 
    He jumped down off the dais and swung his fist at her chin.  He moved so fast that she wasn’t able to duck in time.  She landed on her ass, stunned by the blow.  Before she could move, Hades’ expensive black leather shoe came down on top of her.  She grabbed it before it smashed her in the nose.  She twisted his foot and kicked out his other leg, knocking him to the ground. 
 
    She got to her feet and threw a few more fireballs at Skylis, while trying to shake off the searing pain in her jaw and the ringing in her ears.  She wanted to kill Hades, but knew it wasn’t his fault. 
 
    Hades rolled and popped back up to his feet.  He threw himself at her to tackle her, but she put her feet up and rolled him over her head.  He landed on his back while she rolled to her side into a crouch.  She had to figure out how to stop him. 
 
    If she hit Hades, he would retaliate once conscious.  She needed him subdued. 
 
    “Kill her!” Skylis screamed, trying to jump through the wall of flames to safety. 
 
    Hades used his to power to whip Anjali around the room.  She spun uncontrollably until the wall stopped her.  By the time the world stopped spinning enough to see clearly, Skylis had gotten clear of the flame circle and was stalking an oblivious Hades.  Instead of attacking Skylis, Anjali used her power to lift and pull the flaming throne on top of Hades to keep him from attacking again. 
 
    Skylis laughed when she saw her target immobilized.  “Kill him for all I care.  You will be doing me a favor.  Once I’m done with both of you, I will find Lucifer and make him destroy your precious Council.  No more of my kind will suffer in the Hall of Shadows once you are all dead!” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re not the first creature to come up with that plan,” Anjali needed to buy time until she could call for help.  She had no idea how to stop Skylis. 
 
    Anjali watched Hades crumple to the ground under the weight of the burning throne.  She knew Hades would hold a grudge, if he ever woke up.  She felt guilty for burning him, but she needed to slow him down. 
 
    She threw consecutive fireballs in front of Skylis, pushing her back to the dais.  Skylis lifted her arms to start the water works again, but Anjali threw one fireball at her head and one over her head.  She quickly moved the wooden chair that Hades had once tried to seduce her in, and tossed it behind the retreating water hag.  Skylis ducked the fireball to the face, but fell back onto the chair.  The other fireball hit its intended target, the curtains.  Skylis scrambled to get back to her feet, but Anjali flicked her wrist and sent the flaming curtains raining down on top of Skylis and the chair, lighting everything on fire. 
 
    Skylis screamed and writhed.  Her dress vanished completely and revealed her horribly deformed body.  She frantically fought against the burning curtains with her claws, ripping them to shreds.  She raised her arms, hoping to put out the fire with her swamp water.  The water filled the room, but it did nothing to the Hell Fire. 
 
    “Good luck with that, Hell Fire is waterproof,” Anjali splashed over to Hades who was groaning and shaking his head. 
 
    Hades moaned and then swore.  He awkwardly pushed the burning throne off his singed body.  He sat up and swayed, while holding his head.  There were burn marks across his cheek and palm.  His clothes were charred and his hair was disheveled. 
 
    Anjali waved her hand and extinguished the flames consuming the throne while throwing more fireballs at Skylis to keep her busy.  She sloshed through the water and nearly tripped when she reached Hades. 
 
    He was dazed, but appeared to be free of Skylis’ spell. 
 
    “How many fingers am I holding up?” Anjali yelled, trying to make herself heard over Skylis’ grating voice.  She wasn’t holding up any fingers. 
 
    “Fuck you, that’s how many.  Why am I wet and burned?” Hades pulled his leg free from the last of the debris.  He was trying to figure out what he did to deserve a throne to the face.  He couldn’t remember doing anything bad to Lady Black, recently. 
 
    “Good, you’re coherent.  Now, how do we kill her?” Anjali yelled as she pointed to Skylis.  From the corner of her eye, she watched Skylis rip apart the last of the curtains and stand up.  She was burned in multiple spots and her teeth were blackened.  A look of pure rage contorted her ugly face. 
 
    “Shit, how did she get in here?  Is she an early Christmas present?” Hades insinuated that Lady Black had set her loose in his hall.  He looked over at Skylis, disoriented.  Suddenly the throne to the face made sense.  The swamp witch must have bewitched him.  Perfect, he would never hear the end of it from Lady Black. 
 
    “No, but now I know what to get you.  I found the two of you about to swap spit.  She made you smile, sing, dance, and worst of all, giggle.  Now, how do we put her down?” Anjali braced herself against another wave that crashed through the room. 
 
    “Seriously, she made me sing in front of you?” Hades cringed.  “Fire will slow her down and make her reveal her true nature, but it won’t kill her.  We need Celestial Bonds and dirt,” he gasped, coughing up water as they fought against the waves and threw fireballs when they could. 
 
    “I expected you of all people to have Celestial Bonds hidden within your domain.  You must be losing your touch.  How do I keep her from taking control of you again?” she asked as lit as many wooden objects as possible on fire and moved them closer to a flipping and jumping Skylis. 
 
    “Light me on fire.  Just don’t take too much delight in it.  I could plug up my ears, but then I’m useless to you.  I would have no idea what you wanted me to do,” Hades threw a number of fireballs to keep Skylis from leaving the dais. 
 
    For every fireball Lady Black threw at him, he would release a foul creature into her room. 
 
    Anjali nailed Skylis in the head with an awesome shot.  “We have to keep her contained.  We’re screwed if she gets out of here.  Wait, women aren’t affected by her power, are they?  I mean, I sensed there was something different about her.” 
 
    “She is essentially a siren, a temptress.  She preys on the weakness of men.  Lucky for you, women are immune to her power.  If she had be-spelled you, I would have let her eat you,” Hades shook his head, trying to get the water out of his ears as another round of waves slammed them into the side of the tower.  There were locked in a standoff. 
 
    “I have no doubt you would’ve let me die.  You’re just lucky I have a soul.  Now, summon Katarina and Talya before she kills us both and finds Lucifer.  Lucifer won’t stand a chance against the vixen with the long legs,” Anjali said, once she was able to get air in her lungs.  She sent a stream of Hell Fire straight through the water as Skylis dove into the thigh-deep lagoon and swam for the exit. 
 
    “Katarina, Talya, I summon you!” Hades yelled.  He blasted Skylis with fire, causing her to bank right toward the dais. 
 
    Within a few of moment, the two female angels arrived at the entrance to the Hall of Misery, eager to assist Lord Hades.  Anjali saw their smiles quickly fade when they surveyed the room.  They tried to avoid being swept away in the current. 
 
    Skylis glided through the rising water, doing her best to swim around the blazing objects in the room. 
 
    “Surround the Rusalka and keep her in this room!  Use your Hell Fire!” Hades shouted as he and Anjali jumped out of the way of Skylis’ version of a shark attack.  Hades had just given them permission to use fire outside of the realms. 
 
    Katarina and Talya were confused at first, but quickly saw the problem when Skylis leaped out of the water and tried to bite Hades’ leg.  They formed a triangle with Anjali and kept Skylis occupied. 
 
    “I need to get out of here and obtain the items to stop her.  Can you handle things without torching more of my shit?” Hades asked snidely as they kept Skylis from getting too close.  He admitted to himself that he was afraid to leave Lady Black alone with the monster, but he knew from experience that she was tougher than she looked. 
 
    “I’ll do my best, but so help me God, if you leave me to be eaten by her, I swear I will come back and haunt your ass for eternity,” Anjali growled.  She dove out of Skylis’ path so that Katarina could blast her with fire. 
 
    “Deal,” Hades said before taking a deep breath and diving under the water.  He swam for the doorway as the three women covered his escape.  Knowing what was at stake, he had to hurry before the enchantress had all the males in Hell eating out of her palm, including Lucifer. 
 
    Katarina watched Hades swim out of the hall, but didn’t say anything.  Anjali wasn’t sure if Katarina was mad that he had left or afraid that he wouldn’t return. 
 
    The river hag attempted to grab their legs to drag them under and drown them. 
 
    “Look out!” Talya screamed at Katarina when Skylis launched herself into the air at Katarina. 
 
    Katarina screamed, but was unable to dodge the attack.  She fell backward into the water as Skylis tackled her and dragged her under. 
 
    Talya and Anjali looked at each other in disbelief.  They both waded through the water searching for Katarina.  The surface of the water had calmed, but it was too murky to see the bottom in the dim light. 
 
    Anjali felt something brush past her legs.  She thrust her hand down into the water and connected with flesh.  She dug her nails in and pulled.  Katarina gasped for air as Anjali pulled her to the surface of the water.  Not who she expected, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    Katarina was bleeding from her throat and chest; claw marks marred her beautiful skin. 
 
    “Bitch clawed me and bit me,” Katarina muttered before she collapsed back into the water.  She was paralyzed from the neck down. 
 
    Anjali quickly pulled Katarina’s back against the front of her and held her head out of the water. 
 
    “Guess you should have been nicer to me.  Now, be my second set of eyes.  When she attacks, hold your breath and we will find you,” Anjali huffed, trying to keep them both above the waist-high water. 
 
    “Like I have a choice?” Katarina gasped. 
 
    Talya screamed as fire shot past Anjali and Katarina.  Skylis was trying to sneak up on them from behind.  Anjali had never been more grateful that Hell Fire only burned its intended target. 
 
    Anjali heard Skylis shriek when the fire hit her body.  She turned but kept Katarina angled away from Skylis. 
 
    “Now,” she said to Katarina, dropping her into the water. 
 
    Katarina took a deep breath and sank into the dark water. 
 
    Anjali grabbed Skylis’ arm just as she leaped up to dive under again.  She pulled her up and punched her in the throat, then in the gills.  “That should keep your head above water,” she panted.  “Find Katarina!” Anjali yelled to Talya. 
 
    Skylis retaliated by clawing Anjali’s leg.  Anjali snatched Skylis’ other wrist to keep her from clawing her again.  Pulling Skylis closer, she head butted the foul monster.  Skylis howled in pain, but quickly twisted her wrists and broke free.  She backhanded Anjali and dug her nails into the left side of her neck. 
 
    Anjali screamed when the razor claws dug deep into her flesh.  It reminded her of Hades’ knife attack.  She lost control and her anger broke through her barriers.  Standing in waist-high water, the word “ice” filled her mind.  She lifted her arms to the sky and the temperature in the room quickly plummeted.  The cold feeling of death claimed her body and she pushed the sensation outward.  The water crackled and snapped as it froze.  Anjali’s power didn’t stop until the entire hall was a solid block of ice.  The ice was powerful enough to freeze the Hell Fire burning throughout the entire hall, plunging them into near darkness.  The only light came from the broken windows over the dais. 
 
    Talya had pulled Katarina’s head from the water just before the ice immobilized them.  All of them were frozen where they stood.  Skylis was motionless, her claws still embedded in Anjali’s neck. 
 
    Anjali summoned her Hell Fire as she lowered her arms.  She held the fire under Skylis’ arm until she withdrew her claws.  Skylis recoiled in pain but had nowhere to go. 
 
    “Bad things happen when I raise my arms too,” with her palms engulfed in fire, Anjali punched Skylis in the jaw, the eye, and the neck for good measure. 
 
    Skylis slumped over onto the ice.  Her body shook uncontrollably, clawing helplessly at the ice. 
 
    “You guys okay, aside from being stuck and cold?” Anjali yelled back to Talya and Katarina.  She extinguished the fire in her left hand to stem the bleeding in her neck. 
 
    “Yes, My Lady,” they said in unison.  They both looked troubled by her magic trick with the ice.  It was clear they now had a healthy respect for the Destroyer’s power. 
 
    Anjali used the Hell Fire in her right hand to melt the ice around her, though it wasn’t very effective.  It was like using a Bic lighter on a glacier.  Talya followed her lead while Katarina groaned about the cold. 
 
    Anjali could hear Hades swearing from the rotunda, but ignored him. 
 
    “Had I known that you were going to turn my hall into an iceberg, I would have never left you in charge.  Do you have any idea how long it’s going to take to fix this?  They had a hard time reigniting the Realm of Fire after you froze it.  This is Ice Age ice, it’s serious stuff.  Of all the insensitive things, how could you?  As if torching my belongings wasn’t bad enough, you had to entomb them in ice,” Hades bellowed as he crawled up the ice ramp through the doorway.  As mad as he was about the ice, he was relieved to see that everyone was still alive and mostly in functioning condition. 
 
    “It’s better than setting it completely on fire, as requested.  Quit your complaining.  Apparently, seaweed-breath doesn’t like the cold either,” she chuckled, looking down at a prone Skylis. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound right,” Hades murmured as he slid across the ice.  He was holding a ceramic jar in one hand and Celestial Bonds in the other.  Using the light from the blue glowing bonds, he quickly approached Skylis. 
 
    Anjali could hear voices in the rotunda, but knew Hades would have ordered everyone to stay back until Skylis was in chains and helpless to seduce them. 
 
    Hades knelt in front of a dazed Skylis.  He placed the jar on top of the ice and reached for her wrists to lock the Celestial Bonds on her. 
 
    Skylis’ head snapped up, but she no longer had gills.  Beautiful Skylis grabbed Hades’ arms and stared into his eyes, hypnotizing him. 
 
    “Save me.  They are going to kill me.  Kill them and we can be together forever,” she pleaded with Hades to help her. 
 
    Anjali frantically worked on the ice, trying to wiggle free, knowing that she was in deep trouble.  She was still partially trapped in ice up to her waist. 
 
    Hades grinned like an idiot.  He dropped the Celestial Bonds and turned to Anjali. 
 
    “Hades, we can work this out.  We can charge admission to the ice skating rink.  Who wouldn’t want to skate in Hell?  We’ll make millions,” she said as Hades grabbed her around the torso and wrenched her from the ice. 
 
    Anjali screamed when the ice sliced the front of her thighs and the bottom of her dress tore off.  She was thrown through the air and landed face down on the unyielding surface. 
 
    Looking up, she saw the jar that Hades had brought with him glowing in the light of the Celestial Bonds.  She assumed it contained the dirt he had mentioned, though she wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do with it. 
 
    Hades stalked closer, but slipped around on his expensive loafers.  Zombie Hades wasn’t built for fighting on the ice. 
 
    Anjali snapped her fingers and her boots disappeared.  They were stiff from the cold and would only slow her down.  She got to her knees and contemplated how best to deal with Hades.  As much as she wanted to light him on fire, she couldn’t bring herself to do it.  She waited until Hades was right on top of her and threw out her hand, lifting Hades into the air and tossing him into the wall high above Talya and Katarina.  He fell to the ground and was slow to get back up. 
 
    She scrambled to get up and skated across the ice on her bare feet.  She went to her knees and slid across the smooth surface, right to the jar. 
 
    “What do I do with the dirt?” she yelled to Talya and Katarina, who were still trying to free themselves.  Talya hadn’t made a dent in the ice.  Katarina was shouting to Talya to hurry. 
 
    “Pour it on her!” Katarina‘s teeth were chattering.  She was still prone on the ice. 
 
    Anjali opened the jar and was nearly knocked out by the stench.  It smelled like rotting vegetation and fertilizer. 
 
    Skylis hissed at her.  “Grab the brunette,” she commanded Hades to grab Katarina. 
 
    Anjali looked over her shoulder and saw Hades grasp Katarina by the hair and wrench her from the ice.  He put her into a headlock and choked her.  She was crying, begging him to stop.  She was defenseless again him and frightened. 
 
    “Use that soil on me and I will command him to kill her,” Skylis sneered. 
 
    “Go ahead.  I don’t like her,” Anjali smirked.  She smashed the entire jar against Skylis’ head. 
 
    The ceramic jar shattered into pieces, releasing the dirt.  The Rusalka screamed as the dirt burned her.  Flailing around, she howled and tore at her skin.  Anjali quickly snapped the Celestial Bonds onto Skylis’ wrists before she could say another word. 
 
    Skylis’ beauty faded and she turned back into the sickening creature, complete with a smell worse than the dirt. 
 
    Anjali heard gurgling sounds behind her.  She turned to see Hades still choking Katarina.  Whipping around, she kicked her leg out and connected with Hades’ ankle.  He crashed to the ground along with Katarina.  Hades’ head cracked against the ice. 
 
    Talya used the opening created by Katarina’s release and pulled herself free.  She and Anjali went to Katarina.  Talya pulled Katarina away from Hades while Anjali punched him in the face, hoping to break him of the spell. 
 
    “What the hell?  That was unnecessary; I was already free.  Give me a moment to recover,” Hades growled.  He sat up and rubbed his jaw and head.  He was definitely going to release venomous snakes into the Hall of Mirrors when she least expected it. 
 
    “That was for ripping me out of the ice, oh, and punching me, and let’s not forget attempting to crush me with your foot.  I won’t even mention how many hard objects you threw me into,” she crossed her arms defiantly. 
 
    “Those don’t count because I don’t remember them,” Hades huffed and got to his feet.  He should have felt guilty for attacking her, but he had no control over himself.  He was too mad about his hall to be concerned about her injuries. 
 
    Anjali slumped down on the ice and took stock of her wounds.  The bruise on her jaw was beginning to heal, as were the cuts on her thighs.  The worst of them was the deep claw marks on her neck.  She was grateful that her power aided in her healing, though she wasn’t happy that she had allowed it break lose. 
 
    She waved her arms, fixed her torn dress, and put her boots back on.  She dried her hair, but had trouble getting the smell out. 
 
    Ignoring the deluge of servants racing into the hall, she watched Lucifer stride confidently into the room holding a torch.  His smug look let her know that he was pleased that Skylis had received an additional ass kicking. 
 
    Malcolm and Vaughn ran to Skylis to make sure that she was safely contained.  They frantically worked on removing her from the ice. 
 
    Dorian walked around replacing the frozen torches with new ones to light up the room. 
 
    Jared went to Hades to check on him, though Hades waved him off and told him to help Talya move Katarina into her room. 
 
    Radek came to Anjali’s side and helped her up off the ice, though he didn’t look happy, which didn’t bode well. 
 
    Aganon stood behind Lucifer, half-hidden by his Master, avoiding Anjali’s gaze. 
 
    “It’s a pity that the creature was hurt during an attempted escape.  Vaughn, take her back to the Hall of Shadows and make sure there is a female guard at all times,” Lucifer said indifferently as he watched Anjali with curiosity. 
 
    Vaughn and Malcolm acknowledged Lucifer’s orders, but it would take time to thaw the ice and drag the dirt covered Skylis back to the Hall of Shadows. 
 
    Hades sneered at the state of his hall while limping around.  It was obvious that he was in pain, but tried to hide it.  “You’re going to help me fix this even if you have to chisel it out one ice cube at a time,” he snapped at Lady Black. 
 
    “We’ll make margaritas, it’ll be fun.  By the way, you’re welcome for saving your life.  Oh, I had nothing to do with the stained glass windows this time, that was all her,” she snickered. 
 
    Hades rolled his eyes and walked toward his demolished throne, trapped in the ice. 
 
    Anjali approached Lucifer and bowed her head slightly to acknowledge him.  Lucifer was unnerving her with his unyielding gaze.  “You wanted to see me, my lord.  I apologize for being detained.” 
 
    “I know you have been busy.  Regardless, I called you because I want to know who are the Spirit Experts are, and why you are so interested in keeping them alive?” Lucifer’s eyes reflected the torchlight, making him look demonic.  She knew she was in trouble.  She should have let the Rusalka eat her. 
 
   


 
  




Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Anjali saw Radek wince at the mention of the Spirit Experts.  She wasn’t mad at him for telling Lucifer where she was and what she was doing.  It wasn’t as if she was going to lie to Lucifer, but she too could omit things, just as Lucifer often did. 
 
    “I found Alazar in Romania.  He has crossed paths with a group of mortals looking for proof of the afterlife.  I have been trying to keep them alive and away from Alazar.  I don’t need yet another set of suicides to feel guilty about because I can’t control my angel,” she replied matter-of-factly.  She saw Hades turn his attention from his frozen and demolished chaise to stare at her. 
 
    Lucifer’s shoulders relaxed a bit, proving to her that Radek too had omitted a few minor details, like her getting it on with a mortal. 
 
    “You can’t let them find any proof of our existence,” Lucifer replied, satisfied with her explanation. 
 
    “Of course not, my lord.  I know better,” she bowed her head slightly. 
 
    “Now, what of Alazar?  I assume that he has not submitted to you since he isn’t here.  I told you that you would have to force his compliance.  Do not let him get the upper hand, or you will regret it,” Lucifer growled while pacing.  He hated the thought of Alazar hurting her. 
 
    Anjali tensed knowing that Lucifer would hunt Alazar down if he knew Alazar had used his power to try to kill her. 
 
    “No, my lord, he has not submitted to me, though I am trying to get through to him.  He’s angry with me for not coming to him sooner.  He also mentioned his undying disdain for you.  I want to know exactly what you did to him, all of you.  I need to know what happened in my absence so that I can deflate his anger and make him listen to me,” she said, adding Hades to her a withering look. 
 
    Hades had the intelligence to avert his eyes.  She knew Hades would have played mind games with Alazar and probably beat him for fun, but Lucifer was capable of much worse. 
 
    Lucifer stopped his pacing and sighed deeply. 
 
    Oh, this is going to be good, she grimaced to herself. 
 
    “It’s true that the Predznak were not treated like pampered guests while they awaited your arrival, but do not fool yourself into thinking that they quietly sat in the corner and behaved.  They didn’t pine for you.  They didn’t act as a friend to anyone in my domain.  In fact, they tried to kill everyone here at one time or another.  I was forced to do what was necessary to keep them under control,” Lucifer gritted out as he stared at the ground. 
 
    This was the moment he’d feared for centuries.  He knew that the Destroyer might take issue with his treatment of her angels.  At the time, he had delighted in making them suffer, but seeing her anger rise made his glee short lived.  Perhaps he should have been a bit kinder to them. 
 
    “What did you do?” she growled each word.  She doubted he would confess the secret that Aganon had alluded to, but it was worth a shot. 
 
    Aganon made himself very small next to Lucifer, closing his eyes and waiting for the impending beating. 
 
    “They may have suffered in the Realms of Torture occasionally, when they disobeyed my orders.  I may have strung them up in the Hall of Torment or the Hall of Mercy, when needed.  Then there were times when I gave them to Serena to play with,” Lucifer mumbled the last part, a bit incoherently. 
 
    Hades saw the exact moment when the image of Serena “playing” with Alazar appeared in Lady Black’s mind.  He actually felt sorry for Lucifer, having felt her wrath personally.  He might not have to worry about unfreezing his hall.  It looked like fire might spring forth from her at any second. 
 
    “You did what?  That explains why Alazar attacked me when he saw the dress and confused me with Serena.  Stupidly, I had hoped that the dress simply reminded him of Hell, but now I understand why he wanted my head.  Torture is one thing, but you gave them to Serena?  You’ve told me about some of the things she used to do.  Given Alazar’s reaction, it went beyond the rotting in the mirror trick, didn’t it?” Anjali could feel her power snaking past the binds of her ring. 
 
    Lucifer was smart and didn’t answer her.  It never failed to amaze her how many secrets Lucifer kept from her. 
 
    Hades stepped forward and scowled at Lady Black.  “In our defense, they had stopped listening to us and you were nowhere to be found.  You may not like our methods, but we had to do what was necessary to survive.  Any one of them could have caused the downfall of Hell without a master to subdue them.  They weren’t meant to serve us, so we did the best we could while we waited for you.  Take issue with Gabriel for keeping you from them, if you want to place blame.”  Though he understood her anger, he couldn’t let her admonish Lucifer in front of everyone.  She could tie him up to her bed and whip him in the privacy of her own room until he cried, but out in public she couldn’t make him look weak. 
 
    Anjali was surprised to see the look of warning that flashed across Hades’ face as he spoke.  She gulped, realizing that she’d forgotten the first rule of Hell:  Don’t reprimand Lucifer in front of the Fallen.  Bowing her head to Hades she let her anger slip away, at least visibly.  Inside, she was still fuming. 
 
    Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath.  “Of course, Lord Hades.  You both had to do what was necessary to keep everyone safe.  I merely questioned the extreme methods used by Serena.  I know that she was not sane and was considered highly dangerous.  It will be difficult for me to undo the damage that she wrought with my angels.  You’re right, Lord Hades; I should have been here to watch over them.” 
 
    Hades was thankful that Lady Black wasn’t dimwitted and understood his warning.  He wished that he could have watched her kick the shit out of Lucifer, but knew it would have to wait.  At least the girl was finally learning her place. 
 
    “My lord, if you will excuse me, I have to seek out Alazar.  Perhaps we can discuss this at length when I return,” she spoke mildly and bowed her head, but she knew that Lucifer would understand the undercurrent of animosity in her final statement. 
 
    Lucifer nodded to her and started yelling at Vaughn to get Skylis out of the ice. 
 
    Anjali carefully skated out of Hades’ hall.  She made her way through the group of Fallen who were trying to melt the thinner layers of ice in the rotunda.  Stepping over them, she entered the Hall of Mirrors. 
 
    Mark paced in front of Lady Black’s throne.  He was disturbed by the fight he had witnessed between Lady Black and Skylis.  He did not want the Council to have yet another reason to be mad at her.  He was confused as to why Hades had attacked Lady Black, but he assumed that Hades was trying to follow the Council’s orders and force Lady Black to leave Skylis unharmed.  Hades was notorious for doing everything within his power to stay out of trouble.  Of course, if Skylis had broken free from the Hall of Shadows, even the Council could not argue with Lady Black for detaining her through any means necessary, as was allowed. 
 
    He would have a hard time explaining Lady Black’s reason for using her power against the creature.  He was not sure why the Rusalka flooding Hades’ tower with water would cause Lady Black to resort to that kind of devastation.  He could feel her power from where he stood.  It was violent, wild, and completely terrifying.  It reminded him of why she had been sent off to the Mortal Realm to learn from the sins of the mortals.  Unfortunately, once Hades had summoned Lucifer and the other Fallen, he had been forced to retreat back into the hall, lest Lucifer find him snooping.  If Lucifer caught him, he would probably bite his wing again and throw him back into the Realm of Fire.  No, he could not go back there.  Better to let the Heads of Hell have their secrets than be tortured for uncovering them. 
 
    “Lady Black, are you all right?” Mark asked quickly when she strode into the hall.  He was surprised to see that she was cut on her neck and legs.  She looked tired and distressed. 
 
    “I’ll survive.  I’m assuming that you will run back to the Council and detail how I burned and froze their beloved Rusalka.  Don’t forget to mention that I punched her, a lot,” she mumbled, making her way to her throne. 
 
    “My Lady, I am sorry I told the Council that Lucifer tortured the creature, but it is my job.  To be honest, I do not know why they demanded that she not be harmed, but I must abide by their rules.  They must have their reasons, though admittedly I do not know what they are,” Mark sighed.  It was not his place to question the Council, even though their reasoning seemed unsound in this case.  “I am sorry that you were injured.” 
 
    “I could care less about being injured.  Lots of people try to hurt me,” Anjali said dismissively.  “I know you were doing your job.  Lucifer is the one who is mad at you, not me.  I understand the difficult position you are in.  I’m mad that Skylis managed to break free of the Hall of Shadows and made her way into the castle.  Things could have been catastrophic if she had not been stopped, and yet I have a feeling that the Council will not see it that way, given their stupid ruling,” she produced a cold cloth and held it against her neck.  She tried to be as vague as possible since she wasn’t sure how much Mark had seen. 
 
    Mark was surprised by her candor.  He had noticed bruises and cuts marring her skin on multiple occasions, but had always assumed that the prisoners had done the damage, now he was not so sure.  It saddened him to know that she had to deal with such conditions while in Hell. 
 
    ”After seeing what the Rusalka is capable of, I understand why you had to treat her as a hostile prisoner.  Given that she tried to escape, I see no benefit in telling the Council what happened.  Hell has been sanctioned by Heaven to contain the prisoners of Hell by any means necessary.  You were well within your right to punch her,” Mark bowed his head slightly.  The Council was already demanding Lucifer’s head for torturing Skylis, but he feared that Lady Black’s name would be added to the list if they found out about the escape attempt. 
 
    Anjali knew she was in dangerous territory.  One false move and Mark would have the Council even further up their asses.  “I appreciate the offer to keep the Rusalka’s escape quiet, but I would rather inform the Council so that they may understand how dangerous she truly is and why it was necessary to treat her the same as any other prisoner in Hell.  Maybe they will finally see reason and reverse their ridiculous edict,” she replied formally, hoping it would keep her from losing her head. 
 
    Mark was taken aback by her statement.  He could never predict what she was going to say or how she would react to any situation.  It was clear that he had no idea what was going on inside this woman’s mind.  He was embarrassed that she had ignored his friendly offer to keep her secret. 
 
    “Of course, My Lady.  I will inform the Council of the Rusalka’s attempted escape,” Mark bowed his head curtly. 
 
    Anjali saw Mark stiffen and avoid her gaze.  She felt bad for shutting him out, but it was necessary.  She leaned forward and smiled at him.  “Thank you, Mark.  Now, you sought me out.  What did you need?” 
 
    “I was going to tell you that the Council was demanding an inquisition regarding the Rusalka, but at this point in time I would prefer to inform them of the current situation to seek their guidance,” Mark replied coldly. 
 
    “Very well.  Is that all?” she could see that Mark was mad.  She thought about giving him a nice Thank You Card for all his tireless efforts as their liaison. 
 
    “The Council would like an update on your search for Alazar,” Mark replied stiffly. 
 
    She felt that she owed Mark for offering to keep her battle with Skylis quiet, so she decided to let her guard down since her Alazar problem didn’t directly involve Hell.  “Between you and me, things aren’t good.  Not that the Council needs to know this, but as the Angel of Understanding, I could use your advice.” 
 
    Mark’s head snapped up.  She was asking for his advice?  He smiled and nodded for her to continue. 
 
    “I’m having a problem breaking through Alazar’s anger.  He is acting out because he is in pain, but I don’t know what to do.  There’s this part inside of me that wants to force him to submit, but the rest of me wants a relationship built on respect.  He is supposed to stand by my side, but he’s too full of rage to accept his duties.  There are times when I want to console him and other times when I want to punish him.  We seem to be at an impasse and I feel like I’m losing my mind,” she poured her heart out, hoping that she hadn’t placed her trust in the wrong person. 
 
    Mark listened carefully to the problem and looked at it from both sides.  He thought it was strange that Alazar would refuse his Master.  If he was in pain, it might keep him from listening with his heart and accepting her. 
 
    He smiled and leaned forward to speak.  “Do what you always do, My Lady.  Be yourself.  You may not think that I see how you influence Lord Lucifer and Lord Hades, but I do.  You made Lord Lucifer apologize for attacking me.  I never thought he would do that.  When he is near you, he is calmer and more centered.  Even Lord Hades is different around you.  They were both intolerably cruel to Maraquette, which is partly why she left.  I saw and overheard them say terrible things to her.  You do not want to know what they did to Lord Tabbris.  I’m told that they nearly drove him mad.  I do not know what would have happened to him if he had not left Hell when he did.  You, My Lady, have fared far better than your predecessors have, and not because you are powerful.  I have seen your compassion for Lord Lucifer, though I know of no other who would be as kind to him,” Mark explained.  He appreciated that she trusted him enough to confide in him. 
 
    Anjali thought about what he said for a moment.  How did she manage to keep Lucifer and Hades from killing her daily?  Kindness.  She showed them kindness.  Thus far, she hadn’t been very kind to Alazar, not that she’d been given a chance to do so while dodging his blows.  She needed to change tactics. 
 
    “Thank you, Mark, for your insight.  You’re right.  I need to show Alazar that I’m not the bad guy,” she smiled at Mark, grateful for his levelheadedness. 
 
    Mark’s breath left him in a rush when she smiled at him.  She’d never actually smiled at him before.  “Yes, My Lady, that is a good place to start.  Good luck,” he bowed and disappeared from the hall. 
 
    One small step at a time, Mark muttered to himself, thankful that Lady Black might someday see him as something other than the enemy.  He did not want to be enemies with anyone, not even Lucifer, though it was hard to remember that when Lucifer was cruel to him. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Alazar opened his eyes and saw the ceiling, though it was far away.  Damn it, he was still on the floor.  The equivalent of a hangover was jumping up and down on his skull, while his joints and muscles laughed at him for going ten rounds with a cement mixer.  Ironically, being locked in Celestial Bonds and beaten by Lucifer and Hades simultaneously would have been an improvement over his current state. 
 
    How could a vision make him feel like this?  Perhaps this was the consequence, though he doubted it.  Father had a thing about failing.  Even though Father would forgive someone for their misdeeds, He had created Hell to punish those who failed.  No, he decided that this was merely the flashing neon sign that said, caution, and not the actual punishment.  Heaven help anyone who crossed the line and tempted the Destroyer to end the world.  They’d be in serious trouble. 
 
    Alazar took his time and crawled over to his lounger.  He needed to reconsider his plans.  Anjali’s description of Hell to Peter, Petro, Piper, whatever his name was, had intrigued him.  She didn’t sound like an observer who merely watched the wicked suffer, but someone who had firsthand knowledge.  He had seen the suicide in her mind, yet it hadn’t dawned on him that she had actually suffered the punishment associated with taking one’s life.  Lucifer should have never allowed such a treatment, yet she mentioned something about a trick by Hades’ hand.  That sounded like something Hades would do. 
 
    Grief slowly filtered through his mind.  His Master had suffered just as he had suffered.  She knew his pain.  She must have felt so alone.  If Hades was deceiving Lucifer and ordering Anjali to be tortured, there would have been no one to plead her case to.  Her Predznak were off in the world sulking like children. 
 
    Her condemnation of him echoed through his soul.  Had his lack of faith in her and Father caused him to abandon his post?  He’d let anger, pain, fear, and isolation overtake him.  They had clouded his mind and made him lose focus.  He had allowed Lucifer to beat him down and had given Lucifer the opportunity to force his will upon the Predznak.  If he had been stronger of mind and spirit, he could have crushed Lucifer and waited for her.  He’d been wrong about this theory that she had abandoned them for new Predznak.  She did come, though it was not as expected.  Instead of Gabriel delivering her on a silver platter, Lucifer had called to her, and she had answered his call. 
 
    Alazar froze.  He should have called to her.  It was true he had confronted Gabriel and tried to force him to hand Anjali over, but Gabriel never gave her up.  No matter how hard he attacked Gabriel, he wouldn’t confess his daughter’s location.  An angel who could survive an attack like that was certainly capable of lying to the Council to keep his daughter safe from Lucifer and Hell. 
 
    The shock on Anjali’s face when he sliced her hand in the street, a hand she offered to him, proved that she had no idea why he was furious with her.  She had been unprepared for their fight; otherwise, she would have taken him by surprise in the alley and handed him his lungs. 
 
    Son of a bitch.  He believed her.  All this time wasted on being angry with his Master and she had known nothing of him or his brethren.  He hung his head in shame.  He’d been so worried about his own pain that he never once considered that she might actually need his help. 
 
    Alazar sat forward in his chair as a cold sweat broke out across his body.  If Anjali had died believing she was a mortal, Lucifer would have taken advantage of her.  He would have known of Gabriel’s lies.  He would have been able to hurt her because she had no knowledge of her power.  That dress!  Lucifer forced her to wear that dress and did Heaven knows what to her.  She had been defenseless and alone without the Predznak.  They should have been waiting in Hell for their Master, as was decreed by Father, and welcomed her.  Instead, a conniving Lucifer and treacherous Hades had tricked her and tortured her.  Anguish filled him at the thought of her bleeding and crying for mercy. 
 
    She was right; he had failed in his mission.  He had volunteered for this position.  She had been created for the sole purpose of being the Bringer of the Apocalypse.  No one had asked her to step forward; Father had created her and told her what to do.  She wasn’t given a choice.  It seemed even Gabriel refused to give her a choice by lying to her.  Suddenly he didn’t feel so bad about nearly killing Gabriel.  The girl should have been told the truth so that she could decide for herself what she wanted. 
 
    The Eye of Sirrush only confirmed that she didn’t have control over her power.  He had witnessed that for himself, yet she had still come for him.  It was proof that Gabriel had lied.  Now that Anjali knew the truth, she came searching for him to fulfill her destiny.  He was the one being a dick.  It was time to get his head on straight and find out who she really was, rather than make assumptions. 
 
    He carefully stood up from his chair, surprised to find that his body was infinitely better.  He was able to move without wanting to vomit. 
 
    Snapping his fingers, he put on fresh clothes.  He needed to see her.  He debated if he should forego the black motif he was working with, but he’d never been one for bright colors.  White was most certainly out, so he decided to stick with what he knew, but he dressed it up a little and put on a suit.  He needed to remember that he was a Harbinger and he had a job to do. 
 
    He paused, having no idea where to find her.  He wasn’t about to march into Hell and search for her.  No, he needed a neutral place.  The only places he’d seen her were in the city or in the castle. 
 
    The mortals filming in the castle!  Yes, she seems to care about them, he smiled, hoping that she would be with them.  He had overheard them speaking about an inn when they were escorting Pete, Pat, Steve, out of the tower.  The inn sounded like a good place to start. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Anjali searched the dungeon, the upper towers, and the castle grounds to no avail.  Alazar was nowhere to be found.  Afraid that he was out terrorizing the city, she used her power to locate him.  The answer to her call was closer than she expected.  Quickly following it through the streets, she stopped when she approached the inn. 
 
    Why would Alazar go to the inn?  Maybe he was looking for Pete.  Shit.  Alazar was hell-bent on hurting her.  Now that he knew she cared about the mortals, they were easy targets.  She needed to find the Spirit Experts and keep them safe. 
 
    Not wanting to freak out the patrons of the inn or the Spirit Experts, she became Annie and wore a black T-shirt with the yellow batman logo, jeans, and her wool coat.  Dressing it up a little, she pulled the top section of her hair into a ponytail and waved her arm creating coiled tendrils. 
 
    Entering the inn she quickly looked around, acquainting herself with the layout.  She hadn’t seen much of the place the first night she’d been there.  She’d been too preoccupied with wanting to kiss Derick.  She was about to ascend the steps when she heard people laughing.  Turning around, she saw a doorway that led to a small restaurant. 
 
    She quietly approached the doorway, curious to see who was inside, though somehow she already knew. 
 
    Poking her head around the corner, she saw the Spirit Experts sitting at the far end the room.  Derick, Pete, Josilyn, and Wedge were looking at lunch menus and chatting.  She breathed a sigh of relief knowing that they were safe.  Morgan and Cassie were unaccounted for, which concerned her since Alazar was capable of anything. 
 
    She could feel Alazar’s power concentrated in the upper level of the inn.  Knowing that four of the six Spirit Experts were safe, she walked up the steps to find out if Cassie and Morgan were his next targets. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Alazar paced around the small bedroom and stopped when he realized that it was nicer than his basement cell. 
 
    The rustic wood-framed double bed and colorful patchwork quilt were infinitely better than his rusty metal bed.  His dungeon didn’t even have a window.  The hand-carved wooden chair in the corner and hand-painted dresser with a decorative lamp on top reminded him of his room in Hell.  It made him sick to know that even his old room was nicer than his current hiding place.  So much for things getting better once he left Hell.  His life was somehow worse than ever. 
 
    Alazar turned when he heard a key rattling in the door. 
 
    “Hello, Anjali,” Alazar said, as she walked into Room 5, the only one listed under an ‘Annie’ as he’d heard Pablo call her.  “Or do you prefer Lady Black?” he asked, tentatively.  He was confused by her mortal clothes, but was grateful not to see the dress.  Her appearance was muted, yet she was still stunning.  She looked like she belonged in the Mortal Realm. 
 
    “Hello, Alazar,” Anjali replied cautiously.  She stiffened, preparing for an attack.  Alazar was anxiously standing in the middle of the room.  She was surprised to see that he was alone.  “No one calls me Anjali except for Lucifer and Gabriel.  The Council mostly calls me Destroyer.  Call me whatever you wish,” she walked inside the room and closed the door behind her.  It seemed that Death wasn’t stalking Cassie and Morgan.  He was stalking her. 
 
    He hesitated, not sure how to begin.  He didn’t want to piss her off again.  He put his hands up when he saw her tense.  “Okay…Lady Black; I didn’t come here to fight.  I came here to talk.  I guess I should have brought a white flag, or something,” Alazar lowered his hands and wiped them on his pants.  He was sweating and on edge.  While he didn’t want to fight, he wasn’t ready to kneel.  Why was this so hard? 
 
    She took in his appearance.  He looked polished and professional, the way she had always pictured a Predznak to look.  “Okay, so talk,” she replied slowly, trying to ascertain if this was a trick. 
 
    Alazar was about to speak when his insides froze.  He saw gouge marks on her neck.  They were healing, but still gruesome.  Something powerful had taken a swipe at her.  He took a step forward before he realized what he was doing.  He stopped abruptly, unsure of why he had moved toward her.  Did he want to comfort her? 
 
    “Did Lucifer hurt you?” he growled.  Rage filled him when he thought about someone hurting his Master.  The thought made him falter.  No more than a few hours ago, he had plotted her suicide and suddenly he was outraged that someone else was trying to kill her.  Maybe he really was losing his mind.  Solren would certainly have a good laugh. 
 
    Anjali saw him staring at her neck.  She was confused by his apparent concern.  “It’s not easy being the Destroyer, Alazar,” she shrugged, not wanting to give anything away. 
 
    “Who did that?” he stalked closer without thinking. 
 
    Seeing his indignation, she decided to tell him the truth.  “A prisoner from the Hall of Shadows escaped and tried to eat Hades.  I stopped her, but not without a price,” she replied, touching her neck. 
 
    Alazar grimaced.  He’d forgotten what it was like to live in Hell under the constant threat of a prisoner uprising.  It was one more thing to feel guilty about. 
 
    Closing his eyes, he pictured her without any allies in Hell.  He needed to hear the truth about what had happened to her, as much as he didn’t want to know.  “What is it like for you in Hell?  Do they hurt you?  You told that boy how miserable it is to suffer in the realms.  I need to understand what happened to you.” 
 
    Anjali saw that Alazar was trembling.  She doubted he was that good of an actor to deceive her.  If he were ready to listen, then she wanted to him to know everything.  “I know you think I’m just some force that obliterates the world, but there’s more to me than that.  You may not believe it, but I’m much better suited to live in the Mortal Realm, as a mortal, than to be the Destroyer and live in Hell.  I was blissfully ignorant of my pre-ordained destiny and Gabriel’s deal with Lucifer.  I was never prepared for this life and never prepared for Lucifer.  I’ve been trying to figure things out on my own, and unfortunately, I don’t have all the answers.  Yes, Lucifer has hurt me, but he tries to be kind.  Yes, Hades has tried to kill me, but now we have a truce.  Yes, I have suffered in the realms, but now I help punish the wicked in the Realm of Nightmares.  Sadly, I’ve had to fight for everything that I have, which isn’t much.  The Fallen hate me.  The Council is screaming at me to find my Predznak, before Michael hunts all of you down and kills you.  Is that what you need to hear?” she replied bluntly, as she raised her eyebrow at him. 
 
    He wanted to touch her face, but was unsure of her reaction.  He didn’t want to be rejected again.  “That’s why I’m here.  I believe you.  I believe that Gabriel lied to you and that led to Lucifer and Hades lying you.  I can tell that you have suffered.  Because I lost my faith, you were left alone to deal with all of this.  I was supposed to be there for you.  Instead, I selfishly thought only about my needs and myself.  It didn’t occur to me that you would need my help.  I screwed up and we have both borne the pain of my mistake.  I wasn’t supposed to leave you unprotected.  It just took an epiphany of sorts to remind me of that.  I’m sorry that I wasn’t in Hell waiting for you.” 
 
    Anjali pondered his apology.  She heard the sincerity in Alazar’s voice.  She knew something had shaken him and put the fear of God into him.  “What changed?  Last time I saw you, you ordered my friend to jump to his death.” 
 
    Damn it, he was afraid she would bring up Pedro’s swan dive.  Alazar grimaced and fidgeted with his tie.  “Yeah, about the kid, I didn’t know you were friends with him until after you showed up.  I thought his mortal friends were coming to look for him, which was why I hid.  I was planning to tempt them as well, which is still my job,” he replied defensively.  “When you appeared, I thought it was because you had felt my power, like you had in the alley, not because you were trying to protect him.  I admit that I used the kid as a pawn, which was wrong, but I knew he was a jumper.  I thought I could distract you with him so I could get away,” he tensed up, waiting for her wrath. 
 
    “So it wasn’t personal?” she asked warily.  It was strange to see him nervous and tongue-tied. 
 
    Alazar sighed and walked over to the dresser.  He adjusted the lamp so that he didn’t have to look at her.  “No, it wasn’t personal at first, until I needed an exit strategy.  In my defense, I was upset that you had denied me, though I realize now that I deserved your wrath.  I was a total prick.  I should have never pushed you to harm yourself.  It was stupid and arrogant of me to think that I had the right to control you.” 
 
    Anjali was amazed that he was taking responsibility for all that had happened, though she knew it wasn’t entirely his fault.  “I should have explained my reasons for rejecting you, but at the time I didn’t fully understand them.  We were both at fault.  We were both overwhelmed by our emotions.  The Destroyer part of me didn’t like that her angel was trying to make her submit and she lashed out at you.  I’m sorry,” she should have seen Alazar’s attack for what it was, a cry for help. 
 
    Alazar looked at her over his shoulder.  He was relieved that she was willing to talk about what had happened, rather than choosing to redecorate the room with another catastrophic storm.  “You should know that I overheard what you said to your friend when you tried to stop him from jumping.  I heard the pain in your voice,” Alazar said sheepishly.  “To be honest, I had no idea that you could break the kid from my hold.  I didn’t think the Destroyer could save people from death,” he had truly underestimated her. 
 
    “I didn’t know I could either, but I had to try.  He shouldn’t die because you’re angry with me,” Anjali scolded him, but softened her voice at the end.  She didn’t want to fight either.  “Is that why you had a change of heart?  You finally started to believe me when I talked about the horrors of being a suicider in Hell.” 
 
    “Yes, that and a blinding, spine cracking vision that showed me what would’ve happened if I had succeeded in making you my servant,” he said matter-of-factly, not needing to see a repeat of her ‘rip the roof off the building’ trick.  He sat down on the bed, afraid to look at her. 
 
    Anjali quickly went to Alazar and put her hand on his face.  She slowly pulled his chin up to see his eyes.  “You had a vision?  What did you see?” she asked quietly.  Fear crawled through her chest.  Visions were a serious thing in their world and not something to be ignored. 
 
    Alazar shivered when he felt her smooth hand on his skin.  She was warm and made his emotions come to life.  He was ashamed of the pain he’d caused her, especially with her looking at him with concern.  “You don’t want to know.  It wasn’t pretty.  In fact, it was the most terrifying thing I have ever seen,” he took her hand in his, and held it.  “Heaven was torn apart by your power and the Heavenly Angels died at your feet, all because I was controlling you,” Alazar said softly. 
 
    She felt numb inside.  She could destroy Heaven if under the influence of evil.  Gabriel had alluded to such a thing, but she didn’t know that the Predznak were capable of commanding her power if she gave into them.  No wonder the Council wanted her to get control of them quickly. 
 
    “That explains why my urge to punish you was so powerful.  I couldn’t believe how much I wanted to kick your ass,” she replied.  She felt a little better knowing the true reason for her violent impulses, though she was still shaking from the thought that Alazar had almost taken control of her mind. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m lucky that my intention wasn’t to use your power to attack Heaven, I was just trying to avoid having a Master.  I wasn’t thinking clearly.  In fact, I’ve been really screwed up for a long time,” Alazar ran his hand through his hair.  He needed to figure out how to make things work between them. 
 
    Anjali knelt in front of him and held his hand.  “You don’t want to destroy Heaven, do you?” Depending on his answer, the world would have one less Angel of Death. 
 
    “No, of course not!  I haven’t gone rogue.  I may not be the shining example of a Predznak, but I’m not about to destroy Heaven,” Alazar pulled away from her and jumped off the bed.  He paced around the small room. 
 
    He was slightly offended that she would ask him that, but given his erratic behavior recently, she was well within her right to know the answer. 
 
    He rolled his eyes and stepped closer to her as she stood up.  “Look, I’m not explaining this right.  You didn’t know me before.  I wasn’t always like this.  I didn’t always hate you.  There was a time when I wanted you to come for us.  I looked forward to being your Angel of Death, to fulfilling my destiny.  We all used to talk about you and imagine what you would be like, and how it would feel to be possessed by your power.  There was a time when I craved you.  Over time, that feeling turned into desperation and anger.  When you didn’t come, I started to believe that you didn’t want us.  I feared that the Council was biding their time until they could replace us or kill us.  You were right.  I lost my way.  We all did.  Slowly my hope eroded until there was nothing but hatred left.  I wasn’t strong enough to hold out.  I know that now, but so much has happened.  I’ve changed.  I don’t know if I can be what you need,” Alazar hefted out a breath.  His secret was finally revealed.  His faith had been completely destroyed, and he didn’t think he could get it back again.  He was afraid to look her in the eyes.  She could very well condemn him to death for failing her and failing in his duties. 
 
    Hearing the anguish in his voice, she knew he was fighting himself, not her.  If she were going to secure his loyalty, she needed to know how pure Alazar’s motives had been when he volunteered to become Death.  If he did it for the wrong reasons, then she wasn’t sure she could find a way to reconcile things with him. 
 
    “You said that so much has changed.  Tell me why you became Death in the first place.  What would make you want to volunteer for this kind of existence?  Like you said, I didn’t know you before, so tell me why you wanted to become a Predznak,” Anjali watched his face fall as he closed his eyes. 
 
    Alazar snickered.  He had been asking himself that question since the day he’d made his vow to Father.  He rubbed his hand against his jaw and then bit his thumbnail.  He didn’t want to talk about the past, but he had come here to repent, so that meant answering her questions. 
 
    “I was the Angel of Determination and I loved my job.  I convinced those who were close to failing in their task to stay focused, dig in harder, and never give up.  It didn’t matter why they wanted to give up or what they were trying to walk away from, I was able to invigorate them and convince them to find their inner spirit and achieve their goal or mission.  I tirelessly worked with them.  I never gave up on anyone.  I never quit,” the irony wasn’t lost on him, but he couldn’t tell his Master that.  “Believe it or not, I was once one of Michael’s favorites.  That’s not to say we were best friends, but I was his go to guy when the Celestial Warriors needed to get off their asses and fight as hard as they could.  Michael was victorious, in part, because of me,” he chuckled when he thought about how he had stupidly looked up to Michael all those years ago. 
 
    “What made you give up doing what you loved?” Anjali closed the gap between them until she was right practically touching him.  She looked up at him and smiled at him encouragingly.  She was grateful to finally have a glimpse into his mind. 
 
    Her smile gave him the strength to remember that fateful day when he chose his doomed destiny.  “Father called for volunteers to become Harbingers for His new Bringer of the Apocalypse.  He said that He needed ten resilient angels that could withstand adversity and overcome enormous obstacles.  He said it would be the hardest thing any of us had ever done.  I laughed at the idea at first.  I didn’t care much about the mortals.  They had given up on Father.  I couldn’t comprehend how they could do such a thing, but Father still loved them,” he sighed. 
 
    He looked down at Anjali.  He had walked away from the only life he’d ever known to be with this woman, a woman whom he’d never met and now that she was standing in front of him, he didn’t know if he could do what Father wanted.  What the hell was wrong with him?  His old self would have yelled at him and convinced him not to fail.  He missed being Determination.  It was so much easier. 
 
    She nodded for him to continue. 
 
    “Death was the last position to be named.  The Angel of Fear position was skipped because no one wanted it, not that I blame them.  Wielding fear is one thing, but succumbing to it is pure hell.  No one wants to be afraid.  Anyway, someone stepped forward to become Death, but Father wouldn’t allow it.  He didn’t think the Angel of Cautiousness would make for a good Angel of Death.  Others stepped forward, but they too were denied.  The more Father explained what kind of angel He needed, the more I knew the position was meant for me, even if I didn’t care about the mortals.  You see, I had started to realize that all my work with the warriors had led to murder.  It doesn’t matter who the warriors were fighting or why, the bottom line was, they were killing the enemies of Heaven because of me.  I had become the Angel of Death in my own way.  If I could push someone who was thoroughly defeated both physically and mentally to rise up and fight their enemy until they were destroyed, then what difference was it to take a life myself?  I was already tempting angels to kill, just in a more socially acceptable way.  Father was pleased when I stepped forward, which only confirmed my theory.  He believed that I was right for the job,” Alazar had never admitted his reasons for volunteering to anyone before, but he felt that he owed her the truth. 
 
    Anjali shook her head and gently put her hand on his arm.  “Alazar, you weren’t a murderer and you weren’t tempting anyone.  Tempting implies that you wanted them to choose the wrong path.  You weren’t tempting the warriors to kill, that was already their job.  You were helping them do what was already required of them.  There is a big difference between tempting someone to kill and pulling the trigger yourself.  Determination is a state of mind.  The person tells himself that he won’t give up no matter what, but that doesn’t mean he will succeed.  You gave them the drive and the will power to continue to fight, but the warrior’s skill, strength, speed, agility, and stamina were the forces that made their enemies fall, not the feelings that you evoked in them.  Don’t you see?  You didn’t tempt them to stray from their set path.  The warriors did their jobs because you gave them the encouragement they needed to keep fighting.  Just because they credited you with their win doesn’t make you a killer.  You weren’t the sword; you were the strength in their hearts and the resolve of their minds,” she searched his eyes to see if he understood what she was trying to say. 
 
    Listening to Anjali made him question his role in Heaven.  Perhaps he was arrogant to believe that he was the sole reason for everyone’s success.  She had a point about the warrior’s abilities helping or hindering them, yet they had sung his praises when they returned victorious in battle.  He had been an outcast, except when someone needed his talents.  They rarely interacted with him otherwise.  Maybe he had based his sense of self-worth on the praises of the warriors because he hadn’t felt valued by anyone else. 
 
    Alazar shook himself from his thoughts and stepped back.  Regardless of what Anjali said, he knew the truth.  He was responsible for countless deaths, regardless of who dealt the deathblow.  “Well, as it turns out, encouraging warriors to kill and tempting mortals to murder wasn’t so different.  I had the same high rate of return.  It seems that I indeed made a good Angel of Death, or I did at one time.” 
 
    “What about the suicides?” Anjali asked quietly.  Convincing someone to kill another for justifiable reasons might have been easy for him, but convincing someone to turn on themselves for selfish reasons would have been a foreign concept to him.  Suiciders gave up on their life, God, and the world. 
 
    Alazar took a deep breath and rubbed his forehead.  “That was harder than expected,” he had nearly vomited the first time he’d watched someone take their own life because of his temptation.  He had hid in the woods for a whole week crying because he’d convinced someone to commit suicide.  Elrick had to force him to keep going and do what was needed of him. 
 
    She could hear the regret in his voice.  “And you had to do it alone, without someone there to guide you and comfort you.  I can understand why the sins of the mortals took their toll on you.  All that self-doubt and self-hatred would cause anyone to lose their way.” 
 
    He couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  He knew the weight of the mortal’s sins created a heavy burden for him, but had he allowed their reasons for suicide to affect him as well?  He had always thought it was the feelings associated with killing that ate away at his soul.  He had never considered that the self-loathing associated with suicide had also whittled away his resolve. 
 
    “It wasn’t easy,” Alazar sighed.  He stepped away from Anjali and moved around the bed to look out the window.  He didn’t want to admit that she knew him better than he knew himself.  It didn’t change the fact that she hadn’t been there to help him.  Why couldn’t she have been there centuries ago to tell him all these wonderful new revelations about himself? 
 
    It pained her to see her angel like this.  She knew that he was isolated from the world and his brothers.  He bore his burdens alone and it broke her heart.  Sadly, she had to know all that he had endured while she was frolicking in the Mortal Realm.  Her angel was broken, and depending on how damaged he was, she might not be able to heal him. 
 
    “You were never meant to do this by yourself and should have never been forced to tempt the mortals or bear the horrors of Hell without me.  I know some of the atrocities you suffered, but not all of them.  Lucifer said that the Predznak were destructive in the beginning.  I can understand why you acted out.  None of you wanted to be there and your Master didn’t show up, as promised.  I know Lucifer tried to contain you, wear you down, and then punish you in the realms to keep you from killing everyone.  What I don’t know is what Serena did to you.  I get the impression that she did more than chain you to the Hall of Mirrors to let you rot.  How else did she torture you?” she held her breath, even though she knew the answer. 
 
    Every muscle in Alazar’s body tightened at the thought of Serena’s version of torture.  “I don’t want to talk about her,” Alazar refused to look at Anjali.  It was too painful a memory to dredge up. 
 
    “Please.  I need to hear it.  Dealing with the realms, Lucifer’s beatings, and Hades’ tricks are bad enough, but something tells me that she did much worse to you.  I nearly lost my head because you mistook me for her when you saw her dress.  What did she do to you?” she shirked off her coat and laid it on the bed.  She walked up behind him and placed her head against his shoulder. 
 
    Her warmth permeated the layers of his suit until he could feel it down to his bones.  He could feel how tense her body was.  He slowly turned to see her.  She looked up at him with compassion in her eyes, yet he saw something else deep down.  He saw rage.  He knew what true anger looked like having spent an eternity with Aeries.  Aeries had nothing on what lurked behind Anjali’s eyes. 
 
    “She hurt me, mentally, physically, sexually, you name it.  She used her body as a weapon and treated most of us like sex slaves.  There were so many times that I almost killed her,” Alazar ground his teeth. 
 
    “Why didn’t you?” Anjali whispered.  It took everything she had not to lose control of her anger and unleash her power. 
 
    He was surprised by the question.  More so, he was surprised by the catch in her voice that implied she was more than just angry, she was saddened by his treatment. 
 
    “Lucifer swore that if any of us laid a hand on Serena, he would inform the Council that we had gone rogue and set the Celestial Warriors on a hunt for us.  Believe me, there were plenty of times when I thought it would be worth it to die by Michael’s sword just to be free of that repugnant angel.  Sadly, no matter what she did to me, I couldn’t bear the responsibility for the warriors killing the other Predznak,” Alazar hung his head. 
 
    Every day he had planned Serena’s demise, but he couldn’t put his brothers in danger.  Looking at Anjali and feeling her body so close to him, he couldn’t help but confide in her.  “It’s childish, but I had fantasies of you walking in on Serena during one of our sessions.  I imagined you grabbing her by the hair and smashing her into every hard surface in the room.  You were beautiful and powerful.  Lucifer wouldn’t have dared to question you.  You would have peeled the flesh from her body while she screamed for mercy,” Alazar’s power rose when he thought about his Master punishing Serena, especially now that he knew the details of her face and the ferocity of her power. 
 
    Anjali touched Alazar’s cheek and turned him until he was in front of her.  “I would have.  I swear it.  No one will ever subject you to that again.  I will kill anyone who dares to lay a hand on you,” she wished that Serena were still alive so that she could crush her skull. 
 
    He shivered when he heard the cold determination in her voice and saw death radiating from her eyes.  He knew that she meant it.  She would have torn Serena apart and it would have been epic.  He stared into her perfect blue eyes that held fury for the pain and humiliation that he had endured and relished the idea that she would kill to protect him. 
 
    He pulled her body against him and put his hands on her cheeks.  Her skin was so warm and inviting.  The attraction was even stronger than when they had first met.  He let his hands glide down to her neck.  Pausing, he tilted her head until he could see the marks more clearly.  It made him mad to know that instead of the Predznak cleaning up Lucifer’s messes, his Master was now doing it. 
 
    “You weren’t created to deal with the problems of Hell.  You should have let the prisoner eat Hades and Lucifer.  Then all our problems would have been solved,” Alazar growled.  No harm was to come to her while she ruled in Hell.  He had yet another reason to kill Lucifer to add to his already infinite list. 
 
    “As much as that sounds like a great idea, and part of me would have thoroughly enjoyed watching Hades being devoured, I couldn’t do it.  I protected Hades and Lucifer because it was the right thing to do.  Besides, the Rusalka’s claws didn’t hurt nearly as much as being in the Realm of Fire,” Anjali grimaced. 
 
    Alazar shook his head.  “You should have walked out on them once you figured out who you were, regardless of the Council’s decree.” 
 
    “I wanted to refute the Council’s orders, and tell Lucifer that I was leaving, but I knew there was a reason why Gabriel had made the deal.  If nothing else, I stayed because of him.  He’s the only one I trust.  I don’t want to start an Apocalypse before it’s time.  Being surrounded by the evil souls has helped me to understand them better.  There have been too many close calls, too many accidents.  I don’t want any more souls piling up in the Realm of the Destroyer,” she ran her hand through her hair and draped it over her left shoulder to hide the claw marks. 
 
    He cringed at her fortitude.  After everything she had been through, she was still willing to do what was required of her.  He admired her and questioned if he were worthy enough to serve her. 
 
    Moving to the wooden chair, he sat down and leaned back.  He put his hands on the back of his neck and sighed.  Would he be able to stand by her side and do what was required of him?  He wasn’t sure. 
 
    Hearing her talk about the Realm of Fire made him remember all the times he wanted her to storm in and free him from his torture.  There had been one single thought that helped him endure and survive to face yet another realm:  Her. 
 
    “I can still remember the searing, burning sensation from the Realm of Fire, which is by far the worst of the realms and the one that Lucifer loved to send me to.  I have to admit, I actually liked the Realm of Drowning Seas the best, as far as the excruciating tortures go,” he looked up at her and took a deep breath.  She was finally here with him, at last.  Why couldn’t he take her into his arms and make his vow to become her Predznak? 
 
    “Why did you like that one the best?  Personally, I preferred the Realm of Frost.  At least you couldn’t feel anything once your extremities fell off,” Anjali walked over to him and saw the sorrow in his eyes.  She wanted to comfort him, but didn’t want him to think it was merely a ploy to gain his trust. 
 
    “There was that moment, when you finally stopped struggling to get to the surface of the water, when you finally accepted death.  If you relaxed and sank to the bottom, all the screaming stopped.  Your lungs burned like a bitch, but you could die in silence without hearing and seeing all the souls surrounding you.  Death in the other realms never afforded you the luxury of picking your final thought.  I looked forward to that moment of quiet.  I could conjure any image I wanted,” he said as he gazed at her. 
 
    Anjali held her breath.  His eyes were intense and burned into hers.  “What was your last thought in the Realm of Drowning Seas?” she whispered. 
 
    “You,” Alazar breathed out.  “I thought about you.  Even though I didn’t know what you looked like, I pictured a formidable woman whose beauty knew no equal.  She would rescue me from my eternal damnation, not only from Hell, but also from the constant gnawing pain that scorched my insides.  Something was missing from my life and I desperately wanted to find it.  I knew that you held the piece that I was looking for,” Alazar sat forward in the chair, his eyes focused on her face.  He couldn’t understand why he wanted to be near this woman so much. 
 
    The longing in his voice broke her heart.  She could feel the connection between them.  She was drawn to him.  The Destroyer side of her wanted to force him to his knees and submit, but the mortal side of her wanted to hold him and tell him that she would protect him. 
 
    The turmoil inside of him swirled as he thought about what he should do.  She wasn’t the mythological killing machine that the Predznak had once envisioned.  She wasn’t the force that would bring humanity to its knees.  She was a girl who had suffered, just as he had.  She had been left without her angels to protect her and do her will.  Could he forget everything that had happened?  Could he yield to her?  His body and his mind were in two different places.  He wanted to touch her and feel the relief she had once given him, though he didn’t want to be at her mercy.  Yet, above all, he wanted to feel alive again. 
 
    Alazar extended his hand, giving her the choice to come to him.  He needed to remember that his Master had to make the decision.  He couldn’t force her compliance. 
 
    “Lady Black, I need you,” he whispered.  He knew he was pleading, but he needed her too much to care. 
 
    She looked at his hand.  This was what she had wanted, to be welcomed into his arms.  Could she control the Destroyer’s need to take possession of him?  Could she trust him after what had happened in the tower?  He seemed different somehow, yet she was still leery.  He wasn’t on his knees, vowing to become her Angel of Death; in fact, he had admitted that he wasn’t sure if he could do what was required of him.  Too much time had passed; too much pain had been endured. 
 
    Her eyes moved to his face.  The hope in his eyes made the decision for her.  He needed her, at least in this moment.  She had denied him before and hurt him.  She wouldn’t make that mistake again; she wouldn’t turn her back on him willingly. 
 
    “Call me Anjali,” she said, taking his hand. 
 
   


 
  




Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Lightly placing her hand in Alazar’s palm changed Anjali’s entire world.  The raw power below the surface of her skin clawed at her and begged to be released so that it could welcome Death home, but she pushed it down.  She didn’t want to force him to vow his allegiance to her.  It wasn’t time for that.  She needed to gain his trust first and understand the bond between them.  She wanted to touch him and feel his energy close to her, though it wasn’t a sexual desire.  It was beyond lust or want; she needed him.  He was an extension of her power, of her soul, and she cared deeply for him.  He would one day stand before her and carry out her command to wipe out every living mortal in the world.  He would lead the Predznak into a battle against humanity and he would do what was expected of him. 
 
    Alazar’s mind was in a haze.  He was home.  He saw the ethereal light of Heaven and felt the warmth and peace that accompanied the light.  She was his shelter, the place where he could remember who he was and what he was meant to do.  He had been away for too long.  He vowed never to stay away so long again.  Sanctuary.  He wanted to scream it from the top of the world.  Here he was safe.  Here he could find happiness.  It was so simple.  Why had he waited so long?  Why had he denied himself this pleasure? 
 
    All thoughts of leaving this woman were banished from his head.  Lucifer himself couldn’t pry him from this chair and this woman.  He had the vague memory of another woman attempting to bring his emotions to the surface, but her beauty was dull compared to the woman in front of him.  No one else could ever make him feel more alive.  It was painfully obvious as he looked at her.  The blue eyes that smiled at him were more beautiful than the clearest sky.  He no longer craved Heaven, he craved her.  It wasn’t just because his frozen body could feel again, but because she wanted him forever.  She had finally found him.  It may have taken longer than he wanted, but she was here with him now. 
 
    She put her hand on his cheek and wished they could start over.  “I thought about all the things I wanted to say to you the first time we met, but I didn’t get the chance to say much before we fought in the street.  I’m not sure what I would have said, but it would have been more along the lines of ‘I’m sorry’, or ‘I’m glad that I found you’, rather than ‘here’s a car to face, I hope you choke on it’.  I didn’t mean to throw it that hard, if it makes any difference,” she shyly smiled. 
 
    Alazar stood up and brushed the hair from her cheek.  “I’m sure you know by now that I thought you were Serena.  I’m not sure what I would have said, had I known who you were before I tried to crush your throat.  The attack was meant for her.  I was told that she was dead.  Without Lucifer around to threaten me, I saw an opportunity to kill my enemy.  I don’t think I would have attacked you physically.  I tried to tempt you to take your own life because I was afraid that you would enslave me.  After the storm stopped, you looked like you wanted to throttle me.  I wouldn’t have survived the fight, had your anger been in control of your actions.  You looked like Aeries when he was out of control.  I’m not a fighter like him, or Balthazar.  I can hold my own against most things, but a full-blown fistfight with you would have ended badly.  I undoubtedly would have been shackled and dragged back to Hell.  That’s why I attacked your friend.  I needed a distraction,” he explained as he stepped closer to her. 
 
    Anjali sighed and understood his fear.  She probably would have shackled him and dragged him back to Hell, or rather, the Destroyer would have. 
 
    “I lost control, which shouldn’t have happened.  Later, when I thought about why you had tempted me, I understood your motivation.  You’re the Angel of Death.  Tempting people to murder or commit suicide is what you do.  You had no one to guide you and teach you that there is more to your life than tempting the mortals.  I should have expected nothing less and been prepared for it.  Unfortunately, being a Master doesn’t come with a manual.  I’m bound to make a few mistakes, but I need to have faith in myself that all will be right in the end,” she smiled, happy to have the opportunity to fix things with Alazar. 
 
    Alazar chuckled.  “You should know that I’ve never been good at following orders.” 
 
    “Well, I have never commanded anyone before.  I have no idea how I’m supposed to do any of this,” she shrugged. 
 
    Alazar was surprised by her statement.  Being a Predznak had been ingrained in him the moment the transformation was complete.  He wasn’t sure how Anjali could be ignorant of her power over him and how to fulfill her duties as the Destroyer. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll figure it out.  You certainly knew how to unleash your power when you were in trouble, and you definitely had the punishment aspect of being a master down perfectly,” he grimaced. 
 
    “Alazar, I admit that I was outraged by your behavior, but the more I thought about why I was angry, the more I understood it.  The Destroyer demands your compliance, but the rest of me wants you to decide if you can be with me or not.  It’s true, when I’m angry I’m very violent, but it’s because I was created to be violent.  I don’t want to hurt you.  I’m not Lucifer.  I’m not evil, but I’m not good either.  I am destruction.  I am raw power.  You may not believe it, but I want to have a partnership of sorts, though I honestly don’t know what will happen if you defy me.  When we fought in the street, I merely defended myself.  In the tower, I wanted you to grovel for forgiveness.  I liked seeing you bow to me.  I don’t want to rule over you like a tyrant, but if you cross the line I don’t know what will happen,” she wanted to be as honest with him as she could. 
 
    Alazar contemplated the idea of a partnership.  It sounded much better than servitude.  He had no idea how it would work, but it was better than the alternative. 
 
    “I’m listening,” he said, hoping that it wasn’t a trick. 
 
    She smiled when she saw his shoulders relax.  “I thought we could start by talking.  There’s so much that has happened to both of us.  We are meant to be together, but we know nothing about each other,” she sat down on the bed and patted the spot next to her, asking him to sit. 
 
    Alazar hesitated.  This woman could hurt him more than Lucifer ever did, as she had proven when she had rebuffed him in the tower.  Could he trust her? 
 
    Searching her eyes, he saw no hint of deception or deceit.  He sat down next to her and held her hand to chase away his fears.  Feeling her skin next to his gave him the courage to think about his horrible past.  “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Why are you hiding in a dark hole in the middle of Romania?  Why didn’t you come to find me?” Anjali whispered as she rubbed the back of his hand to comfort him. 
 
    “I did try to find you.  When I left Hell, I went in search of you, though my reasons weren’t exactly pure.  Not knowing where to look for you, I tracked down Gabriel.  I’m sorry to say that I attacked him as I have attacked no other,” he looked down at the floor, ashamed.  “I took out all my rage and resentment on him.  Gabriel was an inch away from death.  His neck was in my hands, but he refused to give you up.  He said that you weren’t ready to take possession of me.  I didn’t want to hear his lies anymore.  I was about to deal the final blow when he said something that stayed my hand,” Alazar’s lip quivered as he spoke.  He was overwhelmed with grief and guilt. 
 
    Holding his hand and brushing her thumb along his wrist, she quietly listened.  Gabriel had told her that his fight with Alazar had been the battle of a lifetime, but he never revealed why Alazar hadn’t killed him.  “What did he say to you?  Why did you spare him?” 
 
    He smiled at her, trying to hold back the tears.  “He told me that you would be worth the wait.  He said that you were unlike anyone I had ever met before, and that you would be everything to me.  You would understand me as no one else could.  He promised that I would never feel alone and never feel empty again.  However, if I found you before you were ready, all would be lost.  You wouldn’t be strong enough to be what I needed.  I believed him.  I didn’t want to feel lonely anymore and I feared ruining that forever.  So, I left him there on the cliff.  I renewed my patience and waited.  Unfortunately, the darkness was bearing down on me.  It felt so much better to give in to it.  I retreated into the darkness so that I didn’t have to feel anything anymore.  I was on autopilot, until I fell over the edge and started pushing the mortals beyond their limits and crushing them in an effort to feel something other than the numbness.  I’m ashamed of what I have become,” tears fell uninhibited down Alazar’s cheeks. 
 
    Anjali brushed the hair from his forehead and kissed his cheeks.  She embraced him and held him closer.  She had an overwhelming need to take care of him, to take him into her safekeeping.  It was an interesting notion since she had trouble taking care of herself, but she had a brief glimpse into what being a master was really about.  Not a master like Lucifer who only cared about what a servant could do for him, but a master that looked after their servant, knowing that they were important and vital to their own success.  It was more like a symbiotic relationship, deeper than asking someone to make food for you and clean your laundry.  You needed this person to achieve something much bigger than yourself, and in return you cared about their well-being and their happiness. 
 
    Alazar sighed and nuzzled her cheek, taking in the scent of her hair.  He smelled the smoky scent of Hell at first, but under it, he found her.  She smelled like honey. 
 
    Rubbing his back, Anjali thought about everything that Alazar had been through.  She wanted to take away his pain and show him that he could be happy. 
 
    “Gabriel should have told you the truth.  He should have confided in you rather than ignore you.  He can be overprotective of me, but I understand why he does it.  I’m not happy that he allowed you to suffer for so long, but he believed he was doing what was best for me.  I’m sorry he put you in that position.  I don’t blame you for what happened.  I would have kicked his ass too, but I would ask that you refrain from doing it again.  He is my father and has done his best to take care of me,” she saw Alazar’s stunned expression, but ignored it.  “I’m not happy about the way you were treated.  The Council should have helped you in some way, or at the very least, allowed you to leave Hell.  I don’t know why they kept you there, but I believe they feared what you would do in the Mortal Realm without someone watching over you.  I understand why you allowed the darkness to take over.  It would have been easier to feel nothing than to feel the constant agony of Hell.  I wish I had been there.  That’s all I can say,” she grimaced.  She was angry at Gabriel for leaving Alazar and the other Predznak to fend for themselves. 
 
    What had he done to deserve this woman?  He had just admitted to trying to murder her father and she forgave him in less than a heartbeat.  Her compassion knew no bounds. 
 
    “Thank you for understanding.  I wasn’t in my right mind at the time,” he tucked her hair behind her ear.  “Why did Gabriel keep you from us?” he felt relieved to finally ask the question that had been burning in his mind for centuries. 
 
    “He told you the reasons; he just lied about the part where I had agreed to stay away.  Based on your reaction to seeing my mortal deaths, I’m assuming the Council never told you that I was sent into the Mortal Realm to live as a mortal so that I could learn from their sins,” she replied.  She could never understand the Council’s reasons for keeping her angels in the dark for so long.  She wondered why the Council always treated them so poorly. 
 
    Alazar shook his head.  “They rarely told us anything.  Gabriel was usually their mouthpiece.  Father sent us into the world to tempt, and the Council ordered us into Hell to wait for you, but Gabriel handled the rest of the communications.  He only told us that you weren’t ready.  He never mentioned where you were or what you were doing.  I had no idea that you were forced to live like a mortal.  What was it like to think that you were one of them?” Alazar couldn’t comprehend how she had survived living as a mortal, having seen their plights and woes. 
 
    “I felt lonely and isolated.  At least, that’s how I felt as Michelle,” she said. 
 
    Anjali went on to explain how she had lived as Michelle and explained why her memories of her former lives were still locked away.  She told him about waking up in Hell and how Hades had almost bowed to her.  She told him about being Lucifer’s happy pill, which intrigued him to no end.  However, when she told him about Hades nearly taking her head, he looked murderous, until she told him how she had retaliated. 
 
    Alazar told her about Heaven and what his life was like before becoming a Predznak.  He told her about the first time he had tempted someone and what the other Predznak were like.  He detailed his exit from Hell and listed the reasons for his act of desperation. 
 
    Whenever the subject of Lucifer came up, he pressed her to know what Lucifer had done to her.  She finally gave in and told him about Lucifer’s cruel side, including how he omitted major details constantly. 
 
    Alazar was furious.  If Lucifer didn’t completely transform back into the Morningstar, then he was still capable of lashing out at her, if it suited his needs.  “Why do you stay with Lucifer?  Why do you put up with his treatment of you?  Most of all, why do you wear Serena’s dress?  I’m sure you know by now what it implies.  Serena was Lucifer’s ultimate tormentor.  Why wear the symbol of Lucifer’s merciless punisher?” he asked, trying to keep the panic from his voice.  He wanted it all out in the open.  He didn’t want to bind himself to her and then find out that she was really a monster. 
 
    Bind himself to her?  Was that what he wanted?  He needed a kick to the head.  Maybe he needed to stop staring at her trusting smile before he did something that he would regret. 
 
    “I stay because I remind him that underneath it all, he’s still a good angel.  He has a thankless job and suffers because God wills it.  He asked Lucifer to punish the wicked and Lucifer does it without any kind of comfort.  When he goes too far, I try to bring him back from the edge.  As far as the dress is concerned, I keep it as a reminder of what can happen when you let power go to your head.  The dress inspires fear, so I use it to keep the wolves at bay.  The Fallen hate me and see me as yet another person they have to bow down to.  They’ve seen my power in action, so I have a slight advantage, but as you know, the Fallen don’t exactly fear punishment or even death, depending on how crazed they are,” she shrugged as she pulled her hand away from him. 
 
    He knew that she had a part of God’s power inside of her, but he had never once considered how it would affect her or others near her.  If Father’s power could strip the darkness from Lucifer, it could certainly balance out a creature that was created to unleash massive destruction.  The problem was you never knew which side of the Destroyer you would get, the side that wanted to hold you and brush away your tears, or her dark side that wanted to beat you until you begged for mercy.  Having seen both sides, he liked her softer side, yet he respected and feared her darker side.  It certainly explained a lot about their previous encounters.  The first time they fought, she must have held back, hoping that he would get his shit together and bind himself to her.  Last night, she had shown him no mercy and had wanted him to beg for forgiveness for tempting her and causing her to unleash her unbridled power.  She had been so angry with him; he believed that she would have actually crushed him. 
 
    “I understand the problem.  Instead of putting Lucifer and everyone else in Hell in their place as the Destroyer, you’ve taken a submissive role in an effort to help Lucifer.  You refuse to become a tyrant, so the Fallen don’t know how to act around you.  They are used to being tormented by the Heads of Hell.  No one in the history of time has ever been kind to them, or at least refrained from beating them.  It seems you have too much compassion inside of you.  You are so busy trying to help Lucifer that you have allowed yourself to be hurt by him.  This is not your purpose, Anjali.  Gabriel should have never allowed that deal to be made.  You need to leave Hell at once and put it behind you,” Alazar pulled her close and kissed her forehead.  He promised himself that he would take care of her and make sure that no one hurt her again. 
 
    “Gabriel told me that I never felt at home in Heaven.  Believe it or not, there are times when I feel more at home in Hell.  I’ve never told Lucifer this, but I think punishing the wicked helps me deal with the darkness inside of me.  I enjoy punishing.  I’m good at it.  I’m afraid that if I spend too much time in the Mortal Realm, something will set me off and I will kill everyone without cause.  You saw what happened in the tower.  Yes, you pushed me too far, but it’s not the first time that’s happened.  During a fight with Hades, I became so angry that I froze the Realm of Fire.  I destroyed Lucifer’s tower when Hades tried to take my head.  Last night when I battled the Rusalka, I lost control again.  She had flooded the tower with her swamp water.  When she drove her claws into my neck, I lost it and froze the water.  My point is, Hell can be rebuilt if I demolish it, but Heaven and the Mortal Realm would never recover,” she said quietly as she put her head against his shoulder. 
 
    Alazar flinched.  His vision quest showed him exactly how disastrous the fall of Heaven would be.  “You’re right.  Until you can control your power, it seems that Hell is the best place to be, but that doesn’t mean you have to be miserable and put up with Lucifer’s insanity.  You need to learn to protect yourself,” Alazar said.  He was afraid that Hell would do worse to her than it had done to him. 
 
    “Hades says we have to maintain the status quo and make sure everyone believes that Lucifer’s decision is final.  We aren’t allowed to stand up to him, at least not in public.  Even Hades takes a beating, when necessary, to show everyone that Lucifer reigns supreme,” she sighed. 
 
    “Hades is an ass, but I’ve seen what happens when Lucifer doesn’t have control of Hell.  There were riots when we overruled his decisions and threw our combined weight around.  There were prison breaks and Fallen uprisings.  We too had to learn that lesson, except then we went too far and gave him too much power over us.  You can’t let that happen to you too,” Alazar didn’t want to see Lucifer break her will as he did the Predznak.  He could feel her nod her head, accepting his warning. 
 
    Sitting on the bed with her head against his shoulder eased the pain inside of him and made him wonder how he had gone so long without physical contact.  It was ridiculous to punish himself and ignore his need for companionship.  This was the happiest he had ever been. 
 
    Anjali sat up and looked into his eyes.  “Alazar, why didn’t you give up and go back to Heaven when I didn’t come for you?  Lucifer keeps telling me how Tabbris couldn’t handle ruling by his side and ran back to Heaven.  I know there are Fallen Angels who have begged God to take them back into the fold.  You could have argued your case to the Council.  Gabriel, at the very least, should have considered it since he was the cause of the problem.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and thought about the reason.  He shook his head and looked into her trusting eyes.  “I can’t go home.  It was a one-way trip.  I don’t have an out clause.  Father warned us that we had to be strong without Him.  What He did was unprecedented.  He gave control of His angels, His servants to someone else.  The Fallen have to listen to Lucifer and do as he commands, but he doesn’t own them, possess them.  They can always fight back against him, file complaints with the Council, if they don’t value their lives.  If a Fallen returns to Heaven, he is restored to his former glory and Father forgives him, eventually.  Technically, the Fallen don’t stop loving Father.  The darkness just makes it harder for them to remember their love for him.  The Predznak are different creatures.  While we are still angels, once we make our vow to you, we are no longer bound to Father.  Our lives, our love is given to another person, our Master.  You.  We still care about Father, but we must obey the Destroyer.  Father can’t destroy anything; it’s something He hates to do.  He’s capable, but He despises it.  That’s why He created you.  You can do what He cannot and in doing so, you need servants that won’t be swayed by Father’s pleas to end the destruction.  He knew He would beg to avoid an Apocalypse or try to step in to end one.  We need to be strong enough to follow the commands of our Master, and not to listen to Father.  We pledge our lives to you.  We trust that you will know when it is time to fulfill Father’s will,” Alazar whispered. 
 
    Anjali was overwhelmed by his answer.  She had no idea that once they had become a Predznak they could never step down from the position and go home to live with God.  Gabriel had never told her that.  If the Fallen truly wanted to leave Hell, they could.  They weren’t stuck there forever, though the price of going home would be high.  They would forever harbor the guilt of tormenting the souls. 
 
    She hugged him, humbled by his explanation.  “Then why are you fighting me?” she breathed against his shoulder.  She needed to understand what was keeping them apart. 
 
    He pulled away and contemplated her.  Why was he holding back?  He was created to do this, yet he was still unable to pledge himself to her.  “I’m afraid.  I’ve seen the kind of master that Lucifer is.  I’ve felt the bite of Serena’s whip, an angel that was once sweet and innocent.  I’ve bled at the hands of Hades, who was so much like me that we had trouble being friends because we both wanted to be in charge.  If Hell could make these good angels hurt one of their own in the most despicable ways, then what will it do to the Destroyer?  I have felt your wrath and I am afraid of it.  I’m afraid that you will hurt me as they did.  Worse, I’m afraid that I will give myself over to you and you will become distant, leaving me cold and yearning for your affection.  I wouldn’t recover from that.  I have suffered so much pain without you, but if I have to endure worse by your hand, then I would rather walk away,” he gently pushed her away and got off the bed.  “I don’t want to be fooled by your kind touch.” 
 
    He turned and looked at her over his shoulder.  She had admitted her concerns about trying not to hurt him.  It didn’t exactly alleviate his fears.  Sitting there on the bed, she looked so small and innocent.  He wanted to push aside his doubts and give himself over to her. 
 
    “I’m not Serena.  I haven’t allowed the darkness of Hell to invade my mind.  I already have darkness inside of me, so I’m not innocent like her.  Hell doesn’t affect me the same way.  I told you, I can’t guarantee what will happen if you disobey me.  I would never intentionally withhold affection from you.  The problem is I want you to come to me willingly, not because I can take away your pain, but because you know in your heart that you are ready to be my Angel of Death.  I don’t want you telling me later that you made a mistake because you were overwhelmed by your emotions and regret joining with me.  I don’t want your newly found emotions to be the only reason that you want to be bound to me,” Anjali pushed herself into the middle of the bed and crawled off the opposite side, putting the bed between them.  “I took your hand because you were lost and upset.  I did it because I wanted to be close to you, to comfort you, but I didn’t do it to lull your senses and tempt you to submit to me.” 
 
    Anjali rubbed her forehead, frustrated by Alazar’s appraisal of the situation.  Maybe Alazar was too damaged to understand what she needed from him. 
 
    Alazar felt exposed.  Every part of his body screamed to be near her, but he just couldn’t do it.  He couldn’t control himself around her.  He couldn’t trust himself not to roll over and do anything she asked, while in her arms.  There was no way that he could give her that kind of power over him.  “Had I known it would be like this, I would have never volunteered,” he snapped. 
 
    He needed to get away from her.  He needed to stamp out his emotions so that he wouldn’t feel the loss of her again. 
 
    “Then perhaps I am too late.  Too much has happened in my absence.  Lucifer and Serena have twisted you beyond the point of recognition.  I’m sorry, Alazar,” she sighed.  If he refused her, then he couldn’t be her Angel of Death, and she would have to put an end to him. 
 
    Alazar watched her face shut down as she walked around the corner of the bed and donned her dress.  He knew immediately that they were back to fighting.  He could never accept her as his Master. 
 
    “I agree.  I think we should go back to maiming each other,” Alazar’s eyes darkened as he spoke.  He slowly stalked her, trying to determine if she would run or fight. 
 
    “Good luck with that.  If a Celestial Sword couldn’t kill me, and I kicked your ass when you tried to use your power against me, then I highly doubt you have the strength to kill me,” she countered, hoping to scare him. 
 
    Alazar was confused for a moment.  “A Celestial Sword?  What are you talking about?” he asked.  When had she been attacked with a Celestial Sword and who had dared to use one on her? 
 
    “Aganon stabbed me through the back with one.  I nearly died.  Lucifer had to make me his blood servant to save my life.  As you know, most things don’t survive a hit from a Celestial Sword,” Anjali moved closer and watched him carefully.  If he dared to attack her, she would have no choice but to kill him and to do that she would have to become the Destroyer, in mind and body. 
 
    “Lucifer made you his blood servant?  That bastard bound you to him?” he hissed. 
 
    Alazar grew cold as the truth permeated his frost-covered mind.  He caused this.  Maraquette mentioned that Aganon had failed to kill her, but she had never told him the details.  He was the reason that the Destroyer was bound to Lucifer.  He felt sick.  How had things gone completely to shit?  This was unacceptable.  The Destroyer was never supposed to be bound to Lucifer.  Sit next to him on a throne, sure, but her life was not supposed to be tied to his eternal enemy.  All of his plans of killing Lucifer were dashed to pieces.  He would never be rid of Lucifer, unless he was willing to part with his Master. 
 
    “It was the only way to save me,” Anjali watched Alazar’s expression change from anger, to concern, to fear.  He looked like he’d been punched in the gut. 
 
    “So you do belong to him.  That’s why you stay in Hell.  That’s why you wear the dress.  You are bound to Lucifer and serve him.  You do what Hades tells you to do and protect him because Lucifer commands it,” Alazar’s voice quivered, as he finally understood the reality of the situation.  She had lied to him about everything. 
 
    “What are you talking about?  I told you the truth about why I stay in Hell.  I would never allow Lucifer to command you.  I have told him as much.  I made him swear to me to leave you alone.  What’s the matter with you?” Anjali was confused by his mood swing.  He suddenly looked like he was having a panic attack as his eyes darted around the room.  He was sweating and pale. 
 
    He could never become Anjali’s angel for fear that Lucifer would use his blood bond with Anjali to take command of him and the other Predznak.  He refused to be Lucifer’s servant.  There was only one course of action left.  If he killed Anjali, it might weaken Lucifer enough to finish him off forever.  “I won’t be Lucifer’s lap dog,” he growled.  He was still actively working with Maraquette to destroy her.  He still had his ace in the hole, if all else failed. 
 
    Summoning his dagger, he lunged forward and struck out at Anjali’s neck, attempting to drive the cold metal into her flesh. 
 
    Anjali sidestepped the weapon and blocked his arm.  She spun and grabbed him by the back of the neck and slammed him into the wall next to the dresser.  When he bounced off the wall and fell to the ground, she jumped on his chest and knelt down on his arms.  She grabbed his right hand and knocked it against the floor until he dropped the weapon.  Holding him down with her knees, she grabbed his hair with her left hand, and threw out her right hand, summoning his dagger.  The blade was at his throat before he could speak. 
 
    She could hear the sound of objects crashing next to her, but ignored them, focusing on Alazar. 
 
    “There will be no more maiming or fighting.  I could easily force you to submit to me right now, but I have no interest.  I know you’re afraid and you don’t trust me, but you’re acting paranoid.  Your emotions are all over the place and you don’t know what you want or what you need.  You have to believe that I’m not trying to deceive you or offer you false happiness in exchange for being my servant.  Find a way to get past your anger and agony and listen to me.  Killing me isn’t the answer and neither is revenge,” she stopped and thought about what she said.  Son of a bitch.  She suddenly understood the problem. 
 
    She slowly released her hold on him and stepped away from him.  She couldn’t hurt him, even if she wanted to.  He wasn’t in his right mind. 
 
    Alazar gasped.  “I’m going to cut your head off,” he bellowed as he popped up to his feet and grabbed her throat.  He threw her down on the bed and snatched the wrist holding his dagger. 
 
    Anjali allowed her power to rise to the surface, and carefully pushed it beyond the barrier of her ring.  “Alazar, get off me,” she spoke quietly but authoritatively. 
 
    Alazar felt her power and shivered.  He complied immediately and released her.  Suddenly, he felt like he could breathe again, as if he had come up for air after being submerged.  All of the static in his head immediately vanished.  He breathed deeply as a feeling of peace overtook him.  What the hell was he doing?  Why had he attacked her again? 
 
    Anjali stood up and put her hand gently on his cheek.  “My poor Alazar, I’m so sorry.  As the leader of the Predznak, you were tasked with taking care of the others in my absence.  You were meant to lead them; instead, you had to deal with their darkness and their temptations.  You tried to fill the void in their lives and ease their burdens, as I would have.  I’m told that most of them couldn’t function without you on a daily basis.  Your temptation weakened you to the point where you allowed Vengeance, Fear, Distrust, Illness, Desire, Anger, Agony, Deception, and Hunger to tempt you and cloud your mind.  They did more than influence your decisions; they left their mark on you and they changed you.  You said it yourself, you’re afraid to join with me.  That sounds like something Tristan would say.  Death doesn’t fear anything.  Look inside yourself.  Tell me I’m wrong.  You no longer trust me.  That’s Haydn talking, not you.  You are confused and don’t know if you can be the Angel of Death.  Doesn’t that sound like Solren?  You need to purge these sins from your soul.  As Death, you were created to be above them all.  You are the final temptation.  Remember what it means to be the Angel of Death and push the voices of the others out of your mind,” she implored him to see the problem and find a way to overcome it. 
 
    Alazar was stunned.  Was it true?  Was he suffering from the sins of the other Predznak?  He thought about how afflicted each of his brothers had been in the end.  It certainly explained why he was running in fear from his Master.  It also explained his anger and lack of decision-making abilities.  Holy shit, she was right.  He was more messed up than he thought. 
 
    He reached out and touched her arms.  “I can feel it.  I wasn’t strong enough to withstand their influence.  Standing here, your power is making all the conflicting voices in my head subside.  I swear I will never complain about Solren’s multiple personalities and mood swings again.  Nor will I bitch about Tristan fearing everything.  Anjali, I don’t know if I’m strong enough to lead the Predznak and serve you.  If I was too weak to keep them from getting inside my head, I may not be the angel you need,” Alazar ran his knuckles under her jaw to feel her soft skin.  He really was losing his mind. 
 
    Anjali knew she had to give him an ultimatum.  She couldn’t have a crazed Angel of Death wreaking havoc on the world anymore.  “You have to make a choice, Alazar.  You vowed to God that you would serve me, but you never made that promise to me.  I don’t want an angel who can no longer tempt the mortals as intended.  My Predznak have to be ready for the day when an Apocalypse is needed to cleanse the world of evil.  I need an angel who can handle the responsibility of being Death, and who can lead the others.  I’m sorry for all of the terrible things that have happened to you, things I had no control over, but you have to find a way to get past it.  You have to decide for yourself if you want to be with me.  I need someone who can fight against the evil and the darkness to do what is needed of him.  Can you do what is required of you?  Can you trust me enough to believe that I will take care of you?  I don’t want to rule over you like Lucifer.  I need help Alazar.  I don’t know if I can do this.  I can’t fight you while trying to sort out my own life.  If you don’t think you can do what I’m asking of you, then I will find another to take your place,” tears welled up in her eyes.  She needed him to be strong enough to end the world. 
 
    “I don’t know if I can do it,” Alazar replied honestly, as he closed his eyes.  He had failed in his duties so many times, he didn’t know if he could rise to the occasion.  Deep down, he knew she would kill him if he refused her, but he couldn’t lie to her. 
 
    “Ignore the doubt in your head and search your heart.  I want an answer by midnight this evening.  I need to know that the city will be safe from the Grim Reaper tonight,” she said as she tried not to let the tears fall from her eyes. 
 
    Looking at Anjali, she appeared weary and defeated.  Yet again, this strong woman looked so small and helpless.  She was right.  He needed to decide once and for all if he could do this.  His heart told him yes, but his fear put doubts in his mind. 
 
    “I will have an answer by midnight.  I’m sorry.  I don’t want to fight you.  Part of me knows what I’m supposed to do, but the rest of me is filled with pain and doubt.  I want to join with you, I do, but there are just too many things to contend with.  You’re correct; I made a vow to Father, not to you,” Alazar looked down at the ground, ashamed of his admission. 
 
    She threw his dagger into the wooden floor.  “Midnight, Alazar,” she replied firmly, issuing him a challenge. 
 
    Alazar nodded and bent down to pick up his dagger.  He was gone before she could blink.  She couldn’t be sure, but it appeared as if he had bowed to her just before he vanished. 
 
    She let her tears fall as she sat down on the bed.  Sadly, she was right back where she had started, without her angel and without her mortal.  She prayed that midnight would come quickly so that she could end this miserable day. 
 
   


 
  




Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    “How’s our timeframe holding up?” Pete asked, though Derick barely heard him. 
 
    “We should be good if we bust our asses tonight,” Derick replied without thinking. 
 
    “Look, I know you miss her, but I’m sure she’s still around.  I doubt she left town, so let’s focus on tonight.  She’ll probably show up at the castle.  I see the way she looks at you.  She’s not going anywhere without you,” Pete said, trying to cheer up his friend. 
 
    Josilyn and Wedge nodded their heads in support as they chewed their sandwiches. 
 
    Derick swirled the beer around his glass.  It made him sick to think she was probably halfway home by now.  The front desk refused to tell him if she was still registered at the inn and there had been no answer at her door.  He had no way of finding her.  All he knew about her was a name and a state.  Maybe he could find her parents when he returned to the states, but he didn’t know what town she lived in. 
 
    He had screwed things up so badly; it was no wonder that she was gone.  It was obvious that she was afraid last night, having witnessed Pete lose his mind.  After everything she had done to help, he had let her walk away because he was confused about her involvement.  He was an ass to think she was guilty of wanting to hurt Pete.  There had to be a way to find her, even if it was just to apologize.  He hadn’t had the chance to tell her how amazing she’d been in the throne room, before the incident with Pete. 
 
    Throwing back the rest of his beer, he nearly choked when he saw the girl of his dreams enter the restaurant.  She was wearing a Batman T-shirt, and looked like a geek’s fantasy with her long black hair in waves around her face.  He practically dropped his mug as he jumped from his seat. 
 
    “Annie!” Derick yelled. 
 
    “Hi,” she smiled at Derick and shyly waved to the others. 
 
    “I thought you were gone, that you’d left Romania,” Derick blurted out. 
 
    “I’m still here.  I had to run a few errands.  Laundry needed to be done, chocolate needed to be purchased,” she lied, hoping it sounded plausible. 
 
    “Oh.  Okay.  We missed you at the shoot this morning.  I had hoped to see you.  Come sit down with us.  There’s so much that I want to tell you.  We finished our interviews and we’re almost back on schedule,” Derick babbled quickly.  Her dazzling smile caught him off guard and scrambled his mind.  Despite all that had happened the night before, she still acted as if she wanted to be around him. 
 
    Derick nearly tripped over a chair escorting Annie to their table.  He hadn’t stopped thinking about her all night.  At least ten times, he had walked into the hallway, determined to knock on Annie’s door and talk to her.  Unfortunately, he’d spent most of the night keeping Pete from relapsing.  Every time Pete closed his eyes, he freaked out saying that the blue eyes were staring at him.  Derick had finally woken Josilyn up and told her everything, which didn’t go well.  Once she calmed down and stopped hitting him for not telling her earlier, she agreed to take turns watching Pete. 
 
    Derick sat down at the end of the table while Wedge moved to the right to let Annie sit next to Derick.  Josilyn sat across from Annie and Pete was next to Josilyn.  Josilyn was watching Pete like a hawk, afraid that he would grab a knife and stab himself. 
 
    Before he could speak, Derick saw the marks on Annie’s neck and immediately sat forward to put his hand on her arm.  “What happened to your neck?  None of us saw you leave last night.  We were worried that something had happened to you.” 
 
    Annie patted his arm to calm him.  “Nothing bad happened, but now you know my biggest secret.  I am a total failure when it comes to hairdos.  I burned myself on the curling iron.  I shouldn’t be allowed around styling implements,” she chuckled, hoping to deflect Derick’s penetrating stare. 
 
    It was obvious that Derick was excited to see her.  He was talking so fast, she had a hard time keeping up with him.  She was relieved that the tension from last night had disappeared.  After dealing with Alazar, she needed to see a friendly face.  With Alazar pondering his fate, she had one last night in Romania with Derick and the Spirit Experts.  Once Alazar made his decision, she would have to say goodbye to them.  It was going to be harder than she thought, especially since Derick appeared to be overjoyed to see her. 
 
    Derick relaxed and let out his breath.  He was glad that nothing had attacked her.  “Well, your hair looks really nice, but you should be more careful.  Of course, you look pretty no matter how you wear your hair,” he blushed when all eyes turned to him.  He had finally admitted his biggest secret to everyone.  He was hopelessly falling for this woman. 
 
    Josilyn chuckled.  “Well, thank goodness you’re okay.  Can you believe how crazy things got last night?” she shifted closer to Pete. 
 
    Pete lowered his head and took a deep breath.  He looked uncomfortable.  Annie could immediately tell that Josilyn knew the truth about his brush with death. 
 
    Annie nodded.  “Things were intense last night, but I’m glad to see that you’re all okay.  Where are Morgan and Cassie?” she was happy that Alazar hadn’t captured them, though she might have sacrificed Cassie to save Morgan, if it had come down to that. 
 
    “Morgan’s searching for a decent electronics store.  One of the cameras broke during the interviews.  He needs to find a piece to fix it.  Cassie was around this morning, but then she took off.  She said something about shopping, which pisses me off since she has done nothing but complain about us wasting time,” Josilyn frowned. 
 
    Annie chuckled.  “It’s good that you’re back on schedule.  Cassie made it pretty clear that I was not welcome to film with you anymore.  I didn’t want to get any of you in trouble, so I figured it was best to stay away from the shoot.  I got my tour of the castle, so I’m good,” Annie shrugged shyly.  Looking at each of their faces, she realized that she would miss them.  She had started to think of them as friends. 
 
    “Forget about Cassie, she may be the producer, but she doesn’t have the right to throw you out of the castle.  You’re our friend, not hers,” Josilyn laughed and clanked her glass with Derick. 
 
    Wedge looked Annie in the eye for the first time.  “She’s right.  Cassie doesn’t own us.  If we say that you can be with us, then there’s nothing she can do about it.  Besides, anyone who owns a Mortal Kombat shirt and a Batman shirt definitely belongs on our team,” he put his hand on Annie’s shoulder to show his support. 
 
    Annie laughed at his enthusiasm, wishing that she could stay.  She liked being a part of their group. 
 
    Pete spoke up for the first time.  “Why do you want to be a part of our team?  You’ve never really explained why you want to help us.  Like you said, you got your tour.  I still want to know why you think spirits exist.  I know you think I’m being an ass, but this group is really important to me and I want to know that you’re serious and not just interested in Derick.  We all had our initiation into this group.  We’ve had to share our secrets with each other.  If you want to be one of us, then you have to prove it,” Pete said as stared at her. 
 
    Derick was embarrassed by Pete’s questions.  Everything she had said to Pete last night about Hell should have been proof enough that she was a believer; unfortunately, Pete didn’t seem to remember her speech.  “Annie, you don’t have to answer that.  Pete, I’ve told you before, she wants to be here for her own reasons, what does it matter?” 
 
    Annie felt that she owed them an explanation.  Pete was right, they had bonded over their beliefs, and it felt wrong to make them think she was merely using them.  Besides, she was qualified hands-down to belong in the group.  She would have enjoyed being accepted into their group during her mortal life. 
 
    “Derick, it’s okay.  I know you guys are close because of your experiences.  You’ve seen unexplainable things and Pete wants to know that I’m legit.  I can respect that.  He doesn’t know me,” she nodded to Pete. 
 
    “Annie, I’m grateful for what you did last night, even though I can’t remember much of it.  So, don’t get me wrong, I’m happy that you’re here, but we’ve all been through this.  I like you, I do, but we’re all passionate about investigating the afterlife.  I’d be more than happy to tell Cassie that we want you to be a part of our group, if that’s what you want, but I need to know that you’re serious,” Pete looked hopeful that she would tell them one heck of a story to prove her worth. 
 
    All eyes were on her, patiently waiting for her response.  She looked at Derick, who smiled encouragingly at her.  If they wanted proof, then she would give them proof. 
 
    “I’ve always felt different, out of place.  I see and hear things that most people don’t.  For a long time, I thought I was insane,” she bit her lip, searching for the right words.  It was hard to express how isolated she had once felt. 
 
    Derick leaned forward and put his hand on hers.  “It’s okay.  No one here will judge you or think you’re crazy.  You’ve heard my story.  We all have one.  You’re not alone anymore,” the warmth and conviction in his voice made her smile. 
 
    She nodded and continued, “I used to suffer from terrifying nightmares every night.  I had visions of a burning wasteland where people screamed and begged for mercy.  I burned alongside them and endured all that they endured.  Each morning, I woke up screaming with phantom pains from the night’s tortures.  If that wasn’t bad enough, I saw the spirits that were stuck in this world, who hadn’t moved on.  I too wanted answers, but I didn’t know what to do.  I lived my whole life believing that something was wrong with me.  I’ve finally accepted that I’m different and I’m okay with it.  It’s nice to finally find people who believe in the unexplained,” Annie stared at Pete as she spoke.  She wasn’t ready to look at Derick to see his reaction.  She didn’t want to see fear or disgust on his face. 
 
    “You never told anyone?” Josilyn asked quietly. 
 
    She smiled at Josilyn.  “My best friend knew.  He was the only one.  My parents didn’t listen to me when I tried to tell them that I saw spirits, so I stopped talking about it.  My friend kept a nightmare journal, hoping to write down what I had experienced so that I could get it out of my mind and lock it away in a book,” she chuckled when she thought about the immense effort it took for CJ to deal with her supposed delusions. 
 
    “Geez, and here I thought seeing my dead grandmother at her funeral was rough.  Granted, I did have a whole conversation with her in the parking lot, but still, it was only that one time.  At least you had someone to talk to.  I didn’t have anyone until I met these losers,” Josilyn smiled and tipped her head to Pete, Wedge, and Derick. 
 
    Everyone snickered at her joke, knowing that she was grateful to have found them. 
 
    “Did you see anything last night?  You could have told me,” Derick was excited by the idea of finally having proof of the afterlife, but kept his enthusiasm under control. 
 
    “I saw a ton of spirits, but I don’t know if they will show up on film.  I did my best to catch them on camera, but I don’t know if it worked.  I didn’t want to get your hopes up if they didn’t show up on the tape,” Annie shrugged. 
 
    “Don’t worry, if you filmed them, we’ll find them,” Wedge said, swallowing the bite of his sandwich.  “I thought I was weird for having an imaginary friend who turned out to be the spirit of a little boy who had died in our house.  My mother tried to convince me for years that I had an overactive imagination.  I can’t imagine seeing spirits everywhere.  Do they talk to you?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “I try to avoid them.  I have enough problems without speaking to dead people,” she shrugged. 
 
    Pete looked ashamed.  “Annie, I’m sorry, I had no idea it was that bad.  When I was a kid, there was a spirit who lived in my house, though he wasn’t exactly friendly.  He was cruel and finally drove us out of the house.  I’ve been trying to figure things out since then.  I’m sorry you had to go through that.  I get why you’d want to help us,” Pete said, finally accepting her into the group. 
 
    Annie smiled at Pete, but something about his story didn’t feel right.  There was no conviction or sincerity in his voice.  Derick had been close to tears while telling his tale and Josilyn’s voice broke when she mentioned her grandmother.  Wedge’s voice had sounded shaky when he spoke.  Pete hadn’t even flinched when he spoke about a cruel spirit in his home, something that should have traumatized him.  She immediately knew that Pete was lying, but wasn’t sure why.  Derick had told her that Pete’s parents were dead.  He had been obsessed with “telling them” and “seeing them one last time”.  Pete was lying, but perhaps because the truth was too painful.  Regardless, he was a hypocrite expecting her to share her secrets while he kept his safely hidden away, which made her uncomfortable. 
 
    Derick cleared his throat.  “Where’s your friend now, the one who kept the dream journal?” he asked as he pulled his hand away. 
 
    Annie thought it was an odd question until she noticed the change in his demeanor.  He was either jealous or preparing for the word “boyfriend” to emerge. 
 
    As much as it pained her to talk about CJ, she wanted to be honest with Derick.  “I haven’t seen him in a long time.  He went to college and I traveled.  He was the one who was supposed to come with me to see the world,” she shifted uncomfortably when she thought why he hadn’t come with her.  She had chosen Lucifer over her life with CJ. 
 
    “You said that your plans had changed.  Did he leave you?  After everything you confided in him, he left?  What, he couldn’t handle it?” Derick’s voice was filled with disgust. 
 
    Annie was surprised by his anger.  Then it dawned on her that something similar must have happened to him.  Perhaps it was the reason that he didn’t date much.  He must have confided in someone and she had freaked out and left him.  She would hunt the bitch down. 
 
    “No.  It wasn’t like that.  I left him.  I thought it would be easier for him if he didn’t have to deal with my craziness,” her confession stunned her.  Was it true?  Had she left CJ to save him from her delusional outbursts?  She stayed away from him to keep him safe, but was that why had she left him?  She had always believed that she’d gone to Lucifer, but she had never considered that she’d left CJ.  As much as she cared about CJ, it wasn’t enough to keep them together. 
 
    “Did he believe that you saw spirits or did he placate you?” Derick visibly relaxed and leaned back into his chair. 
 
    She immediately knew the answer.  “He placated me, I think.  Actually, I’m pretty sure he did.  I mean, I know he believed that I was seeing things, but didn’t think they actually existed.  He thought there was something wrong with me.  He wanted to fix me somehow.  He never understood what I was really going through,” she frowned.  It broke her heart to know that CJ hadn’t really believed her, though she was grateful for his support. 
 
    “So that’s why you left him.  He was there for you, but he didn’t get it.  He didn’t understand what you were seeing.  He wasn’t a believer,” Derick replied quietly. 
 
    “I think you’re right.  I think that’s why I left him,” Annie knew Derick’s observation was correct. 
 
    “Well, now you have people who believe you,” Pete smiled.  He finished the last of his beer and stood up. 
 
    “That’s right, Annie.  You see something supernatural, you tell us, and we’ll point a camera at it,” Josilyn giggled. 
 
    Annie laughed.  She was grateful for their acceptance.  It was nice to talk about her experiences with someone who wasn’t associated with Hell. 
 
    Pete stood up and tossed money onto the table.  “Derick, we have to set up for tonight’s shoot.  Wedge and I will meet up with Morgan and we’ll see you back at the castle.  I hope he was able to find the right part.  Josilyn, finish working on your intro, and we’ll start shooting it just after sunset.  Annie, you’re more than welcome to join us.  Don’t worry about Cassie.  I’ll deal with her.” 
 
    “Thank you, Pete,” Annie nodded. 
 
    Josilyn, Wedge, and Pete left the restaurant talking loudly about what they needed to do for the night’s shoot. 
 
    Annie looked up at Derick and her mouth went dry.  He was leaning back in his chair, appearing to be comfortable and carefree, but his eyes belied his calm.  They were hungry and on fire.  He was absently rubbing the lip of the glass with one finger.  With his lips parted, he was sexy as hell and had undoubtedly missed her. 
 
    Her brain failed her and she gulped.  She quickly smiled and shifted uncomfortably in her chair. 
 
    “Don’t you need to go with them?  I don’t want to keep you from your job,” she said quickly, needing an exit strategy before she leaned over the table and kissed him. 
 
    “No, I handled the shoot this morning so that Pete could hang back.  Last night was rough.  You were right about keeping an eye on him.  He didn’t try to hurt himself, but he was definitely struggling with what he saw.  Thanks for the heads up,” Derick nodded. 
 
    “Honestly, I didn’t know what to expect, but I figured there might be aftereffects,” she shrugged.  She noticed that his eyes were riveted to her face, like he was trying to remember every detail of it. 
 
    “What you said last night to Pete about going to Hell finally makes sense.  Why didn’t you tell me about the nightmares?” Derick whispered and leaned forward to take her hand. 
 
    “Like I said, no one believed me.  My dad once told me I needed to stop eating chocolate before bed and that’s why I had bad dreams.  I did everything I could to keep it a secret.  After keeping quiet for so many years, it feels strange to say it out loud,” she played with his fingers and shifted her chair closer to him. 
 
    “You could have told me.  I would have believed you.  Do you still have the nightmares?” he rubbed her palm with his thumb, causing her to blush. 
 
    “It’s more like a waking dream, one that I can’t escape from,” she cringed.  She shouldn’t be telling him the truth.  She had to stop staring at his gorgeous lips before she told him that she actually lived in Hell. 
 
    “I’m sorry.  Is that why you ran off to explore foreign countries, so that you could get away from everything?” Derick asked.  He pulled her hand to his mouth and lightly kissed her knuckles. 
 
    Annie’s brain glitched when she felt his lips on her hand.  She wanted to tell him everything. 
 
    “I know it sounds like I’m running from my problems, but it’s more than that.  My parents were boring, sheltered individuals who thought knitting was an interesting past time.  I wanted to see the world.  I too had an uncle who traveled.  He told me about the places he’d seen and I wanted to get away from the mundane.  I felt like I would never really grow up if I stayed with them,” she said.  She had wanted so badly to travel with Uncle Bob and CJ.  Part of her still wished she’d stayed alive a little longer to see the world with them. 
 
    “I know the feeling.  Tulsa seemed exotic compared to my hometown.  Maybe we could see the world together,” Derick was close enough to her that he could feel the heat pouring off her body. 
 
    She wanted more than anything to explore the world with Derick.  She wanted a normal man who wasn’t mired in darkness.  She didn’t want to protect herself from Celestial Swords and crazed servants.  She didn’t want to fight with her angels.  She yearned to be mortal again. 
 
    “I wish I could, but I can’t,” she replied.  Holy shit, had she actually said that out loud? 
 
    Derick tilted his head, confused, but undeterred.  “Why not?  I know we don’t know each other very well, but we have plenty of time to learn.  We could see the sights and look for answers to life’s mysteries along the way,” his smile didn’t diminish, but brightened at the possibility of staying with her. 
 
    “It’s complicated,” she blurted out the excuse.  It was an understatement, but it was the truth. 
 
    Derick’s expression immediately changed.  He let go of her hand and sat back in his chair.  His smile was a distant memory. 
 
    “I failed to ask you the all-important question.  I assumed because you were traveling alone that you weren’t with someone.  I was wrong to assume, wasn’t I?  There is someone,” Derick looked angry and frustrated.  He avoided her gaze. 
 
    This was her out.  She could play the devil card and make a clean break.  She had enough problems when it came to men.  She had a deep connection with Alazar that was impossible to fight, and she had died to be with Lucifer.  It wasn’t fair to Derick to make him believe that they had a future together. 
 
    “Yes,” her small response hung in the air, causing the temperature to plummet. 
 
    Derick snickered.  He was a total fucking idiot.  Of course, the woman of his dreams was unavailable.  It was his lot in life to find the perfect woman only to learn that she was with someone else.  She was probably fucking engaged. 
 
    “And where is he?” Derick replied icily. 
 
    “I asked him to give me space.  He can be rather suffocating and overbearing,” she tried not to roll her eyes.  She was being watched even now.  Radek was sitting at the bar behind them pretending to watch TV. 
 
    “Let me guess, he's the jealous type,” Derick could see the fear in her eyes, the second the question was asked.  He had to salvage this relationship, or potential relationship.  She couldn’t truly love the asshole if she had willingly allowed herself to be ravaged by a stranger in the middle of a dark castle.  Suddenly a number of pieces fit together and he instinctively understood the problem. 
 
    “Very,” she hissed.  Lucifer was so jealous that she shouldn't be sitting alone with a man.  She and Radek would suffer his wrath if he found out. 
 
    “Was he your first?” Derick knew he’d gone too far, but he had to see her reaction. 
 
    “I’ve had enough.  Good bye, Derick,” she abruptly stood, knocking over the chair.  She should have slapped him, but she was too embarrassed. 
 
    He grabbed her arm before she could run off.  “Tell me, is he the first thing you think of when you wake up and the last thing you dream of before you fall asleep?  Annie, you don’t smile when you talk about him.  Instead, you seem scared or angry.  That's not love.  I know he hurts you.  I can tell.  You flinch when I touch you, as if you’re waiting to be hit.  It doesn't have to be like that,” Derick lowered his voice, avoiding the concerned looks from the other patrons. 
 
    Annie refused to turn back and acknowledge him. 
 
    “You don’t understand,” she whispered, wishing she could tell him everything. 
 
    “I'm sorry, but for some reason, you believe that you don't deserve to be happy.  You think that you need to suffer for something bad that you’ve done.  No one deserves to suffer,” Derick knew he was practically pleading, but he couldn’t let her go without a fight. 
 
    Annie hesitated, but finally answered his question.  “Last night I thought about a problem that I’ve been having, one that you don’t know about.  I have a friend that I’m fighting with.  I was trying to figure out why I can’t communicate with him, why I can’t get through to him.  After that, I thought about you before I fell asleep.  When I woke up, my first thought was about the guy I’m with because he called me.  It wasn’t a pleasant conversation,” she winced, remembering how she had dressed down the devil in front of everyone. 
 
    “Is that the real reason for the marks on your neck?  Is he here?  Annie, I saw different marks the first night that I met you and now there’s a second set.  I don’t believe your story about the curling iron, not now,” Derick said softly as he gently pulled her arm so that she had to face him. 
 
    Annie was cold inside.  While Lucifer hadn’t given her either set of marks, he had broken her arm and cracked her skull.  “I'm not denying that there is something between us, Derick, but I can’t pursue it even if I wanted to.  It’s safer if I walk away,” she dropped her eyes to the ground.  She didn’t want to see him splattered on the sidewalk, but she couldn’t make herself leave him. 
 
    “I’m not afraid of your overbearing, jealous boyfriend that hits you.  He should worry about me.  He preys on your insecurities and doubts.  Does he tell you how wonderful things are when you’re together, but then something sets him off and he loses control?  Does he cry to you about how sorry he is after he hurts you?  Does he promise that he will never do it again?  I’ve seen guys like this before, Annie, and they are never sorry.  You need to break it off with him.  You don’t need someone weighing you down and keeping you under his control.  Does he beg you to stay and tell you that he can’t survive without you?  Does he make you feel like a bad person for wanting to leave?  Annie, you’re not the problem here, he is.  He’s the reason you’re in Hell,” Derick reached out to touch Annie’s cheek, willing her to listen.  He needed her to know that she wasn’t alone, that she didn’t have to live a miserable existence. 
 
    Tears fell from Annie’s cheeks.  A hysterical laughter bubbled up from deep inside of her.  This boy, this mortal had no idea how close he was to the truth. 
 
    “I wish it were as simple as walking out the door and not looking back, but I don’t have the luxury of doing that.  I’m sorry, Derick.  I wish I could tell you everything, and make you understand, but I can’t.  Believe me when I say I wish this could work out, I truly do, but it can’t.  You are an amazing person and I wish I had met you sooner,” she took his hand and pulled it to her lips.  She kissed his palm and ran out of the restaurant. 
 
    She was gone before he could speak. 
 
    That was it.  He had finally screwed up his chances with Annie, if he ever had a chance.  How had he managed to push away the one woman who he’d waited his whole life to find?  The look on her face told him that he’d gone too far when he called her out about losing her virginity to the loser.  It was wrong of him to force her to talk about her secrets, but he could see that her problems were affecting her life.  She needed to know that she had options.  He didn’t want her to feel trapped by her situation. 
 
    Derick ran into the hallway and paused.  He didn’t know if she had gone back to her room or if she had left the inn.  Either way, he wasn’t sure what he would say if he did find her.  He totally expected her to punch him after what he’d said.  He deserved it. 
 
    “Looking for that girl you had the fight with in the restaurant?” a man asked from behind him.  Derick remembered seeing him sitting at the bar watching TV. 
 
    “It wasn’t a fight.  It was me being stupid,” Derick admitted to the stranger. 
 
    The man laughed and nodded.  “I remember being stupid plenty of times.  Odds are she went outside to get some air.  Word of advice, sometimes when a person is going through something difficult, what they need is a friend who will listen.  I overheard you say that you wouldn’t judge her, and the next thing I saw were tears.  Sounds like you didn’t do a good job of not judging and keeping an open mind,” the stranger replied. 
 
    “Yeah, I crossed the line.  I know that, which is why I need to find her.  I have to apologize,” Derick ran his hand through his hair. 
 
    “Well, I wish you luck.  That girl is special, I can tell, and not because she’s pretty.  If she accepts your apology, then be the man that she needs, not the man that she thinks she wants,” the stranger nodded and walked past Derick, headed for the staircase. 
 
    “I will.  Thanks.”  Derick turned to thank the stranger, but he was gone. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Annie stood on the sidewalk in front of the inn and let her tears spill freely.  She had screwed things up so badly.  She shook her head and realized that her hands were shaking.  She sobbed as the reality of the situation crashed down on her.  In less than a day, she had ordered Alazar to choose his fate and she had walked out on Derick.  Everything was falling apart. 
 
    Every inch of her soul wanted to march back into the restaurant, slap Derick, and then kiss him.  She wanted to be with him, but she knew it would end the same way it had with CJ.  She would have to leave him to keep him safe.  The Bringer of Apocalypse wasn’t allowed to have a mortal boyfriend who would eventually die when she unleashed her power.  If the Apocalypse didn’t kill him in this lifetime, Lucifer certainly would.  Her relationship with Derick was doomed regardless of what she wanted. 
 
    Staring up at the sky, she thought about Alazar.  Midnight was still a few hours away.  She was afraid that his anger would cause him to make the wrong choice.  He had looked so bewildered when he had attacked her.  He really had no idea what he was doing.  She had seen glimmers of the real Alazar peeking through when they were sitting on the bed, but it had all changed when he allowed his fear and doubt to overwhelm him.  She wasn’t sure if he could ever be whole and sane again. 
 
    Could she kill him if he denied her?  Technically, yes, she could kill him, but she couldn’t take his life knowing that she was partly responsible for his downfall.  The guilt would be too much.  She decided that if Alazar refused her, she would inform the Council and let them decide his fate.  Depending on their decision, he would become a Forgotten or worse, they would declare him a Rogue, and then he would be Michael’s problem.  She prayed that it didn’t come to that.  If he accepted her and joined with her, she had to find a way to be a good and fair master. 
 
    She rubbed her eyes and wiped the tears from her chin.  She had to get a hold of herself.  Lucifer needed to know about her ultimatum to Alazar so that he would be prepared for the possibility of accepting Alazar back into Hell.  She feared that Lucifer might try to find Alazar and convince him to choose oblivion.  If Alazar did accept her as his Master, Lucifer’s reaction could be problematic.  Despite knowing that Alazar was supposed to come back to Hell, it was still an abstract concept to Lucifer.  He fully expected her to fail.  He wanted her to fail.  She knew that he would be pissed if Alazar entered Hell again.  She was going to have to find a way for them to accept each other, without bloodshed. 
 
    She was about to return to Hell when she heard footsteps behind her.  Instinctively, she knew who was standing in the middle of the street. 
 
    Turning around, she saw Derick standing behind her looking defeated.  He was staring down at his feet, tapping his fingers against his leg.  It was clear that he was debating what he wanted to say to her. 
 
    He looked incredible in his black Spirit Experts T-shirt, blue jeans, and his unzipped black fleece jacket.  His hair was messy like he’d been tugging at it.  The force of his sadness nearly crushed her.  She had done this.  He had called her out on her terrible relationship with Lucifer and in return, she had broken his heart.  She couldn’t stand to see him so upset.  She couldn’t leave him like this. 
 
    Derick was relieved to find Annie standing on the sidewalk across the street.  He needed to apologize to her, even if they didn’t have a future together.  He couldn’t leave Romania knowing that she hated him. 
 
    He started speaking before she could say anything.  “I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have said those things to you.  It was wrong of me to judge you after I told you that I wouldn’t.  I don’t know what your circumstances are and I don’t need to know, unless you want to talk about them.  I told you that I would listen, but I did all the talking and I made accusations that might have been false, or at least should have remained private.  I don’t want you mad at me.  I accept that you have someone in your life, but I want you to know that you don’t have to deal with your problems alone.  I’m here for you, if you need help.  I didn’t want to leave things on a bad note.  Please forgive me for being a jerk,” Derick pleaded with her to forgive him. 
 
    Annie took a deep breath.  She wanted to hug him, but didn’t want to complicate things further between them.  “Derick, the reason I was angry with you was because you were right, at least mostly right.  I was mad because you saw through the lies that I tell people and the ones that I tell myself.  I have no idea how you can be so insightful, but it’s scary.  I tell myself a million excuses so that I can justify why I stay with him, but at the end of the day, I can’t walk away.  I hope you can accept that.  There’s an attraction between you and me, but it doesn’t change my situation.  I have been trying to walk away from you since I first met you, but something keeps me coming back.  I want things to be different, but there’s nothing I can do about it.  You should walk away from me.  You don’t need to be in the middle of my drama.  It’s not fair to you.  No good will come from us being together and in the end, I will have to leave.  It would be easier to end things now before it gets harder,” she sighed.  She needed to make him understand that there was no future for them. 
 
    “Then let me be what you need, a friend.  Come with me to town and we’ll just talk.  I promise to listen.  I swear,” Derick held out his hand and smiled.  It killed him to see the tears on her cheeks.  He hated himself for making her cry.  He had to find a way to fix things.  He would be happy if she forgave him enough to talk to him on the phone from Tulsa, or so he told himself. 
 
    Annie closed her eyes and searched for the right thing to do.  She doubted that she could just be friends with Derick, but the offer was too enticing to say no.  He was right, she felt trapped.  She needed someone impartial to talk to, even if it was in half-truths. 
 
    Reaching out to take his hand, she tried not to overthink things.  “I’m sorry for storming out.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for being rude,” Derick said sheepishly.  He let go of her hand once they started walking.  If they were going to be friends, he had to avoid touching her; otherwise, he would have trouble thinking clearly and maintaining his distance.  Her skin was like a drug to him.  He craved her uncontrollably, which made the friendship thing intolerable, but for this woman, he would do anything to make her happy. 
 
    They walked down the street in silence while Derick thought about what he should say.  He needed neutral subjects to talk about.  He remembered Annie mentioning a fight with her friend. 
 
    “You said you are having trouble communicating with someone.  What’s wrong?  Maybe I can help,” Derick smiled. 
 
    Annie tried to simplify her problem with Alazar since she doubted that even Derick would accept the fact that the Angel of Death was very much a part of her life.  “He’s having serious issues, mental issues.  I don’t know if I can help him,” she grimaced.  Alazar’s fate was in his own hands now. 
 
    Derick tried to think of something comforting to say, but came up empty.  “When was the last time you saw him?  Maybe he’s improved during the time that you’ve been traveling.” 
 
    Annie faltered and stopped in the street.  She didn’t want to lie to Derick. 
 
    Derick saw Annie stop from the corner of his eye and turned to check on her.  She fidgeted with her coat and refused to look at him.  That’s when it all made sense.  The marks on her neck weren’t made by her boyfriend, but the crazy friend. 
 
    “That’s why you have the marks on your neck, isn’t it?  He did this to you, your friend,” Derick tried to keep his indignation under control.  He felt stupid for jumping to conclusions about her boyfriend, though she had admitted that he was the jealous and controlling type. 
 
    What was it with this woman and violent men?  That’s when it dawned on him.  She was too sympathetic.  She was one of those women who thought they could help every loser and convince him to change.  Her friend must be seriously disturbed if he physically assaulted her.  She was too nice for her own good, and it was going to get her killed. 
 
    “He lost control, but I calmed him down.  I gave him an ultimatum.  Either he has to seek help or I’m done with him.  He came at me, but he wasn’t in his right mind.  These marks aren’t from him, but the first set of bruises were made by him.  He was confused at the time and mistook me for someone else.  Like I said, his mind isn’t always clear,” she bit her nail and continued walking down the street.  She was grateful to be able to give Derick some kind of explanation. 
 
    “Annie, I’m afraid that one of these guys is really going to hurt you.  I honestly don’t know what I would do if something happened to you,” his chest tightened as he spoke.  He didn’t want to see anything bad happen to her. 
 
    “Nothing is going to happen to me.  I’m very sturdy.  Don’t worry, I’ll be okay,” she smiled, but then looked away.  “Derick, I wasn’t exactly honest when I said that I was here as a tourist.  I came to Romania with the intention of finding my friend.  He’s been off the rails for a while now and I came to help him.  Everyone else has turned their backs on him.  I’m all he has left.  After tonight, it won’t be a problem.  I meant what I said about being done with him.  I shouldn’t have lied, but it was too personal to talk about with strangers,” she shrugged, hoping that he would understand. 
 
    Derick looked at the ground.  It was naïve of him to think that she didn’t have a life outside of whatever was going on between them.  She was a person with many secrets, just like him.  He could appreciate how hard it was to pretend that everything was okay, even though the world was falling apart.  The least he could do was support her. 
 
    “I don’t blame you for not telling me.  I didn’t exactly spill my guts out in the parking lot when we met.  Is there anything I can do to help?” Derick took her hand and kissed her knuckles.  “You shouldn’t bear the burden of these maniacs by yourself.” 
 
    She relished his kiss, grateful that he understood why she had lied.  “No.  It’s best if you stay out of it.  That’s why I didn’t tell you.  I didn’t want you getting involved and getting hurt.  I can handle it myself,” she nodded. 
 
    “Why are you hell-bent on helping him if everyone else has given up?  What makes you think you can get through to him?  He tried to hurt you.  Isn’t that proof enough that he’s beyond help?” Derick asked.  He was concerned that he would hurt her again. 
 
    “Aside from his mental condition, the problem stems from a misunderstanding between us.  He was angry because he thought that I did something that I didn’t do.  He blamed me for all of his emotional fallout.  Alazar’s very headstrong.  He’s been through a lot and didn’t have anyone there to help him.  He started to see the world from the wrong perspective.  He let his anger and fear cloud his judgment, which makes him a threat.  I was starting to get through to him, but there’s a lot of damage, and too much baggage.  He needs to decide if he can get past it.  I know that underneath all the pain is a good person.  He just has to see it for himself,” she grimaced, knowing that Alazar was fighting an uphill battle. 
 
    “Yet again, you are allowing other people’s problems to become yours.  If you had nothing to do with the issue, then it’s all on him.  It’s noble and kind of you to want to help him, but he has to work through it on his own before he can accept help.  Somehow, you keep trying to bear the burdens of others.  Kindness is one thing, but you can’t live their pain for them.  They have to break free of it before they can heal.  That’s something I had to learn the hard way.  I wanted to blame everyone else for my problems and I took it out on them.  You don’t know how many arguments I had with my uncle because I was frustrated.  I shouldn’t have been mean to him or yelled at him, but I couldn’t get past my own grief.  Thankfully, my uncle forgave me, but he taught me that I had to focus on putting the blame where it belongs.  I wasn’t mad at my uncle, I was mad at my mother for being too weak to handle things and making shitty decisions.  She left me alone to deal with all of her crap.  I was mad at my dad for dying and leaving me with her.  It took a long time to come to terms with why I was so angry.  My uncle told me that we have to take responsibility for our agony and anger so that we can channel it into something positive before we can get past it,” Derick remembered a nasty fight that he’d had with his uncle.  He still regretted what he’d said to him. 
 
    “Your uncle sounds like a smart man.  I wish I could get Alazar to channel his anger into something positive,” she pulled her hair off her face and pushed it behind her ear.  She wanted a clear view of Derick’s gorgeous face.  It was hard to be just friends with him.  Her body craved his touch, especially since she wanted to be comforted. 
 
    “What’s he like, I mean aside from being out of control?” Derick asked.  He was having trouble keeping his distance from her while they walked.  He wanted to put his arm around her and hold her. 
 
    “He’s smart, but very sarcastic.  Right now, he’s depressed and feels isolated from the world.  He volunteered to do something very difficult.  In the beginning, he was able to handle it and excelled at it.  Now, he’s struggling with his own doubts.  He has trust issues, but I’m hoping that he can overcome them.  Deep down, he’s a strong person, but he has forgotten who he is.  I have a difficult time finding the right thing to say to him.  I usually end up yelling and then we fight,” she rolled her eyes.  If only Derick knew about the battles that she’d endured in the last few days.  She intentionally avoided walking in the direction of the street where Alazar had kicked the crap out her.  She didn’t want to see the destruction and remember how filled with rage Alazar had been.  She wanted to remember the angel who had held her on the bed and looked at her with trust in his eyes. 
 
    “Are you sure that he’s still a good person?  Maybe you’re seeing something that isn’t there,” Derick suggested. 
 
    “Derick, I can feel it.  I can’t explain it, but I know deep down that he can live his life as he was meant to, but he’s lost faith in himself.  I believe in him and I won’t give up until he believes in himself.  I feel like I’ve failed him.  He needed help and I wasn’t there for him,” Annie kicked a rock on the sidewalk to alleviate her frustration. 
 
    Derick heard the guilt in her voice and knew it was the reason she was fighting so hard to help this guy.  “Don’t blame yourself for his problems.  He’s a big boy.  Place the blame where it belongs, on him.” 
 
    She nodded.  “I’ll try to remember that.”  Despite all their issues, it was up to Alazar to find his way back to her. 
 
    They walked along the street in silence, not knowing what to say to one another. 
 
    Derick finally stopped and shook his head.  “Let’s forget about our problems for the next few hours and try to enjoy the fact that we are in Romania.  I don’t have a lot of time here, and I want to spend as much time with you as I can.  If we can get through the day as friends, then maybe you can help me at the castle tonight.  I don’t care what Cassie says, we need help.  I liked investigating the castle with you.  We made a great team,” he blushed when he thought about how great a team they’d been in the throne room.  He immediately pushed the memory away.  Friends weren’t supposed to fantasize about having sex with each other. 
 
    “I enjoyed investigating with you too, but I have a feeling Cassie won’t like me being there.  I’ll be honest, I don’t like her.  I feel like she’s up to something, but I don’t know what.  I don’t trust her,” Annie sneered.  Cassie’s reaction to Pete’s disappearance didn’t sit well with her.  She acted as if she didn’t care about Pete. 
 
    “I know what you mean.  Cassie was very aggressive when she approached us in Tulsa to do the documentary.  She wouldn’t take no for an answer.  She kept offering us more and more to come to Romania.  We had no choice but to say yes.  It was as if she was on a mission.  After her reaction to Pete’s disappearance, I’m not sure what to think.  Why would you ignore a missing team member if you had worked so hard to put this whole thing together?” Derick thought about Cassie dismissing their rescue efforts.  If Annie hadn’t overridden Cassie’s orders, Pete would have died. 
 
    Annie liked Cassie even less, which she didn’t think was possible.  She needed to figure out what the bitchy brunette was up to, or at least that was the new lie she told herself to spend more time with Derick.  “Okay, if we can get through the afternoon, as friends, then I’ll help you at the castle tonight.  I have to meet Alazar at midnight, but it shouldn’t take long.  I’ll take off a little before twelve and then maybe I can meet you somewhere once I’m done.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Derick nodded his head in agreement. 
 
    Derick exhaled deeply, pleased that he had more time with this woman.  He was grateful for the second chance and vowed not to screw it up. 
 
   


 
  




Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Alazar looked out over the courtyard of the castle.  He leaned over the cement railing on the second floor, trying to see the beauty of the castle.  He knew it was a work of art, but all he could see was pain and death within its features.  He felt the same way about himself.  Anjali had given him a choice, renew his vow as a Predznak and pledge himself to her, or she would replace him.  She never actually said what she would do to him if he denied her.  Regardless, he wasn’t sure if he could do it, despite the consequences.  He’d endured too much in Hell.  He thought about the whips, the chains, and the beatings.  They had taken a toll on his body, mind, and soul. 
 
    He’d looked into too many mortal eyes and been crushed by the evil inside of them.  Anjali was right; he had allowed his temptation to overtake him.  There had been a time when he looked into a mortal’s eyes and presented them with visions of their possible future, Heaven or Hell.  In the beginning, so many had chosen Heaven.  Now, more often than not, the mortals chose Hell.  He had decided there was little reason in giving them a choice when most of them chose evil.  Of course, it was possible that he’d allowed the darkness inside of him to blind him to the truth, just as he had when he tried to tempt Anjali.  Perhaps he saw darkness in the mortals because he could identify with it.  Nonetheless, he wasn’t sure if he could go back to the way it was.  What would keep him from succumbing to evil and falling into darkness again?  Could joining with his Master help keep the darkness at bay?  He wasn’t sure that anyone could help him. 
 
    When he had volunteered, he hadn’t cared about the mortals, but the more he tempted them, the more he started to understand their plight.  It was easy for a Heavenly Angel to do his job.  An angel was given a straightforward duty and the angel was happy to do it.  Mortals had too many doubts and choices.  They feared that Father didn’t care about them.  Alazar had seen the difficulties they had to face and had begun to understand why they questioned Father’s motivations.  In truth, he had started to care about the mortals, which made it harder to tempt them.  It was yet another reason why he had given up on his emotions and turned to the numbness for relief. 
 
    Having allowed his own temptation to overtake him before leaving Hell, killing his Master had been his single objective for nearly 2000 years.  Could he break free of his temptation and conquer his urge to kill her?  Every time he saw her, he imagined squeezing the life out of her body.  He had to find a way to stop this compulsion, but death was all he really knew.  He had long forgotten about love and tenderness.  Hell had scarred him too deeply to ever think about caring for someone.  When they had first arrived in Hell, his brothers had comforted him, but in the end, everyone was out for themselves, even Zacharael.  He could barely remember what compassion felt like.  How could he offer it to Anjali? 
 
    His Master had been kind to him.  She had shown him pleasure beyond his wildest imagination.  She said that she wanted him to choose her not because she made him feel alive again, but because deep down he knew he could be her Angel of Death.  He had witnessed Zacharael tempt countless people with desire.  Zacharael spouted meaningless promises and sentimentalities, but his eyes were always vacant and emotionless.  He didn’t feel any joy in the things he spoke of.  Anjali hadn’t promised him anything and yet her eyes were filled with concern and love.  Love.  Did she love him?  Did he love her?  He wasn’t sure he would know what love felt like if it kicked him in the head. 
 
    Alazar pictured Anjali sitting on the bed.  She had confessed her fears and opened herself up to him.  The Destroyer wasn’t supposed to be afraid.  He should be irate that his Master didn’t have control over her powers and have some kind of plan, but instead he felt sorry for her.  He understood her woes.  She hadn’t been properly prepared to take over the Predznak and she certainly hadn’t been warned about Lucifer. 
 
    So many nights he had thought about what it would be like to see her, to join with her.  He imagined her storming into Hell and fighting off Lucifer with unfathomable power.  He had wanted her to crush Lucifer for forcing her angels into subjugation.  He would watch as Lucifer pleaded for his life at the hands of the Destroyer.  Sadly, this was not the case.  His Master had suffered in the Realms of Torture without any allies, all because he hadn’t been there. 
 
    Why was it so hard to say yes to her?  While it would be difficult to tempt the mortals, as was intended, it wasn’t completely impossible.  Entering Hell would be pure misery, but he would do it for her.  The problem was, it meant that he had to face his brothers again, the Predznak that he had forsaken.  He would have to beg for their forgiveness, and convince them to join with their Master, a Master he swore that he would kill.  He would have to tell them to return to Hell, a place he had promised they never had to see again.  He would have to look into nine sets of eyes, knowing that he’d let them all down.  He’d failed to protect them from the darkness, from Lucifer, and from himself.  It was a wonder that the Destroyer wanted him at all.  He was a complete mess. 
 
    It killed him to know that he would have to explain his actions to them.  Thinking back on his grand exit from Hell, he knew that most of them would rather kill him than forgive him.  What could he possibly say to them to convince them to return?  He had a hard time granting forgiveness to Anjali, and she had been ignorant of their plight.  The Predznak knew exactly why he needed their forgiveness.  Maybe he should accept death by Anjali’s hand.  It would certainly be easier than fighting off Aeries or Balthazar’s swords.  He didn’t even want to think about what Tristan would do to him.  That wouldn’t be pretty. 
 
    He thought about each of his brothers and the sins they carried.  Was Anjali right?  Was he really suffering from their temptations?  His fear of Hell and Lucifer certainly stemmed from Tristan’s obsessive worrying and “what if” scenarios.  Fear was a powerful temptation and Tristan had absolutely no control over it in the end.  There was a time when Lucifer would do everything within his power to avoid Tristan because of what Fear could do to someone’s mind, but over time, Tristan was the one suffering while Lucifer stood over him laughing.  Tristan hid in his room whenever possible.  Sadly, Alazar wasn’t fairing any better hiding in a basement in Romania.  Fear of what his Master would do to the Predznak was Tristan’s primary fear.  Shit.  Anjali was right.  After so many years of listening to his insane brothers, he had started to think like them. 
 
    Alazar thought about all the reasons he didn’t want to join Anjali.  He was obsessed with wanting retribution for Anjali failing to obtain the Predznak.  Balthazar’s influence was all over that one.  His anger over Lucifer and Hades’ treatment came from Aeries and his constant threats to battle them.  Not trusting Anjali was Haydn’s primary weakness.  His paranoia and black outs were similar to Solren’s bouts of insanity.  Wanting to be close to his master was without a doubt Zacharael’s temptation, though not completely.  He did need her, but it seemed more like an obsession.  Wanting to possess and control his Master was definitely Elrick’s temptation.  His pain and suffering could be attributed to Rayan’s temptation, though regrettably, some of his agony was real.  Worst of all, he was actively deceiving his Master and plotting against her.  As much as he hated Sacha, the truth was, he was no better than Sacha. 
 
    One by one, he fought against each temptation, fear, vengeance, desire, anger, illness, hunger, deception, agony, distrust, and his own temptation, death.  He looked up to the sky for strength and cleared his mind of the thousands of reasons not to join with the Destroyer.  Instead, he focused on the reasons that he should join with her.  As Gabriel had said, his Master would be unlike anyone he’d ever met before.  That was true enough.  She was strong and yet vulnerable.  She turned his world upside down by challenging him to stop making excuses and figure out the truth behind his indecisiveness.  Best of all, she still wanted him.  Though there were many obstacles in his way, he felt that he could defeat them with her by his side. 
 
    Gabriel was right; she was unlike anyone he’d ever met.  He had expected his Master to beat him into submission and force him to accept her and instead she was offering him a choice.  It was the last thing he’d expected.  It was clear that he knew nothing about this woman.  Life with her would never be dull and boring.  He began to fill with hope as he pictured standing beside her.  She promised to protect him.  If he made his vow to join her, together they would conquer any problem or threat.  He had a feeling that she could convince his brothers to join her, in spite of his failings. 
 
    Thinking about the positive emotions he had experienced while in her presence, he wanted to be able to feel them all the time, not just when he was tempting a mortal.  He wanted to serve a Master who cared about him, who possibly loved him.  She’d said that she wanted a partnership of sorts.  Serving someone who loved you and that you loved in return was the ideal way for an angel to live. 
 
    Purging his brother’s voices and temptations from his mind, he heard only one thing.  He heard the echo of his own voice as it proclaimed to Father that he would serve the Destroyer as her Angel of Death and do His will through her. 
 
    Alazar closed his eyes and chose Anjali with all his heart, forevermore.  She needed his knowledge, strength, and abilities while he needed her acceptance and compassion.  He shook his head at his idiocy.  He should have bound himself to her the second that she brushed away his tears.  He knew that no matter the challenge, he would find a way to be what she needed.  He would draw strength from her and do the impossible. 
 
    Standing up, he allowed the decision to settle into his bones as it freed his chaotic mind.  He breathed in the fresh air and felt optimistic for the first time since leaving Heaven.  He needed to listen to the part of him that wanted to be with Anjali and push away his reservations.  It was time to be the Angel of Death, the Harbinger to the Destroyer, not the shadow of his former self.  He smiled, knowing that he’d made the right choice. 
 
    All he needed was midnight and his darkness would be destroyed forever. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Derick and Annie strolled through the city streets chatting quietly.  They looked at the shop windows and said hello to the locals as they passed.  Derick talked about Tulsa and how much he enjoyed college, while Annie talked about her mortal life and mentioned a few stories about Hell, without the Hell part. 
 
    As they talked, they avoided the obvious problem; Annie’s relationship status.  Derick kept his word and didn’t preach to her or make her feel like she was making the wrong choices.  Sadly, she knew she was doing the right thing.  Someone needed to keep the devil from destroying everything.  Even Hades agreed with her, and they rarely agreed on anything. 
 
    “What about you?  Do you have any crazy friends or insane ex-girlfriends?  Josilyn mentioned that you don’t date much.  I find that very hard to believe,” she said as she looked up at his breathtaking smile. 
 
    Derick chuckled darkly and looked away.  “There’s nothing to tell.  I don’t date much.” 
 
    “No way.  I’m not buying that.  You’re too good looking.  I saw the way Cassie was flirting with you.  I’d think most women would respond that way to your killer dimples,” she giggled and bumped into his shoulder, pushing him lightheartedly. 
 
    Derick laughed at her playfulness.  He liked seeing her this way.  “Cassie did it just to piss you off.  She had no interest in me before you walked into that parking lot.  I don’t know what her problem was.  I try to avoid most women.  I’ve rarely found one who can hold my interest for long,” he sighed when he looked into Annie’s beautiful eyes.  So much for not finding a woman who could hold his interest; he couldn’t stop thinking about her. 
 
    Annie blushed when she saw the longing in his eyes.  She had never met a man that she wanted so much.  “Oh come on, there has to be more to the story.  Sweet and sexy are a dangerous combination, girls must have pursued you,” Annie chuckled.  Mortal girls would fight in the streets to get Derick to look at them. 
 
    “Well, you are right about that, but it wasn’t something that I enjoyed.  The girls in high school were very pushy.  They constantly asked me out.  I guess the quiet loner who was brooding about his crappy home life was a huge turn-on for them.  It made me mysterious and attractive.  Honestly, it was annoying,” he shook his head when he thought about the obnoxious girls at his school. 
 
    “Are you telling me that you didn’t date anyone until college?” she asked incredulously.  Part of her was pleased that she didn’t have to hunt down his exes, but the rest of her was sad that he had been lonely. 
 
    “I tried not to date in high school, but that didn’t work out so well.  I blew off this cheerleader and she spread rumors that I was gay.  That just made things worse.  The jocks started kicking my ass and the guidance counselor gave me pamphlets entitled ‘What Being Gay Really Means’ and ‘How to be Gay and Accept Yourself.’  It was embarrassing trying to explain that I was straight.  I finally gave up and accepted the pamphlets,” Derick rolled his eyes.  He should have felt mortified telling his dream girl that kids thought he was gay, but he was relieved that she knew it wasn’t true. 
 
    Annie felt bad for him.  Dealing with an alcoholic mother and rumors about being gay, while in high school must have been excruciating.  She would never complain about her boring life again. 
 
    “I understand the real reason why you wouldn’t want to date.  You couldn’t exactly bring a girl home to meet your mom.  I’m sure you had enough drama to deal with without worrying about a girlfriend,” she looped her arm through his and snuggled closer to him. 
 
    Derick smiled at the gesture.  “Exactly, it would have been disastrous.  Besides, I wasn’t interested in any of those girls.  They were vapid and unimaginative.  They only cared about their looks and their status.  I only cared about surviving the day.” 
 
    “So what did you do?” she asked, brushing a stray hair from his forehead. 
 
    Derick hesitated.  He’d been dreading this conversation since he figured out that Annie was attracted to him.  “Well, I had to prove that I wasn’t gay.  Not dating was fine, but getting my ass kicked daily was a major problem.  As much as I didn’t want to make a spectacle out of myself to prove that I was straight, I had few options left.  I stupidly asked out every girl that would say yes, which was a lot of girls.  I had no idea that so many of them had a crush on me.  Of course, proving that you’re straight isn’t as easy as you would think.  Dating them wasn’t enough; the rumors were still going around.  The girls all said that I was a perfect gentleman on our dates.  It made things worse than before.  I didn’t care about any of the girls, but I had to take the next step.  I did something that I still regret.  I naïvely asked out the girl with the worst reputation in school.  Supposedly, she would sleep with anyone.  We didn’t even make it into the theater to watch the movie.  She pulled me into the janitor’s closet and screwed me right there.  It was so awkward,” Derick hung his head. 
 
    Annie stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and hugged him.  “Oh Derick, that’s terrible.  Your first time shouldn’t have been in a closet with some slut.  Teenagers can be so cruel.  I’m sorry that you had to go through that,” she put her hand on his cheek and brushed her thumb across it. 
 
    Derick looked down at the most wonderful person he’d ever met.  She actually felt bad for him.  She wasn’t shocked or disgusted by him.  She cared enough to comfort him.  He was afraid to tell her the worst of it and watch her run from Romania as fast as a plane could take her.  “As screwed up as that was, things got worse.  After that, I got a different reputation.  While I hated having sex in a car with a girl that I didn’t care about, the one thing that did appeal to me was the thought of being caught,” Derick paused.  Could he admit to this amazing woman that he had a dark side?  Looking into her face full of concern and compassion, he felt like he had to confess his sins to her.  Maybe he felt guilty for exposing her problems and wanted to let her know that she wasn’t the only one with issues.  “Annie, I probably should have mentioned this before, but I like having sex out in the open where anyone might see me.  I get this thrill from knowing that I might be caught by someone.  It’s the only way that I can finish,” Derick shrugged awkwardly, not wanting to be vulgar about it.  He held his breath, waiting for the fallout. 
 
    Annie contemplated Derick’s strange confession for a moment.  It certainly wasn’t the most sinister thing she’d ever heard.  “You like doing it in public?  Do you like being watched or being caught and getting into trouble?” Annie asked, trying to understand what he was saying. 
 
    Derick was surprised by the question.  “It’s more the idea of someone walking in on me and being mad at me.  I like the thrill of potentially being caught in the act.  I knew sex with these girls didn’t mean anything, so part of me wanted to be punished for it.  I liked the idea of being punished for having unemotional sex.  The reality of getting caught sucks when you end up in detention for a week.  The school wanted to suspend me, but my uncle convinced them that kicking me out of school would only cause more problems.  It’s stupid I know, but I’m completely screwed up and I don’t know how to fix it,” Derick was ashamed of his unusual desires.  There was no way that Annie would never understand and accept him. 
 
    “I don’t think you’re screwed up.  You had a hellish life and you did what you had to do to cope with it.  Maybe having sex in public with slutty girls wasn’t the best option, but it’s better than drinking and taking drugs.  You were careful, right?  I mean you had safe public sex, right?” she chuckled at the thought.  If having public sex with meaningless girls was the worst of his problems, he was getting off easy. 
 
    Derick couldn’t comprehend her words at first.  She didn’t think that he was screwed up.  She was more concerned about him having an STD or getting someone pregnant than hating him for his deviant behavior.  What had he done to deserve this angel? 
 
    “Yes, I was careful,” he replied matter-of-factly.  He almost laughed out loud when she accepted his answer with a nod and a shrug. 
 
    Annie took Derick’s hand and guided him down the street.  Curious about his preference for risky sex, she wanted to know more.  Secretly she wanted to know how many girls had obliged his kinkiness.  “What happened at school?  I doubt that most girls would want to do that, especially at that age.  Did the jocks stop beating you up?” 
 
    “Well, at first I tried to pick locations that I thought were too extreme so that the girl would back out and I wouldn’t have to deal with it.  That worked until the bad girls found out about what I was doing, or not doing, as the case may be.  The easy girls took me up on my offers to have sex on the beach during the day, on the stairs at school, or in the bathrooms.  It surprised me how many girls were into it.  A number of them freaked out and stayed away from me, which was good, but the repeat offenders started coming up with places of their own.  The sad part is that instead of getting beat up for being gay, I got beat up for having sex with the football player’s girlfriends.  In my defense, I never paid attention to who was dating which jock and the girls came onto me,” he grimaced. 
 
    “Damn.  You were destined to get your ass kicked no matter what.  What a nightmare.  You said that you were almost suspended.  What happened?” she knew he must have done something outrageous to face suspension. 
 
    Derick chuckled as Annie tried to suppress her amusement.  He felt better knowing that she wasn’t judging him.  If only he had extended the same courtesy earlier. 
 
    “I was having sex on the principal’s car during lunch.  He always parked his car in the back of the school in a little shaded area behind a wall.  I don’t know why I thought it would be a great place to do it, but it was probably because the risk was higher.  The principal was pissed, but considering that the jocks had trashed the homecoming float the night before, I was the least of his problems,” he laughed at his own stupidity. 
 
    “That’s insane.  You were a bad boy.  Where is the craziest place you’ve had sex?” she was dying to know the answer so that she could imagine the scenario. 
 
    He thought about all the best places that he’d been brave enough to attempt sex.  He nodded when he remembered the place.  “Top row of a Bon Jovi concert.  It was dark at the top and there was a space behind the last row of seats.  She leaned against a metal beam and we had sex during ‘Livin’ on a Prayer’,” he chuckled.  His cheeks flushed at the thought of what he had done. 
 
    “How scandalous!” she laughed. 
 
    “Thankfully, things got a little better in college.  I didn’t have to worry about my reputation.  I dated a few girls, but I only had sex with one of them.  I tried doing it in a nice, normal place, in a bed, but it wasn’t the same.  It felt too safe.  I haven’t dated anyone since,” he sighed when he thought about having sex with Annie in a bed.  He knew he would enjoy it even more than their encounter at the castle. 
 
    “The girl you slept with in your bed didn’t understand your past, did she?  You got angry when you thought that my friend CJ left me after I told him about my nightmares.  I get the impression that you told someone about what you enjoy doing and they ran,” she said.  She didn’t want to pry into his life, but she wanted to know what had caused his anger earlier. 
 
    “Yeah.  I thought that we cared enough about each other that I could confide in her.  The drunken mother she could handle, but finding out about the public sex was too much.  She thought I was weird and disturbed.  She was afraid that I would ask her to do it.  She had no interest.  Unfortunately, sex behind closed doors wasn’t really working out for me, so I would have asked her, if she hadn’t freaked out,” Derick couldn’t look at Annie.  He didn’t want to know what she was thinking. 
 
    Annie hated hearing the shame in his voice.  She wanted to tell him that the weirdest place she’d ever had sex was in Hell, but she doubted that it would make him feel better. 
 
    “Is that why you went down on me in the castle where someone might see us?  You wanted to be caught?” she asked.  Their castle encounter made a lot more sense. 
 
    Derick stopped dead in his tracks and pulled Annie around to face him.  “I’m so sorry that I subjected you to that.  I shouldn’t have forced you to do it.  I should have explained myself before we did anything.  I’m sorry.  I will never ask you to do that again,” Derick panicked at the thought of her leaving him. 
 
    Annie felt terrible for making him feel embarrassed.  “Derick stop.  I admit that I have never done anything like that before, but I’m certainly not upset about it.  It was intoxicating.  I’ve never felt more wanted or more alive than I did when you were touching me.  It was perfect.  I don’t think there is anything wrong with you, or your sexual preferences.  Honestly, I’ve never been more turned on in my life,” she blushed and put her hand on his chest. 
 
    Derick was overjoyed to hear that she was okay with what they had done, which only made him want to take her back to his bed and close the door. 
 
    “You’re sure that you’re okay with what we did?” he asked as he leaned into her warm hand. 
 
    “If you had told me before we did it, I’m not sure what I would have said, but having done it I have no complaints.  It was mind-blowing,” she smirked. 
 
    Derick was overwhelmed.  “Being with you was better than all my previous experiences combined,” he breathed out as he skimmed his hand down the length of her neck. 
 
    Annie’s blood ignited from his touch and the lust in his eyes.  It was impossible to leave him.  What the hell was she going to do? 
 
    Turning away from Derick, she tried to compose herself.  She wanted to take her coat off, but was afraid that steam would rise from her skin.  Her mind and body were at odds.  If given a choice, she would jump him right there on the sidewalk and take him against the butcher shop window.  Derick was like an addiction that she couldn’t escape. 
 
    Derick stopped himself from staring at her.  He was failing at the friendship thing.  He cleared his throat and ran his hand through his hair.  “I promise to behave myself, if you’ll go to dinner with me,” he blurted out, hoping that he hadn’t ruined things. 
 
    “Sure.  It’s getting cold out here.  We should go inside,” she said as she noticed the setting sun.  Though she wasn’t affected by the cold, she had seen Derick huddle into his coat a few moments before. 
 
    He smiled brightly and quickly ushered her to a restaurant across the street. 
 
    The host greeted them and told them to wait for a moment while he found a table for them. 
 
    The inside of the restaurant was warm and low lit.  A band was performing in the back room.  The music was soft and lulling, adding to the intimacy of the dark room.  It was casual enough not to need a reservation, but slightly upscale with nicely dressed waiters and expensive furnishings. 
 
    A cute blonde waitress appeared at their table once they were seated near a stone fireplace.  The waitress smiled cheerfully at Derick, though he hardly noticed as he helped Annie out of her coat and held her chair out for her.  The waitress jumped at the chance to ask Derick what he wanted to drink.  Annie thought that the perky blonde would be deterred since he didn’t speak Romanian, but she switched to broken English and used the language barrier as an excuse to lean over Derick’s shoulder and point out the drinks on the menu. 
 
    Annie had been right about the mortal women finding Derick attractive.  The waitress was all smiles as she tried to flirt with him.  Her cheeks were flushed and she kept touching Derick’s arm when she laughed at the miscommunication they had over something on the menu. 
 
    Derick didn’t seem to notice blondie’s enthusiasm over Coke versus Diet Coke.  Instead, he showed Annie the menu and asked her what she wanted. 
 
    Something inside of Annie stirred as she watched the overly friendly waitress try to ask Derick where he was from and how long he would be in town.  Jealousy and a feeling of possession burned through her.  She almost snapped her butter knife in half.  She needed something to hold on to so that she didn’t reach out for the woman’s arm, and break it. 
 
    Annie was outraged by the woman’s behavior.  The darkness inside of her swirled when she imagined what she wanted to do to the woman. 
 
    Derick was polite and answered her questions, but was careful to include Annie in his answers.  He used the word “we” on more than one occasion and pointed to Annie for emphasis. 
 
    Annie knew that Derick should find a nice mortal to settle down with and have a family, but the thought made her retch.  Unfortunately, she couldn’t feel any affection for the red-lipsticked whore who was dangerously close to brushing her padded boobs against Derick’s shoulder. 
 
    The waitress, refusing to take a hint, rushed in record time to get their drinks and bring them bread so that she could take their food order.  Her theatrics were wearing on Annie.  The breaking point was when the waitress brushed her fingers across the back of Derick’s hand while pointing to the specials. 
 
    Annie snapped.  She glared at the waitress and let her see exactly what lurked below the surface of her eyes.  In perfect Romanian, she said, “If you touch him one more time I’m going to have you fired for your inappropriate behavior.  We are clearly together.  You would do well to remember that.  I suggest you find someone else to wait on us.” 
 
    The waitress quickly jumped back from the table, understanding the threat.  The look of sheer terror on the woman’s face proved that she clearly saw the danger in Annie’s eyes and feared it more than her verbal threat.  She quickly apologized to both of them in Romanian and ran for her life back to the kitchen. 
 
    “You speak Romanian?” Derick was dumbfounded by the revelation. 
 
    “Derick, I know a number of languages.  I wasn’t lying about traveling through Europe.  I’m sorry that I didn’t mention it before.  Sometimes it’s better not to let everyone know you speak the language so the locals don’t censor themselves,” she replied unabashedly. 
 
    Derick nodded his head.  He knew Annie was good at keeping secrets, so he decided to let it go.  “I assume you were telling her to back off and leave me alone,” he smiled brightly. 
 
    “In so many words, yes.  I’m sorry; I couldn’t sit back and watch her flirt any longer,” she explained while she casually tried to straighten out her butter knife under the table. 
 
    Derick reveled at the idea of Annie staking her claim on him.  He liked that she was not only jealous, but also willing to threaten anyone who hit on him.  He enjoyed the idea of being possessed by her.  It made him feel wanted.  If only he could get rid of her boyfriend and possess her in return. 
 
    “I’m glad you did that.  She was really annoying, but I knew if I told her to back off, she would pretend that she didn’t understand.  I’m glad that you were able to say it in her native tongue to avoid any confusion,” Derick laughed at the look of fear on the poor girl’s face.  If only Annie had been by his side in high school, no one would have dared to question his sexual orientation, or ask him out.  Annie would have threatened anyone who looked at him wrong.  The thought made him hard. 
 
    “Oh, she understood.  Plus, we’re getting a new waiter,” Annie smirked darkly as an older man approached the table looking nervous, and asked for their order. 
 
    Once they were done placing their orders, they sat quietly inspecting the decor. 
 
    Annie tried to ignore the fireplace, which reminded her of the one in her bedroom in Hell.  It was deflating her good mood quickly.  She tried not to think about home and her devil problem.  She stared at the flames crackling and popping along the wood.  She needed to talk to someone about her Lucifer dilemma.  She hated to burden Derick, but he was the only one who might understand. 
 
    “You asked me why I stay with him,” she said quickly.  “My answer is, because I don’t have a choice.  He’s a difficult man to deal with but I’m one of the few who can understand him and see past his issues.  You were right about everything.  He was my first.  We’ve had a lot of difficulties to overcome, but we’ve done it together.  He’s not the kindest person, and you were right about him hurting me sometimes.  The issue is that he doesn’t have an easy life.  He’s been in pain for a long time.  When I’m with him, he forgets about the past, forgets his pain, and he can remember how to love someone.  I knew it wouldn’t be easy to stay with him, but I made a choice.  I chose to stay.  That doesn’t mean that I put up with his shit all the time, but it means that I can’t leave him alone to bear the weight of his responsibilities without support.  I fear what would happen if I left.  I don’t fear him, but I fear his actions.  He has an important job to do, but it’s stressful and brutal, and it takes a toll on him,” she said, staring into the fire. 
 
    “Yes, but again, you have taken his problems and made them your own.  What does he do for you while you’re dealing with his pain?” Derick said, taking her hand. 
 
    Annie bit her lip.  Of course, Derick would immediately see past her excuses and find the real problem.  “He saved my life.  I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for him,” she sighed. 
 
    “You seem to think that you owe him your life.  You’re not indebted to him, especially if he saved you for his own selfish reasons.  The way you talk about him, it sounds like he thinks he owns you.  Don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful that you’re alive and that he helped you, but that doesn’t mean you have to be bound to him for the rest of your life,” Derick quickly understood how the asshole was able to take advantage of her. 
 
    She couldn’t tell Derick that she did owe her life to Lucifer and because of that she was his blood servant, nor could she explain why Lucifer had saved her.  She was left with one explanation, something that he could understand. 
 
    Annie turned over her wrists, and allowed the scars to appear.  She lifted them up so that Derick could see them in the firelight.  “I chose him Derick.  I chose to be with him, even if I didn’t fully understand the consequences.  I chose to stay,” she was being completely honest with him, even if she left out the details.  Lucifer had been the catalyst for leaving her mortal life, but he was the reason that she had survived a Celestial Sword to the chest.  Regardless of all they had been through, she was grateful to Lucifer for saving her life. 
 
    Derick’s breath caught in his throat.  The thick, pale lines on her wrists were shocking and perplexing.  How could this wonderful woman try to kill herself?  He didn’t know what to say, though suddenly everything made sense.  The boyfriend must have saved her life after she’d done this to herself.  God only knows what he said to her.  He probably convinced her that without him, she wouldn’t be able to survive.  What a bastard. 
 
    He pulled her chin up and waited for her to look at him.  “Annie, I know what it’s like to believe that your whole world has crashed and that you have nothing to live for anymore.  There’s a feeling in the pit of your stomach that tells you that nothing will ever change and it will never get better.  Killing yourself seems like the only way to escape the hopelessness, but trust me it’s not the answer.  Things can always get better, as long as you believe that they can,” Derick smiled at her.  He never thought he’d find a reason to be happy, but then he’d met Pete, which led him to Annie.  “Somehow, this guy has convinced you that being with him is the only way you can be happy.  You’ve chosen to put your faith in him and he has manipulated you.  He’s not the answer to your problems, he’s the cause,” Derick whispered as he caressed her cheek. 
 
    Annie knew he was right, but there was nothing to be done about it.  “It’s true, but it doesn’t change anything,” she sighed. 
 
    “I know you think that there’s no hope for you, but there is.  Sometimes you have to look at things from a different perspective.  I know you can find a way out of this,” Derick held her hands tightly. 
 
    She had no reply for him.  They ate their dinner in silence, neither one knowing what to say. 
 
    Pushing her dessert around on her plate, she thought about what Derick had said.  He mentioned that he knew what it was like to be without hope.  A chill started to creep into her stomach.  She closed her eyes and focused her thoughts.  She reached out and took Derick’s hand in hers. 
 
    “Look at me Derick,” she said as she stared into his blue eyes.  Beyond his sadness, isolation, and loneliness, she saw something else.  She saw the hint of death.  Derick had tried to kill himself, or at least had seriously considered it.  Shit.  That was the reason he was Purgatory-bound or possibly headed to Hell. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Derick watched Annie’s eyes tear up as she looked away. 
 
    “You said that you had a hard time after your mother died and that your uncle helped you.  How bad did it get Derick?” she whispered, watching the flames crackle and pop along the wooden logs. 
 
    Derick hesitated.  It was easier to lie, but he couldn’t, not to her.  “I took some pills that were left over from my father’s treatments.  My mother never threw away any of his things.  I don’t remember much.  I know that Uncle Benjamin was the one that found me.  Once I was released from the hospital, he convinced them that I would be okay in his care so I didn’t have to sit through any therapy sessions.  Instead, he would talk to me and make sure that I understood that life would get better.  He told me that if I gave up, I would regret it.  He convinced me that I could start over again in Tulsa.  His favorite phrase was that I could write my own future.  I was old enough to make my own decisions, but I had to make the right decisions.  Something about the way he said it made me believe it.  I went to Tulsa and did my best not to look back.  It wasn’t always easy, but I got through it,” he shrugged, embarrassed by his mistakes.  He watched Annie stand up and walk over to him.  She hugged him and kissed his forehead. 
 
    “I wish I had been there.  You’re stronger than you think.  Not many people come back from the edge.  You learned from your mistake and didn’t allow it to ruin your life.  Just promise me that you won’t do it again,” she whispered, not caring that the entire restaurant was staring at them.  For some reason she was angry with herself for not being there to help him.  This charming and sensitive man had been so close to losing his life.  Sadly, they probably would have spent time together in the realms, had he died.  The thought burned inside of her.  Derick would never suffer in the realms, so long as she lived. 
 
    “I promise.  I don’t want to hurt myself.  I really do want to make the most out of my life,” he took her hand, grateful that she wasn’t yelling at him or freaking out.  He’d never told any of his friends or his girlfriend about his attempted suicide.  He didn’t want them to think he was pathetic and weak. 
 
    After dinner, Derick walked with Annie down the road that led back to the inn.  He had to find a way to get through to her.  She was dead set on ruining her life.  His brain was blazing with questions, but came up short on answers.  He was at a loss and he knew that he was losing her. 
 
    Annie looked up at the dark sky.  The moon was rising and was close to breaking free of the mountain range.  The entire city was filled with the sounds of people rushing to their homes and off the streets.  She and Derick were the only ones brave enough to walk outside in the darkness.  Fearing that Alazar would refuse her, she mentally urged them to hide.  She didn’t want any casualties if she were forced to fight him. 
 
    “Do you think I’m intimidating?” she asked absently.  She knew if Derick had seen her fight with Alazar in the tower, he would have run back to the safety of Tulsa.  He only knew the mortal side of her, the side that was in control. 
 
    “I think you can be, when you want to be.  The waitress back there certainly thought so.  I saw Cassie take a step back after you yelled at her when Pete went missing.  I thought you were going to punch her.  Actually, I wish you had, which is wrong, but true,” he chuckled. 
 
    “Aside from my intense moments, do I seem scary?” she had no idea how Derick perceived her.  He would certainly fear the Destroyer. 
 
    “I don’t think you’re scary.  I mean, I haven’t started running yet,” he laughed, knowing that he would always run to her, not away from her.  He wondered where these questions were coming from. 
 
    “Give me time.  I’m sure the day will come when you will want to run,” Annie sobered knowing that Derick would never understand what she was destined to do.  He would never stay with someone who would eventually massacre the world. 
 
    Derick stopped dead in his tracks.  Annie was surprised by his abrupt halt and turned back to check on him.  He was very serious as he took two steps toward her.  “Never.  You’ll never scare me away.  You can tell me to leave, and I’ll go, but I won’t run from you.  I know you believe that you’re a bad person, but I just don’t see it,” he stared intensely at her. 
 
    Her breath caught in her throat.  He meant it.  The resolution in his eyes proved that he wouldn’t run.  Of course, he had no idea what he was saying.  He’d never witnessed true evil before, so he had no way of knowing how he would react to it. 
 
    Desire swept through her.  Somehow, this man could say the perfect thing without even realizing it.  He looked at her as if she was the only person in the world that he cared about.  It was tempting and yet humbling.  No one had ever made her feel more wanted. 
 
    “Thank you,” she smiled at him.  Pulling him close she hugged him, not wanting to give him up. 
 
    “Why can’t this be easy?” Derick muttered to himself. 
 
    Her body was warm despite standing in the cold and enticing like standing in front of a fireplace.  He put her hand on his cheek.  He warmed quickly under her touch, though her hand didn’t cool from touching his frozen face.  It was amazing, and sexy.  He wondered what it would feel like to have other parts of his frozen body against her heat. 
 
    He shook the thought away.  Of all the indecent thoughts he’d had since meeting her, that was by far the worst.  He felt like a pervert.  How could he think that way about this amazingly perfect girl?  It was inexcusable.  He had promised to be good, yet he couldn’t purge the thought from his head.  He had noticed her warmth when he’d licked her skin in the castle, but he’d assumed it was because she was turned on by what he was doing.  Now he wanted to wrap her warm body around him and forget all of his problems.  What was wrong with him?  This woman was driving him crazy with lust, and he loved her for it. 
 
    Annie noticed the change in Derick immediately.  She could practically feel his lust rising.  Being so close to him was messing with her head.  She couldn’t find the strength to deny her feelings for him anymore. 
 
    The inn was still a ways off.  From the corner of her eye, she noticed a graveyard. 
 
    Derick told her that she deserved happiness and he was right.  She didn’t want the burden of keeping Lucifer sane without some kind of concession.  She wanted Derick, right or wrong.  Let Lucifer try to take Derick from her and he would find out how intimidating she could be.  The Destroyer would rise and Lucifer would tremble before her. 
 
    She pulled back from Derick’s embrace and smirked at him.  Shyly taking his hand, she quietly pulled him toward the wrought iron gate of the cemetery. 
 
    He followed her, unsure of her intentions.  Silently, he walked behind her as she wound through the monuments and headstones.  Wherever she was taking him, he would gladly follow. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Nathanael ducked inside of the tenth mausoleum of the night when he heard footsteps.  Peering around the corner, he saw a young couple holding hands and smiling.  He was about to go back to his task of searching for his possible Rogue Angel when he recognized the blue eyes and black hair of the woman.  The Destroyer had been clever to hide her real identity, but even in mortal form, he could not mistake Gabriel’s eyes in the face of another. 
 
    He assumed that she was tempting the boy with desire to lead him astray.  Being fair of face she would cause the mortal to fall to his knees before her, which hardly seemed right.  Temptation of the mortals wasn’t his area of expertise, so he wasn’t sure what was involved, but it seemed an unfair advantage to have a beautiful woman force the mortals to choose their path.  Regardless of why she was interacting with a mortal, Michael might find it interesting.  The Council believed that she was searching for her angels, not tempting the mortals herself.  Perhaps she was growing eager to end the world and was working on her own to start an Apocalypse.  She definitely needed to be watched. 
 
    As for the feather in his pocket, he knew it hadn’t come from her, but he wondered if she had been the other person in the fight on the street.  He pulled out the strip of fabric and ran it through his fingers.  The beads implied that it was from a fancy outfit, perhaps a dress. 
 
    Had she subdued one of the Predznak during the fight?  It was doubtful that she would be cavorting with a mortal in a cemetery if she had.  She was the Master; she would make the servant do the work.  Perhaps the servant didn’t want to come willingly.  A Rogue Predznak would definitely require Michael’s attention.  He would need proof that the angel had gone rogue before action could be taken. 
 
    Deciding to change his course of action, he snuck out of the mausoleum and made his way out of the cemetery.  He had saved the castle for last, hoping to catch the Rogue in the city while harming a mortal.  If he wasn’t going to be that lucky, then he needed to find the Rogue’s hiding place. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Annie passed a large mausoleum at the center of the expansive lot and whispered, “It may not be the top row of a concert, but I’m sure there’s someone left in this town that might walk by and see us.”  In fact, she hoped that they were seen.  They could watch her claim her lover. 
 
    Derick’s breath rushed out of his lungs.  He was dizzy with the thought of having sex with her anywhere, but outside was too much to ask for.  His heart felt like it was going to rip free from his chest while excitement filled his body.  He was hard and ready for her before he could nod in agreement. 
 
    She pulled him into the shadow of the mausoleum and kissed him before he could speak.  Her blood was rushing through her veins, flooding her senses.  Picturing him with that waitress made her irate.  Though Derick deserved a mortal girlfriend, she couldn’t bring herself to allow it. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” Derick was trembling so hard, he had trouble speaking.  He couldn’t believe that she was willing to do this with him. 
 
    “I’m very sure.  Derick, you represent everything that I have been denied, everything that I thought I was unworthy to have.  You’re right.  I don’t have to be trapped by him.  I can choose for myself who I want to be and what I want to do.  I can do things on my own terms, in my own way.  I have done all the changing and it’s time that I stop yielding to him and his whims.  You were right.  When he’s angry, there is no one to comfort me.  I have no one to help ease my pain,” she ran her hands through his hair and let her newfound confidence fill her. 
 
    “Do you mean it?  Are you going to leave him?” Derick asked, overcome with hope. 
 
    “Let’s just say that I’m not going to be his punching bag anymore.  He’s going to understand that there will be repercussions for his actions.  It’s still complicated and I don’t know what will happen between you and me, but I need you,” her expression was solemn while Derick searched her face trying to decide if she meant it.  “Now, tell me about these silly high school girls and what you did with them.  I want to understand what you like and what gets you off,” Annie purred.  She traced Derick’s lips with her fingertips and leaned closer to him. 
 
    Derick had trouble processing the question at first.  His dream woman was in his arms and she wanted to know how he wanted to fuck her.  Sweat beaded on his forehead despite the cold air surrounding him. 
 
    “I always took them from behind.  They stayed mostly clothed.  I’d bend them over something and wouldn’t stop until we both came.  It was fast, hard, and over before it started.  I wasn’t cruel to them, but it was all business.  I would kiss them and entice them before we arrived at the place where we’d have sex.  I’d make sure that they were ready for me, but once it was over, we were done.  We’d hardly speak afterward because I felt guilty for using them,” Derick spoke softly, nervous that she would change her mind. 
 
    “I’m more than willing to take you right here, out in the open, in a place where someone can see us, but we are going to take our time and enjoy every ounce of pleasure that we can produce in each other.  As for the clothing, this will have to do,” Annie shrugged off her wool coat and lifted her T-shirt high enough to put her bra on display for him.  The tight shirt stayed under her arms, as she lowered the cups of her bra.  Her breasts were pushed up and held in place. 
 
    “I can work that with,” Derick sputtered.  All rational thought evaporated and he almost giggled.  He unzipped his jacket, and left it hanging open. 
 
    “Next time you can take me from behind, but right now I want to see you.  It is to be perfectly understood that I am not one of your slutty cheerleaders begging for your attention.  When you’re inside of me, I want you to remember my name and know who is gripping you tightly.  I want to wrap my legs around your waist while you ride me hard against this wall.  If someone does see us, I want them to know that I’m not some quick fuck; but that they are walking past two people who are desperate for each other and who care about each other.  Will that work for you?” Annie unbuttoned her jeans and slowly slid them down her legs, along with her panties. 
 
    Derick nearly passed out.  All he could do was nod his head in agreement.  The sight of her naked was driving him mad. 
 
    “Good,” Annie smirked.  She grabbed the top of his jeans, and forced herself not to rip them apart. 
 
    His button and zipper were dealt with quickly and his jeans were pushed down to his knees.  His stiff cock was in her hand before Derick could move.  Annie pushed her hand under his T-shirt to feel his lean, muscled stomach, though she didn’t remove his shirt or coat.  She didn’t want him to freeze to death. 
 
    Derick’s head fell back when Annie’s burning hands surrounded his erection and moved around his chest.  She was confident as she enticed him and teased him.  Once his brain recovered from the initial contact, he was determined to please her. 
 
    His lips found hers and he kissed and licked her mouth.  He buried his hands in her hair and held her so that he could taste her mouth and prove to her that he wanted this level of intimacy as much as she did.  Annie was right.  She wasn’t one of the cheerleaders that chased after him.  This wasn’t about sex or wanting attention, this was about something more. 
 
    Annie’s mouth was warm and eager.  His mind was scrambled as he felt her hand caressing his skin and her tongue in his mouth. 
 
    Sanity invaded his mind and he quickly pulled back.  “Condom,” he muttered and fumbled through his pant pockets.  He needed to be inside of her before he lost his mind. 
 
    She had no experience with contraception since she couldn’t get pregnant, so she leaned back against the side of the mausoleum and watched Derick produce a purple packet from this wallet.  He deftly ripped it open and pulled out the condom.  She was enraptured as she watched him roll it over his full length.  She panted at the thought of having him inside of her. 
 
    Derick stepped closer and pulled her leg around his hip.  He reached down and grabbed his cock.  He slid against her folds and shivered when he glided across her wetness.  Flicking her clit with his head, she moaned and grasped his coat.  Her eyes were glazed over, but focused on his mouth.  He’d never been so bold before, but passion overrode his nerves.  He wanted to touch her in every way possible, knowing that she would never condemn him for wanting to please her. 
 
    He shifted his knees and used his hips to rub against her folds while his hand went lower.  He massaged the opening of her core, making her squirm with delight.  Pushing two fingers inside of her, he made her cry out as he stroked her in time with his shaft. 
 
    Annie’s mind was in a fog.  She’d never experienced anything like this.  Yet again, Derick knew exactly what do to and how to make her body explode with pleasure. 
 
    “Derick, please, I need you,” Annie begged for Derick to take her.  She was already so close to losing control. 
 
    Derick chuckled and removed his fingers from her warm body.  He smirked and put his fingers into his mouth.  He watched her shocked reaction while he sucked on his fingers.  Yes, he knew who he was pleasing and whose name he would scream out when he came. 
 
    Annie was dizzy while watching Derick’s mischievous eyes roam across her body.  He was everything to her.  She kissed him and pulled his hips closer.  If he didn’t fill her quickly, she would combust. 
 
    “Eager are we?” Derick chuckled against her lips.  He wanted to tease her a little more.  He wanted her to come the second that he took her body.  “I want you to be desperate.” 
 
    He dipped his head and licked her tight peaks that begged to be touched.  He had wanted to touch her breasts the last time they were together, but was afraid that he would want more.  While he’d certainly fondled breasts before, he had never sucked one.  It was too intimate for someone he would walk away from.  Taking her perfect points into his mouth, he nearly came.  It was as wonderful as he’d imagined.  He sucked them and pulled at them with his lips.  Annie’s panting and clawing was enthralling. 
 
    Annie’s legs were trembling.  Her skin was on fire.  Derick’s mouth felt like heaven as he sucked on her breasts.  She tried to pull his hips closer, begging for relief, but he merely chuckled.  His tongue swirled and flicked her peak.  He bit her nipple and flicked his cock against her clit at the same time.  She screamed and nearly lost all rational thought.  “Please!” she begged. 
 
    He chuckled and lightly bit her nipple.  No one had ever said that they needed him before.  The others had been tentative with their words, waiting for him to take action, or been vulgar about what they wanted.  He had never been needed before and he liked it. 
 
    Looking down at her, he memorized her sultry smile, her heavy lust filled eyes, and her tongue that traced her lips.  He wanted to remember this moment forever.  He didn’t know what would happen when they were done, but he needed to know that they had a connection, something deeper and more meaningful than just physical sex. 
 
    He grabbed her thighs and hoisted her up.  Feeling her thighs lock around his hips and seeing the yearning in her eyes, he knew that she was ready for him.  Without warning, he plunged deep inside of her and filled her completely. 
 
    Annie convulsed around his hard shaft and shouted incoherently.  Her body shook uncontrollably.  Panting, she tried to regain some of her senses.  She realized that Derick was standing still while remaining completely inside of her.  She saw the strain on his face and heard his uneven breaths.  He was enjoying the feel of her body, squeezing him during her orgasm. 
 
    Derick had never seen anyone as sexy as the woman in his arms.  He could feel every inch of this temptress and yet he wanted more.  Her tight core combined with her heat had nearly made his knees buckle from the sensation.  A feeling of satisfaction filled his heart as he gazed at her.  This was his woman and he would be damned if anyone else touched her. 
 
    She was still desperate for more.  Bracing her back against the wall and holding onto his neck, she moved her hips and rode him.  Derick’s head fell back and he gasped.  She gripped him tightly and moved her body over him.  Slamming against him, she pulled his head up so that she could see his eyes. 
 
    Derick was overwhelmed.  No one had ever taken his body before.  He’d been lost in the feeling of her contracting around him when he had pushed inside of her.  Feeling her ride him was unlike anything he’d ever felt.  She was in control and giving him pleasure.  He’d never imagined that he would find a woman that would accept him and care for him. 
 
    As much as he loved her core moving over him, enticing him to find release, he wanted to be the one to make her spiral out of control.  He grabbed her thighs and pinned her hips against the wall to stop her.  Pushing his tongue into her mouth, he mimicked the action with his body.  He thrust in and out of her core and her mouth.  He increased his speed until he felt Annie’s body squeeze him and quake.  Her second orgasm threw him over the edge. 
 
    Derick yelled as he found relief inside of her body. 
 
    Annie’s body shivered and convulsed.  Derick was the only thing she thought about.  She loved this man.  She didn’t have to fear him or pity him.  Sex had always been about forgiveness for some wrong act that had been committed.  It was essentially make-up sex whenever Lucifer took her body.  Tears would give way to pleasure and elicit an apology.  Derick had nothing to be sorry for, no sins to atone for.  He made love to her with his delicate touch and unyielding body.  This was how it was supposed to feel.  Sex wasn’t an apology, it was an expression of love, and it was a way for two people to share something beyond words. 
 
    Derick looked down at the most beautiful woman he knew.  She was smiling at him and panting.  It was a wonderful sight.  Annie was his.  The thought took Derick by surprise.  He was suddenly angry that someone might have seen them having sex.  He moved closer to her body so that his coat would conceal her from view.  She was his and he didn’t want anyone else to see her like this. 
 
    “That was the single greatest experience of my life,” he whispered and kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “Was it better than the concert or the principal’s car?” she chuckled.  She secretly needed to know that she was better than his other escapades. 
 
    He smiled his wicked smile at her.  “Infinitely better.  Annie, there’s no comparison,” he laughed, brushing a strand of hair from her forehead.  He kissed her nose and carefully separated their bodies. 
 
    She was overwhelmed with emotion when she looked at him.  She needed him more than she needed to breathe.  “Anjali.  Annie is just a nickname.  Please call me Anjali.” 
 
    Derick paused and blinked a few times.  He was slowly getting past her defenses, which was a good sign.  There really was hope for them.  “Anjali.  It’s a beautiful name,” he kissed her and ran his fingertips down her collarbone. 
 
    She blushed.  The sound of her name on his lips was exquisite.  She wished that she could confess everything to him, but she didn’t think even his limitless patience and understanding would withstand what she had to say. 
 
    They quickly dressed and made their way back to the street, headed toward the castle. 
 
    “Do you think anyone saw us?” Derick asked when they reached the street.  He bit his tongue when he realized it was something that one of his former conquests would have asked.  Honestly, he hoped that no one had seen them.  For the first time, he didn’t have the desire to be caught.  He had been thinking about her the whole time, and wasn’t listening to hear if anyone was about to catch him in the act.  He knew what it meant.  He loved her.  He loved her with all his heart. 
 
    “I hope so,” she replied and put her head on his shoulder.  Radek would have undoubtedly seen them, which meant it was only a matter of time before Lucifer knew what she had done. 
 
   


 
  




Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Nathanael appeared in the highest tower of the castle.  Moving through the dark corridors, he slowly made his way through the upper level of the castle.  Finding nothing of interest, he approached what appeared to be the main staircase.  He heard voices echoing through the enormous stairwell. 
 
    Two men were arguing, but Nathanael wasn’t close enough to hear the conversation.  He searched for a better vantage point, but there weren’t any places to hide.  He was stuck at the top landing of the staircase.  He flattened himself against the floor and peered over the edge. 
 
    The zigzag staircase had at least five stories with various landings that over looked a straight drop to the main floor.  Two levels below him on the landing to his right; he saw a flashlight and heard a scuffle.  Before he could get to the stairs, movement caught his eye.  Looking over the edge of the banister, he saw something swinging over the precipice.  He ran down the stairs, unnerved by the sound of a rope creaking. 
 
    When he reached the second level, he had trouble identifying what was swinging.  He quickly descended to the next level of steps and came face to face with the man who was hanging from a noose tied to the banister on the level above him.  The mortal’s neck had snapped from the fall.  There wasn’t anything he could do to help him.  He needed to find the man responsible and rule out any involvement from the Rogue.  The mortal police could handle the case if a mortal was guilty of the murder, but he needed to know for sure that this travesty wasn’t caused by one of his own kind. 
 
    Nathanael quickly went up to the landing where the scuffle had taken place and surveyed the area for something that might help him identify the other man.  Coming up empty, he followed the steps down to the next landing and looked for a possible exit. 
 
    Angry with himself for letting the lead go cold, Nathanael left the body for the mortal police to investigate and entered the third floor hallway to search for his suspect.  He wasn’t sure why a Rogue would kill a mortal, but he had to stop him.  It was against their rules to harm mortals, regardless of the reason.  He didn’t need to hear Michael’s lecture if he failed to return with the criminal. 
 
    He was rendered frozen when a thought crept into his mind.  Mark had reported that Anjali was searching for Alazar, the Angel of Death, before the other Predznak.  Perhaps it was Alazar’s feather he had found in the street.  Anjali could have battled him if he resisted her commands.  Last he’d heard, Alazar was nearly feral.  Could he be responsible for the deaths of the local mortals?  Technically, he was supposed to tempt the mortals to kill themselves, but this didn’t look like a suicide.  He’d heard the sounds of a fight and seen the dirt on the stairs disturbed.  He knew that the Angel of Death didn’t get his hands dirty unless he had a personal grudge against someone, but what if he’d truly gone rogue and was slaying the mortals by his own hand?  The Destroyer could be here to cover up for him.  It would explain why she was in Romania. 
 
    Nathanael panicked.  Perhaps Anjali wasn’t tempting the mortal in the cemetery, but was going to kill him.  Maybe she and Alazar were working together.  Being under Lucifer’s command could send anyone over the edge, especially if they were supposed to kill mortals.  His day was getting worse by the second.  Not only was it possible that Alazar had gone Rogue, but the Destroyer may have turned against Heaven as well.  He would certainly need back up for that. 
 
    He disappeared to seek out Michael’s guidance.  He would know what to do. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Alazar watched the moon slowly rising above the mountain range.  Midnight was quickly approaching and soon he would be with his Master.  He would be at peace once and for all, or at least for the five minutes before they descended into Hell and saw Lucifer again.  Despite his hatred of his brother, he knew it would be easier to deal with Lucifer if Anjali, or rather, Lady Black, was by his side. 
 
    He contemplated her name for a moment.  Could he really call her Lady Black?  It did sound better than Master.  It burned his ass to know that Lucifer had ordered everyone not to speak her real name.  Perhaps he should take issue with that when he saw Lucifer, unless Lady Black didn’t mind.  It occurred to him that having a Master was going to be complicated.  He didn’t like having to worry about protocol and rules.  Typically, he gave the finger to the prissy angels who were all about decorum and procedures.  It was going to be strange to adhere to those procedures after all this time. 
 
    Alazar disappeared and reappeared in the dungeon.  He didn’t have many possessions that he wanted to take with him, but he definitely wanted his chair and maybe his pillow. 
 
    He looked around the room, assessing his belongings.  He stopped when he heard footsteps behind him.  He was hopeful that Anjali had come to him sooner than promised.  He wanted to start the ritual as soon as possible, which surprised him. 
 
    He was less than thrilled to see a glint of red shining in the torchlight.  From the corner of his eye, he could see that Maraquette was wearing a tight electric blue pantsuit and heels.  At least she wasn’t trying to seduce him in that outfit. 
 
    “What do you want?” Alazar sighed.  He was growing tired of Maraquette’s tricks.  She made his stomach turn.  The thought of working with her made him feel tired and bored.  He didn’t need her anymore.  She had broken their deal when she failed to kill Anjali.  That reminded him of the retribution he wanted for Aganon’s botched murder attempt that resulted in his Master becoming a blood servant of Lucifer. 
 
    “I thought you’d be long gone by now, perhaps somewhere warmer, where she can’t find you,” Maraquette snickered. 
 
    “Why would I want to do that?” Alazar rolled his eyes at her. 
 
    “I thought you had more sense than this, Alazar.  Ever since you became a Predznak, you have hated it.  You got more than you bargained for; you say it all the time.  It’s a miserable existence tempting the mortals to kill.  Angels weren’t meant to do that, it goes against our very nature.  You signed on for something you knew nothing about and you have regretted it ever since.  If you say yes to her, it will only get harder.  Alazar, this is not who you are, or what you want.  She will turn you into a murderer, and for what?  You may save a few mortal souls along the way, but what about your soul?  This will destroy you.  Every time I see you, you are weaker and more distraught.  Go ahead and deny it,” Maraquette purred as she carefully approached him.  She needed him to doubt Anjali’s intentions.  Her deal with him might be broken, but she still had need of him. 
 
    Alazar rounded on Maraquette and glared at her, knowing that she was right.  He worried about that constantly.  He didn’t want to sink further into the abyss.  He took a deep breath and remembered how it felt to be with Lady Black.  He clung to the promise of freedom from his darkness. 
 
    “No, she will make it easier for me.  She will help me.  I’ve already felt what it would be like to join with her,” Alazar snapped.  He pushed away his doubts and squared his shoulders. 
 
    “My poor brother, she has you so blinded by all that she supposedly has to offer.  You forget that she is the keeper of all the temptations and can use them against you.  She will make you pay for all your past mistakes, she will never trust anything you have to say, and she will deceive you.  You just can’t see past the taste of happiness that she has offered you.  Mark my words, at the first test of loyalty she will turn on you.  You’re one-step away from becoming a Rogue, Alazar.  How can you prove to her that you will be loyal and do her will?  Believe me, if you join with her, you will regret it forever.  There is no escaping once you are bound to her.  How can you know her well enough to make such a huge and lasting decision?” Maraquette said in her best concerned voice. 
 
    Alazar’s memory sparked when Maraquette spoke of being blinded by what was offered.  She had been blinded by Lucifer’s kind words in Heaven, and was sorely disappointed when she fell from Heaven and awoke in Hell to look into the eyes of the devil, not the Morningstar.  Lucifer looked at her with lust, but never love.  He had broken her heart and she was bitterly trying to get even with him.  She would do and say anything to harm Anjali.  He was done listening to her. 
 
    He grabbed her by the hair and shook her.  “From the moment you came into my life, you have said and done everything possible to get me to help you escape Michael and keep him off your trail so that he doesn’t find out that you are the one responsible for so many of the deaths that he investigates.  The truth doesn’t exactly fall from your lips, my dear.  The truth is, I should have killed you long ago for your deeds, but I always pitied you because of what Lucifer did to you,” Alazar growled.  He held the deranged angel by her hair, deciding the best way to put her out her misery. 
 
    Maraquette grabbed his hand and pulled at him, trying to free herself.  She knew she was in trouble.  Pleading with him was her only hope.  “I’m your friend, Alazar, I always have been.  While it’s true that I do like my head attached to my body and have asked for favors, I still care about what happens to one of my brothers.  I don’t want to see Lucifer destroy you.  I know what he’s capable of.  If you return to Hell, he will demand your head.  He won’t care what the Destroyer says.  His word is law in Hell, and you have committed enough crimes to earn a death warrant,” Maraquette said to scare Alazar. 
 
    “If you’re my friend, then I’m in deeper shit than I thought.  How about for the sake of our friendship, I give you a head start?  When I join with Anjali and tell her of your treachery, she will surely inform Lucifer that you are still alive and plotting against her, Michael, and Father.  Lucifer won’t have time to worry about me since he will probably hunt you himself.  He hates Rogues.  It’s one of the few things that I like about him,” Alazar smirked.  He didn’t have need of the little traitor anymore.  He was going to be with his Master and could finally atone for his sins. 
 
    Alazar threw Maraquette on the ground and turned his back on her. 
 
    Maraquette nearly attacked Alazar for his lies, but remained still.  Lucifer would never hurt her.  Once Anjali was dead, Lucifer would finally be free of the Keeper of Desire and they could be together at last.  The only thing Lucifer ever talked about was the Destroyer and her beautiful face.  She had entranced him centuries ago.  The little home-wrecker had him eating out of her hand.  Aganon had explained how Lucifer fawned over Anjali.  That information alone was enough to enrage her.  No one should be touching Lucifer.  It was time to break Lucifer free from the Destroyer’s spell.  Lucifer would finally be able to remember how much he loved her and Anjali would be nothing more than a corpse.  All she needed was to create enough strife between Alazar and his Master and their fates would be sealed. 
 
    “Now, now, don’t be mean.  I have your best interests at heart, brother.  Aganon has overheard Anjali’s conversations with Lucifer and Hades.  He said that Anjali is willing to do whatever it takes to possess you.  What will keep her from hurting you to get what she wants?” Maraquette looked Alazar in the eye, trying to sell her lie. 
 
    “I’m willing to take my chances with her.  I don’t care what Aganon told you.  I’ve made my choice and if you don’t stop talking, I will save the Council the time and energy of putting you on trial and kill you right here,” Alazar allowed his power to rise as he stalked Maraquette, backing her into a corner. 
 
    “Stop, Alazar.  You promised me a head start, for old time’s sake.  Run along to your Master, but don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Maraquette said quickly.  She tried not to show how terrified she was of him.  The sudden drop in temperature let her know how serious Alazar was.  Even if he couldn’t tempt her, his power rising to the surface made him stronger and faster than her. 
 
    Quickly disappearing before Alazar could grab her again, she retreated to the parking lot of the castle.  Round two was a loss, but round three and the win would be hers.  She laughed when she thought about Anjali’s impending return to the castle.  Alazar was in for a rude awakening when his Master arrived to claim him. 
 
    Pulling out her cell phone, she delighted in knowing that a victory was close at hand. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    “I had no idea that making love to someone could be like that,” Derick gave Annie a smoldering, yet satisfied look. 
 
    “Neither did I,” she snuggled against his arm. 
 
    She quivered inside at Derick’s admission.  They had made love, not fucked, like he had done with his cheerleaders.  She finally accepted that she couldn’t give Derick up.  He was uncomplicated, aside from being a mortal.  He brought out a side of her that she didn’t even know existed.  She had never thought herself capable of public sex, especially with a virtual stranger.  No, he wasn’t a stranger, she knew the real Derick.  She felt safe with him.  There was no second-guessing and no games.  He always made it clear what he was thinking and feeling. 
 
    They walked further down the road until he stopped her and pulled her into a kiss. 
 
    “I know I didn’t keep my promise about being just a friend tonight and I’m sorry, but will you still come with me to investigate the castle?  I promise I will behave myself.  Well, technically you seduced me, so I’m innocent.  I didn’t break my promise.  I said that I would be what you needed,” he chuckled. 
 
    Derick was definitely what she needed. 
 
    “Yes, I will help you tonight,” she practically purred the words in his ear.  Delirious with happiness, she would do anything that he asked of her. 
 
    They walked hand in hand up the long driveway that led to the castle.  When they turned the corner, they were met with flashing lights and some sort of commotion in the parking lot. 
 
    Fear spiked inside of Annie as she began to comprehend what she was seeing.  Police cars and ambulances were crowded along the front entrance, blocking the bridge.  She had heard sirens earlier, but had ignored them since they were common in a city.  She looked to Derick, thankful that he was safe, but was upset that something terrible had happened. 
 
    “Oh God,” Derick squeezed Annie’s hand and rushed toward the flashing lights. 
 
    Derick needed to get a head count of his team before he could relax.  He was hoping for something simple like a small fire or a power issue.  Sometimes their equipment shorted circuit breakers and overloaded the power grids with older wiring.  He absently felt around for his walkie-talkie, but stopped when he remembered that he had left it in his hotel room. 
 
    Making his way through the crowd, he searched the blank faces mulling about the parking lot, hoping to spot a familiar face.  Derick’s breath left him in a rush when he saw Josilyn sitting in the back of an ambulance.  He sprinted over to her, pushing past the medics. 
 
    “Josilyn, what the hell happened?  Is everyone okay?” he nudged past the medic nearest her and grabbed her hand.  He saw the breathing mask over her face and panicked. 
 
    “Sir, you have to stand back,” the medic said in English. 
 
    “Tell me what happened first,” Derick yelled. 
 
    “She is having trouble breathing.  Give her a moment to recover.  She is in shock,” the medic replied. 
 
    Annie saw Pete talking to an officer a few feet away.  She grabbed Derick’s hand and pulled him toward Pete. 
 
    “Pete, what happened?” Derick asked his friend, breathless. 
 
    Pete looked relieved to see Derick, but sadness was etched into his expression.  He tried to speak a few times, but choked up.  “Wedge.” 
 
    Derick fell back on his heels.  Wedge had been hurt.  He needed to find him.  He was responsible for the crew.  It was his job to keep everyone safe and get them back home. 
 
    He looked around at the ambulances, frantically trying to find his friend. 
 
    Annie understood the look of sorrow on Pete’s face.  “Pete, Wedge isn’t okay, is he?” her stomach dropped when he slowly shook his head, unable to speak. 
 
    Annie trembled when she thought about all the things that could have happened to him.  As much as she didn’t want to know his fate, she had to find out. 
 
    Derick stared vacantly at Pete, processing the information.  “Wedge is gone?” he couldn’t understand how something like that could be true.  He’d seen him a few hours ago at lunch.  How could he be gone? 
 
    Looking around the parking lot, Annie saw Morgan leaning against their white van.  He was by himself smoking and staring at the ground, lost in thought.  Cassie was screaming at a police officer who was trying to ask her questions.  She was annoyed and yelling about their equipment, not wanting it touched or tampered with. 
 
    Annie pulled the nearest officer to the side while Derick and Pete exchanged shocked looks.  “What happened to the boy?” she asked the officer in Romanian. 
 
    “He was found hanging from the main staircase.  It looks like a possible suicide.  We are checking to see if anyone saw what happened.  Your friends said that they didn’t see or hear anything until they found him in the stairwell,” the officer replied quietly. 
 
    Annie closed her eyes.  The world fell away and she felt cold.  She had done this.  She had stupidly trusted Alazar and in return, he killed one of her friends.  She should have demanded that he join her or killed him on the spot.  One more innocent life had been extinguished because of her crazed Angel of Death.  It was time for this madness to end. 
 
    She couldn’t look at Derick knowing that she was responsible.  She needed to see the staircase for herself. 
 
    Annie quickly slipped through the crowd and disappeared once inside the entryway.  She reappeared in the hallway at the top of the stairs.  Thankfully, no one was standing at the top.  She looked down and saw people on the third floor landing.  She listened to them taking pictures and trying to determine what had happened.  They were saying things like, “rope” and “jumped”.  Dread filled her, knowing what she needed to do. 
 
    She disappeared and reappeared in the basement of the castle, directly into Alazar’s room. 
 
    Alazar smiled when he heard rustling behind him.  He knew Maraquette wasn’t stupid enough to return. 
 
    Turning, he saw Anjali.  She was wearing her infamous dress, but he tried to ignore it.  He was happy to see her until he saw the malice on her face.  Before he could blink, her fist collided with his skull and he was thrown back into his chair. 
 
    “How could you?  You couldn’t have just said no.  You had to make a spectacle and spit in my face.  I should have known better than to trust you.  I should have killed you when I had the chance, you son of a bitch!” Anjali screamed and lunged forward.  She grabbed Alazar by the shirt and pulled him out of his chair. 
 
    “What?  What are you talking about?” Alazar yelled, dazed from the punch.  He had no idea that she could hit that hard.  His brain was rattling around his skull.  She had definitely held back during their earlier fights. 
 
    “I’m surprised you weren’t standing underneath him with a giant sign that said ‘Go Fuck Yourself, I Don’t Want a Master’.  It would have been a lot simpler.  You destroyed yet another innocent life, Alazar, and you obviously have no remorse.  Instead, you’re sitting in your room smugly waiting for me to see your handiwork.  I’m sick of this, Alazar.  You’ve gone too far,” she threw him across the room. 
 
    Alazar smashed into the wall and crumbled to the bed.  He had no idea why she was so mad.  Maybe she was the crazy one.  Shaking his head, he tried to focus his eyes.  He watched the rage of the Destroyer grow and was oddly fascinated by it.  He wanted to reach out and touch her to see if she would be warmer than usual.  He snapped himself from his fantasy to figure out why she enraged. 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he replied when he came to his senses.  He scrambled off the bed, avoiding her grasp.  He tripped on the remains of the bookcase, but managed to stay standing. 
 
    “Of course you don’t, all you do is put the idea in their heads.  You don’t stay for the actual act, right?  You can claim ignorance if you don’t have to witness them jumping from the ledge.  You don’t have to feel guilty if you can’t see the light leaving their eyes.  How wonderful for you.  Well, regardless of whether or not you were there to witness it, he’s still dead because of you,” Anjali stepped up to Alazar and stared at his cold blue eyes. 
 
    Dead?  He hadn’t killed anyone, not since tempting Pedro.  The woman had apparently lost her mind.  He had no idea what had set her off.  He opened himself up and searched for the reason behind her anger.  He was startled when he found it.  The cold feeling of death filled the castle.  Someone had indeed died here recently.  He was appalled when he realized that she was blaming him for the death. 
 
    “You think I did this?  You think I killed someone?” Alazar’s body was rigid as he spoke. 
 
    “Unless there happens to be another Angel of Death lurking around the castle capable of pushing someone to end their own life, then yes, you are the logical choice.  Why does everything have to be a battle with you?  I guess you have been alone too long to understand what I was offering you.  You’re beyond my help and I’m tired of apologizing for all that has happened.  I offered you a clean slate and you killed someone, and worse, you made it personal.  I will never forgive you,” Anjali fought back the tears and stepped closer to Alazar.  While she hadn’t known Wedge for long, she liked him and he was Derick’s friend.  Poor, shy Wedge with his comic books and Star Wars obsession would never see Tulsa or his family again.  How could she possibly explain this to Derick?  He would never forgive her. 
 
    Alazar was stunned.  She didn’t trust him.  Rather than ask him if had done it, she had simply assumed.  Maraquette had been right about Anjali not being able to trust anyone.  He finally had a glimpse of what life would be like with her.  He would constantly have to prove himself to her and fight for her trust.  Though he wanted to be with her, he couldn’t live like that.  He couldn’t have every day be a struggle; it was hard enough to do his job. 
 
    “Well, since there isn’t another Angel of Death, I guess I’m responsible.  What’s it going to be Destroyer, pistols at dawn, sword fight to the death, or rock, paper, scissors, best two out of three wins?” Alazar snipped as he glared back at her.  He stepped closer until he was less than an inch from the woman who could never be his Master. 
 
    “None of the above,” she kneed Alazar in the groin and punched him in the throat.  He gasped and slumped to his knees. 
 
    Alazar’s vision wavered as pain filled his entire being.  He gasped for air and quickly decided what to do. 
 
    Anjali reached down to grab Alazar’s arm, intent on dragging him down to Hell, where he would wait in the Hall of Mercy for the Council to retrieve him for his sentencing.  Before she could touch him, she was tossed into the air when Alazar dove at her legs and flipped her over his back.  She landed on the bookcase on her neck and broke through the last few shelves.  Shards of wood pierced her back, causing her to scream. 
 
    “I’m not going down without a fight,” Alazar raised his foot and stamped down on Anjali head. 
 
    Anjali blocked the kick and grabbed Alazar’s foot.  She twisted it and threw him off-balance.  Alazar crumpled forward into the pile of wood. 
 
    She slumped to her side and painfully rolled to her stomach.  There was a chunk of wood in the middle of her back between her shoulder blades.  Reaching back, she tried to dislodge it so that she could breathe.  Before she could pull the wood out, she felt it tear through her back and into her chest. 
 
    Alazar stomped the wooden stake through her back, driving it deeper into her body.  It wouldn’t kill her, but it would slow her down enough for him to escape. 
 
    “If you think that you can kill me, you’re deluded,” Anjali gasped through the pain. 
 
    Alazar backed away from her.  He saw the blood seeping from her body as it pooled around her on the floor.  He didn’t want to kill her.  He wasn’t a Rogue yet, despite what she thought.  Maybe he could plead his case to the Council. 
 
    Anger and pain flooded her.  She lost control of the clawing sensation inside of her for a split second, too consumed by the agony in her chest.  Her power rushed through her and she embraced her wrath.  A force burst forth from her and propelled Alazar across the room.  Sucking in a breath quickly, she looked up to see a dazed Alazar sliding down the wall to the floor. 
 
    Alazar rubbed the back of his head, trying to figure out where up was.  He saw a terrifying sight when his vision steadied.  Anjali’s eyes were black, glowing, and locked on him.  She was on her knees, reaching around to remove the wooden spike.  Before he could speak, she was on her feet advancing on him, and she looked pissed.  He was almost stupid enough to beg for mercy and bind himself to her, but he held himself firm.  She didn’t trust him and he couldn’t live with that.  He did the only thing he could; he ran.  Disappearing from the room, he launched himself through space and appeared in a cemetery, a fitting place for him.  He was a coward for sure, but a breathing one with a head still attached to his body. 
 
    He leaned against a large monument and assessed the damage.  Hawaii was the next location on his flight plan. 
 
    “I was going to say I told you so, but you look like shit and I hate kicking people while they’re down,” Maraquette stepped out from behind a mausoleum. 
 
    Alazar sighed, knowing that he was looking at his only friend in the world. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Anjali was about to hunt Alazar down when she remembered Derick.  She couldn’t leave him to deal with the death of his friend alone.  She knew the Spirit Experts would go back home to take care of the arrangements for Wedge, forcing Derick to leave for good.  Once they left, she vowed never to see Derick again, but she couldn’t leave things like this.  She owed him an explanation for Wedge’s death. 
 
    Her anger evaporated when she thought about Derick and how much pain he would be in after losing his friend and colleague.  She calmed down and took a deep breath.  The raw pain in her chest subsided to a dull ache.  The bleeding had stopped and she could almost move her back without wincing, thanks to the release of her power. 
 
    She would alert the Council of Alazar’s status change to Rogue and let them deal with him.  There were still nine other angels that she had to find.  Alazar was beyond her abilities now.  Let the Celestial Warriors do their job for once and find the bad guy.  They were better equipped to capture Alazar with their Celestial Swords. 
 
    She took a moment to lament what could have been with Alazar.  Truly, she liked him.  She could easily see him by her side leading the Predznak.  If only she had gotten to him sooner.  This only fortified her decision to find the others as quickly as possible.  She couldn’t imagine losing all the Predznak to darkness.  She would never forgive herself. 
 
    A tear fell when she thought about Michael removing Alazar’s head.  Her heart burned, imagining his last moments.  Would he ask for forgiveness before he died?  It was doubtful, given his recent actions.  Either way, she wished that she could have brought him into her life.  She already missed him. 
 
    Holding her head high, she knew it was time to start her gamut of misery.  She didn’t know which was worse, losing her Angel of Death or Derick.  The loss of both of them might very well cripple her permanently.  It was definitely better to get it all over quickly. 
 
    Appearing as Annie, she walked around the parking lot of the castle, stretching her back and neck.  For the least physical Predznak, Alazar definitely knew how to hurt someone.  Walking off the pain, she was glad to see that most of the circus had cleared out.  Only two police cars remained in the parking lot.  She assumed that Josilyn had gone to the hospital. 
 
    Not seeing Derick outside, Annie quietly appeared inside the castle, avoiding the guard at the entrance.  She peered into the foyer and saw Mrs. Pavel pacing and muttering a prayer to herself in Romanian. 
 
    She ducked past the agitated woman and headed down the hallway that led to the staircase landing.  Hoping that Derick was still in the castle, she poked her head around the corner and saw a policeman speaking to Derick.  Derick was nodding his head and looked beyond distraught.  Momentarily losing her nerve, she was about to wait for a better time to speak to him when he caught sight of her.  It was like the boy had radar when it came to her. 
 
    The small smile on his face made her feel worse than before.  She slunk into the open area that had been roped off with caution tape.  The policeman nodded to Derick and walked over to her. 
 
    “Mr. Hunt says that you are a part of his group.  Can you tell me where you were from 1:00 pm this afternoon until 9:00 pm this evening?” the policeman asked formally in English. 
 
    Mr. Hunt?  It took Annie a second to realize that she hadn’t known Derick’s last name.  One more thing she didn’t know about him.  Maybe leaving him would be easier than she expected.  They were strangers with nothing in common. 
 
    Annie decided to speak in Romanian to avoid any confusion.  “I was with Mr. Hunt this afternoon and evening.  We left the inn and were sightseeing in the city.  We dined around 6:00 pm until 7:30 pm and then went for a walk.  We didn’t arrive at the castle until around 9:00 pm.  Neither of us knew what was going on when we arrived.” 
 
    The police officer seemed surprised that she knew his language, but continued asking her if she knew the deceased, Mr. Douglas Stephens. 
 
    She explained who she was and how she had met the Spirit Experts two days ago when she arrived to take a tour of the castle, all the while looking over at Derick to make sure he was okay.  It was strange hearing the police officer speak about Wedge in the past tense. 
 
    Her breath caught in her throat at the thought of seeing Wedge when she went back to Hell.  Once processed, he would end up in the Realm of Fire and then on to all the other tortures, just as she had warned Pete when he wanted to take his life.  She was saddened by the thought of punishing him for years and then watching as Lucifer tried to make him a suicide servant, though it was doubtful that Lucifer would choose him.  He preferred vile, sneaky mortals to serve him. 
 
    The police officer thanked her and left her alone with Derick. 
 
    “Where did you go?” Derick asked, approaching her.  He looked like he needed a hug and a warm blanket, not a sucker punch to the stomach. 
 
    “Sorry, I needed to pull myself together.  I didn’t want to freak out in front of you.  I’m sorry that I wasn’t here for you,” she felt guilty for leaving him, but Alazar needed an ass kicking more than Derick needed consoling. 
 
    “It’s okay, the police were asking a lot of questions.  I thought you might have taken off for good.  I was afraid that I wouldn’t see you again,” Derick was thankful that she had stayed.  He wasn’t ready to mourn the loss of her too.  He took her into his arms and inhaled her scent.  Clinging to her, he closed his eyes and cried for his friend. 
 
    She held him tightly and rubbed his back.  “I’m so sorry, Derick.  This is terrible.  I don’t know what to say,” she said, trying not to cry.  She wanted nothing more than to take away Derick’s pain and keep him safe.  Hugging him, she selfishly took a moment to commit to memory the feeling of him against her body. 
 
    Derick pulled back to look at her and wiped his eyes.  “Pete told me what happened.  They were setting up in the foyer and finished early.  They figured that you and I would investigate the dungeon together once we got back, so Pete and Morgan headed out to investigate the interior courtyard and the chapel.  Wedge decided to put extra handheld cameras in the Main Hall and the Master Room on the third floor.  Morgan left Pete in the courtyard to get more batteries.  When Morgan walked through the Main Hall, he heard Josilyn screaming.  He found her by the staircase.  She had tried contacting Wedge for ten minutes, but he didn’t answer, so she went looking for him.  She’s the one who found him.  Pete said she was pretty shaken up by the time he got to her. 
 
    “Is she okay?  Did they take her to the hospital?” Annie asked, wiping his cheek. 
 
    “The EMT said she was okay, but needed to rest.  Pete took Josilyn back to the inn to calm her down.  They were both in pretty rough shape.  I stayed to deal with the police.  Morgan freaked out and said that he was catching the next plane home.  He said that we were crazy for staying,” Derick explained in a rush.  He leaned his forehead against hers. 
 
    “You shouldn’t stay here, Derick.  You should go back to the inn and rest.  It’s late and you have been through too much tonight,” Annie said consolingly. 
 
    “How did I not know?  How did I not see this coming?  It’s not like we hung out with him every day, but we were friends.  How did I miss the signs?” Derick murmured. 
 
    “This isn’t your fault, Derick,” Annie softly ran her hand across his back and shoulders. 
 
    “I don’t know why he did it.  Wedge wasn’t the kind of guy to do something like this, or so I thought.  The police said they searched the castle and his room at the inn, but there wasn’t a note.  It just doesn’t make any sense.  This was his dream.  Why do it here?  I know his life wasn’t perfect, but whose is?  I just don’t understand it,” Derick choked out the words, trying not to fall apart again. 
 
    “Derick, sometimes there isn’t a reason.  Sometimes people get confused, upset, or angry and they make a mistake.  Suicides aren’t planned as much as you think.  Sometimes there are no notes explaining things because even the person doesn’t know why they are doing it.  It’s a thought that they act on,” Annie kissed his cheek. 
 
    “You think so?  You think that Wedge just acted without some sort of plan?  I mean, it took a lot of effort to tie that rope to the railing, at least that’s what the police said,” Derick looked up through the darkness, but couldn’t see the rope. 
 
    “You’ll drive yourself crazy looking for an explanation when it doesn’t appear that there is one.  Don’t think about Wedge ending things; think about the times when he was living his life.  Think about how excited he was to come here and investigate.  Remember hanging out with him back home and the fun times.  Don’t dwell on this one act.  I’m sorry that this whole trip has been a nightmare.  I wish you could have come here and explored the castle, made your show, and had a great time,” Annie smiled at him.  She pulled him sideways so that he couldn’t look at the stairs. 
 
    “Me too.  First Pete and now Wedge…,” Derick paused.  How could he have forgotten the incident with Pete?  Pete had been more than willing to throw himself from the tower and now Wedge had hanged himself.  Maybe the castle really was cursed or haunted.  It was too much of a coincidence that both of them wanted to hurt themselves in this place. 
 
    Annie froze when she saw Derick put the pieces together for the first time.  He had been in shock and hadn’t fully understood what was happening in this place. 
 
    “Derick, we should talk about this somewhere else,” hearing voices approaching from the hallway, she nodded to Derick to follow her.  Not wanting witnesses, she decided on the Throne Room.  She hoped that it might give her the strength to say what she needed to say. 
 
    “Annie, so many things have happened in this place.  Do you really think it’s haunted?” Derick asked as fear crawled into his stomach.  He wanted nothing more than to take Annie far away from the castle and Romania. 
 
    “No Derick, I don’t think it’s haunted.  Well, technically, yes, there are spirits here, but they aren’t the ones causing the problems,” Annie said begrudgingly. 
 
    “What are you talking about?  I know you see spirits, but how do you know that they’re not responsible?” Derick scoffed. 
 
    “Derick, I’m sorry about Wedge and Pete.  I don’t know how to explain this, but what happened to them wasn’t a coincidence.  They weren’t harmed by spirits, but by something much worse,” Annie faltered, not wanting to tell him too much.  “Derick, there are so many things that you don’t know about me that you shouldn’t know.  I’ve screwed this up so badly.  I shouldn’t tell you any of this, but I feel compelled to tell you at least some of the truth,” Annie rambled. 
 
    He felt like his world was in full tilt.  “Truth?  What truth?  Do you know what hurt them?  Annie, you have to tell me if you know,” Derick was frustrated by Annie’s cryptic proclamations.  All he wanted was to go home and hide under the covers with her, and instead she was acting weird. 
 
    “I tried to keep you away from the castle.  I tried to persuade you to leave, but you were determined to stay.  I stayed with you so that I could keep you safe; unfortunately, I underestimated the person responsible.  I thought I had everything under control,” Annie could see that Derick was agitated by her confession, but she had to keep talking.  “He’s far worse off than I thought.  I thought I could keep him from killing innocent people.” 
 
    “Who, your friend?  The cops said it was a suicide.  Why would he want to kill Wedge and make it look like a suicide?  Pete wanted to throw himself from the tower.  He looked possessed.  A person can’t do that.  Even if he could, why would he want to?” Derick couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  He saw the real Annie for the first time.  She really was disturbed.  She felt like a foreign object to him.  She obviously had more issues than she had admitted.  Having nightmares of Hell was one thing, but she was talking like a crazy person. 
 
    “Wedge killed himself, just as Pete would have, but not because he wanted to.  Someone persuaded him, tempted him to take his life.  You heard Pete rant about how he needed to end things.  He needed to see his parents and tell them something.  Wedge was probably reminded of how he didn’t fit in as a child, or even as an adult.  All the good things in his life were pushed from his mind and he was only left with self-doubt and self-hatred.  That’s probably why he jumped, but he didn’t tie the rope, of that I’m sure.  He merely went along with the thought of accepting the peace of death.  He probably saw the sky, or mountains, or maybe the ocean.  Regardless of what he saw, it was a place that he wanted to go to because he was told that he didn’t have any other options,” Annie’s anger and sorrow collided causing her shake. 
 
    “Annie, I believe that you have seen and experienced horrible things.  You must’ve had some kind of vision when you tried to kill yourself and saw something resembling Hell.  I know that you believe in Hell and understand suicide better than most, but I don’t believe that your friend did this,” Derick ran his hands over his face.  He needed to get a grip.  Nothing seemed real anymore and he was frustrated that Annie wasn’t helping the situation. 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong.  You don’t understand what my friend is capable of doing,” Annie sighed, frustrated that she couldn’t tell Derick everything.  “You’re right; I do understand suicide better than you think.  I was being honest with Pete in the tower.  I shouldn’t have told him those things, but my friend was responsible for Pete’s manic state.  I couldn’t stand by and watch Pete die because I couldn’t stop my friend.” 
 
    Derick listened to Annie’s passionate plea.  That’s when it clicked.  He remembered the scars on her wrists and the way she had spoken of Hell as if she knew every detail.  “You weren’t just making up a story to keep Pete from jumping, were you?  My gut told me, as much as I didn’t want to believe it, that you somehow knew the truth.”  Annie’s warning to Pete resounded in his head.  She mentioned that people who kill themselves are tortured endlessly and then have to go before Lucifer.  Even if some part of her story was true, that would mean that Wedge was in Hell and would suffer for a very long time.  He felt sick.  “You told Pete that he would end up in the Realms of Torture in Hell.  You really meant it, didn’t you?” Derick couldn’t believe that he was having this conversation.  He was admitting that his girlfriend, or potential girlfriend, had an actual working knowledge of Hell and that it was indeed a real place. 
 
    “Yes, I meant it.  It wasn’t a story, Derick, I wish it were,” Annie gave Derick a moment to process all that she was saying.  She watched him wrestle with the knowledge that they were dealing with things beyond his understanding. 
 
    “How?  How is this possible?  You asked me if I believe in Heaven and Hell, but you’re not talking about the concept of what happens when you die, not the myths and legends, but what really happens, right?” Derick asked in disbelief. 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” Annie whispered. 
 
    “You had a near-death experience.  You only think you know.  When you tried to kill yourself, you saw something that you believed was real.  That’s the only logical explanation.  You said you had nightmares of Hell.  That’s what all your beliefs are based on,” Derick rambled.  He rejected his original thought that she had some kind of insight into Hell and decided that she really was crazy.  It was the only thing that made sense. 
 
    Annie understood Derick’s disbelief and his desire to rationalize what he thought was true.  It would be easier to walk away now and let Derick believe that she was crazy, but selfishly she couldn’t do it.  She wasn’t crazy and she hated having people think that she was.  Doing something that would certainly land her ass in trouble later, she extended her arms and became Lady Black in front of Derick. 
 
    Derick blinked and shook his head as he watched Annie shimmer and change.  He looked at the black dress that had appeared out of nowhere.  He couldn’t understand what had happened.  She still looked like Annie, but there were major differences.  She had an unearthly beauty and her demeanor had changed completely.  Instead of the sweet, shy girl who was unsure of herself, he was now staring at a woman who had confidence, power, and knowledge.  Everything about her was enhanced, sharper, and more enticing.  He looked over at the middle throne and remembered how she had changed when she sat down on it.  The woman in front of him looked like the regal woman who was at home on the throne. 
 
    “I’m not crazy, Derick, and I’m not who you think I am.  I am the Bringer of the Apocalypse, and the friend that I spoke about is my wayward Angel of Death.  I have been searching for him so that I can take possession of him and become his Master.  We were supposed to be joined a millennia ago, but there were circumstances beyond my control and I have only recently found him.  He has turned against me and he is the reason that Wedge is dead.  I failed in my mission to secure his loyalty and keep him from attacking innocent people.  I’m so sorry that you and your friends were caught up in all of this.  Mortals aren’t supposed to know of our existence, but I felt like I owed you the truth.  Ever since I met you, I have been trying to leave you.  You don’t belong in my world, but it’s been damned near impossible for me to walk away.  If you have to blame someone for all that has happened, blame me.  I keep making the wrong choices and the consequences are too much to handle.  Alazar will be hunted, so you and your friends should be safe, especially if you leave Romania.  I wanted to at least say goodbye and say that I’m sorry.  Not that I wanted to do it like this, but maybe it will be easier this way,” Anjali poured her heart out to the man that she could never have, who could never want her in return. 
 
    Derick felt as if he were in an episode of the “Twilight Zone,” but it didn’t matter, he believed Annie.  While his brain was tied in knots trying to figure out how all of this could be real, he believed the sentiment and emotion that she expressed, not the mention the dress that had appeared out of nowhere. 
 
    Derick’s mind bounced around the concept of Hell and an Angel of Death pushing people to commit suicide.  Even if he didn’t want to believe in either of them, he believed that Annie was different from him.  There was no denying that she appeared to be more than human. 
 
    “I’m confused beyond belief, but you can’t leave,” Derick wasn’t sure who she was, but he couldn’t let her go.  He had a million questions, but more than that, he wanted her to stay.  He should have never doubted her and thought that she was crazy. 
 
    “I have to.  Death stalks my every step.  If I stay with you, bad things will happen.  You won’t be safe, for many reasons,” Anjali imagined Lucifer getting his hands on Derick.  She couldn’t allow that. 
 
    “I don’t care who or what you are, but you have to stay with me.  I know you well enough to believe that none of this is your fault, or at least that you tried to prevent it from happening.  You saved Pete.  I wouldn’t have been able to do that alone.  I had no idea what to do.  I know you are upset about Wedge’s death, I see it in your eyes.  We can find a way to deal with Alazar, whoever he is, but we have to do it together,” Derick pleaded.  Even though he didn’t understand anything that was happening; he knew he had to keep her close. 
 
    “Derick, I would love nothing more than to stay, but I can’t.  It’s because I love you that I have to leave.  I refuse to see you harmed.  I’m so sorry for everything.  Go back to Tulsa and live a good life, a life that I can’t have.  Goodbye,” Anjali finally allowed the tears to flow freely as she watched Derick’s form blur and disappear. 
 
    Before Derick could say anything, she disappeared from Romania and entered the Hall of Mirrors. 
 
    Anjali sat down on her throne and cried for the loss of her sweet boy and her deranged angel. 
 
   


 
  




Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Radek was mad when he saw tears in Lady Black’s eyes as she entered the Hall of Mirrors. 
 
    “Don’t tell me he broke up with you.  I’m going to go back there and kick his ass,” Radek snapped.  Apparently, his “go get the girl” speech had fallen upon deaf and stupid ears.  The mortal truly was an idiot.  She deserved better. 
 
    “No.  I left him.  Alazar killed Wedge.  He made his declaration of war loud and clear.  I can’t have Derick caught up in this.  Alazar won’t hesitate to kill him just to spite me.  Then of course, there’s Lucifer.  A mortal doesn’t stand a chance against two of the deadliest angels.  It’s better this way,” Anjali wiped the tears from her cheeks and settled herself.  It was time to get her head back in the game.  She had a Rogue Angel to deal with. 
 
    “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.  He made you happy and that counts for something.  I agree that Alazar would consider him a pawn in your battle.  You did the right thing, though I still think Derick is a good influence.  I wish things could have worked out for the two of you,” Radek bowed to Lady Black, stepped up onto the dais, and stood at her right side, awaiting his next command. 
 
    “Thank you.  You really are a romantic,” Anjali chuckled quietly. 
 
    “I try, My Lady,” Radek replied.  He put on his serious face, knowing that things were about to get ugly. 
 
    “Mark, I summon you,” Anjali sighed. 
 
    Radek grimaced, knowing how hard it would be for Lady Black to sentence Alazar to death.  She had been so hopeful that she could find all her angels and join with them.  She had failed in her first attempt to obtain an angel.  He feared that she would give up on the rest, believing that they would never follow her, and sentence them all to death.  He prayed that she didn’t make a mistake and give up on the other Predznak before she gave them a chance. 
 
    Radek watched a shimmering light appear in the middle of the Hall of Mirrors.  It never failed to amaze him how beautiful and comforting a light could be.  Even though everyone in Hell thought Mark was a douche, Radek liked the angel.  At least Mark had never punched him in the face, which made him a much nicer angel than any other he’d ever met, with the exception of Gabriel.  Gabriel was nice, but he was often on edge and cranky. 
 
    Mark bowed when he saw Lady Black sitting atop her throne.  She looked as beautiful as ever, but he could tell that she was sad.  He feared the worst since she never summoned him merely to exchange pleasantries. 
 
    “Mark, please inform the Council that Alazar, the Angel of Death, is now a Rogue,” Anjali’s voice nearly cracked when she said the dreaded words. 
 
    Mark was stunned for a moment.  He was not necessarily surprised that Alazar, of all angels, had decided to rebel against Father and become a Rogue.  Alazar had always been difficult, but Mark was surprised that it was Lady Black issuing the decree.  He thought as his Master, she would go to almost any length to either protect him or persuade him to change his mind before anyone else found out about his evil deeds.  Once an angel was declared a Rogue, there was no going back, even if the angel begged to be brought back into the fold.  It was a serious matter to declare someone a Rogue. 
 
    “You are certain, My Lady?” Mark asked tentatively.  She was visibly upset and it was doubtful that she would call upon him unless she was sure of the situation. 
 
    “Yes.  Inform the Council and Michael at once.  I’m sure that Michael will lead the search himself,” she choked, trying to keep the tears from falling again.  She reminded herself that Alazar had made this choice, not her.  She had failed to secure his loyalty, but he was the one who turned his back on her. 
 
    “I will inform the Council immediately, My Lady.  Though I regret the loss of my brother Alazar, I can honestly say that I am not surprised.  In fact, I am more surprised that he did not turn against Father eons ago.  It is a sad day.  I will speak to the Council about choosing a new Angel of Death,” Mark cringed when he said the last part.  It meant that Father would gather all the angels and request a volunteer for the position. 
 
    Mark remembered the strife that came about during the Premena Ceremony.  It was uncomfortable watching his brothers and sisters look away from each other or look to each other for a volunteer.  Most didn’t want to change their positions, despite it being considered an honor to answer Father’s call and take up a new charge.  Arguments would sometimes break out if no one stepped forward.  Finding a new Angel of Death would certainly cause difficulties now that everyone knew what was at stake.  The original Predznak had no idea what was in store for them.  Now it was common knowledge how difficult a task it would be to become a Predznak. 
 
    “Very well.  Thank you, Mark.  Do you know if I will need to be present during the volunteering process?” Anjali didn’t know much about the “transformation” ceremony, but she knew she wasn’t ready to find a new Angel of Death yet.  She would do what was required of her, but her heart wouldn’t be in it. 
 
    “I am not sure, My Lady; there is no protocol in place for such an occurrence.  I will seek guidance from the Council and inform you of their decision.  I would think you would want to be there to oversee the outcome,” Mark replied.  His heart skipped at the thought of her returning to Heaven, even if it was for a few hours.  He paused, unsure why he cared about seeing her in Heaven.  He ignored the thought and waited for Lady Black’s response. 
 
    “I would prefer not to go, if given a choice.  It’s not as if I can choose someone.  They have to volunteer.  Besides, I don’t want to sway someone’s decision by making them think that I will seek retribution on those who don’t step forward,” she replied, waving away the thought of attending. 
 
    Mark understood her hesitancy, and there would be those who stepped forward for the wrong reasons, but he did not think it would have anything to do with her seeking retribution against them.  The pitiful fools would sign up because of her fair face. 
 
    “I understand, My Lady, and I will express your concerns to the Council.  Will that be all?” Mark was reluctant to leave.  He was not ready to sentence one of his brethren to death, even if it was Alazar. 
 
    “That will be all.  Thank you, Mark,” Anjali turned her head.  She couldn’t watch Mark leave, knowing that she had just condemned Alazar to a life in the Hall of Shadows, beneath Lucifer’s boot. 
 
    Mark bowed his head and sighed.  He disappeared and returned to Heaven. 
 
    Anjali hung her head and said a prayer for those who hunted her angel.  Alazar had said that he would not go down without a fight.  She feared that even Michael might not be able to capture him. 
 
    “What’s the matter?  Did someone run over your cat?” Hades’ snide voice echoed through the hall. 
 
    Of course Hades would appear to torment her.  He could smell misery like a shark could smell blood in the water.  She hated Hades’ uncanny ability to know just when she was at her lowest. 
 
    “I don’t need this right now, Hades,” her voice sounded defeated even to her own ears.  Hades would certainly pounce and go in for the kill. 
 
    Radek bowed to Lady Black and left before he said something to Hades that would land him in the Hall of Torment for a month. 
 
    “What happened now?  Did you and Lucifer get into another fight?  How boring.  Or are you unhappy that you didn’t destroy my entire tower?  That would have been mildly amusing, but I would have simply taken over your quarters until it was rebuilt,” Hades sniped and looked down at his manicured nails. 
 
    “If you must know, I have declared Alazar a Rogue.  Mark just left to inform the Council,” Anjali raised her head to watch Hades’ reaction.  She expected him to do a dance at the thought of Alazar being dragged back to Hell in chains. 
 
    Hades processed the information carefully.  He was neither sad nor upset.  Alazar had never been one to sing the praises of Father and Heaven from the rafters.  He’d always been a bit disgruntled.  After his little stunt of abandoning his post in Hell, the Council should have retrieved him and shackled his ass in the Hall of Shadows, but they had stupidly listened to Gabriel and left Alazar to his own devices.  In his estimation, they were long overdue to hunt down their insolent brother. 
 
    Hades was about to say something nasty when the agony on Lady Black’s face made him pause.  She was truly upset about this turn of events.  As his Master, she deeply felt the loss of her angel.  In a moment of weakness, he decided to take the high road and hate himself later. 
 
    “Tell me what happened,” Hades replied evenly. 
 
    “You’re going to love this.  I gave the bastard a choice.  I told him that he had pledged his allegiance to God, not to me.  I said I wanted an angel who could handle this task, not one who had made a promise eons ago to someone else.  He had volunteered without knowing all the consequences.  I wanted him to choose to be the Angel of Death, knowing full well what it entailed.  I wanted him to choose me and not begrudgingly be stuck with me because of a mistake he had made,” she didn’t know why she was confessing to Hades, but she needed to tell someone.  She wanted to be admonished for her stupidity and Hades was the perfect person for the job. 
 
    “Noble, but stupid.  You should have forced him to submit to you.  Let me guess.  He said no,” Hades rolled his eyes at the child before him.  He knew that she wasn’t capable of truly being the Destroyer.  She was entirely too naïve. 
 
    “He killed someone that I knew.  He forced him to hang himself in a very public place.  It was terrible.  You’re right; I was stupid,” she grimaced. 
 
    Hades couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  They were in agreement for once.  It felt odd being on the same side of an argument.  Rather than capitalize on the moment, he said something that went against his nature.  He said something nice. 
 
    “While you misjudged Alazar, I think you had good intentions.  I believe that most in your place would have demanded that the Predznak bow before them or demand that Father destroy them all and start over.  You did neither.  You constantly go against the norm, which infuriates me to no end.  I never know what idiotic thing you are going to do next.  Giving a Predznak a choice, it’s unheard of.  They are yours to wield and command and instead you ask them what they want to do.  You never cease to amaze me, but in this case, you did the right thing, for you.  If you didn’t give Alazar a choice, then he would have gone kicking and screaming into his duties.  Trust would have been a constant issue.  Alazar is hard to contain on a good day.  If he were displeased about the way you handled things, he would rail against you even more.  Obviously, it was a risky move, but it’s better that he turns against you now rather than later, when you really need him.  It sucks that we now have to watch our backs while Michael hunts him, but it’s best to start with a new Angel of Death, one whom you know is loyal to you,” Hades avoided eye contact as he spoke.  He didn’t need to see her shocked expression.  He was afraid that this experience would crush the Destroyer and push her closer to becoming Serena number two.  He feared what would happen if this girl’s spirit were completely broken.  The world would suffer and so would Hell.  A pissed-off Destroyer would mark him as an enemy. 
 
    “Wow.  I’m going to say thank you and not question your motives since you are rarely this nice to me, but it doesn’t change the fact that I screwed up and someone else died.  Yes, it’s better that Alazar did this now rather than when I start an Apocalypse, but it still sucks and I feel terrible about it.  Now I have to watch him suffer in the Hall of Shadows while I deal with his replacement.  I was starting to like Alazar.  I know you all hated him, but he was growing on me.  He’s not as bad you all say, or so I thought.  I can’t imagine someone else taking his place.  What if his replacement is a total ass and I hate him?  What if he won’t listen to me either?” Anjali lamented the angel that she thought Alazar to be. 
 
    “Then you will crush him and force him to do your will,” Hades snarled, imagining a new Angel of Death throwing his weight around, threatening everyone.  She had a right to be worried.  Death needed to be stable.  Hades caught himself when he saw the startled look on Lady Black’s face.  “Well, that’s what I would do, but, of course, you would never do that.  You and I are very different creatures.  You are inherently good and see the goodness in people.  I used to be like that until I learned the hard way to keep people at a distance.  No matter what we do, we can’t seem to dim your positive outlook and boundless faith in people.  It is what makes you different from Maraquette and Serena.  We may never see eye to eye on the large things, and that may be for the best.  I agree that you screwed up, but I know why you did it.  Now you have to live with the consequences of your actions,” Hades composed himself and regained his matter-of-fact demeanor. 
 
    Anjali was miserable.  “I can’t believe I let it come to this,” she muttered. 
 
    “If nothing else, learn from this outcome so that you do not repeat it with the others.  Know that when Michael finds Alazar and drags his low-life carcass into the Hall of Torment, there will be a line waiting to punish him.  He pissed off just about every angel here.  They will all want a piece of him.  It’s best to put that image firmly in your mind so that there is no confusion later.  I don’t want you going soft and offering him soup after his ass kicking.  He will have fully deserved his punishment,” Hades preferred that she be kept from Alazar at all times, lest she have sympathy for him and help him escape, which would be catastrophic. 
 
    She rose from her throne and approached Hades.  “You deserved your ass kicking too, but you’re right.  I’m going to speak to the boy who died so that I can learn to hate Alazar.  I will not stand in your way during your torture of Alazar.  Be warned, I may fight you for a place in line,” Anjali growled when she thought about Wedge dying alone in the stairwell. 
 
    Hades nodded, but hid the trepidation from his face.  He was always taken aback when the Destroyer showed her true nature and her wrath.  It was possible there was hope for the girl yet. 
 
    She left Hades and headed to the rotunda.  She needed to see Wedge and remind herself why she was condemning Alazar.  Perhaps it would make it easier to hate him. 
 
    Anjali walked out of the castle and headed for the Realm of Fire.  She thought about sweet, innocent Wedge and became more outraged.  How dare Alazar spit in her face and hurt a friend of hers!  He could have chosen a stranger, which would have been terrible enough, but he went after someone she knew for greater effect.  She pictured Wedge fiddling with his computer.  He’d never hurt anyone.  He’d been destined for Heaven, which was even worse.  Instead of being at peace, Wedge was going to be burned alive countless times until he moved on to the next realm, and the next.  He would never know happiness or peace while in Hell. 
 
    Anjali reached the edge of her least favorite torture and looked at the murderers and suiciders.  She watched the flames dance across their bodies while they screamed and pleaded for mercy.  How could she sleep knowing that Wedge was here instead of in Tulsa, studying in school, looking for spirits, and making films? 
 
    She searched the faces of the damned looking for his round pudgy face and red beard that didn’t match his brown hair.  She figured that the baseball cap that he constantly donned would have been left behind.  Becoming frustrated, she turned to Gresham, who was watching her with a mix of fear and curiosity. 
 
    “I’m looking for a new suicide, Douglas Stephens,” she replied evenly and raised her head to look Gresham in the eye. 
 
    “There’s no one by that name who has recently arrived, My Lady,” Gresham replied gruffly. 
 
    “Perhaps he hasn’t been processed yet,” she murmured to herself. 
 
    Anjali brushed past Gresham and headed to the Hall of Winds to speak with Sebastian. 
 
    “Oh good, you’re back, just when I had forgotten that you existed,” Sebastian rolled his eyes and he went back to his prisoner lists. 
 
    “Not now Sebastian, I need to find someone and I don’t need your sarcasm,” Anjali growled when she approached the beleaguered angel. 
 
    “The sarcasm you get for free, anything else will cost you,” he replied drolly.  He looked past her to examine the line of souls behind her. 
 
    “Douglas Stephens, goes by the name of Wedge, died in Romania, suicide.  That’s all I need and then you can go back to being miserable.  I don’t see him in the Realm of Fire.  That means he’s still here or Fire was overbooked and you started him somewhere else.  Which is it?” Anjali asked, stepping directly in front of Sebastian’s podium, blocking his view. 
 
    “Neither,” Sebastian replied curtly.  He pushed Anjali slightly to see around her. 
 
    “What do you mean?  You didn’t even look at your records,” Anjali huffed and reached for Sebastian’s scrolls. 
 
    Sebastian slapped her hand away and glared at her.  “No one touches these, not even Lucifer, so keep your hands to yourself.  I don’t have to look, I know.  I know every single soul in this wretched place.  I know how they died, and where they’re located, even if they are still in line.  The second they are dead and judged, they appear on my list.  You underestimate my skills.  It’s my job to know what goes on around here, at least when it comes to the souls.  When it comes to the Fallen, I don’t care.  Knowing about their affairs only gets me into trouble.  Therefore, when you asked me about Douglas Stephens, I don’t have to look at my scrolls.  I know he isn’t here.  Now, if you’ll kindly move, I can get back to my job, My Lady,” Sebastian sneered and craned his neck to see over her. 
 
    Anjali was stunned by Sebastian’s declaration, but she believed him.  He had no reason to lie to her, except to piss her off, but since he wasn’t in the mood to play she knew he wasn’t withholding any information from her. 
 
    Panic filled her when she realized the ramifications of Wedge not being in Hell.  It meant that he had been murdered.  It was possible that Alazar had tied the rope around Wedge and pushed him, but it wasn’t his style.  It would be pointless to murder Wedge since he would have gone straight to Heaven.  Alazar would have wanted her to witness her failure every time she passed Wedge suffering in a realm. 
 
    Her knees trembled and the world stopped.  Dear Lord, Alazar was innocent and she had condemned him to death. 
 
    She needed to stop Mark from speaking to the Council.  She flat out ran from the Hall of Winds, through the Realms of Torture, and into the Hall of Mirrors. 
 
    “Mark, I summon you!” she screamed and slid to a stop inside her hall. 
 
    She called and called for Mark, but he didn’t appear. 
 
    Shit, he was meeting with the Council already.  Once they were in session, they couldn’t be contacted, unless she stormed into the Hall of Truth, which she wasn’t allowed to do. 
 
    She knew Gabriel would be unreachable as well.  Mark would have called all of the Council Members to convene over something as serious as the Angel of Death becoming a Rogue. 
 
    Anjali turned and ran for the Throne Room.  She needed to convince Lucifer to help her save her angel. 
 
    Entering the Throne Room, she saw Lucifer and Hades sitting atop their thrones overseeing the judgment of an escaped prisoner. 
 
    She ran past Vaughn, Malcolm, Vincent, and Dorian, who were standing next to the prisoner in question.  Aganon and Radek were standing at Lucifer’s side. 
 
    “He will spend time in the Hall of Torment until he learns that there is no escape from me.  Break him of his will and then return him to the Realm of Teeth,” Lucifer bellowed to his servants. 
 
    Vaughn and Malcolm bowed their heads and waiting for Vincent and Dorian to take hold of the prisoner and drag him away. 
 
    “My lord!” Anjali yelled out.  She was having trouble walking as she approached the dais. 
 
    “Anjali, what is the matter?” Lucifer descended the dais and stood in front of her. 
 
    “I’ve made a terrible mistake,” Anjali sobbed, taking Lucifer’s hands in hers. 
 
    “Oh, this ought to be good,” Hades chuckled from his throne and leaned closer to hear her better. 
 
    “I thought Alazar turned against me.  I thought that he forced an innocent mortal to take his own life to spite me.  I was wrong.  The soul isn’t here.  The boy didn’t kill himself,” Anjali rambled. 
 
    Lucifer wasn’t sure how to get Anjali to stop shaking, so he simply nodded. 
 
    “Hades informed me that Alazar has been declared a Rogue.  You’re saying it isn’t true?” Lucifer asked cautiously.  He desperately wanted Alazar’s head mounted on his bedroom wall.  News of his innocence burned his ass greatly. 
 
    “I assumed it was him.  The boy was swinging from the rafters and there was no reason for him to take his own life.  Someone must have murdered the boy, but I don’t know why,” Anjali was borderline hysterical while she clutched tightly to Lucifer’s arms. 
 
    Hades shrugged.  “Who says that Alazar didn’t murder the boy?  He’s killed plenty of people.  He has been known to kill with weapons or with his bare hands,” he wanted to send Jared to follow Michael with a video camera so that he could record Alazar’s capture and watch it over and over again. 
 
    “Why would he make it look like a suicide?  Alazar would have made a huge mess if he had killed the boy with his bare hands.  He’s nothing if not showy,” Anjali said to Hades. 
 
    Hades begrudgingly agreed and descended the dais.  “True enough.  He would have done much worse than hang the boy.  If the soul isn’t here, then I doubt Alazar was involved,” Hades sighed.  He was disappointed that he wouldn’t be able to torture Alazar after all. 
 
    Lucifer choked at the thought of Alazar being innocent.  He was angry that he would have to wait even longer to seek his retribution against his loathsome brother. 
 
    “What did Mark say when you recanted your decree?” Lucifer rolled his eyes.  He turned and walked up the steps of the dais.  He was depressed and needed to sit down to sulk. 
 
    “That’s the problem.  I can’t summon him; he must be with the Council now.  I don’t know what to do,” Anjali looked to Lucifer for help. 
 
    It broke Lucifer’s heart to see the expectant look on Anjali’s face.  She wanted him to be her hero, which he couldn’t be, even if he wanted to. 
 
    “Then there’s nothing that can be done.  Once Michael is unleashed, there is no going back.  Even if you manage to convince the Council that you made a mistake, Michael won’t care.  He will personally hunt Alazar down.  He won’t stop until he finds him.  I know Michael.  He will remove himself from communication with the Council on the off chance that they try to call him off.  He has done it before.  He will ignore the Council if they try to stop him for any reason,” Lucifer was damned near giddy, though he was careful not to let Anjali see his excitement.  Though he usually hated Michael’s tenacity, in this case, he was grateful for it.  Michael wouldn’t stop once he had been given a kill order. 
 
    “Then we must convince him once he brings Alazar here to the Hall of Mercy.  Michael must listen if we refuse to torture Alazar,” Anjali still had a glimmer of hope that she could save her angel. 
 
    Lucifer gave her a look that said she was yet again being naïve. 
 
    Anjali’s throat tightened as she spoke.  “Michael’s not going to bring Alazar here, is he?” 
 
    Lucifer shook his head slowly.  “Michael will kill Alazar on sight.  He would never allow an angel as deadly as Alazar to live.  He will have permission to kill and he will do so,” Lucifer tried not to smile.  He wasn’t sure if he was projecting sadness, but at least he wasn’t laughing like a loon. 
 
    Hades pondered Lucifer’s statement.  He knew that Michael often made the Celestial Warriors do the heavy lifting and track down the Rogues by themselves, only to show up once the guilty angel had been captured.  He would reap the glory and escort the prisoner to Hell so that everyone could witness his victory.  That wouldn’t be the case now.  Michael would personally track down Alazar to make sure that there were no mistakes. 
 
    “Then I have to stop Michael!” Anjali shouted.  She turned to leave, but Lucifer was off his throne and grabbing her arm before she could leave. 
 
    Lucifer looked her straight in the eye to make sure he had her full attention.  “You haven’t had many dealings with Michael, so you don’t understand the way he works.  He will go through you if needed.  He will not let anyone or anything stand in the way of his mission,” Lucifer was agitated by the thought of Anjali trying to stop Michael. 
 
    Hades stepped in front of her.  “This is a bad idea.  Remember how we talked about obtaining a new Angel of Death?  That is a saner plan than facing off against the Sword of God,” Hades said.  In a moment of terror, he let his concern for Anjali slip past his defenses. 
 
    Anjali glared at both them and pulled her arm away from Lucifer.  “Apparently the two of you have been hiding in this dank hole for too long.  You have both lost your nerve.  I’m not afraid of Michael or his sword.  If he ignores me and attacks Alazar, he will have to deal with the Destroyer and the Angel of Death.  They might have to find a replacement for the Sword of God,” Anjali pushed Hades aside, grabbed the edges of her dress, and stormed out of the Throne Room. 
 
    “Dear Lord above, I love it when she’s on the verge of violence.  I have never seen a sexier woman in all my life,” Lucifer purred while he watched his girl prepare to take on Michael. 
 
    “Michael will kill her if she gets in his way,” Hades tried to keep the panic from his voice but failed. 
 
    “Michael isn’t stupid enough to kill her.  He would have to fight Gabriel and me.  I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.  Besides, Father needs Anjali and Michael knows as much.  He may be rash, but he isn’t suicidal,” Lucifer sneered.  “If he harms her, I will rip his wings off.” 
 
    Hades relaxed a bit knowing that Lucifer spoke the truth.  Michael pretended that he wasn’t afraid of Lucifer, but deep down everyone feared the devil. 
 
    “I am curious how this all came to be.  Radek, what has my love been up to in Romania?” Lucifer asked over his shoulder to a visibly frightened Radek. 
 
    Radek hesitated.  He didn’t want to betray Lady Black’s confidence.  He slowly descended the dais to face Lucifer.  He bowed his head and tried his best to come up with an answer that wouldn’t get them both killed. 
 
    “As I mentioned before, she has been hunting Alazar in Romania.  She came across the mortals that call themselves Spirit Experts.  She was concerned that Alazar would hurt them, so she befriended them.  She needed to stay close to them in the event that there was trouble,” Radek knew he was repeating himself, but he didn’t want to say any more. 
 
    “Yes, you have said all this before, but there is something amiss.  She was emotional over the death of this mortal boy.  Hades said she was upset about his death and furious with Alazar.  How could she care that much about a mortal she just met?” Lucifer casually adjusted his stance to appear relaxed.  He was eager to navigate through Radek’s lies, but needed to bait him. 
 
    Radek shifted uncomfortably.  “As I said, she befriended them.  She feels a connection to the group.  The group bonded because of their mutual experiences of being outcasts.  Anjali confessed to them about having nightmares and no one believing her.  They accepted her into their group,” Radek shrugged nonchalantly. 
 
    “And she carries no feelings for this boy who died?” Lucifer asked indifferently. 
 
    “Not that one, no,” Radek replied, but stopped breathing when he saw Lucifer’s eyes light up.  He had just given away Lady Black’s secret. 
 
    Radek’s feet were off the ground and he was hurtling toward Lucifer.  He slammed into Lucifer’s open hand, and prepared to beg for mercy. 
 
    “Tell me everything,” Lucifer growled in Radek’s ear as he choked his newest servant. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    “You are sure that Alazar has gone rogue?” Gabriel asked.  He stared intensely at Mark. 
 
    “Lady Black herself has made the proclamation.  I spoke to her in person.  She summoned me and informed me directly,” Mark held his head high while he spoke.  The Council made him nervous since they questioned everything he said with agonizing detail.  They never accepted anything he said at face value. 
 
    Michael was smiling from ear to ear.  “Lord Gabriel, you heard Mark, the day has finally come that the Angel of Death has succumbed to the darkness.  Why are you even questioning this?  We knew it was only a matter of time.  Even his Master cannot control him.  We are left with no other alternative than to hunt him and take him prisoner,” his dream had finally come true; Alazar was about to be marked for death. 
 
    “I am simply trying to confirm without a shadow of a doubt that one of Father’s greatest weapons has turned against Him and us.  Is that so hard to understand?” Gabriel said glibly. 
 
    “You are just upset because your precious daughter has failed in her duties.  Had she had the strength to obtain him centuries ago, we would not be facing this dire situation.  She has failed yet again to do what has been asked of her and now I must rectify the problem.  I’m beginning to wonder if the Destroyer can do anything right,” Michael snickered.  He was grateful that the girl was inept.  Ridding the world of a menace such as Alazar would be a pleasure.  If only she would condemn the other Predznak, then the threat of an Apocalypse would be eliminated, and he could sleep better at night knowing that mass-murdering angels no longer existed. 
 
    “We have been through this before.  She would have exacerbated the situation had she taken control centuries ago.  She wasn’t ready.  Now she has stepped forward to try to fix the problem, but obviously, Alazar has lost his mind.  That is not her fault.  He is weak and always has been.  Father should never have allowed him to become Death incarnate.  Someone more stable should have been chosen,” Gabriel said, defending his daughter. 
 
    “Well, that goes without saying.  Regardless, Mark has made it clear that the Destroyer made the proclamation herself, so there is no reason to doubt Alazar’s rightful Master.  If she believes that he has gone rogue, then he has indeed gone rogue.  I will leave immediately to seek him out,” Michael rose from his chair. 
 
    Marishka cleared her throat quietly.  “You are not interested in hearing this directly from Anjali’s mouth?” 
 
    “Mark is her liaison.  Are you now questioning Mark’s truthfulness?” Michael scoffed and pointed to Mark, whom he had questioned viciously on more than one occasion. 
 
    “Claiming that an angel has gone rogue is a serious accusation.  I wanted to make sure that there has been no confusion,” Marishka replied. 
 
    Michael rolled his eyes, but it was Adrian who answered.  “I agree with Marishka.  I would prefer to hear to it directly from Anjali.” 
 
    Before Michael could reply, Raphael spoke for the first time.  “Mark is Anjali’s liaison.  If he says that Alazar is no longer under her control and that she has condemned him, then I do not need to hear any more.  Let it be known henceforth that the Harbinger of the Bringer of the Apocalypse, the Former Angel of Determination, Alazar, now known as the Angel of Death, has been classified as an enemy of our Heavenly Father and all the domains He oversees.  Alazar’s status will be changed from Predznak to Rogue and will be sought out and brought to justice,” Raphael’s voice rang loudly throughout the Hall of Truth.  It wasn’t often that Raphael made a final decision for the minority of the vote, but the matter was clear-cut.  Gabriel’s vote would have been discounted due to his relationship with Anjali, leaving a tie, so Raphael ended the argument quickly.  He didn’t want Alazar running free for a moment longer. 
 
    Gabriel hung his head, refusing to watch Michael gather his Celestial Warriors.  He practically skipped from the room.  He didn’t understand why Anjali hadn’t come to him first to apprise him of the situation, but he assumed that she had her reasons.  Perhaps she was ashamed that she couldn’t obtain Alazar.  He needed to see her at once and find out the truth. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Cursing the morning light, having tossed and turned all night, Derick groggily handed pieces of equipment to Pete as he unloaded the van.  He was still reeling from the news of his friend’s death and the knowledge that his potential girlfriend was not who he thought she was.  No, he refused to think about what happened with the woman claiming to be the Bringer of the Apocalypse.  He had avoided that problem all night. 
 
    “I still think we have a chance at putting together the footage we have and making this thing work.  Cassie is still willing to produce the show.  I know it will be hard dealing with Wedge’s death, but I know he would have wanted us to finish this.  It’s all that he talked about,” Pete lined up the equipment cases on the curb by the back entrance of the inn. 
 
    “I don’t know if I can do it.  He’s on the tapes.  You know he makes verbal notes when he sets up the recording equipment.  I don’t know if I can listen to his voice.  I miss him,” Derick sighed and slumped against the van. 
 
    “Then let’s do this for him.  Let’s show the world what Wedge wanted them to see.  I’m sure there is some kind of evidence of spirits on those tapes.  I say we run through them like we always do and see if we find anything.  At least his death won’t have been in vain.  We came here for a reason and we aren’t done yet.  Besides, the police asked us to stay for another day in case they have more questions.  They’re pissed that Morgan took off before they could finish questioning him.  I really don’t want the Romanian police harassing me.  We’re stuck here, so it’s not like have anything better to do,” Pete put his hand on Derick’s shoulder. 
 
    “Did Josilyn call Wedge’s family?” Derick asked, not looking at Pete. 
 
    “Cassie did.  She is the one responsible for the shoot.  She feels terrible for not being there when it happened.  His parents are going to make arrangements for him in Tulsa once they release him from the morgue,” Pete hung his head. 
 
    “This sucks,” Derick whispered. 
 
    “I know, but we can’t sit around sulking.  Besides, Annie is still here.  I know you aren’t going to leave without her,” Pete counted the cases to make sure they had everything. 
 
    “She left, Pete.  She’s gone,” Derick wanted to vomit on the sidewalk.  He didn’t know how much more he could take. 
 
    “I doubt that.  She cares about you.  She’ll be back,” Pete smirked. 
 
    Derick hated to even think about the possibility of Annie coming back, but it was the only thing he had left to hope for.  “I guess I could review the footage that the police didn’t take.  Maybe there’s something that might explain why Wedge did it,” Derick hated the thought of hearing Wedge’s voice, but Pete was right; they came here for a reason.  A small voice told him that Annie was on those tapes as well.  Maybe after a few beers, he would be numb enough to review the tapes. 
 
    “Good.  I’ll get this stuff inside and set up the monitors, if you take the van back,” Pete gave Derick a punch in the shoulder and tossed him the keys. 
 
    “Okay,” Derick stood up and resigned himself to the task. 
 
    He walked around the front of the van and opened the driver’s side door.  He hoped that he could get through the tapes without breaking down.  Selfishly, he decided to start with the tapes that he and Annie had made and work his way up to Wedge’s footage.  It would be hard to say goodbye to both of them, but maybe it would bring him some closure. 
 
    Derick’s body felt hollow, but his mind was on overdrive when he left the car rental lot.  He was grateful to have time to think about everything that had happened.  He slowly roamed the streets, not ready to go back to the inn.  Last night he imagined Annie curled up next to him in his lumpy bed so many times that he could practically feel her next to him.  He wished that he could go straight back to Tulsa and forget this horrible place. 
 
    Walking through the streets, he ignored the window displays and the other pedestrians around him.  He had never felt more alone in all his life, which was saying a lot.  He wanted to call his uncle and tell him every torturous detail, but he knew his uncle was away on business.  Needing to get some of his troubles off his chest, he dialed his uncle’s automated message service and left a long, rambling message about investigating the castle and losing the girl of his dreams.  Breaking down, he talked about Wedge dying and Pete wanting to kill himself.  He avoided talking about the Bringer of the Apocalypse side of Annie, knowing that it sounded crazy.  He finally ended the incoherent message when he told his uncle to call him and slumped against the side of a pharmacy. 
 
    Running his hand through his hair, he pulled himself together and wandered down a side alley.  His stomach dropped when he recognized the street that led to the cemetery where they’d made love.  Shoving his hands into his pockets, he increased his speed.  He needed to get back to school as soon as possible and return to his normal, boring life.  He hoped that the police didn’t ask them to stay even longer. 
 
    He stopped short when he nearly walked into someone.  Wanting to run away from his life, he ducked down an alley that led to the parking lot of an abandoned building.  His mind was swirling with images of Annie, Wedge, his mother, and his father.  How had his life gotten this fucked up?  What had he done to deserve losing all the people he cared about? 
 
    Picturing Annie in that black dress made him realize that he was in over his head.  He couldn’t avoid the disturbing truth anymore.  He reflected on her confession and her apology for Wedge’s death and Pete’s obsession with suicide.  He had to accept that Hell was a real place, angels existed, and his girlfriend was not human.  Despite everything that Annie told him, he still missed her.  She had lied about everything, yet he didn’t think she had done it to be cruel.  It was obvious that she had a complicated life, just as she had said. 
 
    Annie…Anjali said that she was supposed to be Alazar’s Master, whatever that meant, but that Alazar had turned on her.  He was obviously dangerous.  Shit, she had joined their group to keep them safe.  He remembered her suggesting different locations to search for spirits when they first met in the parking lot.  She had been trying to tell him her secret the entire time, but he was too dense to understand. 
 
    Derick knew that whatever happened between her and Alazar, she felt responsible for Alazar.  He had warned her not to let Alazar blame her for his problems.  Of course, Alazar was really the Angel of Death, who was obviously capable of pushing someone to kill himself.  It was clear that he used Pete and Wedge as pawns in his disagreement with her.  Anjali had done everything she could to save Pete, but she was in the cemetery with him when Wedge had died.  No one had been there to help Wedge. 
 
    Shit.  The marks on her neck had been from Alazar and he had the vague recollection of a gash on her chest that hadn’t been there in the cemetery.  Her angel was actively fighting her and yet she had taken the time to get to know him.  He doubted that seducing him was a part of her cover.  She had told him more than once that she had a hard time walking away from him.  She sounded as if she really cared about him.  Regardless of who she was, or what she was meant to do, he had to see her again.  He needed to know more about her life, her real life. 
 
    Walking through the parking lot, he was so caught up in his thoughts, that he didn’t notice the man standing a foot in front of him.  Looking up to apologize, the words died in his throat.  The scariest man he’d ever seen was blocking his path in the middle of the empty lot. 
 
    The man was broad and tall like a gladiator.  He wore leather pants with metal hooks attached to his thighs and calves and a leather jacket over a dark red T-shirt, yet what made him intimidating were his black soulless eyes. 
 
    “You don’t look like much,” the man grunted in English. 
 
    Derick reached for his wallet, knowing that it was pointless to fight the man.  “I don’t have much money, but you can take what I have,” he said.  It was better to give him what he wanted and avoid a beating in the middle nowhere. 
 
    “As if I care about money,” the man chuckled.  He looked Derick over from head to toe. 
 
    Derick’s heart raced when he thought about what the man did want.  He thought about running when a second man standing in the shadow of the building caught his attention. 
 
    Derick froze.  Outrunning two men through the alleyways would be difficult.  He didn’t want to be trapped.  His only option was to make his way to a church that was in sight, but far enough way for them to catch him. 
 
    “Don’t bother running, he’ll enjoy it,” the second man’s voice echoed across the lot as he came out of the shadows. 
 
    The gladiator chuckled, though he didn’t look at the other man.  He was assessing Derick as if deciding where to start with him. 
 
    Derick noticed the second man limping and holding his side.  He was relieved to know that he could outrun the second man, but his hope faded when he saw the man’s face.  Bruises covered the right side of his face, while dried blood was caked on his lip and nose.  Derick had a sinking feeling that the gladiator had done the damage. 
 
    He was about to turn and run, despite the warning, when he realized that he knew the second man.  He had spoken to him in the hallway of the inn.  He was the one who had convinced him to talk to Annie.  Derick’s stomach churned when he put the pieces together.  The second man knew Annie, which meant he knew exactly who the gladiator was. 
 
    “I guess you’re the boyfriend,” Derick said, looking at the first man. 
 
    “Boyfriend?  An interesting description, but I will accept it.  Yes, I’m the boyfriend and you are the one spending time with my woman,” Lucifer replied.  He flexed his fists to show the whelp he was going to enjoy beating him to death. 
 
    “No wonder she’s afraid of you,” Derick squared his shoulders.  Annie had been right to warn him.  He quickly understood why she was afraid to leave this guy.  He looked crazy enough to hunt her down and drag her back. 
 
    Lucifer was confused by the boy’s statement.  He cocked his head, pondering how he had come to this conclusion.  Had Anjali told this boy that she feared him? 
 
    “You should be afraid of me,” Lucifer growled menacingly. 
 
    “Are you going to hurt me the way you hurt her?” Derick stood his ground, but looked around for options, if he had to fight. 
 
    Lucifer faltered.  “Why do you think I hurt her?” he couldn’t understand how the mortal could know such a thing. 
 
    “She told me.  I know that she’s afraid to leave you.  She didn’t want to admit it to me at first, but I could tell right away that someone had hurt her,” Derick raised his chin.  His outrage over Annie’s treatment by this man outweighed his fear. 
 
    “Interesting.  You say you could tell.  How?” Lucifer was amused by the boy’s presumption about his relationship with Anjali.  He would enjoy killing him slowly. 
 
    “She doesn’t know how to act around men.  She’s shy and nervous, but it’s more than that.  She cringes when people get too close to her.  She hides her hands so that no one will touch her, and backs away from simple physical gestures.  She always seems surprised when someone does something nice for her, even something small.  It’s hard to get her to talk about you.  She’s ashamed of staying with someone who hits her, but she’s afraid to leave,” Derick listed all of his observations as the man stared at him aggressively. 
 
    Lucifer thought about the description of Anjali and pondering the boy’s perception of her to see if these things were true. 
 
    Radek watched on in horror.  Derick should be running for his life and instead he was confronting the devil and schooling him on his love life. 
 
    “Ridiculous.  She would never speak to you of such things.  Regardless, it is no concern of yours,” Lucifer stepped forward, grabbed Derick by the shirt, and lifted him off the ground.  He stared into the boy’s eyes and snarled at him. 
 
    Derick’s mind faltered as all of the conversations with Annie collided in his mind.  She knew specific details about Hell.  She had an intimidating boyfriend that hurt her.  She was on a first name basis with the Angel of Death.  If he were to create a picture of Hell, he would imagine Annie sitting on a throne, the Angel of Death standing at her side, and next to her would be the most intimidating and crazed man ever born, the man currently hoisting him off the ground.  Son of a bitch.  He was staring at the devil himself, Lucifer. 
 
    “You don’t make her happy,” Derick choked. 
 
    Lucifer threw Derick across the lot until he rolled to a stop.  “Lies!  It seems you don’t know who you are dealing with,” Lucifer strode across the distance and prepared to place his boot firmly into the boy’s spleen. 
 
    Derick raised his head and saw two raging devils coming at him.  He shook his head and tried to focus.  He needed to get away or he was going to die. 
 
    “I know who you are, Lucifer,” Derick grunted.  He got to his knees and grabbed his shoulder.  He was almost positive that his shoulder had popped out of the socket, but the rolling had thankfully popped it back in.  His bruised ribs were making it hard to think. 
 
    Lucifer laughed.  He struck his boot out to kick the boy in the head while he helplessly rested on his knees, but was met with air when the boy rolled out of the way. 
 
    Derick wanted to vomit from the pain, but he had to keep moving.  He needed help.  He saw the second man and prayed that he would stand up to the devil. 
 
    “Tell him.  You know her.  You told me to be what she needed, not what she wanted.  Tell him!” Derick pleaded with the stranger. 
 
    Radek cringed.  He hated seeing Derick getting his ass handed to him, but at the same time, he didn’t need another broken bone.  He was still spitting up blood.  Seeing the fear in Derick’s eyes rattled something inside of Radek.  He couldn’t stand by helplessly and watch, not again. 
 
    “Master, please!  The boy is right.  Lady Black isn’t happy.  I told you that she cares for the boy, but it’s more than that.  She loves him.  If you hurt him, she will seek vengeance against you,” Radek yelled out. 
 
    Lucifer snapped his head toward his unruly servant. 
 
    Radek knew the crazed look on Lucifer’s face all too well.  He had just made himself a target. 
 
    “What do you know about this?” Lucifer spit out the words.  He held out his hand and summoned Radek to him. 
 
    Radek flew like a rag doll to Lucifer’s hand, only to be dropped to the ground.  It took him a moment to regain his senses and speak.  “You ordered me to stay with her, protect her.  I watched over her.  He’s right.  She’s sad and lonely.  You’re not always around and when you are, you’re not always kind, my lord.  Derick is nice to her.  He listens to her.  She tried to leave him, but she cares for him.  She left him to protect him from you.  Might I suggest that you take it up with her, my lord?” Radek bowed his head and hoped that Lady Black didn’t take a turn at punching him later. 
 
    “I plan to confront her, after I kill him,” Lucifer used his power to raise Derick off the ground and suspend him in the air.  He was going to use him as a punching bag until the boy stopped breathing, then he would dismember and burn the body. 
 
    Derick knew the end was near.  He had no control over his limbs as he hovered in the air, staring down his fate.  He was going to die painfully, but he decided that he wouldn’t give Lucifer the satisfaction of begging for mercy. 
 
    Lucifer pulled back his fist, spotting the boy’s fair face as his first target. 
 
    “Tell Anjali that I love her,” Derick said, staring at the devil and bracing for the beating. 
 
    Lucifer was outraged that the whelp had dared to utter the true name of his love, but he was more surprised by his confession.  Usually, prisoners confessed after the beating.  He looked more closely at the so-called Spirit Expert.  Lucifer had expected tears, or screaming, perhaps even urine, but instead, the boy defiantly stared at him, awaiting his death.  The boy was either brave or incredibly dimwitted.  He decided it was bravery since Anjali would never choose a dullard. 
 
    Looking into the boy’s eyes, he saw courage, but more than that, he saw a light.  It wasn’t the spark of determination, though it was there as well, but an actual light.  Lucifer lowered his fist and contemplated the boy.  He’d been so filled with rage that he’d ignored what was plain to see.  The boy had been marked by someone powerful. 
 
    The world blurred when Lucifer realized who had marked the boy.  He backed away as Radek’s plea raced through his mind.  Vengeance would indeed be sought by the one who had marked the boy and it wouldn’t be pleasant when it happened. 
 
    Lucifer breathed out heavily, releasing his anger, and lowered the boy to the ground.  He backed away slowly as the ramifications of his actions became sharp and clear.  Anjali would have his ass if he killed the boy.  It seemed that Derick would live to see another day. 
 
    “Radek, come,” Lucifer said just before he disappeared. 
 
    Derick had never been more thankful to feel the dirt beneath his feet.  He fell to his knees, shaking, and nearly vomited.  Both men were gone and he was still breathing.  He thanked God, the universe, anyone who might possibly have helped him.  He was alive and he had survived a round with Lucifer.  A strong drink was definitely in order, once he could swallow again. 
 
   


 
  




Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Anjali entered the Hall of Mirrors determined to stop Michael at the Gates of Heaven before he got any further, but stopped when she saw Gabriel walking toward her. 
 
    “Father, what are you doing here?” Anjali cursed silently, knowing that she was probably too late to catch Michael before he left Heaven. 
 
    “I came as soon as I heard.  What happened?” Gabriel took his daughter into his arms. 
 
    Anjali sighed and relaxed into Gabriel’s embrace.  It was more comfort than Lucifer had given her. 
 
    “Father, I’ve made a huge mistake.  I thought Alazar had turned against me, but I was wrong.  I have to stop Michael.  Please, I have to go,” Anjali stepped out of Gabriel’s arms. 
 
    “I knew there had to be a mistake.  I will have strong words with Mark,” Gabriel grimaced when he took in Anjali’s frazzled appearance.  She was visibly shaking. 
 
    “No, Mark did the right thing, I didn’t find out until after he left.  I have to find a way to stop Michael from killing Alazar,” she ran her hand through her hair, tugging at the ends. 
 
    “No, you will not approach Michael.  It’s too late, my darling.  I’m so sorry, but Raphael has made the proclamation.  It cannot be undone.  Michael cannot be stopped,” Gabriel hated to say such a thing to her, but it was true. 
 
    “What?  Why is everyone so afraid of Michael?” she couldn’t believe that her father had just told her there was no way to save Alazar. 
 
    “It’s not that I’m afraid of him, it’s that he won’t listen.  It will take time to convince Raphael, time that will only aid Michael in finding Alazar and killing him.  Once an angel is classified a Rogue, they are supposed to be taken into custody, but Michael is allowed to strike a deathblow if the Rogue resists.  I’m sure Alazar won’t hesitate to resist.  He has always been brash.  If you approach Michael without the Council’s approval, they will assume that you are trying to help a known Rogue and Michael will see you as a target,” Gabriel knew the fight between his daughter and Michael would end in a death, though he wasn’t sure who would fall in battle. 
 
    “I can’t believe that he is this unreasonable.  Don’t you have some kind of authority over him?” Anjali paced around frantically. 
 
    “The Council does have authority, but as I said, it will take entirely too much time.  I’m sorry.  Please, tell me how all of this happened.  Maybe I can convince the Council while you stall Michael, without confronting him.  If you can find Alazar first, then maybe you can hide him away,” Gabriel couldn’t stand seeing his daughter so agitated.  He hated Alazar, but he owed it to his daughter to do everything he could to help her and her Predznak. 
 
    Anjali quickly detailed her encounters with Alazar, explaining how she thought he was going to accept her as his Master until she found out about Wedge. 
 
    She walked over to her throne and threw herself down into the chair. 
 
    “I’m sorry that Alazar attacked you.  What happened when he proclaimed that he would never take you as his Master?” Gabriel asked, trying to follow the chain of events. 
 
    Anjali hesitated.  “He didn’t exactly proclaim it, but his message was clear, or so I thought.  These mortals called the Spirit Experts showed up at the castle and I couldn’t convince them to leave without explaining too much.  I tried to keep them safe while they were filming their documentary, but one of them died.  I thought Alazar had forced him to commit suicide.  It turns out that the boy was murdered, though I have no idea why, or by whom.  Alazar didn’t deny his involvement, so I assumed he was guilty.  Actually, he was mad that I blamed him for the death.  Regardless, I shouldn’t have stormed in and accused him without all the evidence,” Anjali hated herself for making a hasty judgment. 
 
    Gabriel groaned and turned quickly to Anjali.  “Which boy is dead?” he demanded. 
 
    Anjali was shocked by Gabriel’s question.  She was confused, but could see Gabriel’s alarmed expression.  “Wedge.  Doug Stephens,” she shrugged. 
 
    Gabriel breathed out and visibly relaxed. 
 
    Narrowing her eyes, she jumped off her throne and approached her father.  “What aren’t you telling me?  Why do you care which Spirit Expert is dead?  How do you know them?” she held her breath waiting for an answer. 
 
    “I had no idea that Alazar was in Romania, nor did I know you were there.  I had believed there was a vampire in the area, but I didn’t consider that there was an actual threat there.  I sent a Celestial Warrior on a false lead to keep Michael’s attention away from Hell and your Rusalka problem,” Gabriel said absently. 
 
    “So you’re the one who sent Nathanael.  Alazar thought he was with me.  He thought I was setting a trap for him because Nathanael was lying in wait in the town,” she controlled her anger since Gabriel hadn’t done anything wrong.  “That explains Nathanael, but why did you want to know who died?” she tapped her foot, waiting for an answer. 
 
    Gabriel had the good sense to avoid her perturbed look and instead turned to face the mirror closest to him. 
 
    “What’s going on?  I’ve learned enough to know that you gaze out into the distance when you need divine inspiration because you’re afraid to tell me something.  What?” Anjali crossed her arms, waiting for her father’s confession. 
 
    “I assume that you have met Derick,” Gabriel stated quietly. 
 
    “Uncle Benjamin, I presume,” Anjali whispered.  She had no idea why Gabriel was watching over Derick, but she could see from his expression that it was true.  “How do you know a random mortal from Tulsa?” she asked quietly, though accusatorily.  She hated when her father kept secrets from her. 
 
    “I’ve known Derick for a very long time and so have you,” Gabriel whispered so quietly she wasn’t sure she had heard him correctly. 
 
    “What?  How?” Anjali asked, stunned. 
 
    “You know that you have lived countless lives so that you could understand the world from different perspectives, yet, in all that time, you had a finite number of lovers,” Gabriel said matter-of-factly.  He finally turned to look at Anjali. 
 
    “Finite.  Out of thousands of lives, I had a finite number of lovers?  How many, Gabriel?  And why?” Anjali backed up until she reached her throne and slowly sat down, holding the arms of the chair for support. 
 
    Anjali couldn’t wrap her head around the concept of finite.  Gabriel had never mentioned this before.  In her last life as Michelle Black, she hadn’t known love.  She had died a virgin.  She had assumed the same of her other lives, though she had hoped she’d met a few nice men. 
 
    “It seems that when you fall deeply in love with someone, you leave your mark on them.  Even though you appear mortal on the outside, you are an immortal with the light and love of God inside of you.  It affects the person you give your heart to.  Your power leaves a mark on their soul that can be seen by many types of creatures.  Lucifer bears your mark since you gave your love to him, but it isn’t as bright since you have only been with him for a short time and his darkness masks it.  The longer you know someone and love them, the brighter the mark becomes,” Gabriel explained.  He watched the emotions play across her face. 
 
    “How did you keep the number of lovers small?” she braced herself, waiting for the rest of his answer.  She knew there would be more. 
 
    “The first man you fell in love with died at the same time as you.  I took your soul and his from the world at the same time.  That’s when I noticed the mark on the boy’s soul.  It’s wasn’t terribly obvious, but it was there.  I hid him away in Purgatory to keep him safe from those who wished you harm.  I did this nine more times, before I started to realize that a handful of these marked men wouldn’t be an issue to hide until they were reborn, but hundreds, thousands would indeed cause someone to notice.  I made a decision, a difficult one.  I wanted you to learn from everyone and everything in your life, but I decided to limit the number of potential lovers, until you were ready to accept your destiny.  Over time, I began to realize that perhaps I wasn’t wrong in my decision.  You learned more about love from these men than you could have with thousands of different men,” Gabriel braced himself for the possibility that Anjali would be cross with him for his decision. 
 
    “Let me understand, you’re saying that I had a total of ten lovers throughout my near infinite lives?” Anjali needed to sit, no wait she was sitting.  She didn’t remember sitting.  Sitting was good.  It was solid and stable.  She needed stable right now.  Ten men over thousands of lives?  She must have learned to either love them or hate them in all that time. 
 
    “Yes.  You were destined to know pain and suffering so you typically died young.  However, you did know happiness mostly because of these men.  Each time you died, I sent another back into the world with you.  In the beginning, I would guide them to you, but over time, you sought each other out.  It became part of your destiny to find them.  Of course, it did bring its own difficulties.  You were engaged to a Count once.  You went against your mortal father’s wishes to be with one of these men.  You were meant to marry a nobleman as a part of a land contract made by the Count.  You ran off with the boy, but the Count found you and was cross because you were no longer pure.  You were both put to death,” Gabriel was still angry with the Count for ignoring his warnings and condemning the couple to death. 
 
    “And here I complained about my mortal father Henry being boring.  At least he didn’t try to sell me in a land deal.  You must have been mad at the Count,” she wished she could remember her past lives, but thought better of it.  Instead, she pictured Derick and the strange connection that they had.  “Are they my soul mates?” Anjali asked, trying to understand. 
 
    “Yes, they are your soul mates.  They are unique from each other and bring out different sides of your personality.  When Michelle was born, I released them all into the world at different intervals.  It was a way of forcing me to fulfill the contract with Lucifer.  I figured that I didn’t need to hide them anymore.  You would become Anjali and live in Hell.  There was no point in keeping them from the Mortal Realm.  I wanted to give them a chance to live their lives and perhaps move on without you.  As you know, I had changed my mind and was planning on pushing back the date again, but that was after I had released them.  I don’t know if I made the right choice in keeping them in your life,” Gabriel sighed, afraid to look at his daughter. 
 
    “Derick is one of the ten, isn’t he?  That’s why I feel like I know him, even though we just met,” Anjali said. 
 
    “Yes, though he isn’t exactly the same person from life to life, he does retain many of the same qualities.  He has always been kind to you, a bit wicked, but fiercely protective of you.  He actually died once in a duel to protect your honor.  He’s a bit impulsive, but sometimes that’s a good quality to have,” Gabriel had always been fond of Derick, more so than some of the others. 
 
    “Gabriel, I don’t know what to do about Derick.  I love him so much.  I can’t stop thinking about him, but I left him so that Lucifer wouldn’t hurt him,” she prayed that her father would give her the advice that she so sorely needed. 
 
    “Lucifer doesn’t own you.  He only thinks he does, but that can work to your advantage,” Gabriel said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “You don’t know him very well if you think that.  He hordes me.  He will kill Derick without remorse and there is nothing I can do to stop it,” Anjali scrubbed her hand over her face.  Things couldn’t get much worse. 
 
    “I know my brother better than you think and I know what you are capable of.  You will find a way,” Gabriel nodded to his daughter. 
 
    “I don’t see a way to keep Derick or Alazar safe,” she shrugged helplessly.  She felt defeated. 
 
    “Remember that you are Alazar’s rightful Master, whether or not he has bound himself to you.  Use that to save him.  Regarding Derick, it may take some time, but you will sort things out.  I have faith in you, my dear.  Now, I will go to Raphael, and explain what happened with Alazar.  The Council will want to speak with you.  Brace yourself; it will be an inquisition unlike any other,” Gabriel knew that it would be much harder to convince the Council of Alazar’s innocence than it was to convince them of his guilt. 
 
    “Thank you, Gabriel, for helping me.  I have no idea where to find Alazar.  He could be anywhere,” Anjali grimaced when she thought about their last fight. 
 
    “I find it best to start from the beginning.  Keep me posted through Mark, if needed.  Good luck, my dear, I hope you understand my actions regarding Derick and the others,” Gabriel gave his daughter a half-smile, hoping that she could forgive him. 
 
    “You have always done your best to protect me.  I know the decisions haven’t always been easy and I admire your courage.  I’m not upset, just overwhelmed.  Give me some time to reflect on it,” Anjali smiled at Gabriel. 
 
    Gabriel nodded and disappeared. 
 
    She thought about what Gabriel had said about starting at the beginning.  It seemed that she was destined to be in Romania.  She thought about the castle and disappeared. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Michael oversaw his warriors while they armed themselves with Celestial Swords and battle armor.  He knew that killing Alazar would be difficult, so they needed to strike fast and hard.  He didn’t admit it to anyone, but he knew that there would be losses.  The Angel of Death was smart and lethal.  He knew it was a risk for any of them to stand before Alazar, but it needed to be done. 
 
    There was little point in wearing armor since this would not be a battle of weapons, but it calmed his angels and gave them a false sense of security.  How he longed for the days when they hunted beasts with claws and fangs.  Fighting one of their brothers was never easy, but one that could kill from a distance was disconcerting.  He doubted that any of his warriors would succumb to Alazar’s power, but he knew not to be overconfident. 
 
    Michael wasn’t sure where to begin the search, so he assigned teams to different parts of the Mortal Realm.  The longer it took to find Alazar, the more desperate and dangerous Alazar would become.  The Celestial Warriors could be ambushed at any moment and never put out a warning call before Alazar killed them. 
 
    He was mad that his second-in-command General Tabbris was missing, yet again.  He pulled Tabbris’ trustworthy Major Demyan aside and spoke quietly to him since Lord Commander Marcus and High Commander Orrin were away on important missions.  “We must deal with this problem quickly, Major.  We understand each other, right?” Michael knew that Demyan would understand the urgency of the hunt. 
 
    “Of course, my lord, but where do we begin?” Demyan grimaced.  It would be hard enough to capture Death once they knew where he was, but locating a Predznak was nothing short of impossible. 
 
    “Lord Michael, I need a word with you,” Nathanael called out breathlessly when he entered the Hall of Warriors.  He quickly moved past his fellow brothers to reach Michael. 
 
    Michael walked past Nathanael and waved him off.  “Commander, I do not have time to discuss the vampire problem in Romania.  Alazar has been condemned to death and we have been ordered to capture him.  I’m reassigning you to Major Demyan.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a vampire, my lord.  It was a Fallen, most likely a Rogue.  I believe it might have been Alazar,” Nathanael said quickly. 
 
    The entire Hall quieted down and all eyes were on Nathanael. 
 
    Michael spun to face Nathanael.  “Commander, what makes you think it was the Angel of Death causing the problems?” 
 
    Nathanael pulled the black feather and black fabric from his pocket and held them high.  “Anjali was in the town.  I found this feather and a strip of black, beaded fabric, most likely from a dress, in a pile of debris from a battle.  I overheard two male voices arguing and then one of the men hanged himself in the Romanian castle two days after I found the feather.  Mark said that Anjali was searching for Alazar first, and now you say that the Council has proclaimed him a Rogue.  I believe that he was responsible for the high death toll in Romania and possibly for the death of the boy a few hours ago,” Nathanael said quickly, out of breath. 
 
    Nathanael’s explanation made Michael smile.  He now knew where to focus his efforts. 
 
    Michael snatched the fabric and examined it.  It most certainly came from Serena’s dress, which the Destroyer was now donning. 
 
    “Gear up!  We leave for Romania immediately.  Commander, you will show me the exact spot where all this happened,” Michael said authoritatively. 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Nathanael exhaled, happy that he had reached Michael in time. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Derick rolled into his bed, grateful that he had made it back to the inn alive.  It had been a tough walk but he didn’t want to pass out in the street.  He was pissed that Pete hadn’t answered his phone, but at least he didn’t have to explain how the devil had mistaken him for a tackling dummy. 
 
    Thankfully, a hot shower and painkillers had loosened and soothed his muscles enough so that he could move again.  He had no idea what he was going to do, but he figured that lying down would help him think. 
 
    Closing his eyes, he thought about Anjali.  He finally understood why she was determined to leave him.  Staring down Lucifer had been a life-altering moment.  Accepting death was easier than he thought.  Irrationally, for a split second, he actually thought that he might see Anjali again, if he were in Hell.  Not that he wanted to go there, but as crazy as it sounded, he would do anything to see her again. 
 
    He pondered Anjali’s proclamation about being the Bringer of the Apocalypse.  He had no idea what that meant, but it stood to reason that she served Lucifer.  There was no doubt that Lucifer was evil, but he just couldn’t bring himself to believe that she was too.  She had told Pete that if he committed suicide, he would experience all the Realms of Torture, and just when he thought he couldn’t take anymore, Lucifer would tempt him to be his servant.  Shit.  She must have actually died and become his servant.  Fuck.  She was his servant, which was why she couldn’t leave him.  Everything suddenly made a lot more sense.  It was the reason why she felt that she was evil and not entitled to happiness. 
 
    He’d heard Radek say that she was sad and lonely, a fact that clearly surprised Lucifer.  Lucifer obviously didn’t know her very well if he couldn’t see her loneliness. 
 
    Still confused over why Lucifer had let him live, he decided it had been a gift from God.  He doubted that many survived an attack by the devil.  He remembered Radek saying that “Lady Black would seek vengeance” if Lucifer killed him.  He didn’t know who Lady Black was, but Lucifer had been afraid.  That was the real reason he was alive. 
 
    Something snapped inside his mind.  Annie had said on many occasions that she didn’t scare easily.  The fierce look on her face when she threatened Cassie and the waitress proved that she could back up her statements.  That was why she asked if he thought she was intimidating.  She was holding something back. 
 
    Holy shit!  Lucifer was afraid that Anjali would seek retribution for hurting him.  If she could start an Apocalypse, she could definitely kick Lucifer’s ass.  He understood why Lucifer would fear her. 
 
    He needed to find Annie and tell her that he loved her.  He doubted that Lucifer would give her the message.  There was no way that he would let Lucifer convince Anjali that she didn’t deserve to be happy and loved. 
 
    Derick carefully pulled himself off the bed and rummaged through the box of video cassettes from the shoot.  The police had taken the ones from last night, but they hadn’t asked for the other tapes.  He found the one marked “Throne Room” and shuffled over to the monitor that Pete had set up earlier.  He popped the tape into the VCR and waited for the images to flicker to life.  He fast-forwarded to the part where Annie was sitting on the throne and paused the tape. 
 
    The majestic woman staring back at him was the real Anjali, the one searching for her Angel of Death.  He saw the power in her eyes, but he also saw her misery.  He knew that she didn’t enjoy being this person.  She had talked about how complicated her life was.  It was obvious that she needed help. 
 
    Derick hit the play button and watched Annie relax into the chair and smile at him.  This was the girl that he knew.  It was hard to combine both of the images into a complete description of Anjali.  She was stern when she was mad and protective of him, yet she was also insecure and sweet.  How could someone like that live in Hell with a crazed madman?  It was obvious that she put on a facade to deal with the harsh realities of her world while she tucked away the innocent girl that made him laugh. 
 
    He had no idea how to find her, aside from dying and going to Hell. 
 
    Movement on the screen caught his eye.  The camera was facing out into the Throne Room and taping the empty room.  He had put it there while he had gone down on Annie, but it appeared that the room wasn’t completely empty.  There was a face peering around the corner.  The image was dark and out of focus, but it looked like a woman.  He doubted that it was a spirit since she wasn’t transparent or eerie-looking. 
 
    Derick remembered Annie saying that she saw someone that night.  She was right.  Someone was watching them and he had a feeling he knew who it was. 
 
    He stood up from the table and walked over to the door.  It was time to speak to Cassie about their ill-fated trip to Romania.  He had a sinking feeling that the ringmaster of their excursion knew more than she was letting on. 
 
    “Going somewhere, Derick?” a female voice called out from behind him when he reached for the doorknob. 
 
    It was Cassie. 
 
    “I want answers,” he said, keeping his back to her. 
 
    “Do you now?  It took you longer than I expected to put all the pieces together.  I thought you might have figured it out after Douglas’ untimely death, but you were too busy being consoled by Anjali,” Cassie gritted out the bitch’s name. 
 
    Derick stopped breathing when he realized that she knew a lot more than she should. 
 
    He turned slowly and saw Cassie standing in the middle of his room, admiring herself on the monitor. 
 
    “Who are you?” Derick knew that Anjali hadn’t trusted Cassie, but she never said that she knew her. 
 
    “The name is Maraquette,” Cassie smirked as she flipped her hair over her shoulder. 
 
    Derick watched her hair change from brown to bright red before his eyes.  Her electric blue pantsuit shimmered and she was suddenly wearing a bright yellow backless sundress.  Derick held himself steady until large black wings unfolded from her back and stretched to either wall. 
 
    He stepped back and grabbed the doorknob.  He was halfway out the door before he ran into someone standing in his path.  It was Pete. 
 
    “Pete, run, get out of here.  It’s not safe,” Derick yelled, trying to push Pete toward the stairs. 
 
    “Why should I run?  You’re the one she wants,” Pete smirked, blocking Derick’s escape. 
 
    Derick’s mind was blank.  Pete?  Pete knew what was happening?  His entire world crashed.  He was officially alone. 
 
    Pete pushed Derick back into the room and closed the door behind him. 
 
    “Thank you, Peter.  I’ve waited a long time for this moment.  You should be honored to be a part of this, Derick,” Maraquette approached Derick, put her hand on his shoulder and all three of them disappeared from the inn. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Alazar paced around the barn, tempted to kick a few of the cows that were backed into a corner, quietly staring at him.  He was so angry that he could slaughter the town.  It was inevitable that Anjali would inform the Council that he was a Rogue.  If they believed he was a Rogue, then what was the point in trying to be good anymore?  If he was going to die, then he might as well go out in a blaze of glory.  He could take out the entire town and feel warm and complete in his final moments before Michael showed up demanding his surrender, while swinging a sword at his neck. 
 
    His high from yesterday was a distant memory.  He had been stupid to believe that his life was about to change for the better.  The lure of his Master had made him stupid.  How could he ever believe that he could join with her?  At the first test of loyalty, she had condemned him to death.  Now he was hiding in a filthy barn waiting for his “frenemy” to return from her “errand”.  He was completely screwed.  Michael would come for them both.  Even if he left Maraquette to deal with their sword-wielding brother, he would still spend the rest of eternity in hiding.  That’s assuming that he could hide from Michael for the rest of eternity. 
 
    He knew his back was against the wall, and he had no one to turn to.  When he thought about finding the other Predznak, he remembered the looks on their faces when he told them he was leaving them to fend for themselves.  Any one of them would turn him over to the Council out of spite.  It was possible to seek out other Rogues or Forgotten, but he doubted that they would help him.  He would have a giant target painted on his back and be more of a danger to them.  No, he was alone. 
 
    He heard the straw crackling behind him and ignored Maraquette’s annoying cackle.  He had no idea what she was planning, but the faster he either killed her or left her, the safer he would be. 
 
    He nearly had a stroke when he heard two sets of footsteps behind him.  Fear spiked inside of him.  Maraquette wouldn’t think twice about selling him up the river to save her own neck.  Son of a bitch, she had brought Michael right to him. 
 
    Alazar spun on his heel, determined to strike first, when he stopped dead in his tracks.  Maraquette was pushing a mortal toward the barn wall.  He watched with curiosity while she tied the boy’s arms above his head with rope, Hall of Torment style.  He flinched when he saw the mortal strung up by his wrists.  He’d been strung up like that too many times in his long life. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Alazar strode up to the insane redhead.  He ignored the mortal who was strangely complacent. 
 
    “Oh nothing, just getting even with the Destroyer,” Maraquette sang as she pulled on the ropes to make sure that her prisoner was secure. 
 
    Alazar’s head was about to explode.  He had no idea how this boy fit into her plans, but it didn’t bode well. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re up to, but playing with the Destroyer will not go well for either of us.  We need to run or attack the Destroyer head on.  I already had my ass handed to me last night, so I vote for running, until we can form a saner plan,” Alazar contemplated a hasty exit. 
 
    “I already have a plan, Alazar, I told you that.  You helped keep Anjali in town and I thank you for that, but this is phase three.  When she arrives, I’m going to make her watch as I torture and kill her lover, and then I’m going to kill her.  Once Lucifer finds out that the Destroyer is dead, he will finally get over his silly obsession with her, and he and I can be together again,” Maraquette smiled.  She skipped past Alazar to the barn door. 
 
    “Umm, there’s a major flaw in your plan.  Lucifer isn’t going to turn to you once he finds out that you killed his lover,” Alazar turned to keep her in view.  “And what the hell was phase two?  You lost me there.” 
 
    “Oh, Lucifer won’t think that I killed Anjali, he’ll think that you did it.  No one, except for you, knows that I’ve gone rogue, and soon you’ll be dead.  Don’t you see?  It’s perfect!” Maraquette chuckled. 
 
    He suddenly understood phase two.  She had duped the fucking Angel of Death into believing that she was helping him.  What a knob. 
 
    Alazar summoned his dagger and appeared in front of Maraquette, ready to take her head, but she was gone before he could strike. 
 
    He felt the pain in his chest a second after he heard the mortal shouting for him to “watch out”. 
 
    The last thing he heard before he blacked out was Maraquette whispering in his ear.  “Once the Council sees your dagger next to Anjali’s decapitated head, they will never believe your innocence.  Lucifer and Gabriel will fight each other to kill you.  Gabriel’s sorrow over the loss of his daughter will be so great that it will weaken the strength of the Council.  I will console a grieving Lucifer and persuade him to lash out against the Council.  It won’t take much convincing.  He has plotted against them before.  He and I will be together again and Father will weep for the loss of his precious Council, while Heaven falls down around him.  Thank you for your help, dear brother.  I couldn’t have done it without you.” 
 
    ∞ 
 
    The city was drowning under a deluge of water as the storm battered the city.  Balthazar huddled into his brown leather duster to avoid being soaked through.  He did his best to keep the water from rolling off his short hair into his collar.  While he was used to the rain, it was getting harder and harder to stave off the cold.  His fingers were practically numb, which posed a serious threat to his ability to handle his weapons.  As the Angel of Vengeance, he needed every weapon in his arsenal located just below is duster. 
 
    He hurried along the dark street and turned the corner that would lead him to his protégé.  Looking around the empty alleyway, he ducked into the warehouse, careful not to be seen. 
 
    He unbuttoned his duster so that his only friends in the world were easily accessible.  He wouldn’t need the knives that lined the inside of the coat, but the guns holstered underneath it would definitely be needed. 
 
    He slowly walked through the line of cars that were housed in the building.  The car thieves would be pissed if he scratched or dented any of them, if they survived the night.  He looked around the sprawling lot of cars, amazed that the criminals had amassed so many vehicles and nice ones too.  He counted at least six Porsches.  He might need to “borrow” one of them on his way out. 
 
    Voices in the distance made him perk up.  He quickly, though quietly, moved through the last row of cars and followed the sounds of grunts and thuds to a doorway at the back of the warehouse. 
 
    “I’ve waited a long time for this, Tony.  Any last words?” a young man was pointing a gun at an arrogant man who had his arms crossed, while another man was gurgling and convulsing on the ground. 
 
    “You got the wrong guy,” Tony shrugged, unfazed by the gun pointed at him. 
 
    “I’m sure that lie helps you sleep at night.  I know it was you.  Marko named you just before I put a bullet in his head.  You killed my wife.  Your men might have taken her, but you’re the one who pulled the trigger.  She’s dead because of you!” the young man screamed. 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not, I’ve killed a lot of people.  I don’t remember her, but I can tell you this, I’m sure she begged for her life before she died,” Tony chuckled darkly. 
 
    Balthazar carefully looked around the room and pulled out his Beretta M9.  He put his back against the interior wall of the chop shop and watched his protégé confront the last of his victims. 
 
    The young man pulled a picture out of his pants pocket and showed it to Tony. 
 
    “Remember her now?” he growled, shoving the photo in Tony’s face. 
 
    Tony glanced quickly at the photo and shrugged.  “Bitches all look the same to me,” he snickered. 
 
    The young man threw his knee into Tony’s stomach and watched him slump to the ground. 
 
    “Her name was Katie and she was sweet and kind and beautiful.  You left her in a sewer to die, you miserable piece of shit,” he kicked Tony in the chest just to hear him yell. 
 
    “Finish this, Marshal,” Balthazar called out.  He knew Marshal was going to take his time hurting Tony, which was fine with him, but Tony’s men were still lurking around the place. 
 
    “Not until he suffers, just like you taught me,” Marshal replied coldly to Balthazar.  He kicked Tony in the thigh and watched Tony roll around in pain. 
 
    Balthazar had to give the boy credit.  When he’d found him, Marshal was a heartbroken mess, grieving the loss of his wife, and was more than willing to let the police find her murderer.  He had tempted the boy to seek vengeance for his wife’s death.  It was harder than he expected, until he explained how Katie had died.  She had been a passenger in a car that had been carjacked.  The thieves took her, along with the car.  They had stripped the car and shot Katie in the chest.  All it took was for Marshal to learn that Katie was still alive, barely, when they dumped her body, and left her to die alone.  Marshal had begged Balthazar to train him to track down the men responsible and make them suffer.  Thankfully, the ring of car thieves was large and provided plenty of people to seek vengeance upon, since Marshal wasn’t sure who had pulled the trigger or dumped the body.  In total, 39 car thieves, their families, and their known associates were in the morgue or the hospital after an exhaustive three year search.  Tony was about to be victim number 40. 
 
    “Fine.  I remember her,” Tony gasped after another foot landed against his kidney. 
 
    Marshal leaned over Tony. 
 
    “Tell me what happened,” Marshal growled. 
 
    Tony motioned for Marshal to come closer so that he could explain. 
 
    Balthazar saw a shadow out of the corner of his eye.  He saw the gun before he saw the man.  Balthazar fired two warning shots to his right and ran forward to duck behind a partially disassembled Dodge.  He spun and shot the man in the right shoulder and left kneecap as he inched his way past the workbenches.  It would incapacitate him long enough for Marshal to finish his interrogation. 
 
    Quickly scanning the room, Balthazar determined that they were alone, for the moment. 
 
    “Let’s move things along,” he shouted to Marshal. 
 
    Marshal ignored the sounds of gunfire around him, intent on hearing everything that the lowlife in front of him had to say.  He was finally going to find out what happened to his beloved wife. 
 
    “Tell me,” Marshal was fixated on Tony’s contorted face. 
 
    Tony coughed when he tried to get air into his lungs.  He tried again and lifted his head toward Marshal. 
 
    “I remember…nothing,” Tony drew out the word. 
 
    A shot echoed through the room.  Balthazar raced over to Marshal. 
 
    Marshal rolled backward and slumped onto the ground.  His hands covered his stomach.  He seemed confused by the blood that welled up in his hands. 
 
    Balthazar pointed his gun at Tony and put two bullets in him before Tony could raise his gun to Balthazar’s height. 
 
    Balthazar turned and knelt next to Marshal.  He saw the fear and pain in his eyes.  Balthazar shook his head.  “You forgot to search him for a weapon.  It was a stupid mistake, but you were too eager to play with him.  I told you to secure him before you make him talk, unless you’re under siege.  I took the liberty of finishing him off for you,” Balthazar holstered his gun and leaned against a workbench. 
 
    Marshal relaxed a bit, happy to know that his wife’s murderer was dead. 
 
    “Tell me Marshal, was it worth it?” Balthazar asked, tilting his head. 
 
    “He’s dead now.  I’m happy,” Marshal sighed. 
 
    “Really?  You are lying on the cold hard concrete bleeding out because you wanted to kill the man who killed your wife.  Problem is, you don’t know for sure if it was really him, and here’s the real kicker.  You have wasted the last three years of your life chasing down faceless men and tearing through them in a pursuit of what?  Justice?  You stopped living the second you started killing them.  You took one life after another, most of whom were innocent of murder.  Sure, some of them stole a few cars here and there, but weren’t evil enough to murder a woman.  The top-level men certainly deserved what they got for ordering the hits and killing innocent people, but none of them actually pulled the trigger on your wife.  Instead of putting this tragedy behind you and moving on, you decided to turn yourself into a cold-blooded killer.  The police have been on your trail for months, trying to put you behind bars.  Guess that won’t be necessary anymore.  I’m betting you only have about five more minutes before things get very warm for you. 
 
    “Here’s the biggest secret you’ll ever learn, Marshal; God doesn’t like murderers or vigilantes.  He doesn’t like killing for any reason.  He hates it.  In fact, He created a person to do His dirty work so that He can have a clear conscience.  Sadly, she’s nowhere to be found, so I stepped in to help turn you into a killing machine.  You failed to realize during your killing spree that no amount of blood or death would bring Katie back, nor would it secure your place in Heaven next to her.  I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but you are destined for Hell and you will never see her again.  So tell me now, Marshal, was it worth it?” Balthazar gazed into the eyes of the man he’d trained and guided toward the path of evil. 
 
    Marshal’s eyes teared up.  Balthazar was right.  None of this had brought Katie back to him.  Each kill had chipped away a piece of his soul until there was nothing left.  He knew long ago that he was destined for Hell, but hadn’t cared at the time.  Vengeance was the only thing he cared about in the end. 
 
    As his body lost sensation, he realized what a waste his pursuit had been.  He thought that he would feel happy or satisfied that Katie’s killer was dead, but instead he felt numb. 
 
    Balthazar saw the exact moment when Marshal’s pathetic existence flashed before his eyes and his misguided life had been judged.  He was Hell-bound and no longer his concern.  He was just one more dead mortal who had strayed from the path of the righteous, with Balthazar’s help. 
 
    The light faded from Marshal’s eyes, putting another notch on the belt of the Angel of Vengeance.  While his body count of temptees wasn’t as high as the other Predznak, he had a much higher rate of collateral damage; almost as high as Aeries. 
 
    Balthazar took one last look at Marshal, grateful he would never see the loser again. 
 
    With one less temptee to worry about, he needed to find someone new, but first he needed to check on his other protégés. 
 
    He quickly disappeared and reappeared in Seattle, Washington.  He walked along the quiet street and crunched across the stray leaves scattered on the pavement.  One by one, they crumbled beneath his boots, just like those hunted by vengeance, and those whom he tempted to dole it out. 
 
    He stopped in front of a small house in the city.  From the outside, it looked like any other run-down house in any other bad neighborhood, but this one was certainly different.  This house held his best pupil to date.  While the boy had failed to kill any mortals, he had carved out a name for himself with the creatures that most mortals feared or told themselves didn’t exist.  It was only a matter of time before he tempted the boy to kill a mortal and his crusade would be at an end. 
 
    Seeing the light fade from Tony’s eyes made him think of Alazar.  He wondered if his brother would have approved of the death, though he doubted it.  Alazar hated guns.  Aeries had taught him how to use weapons and how to fight, but it was Alazar who had taught him all the different ways to kill someone.  Alazar would have shredded Tony and made a spectacle of it.  He would have made Tony jump off the roof onto a bed of nails.  Most likely, he would have shoved him into one of the stolen cars and tossed him into a car crusher.  Death was unnecessarily showy. 
 
    He wondered how Alazar planned to kill their Master and when.  He had given Alazar plenty of time to complete his mission.  Despite being a patient angel, he was growing irritated with Alazar’s delays.  He knew that the job fell to him if Alazar failed.  Perhaps it was time to intervene and make sure that vengeance against his Master was finally complete. 
 
    Balthazar paused when he walked up the dilapidated staircase.  He thought about his useless Master and smiled.  She wouldn’t dare to confront him first.  He had his ace in the hole. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Michael, Major Demyan, Commander Nathanael, and twenty of his best warriors appeared in front of the Romanian castle.  The sun was starting to dip below the horizon, giving the mist hanging in the air an eerie quality.  The feel of death hung in the air and greeted the warriors.  It was a feeling they all knew well and were accustomed to. 
 
    Michael motioned for his teams to break off and surround the castle.  Nathanael had provided valuable information on the infrastructure and had suggested a number of hiding places for the Angel of Death.  Though he doubted that Alazar was still present, Michael was hopeful to find a clue as to where Alazar would be.  He no longer knew his brother well enough to anticipate his moves.  If Nathanael hadn’t arrived to tell them of Alazar’s last known whereabouts, he would have started looking for him in Hawaii or on some beach.  He remembered how much Alazar loved the ocean and enjoyed watching the sun rise above the water.  Those days were long gone if Alazar had taken to hiding in a drab and frigid castle. 
 
    The warriors nodded their heads, acknowledging Michael’s commands.  They disappeared and took up their positions while Michael, Demyan, and Nathanael, crossed the bridge to the main entrance. 
 
    Each warrior kept their wings inside their backs, and their hands on the hilts of their swords.  They donned mortal clothes over their armor, so that they wouldn’t alert the mortals to their true identities. 
 
    Michael was surprised to find that the entrance of the castle wasn’t locked.  He entered and surveyed the dimly lit room.  Noise echoing inside made his team move stealthily through the foyer and into the main hall.  Michael motioned for them to follow him and they made their way into the Main Hall.  He pointed for Nathanael to head up the staircase and motioned for Demyan to move toward the Knight’s Room.  He took the hallway that led deeper into the castle. 
 
    Michael ventured forward, but froze when he heard footsteps coming from the room a few feet to his right.  He quietly moved closer and drew his sword.  The blue flame lit the shadowy hallway.  It would give away his position if someone poked their head into the hallway, so he moved quickly. 
 
    Michael took a deep breath and steadied himself just before he rushed into the room. 
 
    “You’re too late,” a voice called out to him in Romanian. 
 
    Michael tripped to a halt when he saw an old woman standing in the kitchen in front of a hotplate. 
 
    He immediately put away his sword and looked around for a quick exit. 
 
    “I have seen your kind before,” Mrs. Pavel said over her shoulder. 
 
    “You know what I am?” Michael replied in Romanian.  It wasn’t often he met mortals who had firsthand knowledge of angels. 
 
    “Yes.  The Angel of Death has been walking the halls of this castle on and off for decades.  I was tempted by him as a young woman when I first came to care for this place.  I stared into Death’s eyes and rejected the images he showed me.  I was stronger back then,” Mrs. Pavel replied matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Alazar tried to tempt you, but you chose God?” Michael was curious about this woman. 
 
    “Yes,” Mrs. Pavel nodded.  She poured hot water from the kettle into her mug and placed it back on the hotplate. 
 
    “Do you know why I am here?” Michael felt awkward speaking to the mortal.  It had been a long time since he’d interacted with one, but she obviously had information about Alazar. 
 
    “You are either here because of the boy who died on the staircase, or you are here for me.  Since I am still alive, I assume it is because of the boy.  It is a true tragedy.  I hate to see them die so young,” she sighed and shuffled over to the small table and chair set. 
 
    “The Angel of Death needs to be brought to justice for what he has done,” he didn’t want to say too much, but he wanted her to know that the deaths would finally cease. 
 
    “It is true that he needs help, but he is not the one who killed that boy,” Mrs. Pavel sat down in the chair and looked up at Michael for the first time. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but you are mistaken.  He is very dangerous and out of control,” Michael wasn’t sure why the woman believed that Alazar was innocent. 
 
    “Yes, he is out of control.  I hear him speaking when he thinks that he is alone.  He is lost, that is true.  He speaks of one that failed to come for him.  I have seen the people in the city that have died because of him, but the boy in the stairway did not die by his power,” Mrs. Pavel regarded Michael like a child that failed to see the obvious. 
 
    “How can you know that?” Michael realized that the woman was insane and was about to move on when she tsked at him.  He had never been so insulted in all his life, and he had heard Lucifer call him all manner of foul things. 
 
    “You have never faced the Angel of Death before, so you do not understand his power.  Having survived it, I understand it.  There is a chill in the air that lingers once his victim is dead.  It is the same chill that I felt just before I saw the beautiful mountains.  I have noticed that all of those who have died by their own hand, because of his power, have a peaceful look on their faces.  The boy who died here was not at peace and there was no chill.  The one that you are searching for is a woman with brilliant red hair and a temperament to match the devil.  She brought a group of young investigators here.  I can only assume that she meant for them to meet the Angel of Death.  When you find her, please make sure that the world no longer has to deal with her darkness.  She is your enemy, not Death,” Mrs. Pavel picked up her mug, sipped the warm tea, and sighed. 
 
    Michael couldn’t believe the brazenness of this woman.  How could she possibly understand his world?  Sure, a red-haired woman was the one responsible for the death.  It was impossible for this woman to understand angels and Heaven.  He was about to walk away when an image of a red-haired angel appeared in his mind.  Maraquette.  It was possible that she had finally gone rogue.  He had fought to classify her as a Rogue instead of a Forgotten when she left Hell, but was overruled by the others. 
 
    Perhaps he could kill two birds with one stone.  He didn’t care if Alazar was innocent or not.  The Destroyer had sentenced Alazar to death.  That meant she couldn’t control him, and in the end he would turn on everyone.  Just because he hadn’t killed the boy that the old woman spoke of, it didn’t mean that he was innocent of other crimes.  He was going to kill Alazar as quickly as possible, but now he had a new target.  Though the testimony of an old woman wouldn’t be enough to classify Maraquette a Rogue without a lengthy trial, it gave him enough cause to question her.  If he did find Maraquette, he wouldn’t hesitate to capture her.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Alazar’s view of the world was distorted by the pain in his chest as he opened his eyes, though he was aware of three things:  He had been shot in the back and had a slew of small holes straight through his chest, there were Celestial Bonds clamped around his wrists, rendering him powerless, helpless, and little more than mortal, and he was completely screwed. 
 
    Maraquette had chained his limp body to a wooden post with his hands bound in front of him.  The chains were wrapped around his chest and legs, making it impossible to move or sit.  The best he could do was lean forward to relieve some of the pressure from his bleeding chest.  At least he wasn’t hanging by his arms, which implied he was supposed to watch the show, not be a part of it.  Maraquette wasn’t deranged enough to get close enough to take his head. 
 
    Currently, he was out of friends and options.  Maraquette would summon Michael once the Destroyer was dead and let him take the fall.  She undoubtedly had his favorite dagger; the one Gabriel had given to him as a gift when he became Death.  It was Gabriel’s way of congratulating him for making a difficult sacrifice.  When used to kill Anjali, no one would question his involvement in the murder.  Things couldn’t get much worse, but at least he would die a free angel, without his worthless Master. 
 
    Alazar looked more closely at the hapless boy hanging on the barn wall across from him.  He had no idea why Anjali was sleeping with a mortal, but it was no longer his concern.  She could sleep with whomever she wanted.  Unfortunately, curiosity got the better of him since he had nothing better to do.  He looked into the boy’s eyes, and wondered why he was so special.  That’s when he saw the mark, the one Maraquette had mentioned.  Having looked into Anjali’s soul and felt her power, he recognized her mark.  The boy definitely belonged to her, but he was surprised to see how bright the mark was.  He must have made some kind of deal with her. 
 
    “Alazar?” Derick asked tentatively. 
 
    Alazar chuckled.  “You know my name, but do you know who I am?”  It was doubtful that the kid knew who he was.  Maraquette must have mentioned his name. 
 
    “Yes, you tempted my friend, and now he’s dead,” Derick said with disgust. 
 
    “I see that Anjali has been filling your head with her assumptions,” Alazar shook his head slowly and sighed.  “Not that I care, but who the hell are you?” he asked with mild interest as he tested the strength of the chains. 
 
    “I’m Derick, and apparently, I’m the bait,” he pulled on the ropes, trying to get feeling back into his hands. 
 
    Alazar nodded absently.  “Ahh yes, Pedro’s friend.  You were the one in the tower trying to save him.” 
 
    “His name is Pete and I should have let him jump,” Derick sneered.  “I should have let him walk into the bright blue sky and plummet to his doom.” 
 
    Alazar smirked.  “Yes, you should have.  He was entirely too eager to meet his end.  I’m glad to see that we agree on something.” 
 
    Alazar thought about how he couldn’t remember Pete’s name.  It disturbed him because he could remember every name and face he had ever tempted, yet he couldn’t remember a simple name like Pete.  It was probably for the best that Anjali had turned on him.  If he had trouble remembering one name, he would never be able to remember them all when the final days were upon them.  He vaguely wondered if the new Angel of Death would be able to remember a temptee’s name. 
 
    Ignoring his morbid thought, he examined his chest wounds.  Whoever had shot him had used a shotgun with buckshot.  It wasn’t enough to kill him, only wound him.  It was obviously meant to make him bleed out slowly.  It would take forever to heal with the bonds draining his power. 
 
    “Why?  Why did you do it?  Wedge never hurt anyone.  What did you say to make him put that rope around his neck and jump?” Derick couldn’t keep the hurt and anger from his voice.  He trembled as he spoke. 
 
    Alazar rolled his eyes.  “What does it matter?  He’s dead and we’re stuck in this barn.  You will die, and Anjali will watch.  No matter what happens, I will die a painful death.  That should ease your mind a bit,” Alazar snickered. 
 
    “Why couldn’t you just join with her?  Why did you have to hurt an innocent man to prove a point?” Derick yelled.  Tears welled up in his eyes and he bit his lip to keep from crying.  All of his frustrations welled up as he stared at the person responsible for killing Wedge and hurting Anjali.  He wanted to get out of his ropes and punch him in the mouth. 
 
    Alazar was done listening to the insufferable boy.  “Go ahead and believe whatever she told you, but I’m the victim here.  I am the one condemned to death, an innocent angel, or relatively so.  Think about it Derick; if I had killed your friend, I wouldn’t have stopped there.  I’m the Angel of Death.  I would have killed all of you.  Hell, I would have burned the town to the ground as I watched everyone in the city murder each other,” he snapped.  He watched Derick’s confusion as he processed his statement.  It took less time than expected for the boy to understand the truth.  At least his Master’s mortal pet was smart. 
 
    Derick’s throat tightened.  He couldn’t breathe.  He believed Alazar.  He had no doubt that the Angel of Death would have sent a message to Anjali.  She was barely friends with Wedge and had just met him, but watching a city burn to the ground would definitely have an impact.  Alazar hadn’t killed Wedge, which begged the question, who had? 
 
    Derick pondered Wedge’s death and came at it from all angles.  The only people in the castle were Josilyn, Morgan, and Pete.  Pete.  His stomach sank.  Pete knew the layout of the castle better than anyone did.  With Maraquette’s help, it would have been easy for him to ditch Morgan and kill Wedge before anyone saw him.  Son of bitch.  How could his best friend betray them like that? 
 
    “It had to be Pete that killed Wedge.  Wedge would have trusted him.  He could have gotten close enough to kill him.  I doubt Maraquette or Cassie, whoever she claims to be, would get her polished nails dirty,” Derick said softly to himself as he let the reality of Pete’s deception settle into his bones. 
 
    Alazar’s head snapped up.  “Wait, Pete is working with Maraquette?  Strange how she didn’t mention that earlier when she presented your friends to me on a silver platter.  That means he’s disposable.  Let me guess, he’s the lone gunman.  Don’t worry, the first chance I get, I’ll finish what I started,” Alazar smiled darkly.  He would make Pete see more than just the sky; he would see his heart plucked from his chest.  “If you’re lucky, you might be around to watch him eat his shotgun.” 
 
    Derick nodded slowly.  “Yeah, he’s working with her.  It explains why he was so eager for us to come to Romania, but it doesn’t explain why Maraquette wanted Wedge dead.  There’s no point to it.  They could have grabbed me at any time.  Wedge was nobody.  Why kill him?  It doesn’t make sense.  What does Maraquette want?” Derick hated the thought of Wedge dying for no reason, not that any reason would have been good.  Wedge had deserved better. 
 
    Alazar shook his head.  “She’s crazy, she doesn’t need a reason,” he leaned his head back against the post.  The world was becoming shaky.  The blood loss was making him dizzy.  At this rate, he would pass out in about a half an hour.  Sadly, the blood loss wouldn’t kill him.  Once he took a nice long nap, he would regain enough strength to wake up and repeat the process. 
 
    “She seems pretty sane to me.  Why is she here?  She said that she wanted Anjali to suffer.  Who is she and why does she hate Anjali?  She’s obviously not a TV producer,” Derick’s shoulders and wrists were killing him.  He didn’t know how much longer he could take the pain. 
 
    Alazar closed his eyes.  He shouldn’t be talking to the kid, but they would both be dead shortly.  What did it matter?  “How much do you know about our world?” 
 
    “Not much.  I got the Cliffs Notes version last night and the hands-on tutorial this morning.  Let’s just say that I know enough,” Derick wondered if the Angel of Death had ever been attacked by Lucifer.  He doubted it. 
 
    Alazar had no idea what the mortal was babbling about, but it was irrelevant.  Derick obviously knew Anjali, which meant he already knew too much.  “Maraquette is a bitter angel who turned her back on God.  We consider her a Forgotten, but now she is much worse.  She walked out on the love of her life and has regretted it ever since.  She and Lucifer were lovers when they lived in Heaven.  Lucifer volunteered to rule Hell and he left her behind.  Centuries later, he went to Heaven and saw her.  The kind and sensitive Lucifer begged her to be with him in Hell.  She felt guilty for not going with him originally and eventually caved.  When she got to Hell, she found the devil wearing the face of her lover.  They fought constantly.  Lucifer was cruel to her, but even now, she still loves him.  Maraquette stupidly believes that Lucifer’s obsession with obtaining Anjali caused him to lash out at her.  She isn’t exactly wrong, but Lucifer wouldn’t have been kind to her, regardless of the reason.  It’s just not in his nature.  He’s the devil.  He attacked Maraquette one night when she told Lucifer to make a choice.  Either he had to stop waiting for Anjali to arrive, or she would leave.  Lucifer lost his mind.  He had always warned her not to speak of Anjali.  She was not allowed to question his obsession.  He finally snapped and hurt her.  She stormed out of Hell, blaming Heaven and God for turning Lucifer into evil incarnate, unable to love anyone.  Now, Lucifer has Anjali by his side.  Maraquette finally has the chance to kill Anjali and get Lucifer back,” Alazar replied.  He counted the drops of blood that splashed on the straw covered dirt floor.  He estimated that he would lose a drop of blood for every year he suffered without Anjali. 
 
    “She killed my friend, turned my best friend against me, and wants me to die so that Anjali will suffer all because she wants Lucifer back?  She can have him.  Anjali can’t possibly love him anyway,” Derick huffed; annoyed that Lucifer was still at the center of his problems. 
 
    “Anjali can’t leave Lucifer, she is bound to him,” Alazar paused.  “She’s bound because I messed up,” he hated admitting the truth, but it was pointless to lie to anyone, including himself. 
 
    Derick glared at Alazar.  “What are you talking about?  How are you responsible for Anjali not being able to leave Lucifer?  I thought it was because she had committed suicide, based on what she said to Pete,” he said.  He was glad that Alazar wasn’t with Anjali.  The Angel of Death was a complete loser. 
 
    Alazar cleared his throat when he saw Derick’s rage spring to life.  It was obvious that the kid cared about her.  “In my defense, I didn’t know exactly what was happening.  Honestly, it probably would have happened without my involvement.  Just know that my head was screwed up for a long time.  I wanted Anjali dead for abandoning my brothers and me in Hell.  She knows this.  I was desperate to be free of my duties.  The darkness was slowing killing me.  Maraquette came to me, offering me a deal, offering me hope.  She would kill Anjali and I would kill Michael, the guy who will take my head if he finds me.  I was wrong to make the deal.  I know that now and the deal is off, but Anjali doesn’t know about it.  Obviously, Maraquette didn’t kill Anjali, but there were consequences of the murder attempt.  Anjali is bound to Lucifer because he saved her life.  The ritual he used bound their lives together,” he bit his lip.  He would have to confess that little detail if he ever saw his Master again.  Thankfully, the odds were good that he would never have the chance. 
 
    Derick lost it when he heard the truth.  He finally understood what Anjali was trying to tell him when she said that her boyfriend had saved her life.  “I don’t get it.  She said that you had mental issues, but you seem lucid to me, just stupid.  You wanted her dead when all she wanted to do was help you, and now she is stuck with that lunatic!  She almost died because you wanted to be free.  What the hell does that mean?  I don’t understand the whole Master thing, and why she needs you, but I know that she was upset when she thought you had turned on her.  After everything, she still cared about you.  You don’t deserve her,” Derick shook his head.  So far, he was not impressed by the Angel of Death. 
 
    “You know nothing,” Alazar snarled.  He didn’t need to listen to the pathetic mortal. 
 
    “I know that you’re stuck in your own drama, and you’re letting the bad guys win.  Okay, you didn’t kill my friend, so what.  That doesn’t make you the hero.  What did Anjali say when you told her you didn’t kill Wedge?  You said she didn’t trust you, yet, from what I understand, you haven’t given her a reason to trust you.  You tricked Pete into trying to kill himself, you attacked her, and you keep blaming her for your bullshit.  Now you’re sulking in a barn, waiting for Lucifer’s crazy ex-girlfriend to set you up for murder.  Get over your shit and wake the fuck up!” Derick screamed.  The more he knew about Alazar, the less he liked him.  Anjali was better off without him. 
 
    Derick struggled against the ropes.  If Alazar wasn’t going to help fight Maraquette, he had to find a way to warn Anjali about the assassination plot. 
 
    “That’s enough, mortal.  When I get out of these chains, you’re first on my list to die.  Forget about Maraquette’s little plan, I will kill you myself.  At least I can be guilty of killing one of Anjali’s friends since the Council will hunt me either way,” Alazar locked his eyes on the boy, wishing that he could kill him on the spot. 
 
    Alazar let his anger take over and he willed his power to rise, but unfortunately the boy remained breathing.  He took a deep breath.  He needed to think. 
 
    Derick thought about Alazar’s statement.  Anjali had mentioned informing a Council and letting them take care of Alazar.  She said they would hunt him.  That’s when the last piece clicked into place. 
 
    “Wait, Anjali accused you of killing Wedge and now this Council is after you.  Maraquette planned this better than you think.  She killed Wedge to make Anjali believe that you are, whatever you called it, Rogue.  Maraquette seriously wants you dead, but why?” Derick was stunned.  So much for being crazy, Maraquette had carefully planned everything out. 
 
    Alazar stared at Derick in disbelief.  This simple mortal had figured it out.  It took all of three seconds to realize that he was the biggest chump in the world.  Maraquette had set him up, start to finish.  She had put the doubt in his head about Anjali not trusting him and then gave Anjali the reason not to trust him.  He was going to rip Maraquette’s head off. 
 
    “Because I’m the only one who knows what she’s done.  She’s killed a lot of innocent people since becoming a Rouge.  She knew our deal was over so the bitch changed tactics and painted a target on my head.  Maraquette knew that I was planning to choose Anjali and accept her as my Master.  She lied to me and said that Anjali would never trust me because she is the Keeper of Distrust.  She put the doubt in my mind and then made the boy’s death look like a suicide so that Anjali would think I had refused her.  Maraquette made it personal by choosing someone Anjali cared about.  I am so stupid,” Alazar needed his head examined. 
 
    Balthazar and Aeries were the strategists; they would have seen this coming a mile away.  Sacha would have come up with a counterplan and played Maraquette right from the start.  Alazar had always been too impulsive to plot against someone, which was why the Destroyer was still alive after years of saying that he wanted to kill her. 
 
    He thought back to his conversation with Anjali.  The fact remained that she hadn’t believed him when he told her that he hadn’t killed the boy.  Alazar froze.  Technically, he never denied the allegation.  His anger and pride had gotten in the way.  He had let her believe that he was guilty.  What other choice did she have but to believe that he was guilty? 
 
    Alazar closed his eyes and thought about Anjali’s rage when she had appeared in the dungeon.  Yes, she was angry about the boy’s death, but she was more upset that he had supposedly denied her offer.  She really had wanted him to say yes and join with her.  He could have accepted her as his Master that night, but instead he had allowed Maraquette to get inside his head.  He had to find a way to fix this. 
 
    “Maraquette will use both of us to distract Anjali.  When Anjali sees you tied up and finds out that I’m innocent, she will be so angry that she won’t see my dagger aimed at her throat.  We’ll all be dead and no one will know that Maraquette was behind the whole thing.  She planned this very well, though she really is crazy to believe that Lucifer will take her back.  We have to find a way to stop her before she uses you to draw out Anjali,” Alazar cleared away the distrust of his Master and remembered the vow he had made to himself.  He would do what he had to do to protect her and make Maraquette suffer for her betrayal. 
 
    “Agreed.  Now, how the hell do we get out of here?” Derick knew that he’d just made an ally, even if he didn’t like the Angel of Death. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I’m stuck.  These pretty blue bracelets bind my power and weaken me,” Alazar groaned.  It had been a long time since he’d felt this much pain.  “It will be easier to free you and then you will have to find a way to break my chains.  I probably have about twenty minutes before I black out for a while.  If we do escape, you had better not leave me for dead.  Unless I lose my head or my heart, I will survive,” Alazar looked around the barn for something useful. 
 
    Derick hefted out a breath and looked around for something to work with.  Maraquette was nowhere to be seen and Pete was standing guard outside the barn door, pacing.  If he were smart, he would still be toting his shotgun. 
 
    Derick looked up at Alazar.  “I have an idea.” 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Anjali watched Michael and his warriors leave the castle without their prize, which was the only lucky break she’d had.  She thought about sending them off in the wrong direction, but she didn’t want to involve herself with Michael unless it was absolutely necessary.  She knew he wouldn’t be receptive to her request to call off the hunt for Alazar and would probably confront her about the Rusalka problem.  It might give Alazar more of a head start, but it would also prevent her from searching for him. 
 
    She had gone back to Alazar’s room, but it was exactly as she had left it.  He hadn’t come back for any of his belongings, which saddened her.  He was a fugitive and had even fewer comforts than before. 
 
    Looking out over the bridge of the castle, she tried to figure out where he might have gone.  He could be thousands of miles away, but something made her believe he was still in Romania.  She had let her power rise to the surface to look for him, but her call wasn’t answered.  Still, she had a feeling he was close. 
 
    Watching Michael call out orders to the warriors gave her an idea.  She saw them leave one by one in different directions and fan out.  He would probably send them to the ends of the world to find Death, but she knew from Lucifer that Michael was guilty of pride.  No matter who found Alazar, Michael would be the one to capture or kill Alazar.  The warriors would understand the rules of engagement.  Michael would probably demote anyone who didn’t follow the rules, or worse, kick them out. 
 
    She knew her best bet was to stay close to Michael.  He would save the best territories for himself and let the rest search in Antarctica just to say that they covered all possible areas.  All she had to do was wait for Michael to find Alazar.  Even if one of the others found Alazar first, Alazar should be able to handle himself against the average warrior.  Michael would pose the biggest threat if Gabriel and Lucifer were to be believed. 
 
    Lying low, she waited until all the angels disappeared, leaving only Michael.  He looked out over the area and sighed.  He disappeared and reappeared at the bottom of the ravine below the castle.  The hunt was on. 
 
    She changed back into her tourist clothes and followed Michael, but made sure to keep a safe distance. 
 
    Quickly moving through the area, Michael searched the city and made his way out to the farmlands on the outskirts of town.  Thankfully, he wasn’t too difficult to follow.  She doubted that Alazar would be hiding in a barn or a farmhouse, but then again, he would choose the most unlikely of spots to avoid capture. 
 
    To pass the time, she practiced what she would say to Alazar when she saw him.  She doubted that he would speak to her, if she did find him.  At the first test of loyalty, she had turned her back on him.  She was a crappy Master, just as Alazar had said.  Despite being created as the one to wield him, she had no idea what she was doing. 
 
    She thought about Alazar’s reaction when she had accused him of murder.  He had denied it at first, and then mockingly said that he was the only one who could have done it.  Had he really done it, he would have proclaimed it to the Heavens.  He enjoyed killing and took pride in his work.  She needed to learn how to read between the lines when it came to Alazar.  His sarcasm had been his downfall because she hadn’t taken all of his actions into account. 
 
    Ducking behind a group of trees, Anjali tried to be as convert as possible.  She figured that Michael would take to the air once it was dark, which would cause a problem.  He could cover more territory and possibly spot her in the process. 
 
    Anjali froze when she heard fluttering behind her.  She closed her eyes and swore.  She was in major trouble. 
 
    “I’m not sure why you are following me, but I can’t allow you to interfere, Lady Black,” Michael whispered in her ear as he quickly grabbed her from behind. 
 
    Before she could speak, a sharp pain tore through her neck and the world went dark. 
 
    Michael dropped Anjali to the ground.  He would have to deal with Gabriel’s wrath later, but he didn’t care.  She was the one spying on him.  Though she had ordered Alazar’s death, he couldn’t trust that Anjali would allow it to happen.  Even if they weren’t joined, she was still his intended Master.  He knew their bond would be strong.  He had anticipated her meddling, which was why he had allowed her to follow him. 
 
    While snapping her neck wouldn’t kill her, it would afford him enough time to search the area and move on.  The foolish girl obviously didn’t understand how dangerous Alazar was.  He appeased his conscience by telling himself that he was keeping her safe and out of harm’s way.  If she did try to stop Alazar’s death, Alazar could easily use her to fight his way out or maybe even kill her out of spite.  She needed to leave Death to the professionals.  Her time to deal with the problem was over.  It fell to him to make things right. 
 
    Michael disappeared and reappeared with rope from a farmhouse that he had passed.  He hoisted the petite Destroyer and tied her to a nearby tree.  It wouldn’t stop her for long, but it would allow him to put enough distance between them. 
 
    Stepping back to admire his handiwork, he looked at the unconscious girl.  She looked like the same girl he had known in Heaven, but more innocent in sleep.  No wonder she couldn’t handle Alazar.  It would take someone stronger to contain Death, someone like him. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Pete ignored Derick’s taunts.  He was supposed to be standing guard in front of the barn, not talking to the prisoners.  It wasn’t easy listening to Derick accusing him of betraying him and leading him to his death, but he stood his ground and ignored him.  What did make him pissed enough to confront his former best friend was Derick calling Maraquette a bitch and a whore.  No one spoke badly about his Master. 
 
    Pulling the barn door open, Pete stormed into the smelly barn, marched right up to Derick, and punched him in the face. 
 
    “Go ahead, say another nasty thing about Maraquette and I will make you eat your teeth,” Pete glared at Derick, daring him to speak. 
 
    Derick recovered from the punch and spit the pooling blood in his mouth in Pete’s face.  It took everything he had not to tell him to go fuck himself. 
 
    “Tell me why, Pete?  Just tell me why,” Derick growled. 
 
    “Don’t you get it?  She’s an angel, a real angel and she has all the answers.  Imagine it Derick, every question that we’ve ever had, she can answer it.  She doesn’t withhold any information from me.  I get to live forever and I get to see my parents again in Heaven.  I know that you’re mad because I’ve betrayed you, but the truth is I don’t care.  I would sell out every person I’ve ever met to see my parents again.  I have to tell them that I’m sorry, that I didn’t really want them to die.  The last words I said to them were I hate you and I wish you were dead.  I’ve had to live with that since I was eight years old.  I don’t have to live with that guilt anymore.  I can be with them again,” Pete spoke passionately about his parents.  No eight year old should have to carry the burden of wishing that their parents were dead only to find out that they had died in a plane crash.  The fight was petty and stupid, but it had seemed really important at the time.  Now he could finally tell them how much he loved them. 
 
    “She’s great in bed too,” Alazar chuckled, waiting for the moron to turn around. 
 
    “I’m not supposed to talk to you,” Pete said over his shoulder.  Maraquette had warned him that Alazar would play dirty to get free. 
 
    “I’m sure you think it’s heaven when you slide into her warm body and she whispers that she will take away your pain.  She kisses away all your sorrows and makes you forget everything when her lips close around your cock.  I know.  I’ve been there, Pete,” Alazar smirked.  He saw Pete’s shoulders shake with rage. 
 
    “Shut up.  She told me that you would lie,” Pete growled.  His hands tightened around the shotgun. 
 
    “Oh, I would never lie about a fantastic lay.  She makes this cute little purring noise just before she comes.  I’m particularly fascinated by the scar that she has on her lower back, just above her left ass cheek,” Alazar purred.  He knew the mark had been left by Lucifer and was the final reason that Maraquette had left.  He was banking on the fact that Maraquette would have omitted that detail. 
 
    Pete swung around and pointed the shotgun at Alazar.  “How dare you speak about her like that.  She told me that she never cared about you and that you would lie about having sex with her.” 
 
    “You can’t lie about something that you did.  It’s really hard to get that sweet red patch of paradise out of your mind once you’ve been there.  I should be pissed at you for fucking what was once mine, but honestly, I feel bad that you’ve had my leftovers,” Alazar straightened himself as much as the chains would allow.  It wouldn’t be beyond Pete’s notice that he was better looking than the mortal. 
 
    “You say one more word and I will shoot you again, in the face this time.  I don’t care what she said,” Pete stalked closer to Alazar, aiming the shotgun at his head. 
 
    Derick sighed.  “You won’t do it, Pete.  She’ll be pissed if you kill him.  Now be a good little servant and lower the gun,” Derick sounded bored with Pete’s idle threat, hoping that they hadn’t pushed Pete too far. 
 
    Pete contemplated Derick’s threat.  Maraquette would be mad at him for shooting Alazar.  He needed to be functional enough to appear as if he killed the Destroyer.  Furious and defeated, he lowered his weapon. 
 
    Alazar laughed.  “He’s more whipped than I thought.  Don’t you get it, asshole?  She never told me to stay away from you.  Where was your precious Maraquette when I had you dangling at the edge of the precipice, ready to jump?  I had your ass.  I owned you.  Anjali was the one who saved your miserable hide, not the redheaded bitch.  How can she love you and let you step off the ledge?” he needed to work fast since the world was growing dimmer by the second. 
 
    Pete glared at Alazar and took a step forward.  He wanted to punch him, but was content knowing that he was a prisoner and would be dead soon enough.  He lowered his gun, but kept his grip tight, in case he changed his mind. 
 
    “She would have caught me if I had jumped from the tower,” Pete snickered.  Maraquette told him she had been nearby, ready to save him from the fall.  She said that she had no way of stopping Alazar but that she would have saved him. 
 
    The second Pete’s eyes made contact with Alazar’s; Alazar capitalized on the opportunity and stared at him.  “Remember the sky, Pete?  Do you remember how simple things were there?  You no longer held the guilt of your parent’s deaths.  You no longer cared about the pain that burns inside of you.  Maraquette doesn’t have all the answers, only I do.  Death holds all the answers that you will ever need.  Now, finish what we started,” Alazar tried to make his voice sound soothing without his power.  If a temptee had refused his temptation, he was without recourse to tempt them again, but Pete had succumbed to the temptation the first time. 
 
    Derick had been kind enough to detail Pete’s struggle against the image of the blue peaceful sky and how he had wanted to kill himself all night long.  The suggestion of death was still in his mind, just below the surface.  His renewed hope of seeing his parents due to Maraquette’s lie was the only thing keeping him in this world.  All Alazar had to do was remind him of how much he had wanted to die, or so he hoped. 
 
    “No, the sky was a lie,” Pete’s voice broke when he spoke about the beautiful sky with its bright sunlight and serene clouds.  He dreamed of it every night, but Maraquette told him it wasn’t real. 
 
    “The sky is everything you have ever wanted, Pete.  You no longer have to feel the pain or guilt over what happened to your family.  It’s the release from a lifetime of sadness and regret.  It’s so simple, Pete.  You know what you have to do,” Alazar held Pete’s eyes.  He had to break the kid if he wanted to escape.  He willed Pete to remember his experiences from that night. 
 
    Pete shivered when he saw the blue eyes in front of him.  He would never forget them for as long as he lived.  A cold sweat broke out over his body. 
 
    “All of this can be over, Pete.  The misery from your adoptive parents ignoring you will slip away.  The loneliness you’ve felt for so long will no longer weigh you down.  You were so close before.  All you had to do was step off the ledge and it would have been over, but instead you walked away.  The pain is still there.  You are still suffering.  I can feel it.  There is only one way to escape it, Pete.  You know what to do,” Alazar had a hard time making the words flow without his power.  It was difficult to paint the picture of death without feeling it.  He’d never had to tempt someone while separated from his power.  He’d certainly tried while locked in the Hall of Torment, or Serena’s room, but he’d never been able to make it work.  He prayed that Pete was deep enough into the vision to listen to him. 
 
    “No.  I don’t believe you,” Pete whispered, sounding like a young boy. 
 
    “Come closer to me, Pete.  Look into my eyes and remember,” Alazar concentrated on the boy in front of him, beckoning him to come closer. 
 
    Pete’s feet shuffled forward, the memory of those blue eyes haunted him. 
 
    Pete stopped and blinked.  What was he doing?  He needed to get away from Alazar. 
 
    Alazar cursed when Pete snapped out of his daze, still too far away to reach him. 
 
    “Shoot him, Pete!  It’s the only way the nightmares will end.  Kill the Angel of Death and he will no longer hold you in his power.  Shoot him and end his hold over you!” Derick yelled out. 
 
    Alazar was shocked by Derick’s betrayal, until he saw Pete smirk and slowly raise his gun. 
 
    Alazar reached out, grabbed the metal barrel, and tugged the shotgun along with a surprised Pete.  Pete tripped forward.  Alazar head butted the moron with everything he had.  Dropping the gun, he grabbed Pete’s jacket and head butted him once more for good measure. 
 
    Pete’s head snapped back and lolled to the side.  He was out cold. 
 
    Alazar quickly searched Pete’s pockets for a key or something useful.  Sadly, he didn’t have anything that would get them out of their bonds. 
 
    Dropping Pete on his ass, Alazar shifted his foot to the side and stepped on the butt of the gun, while he shimmied his other foot under the barrel.  He carefully lifted the gun until he could grab it with his bound hands. 
 
    “Please tell you have used a shotgun before,” Derick watched Alazar aim at the rope above his arms. 
 
    “Nope.  Not my weapon of choice, but my dagger is gone, and I don’t think Pete has a sword shoved up his ass.  Hold still and let’s see if I can shoot this thing.  You might want to duck your head.  I’m seeing two of you and the lights are flickering,” Alazar put the gun between his legs to balance and hold it.  Now all he had to do was aim high enough not to kill the kid. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Maraquette couldn’t get over her good fortune.  Everything was working out the way she had envisioned.  She needed to remember to thank Gabriel for helping her once the Destroyer was dead.  She had been spying on him and Raphael, looking for their weak spots so that she could find a way to hurt them.  Father would be inconsolable if she killed either of them.  Then Gabriel gave her the best gift imaginable, a way to get to the little home wrecker. 
 
    She was following Gabriel when he made an unexpected visit to a school in Tulsa.  She had no idea why he was in Tulsa or what kind of business he could possibly have there.  Then she saw the boy that Gabriel was speaking to.  Within a second, she knew she’d struck gold.  The boy, while handsome, had something even more interesting to see.  He practically glowed.  She could see his aura.  Someone powerful had touched the boy.  The power was similar to Father’s, and yet edged with darkness.  There was only one creature she could think of that held the power of light and darkness that could cause such a mark, one that had ties to Gabriel.  Anjali.  She had to care deeply for the boy to leave such a mark on his soul.  All she had to do was put the boy in danger, sit back, and wait for the Destroyer to come to her.  Easy enough. 
 
    Maraquette set herself to the task of finding out everything she could about the mortal.  She found out about his show in Tulsa and sought out the Spirit Experts.  Mortals who believed in spirits, who went in search of them, typically were searching for answers about loved ones that had died.  They were always gullible.  She enticed the Spirit Experts with lies of helping them find proof of spirits and broadcasting to a larger audience.  They just had to come with her to Romania.  After all, who didn’t want to be famous?  They had foamed at the mouth to join her, all but Derick.  He needed more convincing, so she enlisted the help of his best friend, which was easier than expected. 
 
    Maraquette suddenly realized that Pete hadn’t checked in with her.  She could care less if Pete were dead.  It would be one more loose end taken care of, but everything would be ruined if Derick and Alazar somehow escaped. 
 
    Disappearing from the house, she appeared in the barn to find Alazar’s chains on the ground and Derick’s ropes frayed.  Pete was unconscious on the ground and unfortunately still breathing. 
 
    “Get up!  What happened?” Maraquette shrieked as she shook Pete.  She rolled him over, but he merely groaned. 
 
    They had broken his nose and stolen his coat.  She would make him pay for his stupidity later. 
 
    Murderous, she looked outside the barn for footsteps to indicate which way they had gone.  Alazar wouldn’t be able to disappear with the bonds on him, so they had to be close.  Unfortunately, the snow had melted the day before and the ground had refrozen so there were no footprints. 
 
    She laughed when she saw the blood stains on the frozen ground from Alazar’s wounds.  She followed the blood splatters across a field, frantically searching for her prisoners.  She quickly moved through the field, determined to make Alazar suffer.  She should have broken both of his legs to make damned well sure that he stayed put, a mistake that she would not make again. 
 
    The trail went cold until she saw the tree line in the distance.  She disappeared and reappeared in the middle of the trees.  She spun around trying to find their footprints in the moss.  Three drops of blood led off to the right toward the denser part of the forest, three more drops were on a rock on the other side of the river and four drops of blood showed them heading upstream.  The sun wasn’t low enough in the sky to take to the air, especially with Michael hunting Alazar.  She would have to be extra careful in her search.  Once nightfall came, she would find them and make sure they were incapable of running again. 
 
    Maraquette quickly disappeared and took up shelter in her hideaway to wait out nightfall. 
 
    Derick relaxed when he saw Maraquette disappear from the shoreline of the river. 
 
    He was tucked away in the roots of a tree next to the water’s edge.  Waiting a few more minutes to make sure Maraquette was gone, he unfolded himself from the tangle of muddy roots and stood up. 
 
    Looking down into the water, he studied his new traveling companion who was lying face down at the bottom of the river.  Alazar had passed out just as they reached the water.  He fell in and never came back up.  Derick did his best to confuse Maraquette with the blood trail to give Alazar more time to wake up.  Thankfully, the fast-moving water concealed Alazar and his pools of blood. 
 
    Derick jumped onto a group of rocks and carefully leaned over to grab Alazar’s shirt.  His ribs were still sore and his wrists and shoulders were aching, but he managed to pull the soaking wet angel out of the river and dump him on the ground.  He looked more like a vampire with his pale skin and deathly expression than an angel, which was eerie.  He braced himself, waiting for Alazar to rise from the dead, but he didn’t move. 
 
    Cursing, he decided to stay close to the river in case they needed to hide again.  He would also have to risk drinking the water to avoid dehydration if he had to drag Alazar across the countryside. 
 
    Scanning the sky, he determined that he had a few hours before sunset.  The temperature would drop and even Pete’s coat wouldn’t keep him warm enough.  He hoped his less than adequate fire building skills could keep them from freezing. 
 
    He picked up Alazar, hoisted him up onto his shoulders into a fireman’s carry.  He would only be able to carry Alazar at short intervals before taking a few minutes to rest, but he had to risk it.  He couldn’t leave Alazar behind.  Personally, he could care less about him, but Anjali needed him.  He had to find help as soon as possible. 
 
    After walking for over an hour and a half, Derick was exhausted.  He hoped that he was far enough away from Maraquette to take a long rest.  It had been slow going since he tried to avoid as many rocks as he could, though the increasingly heavy angel didn’t seem to notice the bumpy ride, or the three times he had dropped him.  He paused when he heard what sounded like a waterfall up ahead, and lowered Alazar on to a log so that he could explore the area. 
 
    Derick walked through the trees and came upon a small waterfall beyond the trees that fed into a wide pool.  The trees were dense enough to cover the pool and provide some safety if anyone were flying overhead.  He had no idea what to expect from an archangel, but he didn’t want to meet this Michael guy any time soon. 
 
    Walking back to his cohort, he jumped when he saw Alazar stalking toward him.  Forget Lucifer’s imposing height and black eyes; Alazar was scarier with his white glowing skin and black clothes.  He decided that he didn’t want Alazar as an enemy. 
 
    “Good to see you’re finally awake,” Derick hefted out a breath, grateful that he didn’t have to lug him around anymore.  He looked better, but the holes in his chest hadn’t healed much.  Blood was still seeping down his shirt.  It was a wonder that he had any blood left in him. 
 
    “Where are we and why the hell am I wet?” Alazar stopped on top of a boulder and looked around.  He was shivering and miserable. 
 
    “Upriver somewhere in the middle of nowhere and you’re wet because you passed out in the river.  I tricked Maraquette by using your blood and gave her three possible directions to look for us, while I hid and you took a swim,” Derick wiped the sweat off his forehead with his shirt.  He debated taking off Pete’s red winter coat, but didn’t want to lose any heat before nightfall. 
 
    Alazar chuckled.  The kid could have left his carcass for Maraquette to find, but instead he had risked his life to save him.  He was impressed with his resourcefulness.  “Thanks.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, we aren’t out of the woods yet, literally.  We still have to find Anjali and I don’t have a clue how to do that,” Derick walked back toward the pool and found a thick log to lie down on. 
 
    “That’s the problem, kid.  I don’t have a clue either.  Normally I could summon her or use my power to find her.  Right now, I got nothing.  I can’t exactly make my way into Hell and Heaven is off limits since they want me dead.  I don’t know how to find her,” Alazar grimaced.  He didn’t want to burst the kid’s bubble after he’d helped him, but he didn’t want to lie. 
 
    “She’s your Master, which you are going to have to explain to me, so there has to be away,” Derick stared at the sky trying to remember all the clues Anjali had inadvertently given him during their talks. 
 
    “I can’t even feel her with these lovely blue glowing manacles on.  They cut off all ties to my world.  They are supposed to make you miss everyone and everything you once held dear, including your abilities.  Aside from Hell Fire, it’s the worst punishments we have.  It also makes me cold, thirsty, and hungry, which I’m not used to feeling,” Alazar said as he tried not to stumble over the rocky bank of the pond.  He wasn’t made for trudging through the forest.  Rayan would certainly laugh at him, or punch him; either way, it would make his day to see Alazar in pain, weakened, and bleeding.  Maybe he should send him a photo for his mantle as a peace offering. 
 
    Alazar sat down across from Derick.  The pain was back in full force.  His body had started going numb before he passed out, which was both good and bad.  The last thing he remembered was tumbling through a field and tripping over a log.  Maraquette had been smart to wound him.  His chest was burning, which made it hard to breathe. 
 
    “Alazar, you don’t understand.  Not only are we in trouble, but so is Anjali.  Lucifer is going to confront her about our relationship.  He has a history of hurting her.  It might be a long time before she is able to look for us.  I don’t know what to do.  All I did was fall in love with the perfect girl, a girl that I thought was human, and now I’m sitting in the middle of the woods hiding from a crazed angel and a hit squad with death incarnate.  As impossible as this is, I refuse to give up this time,” Derick sat up and rubbed his face. 
 
    Alazar stared at the boy.  It was evident why Anjali liked him.  Even with a death warrant on Derick’s head, he was still thinking about helping her.  He was the kind of person that she should have by her side.  If anything happened to the boy, she would hold him directly responsible.  Alazar had to do what he could to keep the boy safe. 
 
    Looking at Derick’s expression, something struck him.  He said he refused to give up this time.  It implied that he had given up before.  The mix of desperation and fear on Derick’s face was familiar.  Son of a bitch.  The kid had tried to kill himself.  He was seriously losing his touch with the bonds on him.  Normally, he would have seen the whole tragic scenario the moment he looked into the kid’s eyes. 
 
    “Why did you try to kill yourself?  Forgive me for asking, I can’t see it for myself,” Alazar held up the bonds as an explanation for his lack of insight. 
 
    Derick stopped breathing.  Shit.  Of course, the Angel of Death would know about that. 
 
    Alazar raised his eyebrows, waiting for an answer.  “I need to know what kind of person you are.  You are obviously involved with my Master.  I have to know that you are worthy of her.  You have done a spectacular job of putting her security above your own, but I need to know that you won’t fall apart when things gets real.  Suiciders are all too eager to run away from the harsh realities of this world.  I want to know that you won’t run when faced with an impossible situation.  Even if she tosses you aside, I want to know it wasn’t because you gave up on her,” Alazar’s eyes burned into Derick’s, willing him to reveal his secrets, but couldn’t even scratch the surface.  It frustrated him to no end. 
 
    Derick thought about Annie.  If he had to pass Death’s test to be with her, then so be it.  “I lost both of my parents.  I was short on friends.  School was a nightmare.  I knew no one would miss me.  I grabbed some pills.  The pain and loneliness were too much to take.  I was mad.  I was mad at everyone and myself.  I took the pills without thinking.  Figuring it would take time, I lay down on my bed, waiting.  My mind was blank, until…,” Derick stopped.  He couldn’t go on. 
 
    “What?  What did you see?  Did your life flash before your eyes?  Did you regret your decisions?” Alazar was frantically trying to picture Derick’s pathetic life. 
 
    “I never told anyone, not even my uncle, but I saw a woman.  She was crying.  She looked straight at me and said why?  I don’t know who she was, but it was enough to get my attention.  I started thinking about the future and how I might find this woman someday.  It gave me hope that things would change.  Even if no one else cared, this woman would be upset that I was gone.  I called 911 and told them what I had done.  I spent the next few days in the hospital.  Once I got out, I focused on the future.  I knew I had a second chance and I wasn’t going to waste it.  The funny thing is, when I met Annie, she didn’t look like the woman, but somehow she felt familiar.  So aside from trying to kill myself, I’m also delusional,” Derick got up and walked around the shore, kicking rocks, afraid to look at Alazar. 
 
    Alazar learned two things upon hearing Derick’s confession.  He really did jump to conclusions when tempting people, which he had to stop doing, and Derick had a deeper connection to Anjali than he first thought.  It explained why the mark was so strong.  Derick really did belong to her. 
 
    “I don’t think you’re crazy, but I do think you’re worthy.  It’s obvious that you’ve known Anjali before.  Some of her power rubbed off on to you, or rather your soul.  That’s how Maraquette found you.  Even with the bonds on, I can see it clear as day.  You’ve known her in other lives,” Alazar said.  He stared down at the ground.  He was the unworthy one. 
 
    Derick should have been surprised by the revelation that he knew Anjali before, but instead he was happy.  The emotions they felt for each other hadn’t been a figment of his imagination.  They were real and had existed before he had met her in the parking lot.  He no longer had to feel guilty about loving her.  He smiled when he realized that he might have loved her before Lucifer did. 
 
    Alazar looked around at the treetops.  It was getting darker and soon Maraquette would be able to take to the skies, if she hadn’t already.  They were losing time. 
 
    Alazar stood and tried to clear his head.  He had to work past the pain ravaging his body.  “We have to get back to the city.  If we can somehow find transportation, I have a way to get to Anjali.  Trust me when I say it won’t be easy.  I hate even bringing it up, but there are ancient tunnels that lead into to Hell.  They were used back when there were fewer mortals in the world.  They were closed off for fear the mortals would find them.  I know of a tunnel entrance not far from the city.  The tunnel is laden with traps, but it’s the only way to get into Hell.  Once there, I might be able to find someone who can get these bracelets off me.  You might have to knock someone out for me, but it’s the only plan I have.  We just have to avoid seeing Lucifer, who will kill me on sight,” Alazar didn’t want to drag Derick down to Hell, but he didn’t have many options. 
 
    “I’m not worried about Lucifer.  I don’t think he’ll want to kick my ass again,” Derick hoped that his luck hadn’t run out. 
 
    Alazar’s mind crashed.  The kid knew Lucifer and had survived a beating from the Angel of Darkness.  It was obvious that he wasn’t officially Anjali’s servant, since he didn’t know how to summon her, but how did he know Lucifer? 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Alazar stared at the boy, dumbfounded.  He couldn’t get over the kid’s knowledge of his world.  He was a constant surprise. 
 
    Derick quickly explained how he had met Annie and how she turned out to be the Bringer of the Apocalypse.  Then he detailed all of his observations about Annie.  Finally, he told Alazar about running into the devil in the parking lot and almost losing his life. 
 
    Alazar nearly had a heart attack.  This kid had faced the devil and had walked away to tell the tale.  He was really starting to admire him. 
 
    Pondering Derick’s theory on why Lucifer hadn’t killed him, he doubted that Anjali would threaten Lucifer, but was intrigued by the idea.  “Tell me about Lucifer’s reaction.  Did he look scared?” Alazar couldn’t help but smile at the thought of Lucifer being too fearful to harm a mortal because of Anjali’s wrath.  It meant that Lucifer wasn’t as stupid or mindless as he had believed.  If Lucifer understood her power and had seen it firsthand, then perhaps she could hold her own again the devil.  This was promising.  His Master should make the devil quake in his boots. 
 
    “Yes, he was scared enough to leave me in an empty lot, breathing.  He was going to kill me.  I have no doubt that he would have if Radek hadn’t spoken up,” Derick grimaced. 
 
    Alazar relished the thought of Lucifer afraid.  It made his meaningless life a little bit brighter.  He knew he was being petty, but after everything he had suffered, it was nice to know that even Lucifer had limitations. 
 
    Alazar stood up.  “We should keep moving.  I shouldn’t black out as fast this time, but let’s not press our luck.  We need to cover as much ground as possible.” 
 
    Derick could see that Alazar was struggling, but was grateful that he didn’t have to carry him. 
 
    Derick nodded his head in agreement.  He stretched his aching legs and side, willing his hungry and tired body to keep going. 
 
    “Why haven’t you left me to fend for myself?” Alazar asked quietly as they lumbered across the larger rocks around the waterfall.  He couldn’t help but ask the obvious question.  He was dead weight and the last person Derick needed to be seen with. 
 
    “Because Anjali would be mad if I left her angel like this,” Derick helped to steady Alazar and continued up the embankment. 
 
    “You really love her, don’t you?” Alazar was taken aback by his answer. 
 
    “Yes.  I would do anything for her,” Derick helped Alazar climb over a few boulders on their way back the safety of the trees. 
 
    Alazar was envious that the boy knew more about his Master than he did.  He was ashamed of himself.  There were so many things that he should have done differently.  Looking at his only ally in the world, he decided to put his regrets behind him.  He needed a fresh start. 
 
    “What is she like?” Alazar knew Derick’s version of her would be tainted by his emotions, but he needed another perspective.  Lucifer was obsessed with her, while the other Predznak hated her for not claiming them or feared what she would do if she did claim them. 
 
    Without hesitating, Derick replied, “She’s amazing.  She’s funny, she’s smart, she’s gorgeous, but most of all, she believes in me.  She didn’t want to ruin our filming, so she stayed to protect us and helped me live out my dream, at least for a short time.  She didn’t have to do either.  She’s hard on herself and doesn’t believe she deserves to be happy.  Of course, after meeting you and Lucifer, I can understand why she doubts herself.” 
 
    Alazar sighed.  He had made so many mistakes, he wondered if Anjali could ever forgive him.  Even if she didn’t, he would do whatever it took to keep her safe. 
 
    Derick looked at the bloody and disheveled angel next to him.  He still couldn’t understand his relationship with Anjali.  He spoke before he could censor himself.  “Why does Anjali need an Angel of Death?  I still don’t understand how she could possibly be the Bringer of the Apocalypse, but I would think she could manage to end the world by herself.” 
 
    Alazar nearly choked.  How was he going to break Derick’s naïve little heart?  He would surely leave him for dead.  Despite possibly losing his only friend, he stupidly felt indebted to the kid and wanted to explain things to him. 
 
    “She’s not like me.  She’s not an angel.  She’s an immortal.  God created her to do something that he doesn’t want to do.  Anjali is supposed to start an Apocalypse when the mortals have fallen too far from grace and have completely lost their way.  That’s where I come in; I’m a Predznak, or a Harbinger.  I tempt the mortals to choose between good and evil.  There are ten of us in total.  We are supposed to show the mortals visions of Heaven and Hell and offer them a choice, but we have strayed from our intended purpose.  We have let the evil inside the mortals tempt us to lose our way.  We were supposed to wait in Hell for her, but we lost hope and abandoned our posts.  I never met her until three days ago.  She was created after I became Death.  Her power is so hard to control that it took a really long time for her to come for us.  You’ve met Lucifer.  I had to live with him for a few thousand years without anyone to break up the fights.  It was miserable, and I took my anger out on Anjali.  Now I’m paying the price.  I was stupid and arrogant.  I have to find her and make things right.  I’m ready to join with her and be what she needs me to be.  When the time is right, she will use me to end every single life in the Mortal Realm,” Alazar couldn’t look Derick in the eyes.  He had no idea how he was going to react. 
 
    “Well, that explains why she needs you, though I hope she doesn’t need you any time soon,” Derick didn’t like the thought of being eliminated by the Angel of Death.  He thought about living in Hell.  It must have been terrible for them, and even worse for Anjali.  “Is that why she’s in Hell alone?  You left and she had no one to protect her.  Why would anyone allow her to live there?” Derick was angry at whomever was responsible for sending someone as sweet and kind as Anjali to live in Hell. 
 
    “In our defense, she’s stronger than she looks.  She could destroy Hell with a wave of her hand.  She’s supposed to protect us, even from ourselves,” Alazar’s voice was filled with shame. 
 
    “Yet, she allows Lucifer to harm her.  She may be powerful, but she is reluctant to use her power,” Derick muttered.  He contemplated leaving Alazar to freeze in the river, but he reminded himself that he didn’t know how to find Anjali without him.  Besides, there were a thousand different things he didn’t know about their world.  He shouldn’t condemn Alazar without knowing all the facts. 
 
    “I don’t know why she lets Lucifer get away with hurting her.  I don’t know her well enough, but I swear I will not allow Lucifer to touch her again,” Alazar drew strength from the knowledge that he would torture Lucifer if he dared to hurt his Master.  He hated himself for being the catalyst for Lucifer making Anjali his blood servant.  He would accept whatever punishment she doled out for his inexcusable actions. 
 
    Derick nodded.  He was happy to know that Alazar would protect Anjali, as long as he survived.  Alazar was getting weaker by the moment, but they had to keep moving.  Darkness was setting in and soon they wouldn’t be able to see where they were going.  They would ultimately have to make camp.  They had no food and no way to stop Alazar from bleeding and blacking out.  He didn’t like the idea of making a fire to keep them warm, but they would have to risk it. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Michael unfurled his white wings as the sun set over the mountain range.  He wasn’t sure why he had stayed in the area, but he’d learned not to ignore his instincts after years of hunting Rogues.  He took one last look around to make sure that he was still alone.  Anjali would be unconscious until morning, which would give him plenty of time to reach Germany. 
 
    It felt good to stretch his wings and fly over the trees.  He loved Heaven, but he was able to admire the beauty of the Mortal Realm.  Taking note of anything out of place, he circled high and wide, making sure to cover as much territory as possible.  It was doubtful that Alazar would be brainless enough to leave a trail of bodies for him to find, but one could hope.  Alazar had always been brazen and imprudent.  For all he knew, he might find a massacre with Alazar standing in the middle of it, taunting him. 
 
    The air was cold against Michael’s face, which was pleasant.  It would keep him alert while he soared just below the sparse cloud line.  The mortals in rural parts of the world were slaves to their superstitions and wouldn’t venture outside for much longer.  If they did see something flying through the clouds, it would only force them indoors to huddle beneath their beds. 
 
    Michael banked left when he spotted a river.  If Alazar was going to target the mortals, there would be groups of mortals living near the water rather than in the mountains.  He prayed that Alazar was too fearful to hunt tonight, but he didn’t rule out the possibility. 
 
    Motion in the distance caught his attention.  He flew ahead and circled back to get a better look.  Descending to the tree level, he saw a large figure moving through the woods.  It was wide enough to be a bear, but it was too tall.  Its movement was unnatural.  Curiosity got the better of him. 
 
    Diving down under the canopy, he landed on a sturdy branch and crouched down.  He tucked in his wings and hid behind the trunk of the tree.  The creature slowly approached and then stopped.  He heard voices quietly murmuring. 
 
    He dropped down to a lower branch and waited.  A mortal came into view, though he didn’t see Michael perched high up in the tree.  He watched the man scan the ground for fallen branches and twigs.  Sadly, he had stumbled upon a camper looking to make a fire.  Not that he had expected his search to be easy, but he’d had a strong feeling that Alazar was close by. 
 
    Michael was about to spread his wings and make for the sky when a bright blue light froze him in place.  There was no misidentifying that color light.  It was identical to the blue light that sprang forth from his Celestial Sword when unholstered.  Someone was chained in Celestial Bonds.  His night was not a loss after all. 
 
    Quickly, Michael dropped down to the ground and ducked behind a thick tree.  He peered around it and was admittedly astounded.  Alazar was leaning against a fallen log.  He was bleeding, frail, and wearing bonds.  Someone had certainly gotten the better of Alazar, but he had no idea why someone would bind him rather than kill him.  It was doubtful that one of his warriors had found him; otherwise, they would have shouted from the mountaintops that they had bested the Angel of Death, unless his warrior was dead.  The shape of his wounds implied he’d been injured by a weapon other than a sword, most likely a projectile firing weapon.  Perhaps one of the Predznak had found him first.  Either way, Alazar had been gift wrapped and served on a platter for him.  This was going to be so much easier than he expected. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    “You don’t look so good,” Derick threw down the wood that he’d found.  It was harder to find dry wood than he thought.  The temperature was dropping fast and soon hypothermia would be an issue.  Currently, he was more concerned about surviving the night than helping Alazar avoid a little frostbite, though he didn’t want to admit it.  He prayed that it wouldn’t snow.  There was no way he was going to snuggle up to Death to keep warm. 
 
    Despite sweating while lugging Alazar’s useless body along with him, the cool air was starting to affect his legs and feet. 
 
    Alazar groaned and slumped over onto a damp log.  “Do you know how many times I’ve died?  I don’t mean real death, obviously, but deaths within the Realms of Torture, which feel like real deaths?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Derick replied as he stood in front of Alazar.  The blue light from the handcuffs reflected off his pale skin, and made him look like a glowing ghoul. 
 
    Derick could hear the wistfulness in Alazar’s voice.  It was hard to think about Alazar dying.  The Angel of Death should be impervious to the effects of death.  Looking at him now only proved that even the strongest creatures in their world could be hurt, which didn’t bode well for Anjali.  Though she supposedly held the power to destroy Hell with a wave of her hand, she was still able to suffer. 
 
    “1,460,570 times, though it wasn’t always the same kind of death.  Lucifer liked to mix things up.  Oddly enough, there is no realm for being shot in the chest.  I’ve been torn apart, poisoned, beaten, and set on fire, but never shot in the chest.  If I ever see Lucifer again, I’ll suggest adding it to the list.  Trust me, it’s a real bitch,” Alazar chuckled darkly, which turned into a cough. 
 
    “You’ll never see Lucifer again, Alazar,” Michael said, stepping out from behind a tree. 
 
    “For that I am grateful,” Alazar sighed.  He couldn’t lift his head to see who was speaking, but he knew his brother’s voice all too well.  “Aside from that, you are the last person I want to see.” 
 
    Derick froze.  Though he couldn’t clearly see the man standing to his right, he could make out his general size and shape, including his large wings.  He was solid muscle and tall.  Even without a weapon, he would be hard to fight. 
 
    Derick held out his hand to stop Michael.  “You can’t take him.  There’s been a misunderstanding.  Alazar didn’t turn against Anjali.  He’s trying to find her to make amends.  The one you want is Maraquette.  She lured my friends and me to Romania so that she could kill us.  She’s trying to use me to get to Anjali so that she can kill her, and make it look like Alazar did it.  She wants Lucifer to be her lover again.  She’s the one who put the Celestial Bonds on Alazar and had him shot,” Derick quickly summarized the problem, hoping to sway the angel from taking Alazar. 
 
    “Save your breath, Derick.  It’s over.  He doesn’t care.  He’s going to kill me regardless of the truth, and I can’t fight him like this.  Michael, you should be ashamed of your victory over me, though I’m sure you’ll tell everyone how I fought to the bitter end.  I hope you burn yourself on your sword when you take my head,” Alazar replied weakly.  “A word of warning though Michael, leave the boy alone or face the Destroyer’s wrath.  He holds her favor,” Alazar awkwardly pointed in Derick’s general direction.  He knew he didn’t sound very convincing, but he owed it to Anjali to protect Derick. 
 
    Michael stepped toward Alazar.  “I care nothing for the boy or the wrath of the Destroyer.  I do not fear her.  As for you, she condemned you to death and I’m not interested in your lies.  I must say that I am curious about the bonds.  Where did they come from?” he wasn’t about to allow Alazar to escape or fool him.  He may be weak, but he was still a threat. 
 
    “The kid already told you, Maraquette is trying to kill Anjali.  If you believe nothing else, Michael, know that she’s crazy.  She’s the one you were hunting in Toronto, Prague, and Brisbane, the one who attacked the mortals in the churches and burned them to the ground.  She’s pissed that Lucifer cares more about Anjali than her.  Once the Destroyer is dead and she gets Lucifer back, she will sit back and watch Heaven tear itself to pieces, or so she believes.  She hates Father for allowing Lucifer to become evil and sadistic.  She’s no longer a Forgotten.  She’s become a Rogue,” Alazar’s vision was getting worse.  The world seemed hollow and dreamlike.  He was going to lose consciousness soon, which would be a blessing.  He wouldn’t have to feel his own death. 
 
    “Thank you for the information, Alazar.  I will look into it, once I deal with you,” Michael lunged forward and grabbed a pliant Alazar.  He had expected a fight, but apparently, Alazar was truly injured. 
 
    “Don’t!” Derick ran at Michael, but was swatted away as if he weighed nothing.  He landed hard on his ass and hit his head against a rock when he fell backward. 
 
    “You have been declared a Rogue by the Council and sentenced to death, Alazar.  I am here to issue the deathblow,” Michael’s voice was authoritative and rang true. 
 
    Alazar really didn’t want the last words that he heard to be Michael’s pompous speech, but he couldn’t do much about it. 
 
    “You’re just pissed because you lost your Angel of Determination and no longer have my awe-inspiring speeches to help you win your battles,” Alazar quipped as he leaned against Michael, unable to support his own weight. 
 
    “I’ve lost too many brothers since you stepped down as Determination, I’ll admit it.  Your replacement isn’t nearly as inspiring as you were.  You should have never left us, Alazar.  Things would have been much better for you,” Michael showed a rare moment of sadness, which stunned Alazar. 
 
    “One favor before I die, take these bonds off me and let us find out if you’re stronger than Death,” Alazar chuckled darkly, wishing he was at full strength and able to back up his threat.” 
 
    “You know I can’t do that,” Michael replied, his voice like steel. 
 
    “Yes, I know, because you’re afraid I will win.  If you won’t stand against me in battle, then at least let me feel the wind on my skin one last time, brother, for old time’s sake,” Alazar whispered as he clutched Michael’s arms for support. 
 
    “Very well,” Michael spread his wings, turned Alazar’s back to his chest, and secured him around the waist.  He launched them both into the air and was gone. 
 
    Derick helplessly watched them fly away, dazed from the blow to the head. 
 
    Alazar looked up at the horizon and watched the moon slowly rise.  It brightened the sky enough for him to see, even without his night vision.  The cold air that whipped past his face was refreshing.  This was how he preferred to die, as close to Heaven as he could get. 
 
    Michael slowed his speed and hovered over a lake to gaze at the reflection of the moon shining across it.  He wasn’t sure what Alazar had done to deserve a killing blow, and he didn’t care, yet despite what everyone thought of him, killing his brothers and sisters brought him no joy.  He knew it was required of him and it would save the lives of others, so he did what he was required to do.  He gave Alazar one moment to reflect on his life as he shifted his arm and drew his sword. 
 
    “Thank you, Michael,” Alazar watched the moon climb higher into the sky.  He knew he was about to die and accepted it.  He chuckled when he thought about the deal he’d made with Maraquette.  The irony wasn’t lost on him.  He had promised to kill Michael for her and here he was about to lose his head to Michael’s sword. 
 
    “It’s time, Alazar,” Michael held his sword with his right hand, preparing to end his brother’s life. 
 
    “Tell Anjali that I love her and that I’m sorry for what could have been,” Alazar whispered. 
 
    Alazar closed his eyes and searched for the Destroyer’s power, knowing the bonds wouldn’t allow it.  He wanted to feel her power one more time.  He pictured her face and smiled.  Hating himself for failing her, he prayed that the other Predznak would come to their senses and join with her. 
 
    Michael knew it wouldn’t take much strength to remove Alazar’s head.  He didn’t want Alazar to suffer so he took aim and lined up his swing, wanting to make a clean hit. 
 
    A gust of wind knocked him off balance, forcing him to readjust Alazar’s weight.  Thunder overhead resounded through the air and reverberated off the lake.  Michael was confused by the sudden appearance of storm clouds materializing out of a clear sky. 
 
    Alazar’s eyes snapped open.  His skin tingled as rain drops fell from the sky.  This was not a natural storm and he knew instinctively what was causing it.  “Master,” he smiled to himself. 
 
    Lightning bolts arced all around them.  Michael had never seen such a light display.  He had to move constantly to avoid being hit.  The steadily forming clouds opened up and drenched the sky with water.  The heavy precipitation weighed down his wings at a shocking rate. 
 
    “Sorry Michael, but this is where I get off.  Thanks for the ride,” Alazar threw his head back into Michael’s nose and was gleeful to hear a snapping sound. 
 
    Alazar fell through the rain soaked air and rejoiced in the feel of the air rushing past him.  His Master was near and Michael would finally see what she was capable of.  He almost felt sorry for his brother, almost. 
 
    The lake enveloped him, warming his skin a bit.  He was too weak to kick his legs to reach the surface.  He held his breath and allowed the force of his fall to drag him under.  Peaceful silence greeted him and he was calm.  He knew he would succumb to death under the water, but at least he would recover from it, unlike a sword to the neck. 
 
    Drifting slowly to the bottom, he exhaled his breath and waited for the burning to overtake his lungs.  He imagined Michael trying to escape the power of the Destroyer and laughed when he thought about him defeated and bitter.  His Master had come for him.  He paused when he realized that she might have been aiming at him with her lightning bolts.  Perhaps it was a bad thing she had come for him. 
 
    Alazar released the last of his breath and waited for the agony of death to stop his heart.  He chose his last thoughts.  He would think of her, regardless if she were indeed there to kill him.  A feeling of peace filled his heart and mind, knowing that he had freely chosen her. 
 
    Motion to his right side pulled him from his final thoughts.  Something dark was moving quickly through the water.  If it were Michael, he was content in knowing that he had made the right decision in the last moment of his life. 
 
    The cold was seeping into his soul and his vision darkened.  His eyes fluttered and his heart stilled.  He accepted the ensuing pain, having felt it thousands of times.  The last image he saw was Anjali’s beautiful face smiling at him.  He was grateful for the silence so that he could die without the sounds of the other prisoners encroaching upon his final moments. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Derick got to his feet and shook off the pain in his head.  He used his shirt to wipe off the blood trickling down the side of his scalp.  He was grateful for the moonlight, though he still had trouble seeing.  Looking down at his pathetic pile of wood, he knew that making a fire was the only way to survive the night. 
 
    Alazar was gone, and along with him, any hopes of finding Anjali.  Oddly, he missed the angel.  He didn’t know how he was going to explain to Anjali that Alazar was innocent.  He knew she would be upset.  It proved how deadly a miscommunication between two people could be.  If he ever saw Anjali again, he would tell her how he felt.  He would make sure that she always knew what he was thinking. 
 
    Kneeling next to the wood, he tried to create friction by rubbing a stick against some dry leaves and a rock as he’d seen on TV.  He was grateful that it hadn’t started raining after he heard the weird thunderclap off in the mountains. 
 
    The leaves were being uncooperative, but he wouldn’t give up.  He couldn’t let Anjali down.  He had to get to her.  He huddled inside his coat, grateful that Pete had been prepared for the cold weather. 
 
    Derick almost shouted when he finally created a spark by striking the metal button of his jeans with a rock.  He quickly lit the leaves on fire and put them inside his sad little woodpile.  Thanking God and the universe, he huddled close to the small flame.  Maybe he was better at surviving than he thought. 
 
    “You are a bad little boy, Derick.  I’m going to make sure that you don’t escape this time,” Maraquette purred from behind him. 
 
    The sound of a shotgun shell being chambered let him know that his treacherous friend was near.  It occurred to him that Maraquette might be his only chance of finding Anjali.  He slowly raised his hands above his head, surrendering, for the time being. 
 
    “I promise to go quietly, if you feed me.  I’m going to starve to death before you find Anjali.  I’m no use to you dead,” Derick said confidently as he rose to his feet. 
 
    Maraquette nodded her head, conceding to his demands. 
 
    “I’ll feed you, but in return, I want guarantees that you won’t run,” Maraquette shrugged passively. 
 
    “I swear, I won’t run,” Derick lied. 
 
    “Oh, I know you won’t,” Maraquette chuckled. 
 
    The butt of the shotgun slammed into his knee, shattering his kneecap.  Derick howled in pain and fell to the ground, clutching his knee. 
 
    “Take him,” Maraquette flipped her long hair over her shoulder and disappeared. 
 
    Pete looped the shotgun strap around his shoulder and lifted Derick off the ground, intentionally putting pressure on his knee. 
 
    “I wouldn’t run again if I were you,” Pete murmured. 
 
    “Go fuck yourself, Pete,” Derick growled. 
 
   


 
  




Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Alazar took a deep breath, bracing himself for the impending onslaught of pain.  He moved his hands to his chest, attempting to stem the blood flowing from his wounds.  When he touched his chest, he was surprised to find that his shirt was gone and so were his wounds.  It took a moment to realize that he was no longer in pain and that his hands were unbound. 
 
    The smell of cinder filled his nose, causing his stomach to roll.  He was very aware of where he was.  While he was grateful not to be in agony, he would rather have his flesh torn from his body than be lying in Hell.  The question was, how did he get there?  More to the point, which part of Hell was he in?  Since he wasn’t in chains or suffering, it was doubtful that he was in the Halls of Mercy, Torment, or Shadows. 
 
    Alazar opened his eyes slowly and immediately recognized the ceiling.  He was lying in his bed in his old room in the Annex.  He wasn’t sure if he was happy or depressed. 
 
    He turned his head and saw the most wonderful sight imaginable.  Anjali was asleep in a wooden chair next to his bed.  Her head was resting on her arm.  The chair was positioned against the door, blocking anyone from entering or him from leaving.  It surprised him to see her sleeping.  She trusted him enough to leave herself vulnerable to him. 
 
    Alazar sat up and looked around his room.  It was just as he remembered it, with one major exception.  His Master was with him.  It changed everything.  The room seemed brighter and more inviting somehow. 
 
    Anjali murmured in her sleep and shifted in the chair.  He watched her open her eyes and smile at him. 
 
    “Hi,” he wasn’t sure where they stood, but a cordial greeting seemed like a good place to start. 
 
    “Hi,” her smile was genuine and made him relax. 
 
    “Why did you bring me here?” Alazar asked tentatively.  He hoped that her answer didn’t have anything to do with the room’s close proximity to the Realm of Fire. 
 
    “It’s the last place they would look for you.  They know that you would never willingly come here,” Anjali stretched her back and shook out her hair.  “Lucifer thinks I’m in the Mortal Realm, or at least that’s what his servant Radek told him.  I’ve given Radek orders to leave Lucifer when he can and stand watch at the entrance to the Hall of Mirrors, in the event someone is brave enough to search the Annex.  He can distract them.  We don’t have a lot of time, but we are safe for now.” 
 
    Alazar nodded, grateful to be far away from Michael’s sword. 
 
    “What happened to Michael?” he asked as he watched her stand up and unknotted her muscles.  He must have been unconscious for a long time. 
 
    “He learned what happens when the Sword of God gets hit by lightning,” she shrugged matter-of-factly. 
 
    “I assume he will survive?” he asked casually.  He wasn’t sure if he wanted Michael dead or not, but the Council would be mad at Anjali if she killed Michael. 
 
    “He’ll be fine, once his wings heal.  The jerk snapped my neck and tied me to a tree.  I don’t feel too bad for him right now,” she said. 
 
    “I will kill him for hurting you,” Alazar snarled.  He was out of the bed and in front of her before he knew what he was doing. 
 
    “Relax.  It was an eye for an eye, or a neck for a wing, whatever.  I did what I had to do to save you,” she replied. 
 
    “How did you control your power at the lake?  I was either dreaming, or you dove in to save me,” he said, remembering how she had smiled at him just before he had blacked out.  He desperately wanted to avoid the obvious question of why she had saved him. 
 
    “I’m not sure.  I was enraged when I saw Michael holding the sword to your neck.  I lost control.  The storm ripped free from my body and all I could think about was killing Michael.  When you fell into the lake, my thoughts changed.  I only wanted to find you.  A voice inside told me that I had to help you, but to do that, I had to stop the storm.  My power rushed back inside and I jumped into the water,” she shrugged, unsure of how else to describe it. 
 
    “I’m glad that you were able to control your power,” he nodded absently.  He thought about her risking herself to save him.  Michael could have summoned his warriors and killed them both. 
 
    “Getting to you was more important than hurting Michael,” she shrugged. 
 
    Anjali’s face was emotionless and she was closed off.  He couldn’t figure out what she was thinking.  He had to ask the vital question.  “Why did you save me?” his voice sounded small and unsure. 
 
    “I made a mistake in condemning you.  I know that you aren’t guilty of killing Wedge.  I tried to summon the Council, but it was too late.  Michael was already searching for you.  He refused to listen to me when he saw me following him.  I don’t think he will make that mistake again,” she smirked. 
 
    A shiver went through him when he remembered the force of her power during the storm.  Michael would certainly think twice about challenging her. 
 
    “There’s so much that I need to say to you,” Alazar whispered, 
 
    She reached out and put her hand on his chest.  He shuddered at the contact.  Her hand was hotter than the Realm of Fire, but didn’t hurt.  After being cold for so long, it felt amazing. 
 
    “Before you say anything, I need to speak.  I know you’ve gone off the rails, but that doesn’t mean you’re the bad guy, it just means you are lost and need help.  There was a story I read in my English class about a man who had crossed paths with Death.  He spoke of a man who was not ugly and gaunt like the figures he’d heard tales of, but instead, he was beautiful and disarming.  He recalled suddenly seeing the village of his youth and thought about all the good he had done with his life.  When he looked into the sky blue eyes of Death, he wasn’t afraid.  Instead, he felt content that he had lived a good life, but knew that he wasn’t ready to move on.  He said that he parted ways with Death, knowing that he would someday see Heaven. 
 
    “My English teacher, Mr. Timmons, made a big deal about the story.  He said that Death sometimes had a bad reputation, but that Death wasn’t evil.  He said that Death didn’t kill people; he offered the choice between taking the easy way out of a crappy life, or working as hard as they could to get through the difficult times.  He showed them the Gates of Heaven to inspire them to change their ways and showed them the Gates of Hell to scare them.  He said that when people are Hell bound, they tend to blame everyone, including Death, for their deeds rather than take responsibility for their descent into evil.  I know you lost your way when you were no longer able to fight against the sins of men that battered your senses, but I don’t think it’s too late for you,” Anjali moved her hand to Alazar’s shoulder and looked into his despondent face. 
 
    “Your teacher’s an ass.  Everyone hates death,” Alazar pushed her hand away and walked over to the window. 
 
    “Well, it turns out that my teacher was this man,” Anjali pulled a scroll out of the sleeve of her dress and handed it to him. 
 
    Alazar turned and took the scroll.  He unrolled it and stared into the eyes of his worst enemy. 
 
    “Sacha?  Sacha told you that story?” Alazar was dumbfounded.  How had Sacha been able to get close enough to speak to her? 
 
    “He was Mr. Timmons, my high school teacher for four years, but yes, Sacha, the Angel of Deception.  I had no idea who he was until I found that scroll on your bookshelf.  He had a thing for stories about Hell, temptation, and death, but then again, so do most English teachers.  I have no idea why he didn’t tell me who he was, or why he didn’t lash out at me like you did, but it seems that he understands you better than you do,” Anjali hoped that Alazar was able to see his life through Sacha’s eyes. 
 
    “I find that hard to believe.  He didn’t know me then and he certainly doesn’t know me now,” Alazar hung his head.  Sacha would slit his throat if he knew of his deal with Maraquette.  On second thought, he would have given him a gold star.  They were more alike than he wanted to admit.  He’d been lying to Anjali since meeting her. 
 
    “This is your chance to prove him right, and prove that you aren’t evil.  Back in the castle, I didn’t give you a chance to answer my ultimatum.  Instead, I attacked you when you didn’t deny the allegations.  I need to know what your answer was.  Are you going to join with me and become my Angel of Death?” Anjali walked up behind him and put her hand on his back. 
 
    He looked out over the realms from his least favorite vantage point.  He’d spent thousands of years staring down at the bleak view.  If he accepted her now, he would have to look out over the realms for the rest of eternity. 
 
    “I didn’t deny killing the boy because I was mad that you didn’t trust me.  I know I haven’t given you any reason to do so, but it still hurt.  For the record, my answer was yes.  Of course, that’s before I drove the wooden stake through your back.  For the record, I do regret that,” Alazar closed his eyes and wished he could go back to that moment and fix everything. 
 
    “I threw the first punch.  I acted badly because I was mad that a friend had died.  I should have asked you what had happened instead of assuming,” she sighed.  “You were going to say yes.  Have I completely destroyed things between us?  Are we now enemies?” Anjali fought back tears as she thought about losing her angel, for a second time. 
 
    Alazar knew the answer.  He wanted to join with her; unfortunately, he had one last hurdle to overcome.  She needed to know about his involvement with Maraquette. 
 
    He looked at the stained glass image of the sun rising over the clouds.  Michael had afforded him a final request.  He wondered if Anjali would do the same.  If he were lucky, she would strike him down on the spot; otherwise, he would end up in the Realm of Shadows for eternity.  It was doubtful that she would let him see one more sunrise.  Suddenly an eternal view of the Realm of Fire didn’t sound so bad. 
 
    “I am responsible for Aganon’s attack on you, though I didn’t know the exact details at the time.  Maraquette made a deal with me.  She offered to kill you and in return, I would kill Michael for her.  She’s gone rogue, though Heaven doesn’t know yet.  Michael had been closing in on a Rogue causing all kinds of problems, but he never got close enough to find out who was responsible.  He didn’t exactly believe me when I told him just before he took me into custody.  I’m so sorry that I didn’t tell you about my deal with her and that I had slept with her.  I was too afraid of what you would do to me.  I know it was wrong to make that deal and I’m ready to receive my punishment,” he couldn’t look at her.  He knew his fate was in her hands, and he deserved whatever punishment she had to dole out.  He had sworn to Father and Heaven to become Death and join with the Destroyer, but instead had done everything he could to defy her.  It was time to face the consequences of his actions. 
 
    Anjali was numb.  Her angel had plotted with a Rogue to kill her.  It didn’t really surprise her that he had become desperate enough to turn to an enemy of Heaven for help, but she was surprised that it had been Maraquette.  The bitch seemed to be everywhere she turned, yet she had never had a conversation with her. 
 
    “Why does Maraquette want me dead?  Aganon said that she was still in love with Lucifer, yet if she were a Rogue, he would never take her back.  Even if I die, he’s too loyal to God to accept a Rogue into his life.  I don’t understand her grudge against me.  I had nothing to do with Lucifer’s obsession with me.  Why take it out on me?” she was going to beat Maraquette senseless, if she ever came face to face with her. 
 
    “She’s jealous of you.  She always has been.  This was the first opportunity she had to strike out at you.  Before you arrived in Hell, she couldn’t find you.  Now you’re a sitting duck in Hell.  All she had to do was order Aganon to do her bidding,” Alazar held on to the image of her beautiful face smiling at him when she first woke up, knowing he would never see her smile at him again.  When he turned to look at her, he saw the disappointment on her face.  “Now that you know what I have done, what will my fate be, My Lady?” 
 
    Anjali saw the resignation in his eyes.  He truly thought she would kill him for working with Maraquette.  If Maraquette were crazy enough to want her dead, then she would have commanded Aganon regardless.  She would still be Lucifer’s blood servant, even if Alazar hadn’t been involved.  Maraquette needed someone to kill Michael, which is why she had recruited Alazar to help her. 
 
    She knew why Alazar wanted her dead.  He would have jumped at the offer for someone else to kill her. 
 
    “Alazar, she used you.  She needed Michael off her trail and she did what she had to do to stay alive.  Poor Aganon suffered greatly at Lucifer’s hands because of what she did.  If you think that I will do the same to you, you’re wrong.  I understand why you hated me and wanted me dead.  I can forgive all of that.  I will deal with Maraquette personally.  What I want to know is, do you still want me dead?” Anjali held her breath, bracing herself for the answer that would change her entire world. 
 
    Alazar grabbed her shoulders, and looked her in the eye.  “I would rather die than harm you.  I was stupid to let Maraquette get inside my head.  She said that you would never trust me, and yet, you were sleeping next to my bed while I was unrestrained.  I could have killed you in your sleep, yet you trusted me enough to lower your defenses.  You went against Michael and the Council to save my life.  No matter how many times I have failed you, you keep offering me redemption.  I was afraid of the feelings that you opened up inside of me, but when you gave me a choice, I spent the entire time thinking about you.  It will be nearly impossible to come back to Hell and kneel before Lucifer again, but I know I can do it with you by my side.  Tempting mortals again, the right way, seems unfeasible, but after feeling your power, I know that I can do it.  You give me hope, something I thought I could never feel again.  I know that I can do what is needed of me, as long as you are with me,” Alazar was desperate for her to believe him. 
 
    Anjali hefted out a breath.  She believed him.  “I can’t promise that things will ever be easy.  My life is beyond complicated, but I know it will be better with you by my side.  I swear I will do everything I can to protect you from the Council.  I have spoken to Gabriel and he is trying to convince them that I made a mistake.  I don’t know what will happen, but I won’t let them take you from me.  I will find a way to make the Council reverse their decision,” she smiled at him, happy to know that she hadn’t lost him for good. 
 
    Alazar couldn’t breathe.  “You’re forgiving me, just like that?” The room was spinning.  His Master had forgiven his sins and was allowing him to live. 
 
    “Yes, on one condition, actually two,” she smirked. 
 
    “Anything,” he said without thinking. 
 
    “First, there will be no more fighting me.  It’s one thing to argue or disagree, but no more battles, no more pulling away.  I don’t think I can handle split-personality Alazar anymore.  You’re making me insane.  You have to make a firm decision once and for all,” she said firmly. 
 
    Alazar smiled shyly.  “You were right about me.  I was suffering from the other Predznak’s temptations.  Once I accepted what was happening to me, I was able to push away all the doubt and focus on my own thoughts and feelings.  The answer was easy, once my head was clear,” he smirked. 
 
    He took her face in his hands and kissed her forehead.  He slowly sank to one knee and looked up at her enchanting face. 
 
    “I, Alazar, the Angel of Death, accept Anjali, the Bringer of the Apocalypse, as my one and only Master so that I may serve as her Predznak, until my end of days.  I vow to help her bring about the destruction of the mortals when she deems that they have lost their faith in Father and are no longer worthy of his love.  I will be devoted to her and to the other Predznak from this day forward.  No other shall sway my loyalty, as decreed by Father and Heaven.  All I do henceforth, l do to serve her as she serves Father and Heaven,” as he spoke, his power rose to the surface.  He felt the cold chill of death reach out to Anjali, seeking her acceptance. 
 
    Anjali watched in amazement as Alazar pledged himself to her.  She had never heard the pledge before, but instinctively she knew what it meant.  He was proclaiming that she was his Master and that he would follow her always.  Opening her mouth to speak, she hesitated, not knowing what to say.  She closed her eyes and searched for the words to complete the ritual.  Alazar was supposed to become a part of her, but she wasn’t sure how to start the process. 
 
    He saw Anjali struggle for the strength to accept him.  Perhaps it was too late for them to join together after all.  He waited patiently while she sought the patience to forgive him for the terrible things he had done. 
 
    She began to panic when she thought that she might not be able to bind Alazar to her.  Perhaps he wasn’t worthy, or maybe something inside of her had changed.  Tears filled her eyes at the thought of rejecting his vow when she suddenly realized that her right hand felt like it was on fire.  Her ring was cutting into her finger.  She relaxed and immediately knew that her ring was the problem.  It was binding her power.  Though she hated taking it off, fearing what might happen, she knew it was the only way to complete the ritual. 
 
    Carefully, she pulled off the small piece of metal that kept the world safe from her power.  She smiled when Alazar took her hand and slowly removed the ring for her. 
 
    “It’s okay.  I’ve got you.  I won’t let you lose control,” he nearly cried for joy when he figured out that her ring was the source of her concern, not her objection to his declaration. 
 
    She smiled and nodded her head.  The second the ring was free from her finger, the dark force inside of her swirled, threatening to erupt.  She grabbed Alazar’s hands and held on to him, trying to push her power back down. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid.  Have faith that this is supposed to happen,” Alazar said encouragingly. 
 
    She nodded and relaxed.  Clearing her mind, she looked down at him and thought about his proclamation.  The tumultuous storm inside of her rose up and met with the cold sensation coming from Alazar.  Instead of clashing, their power merged.  It danced and intertwined until she couldn’t tell where her power ended and his began. 
 
    Alazar’s eyes were a brilliant blue and glowed.  He looked at peace.  She could see the ends of her hair floating, which meant her eyes would be glowing as well, but she wasn’t completely lost to the power pouring out of her.  She maintained her senses and didn’t feel like she was rampaging.  In fact, she was calmer than she had ever been before.  She suddenly knew what she had to do. 
 
    “I, Anjali, the Bringer of Apocalypse, accept you, Alazar, as my Harbinger and Angel of Death.  You shall serve me henceforth as I do God’s will and the will of Heaven.  We shall smite down the faithless and prepare for the day that paradise is once again achieved,” she knew that her voice sounded different, threatening and yet authoritative.  She didn’t fear the words, but accepted them as truth. 
 
    She felt her power rush back inside of her, but this time, she felt some of Alazar’s cold power slip inside of her as some of her power rushed into him.  A piece of the other would forever live inside of them.  While she didn’t feel complete without the other Predznak, she knew that she was closer to achieving her goal.  She no longer felt alone.  Alazar was hers now and she could feel the bond between them grow.  She smiled, knowing that they would be together for eternity. 
 
    Alazar slowly rose from the ground and placed the ring back on her hand.  He was amazed to be able to feel the tips of his fingers again.  Gabriel had been right.  She was worth the wait.  His entire world was different.  The moment her power touched his, his pain disappeared and he felt like he had in Heaven.  He was complete again.  He remembered love and compassion.  His heart nearly burst when his emotions rushed through him.  All his doubts disappeared and he was filled with a renewed purpose.  He was once again the Angel of Death and he feared no one, so long as his Master was by his side. 
 
    Looking down at her, he felt their bond strengthen.  He would tell her anything she wanted to know, do anything she asked of him, and feel content for the rest of his life.  She made the cold tolerable, the isolation bearable, the hatred lighter, and the love stronger.  Was this love?  Giving yourself to someone completely, without asking for anything in return?  He’d always demanded something of everyone he’d ever come across, acceptance of his lies, corruption of their soul, and the loss of their innocence.  Yet, he asked nothing of this woman, except, perhaps, acceptance.  He wanted her to accept his flaws and keep him forever. 
 
    “What is the second condition?” he asked.  He was eager to prove himself to her. 
 
    Anjali saw the change in him immediately.  All his apprehension was gone.  He stood tall, ready to take on the world with her.  “Never leave me,” she said as she took his hand in hers. 
 
    “Never,” he replied.  He kissed the back of her hand, excited by her request.  He belonged to her now and he was happy to be welcomed home. 
 
    “I will never push you away again,” she smiled when he kissed her hand. 
 
    Alazar quickly looked up at her.  His eyes were filled with pain.  “Why did you deny me last time?” he didn’t want any secrets between them, not any more. 
 
    She brushed a stray hair from his face and was rewarded with an amazing smile.  “I told you the reason, but you didn’t believe me.  I didn’t want you to think I was using your newly found emotions to trick you into submitting to me.” 
 
    Alazar straightened himself and lifted Anjali up onto the window seat.  “I’m glad that you had the presence of mind to understand that there was something wrong with me.  You are braver than anyone I’ve ever met, and stronger than the fiercest warrior because of your faith, not because of your power.  You are an amazing woman.  I want to be worthy of you,” Alazar put his forehead against hers and looked into her eyes. 
 
    “You are.  You just forgot for a while,” she smirked at him. 
 
    “I will be what you need.  I swear it,” Alazar kissed her forehead and stepped back. 
 
    She knew what he was sacrificing to be with her, to stay with her in Hell.  She wanted to be what he needed.  She couldn’t fail him again.  She was surprised when Alazar stepped back from her, afraid that the memory of Serena’s dress would make him run.  “It’s the dress, isn’t it?  I don’t have to wear it when we’re alone.  I don’t want you to be uncomfortable.” 
 
    “What?  No.  I couldn’t care less about the dress, oddly enough,” Alazar smiled.  “I want to remember the sight of you like this every time I look out this window.  You look happy.  It’s the best view in the world.” 
 
    Turning her head and looking out over the realms, she made a pledge to Alazar.  “I swear you will never feel the pain of the realms again, so long as you are with me,” she knew Alazar would understand the duality of her pledge.  As long as he was on her side, she would neither punish him, nor allow anyone else to punish him. 
 
    Alazar was comforted by her vow, but he knew that Lucifer would take issue with his plot to assassinate her.  He doubted that Lucifer would be so forgiving.  He hated the thought of Anjali being attacked by Aganon. 
 
    “You said that Aganon struck you from behind.  That seems to be Maraquette’s trademark.  Her newest pet shot me in the back and then she snapped the bonds on me,” Alazar growled and unconsciously rubbed his wrists.  He paused when he thought about Derick.  Shit.  Maraquette was still searching for him.  The poor kid was lost somewhere in the woods.  He’d been so worried about his own neck that he had forgotten about Derick. 
 
    “Wait, Michael didn’t make the holes in your chest when he captured you?” Anjali was shocked.  She had assumed that Michael had done the damage.  She felt slightly guilty for attacking him so mercilessly. 
 
    Alazar shook his head.  “No, Maraquette was responsible for my wounds.  We have to find Derick.  He needs our help.  Maraquette will be searching for him,” he pulled her arm, ready to disappear until he realized that he no longer had permission to leave Hell.  He had been stripped of that ability when he had left. 
 
    “Derick?  What does Derick have to do with this?  Why would Maraquette want him?  Furthermore, why would she attack you?  I’m confused.” she pulled her arm away, trying to make sense of his statements. 
 
    Alazar felt the wind stir and knew that Anjali was close to losing control.  He quickly explained how Maraquette had appeared in the castle months after making their deal.  He told her that Maraquette wanted him to tempt the mortals with her, except for the marked one.  After that, he told her how Maraquette had pretended to befriend him and then injured him in the barn.  Anjali nearly exploded when he told her about Derick’s capture and their escape through the woods.  He made sure to tell her that he did everything he could to keep Derick safe when Michael found them. 
 
    The thought of someone hurting Derick was unfathomable, but the thought of Maraquette toying with him made her dangerous.  Determination filled her soul as she pictured all of the things she would do to Maraquette if she hurt Derick. 
 
    The question was, how did Maraquette know Derick?  The world shifted and her heart stopped when it dawned on her that she had already met Maraquette, in the form of Cassie.  Son of a bitch.  Maraquette had fooled the Spirit Experts from the start.  At least she felt justified in wanting to hurt Cassie.  She was going to do more than just punch her in the face. 
 
    Alazar gulped when he witnessed the full wrath of the Bringer of the Apocalypse manifest.  Her anger was even stronger than it had been in the tower.  Though he reveled in the power that flowed from Anjali, he needed to rein her in.  If he didn’t calm her down, Maraquette would be the least of their problems. 
 
    “Anjali, I promise that he was relatively safe the last time I saw him.  I don’t know what she is planning, but we will find out.  I will help you, but you have to release your anger and let it go.  It won’t help you.  Let me be outraged for you.  We will stop her.  I won’t let anything happen to the boy.  Please, I need you to come back to me,” Alazar was pleading as he touched her face.  He wasn’t sure if she could even hear him.  The wind increased and rattled the furniture.  He needed to work fast. 
 
    Her eyes were vacant, but he kept talking to her.  “Anjali, you don’t want to do this.  If you seek Maraquette out like this, innocent people will die.  You don’t want that.  Please, we can do this together.  Can you feel me here with you?” Alazar brushed his knuckles tentatively along her cheek and put his hand on the side of her face.  He tilted her head up so that he could look into her eyes.  For the first time in his life, he looked into a pair of eyes and saw a future.  His bleak existence was forever changed, and for the better. 
 
    Anjali tried to focus on Alazar.  She pulled the wind back and tried to tame her rage.  She thought about Derick and how they had made love in the cemetery and how he had made her feel.  She looked at Alazar’s face and thought about how much they needed each other.  The positive memories and emotions flooded her mind and calmed her.  She would still kick Maraquette’s ass, but she would do it the old-fashioned way, with her foot. 
 
    She closed her eyes and listened to Alazar’s voice.  The feeling of death seeped into her bones and she redirected her rage.  She needed to be cold and calculating, not rash and emotional if she was going to defeat Maraquette. 
 
    “We are going to find her, and anyone helping her, and put them into the ground one by one if she harms Derick,” Anjali replied coldly. 
 
    Alazar shivered.  “You sound like someone I know.  Balthazar.  I know vengeance seems like a good idea right now, but it won’t help you.  Okay, I mean it will get the job done, but don’t let it overtake you.  You should know that Maraquette tricked Pete into working for her.  He’s technically her servant, though he isn’t bound to her.  She’s promised to help him see his deceased parents again, so that he can beg for their forgiveness.  He told them he hated them and wished that they were dead.  Then they died in a plane crash right after that.  That’s how I was able to put the idea of jumping off the ledge into his mind.  He feels responsible for their deaths.  Trust me when I say he will do whatever she wants,” Alazar took hold of her hands to keep her calm. 
 
    “Are you serious?  Pete’s been a part of this the whole time?  I’m going to skin him alive.  You have my permission to finish him when we find him,” Anjali growled.  “Once I find Maraquette, I’m going to capture her and let the Celestial Warriors deal with her, unless she kills Derick.  You’re right about vengeance, it won’t do me any good, but I swear I will kill her if Derick is harmed.” 
 
    Alazar saw the conviction in her eyes.  What she didn’t know was that he wouldn’t allow her to kill Maraquette.  He would take care of the deed himself.  He wanted to spare her from the guilt of murdering someone without her power. 
 
    “I would’ve snapped Pete’s neck in the barn if Derick hadn’t been watching.  Derick wasn’t friendly with his former chum, but I didn’t want him to see his friend die.  I swear, we will find them, but first, we need to get out of Hell.  I still have the Celestial Warriors hunting me and I have a feeling they’ve added your face to my Wanted poster,” Alazar was pissed at the thought of Michael hunting Anjali.  He would destroy his brother before he ever laid a hand on her. 
 
    “All we have to do is get to the Hall of Mirrors.  As long as Hades and Lucifer are occupied, it should be easy.  I just hope that Mark hasn’t staked out my throne.  He could pose a problem,” Anjali replied. 
 
    “Oh, I thought we would have to fight our way out through the tunnels.  Your way is not nearly as much fun, but I think we can manage to get to the Hall of Mirrors.  I will deal with anyone who gets in our way,” Alazar’s mood changed dramatically.  He was suddenly all business. 
 
    “No.  No killing.  Kick the crap out of the Fallen, but you are not allowed to kill anyone, unless they intend on killing you, which may very well be the case.  I won’t let anyone take you,” Anjali sneered. 
 
    “I’ll try not to kill anyone, but no promises.  I won’t let them harm you,” he brushed her hair from her face. 
 
    Anjali smiled and led him to the door.  Quietly opening the door, she looked around the Annex hallway, making sure they were alone.  She crept out of the room and motioned for Alazar to join her. 
 
    “I know you’re the Master and everything, but I get to drive.  Stay behind me in case we run into trouble,” Alazar stepped in front of Anjali and continued up the hallway, hugging the wall to avoid being seen. 
 
    Anjali chuckled, but kept her comments to herself.  It was an interesting concept having someone look after her well-being for once. 
 
    They made their way to the entrance of the Annex, but Radek wasn’t there.  They paused to listen for footsteps in the rotunda.  Voices could be heard echoing off the walls, but they sounded far off.  She assumed Lucifer had heard about her fight with Michael by now and was probably livid because she had stupidly taken on Michael and as a result, Heaven was demanding her head. 
 
    Alazar poked his head around the entryway and looked around.  He grabbed Anjali’s hand and quickly led her across the rotunda and into the Hall of Mirrors. 
 
    Alazar nearly threw up when he walked inside the dreaded hall.  It looked mostly the same.  The only noticeable differences were the lack of chains hanging from the ceiling with rotting bodies attached to them, and an ornate throne at the end of the hall, where Hades was sitting, looking smug.  A cowering servant was standing next to him, whom he assumed was Radek. 
 
    Anjali groaned when she saw Hades.  She wasn’t sure how things were going to play out since Hades was unpredictable.  She was afraid he would sound the alarm and personally hold her down while Michael took her head.  His dream was finally about to come true.  She would be dead, leaving only two people to occupy the Thrones of Hell. 
 
    Hades sighed.  “I told Lucifer that you would return here with Alazar and cause all sorts of problems for us.  Do you have any idea what the Council will do to us for harboring a known Rogue?” Hades waved his arm at Alazar while reciting his prepared speech.  “I found Radek fretting in the Annex, though he refused to tell me anything, so naturally I assumed the worst.” 
 
    “Get out of my throne,” she said threateningly. 
 
    “Oh, it won’t be your throne for long,” Hades snickered. 
 
    Alazar sneered at Hades.  “It’s been a long time, Hades.  I heard what you did to my Master while I was away.” 
 
    Hades’ toned changed immediately.  “Shit.  You stupid, stupid girl.  Heaven hasn’t rescinded their decree and reclassified Alazar as a Fallen yet.  How dare you take him as your servant while he’s still a Rogue.  They will kill you!” Hades stood and approached Lady Black, while ignoring Alazar’s threat. 
 
    “Michael didn’t exactly give me a chance to prove Alazar’s innocence,” she shrugged innocently. 
 
    “I said as much, didn’t I?  Michael will use this as an excuse to kill us all.  You never think about anyone but yourself, do you?” Hades was furious.  He expected the warriors to descend at any moment to capture them all. 
 
    “She was thinking of someone else; me,” Alazar growled.  He stepped closer to Hades and stared him down. 
 
    “You’re a Rogue, you don’t count,” Hades waved Alazar away and turned to Lady Black.  “You’d better make this right.” 
 
    Anjali looked around, half expecting an ambush.  “What has happened?  Has Mark been here?” 
 
    “Mark said someone attacked Michael but he was unconscious when they found him.  They are looking for the one responsible.  All fingers are pointing to you since he was hit by lightning, but they don’t have proof, yet.  We all assumed that you fought Michael to save Alazar.  They haven’t officially charged you, but given that you have taken a Rogue as your servant, they won’t bother to charge you, they will just kill you on sight,” Hades huffed.  Merely speaking to the girl could seal his fate. 
 
    “For the record, Michael attacked me first.  I was following him and he jumped me, broke my neck, and tied me to a tree.  I broke free and found him moments before he took Alazar’s head,” Anjali put her hands defiantly on her hips. 
 
    “That sounds like something Michael would do.  Be lucky that he didn’t kill you instead.  Regardless of what happened, I should take you both into custody and inform the Council that you have been apprehended,” Hades sighed and rubbed the back of his neck.  He didn’t need this complication and the stress associated with it. 
 
    “Or I could snap your neck and tie you to a tree,” Alazar whispered from behind Hades. 
 
    Hades froze.  Shit.  He’d allowed Death to sneak up on him.  He hated when Alazar put him at a disadvantage.  He blamed his errant mind, which was busy trying to reconcile whether he should help Lady Black or save his own ass. 
 
    “Alazar, enough.  Hades, you are going to let us go.  Maraquette has gone rogue and is the one responsible for the death I blamed on Alazar.  Do you remember what I told you I would do if I found out that Maraquette was responsible for Aganon’s attack?  Do you really want to stand in my way?” Anjali replied coldly.  She didn’t need Hades finding out about Derick.  He would undoubtedly use Derick against her. 
 
    Hades certainly didn’t want to stand in the way of a raging Destroyer.  He knew the girl would succeed against Maraquette, especially with Death by her side, but he was still concerned about the Council’s reaction to her attack on Michael.  Thinking about the bigger prize of Maraquette dangling in the Hall of Shadows, he decided to let her go. 
 
    Hades huffed.  “Fine, since you broke the Rusalka’s hold over me, I will return the favor and give you time to sort out this mess, but don’t expect anything else from me.  You’d better find Maraquette and prove Alazar’s innocence before the Council finds you both.” 
 
    “I still say we should tie him up,” Alazar smirked, sizing Hades up. 
 
    “Come Alazar, we don’t have time for games,” Anjali walked past Hades. 
 
    Alazar tapped his foot contemplating what he should do.  Deciding that he now had all the time in the world to make Hades’ life miserable, he turned and followed his Master. 
 
    “I see she’s already got you on a short leash.  Heel boy!  Sit!  Stay!” Hades said mockingly. 
 
    “Be lucky that he listens to me; otherwise, he would have killed you by now.  Think about all the terrible things that you did to Alazar in my absence, Hades, and pray for mercy,” Anjali replied just before she disappeared. 
 
    Hades flinched, but didn’t say anything.  Lucifer was right; their treatment of the Predznak might finally bite them in the ass. 
 
    Alazar flipped Hades off with both hands and disappeared. 
 
    Hades needed an alibi if Lady Black failed to clear Alazar’s name.  He didn’t need to be the last one to see her if she were to be captured.  As much as he hated it, being tied up might be the best solution.  How could he have spoken to Lady Black when he was hanging in the Hall of Torment?  Pissing Lucifer off wouldn’t be too hard a task, given his terrible mood.  He knew it was a horrible day when an ass-kicking was the best way to stay alive. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Michael opened his eyes and saw the warm glow of his bedside lamp, which was a far better sight than the night sky over Romania.  He remembered the sound of thunder rolling overhead and the blinding streaks of electricity in the air.  He tentatively moved his wings, but stopped when the pain overwhelmed him. 
 
    He was grateful to be in his own bed.  Not only was it more comfortable than the infirmary, but it meant that he wasn’t badly injured.  The room was dark, aside from the small pocket of light coming from the lamp.  Shuffling to his left indicated that he wasn’t alone.  Someone was standing nearby, tending to him. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you’re awake,” a warm voice welcomed him. 
 
    Normally, Michael would be happy to hear Gabriel’s voice by his side, but not today.  He knew it didn’t bode well that Gabriel was waiting for him to awaken. 
 
    “I can’t say the same.  My wings are damaged,” Michael groaned, hoping to elicit some sympathy. 
 
    “I can imagine.  You took a pretty good hit.  Can you tell me what happened?” Gabriel came into view and sat on the edge of his bed. 
 
    Michael put together the pieces of the day’s occurrences and tried to think of the best way to defend his actions.  At the time, he’d been sure of his motives and deeds, but now, seeing Gabriel, Anjali’s protector and guardian, his deeds seemed less than honorable. 
 
    “Your daughter attacked me,” Michael said quickly. 
 
    “She used her power?” Gabriel asked quietly. 
 
    “Yes.  A storm appeared out of nowhere and filled the sky with rain, wind, and lightning.  There was nowhere to turn to escape the tempest.  I was knocked off course.  The rain soaked my wings immediately and it became harder to stay in the air.  Electricity arced all around me, striking me, and forcing me to the ground.  I had no recourse from the air.  I fell to the ground and that’s all I remember before waking up here,” Michael was careful to recount the parts that wouldn’t land him in trouble. 
 
    “I see.  That sounds terrible.  I’m so sorry that you had to endure that.  Did you actually see my daughter?” Gabriel asked carefully. 
 
    Michael hesitated.  He knew Gabriel would see through the holes in his story.  “No, I didn’t, but I felt a power in the air, much like I have felt before when the Destroyer has lost control,” Michael spoke honestly. 
 
    “Did she say anything to you?” Gabriel asked.  He remained motionless on the bed. 
 
    “No.  Not a word,” Michael replied. 
 
    “So you were attacked while simply flying through the air alone?” Gabriel asked incredulously. 
 
    Michael heard another shuffle from somewhere else in the room.  It was obvious they weren’t alone, but he didn’t know who else was present, which made him nervous. 
 
    “No, I was not alone.  I had captured Alazar and was about to take his head,” Michael knew there was nothing wrong with killing Alazar, but it would doom the Destroyer without actually accusing her of anything. 
 
    “What happened to Alazar?” Gabriel asked, concerned. 
 
    “He fell from my grasp into a lake.  I don’t know what happened after that,” Michael replied matter-of-factly. 
 
    “I see.  You apprehended Alazar and were attacked by a force that you assume was Anjali.  Did you have any encounters with Anjali prior to capturing Alazar?” Gabriel asked. 
 
    Michael swore to himself.  Leave it Gabriel to know exactly what he shouldn’t ask.  He hated lying to his brother, but he wasn’t sure what his reaction to the truth would be. 
 
    “She tried to follow me.  I feared for her safety and didn’t want Alazar to use her against the Council or me.  He was considered dangerous and I didn’t want him playing upon her sympathies only to harm her.  I was looking out for her best interest,” Michael said quickly. 
 
    “What did you do to keep her safe?” Gabriel’s voice grew very quiet. 
 
    “I rendered her unconscious and secured her to a nearby tree to keep her out of harm’s way.  She must have broken loose and found me,” Michael winced when he relayed the information. 
 
    “I see.  You attacked the Destroyer without provocation, all in an attempt to keep her safe.  I fear what you would have done if you had intended on harming her.  You’re sure that she didn’t speak to you?” Gabriel wouldn’t look at him, which was an ominous sign. 
 
    “I didn’t give her the chance,” Michael whispered, knowing that he was in trouble.  He could cut Alazar into a thousand pieces, but picking a fight with the Destroyer was a separate issue. 
 
    “I see.  Well, had you allowed her to speak, she would have told you that she came to me and explained that she had mistakenly accused Alazar of murder and found out that he was innocent.  I have verified her claims and found the soul of the boy who was murdered.  Alazar had no part in his death.  I have spent the last few hours explaining to the Council what happened, in the hopes of reversing the decision against Alazar.  That was until we found you unconscious.  The proceedings were halted to give us time to speak to you.  Had Alazar attacked you, the Council would’ve had no choice but to allow his death,” Gabriel sighed. 
 
    Michael grimaced.  He wondered why Alazar had accepted his death so easily until his master showed up.  Alazar knew if he resisted capture, the Council would never believe his innocence.  “Alazar didn’t fight me when I captured him.  He went with me willingly, having accepted the Council’s sentence.  It was only after the storm had started that Alazar hit me in the face, causing me to drop him,” Michael scowled knowing that he’d just lost the battle. 
 
    “Then we must find Anjali to find out why she attacked you, if she was indeed responsible,” Gabriel replied as he stood up.  He sounded disappointed, though Michael wasn’t sure who he was disappointed with, him or his daughter. 
 
    Michael quickly thought of a way to get back on Gabriel’s good side.  “We have another problem.  It’s possible that Maraquette may have gone rogue and is plotting against your daughter.” 
 
    Gabriel turned and stared at Michael while Raphael and Adrian stepped forward into view. 
 
    “Why do you think Maraquette is plotting against my daughter?” Gabriel grew cold waiting for the answer.  No one in the room knew of Aganon’s attack by Maraquette’s request, nor did they know that Anjali was the blood servant of Lucifer.  Gabriel had sworn to Lucifer not to tell anyone, unless it was imperative to bring it to light. 
 
    “When I found Alazar, he was injured and hiding in the woods of Romania.  He was with a mortal who appeared to be helping him.  I don’t know who he was, but the boy mentioned that Maraquette had lured him and his friends to Romania in an attempt to draw out the Destroyer and kill her while letting Alazar take the fall.  Alazar had a chest wound from what may have been a gun and was locked in Celestial Bonds.  At the time, I didn’t believe the boy since my orders were clear:  find, and capture Alazar.  I presumed that one of my warriors had put the bonds on Alazar and feared that my warrior was dead.  Looking back at all that has happened, it’s possible that the boy was telling the truth.  I spoke to a mortal at the castle where a death had recently occurred and the woman mentioned that a red-haired angel had the killed boy, not Death.  I thought she was insane, but perhaps she was right,” Michael was desperate to regain the favor of his brother to avoid punishment.  He didn’t need a trip to the Realm of Fire with Lucifer watching him burn. 
 
    “Who was this boy that you met in the woods?” Gabriel stalked closer, pinning him with his stare. 
 
    “I don’t know.  I’ve never seen him before, but Alazar warned me not to harm the boy.  He said that he held the Destroyer’s favor and she would be angry with me if he were harmed.  I remember the boy saying something about Spirit Experts,” Michael shrugged.  In his defense, he had no way of knowing that the boy was telling the truth. 
 
    Gabriel shifted uncomfortably.  “I believe the boy was telling the truth.  This is not the first time Maraquette has attacked my daughter.  I didn’t mention it prior to this because I wasn’t positive that Maraquette was responsible.  Now I am.  She sent Aganon to kill Anjali in the Hall of Mirrors a few months ago.  He nearly succeeded.  Lucifer saved Anjali by binding her to him.  She is now his blood servant,” Gabriel could hear the gasps fill the room as he spoke.  So much for getting Michael in trouble, he was now in deeper than Michael was. 
 
    Raphael was outraged that Gabriel had kept this information a secret.  “Gabriel, you should have told us immediately.  If Maraquette has done all this, then she is indeed a Rogue, but more importantly, we can no longer trust the Destroyer if she is bound to Lucifer.  How do we know that she will not submit to his will and lash out against us and the Mortal Realm?” Raphael was terrified by the thought of the Destroyer becoming a Rogue. 
 
    “Calm yourself, Raphael.  My daughter has a strong will and mind.  She would never allow Lucifer to sway her to harm innocent people.  As I have explained to you before, she calms him like no other.  I have seen the effects myself.  Father’s light inside of her strips away his darkness and he remembers his duties.  She will not fall victim to him.  Had I thought her capable of succumbing to Lucifer’s whims, I would have never made the deal that you sanctioned,” Gabriel knew he was hitting below the belt by reminding Raphael that the Council was more than happy to allow the Destroyer to rot away in Hell because they considered her a threat. 
 
    Michael tried to sit up, but fell back down.  He had trouble sounding offended while lying down and in pain.  “You should have told us, Gabriel.  She will need to be watched at all times to make sure that she remains strong against the evils of Lucifer,” Michael had no idea Gabriel’s error in judgment would overshadow is own faux pas so nicely.  While he was grateful for Gabriel’s unintended diversion, he was horrified that Lucifer now had direct control over the Destroyer.  He had originally objected to Anjali’s descent into Hell, but this complicated matters greatly. 
 
    “My daughter is not the problem here.  We need to find Maraquette and to do so we need to locate Alazar.  I have a feeling he will know where she is hiding,” Gabriel said quickly. 
 
    “I would go, but I am currently in no shape.  Let me call General Tabbris and explain the situation.  I will have the Celestial Warriors search for Maraquette,” Michael said.  He let the issue of Anjali being Lucifer’s blood servant drop for the time being to avoid a fight. 
 
    Adrian put his hand on Michael’s arm.  “Stay still before you hurt yourself further.  The Council will reconvene and declare Maraquette a Rogue, based on the evidence.  We will reassign the Celestial Warriors to hunt Maraquette.  I will personally speak to General Tabbris.  He has just returned from Rome and is eager to start a new assignment.” 
 
    Michael nodded his head and leaned back into his bed.  He would keep an eye on Gabriel’s daughter henceforth and be there if she stepped out of line. 
 
    The Council Members spoke quickly amongst themselves and set off to start Maraquette’s trial.  Gabriel followed behind them, but stopped to look at Michael over his shoulder. 
 
    “I pity the man that tries to keep a true Master and servant apart.  They will do anything to find each other.  Please do not be angry with her for what she has done.  It is in her blood to find the Predznak and bind them to her.  The attack was not personal.  Of course, you may want to tread more carefully in the future when dealing with a creature that holds limitless power.  I wouldn’t want to see you fatally injured, dear brother,” Gabriel nodded his head to Michael and closed the door behind him. 
 
    Michael was angry that Gabriel had the audacity to ask for forgiveness for his daughter, while at the same time warning him to treat the Destroyer with care.  Only a father could do both and sound convincing.  While he understood why Anjali had attacked him, he refused to forgive her for nearly killing him.  It was further proof that she didn’t have control over her power.  A single lightning bolt would have sufficed.  She could have destroyed the entire countryside with her “limitless power” just to save her servant.  As always, the Destroyer was at the top of his watch list, right alongside her Blood Master, Lucifer. 
 
   


 
  




Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    “I swear this is the spot where I last saw Derick,” Alazar looked around helplessly.  He hadn’t expected Derick to sit around on a log waiting to see if he escaped from the big scary sword-wielding angel, but he had hoped to follow some sort of breadcrumb trail.  He had no idea how to track a single mortal.  That was Balthazar’s specialty. 
 
    Evening was upon them again as the sun descended in the pink and blue sky.  There was just enough light shining through the trees to inspect the area. 
 
    “There’s blood on this rock,” Anjali crouched low, examining the ground. 
 
    “I was over here by this fallen log.  It must be the kid’s blood.  Now that I think about it, Michael tossed him pretty hard, he might have hit his head,” Alazar quickly turned to make sure that Anjali didn’t lose control of her anger.  He was relieved to see that she was calm, though visibly upset. 
 
    “Do you think Maraquette found him?” Anjali prayed that Derick was lost in the woods, but she had to be realistic.  The obsessed angel would be searching for him so that she could complete her plan. 
 
    “If she has him, then we’ll be walking right into a trap.  You should know something.  Maraquette has been a Rogue for a long time, regardless of the Council’s lack of ruling.  Once an angel turns their heart against God, there is no going back.  Their spirit is gone and God holds no power over them.  That means I have no power over Maraquette.  I can only tempt people who are still capable of loving God.  Once they have eliminated Him from their hearts forever, I can’t do anything to them.  Even truly evil mortals still hold some spark of love for God, but the Rogues abandon Him completely.  That doesn’t mean I can’t kill her with my hands, but my power is useless.  There’s no fear of repercussion to tempt her with,” Alazar wanted Anjali to know what they were dealing with.  He relied so heavily on his power, he wasn’t sure he would be of much help to her. 
 
    “I’m glad you told me, but I knew this wouldn’t come down to you tempting her to kill herself.  She’s too strong-willed for that.  She’s on a mission.  If she loves Lucifer as much as you say, I doubt even your power could convince her to give up her happily ever after scenario,” she sighed. 
 
    She thought about what Alazar said about a Rogue turning his heart against God.  She paused when she realized that Alazar had referred to his Father as God, something angels rarely did, unless they were describing God to an outsider.  “Since when do you refer to your Heavenly Father as God?  All the other times you’ve spoken about Him, you’ve called Him Father,” Anjali turned to look at him, curious about the name change. 
 
    Alazar pondered the question.  When he thought about Heaven it felt distant, far away, and more like a memory than an actual place.  When he pictured God in his mind, he no longer felt strongly toward Him.  He still loved Him and respected Him, but it was different, muted.  Looking at Anjali, he figured out the answer.  “You are the center of my world now.  I still care about Him, but I no longer think of Him as Father.  I mean He created me, but I no longer serve Him.  I serve you,” Alazar couldn’t believe what he was saying, but he felt it all the way down to his soul. 
 
    She understood what he meant.  She could feel the bond between them strengthening.  There was a piece of Alazar inside her heart and it changed the way she thought of him.  She liked him before, but now he felt like an extension of her soul.  She could sense where he was without looking.  Most of all, she knew that if she commanded him to do something, he would do it without question. 
 
    Anjali nodded.  “I feel different too.  I feel stronger and more centered.  I always felt disconnected from the world, as if I was in a fog.  That’s all changed now.  I swear if I close my eyes, I could feel every mortal heartbeat.  It’s hard to explain, but I feel like I could crush every living soul just by clenching my fist.  It’s scary, but intriguing at the same time,” she saw the look of concern on Alazar’s face. 
 
    “That’s because I’m the final temptation.  One day you will command me to find every last mortal and strike them down while you wreak havoc upon the world, causing mass chaos and destruction.  Together we will find every beating heart and crush it,” he hoped that it would be a long time before she commanded him to end the world.  Finding every mortal reminded him of his least favorite hobby.  “I had this weird obsession with maps.  There was a time when I did nothing but sit in my room and draw one elaborate map after another until my fingers bled.  I couldn’t stop until Solren smacked some sense into me.  I was obsessed with knowing every hill and valley where the mortals might hide.  I knew I would have to find them all, but you’re right.  I can feel them.  I can close my eyes and know where they are.” 
 
    “I saw the maps in your room.  As pretty as they are, I don’t think we’ll need them.  Of course, it would be helpful if we had a map to find Derick,” she sighed.  She continued to look for clues as to where Derick could be. 
 
    Alazar nearly choked.  “We don’t need a map.  If Maraquette has Derick, then she won’t be hiding.  She wants you to find him.” 
 
    Anjali hung her head and groaned.  “The castle.  She was all too eager to get Derick there.  I thought it was because you were there, but there has to be more to it.  It’s her playing field.  That’s where she will be,” Anjali growled and kicked a boulder. 
 
    “She will use Derick against you,” Alazar murmured quietly.  He didn’t need her exploding again, but she needed to understand what they were up against.  “She will try to distract you.  If you get angry enough, she will win.  I’ve seen Aeries lose control of his anger and lose his advantage in a battle.  It only takes a split second for your concentration to break.” 
 
    “Letting my anger rise is the only way to use my power without taking the ring off.  My anger can get past its barrier,” Anjali knew it was the only way to win the fight. 
 
    “Maraquette’s had centuries to plot against you,” Alazar took Anjali by the shoulders and shook her a bit to make sure that he had her full attention.  “She’s seen all the Predznak at their worst.  If you are anything like us, then she will know your weaknesses.  She will use all that she knows about us to kill you.  She’s already deceived you and created distrust between us.  Fear, anger, and agony will be easy to use if she has control of Derick’s life.  I want to save the boy as much as you do, but you have to push him out of your mind.  Let me handle the boy.  I can do that for you.  You keep your mind clear of the distraction of Derick being killed and focus solely on stopping Maraquette.” 
 
    “You’re right.  As long as I know you will keep him safe, I can focus on her,” Anjali closed her eyes and steadied herself.  She would find Maraquette and end her. 
 
    Alazar watched his Master change before his eyes.  Confidence and determination filled her face.  He no longer saw worry and fear creeping in.  She reminded him of Balthazar and Aeries when they prepared for battle.  He even saw a bit of Sacha around the edges. 
 
    Together they raced to the castle.  Appearing on the bridge, they peered up at the dark castle. 
 
    Anjali knew Mrs. Pavel and any wayward tourists would have left since she never stayed after dark.  At least there wouldn’t be any mortals caught in the crossfire if Maraquette were lurking in the castle. 
 
    “Maraquette might believe you’re dead if Derick told her about Michael capturing you.  Although, if she is still commanding Aganon, then she’ll know that someone powerful kicked the crap out of Michael.  Let’s separate, and hope that she thinks you’re dead,” Anjali decided to forego her mortal clothes given the late hour. 
 
    “I’ll go high, you go low.  Keep in mind she’s had plenty of time to learn the layout of the castle.  She’ll have an exit strategy if things go bad.  Cut off her escape route if you can,” Alazar turned to Anjali and moved her until she was facing him. 
 
    “Be careful,” she put her hand on his face.  She didn’t want to lose her angel again. 
 
    Brushing the backs of his fingers along her cheek, he smiled at her.  He kissed her forehead softly.  “You too.  I promise I won’t let him die,” he leaned in, took in the scent of her hair, and disappeared. 
 
    Anjali squared her shoulders and entered the foyer.  It took everything she had not to glance at the places that reminded her of Derick.  Alazar was right; Maraquette would use him to distract her.  She had to push him from her mind and remember why she was there.  She was hunting a Rogue who was plotting to assassinate her. 
 
    Quickly moving from room to room, she tried to figure out where Maraquette would hide.  She paused in the main dining hall when she realized Maraquette would be in a place where she held the advantage.  Of all the rooms in the castle, there was only one that would strategically hold any interest for Maraquette.  The armory.  It was filled with arcane weapons and suits of armor for the tourists to explore.  She remembered passing through it the first night she searched for Alazar.  Undoubtedly, Maraquette would’ve made sure everything was nice and sharp for her arrival. 
 
    Anjali appeared before the door to the armory.  She walked inside the room and the door immediately slammed behind her. 
 
    “I wondered how long it would take you to find me, Annie.  I was about to dangle Derick from the roof to get your attention,” Maraquette scoffed, stepping out from behind a suit of armor. 
 
    “I never liked Cassie, just for the record.  I should have punched you in the face when I had the chance,” Anjali snickered.  “Why would I care about the boy?  He means nothing to me.” 
 
    “Don’t bother lying to me.  I know you marked Derick and I’ve seen Gabriel keeping watch over him.  He means something to you.  Don’t worry though, you will see him again.  You will hear him screaming your name, begging you to save him, just before he dies.  I will let you live long enough to regret that you couldn’t help him.  Only then will you understand my pain,” Maraquette smiled smugly. 
 
    “Why?  Why do you care enough to go to all this trouble to kill me?  You don’t even know me,” Anjali quickly surveyed the room, deciding that she didn’t want to be there.  She was grateful that Derick wasn’t in the room. 
 
    The room resembled the Hall of Torment, minus the hanging bodies.  The walls were lined with swords, daggers, knives, and anything sharp and deadly enough to make a person bleed.  The only other exit from the long narrow room was a door at the opposite end.  The windowless room was lit by candles from the long candelabras placed around the room.  Display cases with maps and drawings of weapons sat along the edges of the room.  There were five different suits of armor standing around with decorative signs explaining what time periods they were from. 
 
    Anjali would have loved nothing more than to surround herself with shields while using Hell Fire against Maraquette, but Hell held no power over Rogues, which was why they rotted away in the Hall of Shadows.  Using the weapons would be her best bet to injure or kill Maraquette, but she didn’t possess the skills to attack her openly with one. 
 
    “I know you better than you think, Destroyer.  I had to listen to your endless lists of crimes against humanity when I sat on the Council.  I was also a part of your trial when you created your first Ice Age.  Personally, I wanted to lock you up and lose the key.  The next thing I know, you were granted a deal to sit on Tabbris’ old throne in Hell.  You should have never been granted any kind of authority,” Maraquette sneered. 
 
    “That’s why you want me dead?  You don’t want me ruling in Hell?” Anjali put her hand on her hip.  She wanted to keep Maraquette talking as long as possible to give Alazar enough time to find Derick. 
 
    “Hardly.  I want you dead for interfering with my relationship with Lucifer.  He came back to Heaven to claim me as his queen.  Only after I descended into Hell did I understand his fixation with you.  I thought I could break him of your hold, but I was wrong.  Your sway was too powerful.  Lucifer used his obsession with you to hurt me.  Whenever we disagreed about something, the bastard would detail all the things he would do to you upon your arrival.  He told me I would have to watch as he took possession of you.  Even though I made the sacrifice to leave the Council and my family to fall into Hell to be with my lover, he did nothing but praise your beauty and extol your virtues.  He told me that I was nothing more than a toy to him.  I plan on killing you and eliminating your hold on him.  I will use his hatred of Father to help me destroy Heaven, Hell, and everything in between.  Once Heaven and Hell fall, Lucifer will be free to love me again, as he once did,” Maraquette sauntered across the room in her bright green dress and flats. 
 
    “You really are crazy.  I didn’t do anything to enchant him.  Just because you couldn’t love him enough to take away his burdens, don’t blame me.  You left him alone to bear the weight of his sacrifice.  That’s not love!  You weren’t strong enough to survive in Hell.  You ran away and turned your back on God because you are weak and pathetic.  That’s where you and I differ.  I care enough about Lucifer to stay with him, regardless of his darkness,” Anjali saw Alazar’s dagger attached to the belt around Maraquette’s waist.  Maraquette truly believed that she would win this fight and blame Alazar for her death. 
 
    “I love him with all my heart!  I couldn’t help him because you distorted his mind!” Maraquette screamed and flicked her wrist, sending a primitive dagger soaring toward her from the right side of the room. 
 
    Anjali pulled her head back quickly and felt the breeze as the dagger crossed millimeters in front of her face.  The dagger embedded itself into the stone wall next to her. 
 
    Swinging her right arm, Anjali propelled a suit of armor next to her into the air and aimed it at Maraquette. 
 
    Maraquette moved quickly, but the metal collar and elbow guard grazed her shoulder and side, throwing her off balance.  Stumbling, she reached for a display case to catch herself from falling. 
 
    Anjali appeared next to Maraquette and smashed her head through the case.  The glass and wood shattered apart as Maraquette tumbled to the ground. 
 
    A bloody and bruised Maraquette started laughing.  “It won’t be that easy to defeat me,” her face was marred by the glass chips embedded in her skin.  She looked up at Anjali through her blood stained hair.  Her eyes were glazed over and all signs of sanity were gone. 
 
    Anjali stepped away from the evil angel, but she was taken by surprise by a flurry of swords pointed at her back.  She quickly disappeared and reappeared further into the room.  Falling to her knees, she was grateful to escape most of the swords.  Unfortunately, she hadn’t been fast enough to avoid the sword that pierced her right shoulder. 
 
    Maraquette appeared behind her and grabbed the hilt of the sword sticking out of her shoulder.  “Love never dies, Anjali.  I deserve to rule by his side, not some mass-murdering bitch.  You didn’t know him in Heaven.  He was perfect and we were completely in love.  I made a mistake when I left him, but now I’m ready to take back my throne and be what he needs,” Maraquette shoved the blade further into Anjali’s shoulder and then pulled it out of her body. 
 
    Anjali screamed and fell forward.  It felt like her arm had been ripped off.  Though she couldn’t move it, she was overjoyed to find that it was still attached. 
 
    Anjali saw Maraquette reaching down to grab her hair, but she twisted on the ground and kicked Maraquette’s knee with the heel of her boot. 
 
    Maraquette crumpled to the ground, holding her knee.  She tried to grab Anjali’s skirt, but Anjali disappeared. 
 
    Anjali appeared across the room and propped herself up against the wall, trying to work through the pain and remain conscious.  “You were too afraid to go with Lucifer when he originally fell into Hell.  You were too afraid to stay with him in Hell.  Lucifer feeds off people’s fear, and that’s why he couldn’t respect you.  He turned on you because you lacked conviction.” 
 
    “I loved Father too much to leave Heaven.  It was the hardest thing I ever had to do.  I mourned the loss of Lucifer.  I never took another lover in Heaven.  When he came to me, I saw it as my redemption, a way to show him that I still loved him.  I had no way of knowing he would be so different.  Father destroyed Lucifer by letting him fall into that abysmal den of evil.  Lucifer couldn’t love me because Hell had destroyed him and made him crazed,” Maraquette’s sanity broke down with each accusation, leaving her a snarling, heartbroken woman. 
 
    Maraquette got to her feet, but had trouble standing because of her injured leg.  Anjali summoned as many swords from the walls as she could and scattered them across the floor in front of Maraquette, making it harder for her to walk. 
 
    “Which is it?  Did God destroy Lucifer or did I?  You seem to be blaming everyone else for Lucifer not loving you.  I think you need to accept the fact that he never loved you,” Anjali saw the exact moment when Maraquette’s mind snapped in half. 
 
    “I will kill you slowly,” Maraquette screeched.  She waved her arm and sent Anjali crashing into a suit of armor. 
 
    Anjali closed her eyes and tried to make the room stop spinning.  She could feel blood trickling down her face.  Lifting her head, she saw Maraquette limping toward her with an axe.  She rolled off the armor just as the axe came down over her.  The axe struck the armor, piercing the space between the arm and the chest plate.  It pinned her left sleeve against the metal, missing her arm by an inch. 
 
    Anjali threw out her hand and sent Maraquette crashing through the wooden entrance door.  She needed a moment to regroup before Maraquette came at her again. 
 
    Maraquette screamed as she crashed through the door, causing it to explode into shards.  She skidded to a stop in the hallway, covered in wooden spikes and splinters. 
 
    Anjali ripped her sleeve free from the axe embedded in the armor and wiped the blood from the cut on her forehead.  The blood was obscuring her vision.  Though she wanted to call Alazar for help, she knew it was up to him to find Derick and keep him safe. 
 
    She heard Maraquette shuffling in the hallway.  To buy more time, Anjali hurled daggers and swords at the entryway.  She didn’t care if they hit Maraquette or not, she just needed a diversion.  Before she could disappear from the room and take the fight somewhere softer, Maraquette pushed all the swords back into the room. 
 
    Anjali pulled the armor on top of her and used it as a shield.  The swords clanged throughout the room, but none of them hit her. 
 
    She heard Maraquette grunting and swearing as she crossed the room. 
 
    Anjali tried to disappear, but she was having trouble seeing clearly.  The room was wavy and distorted.  She didn’t want to reappear inside a wall. 
 
    The armor was ripped away and Maraquette grabbed Anjali by the hair.  She felt cold metal at her throat and knew she was in trouble. 
 
    Maraquette was kneeling on her good leg and holding Anjali in front of her.  Anjali was too weak to struggle. 
 
    “If you kill me, Lucifer will hunt your ass down and personally see to your demise.  Whatever he feels for me won’t disappear when I die.  You said it yourself, he’s obsessed with me.  What do you think he will do when he finds out that the object of his obsession is dead?  He will slit your throat and make you beg for a quick death,” Anjali panted. 
 
    Maraquette laughed.  “He will have no idea it was me.  Let him hunt for your presumed killer.  Lucifer can take his head for all I care,” she tightened her hold on Anjali and pushed Alazar’s dagger into her throat.  “First, we must find your lover and watch him die.” 
 
    “One flaw in your plan psycho, Alazar is dead.  Michael killed him; though I’m sure he had time to tell Michael all about you being a Rogue,” Anjali lied.  She scanned the ground around her, searching for something helpful. 
 
    Maraquette faltered for a moment, trying to decide if she was telling the truth.  If she used the dagger to kill Anjali, no one would believe that Alazar was responsible. 
 
    Anjali used Maraquette’s hesitation to summon a knife to her hand.  She drove the knife into the side of Maraquette’s thigh and pushed Alazar’s dagger away from her throat.  She quickly scrambled away from Maraquette. 
 
    Maraquette swore and pulled the knife out of her thigh. 
 
    Anjali struggled to get to her feet.  Her right shoulder was burning and her head was still swimming.  She shook her head, trying to figure out which of the three Maraquettes was the real one.  Deciding that it didn’t matter, she raised her left arm and sent all the remaining swords on the wall behind her soaring toward the Maraquettes. 
 
    Before Anjali could blink, the three Maraquettes were replaced by a mortal standing in front of her. 
 
    “Damn it!” Anjali yelled.  She feared it was Derick.  She struggled to stop all the swords in midair. 
 
    Maraquette cackled from behind the mortal.  “It’s funny, Destroyer, I was doubtful that you would go to the effort to save a mortal.  How ironic.” 
 
    Anjali let the swords drop helplessly to the ground.  She had to find a way to keep the mortal safe. 
 
    Maraquette grabbed the mortal’s shoulder and pushed the person closer to Anjali.  Raising her palms, she summoned two swords.  “On your knees, Destroyer, or I will gut the woman.” 
 
    Anjali held up her left hand, surrendering.  “Fine.  I’ll do as you say, just don’t hurt her,” she slowly sank to her knees in front of Maraquette and tried to wipe the pooling blood from her vision.  She was glad to hear it was a woman and not Derick.  With any luck, she didn’t even have Derick. 
 
    Maraquette stood behind her victim and held the swords crisscrossed against Anjali’s neck.  “Surrender to me and I will go easy on Derick.” 
 
    Anjali knew Maraquette was lying.  “No matter what I do you’ll kill Derick, so forget the lies.” 
 
    “You speak of loving Lucifer, yet you take a mortal into your bed.  How can you possibly love Lucifer when you’re with another?  I’m going to expose your lies to him.  He will have no choice but to revile you,” Maraquette purred. 
 
    “Go ahead.  I don’t care.  I’m sure Lucifer will love to hear how you seduced Alazar,” Anjali snickered.  It was worth the blades slicing the top layers of skin on her neck to know that she had sufficiently pissed Maraquette off. 
 
    Anjali looked up at the mortal, debating what she should do.  She focused her eyes and saw that she knew the woman.  It was Mrs. Pavel. 
 
    Anjali smiled at Maraquette, knowing that the game had just changed. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Alazar explored the turrets in the castle, hoping to find Derick quickly. 
 
    He intentionally didn’t tell Anjali his reasons for wanting to search the upper floors.  He knew Maraquette didn’t care about Pete and had lied to the kid about saving him from his potential swan dive.  Yet, as much as she didn’t care about Pete, she was twisted enough to throw Derick off the highest tower to seek revenge for attacking her puppet.  She would want a gruesome death for Derick.  A messy puddle on the pavement would certainly be etched into his Master’s mind for all time. 
 
    He searched the towers until he reached the lookout tower connected to the fortification wall on the far side of the castle.  Pete’s stolen red coat could be seen through the windows in the next tower over, highlighted by a lone candle.  Squinting, he saw Derick standing in the middle of the room with his back to the door.  He didn’t appear to be bound, but was keeping the weight off his right leg. 
 
    Alazar appeared inside the room, careful to make sure there were no booby traps. 
 
    “Hey, you okay?” Alazar called out to Derick. 
 
    Derick made no sound or movement, which concerned Alazar.  He looked around, but the room was empty. 
 
    When Derick didn’t reply, he slowly approached him, reaching out to grab him and run. 
 
    Two shots rang out consecutively and pain exploded under Alazar’s left shoulder blade.  Pete had switched from his trusty shotgun to a rifle.  He was going to shove both guns down Pete’s throat and pull the triggers. 
 
    Alazar stumbled, but remained standing.  He was confused when he saw that his chest wasn’t bleeding.  The bullets were still lodged in his back.  The kid obviously didn’t know much about bullet calibers since the bullets weren’t powerful enough to tear through him.  It was possible Pete had misjudged the distance, though he doubted it. 
 
    Lunging forward to grab Derick, he was met with empty air as Derick vanished.  He turned around and saw where the shots had come from.  Pete was perched in the window of a nearby tower, but Pete didn’t have the ability to make Derick vanish. 
 
    “Alazar, just play nice and you might survive this,” a voice called out from behind him.  It took him a moment to place it since he hadn’t heard it in almost fifteen hundred years. 
 
    “You worthless piece of shit.  Where’s the boy?” Alazar growled.  He was going to make the servant suffer. 
 
    Aganon opened the door from the outside staircase and stepped into view, but stayed away from Alazar.  “Know that I don’t want to do this, but I don’t have a choice.  I am forbidden from hurting my Master or Lady Black, but Lady Black failed to forbid me from hurting anyone else.  I have accepted that I will die once Lady Maraquette’s wishes have been fulfilled, but know that I take no joy from this, Alazar,” Aganon sighed and hung his head. 
 
    “I’m going to remove your kidneys.  Know that I will take joy from it.  Oh, and you shouldn’t worry about Lucifer killing you.  You tried to kill my Master, which means you’re on my list alongside Pete and Maraquette,” Alazar rose to his full height, trying to intimidate Lucifer’s pet.  Aganon was well acquainted with Alazar’s fists and knew firsthand the kind of pain he was capable of inflicting. 
 
    Aganon acknowledged him by tilting and nodding his head.  He waved his hand and summoned a long sword.  He crouched into an attack stance and held the sword with both hands, pointing it directly at Alazar. 
 
    “Are you really going to attack me while I’m weaponless?  That’s low, even for a servant of Lucifer,” Alazar was appalled by Aganon’s lack of decorum.  He should at least be able to defend himself, but then again, he was dealing with Maraquette.  He shouldn’t expect a fair fight. 
 
    Aganon circled Alazar, but didn’t reply.  His face was emotionless, but his eyes surveyed every move Alazar made. 
 
    “I’m going to enjoy breaking every one of your bones,” Alazar shifted his stance, planning to toss Aganon out of the tower. 
 
    “The sword isn’t for you,” Aganon replied just before he disappeared. 
 
    Alazar panicked.  He didn’t want to be the one to tell Anjali that Derick was dead by Aganon’s hands. 
 
    Two more shots soared through the air and hit Alazar below his right shoulder blade.  Aganon and Pete were toying with him.  They wanted him wounded, not dead. 
 
    Alazar quickly vanished and reappeared in the tower where Pete had been.  He was bleeding and in pain, but it wasn’t as bad as his previous chest wound.  Unfortunately, the bullets were still inside him and traveled deeper with each movement. 
 
    Looking around the empty tower, Alazar knew Derick was in trouble. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Derick’s kneecap was throbbing and the stone floor under him wasn’t helping with the pain.  He was mad that he hadn’t been able to warn Alazar before Pete shot him.  After disappearing from the tower, he appeared in an empty room.  His hands were quickly tied behind his back by Pete and he was forced to kneel.  He had tried to take a swing at Pete, but the bastard had hit him in the shoulder with the butt of the rifle.  He was planning on making his former best friend suffer, as soon as his hands were free.  Forget the Angel of Death; he wanted to kick the shit out of Pete.  He wondered if Alazar would acknowledge his first dibs on ramming the gun up Pete’s ass. 
 
    Derick was surprised when another man appeared in the tower with a long sword and a vacant look in his eyes.  He had no idea who the man was, but he immediately hated him. 
 
    “Mind telling me why you’re doing this, Pete?  And don’t give me the bullshit excuse that you want to see your parents again.  Trust me; they won’t want to see you like this.  We were best friends and you sold me out, you dick,” Derick yelled and pulled at his bindings. 
 
    “You’ve never been in love before, Derick.  You don’t get it.  She’s the only one who understands me and loves me for who I am,” Pete replied calmly.  He watched Aganon position Derick in the middle of the room, facing the door, with his head down. 
 
    “You’re wrong about that.  I have found love and my girlfriend is more stable than yours, and mine is supposed to end the world someday.  I guarantee that my girlfriend is going to kick your girlfriend’s ass.  You do realize by now that Maraquette is a Rogue Angel, right?  Even if she manages to kill Anjali and Alazar, there are people hunting her.  They won’t let her get away,” Derick threatened. 
 
    “Your girlfriend already killed Michael, the leader of their so called Celestial Warriors.  Aganon said that they are nothing without him.  Besides, they’re the bad guys.  They are the ones who falsely accused her of being a Rogue,” Pete replied confidently. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s trying to kill three people, myself included, and she’s the one who has been falsely accused.  There’s a hell of a story for you.  You are so far gone that you can’t even see what’s right in front of you.  Alazar’s right, she must be really good in bed,” Derick braced for another hit from the rifle.  If Pete was too busy hitting him with the gun, he couldn’t shoot Alazar. 
 
    “Shut up!” Pete attempted to backhand Derick but Aganon grabbed his elbow. 
 
    Aganon pushed Pete away and gagged Derick.  “Don’t harm him more than is necessary.  I may be helping Maraquette, but I’m not thrilled about having Alazar hunting me down.  As much as I love her, I fear him more, as should you.  You should know that Derick is correct.  Maraquette is the bad guy.  She’s doing this to gain the favor of my Master, Lord Lucifer.  She’s been lying to you since the beginning.  I know it won’t make any difference, nor will it change your mind, but she won’t make good on any of her promises.  I would know.  The best that you will get is a chain swinging next to mine in the Hall of Torment.  Lord Lucifer will surely enjoy beating a handsome boy like you,” Aganon was frustrated that he couldn’t completely break free from Maraquette’s influence. 
 
    Derick watched Pete flip off Aganon and leave the room without a word.  He wasn’t sure if Pete believed him or not, but he doubted it. 
 
    “Let me go,” Derick muttered through the gag to Aganon. 
 
    “I am forbidden.  I promise it will be the most painful experience of your life, and for that, I’m sorry,” Aganon took up his position next to Derick and held the sword over his neck, ready to remove his head. 
 
    Alazar raced through the rooms until he heard Derick’s muffled voice down the hallway.  He quietly rounded the corner and saw Aganon about to take Derick’s head.  Alazar threw out his hand and used his power to hurl Aganon across the room before he could swing the sword at Derick’s neck.  Pete was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    The servant fell back into the wall, but didn’t drop the sword.  He rebounded off the wall and moved behind Derick to stab his back with a downward strike. 
 
    Alazar reached out and pulled the sword from Aganon’s hands with his power, happy to have a weapon in a possession. 
 
    Aganon, unsurprised by the move, let go of the sword, pulled a dagger from the back of his jeans, and threw it into Alazar’s stomach just as Alazar caught the sword.  Aganon grabbed Derick and disappeared again. 
 
    Alazar fell to his knees, swearing.  They were screwing with him, that was apparent, but he didn’t know why.  He knew that they wanted to kill Derick in front of Anjali, so why would they pretend to attack the boy? 
 
    He pulled the dagger from his stomach and slid it into the back of his jeans, just in case.  Hefting air into his lungs to combat the pain, he used the sword to push himself up and attempted to stand.  He hadn’t been this bloody since his last battle with Sacha.  He had been full of holes then too.  Of course, Sacha was just keeping him busy while waiting for Lucifer to arrive.  Sacha had stolen one of Lucifer’s trophies and intended on framing Alazar, just to watch Lucifer kick the shit out of him.  Alazar paused.  Maraquette’s servants were keeping him busy so that he couldn’t help Anjali.  They didn’t know that he had volunteered to save Derick on his own. 
 
    He needed to stop following them and take the lead. 
 
    Alazar went back to his original plan of searching for the best place for a spectacular swan dive and found what he was looking for.  He passed by one of the windows and spotted Derick standing on the rooftop of the guard tower that overlooked the entrance to the castle.  A fall from there would be enough to kill the kid as he plunged into the rock basin of the drought-plagued river below. 
 
    This time he looked for the closest tower to find Pete.  Entering the tower with the best line of sight, he found his victim.  Pete was in the shadows looking across the way to where Derick was standing. 
 
    Alazar put his sword on the ground and threw out his right hand to pull the rifle from Pete’s grasp before he could turn around.  “You won’t be needing this.” 
 
    He quickly emptied the magazine and pulled the bolt handle to release the cartridge in the chamber.  He resisted the urge to shoot the kid and tossed the empty gun aside.  He knew how best to handle Pete. 
 
    Pete was shocked that Alazar had found him.  He looked around for something to use against the angel.  “She’ll come for me.  She said she would protect me from you.” 
 
    Pete sounded so confident that Alazar actually pitied the boy, but not enough to forgive him. 
 
    Alazar shook his head.  “That’s where you’re wrong.  You are the distraction and nothing more.  She didn’t stop me the last time I tempted you.  Right about now she’s hoping that you are dead so that she doesn’t have to get her hands dirty by killing you herself,” Alazar walked toward Pete, unhappy that his physical performance was hindered by his injuries.  Death didn’t look as scary while bleeding and lumbering about. 
 
    “I have faith in her,” Pete said triumphantly.  He held his head high, waiting for Maraquette to rescue him. 
 
    Alazar laughed darkly.  He knew Maraquette couldn’t bind a mortal to her as a Forgotten or a Rogue.  Pete wasn’t under her influence, like Aganon “You have faith in the wrong person, Pete.  You were supposed to have faith in God.  Instead, you chose knowledge of forbidden things over your faith in Him.  It’s not the first time someone has been tempted by lies, obsession, and desire.  It’s time, Pete.  The only reason you are still dragging air into your lungs is because my Master didn’t know how far you had truly fallen.  She was blinded by my dark deeds and her love for Derick.  She saved you because of your friendship with Derick.  This time, I don’t think anyone will save you,” Alazar stepped directly in front of Pete and looked into his eyes. 
 
    “You’re wrong,” Pete sneered.  He stood tall and proud, knowing that he had made the right choice. 
 
    Alazar snickered at the boy’s stubbornness.  “The first time I tempted you, I should have shown you Heaven and your parents welcoming you home with open arms.  I should have shown you the Heavenly Gardens and filled your mind with the peaceful feeling of being there, before I showed you what Hell was like.  I picked the wrong images to tempt you, but the truth is you had made your choice before I ever laid eyes on you.  You chose Maraquette because you selfishly wanted to cut corners and see your family again.  You would have seen them again, after living a full life, but you couldn’t wait.  She tempted you with desire, in more ways than one.  She used your anger and agony over the loss of your parents to lead you astray.  The funny thing is, even after you knew you were destined for Hell, you didn’t try to repent.  You didn’t fall on your knees and beg God for forgiveness.  Instead, you murdered your friend in cold blood.  Now there is nothing you do can to redeem your stained soul.  Technically, I should walk away and let you live out the rest of your miserable life, afraid of dying, but you have made yourself an enemy of my Master and I have vowed to protect her.  I can’t let you live to plot another day.  Look into my eyes, Pete, and see the truth of what you have done.  Witness the journey that has led you down the path toward Hell.” 
 
    The Angel of Death whispered to Pete and showed him the truth about Maraquette.  In his final moments, Pete saw himself betraying his best friends and murdering Wedge.  His life had been wasted in the pursuit of knowledge of the afterlife, and his obsession of finding the answers, rather than living his life.  He let anger and agony over take his heart when he lost his parents.  Guilt had consumed him because he felt responsible for their deaths.  Pete saw himself luring a trusting Wedge to the staircase.  He had believed Maraquette’s lies when she had said that Wedge wanted to hurt her.  She had lied about a fight in which Wedge had supposedly threatened her life.  Pete watched their struggle on the staircase.  He saw the fear in Wedge’s eyes when he pulled the noose over his head and pushed him over the railing.  He finally understood the truth.  Maraquette was using him, but it was too late.  Tempted by her beauty, he had carried out too many evil deeds.  Maraquette had led him astray and he was the bad guy. 
 
    Alazar’s power rose and the temperature dropped.  “Finish what we started, Pete, and you will have all the answers you seek.  I’ll save you a seat in the Realm of Fire, you murdering son of a bitch.” 
 
    Alazar felt whole again as he tempted Pete, the right way.  Though he was angry with Pete, he didn’t allow it to cloud his mind or his power.  Every image that he showed Pete was the truth.  It felt good to tempt someone without the darkness influencing him, though he admitted to himself that he wasn’t above a bit of revenge. 
 
    Instead of ending the kid quickly with a fall to his death, he let Pete decide how best to die with only the use of a dagger.  It was petty of him, but the kid had made him vulnerable on more than one occasion.  He took the dagger from the back of his pants and held it out to Pete. 
 
    Pete resisted at first, but slowly reached out to take the dagger.  He still suffered from the agony of losing his parents and was all too willing to end his pain by committing suicide.  Now he had the guilt of betraying his friends on his conscience.  Seeing all of his wicked deeds laid out before him, he had only one choice. 
 
    “You’re right, Alazar.  I’ve done so many terrible things.  My parents would be ashamed of me.  Tell Derick, I’m sorry,” he looked at the dagger in his hand and accepted his fate. 
 
    “See ya, Pete.  For once, I’m looking forward to returning to Hell just to watch you burn,” Alazar backed out of the room as the sickening sounds of flesh being torn permeated the air. 
 
    He turned his attention to Aganon who was frantically searching for Alazar on the rooftop, still holding Derick.  Since Aganon wasn’t the one with the plan, he was forced to do exactly as Maraquette commanded.  There would be no deviation from her orders, which could help him save Derick. 
 
    Alazar appeared on the rooftop and held up his hands.  Aganon was startled to see him and edged closer to the stone barrier that overlooked the ravine. 
 
    “Aganon, you can stop this.  You don’t have to do what Maraquette wants.  Think about what Lucifer will do to you,” Alazar tried to take a step closer, but the wild look in Aganon’s eyes and his frantic backward movements concerned him. 
 
    “You will understand someday, Alazar,” Aganon replied.  With that, Aganon wrapped his arms around Derick and both of them tipped backward over the barrier. 
 
    Alazar threw open his black wings and ran for the wall, but the damage had been done.  When Pete had shot him in the back, the bullets had damaged his wings hidden deep inside his back.  He stumbled forward from the pain and fell flat on the stone roof.  He scrambled to the barrier, hoping it was another trick.  Looking down, he saw two bodies at the bottom of the ravine. 
 
    Alazar shook in disbelief.  He had failed.  He had failed to protect his Master’s lover. 
 
    Alazar counted to twenty before he even considered going down to the ravine to examine the scene.  He admitted to himself that he actually liked the kid.  Derick was confident, brave, incredibly stupid, and loved his Master with all his heart. 
 
    He composed himself as best he could and appeared in the ravine.  Dead bodies normally didn’t bother him, but he didn’t want to see this one.  It was rare for him to know the deceased personally.  Even though he saw the memories of the mortals that he tempted, he didn’t hold any affection for them.  It had been a long time since someone close to him had died. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, he approached the first of the bodies.  He looked down into the face of Aganon, knowing the fall wouldn’t kill the pathetic servant.  A fall was too good for the deceitful servant anyway.  He would delight in watching Lucifer turn him into cinder, unless Anjali took his head.  He thought about doing it himself, but spitefully wanted Lucifer to do it. 
 
    A sound farther away made him look up.  He expected Derick’s body to convulse as death took control of his movements, but his knees buckled when he saw that Derick was still breathing, though barely. 
 
    “Derick.  Oh God, you’re still alive,” he crawled over to him and helplessly fussed over Derick’s body deciding on how best to help him.  He wasn’t very good at tending to the wounded.  Tristan, Solren, and Rayan were better suited for triage in the field. 
 
    “Alazar.  I don’t know if I’m happy or scared to see you,” Derick wheezed, struggling to breathe. 
 
    Alazar laughed, and wiped away the tears running down his face.  “Normally, I would say that you were up shit creek, but not today.  I swore to Anjali that I would do everything I could to keep you alive.” 
 
    He lightly placed his hand on Derick’s chest.  He could feel Derick’s heart staggering, struggling to beat.  Even without his power, he would know that he was close to death. 
 
    “Derick, I need to find Anjali.  She needs to know what happened.  I’ll bring her here,” Alazar tried to get to his feet but Derick grabbed him. 
 
    “I don’t want to die alone,” Derick sniffled as tears rolled down his pale cheeks. 
 
    Alazar looked to Aganon knowing that he shouldn’t leave them together.  He nodded his head and sat down next to Derick on the hard, frozen ground.  Putting on an optimistic expression, he decided to do his best to lie to the boy. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere and neither are you.  You are going to stay here with me, swear it,” Alazar tried to keep his voice from giving out.  He zipped up Derick’s coat.  He told himself it was to keep the kid a little warmer, but really, he didn’t want to see the Spirit Expert logo.  If the kid died, he would certainly become an expert in spirits. 
 
    “I swear,” Derick whispered. 
 
    Derick felt broken everywhere.  Despite the numbness, he could tell that his legs and arms were fractured.  His head was pounding, causing his vision to blur.  While he was glad to see a familiar face, he made sure not to look into Alazar’s eyes.  He didn’t want to know what Death had in store for him. 
 
    “Do me a favor, just stay away from any bright lights, and don’t go with anyone wearing a dark suit, other than me.  We need to keep you here.  If you die, the best you can hope for is Purgatory, since you didn’t die from your attempted suicide.  You reached out for help at the last minute.  Even in Purgatory, you won’t be with Anjali, but at least you won’t be in pain.  On the bright side, once you’ve spent enough time in Purgatory, you will be reincarnated and live another life in the Mortal Realm,” Alazar hated breaking the news to the kid, but he needed him to fight to stay alive. 
 
    “I won’t go.  I want to be with her.  I need to tell her something,” Derick’s body spasmed from the pain, making it harder to focus. 
 
    “Okay, just stay with me and you will see her again,” Alazar replied.  Sacha would be proud of his lies.  He needed to remember to tell him about it someday.  Alazar had no idea what was happening with Maraquette and was desperate to find Anjali, but he had made a promise to protect Derick. 
 
    “I’m cold,” Derick whispered. 
 
    Alazar shook himself and remembered not to believe his own lies.  He waved his hand and produced a blanket for Derick.  He knew better than to move the kid somewhere more comfortable.  Any one of his injuries could kill him. 
 
    “There, that’s better,” Alazar tried to figure out what to do. 
 
    “How did she find…?”  Derick asked, but started coughing before he could finish his sentence. 
 
    Alazar ignored the blood on Derick’s mouth.  He understood the question.  “After Michael took me, Anjali found us flying over a lake.  She created a storm that knocked Michael out of the sky.  It was the most amazing thing I’ve ever felt.  Michael dropped me into a lake and I drowned, but it was worth it.  When I woke up, I was in my old room and she was there with me.  She healed my wounds and I pledged myself to her,” Alazar smiled when he spoke about his experience.  He knew he shouldn’t tell the kid how much he loved Anjali, but he would rather have the kid hate him than lie about it.  “Derick, I love her as much as you do, maybe more.  She’s my Master.  Do you understand what I’m saying?” 
 
    “I’m okay with that, if you’re okay with that.  I know she needs you and you need her.  I figured the whole Master thing was more complicated than you said.  Is your Council mad at her for saving you?” Derick gurgled when he tried to clear his throat. 
 
    “Yeah.  They’re looking for us.  I don’t know what will happen.  Her father was trying to convince the Council that I’m innocent.  I have no idea if they will believe him.  I’m also afraid of what they will do to Anjali since she attacked Michael.  I swear I won’t let anyone hurt her,” Alazar said, hoping to ease Derick’s mind.  “By the way, I should mention that your friend Pete is dead,” he wasn’t sure how Derick would take the news, but hoped it would bring him some measure of peace. 
 
    “Pete’s not my friend.  He hasn’t been for a long time,” Derick whispered.  “Be strong for her.  Convince them that she did the right thing.” 
 
    “You’re the one who has to be strong.  She will come for you, have faith,” Alazar said.  The words weren’t lost on him.  He was the one who had lost faith, but it was clear to him that it could be restored. 
 
    Derick closed his eyes and pictured Annie is his mind. 
 
    Alazar panicked when he saw the peaceful look on Derick’s face.  The kid was fading fast, so much so that he didn’t believe Anjali would make it in time.  He did the one thing he never thought he would do. 
 
    “Gabriel, I summon you!” Alazar’s voice called out to the Heavens, hoping that Gabriel would listen to him. 
 
    He waited for what seemed like an eternity before he heard the fluttering of wings.  Relief filled him knowing that Gabriel would do anything for his daughter. 
 
    Gabriel prepared himself for an attack but was startled to find Alazar sitting next to a young man on the ground.  His world stopped when he recognized the man. 
 
    “What happened?” Gabriel went immediately to Derick’s side. 
 
    “Aganon grabbed this boy and jumped off the tower under Maraquette’s orders.  He is Anjali’s lover.  She is confronting Maraquette as we speak.  I chased down Aganon and one of Maraquette’s servants to save him.  I failed,” Alazar summarized quickly. 
 
    “Obviously,” Gabriel snapped, his mind raced, searching for a way to help Derick. 
 
    “I volunteered to protect him.  Gabriel, I tried to save him, I swear it.  Maraquette used one of his friends against him.  He shot me so that I couldn’t fly.  You have to find Anjali and bring her here.  I promised that I wouldn’t distract Anjali during her fight.  I promised not to leave the kid until she arrived,” Alazar’s throat tightened.  Anjali would lose her mind when she saw Derick.  Gabriel looked distraught and he didn’t even know the kid. 
 
    “I know of Maraquette’s treachery.  I should never have allowed you to travel to Romania,” Gabriel murmured while pushing Derick’s hair from his forehead. 
 
    Derick heard a familiar voice through the humming in his ears.  He opened his eyes, surprised to see his mentor. 
 
    “Uncle Benjamin?” he asked in disbelief. 
 
    Alazar raised his eyebrow, but didn’t ask the obvious question. 
 
    “It’s all right my boy.  I’m here.  You must hang on.  I will find your love,” Gabriel patted Derick’s hand and stood up.  He smiled at Derick and disappeared. 
 
    Derick sighed.  He believed his uncle, even if he didn’t understand what was happening. 
 
    Alazar wondered how Gabriel knew the boy, but didn’t want to interrogate Derick.  Instead, he looked up through the dark sky and tried to determine how far the fall had been. 
 
    “How the hell did you survive that fall?” Alazar spoke more to himself than Derick. 
 
    “She didn’t tell me that I couldn’t take the brunt of the fall,” Aganon gurgled next to him. 
 
    Alazar turned his head, stunned by Aganon’s statement.  The little weasel had found a way to help Derick after all.  That’s why he held on to him and jumped.  Derick would have died if Aganon hadn’t found the loophole. 
 
    “Thank you, Aganon.  I’m sorry about the part where I said I would rip you to pieces,” Alazar smirked. 
 
    Aganon craned his neck to look at Alazar.  “Why didn’t you kill me before you left Hell all those years ago?” he needed to know if the Angel of Death would finally have his revenge. 
 
    “Why would I have killed you?  You were the servant that I hated the least,” Alazar shrugged, confused by Aganon’s strange question. 
 
    “For my part in what happened to Zacharael,” Aganon whispered. 
 
    Alazar carefully took Derick’s hand to let him know he was still with him.  Shifting, he turned to look at Aganon whose arm was bent the wrong way. 
 
    “What are you talking about?  Lucifer made Zacharael his bitch.  What did you have to do with it?” Alazar snickered.  The servant obviously had brain damage. 
 
    “Zacharael never succumbed to Lord Lucifer, no matter how much he was punished.  I don’t think my Master has ever humiliated anyone as much as the Angel of Desire,” Aganon wheezed. 
 
    Alazar grew cold inside when he recalled the morning he saw Aganon leaving Zacharael’s room. 
 
    “What happened?” Alazar couldn’t contain his anger, but remembered not to crush Derick’s hand. 
 
    “Lord Lucifer sent me to summon you to the Throne Room.  When I knocked on your door, I was surprised to find Zacharael in your place.  I told him that Lord Lucifer was demanding that you appear before him.  Zacharael said you were asleep and impossible to wake.  Whatever Lord Lucifer wanted to say to you, he could say to Zacharael, because you spoke for each other.  I didn’t care, so long as I didn’t return empty handed,” Aganon breathed in heavily, trying to continue.  “Lord Lucifer was not pleased to see Zacharael, but he used the opportunity to beat Zacharael into submission.  My Master had always been jealous of his beauty, as you know, but having him without you there to protect him made Lord Lucifer wild.  He seized the opportunity to force Zacharael to take him as his Master, but Zacharael refused.  Frustrated, my Master had me chain Zacharael so that he could beat him senseless.  Hades wasn’t present and there was no one else to stop him.  Zacharael should have died from the brutal beating, but of course, he couldn’t.  When Lord Lucifer was done, he swore me to silence and made me return Zacharael to his room.  That’s when you saw me leaving his room.  I thought Zacharael would tell you what happened and that you would raze Hell to the ground, but instead you left Hell days later without a battle.  I truly thought you would murder us both.  I know my Master was grateful to have escaped your wrath.  Why didn’t you or the other Predznak seek revenge?” Aganon had always feared Alazar’s return and with it his rage. 
 
    Alazar was stunned into silence.  All these years he had thought Zacharael had betrayed him, when in fact it was the other way around.  Selfishly, he had ignored Zacharael for days after the incident.  He’d been so angry with him that he never spoke to him about it.  It explained the bruises he’d seen.  He could hardly breathe when he thought about what Zacharael had endured.  Zacharael had protected him from Lucifer’s cruelty.  How could he have been so wrong about his brother? 
 
    He needed to find Zacharael and beg for his forgiveness, but first he needed to avenge his brother.  Lucifer would feel his wrath for what he had done. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    “We need to hurry if you want to watch Derick draw his last breaths into his broken body,” Maraquette held the crisscrossed swords against Anjali’s neck, careful to keep a wide-eyed Mrs. Pavel between her and the Destroyer. 
 
    Maraquette hoped her servants had everything under control without her, but she was concerned.  She would gut them if they failed in their missions. 
 
    Anjali looked into Mrs. Pavel’s eyes and saw what she was looking for.  She carefully reached around her back and summoned a sword to her hand.  “I’m sorry Marina Pavel, but it’s time.” 
 
    Anjali quickly thrust the sword straight through Mrs. Pavel’s stomach and up through Maraquette’s chest, while dropping under the swords at her neck. 
 
    An intense pain blossomed in Maraquette’s stomach and chest.  Confused, she dropped the swords and tried to back away from Mrs. Pavel, but found that they were connected. 
 
    Anjali pulled the sword out and grabbed Mrs. Pavel when she fell to the ground.  Maraquette stumbled backward into a pile of weapons, clinging to her blood drenched stomach in disbelief. 
 
    Mrs. Pavel nodded to Anjali and whispered, “I am ready for death and accept my punishment.”  She closed her eyes and was gone. 
 
    Anjali gently put her down, knowing that she would see her again soon. 
 
    “The next time you use a mortal as a shield, make sure that she isn’t Hell-bound for poisoning her abusive husband, you twit,” Anjali lurched over to a stunned Maraquette and held the point of the sword at her throat. 
 
    Maraquette tried to speak, but blood bubbled up out of her mouth.  Unfortunately, the sword hadn’t penetrated her heart.  While it hadn’t been a deathblow, the sword had done enough damage to subdue the angel. 
 
    “Radek, I summon you,” Anjali called to the sky. 
 
    Radek appeared with a smile and Celestial Bonds. 
 
    “You look like you’ve been in a knife fight and lost,” Radek said drolly. 
 
    “Better than a gun fight, besides, I won,” she shrugged. 
 
    Maraquette used the last ounce of her strength to grip the axe lying next to her on the ground, disappear, and reappear behind a distracted Anjali.  Stark rage filled her and she swung the axe at the Destroyer’s pretty head. 
 
    Anjali turned in time to see the axe swinging directly at her neck.  A force kicked out the back of her knees, dropping her awkwardly through the air and down to the ground.  Blood sprayed on top of her and covered her face and dress.  Looking up, she saw the reason for the blood.  Radek’s head tumbled to the floor, bumping along the uneven piles of weapons.  The thud from his falling body echoed in her ears. 
 
    Radek was dead.  Her only friend in Hell had died to protect her.  Anger overtook her senses.  Her ring had no chance of containing the rage that exploded from her body.  Time stood still as the room quaked and the weapons clattered. 
 
    Maraquette was thrown across the room when the raw power burst forth from Anjali, causing everything in its path to take to the air. 
 
    Maraquette crashed against the wall while swords and daggers clanged all around her.  Two swords pierced her body, one in her hip and one in her shoulder, securing her to the wall.  She screamed in agony and fear, trying to protect herself from the flying weapons and debris with her arms. 
 
    Peering through her arms, she saw Anjali standing before her, possessed.  Her eyes were glowing and the wind swirled around her.  While she didn’t fear God, the Celestial Warriors, or the Predznak, she did fear the Destroyer.  She held pure destruction within her and could easily erase her from existence.  Shaking, she held out her hand, pleading for Anjali to stop her attack. 
 
    “I surrender,” Maraquette screeched. 
 
    “You should have done that before you killed Radek,” Anjali’s voice was not her own. 
 
    Before she could reach Maraquette, the sound of wings flapping drowned out the noise of the rumbling floor and the wind humming in her ears.  Blue and white saturated the dark room as Celestial Warriors stood shoulder to shoulder, surrounding her.  Their wings were at half-mast and each warrior held a blue glowing Celestial Sword in their hand. 
 
    The unusual sight was enough to break Anjali’s concentration and allow her anger to ebb.  She took a deep breath and relaxed, allowing her power to snake back inside of her. 
 
    “Anjali, stop.  This is not your fight,” a burly angel to her right called out. 
 
    She had no idea who he was, but she gave him her best, “run away before I kill you too” look.  He seemed surprised by her lack of acquiescence. 
 
    “She’s the one who attacked me.  Moments ago she tried to kill me and instead took the head of Lucifer’s servant,” Anjali sneered.  She wasn’t about to let the warrior tell her what to do. 
 
    An angel to her left snapped Celestial Bonds onto Maraquette’s wrists.  He pointed his sword at Maraquette’s neck and refused to take his eyes off her. 
 
    “Anjali, I am General Tabbris.  The Council has ordered me to take Maraquette into custody.  She is to stand trial so they may determine her involvement in multiple crimes against Heaven.  We will take it from here,” Tabbris spoke authoritatively.  He put away his sword and stood tall, waiting for her to back down, proving that he was neither afraid of her, nor concerned about her power. 
 
    “Trust me; she is guilty beyond a reasonable doubt,” Anjali shot back at Tabbris, unimpressed by his cocky stance. 
 
    Tabbris took a step closer, making sure that Anjali understood that he would drag her back to Hell in chains, if necessary.  “That is for the Council to decide, not you.  The Council is demanding that you return to Lucifer’s Throne Room immediately.  They wish to speak to you at once regarding your alleged attack on Lord Michael.  If you have possession of the Angel of Death, he is to appear before them as well.” 
 
    Anjali smirked at Tabbris’ aggressive gesture.  While she’d never had the pleasure of making his acquaintance, that she could remember, she knew plenty about him from Lucifer.  He had once occupied her throne, long before Serena or Maraquette.  The Hall of Mirrors had once been his home sweet home. 
 
    “I will return to Hell once I find the mortal that she is holding captive.  I’m not done interrogating the prisoner.  So if you’ll excuse me, I have a few questions for her,” Anjali turned her back to Tabbris and attempted to make her way through the wall of angels. 
 
    Tabbris was speechless and offended by the girl’s audacity.  No one spoke to him in that manner, ever.  He advanced on her until he saw the intensity in her eyes.  He was intrigued by her anger.  Lord Michael would want to know everything the Destroyer said, so he allowed her to continue.  Part of him wanted to see what the famed Destroyer would do.  He nodded his head to his warriors and allowed them to stand down. 
 
    The warriors complied and let her pass. 
 
    “Where is he?” Anjali’s voice was trembling.  Instead of punching Maraquette, she summoned Alazar’s dagger and pointed it at Maraquette’s throat, ignoring the sword-wielding warrior next to her. 
 
    “Dead.  Aganon wouldn’t dare fail me again,” Maraquette chuckled gleefully, until it turned into a bloody cough. 
 
    Anjali roared and pulled the dagger back with the intention of driving it into her neck and taking her head.  Tabbris grabbed her arm and kept her from stabbing Maraquette.  Three of the closest warriors grabbed her around the waist and dragged Anjali halfway across the room before Tabbris spoke to her. 
 
    “Get yourself under control, Anjali.  She must be formally charged and convicted before we punish her,” Tabbris stared into her face yelling about protocol, while the other three warriors held her by her waist and arms. 
 
    She was about to toss the warriors on their asses when she saw Gabriel appear in the doorway.  The look on his face said enough.  The energy drained from her body and she stilled immediately.  She felt the warriors lessen their hold on her and slowly release her. 
 
    “What will happen to Maraquette?” her voice was hollow and empty. 
 
    “That is none of your business,” Tabbris snapped.  He was smart enough to take a step back after seeing Gabriel appear. 
 
    She looked Tabbris dead in the eye, and pushed away the panic filling her body.  “For the record, my name is Lady Black.  Call me Anjali again and you will face Lucifer’s wrath.  You remember what that is like.  You fail to understand that punishment of the prisoners is most certainly my business.  Unless you plan to kill her, I will make it my personal business to see to it that she never has a moment’s peace for the rest of her miserable existence.  Don’t bother taking her to the Hall of Shadows.  Chain her to the Hall of Mirrors and save yourself the walk.  No one in the history of Hell has ever suffered as greatly as I plan to make her suffer.  You will be able to hear her screams from Heaven.  I suggest putting her out of her misery now,” she brushed past Tabbris and went to Gabriel. 
 
    The room was silent.  Tabbris was offended by her threat, but believed her.  Whomever Maraquette had killed must have been dear to Anjali.  Lord Michael would certainly be eager to hear that bit of information. 
 
   


 
  




Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Anjali followed Gabriel and appeared in the ravine below the castle.  Using her Hell Fire, she lit the barren bushes and trees around where Derick and Aganon were laying.  She wanted Derick to be able to see her.  She prepared herself for the worst, but it wasn’t enough for what she saw. 
 
    Derick was pale and motionless when she arrived.  She was numb as she knelt down next to him.  Looking to Alazar, she could see that things weren’t good. 
 
    She ignored Aganon knowing he was the reason that Derick was dying in front of her.  She would deal with him later. 
 
    “Hey,” Anjali smiled at Derick, though she knew it wasn’t a convincing smile. 
 
    Derick open his eyes and breathed a sigh of relief when he saw her.  “Hey.  Did you kill Maraquette?” 
 
    “No, but she’s in custody.  She can’t hurt you anymore,” Anjali took Derick’s hand from Alazar. 
 
    Alazar stood and gave Anjali some space, as did Gabriel. 
 
    “You’re bleeding,” Derick’s voice sounded weak, but she knew he was angry. 
 
    “It’s okay.  I’m more worried about you,” Anjali replied.  She wanted nothing more than to take him somewhere peaceful to rest, but she knew he didn’t have much time left. 
 
    “I love you.  No matter what happens, I wanted you to know that,” Derick relaxed once he was finally able to confess that to her. 
 
    “I love you too.  I know why we feel like we’ve known each other before.  I’ve lived multiple lives as a mortal and you and I have been together many times, as different people.  You can say that we’re soul mates.  That’s why your Uncle Benjamin has watched over you all this time.  He’s really my father, the Archangel Gabriel.  He’s protected you ever since we first met eons ago.  I didn’t know that when we met at the castle,” she smiled when she realized that she had lived a normal life, with a normal boy.  She was happy that they’d loved each other for a long time. 
 
    “Alazar mentioned that we knew each other in past lives, and that explains how Uncle Benjamin is here.  I’m glad we were together at some point.  I hope we were happy,” Derick chuckled, but started coughing and choking. 
 
    Anjali placed her hand on his cheek, trying to calm him.  Blood was pooling underneath him at a startling rate.  The firelight made his eyes look glassy and dark. 
 
    “Gabriel, there has to be a way to help him.  Please, I need to know.  I can’t lose him like this,” she pleaded with her father to help Derick. 
 
    “I’m sorry my child, there is nothing that can be done.  There’s still a chance he will see Heaven,” Gabriel tried to be strong for his daughter, but he regretted seeing Derick like this. 
 
    “We both know that isn’t true.  He will most likely end up in Purgatory.  Either way, I won’t be able to be with him.  Please,” Anjali lost her composure and cried.  She leaned down and kissed Derick’s cheek and forehead. 
 
    “There is nothing to be done.  He’s too close to death to make him a servant.  It cannot be done while someone is on his deathbed.  Their judgment is impaired and they are too fearful of death,” Gabriel turned his head and held back his own tears. 
 
    “I’m not afraid to die.  I’m afraid of losing her,” Derick whispered.  He breathed in the scent of Anjali’s hair and returned her kisses as best he could. 
 
    “There is something that can be done,” Alazar couldn’t hold his tongue any longer. 
 
    “Don’t!  We are forbidden,” Gabriel warned Alazar. 
 
    “I swore to her Gabriel that I would do everything in my power to protect him.  I refused to fail.  Not now, not ever,” Alazar growled. 
 
    “What is it?” Anjali tried not to get her hopes up, but she needed another way.  She couldn’t say good-bye to Derick. 
 
    “Alazar, no!” Gabriel yelled.  He used his authoritative voice, but Alazar merely scoffed at him. 
 
    “No offense, Gabriel, but I don’t have to follow your commands anymore.  I belong to her.  If you prefer, I can tempt him to commit suicide, wait until he suffers all the realms, and then she can make him her suicide servant.  I will do it right now, but you know there’s a better way,” Alazar refused to give up. 
 
    Gabriel closed his eyes and searched for the right answer.  He would have to deal with the Council, but given Anjali’s current circumstances, there may be worse crimes for her to answer for.  Sometimes it was better to beg for forgiveness than to ask for permission.  This was certainly one of those times. 
 
    “You can turn him into a Nachtghul.  He would be your servant, but unlike any servant you know.  The practice of making Nachtghuls fell out of favor because having that kind of servant opens you up to a number of complications.  The servant becomes an extension of you and your senses.  You will see through their eyes and hear through their ears.  You will know their thoughts.  They will hear your voice inside of their head, even when you don’t speak aloud.  It is a unique bond.  The person will be an open book to you, though they will still have control over their mind and body.  They aren’t puppets, but more like familiars.  Nachtghuls were outlawed centuries ago because when you kill a Nachtghul it causes indescribable pain to the Master, like having a part of your soul ripped away.  You mourn them, always.  Your enemies will seek him out just to hurt you, but a Nachtghul can be invaluable, if they are worthy enough.  It’s the only way to keep Derick with you.  He will have to do your will, though somehow I don't think he’ll have a problem with that,” Gabriel knew the problems inherent in creating a Nachtghul, but it was the only way to keep Derick and Anjali together. 
 
    Anjali thought about making Derick her servant, but feared he wouldn’t like the Destroyer.  He knew nothing about her life in Hell or that she was bound to Lucifer.  If she bound him to her, there would be no going back.  He might think she was a monster once he saw her anger. 
 
    “Derick, sometimes we do things that are so terrible, so unforgivable, that there is no redemption.  No amount of apologizing could grant someone forgiveness.  I’ve done things; will do things that many consider unforgivable.  I know my place in this world and I’ve accepted it, but that doesn’t mean I deserve happiness.  I don’t want to condemn you to servitude, especially when you don’t know anything about me.  I don’t want you to regret staying with me.  I can’t be selfish just because I want to keep you by my side,” Anjali forced herself to pull away from him.  He deserved better than to be someone’s servant. 
 
    “Alazar told me you will end the world someday and I already met Lucifer.  I also know that Alazar is really close to you.  I don’t care about any of that.  I meant what I said Anjali.  You deserve to be happy.  You need someone to remind you of that.  I stared down Lucifer and told him that I loved you.  I want to be there every day to show him what it takes to love you.  I chose to be your servant, and do your will and love you always,” Derick couldn’t let her go.  He didn’t want to be reincarnated without her. 
 
    Anjali flashed Alazar a withering look. 
 
    He sheepishly shrugged.  “We had a lot of time to talk while on the run from Maraquette.  I thought he deserved to know the truth about you.  The kid didn’t even flinch when I told him.  You should be more pissed at Lucifer for attacking him,” Alazar knew he needed to deflect her anger toward Lucifer; otherwise, he would suffer. 
 
    “I intend on taking it up with Lucifer later,” Anjali growled, turning her attention back to Derick. 
 
    Derick closed his eyes and remembered the look on Lucifer’s face.  “It’s okay.  Radek warned Lucifer that you would be mad if he hurt me, so he let me live.” 
 
    Anjali shook her head.  “You will be condemning yourself to Hell for an eternity with Lucifer.  If you die, you still have a chance to live other lives and find others to love,” Anjali trembled, not wanting to condemn him to Hell. 
 
    “I accept an eternity with you.  My version of Hell is a place where I’m not with you.  I’ve felt Lucifer’s wrath.  You can’t do that alone, not anymore.  You have Alazar to protect you, but you need someone to love you with all their heart,” Derick held her hand as tightly as he could. 
 
    He closed his eyes and moaned.  The pain made everything seem far away and dreamlike. 
 
    Alazar spoke up.  “My Lady, you should know that Derick confided a secret in me.  When he tried to take his own life, he had a vision.  He saw a woman crying, accusing him of not waiting for her to find him.  He’s convinced, as am I, that you were that woman.  I truly believe you are meant to be together; otherwise, I would have never suggested this.  He came back from the brink of death for you once.  I believe he would do it again,” Alazar ignored Gabriel’s shocked look and pleaded with Anjali to save the kid.  It was the first time in his life that he wanted to save someone, someone worthy enough to be saved. 
 
    “Gabriel, how do I do this?” her voice trembled. 
 
    Gabriel hesitated, but turned to look at her.  “Make a cut on your palm and on his palm.  When Lucifer made you his blood servant, he gave you some of his blood and his power, but didn’t take your blood or power in return.  You will exchange blood, but you also need to push your power into him.  In return, you will take a piece of his soul.  He will die a mortal death, but he will rise as your servant.” 
 
    “Like when Alazar bound himself to me.  I felt some of his power flow into me,” Anjali could still feel the cold piece inside her heart that once belonged to Alazar. 
 
    “Yes, but Derick will not be able to exist without you.  If you die, he dies.  If he dies, you will mourn him forever,” Gabriel wanted Anjali to understand how serious creating a Nachtghul was. 
 
    “I understand,” she reached for Alazar’s dagger in her boot and sliced her palm. 
 
    She flinched when she made the cut on Derick’s hand, though he didn’t seem to notice the pain.  It became apparent to her how much pain he was in. 
 
    Holding their hands together, she looked to Gabriel to continue the ritual. 
 
    “You will need his consent.  Once that has been granted, repeat these words:  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.  Rise and join your Master.  Then you must push your power into him and seek out his soul.  He must swear his loyalty to you.  When you draw your power out, you will feel his essence enter you.  His heart will stop and you will be in command of his life.  Once his soul enters you, you must fill it with your power and your light.  You will return his soul to his body, but it will be forever altered.  Will him to rise and he will awake as your servant.  Be warned, it will be very disorienting for both of you.  He might not survive the ritual since he is so weak,” Gabriel put his hand on his daughter’s shoulder.  “Please, I beg you to reconsider.” 
 
    Alazar ran to Derick’s side and put his hands on his chest.  “Anjali, the reapers are coming.  I can feel them.  You have to decide.  I will hold them off and keep Derick here as long as I can,” Alazar closed his eyes and searched for Derick’s soul.  He used his power to hold on to the boy as tightly as he could.  Feeling the reapers approaching, he yelled at them to stay back. 
 
    Anjali watched Alazar frantically work to keep Derick alive.  Looking down at her beloved, she felt lost.  She didn’t know what to do.  The right thing would be to let him go.  He would be reborn again into the world, eventually, and live another life.  He could find love again, though she hated the thought. 
 
    Derick looked up at Anjali, desperate to see her.  “You told me once, Uncle Benjamin, Gabriel, whatever you want to be called, that I was destined for greater things.  You said that I had to pull myself out of despair so that I would one day find what I was looking for.  You were right.  I finally found it.” 
 
    Anjali’s heart opened up to her long lost love.  She needed to have faith in him and herself.  The sweet boy in front of her had stood before Lucifer and declared his love for her.  Regardless of the consequences, she had to keep him.  Lucifer would hate her, but she didn’t care.  She needed Derick. 
 
    “Derick do you want this?  Do you want to be my servant, my Nachtghul?” Anjali’s eyes welled up. 
 
    “Yes,” his answer was barely audible, but it was there. 
 
    Anjali took a deep breath and focused her mind.  Removing her ring, she placed it in Alazar’s hand.  She was careful to keep her mind calm in an effort to control her power.  She thought about how she had let her power rise so that she could bind Alazar to her.  A hand touched her right hand.  She knew immediately it was Alazar.  He was there to make sure that she didn’t let her power overwhelm her. 
 
    “Derick Hunt, 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, though her voice was filled with power.  The tempest inside of her flooded to the surface, but she quickly directed it toward Derick.  She was afraid she would kill him, but held on to Alazar’s hand to steady herself. 
 
    Her power rushed from her body and poured into Derick’s chest.  She reached out and felt Derick’s soul.  It was thin and weak, consumed by pain.  She found it hiding in a corner, afraid that the reapers would snatch it away.  She knew he was clinging to this world with everything he had.  Agony permeated his every muscle.  She shuddered from the pain, but didn’t let it overwhelm her.  She lent him her strength and bore his pain.  Sweat broke out across her skin when she took on the burden of his suffering.  She quickly understood Gabriel’s warning about the complications.  If Derick were ever hurt, she would immediately feel it. 
 
    She thought about all that he had endured to be with her.  He’d lost his friends, been hunted by Maraquette, and been attacked by Lucifer, yet he was still willing to be with her.  She thought about how he made her feel.  She was happy when she was with him.  Her love for this man spilled out from her heart and entered into him.  Nearly laughing, she thought about making love to him in the cemetery and how much she desired to be with him again. 
 
    When Derick chuckled, she realized he could hear her thoughts, or maybe even see them.  Filling him with the lust she had felt for him when they were in the castle, she was rewarded with a smile. 
 
    “I swear to you that I shall carry out your will,” Derick’s voice was stronger when he spoke his vow. 
 
    Anjali’s power spiked, nearly knocking her backward. 
 
    Derick’s body jolted and stiffened.  He grunted and then yelled out. 
 
    Anjali felt her power surround Derick’s soul and seize hold of it.  The reapers didn’t have a chance to claim him.  His soul entered her body and she surrounded it with her power and her love.  His life force coursed through her whole body, merging them together briefly.  Without looking, she knew his body was convulsing as his heart stuttered to a halt.  Briefly opening her eyes, she saw his blank expression.  His vacant eyes were open and staring at the night sky.  His remaining breath left his body and he was silent.  She kept his soul safe as his mortal life ended. 
 
    “Rise and join your Master!” Anjali yelled to the sky. 
 
    Derick’s soul rushed out of Anjali and slammed back into his body.  His eyes turned black for a moment and he gasped for air.  Gulping down precious oxygen, he felt an overwhelming force strengthening him.  He knew it was Anjali and was comforted by the feeling.  He knew he was forever changed.  He was no longer bound to this world by God and Heaven.  He was bound to her.  His soul belonged to her for eternity. 
 
    She gasped when her power raced out of Derick’s body and slammed back into her.  Blinding light and sound consumed her, making her dizzy.  She fell forward on her hands, holding onto the ground for support.  Everything was louder and confusing.  She could see the ground and the sky at the same time, but couldn’t tell which way she was really facing. 
 
    Derick rolled to his side and panted from the pain.  His reprieve from the onslaught of burning agony was gone.  The pain of his injuries tore through him again, worse than before. 
 
    Gabriel grabbed her shoulders to help orient her.  “You must calm yourself and turn off what Derick is seeing and hearing.  You must learn to block it out and only reach out to him when you need to.  You are the Master; you have the ability to keep his thoughts and senses at bay and choose what you want to see.  It will take some time, but you will learn to control it.” 
 
    She did as Gabriel said and blanked out her mind.  Sighing in relief, she knew she had to gain control of her senses, so that she could help Derick.  She could hear him struggling next to her. 
 
    Alazar put his hands on her face and helped her sit up.  “Push everything else into the back of your mind and see through his eyes.  Keep your eyes closed so that you can figure out what he’s looking at.” 
 
    She did as Alazar suggested and saw the world through Derick’s perspective.  He was struggling to keep his eyes open and focus on something.  She noticed that he was looking at her dress.  The beads were distinct and sharp in her mind.  Breathing in and out, she steadied herself.  The dizziness passed and she was able to sit up unassisted.  She cleared her mind again and the dress disappeared.  Keeping her eyes closed, she reached out to Derick’s pain and drew it into her body.  It felt like her bones were crushed into powder, but she knew it was only an illusion.  She opened her eyes and allowed Alazar to help her to her feet. 
 
    She nodded her thanks to Alazar and gripped his arm for support. 
 
    “We need to take him home so that he can heal,” she saw the immediate relief on Derick’s face as she took away the majority of his pain.  “Gabriel, Tabbris said the Council is demanding that I return to the Throne Room so they can speak to me about the attack on Michael.  I’m supposed to bring Alazar with me.” 
 
    Gabriel stepped forward to support Anjali so Alazar could pick up Derick.  He hated to see his daughter in so much pain, but he knew the decision to take Derick into her care was hers and hers alone.  She was responsible for the boy now, which wouldn’t please the Council. 
 
    “Tabbris was right; the Council will want to speak to you.  Michael is outraged by your attack on him, though I have already laid the groundwork for a self-defense plea since he admitted he attacked you without provocation.  First, they will deal with Maraquette and put her on trial, but after that, they will want you to answer for all that has happened.  I must go and inform them about her attempted murder of Derick.  I assume she was responsible for the death of Derick’s friend Douglas Stephens.  They need to know all of her crimes before she is sentenced.  Unfortunately, I have to inform the Council about Derick being made into a Nachtghul, though I will make sure the blame falls upon Maraquette.  Return to Lucifer and explain what has happened.  He will want to know about Maraquette’s fate.  Though he allowed her to leave Hell, some part of him still cares about her.  Prepare him in the event that she isn’t killed outright and is sentenced to the Hall of Shadows,” Gabriel bowed his head to his daughter. 
 
    “Thank you father, for everything,” Anjali’s tears slipped past her defenses and she smiled at him. 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet, my dear, we may both lose our heads for what we have done today,” he kissed her forehead and disappeared. 
 
    “I hate putting Gabriel in this position.  I hope they don’t hurt him.  Moreover, I hope Lucifer doesn’t kill me before I have a chance to explain everything.” she grimaced, knowing she had to face Lucifer.  Forget the Council; the devil was more of a concern to her.  They could only toss her in a realm.  He might kill her. 
 
    She stood over Aganon, ready to drag him back to Hell with her. 
 
    “My Lady, I want to apologize before you take me to my Master and kill me.  I never wanted to be a part of this conspiracy, but I didn’t have a choice,” Aganon croaked. 
 
    Alazar groaned.  He hated Aganon, but he couldn’t keep quiet.  “Before you kill him; you should know that Aganon took the brunt of the fall, which is why Derick is still alive.  He was under orders from Maraquette to jump from the tower, but he was able to lessen the fall.” 
 
    “Thank you for doing your best to help him, Aganon.  I’m feeling slightly magnanimous since he’s safe.  I will let Lucifer deal with you,” she sighed. 
 
    Aganon didn’t look pleased by her words.  Lucifer had been looking for an excuse to finish him after his attempted murder of her. 
 
    Seeing Alazar’s dagger on the ground, she picked it up and gingerly placed it in the back of Alazar’s pants.  “Here, you might need this.” 
 
    He smirked, happy to have it back. 
 
    She waved her hand and extinguished the Hell Fire in the bushes and trees.  Reaching down, she grabbed Aganon’s shirt collar, prepared to return to Hell. 
 
    Alazar looked to Anjali and saw the fear on her face.  He nodded his head and winked at her.  “Let’s go home.” 
 
    They disappeared and reappeared inside the Hall of Mirrors a moment later. 
 
    “I’ll put Derick in your room to rest.  I know you want to take his pain from him, but you have to have your wits about you to deal with Lucifer and the Council.  You have to let go of him until the Council is done yelling at us,” Alazar hated seeing Derick in pain, but his Master needed to survive for all their sakes. 
 
    She nodded reluctantly.  “When you’re done, meet me in the Throne Room.  I’m sure you remember where it is,” she smirked. 
 
    Dragging a moaning Aganon, she made her way to the rotunda. 
 
    “Sadly, I do,” Alazar murmured, and headed toward the room he wished he’d burned before leaving, Serena’s torture chamber bedroom.  He reminded himself that Serena was dead, for the hundredth time. 
 
    Alazar walked through the door to the left of Anjali’s throne and up the stairs to the worst place in Hell.  Kicking open the door, he nearly fell over.  The stark dungeon had been transformed into an honest to God bedroom.  There were bookshelves along the walls, a couch, and a love seat.  There was even a rug.  A fireplace mantel adorned the wall and made the Hell Fire roaring inside of it seem appealing and pleasant.  There was a dressing table and mirror on the other side of the bed.  It upset him to see that the bed frame was still the same.  That dreaded thing was the reason he never had headboards or footboards.  At least it had a comforter and pillows on it rather than his spilled blood.  Maybe he could negotiate for a new bed frame. 
 
    Alazar took a moment to look around the room.  His Master was nothing like the crazed blonde, which was evident by the room, if nothing else. 
 
    Suppressing his gag reflex, he walked over to the bed and gently put Derick down.  At least the kid would never know suffering while in this bed. 
 
    Looking down at Derick, he decided to ditch the kid’s mortal clothes.  Lucifer would eat him alive if he resembled the other souls.  He waved his hand and put him in black leather pants, a dark blue shirt, and boots, hoping to make the kid look a little more badass. 
 
    “Alazar, will she be okay?  What will Lucifer and the Council do to her?” Derick gasped.  He opened his eyes and focused on Alazar.  The pain was better, though he still couldn’t move much. 
 
    “Let me worry about them, you worry about getting better.  She’s going to need you,” Alazar nodded and left the room.  It was time to face his worst enemy and kill him. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Anjali stepped out of the Hall of Mirrors and was immediately thrown against the wall of the rotunda. 
 
    Blinking quickly to get her bearings, she saw that Lucifer was caging her in, pressing his body against hers. 
 
    “You foolish girl, where have you been?” he whispered harshly into her ear. 
 
    “My lord,” Anjali quickly acknowledged her Master amicably, fearing he was not in control. 
 
    Aganon was moaning by her feet, though Lucifer didn’t seem to notice he was there. 
 
    “The Council is here and demanding that we convene with them.  Answer me, where have you been?” his black eyes were wild as he spoke.  She was afraid to tell him what had happened for fear he would lash out at her again. 
 
    “You need to calm yourself.  I will tell you what you want to know, but we can’t be seen by the Council until you know everything,” she whispered.  She didn’t need Lucifer blindsided by her actions in front of the Council. 
 
    Lucifer looked around quickly, understanding her fear of the Council.  He seemed surprised to see Aganon lying on the floor.  Turning to Dorian, who was standing behind him, he motioned for Dorian to take custody of Aganon. 
 
    “I suggest taking him to the Hall of Mercy, my lord.  He’s been a very bad servant,” Anjali whispered when she saw Dorian. 
 
    Lucifer nodded.  “No one speaks to him until I have time to interrogate him,” Lucifer growled to Dorian.  “Oh, and release Hades.” 
 
    Dorian nodded and hoisted a groaning Aganon over his shoulder and removed him from the rotunda. 
 
    Lucifer made sure they were alone and pulled her across the rotunda to the Annex.  She knew he was pissed if he was willing to hide her away in Murderer’s Alley. 
 
    “I see that you finally decided to take your rage out on Aganon.  Good for you.  Now tell me what the fuck you thought you were doing when you stole Alazar from Michael.  The Council has been breathing down my neck since you knocked Michael from the sky,” Lucifer yelled, but stopped abruptly and leaned forward.  “Wait, before you answer that, tell me how you did it, and how badly you hurt him.  He’s hiding the full extent of his injuries.  I want all the details, and then we’ll get back to what you have been up to,” Lucifer hissed.  He had pictured the entire epic battle.  He was excited just thinkig about his love fighting Michael to the brink of death. 
 
    Anjali sighed, knowing it would be difficult to make Lucifer focus, so she ignored his questions.  “Where is Hades?” she wasn’t sure where Dorian was releasing him from, but she had a good guess. 
 
    “He is rotting away in the Hall of Torment.  He lost his mind and punched me in the face without reason.  I was on my way to retrieve him personally, to buy more time, when I saw you leaving the Hall of Mirrors,” Lucifer almost laughed at Hades’ bout of stupidity, but refrained. 
 
    “I doubt it was without reason, my lord.  It’s smart of him to lay low there and convenient if he needed an alibi,” she shrugged.  She wished she had a good alibi. 
 
    Lucifer looked into Anjali’s eyes and smiled.  His personal Heaven was close enough to feel the warmth radiating from her.  Reaching out, he rubbed his deadened hand against her cheek.  The numbness drifted away, allowing him to feel how soft her skin was.  He moved his hand lower to her neck, but paused when he felt the remnants of a deep cut. 
 
    “Forget Michael, tell me what happened,” he growled.  The thought of someone hurting her outweighed his delight in hearing about Michael’s sound thrashing. 
 
    Anjali stared at Lucifer trying to decide how best to begin.  Deciding that honesty was the best course of action, she detailed everything.  She told him about following Michael, creating the storm to stop him from killing Alazar, and about Maraquette’s plot to kill her.  She wanted to leave out the part about making Derick her Nachtghul, but knew it was best to get everything out in the open. 
 
    The second she told Lucifer about Derick, he lost his mind. 
 
    “How do you know about Nachtghuls?” Lucifer was livid.  Of all the unthinkable things that she had done while awhile from him, this was the worst. 
 
    “Alazar told me about it and Gabriel helped me do it,” she replied.  She had hoped he would be more upset about Maraquette trying to kill her than about her making Derick her servant, but honestly, she knew better. 
 
    “Alazar just handed you a Nachtghul?  How generous of him.  I know things have been tense between us for the last few days, but you don’t need a servant.  Besides, the Council will be furious.  Not only have you bound a known Rogue to you, while openly attacking Michael, but now you have gone against the Council’s rules against creating Nachtghuls.  I fear what they will do to you.  Moreover, do you realize that you have painted a target on your back?  Anyone who wants to harm you will strike at you through that boy.  You have made yourself vulnerable to our enemies,” Lucifer ranted and threw his arms around in a rage. 
 
    “I need someone on my side, watching my back.  It would have helped when Aganon stabbed me.  It certainly helped when Maraquette tried to take my head with an axe and Radek saved me.  I know you don’t care about Radek’s death, but I do,” Anjali yelled back. 
 
    Lucifer clenched his fists when he thought about Maraquette swinging an axe at Anjali.  “I am grateful that Radek did his duty and saved your life, but I will protect you.  You do not need a servant,” Lucifer sighed. 
 
    “Radek protected me because we were friends,” Anjali snapped, fighting back the tears for her lost friend. 
 
    Lucifer cracked his shoulder and calmed down.  “I forget how sentimental you are,” he composed himself and looked her in the eye.  “Do you need a servant, or do you need that boy?” Lucifer whispered, regretting that he didn’t kill the whelp when he had the chance. 
 
    “I need him,” she whispered.  “I let go of someone once, and I can’t do it again.  It doesn’t change us.  I am bound to you and I swore that I wouldn’t leave you.  You have made things difficult for me because of your darkness, but as Hades says, I will find the strength to forgive you.  Derick cares about me all the time, not just a few days out of every few months.  Hell is lonely, my lord,” she looked at the ground as she admitted her weakness. 
 
    “I can’t always be there for you.  I know that.  The boy mentioned that you were lonely.  I didn’t believe him until Radek sided with him,” he sighed.  He stood in front of her and rubbed her cheek with the tips of his fingers. 
 
    “You tried to kill Derick, didn’t you?” she asked.  She wasn’t angry, surprisingly.  She expected nothing less from the devil. 
 
    “I wanted to.  I was jealous, admittedly.  He stood before me and proclaimed his love for you.  That took courage.  Of course, I had hoped he would succumb to his injuries.  For the record, I did leave him breathing.  You can thank Radek for that, as well.  He saved the boy’s life,” Lucifer replied.  He put his face against the top of her head and breathed in her scent.  Anger would not help him when the Council demanded Anjali’s head. 
 
    “Don’t be jealous.  I serve you and Hell, even if I want to smack you sometimes,” she chuckled when she felt Lucifer laugh against her hair. 
 
    Lucifer straightened up and looked at her.  “I’m sorry for hurting you.  It was not my intention,” Lucifer gave her his best pout for good measure, hoping to be forgiven. 
 
    “I know.  I’m sorry that I stayed away from you for so long.  It was wrong of me.  I know I promised not to do it and I’m aware that everyone has suffered because of it.  I’m here now,” she ran her hands through Lucifer’s hair and smiled at him.  She remembered Derick’s statement about her crazy boyfriend apologizing for hurting her, only to do it again.  She knew she needed to address the issue with Lucifer later, once she survived the Council. 
 
    Lucifer laughed.  “As much as I would love to take you into my bed, I don’t think the Council will wait that long.  If we don’t stop, I won’t have enough darkness left to confront them and I may feel guilty enough to hand you over to face their punishment,” Lucifer hated removing her hands from his body, but he needed to be ruthless enough to save her from the Council. 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Anjali stepped away and put her hands behind her back to show that she would behave. 
 
    Alazar appeared over Lucifer’s shoulder, but didn’t look at her.  She was surprised by his presence since she had told him to meet her in the Throne Room.  He must have overheard them speaking. 
 
    “Hello, brother.  Long time no see,” Alazar gripped Lucifer by the shoulder, pulled him around, and stabbed him through the stomach with his dagger. 
 
    Lucifer gasped and fell backward, stumbling to the ground. 
 
    “Alazar, no!” Anjali screamed and pushed Alazar back before he could strike again, the dagger was still in his hand, eager for another strike. 
 
    “You don’t know what he did!” Alazar shouted.  He lunged forward again, trying to get past Anjali. 
 
    “He’s done all manner of things.  You’ll have to be more specific,” she yelled.  She caught Alazar by the shirt and threw him against the wall. 
 
    “Tell her what you did to Zacharael!” Alazar screamed.  He was crazed, his eyes focused solely on Lucifer; spit was flying from his mouth. 
 
    Lucifer looked down at his bleeding stomach, stunned by the pain and the sudden attack.  The dagger had gone almost to his spine.  It had been a long time since he’d been stabbed. 
 
    Lucifer attempted to focus on Alazar, but couldn’t hear him over the buzzing in his ears.  The lack of darkness in him was making the pain worse.  Normally he laughed off his injuries because he was always in pain, but with Anjali by his side everything was more intense:  pleasure and agony. 
 
    Anjali tried to hold Alazar back by pinning his shoulders to the wall.  “I know he hurt all of you Alazar, and I swear I won’t allow him to do it again.  Control yourself!” 
 
    Alazar threw Anjali off balance and spun around her to avoid her outstretched arms.  He didn’t care that Anjali was Lucifer’s blood servant.  He had faith that she was powerful enough to survive his death.  He raised his dagger and prepared to plunge it into Lucifer’s neck. 
 
    “Alazar, I command you to stop!” she yelled, focusing on the bond between them.  She hated ordering him to obey, but she knew he wouldn’t stop.  He was beyond rational thought. 
 
    Alazar’s body convulsed and jerked to a halt.  He fell to his knee and bowed his head, though his face expressed his ire. 
 
    “As you command, My Lady,” he said through gritted teeth, though he gripped his dagger tighter until it shook in his hands. 
 
    “I’m sorry Alazar, but you can’t kill Lucifer.  I thought we had agreed to move beyond the sins of the past,” Anjali was trembling as she went to Lucifer’s side to inspect his wound. 
 
    Placing her right hand over his stomach to stem the blood loss, she took Lucifer’s face in her left hand to comfort him. 
 
    “That was before I found out what he did to Zacharael, My Lady,” Alazar’s anger was not swayed by her command.  If she released him, he would kill Lucifer. 
 
    Anjali stopped fussing over Lucifer and looked at Alazar.  “You spoke with Aganon before I arrived.  He told you the secret he was too afraid to tell me,” she said.  She knew it was the only way Alazar could have learned of Lucifer’s secret. 
 
    Alazar’s eyes tightened, but didn’t speak. 
 
    She turned to Lucifer and saw the pain and confusion in his eyes.  She hated to interrogate him while in this condition, but she knew he would speak the truth. 
 
    “My lord, what happened to Zacharael before the Predznak left Hell?  You did something to my angel,” she braced herself for yet another horrid and deplorable act by Lucifer’s hands. 
 
    Lucifer couldn’t look her in the eyes.  He stuttered, searching for an explanation.  It was another confession that he dreaded making. 
 
    Lucifer lowered his head while he recalled what had happened.  Guilt flooded him as he spoke.  “I called for Alazar.  I told you that I was close to forcing the Predznak to take me as their Master.  I was going to beat Alazar into submission, or kill him that night.  Instead, Zacharael appeared in his place.  He went on about how he was now Alazar’s Second-in-Command and that I could address him with whatever concerns I had.  I figured that if I had Zacharael’s loyalties, it would be easier to obtain Alazar, given the new information.  I brutalized him and nearly killed him.  I wanted to break him of his will, yet he wouldn’t crack.  I left him barely breathing.  Aganon dragged him back to his room when I was finished with him.  I thought it would provoke a fight with Alazar and give me the reason I needed to kill him, or make him submit, but he never came.  A few days later, Alazar left with the Predznak.  I was glad to see them go without a fight, so I didn’t stand in their way.  I was disappointed that I couldn’t take possession of them, but grateful they didn’t attempt to assassinate me,” Lucifer’s tears flowed freely.  He gasped for breath through the pain in his stomach. 
 
    Anjali searched for the patience to deal with Lucifer.  She finally sighed and looked at Alazar. 
 
    “Can’t you see this is not the same angel that tormented you during your time in Hell?” Anjali said, scolding Alazar. 
 
    Alazar hesitated, but could see that she was right.  He could see the difference in Lucifer with Anjali by his side.  He was not the tyrant of old and if he were being honest with himself, seeing Lucifer crying was not only disconcerting, but didn’t satisfy his anger.  Lucifer never cried.  He bathed in the tears of others.  A victory over this sobbing mess was not what he wanted.  Anjali had been right about stripping the darkness from him. 
 
    “I can see that he is different with you near him, but it doesn’t change the fact that he abused Zacharael,” Alazar huffed, releasing his grip on his dagger. 
 
    “I know that Alazar, but I swear it will never happen again, so long as I’m alive,” she vowed.  She looked Lucifer in the eye as she spoke, knowing he would understand her unspoken threat. 
 
    Lucifer looked tentatively at Anjali, waiting for her anger to surface.  “What will you do to me?” 
 
    “Nothing.  I know how you were before I arrived.  You’ve confessed all sorts of foul deeds to me and I have always forgiven you.  Know that I will not accept you punishing my angels, or attempting to take them from my control.  I promise you that I will rip Hell apart and leave you in ruins if you strike out against them.  I am not going to stop searching for my angels.  One by one, they return to Hell to follow me.  When each of my angels enters the Hall of Mirrors, I will strip you of your darkness and watch as you beg for their forgiveness.  It will be up to you to convince them not to kill you.  I suggest you start practicing on Alazar,” Anjali knew she was giving Lucifer an out.  If the Angel of Death couldn’t take the head of a sobbing, bleeding Prince of Darkness, then it was doubtful that the others would do either, with the possible exceptions of Aeries and Zacharael.  Zacharael had plenty of reasons to disregard Lucifer’s tears, and she doubted that Aeries would be swayed by begging.  Balthazar would undoubtedly get even with him in other ways. 
 
    Lucifer closed his eyes, wishing that she had killed him instead.  He hated apologizing, but knew she was offering him his life in return for asking the Predznak for forgiveness. 
 
    Lucifer cleared his throat.  “Alazar, I should never have tried to make you or the other Predznak submit to me.  I was not thinking clearly the night I attacked Zacharael.  I wanted to use the Predznak to destroy the Mortal Realm so that I could return home.  You may not miss Heaven, but I do.  Though my actions have rarely been considered noble, whatever my scheming involved, it was intended to find a way to get back to Father.  Having bound yourself to Anjali, you are free from your longing of Heaven, but now you will long for her.  You would do anything to be with her.  I ask you to forgive me for what I have done.  I swear I will honor Anjali’s reign over you, regardless of her being my servant.  I shall not command you through her,” Lucifer mumbled.  It was the best apology he could offer his brother.  He hoped it was enough to stay the dagger in Alazar’s hand. 
 
    Alazar couldn’t believe Lucifer was justifying his actions to him and mostly succeeding.  While it wasn’t enough to make him like Lucifer, it was enough to make him put down his dagger. 
 
    “I agree that I would do anything to be with her,” Alazar looked up at Anjali knowing that he would kill anyone who came between them.  “But I swear to you, if you raise a hand against her again, you will find yourself standing on the roof of your tower preparing to either jump or be thrown.” 
 
    Lucifer grimaced at the imagery, but nodded and held out his bloody hand to Alazar.  “I swear, I never wanted to harm her, but I’m not always clear of mind, as you are well aware.” 
 
    Alazar grumbled knowing all too well about Lucifer’s mood swings, but he shook Lucifer’s hand.  Thankfully, he was rewarded with a smile from his beautiful and forgiving Master. 
 
    “Rise, Alazar, and stand with your Master,” she stood and held out her hand to Alazar, which he quickly took. 
 
    Anjali turned when she heard footsteps, fearful that the Council had come searching for them. 
 
    “While this is heartwarming as hell, we have more serious matters to deal with, my lord,” Hades snarled.  He approached the group and put his hand on his hip.  His clothes were torn and bloody while the rest of him looked far worse.  “Now that the Council has passed judgment against Maraquette, they want someone to pay for the Rusalka’s poor treatment, and of course, there’s the attack on Michael.  We won’t even mention Alazar’s Rogue classification.  Lady Black can blow you later, though it might be from the Hall of Torment, in shackles, which I doubt you will mind.  Right now, I need the merciless fiend to get us out of yet another debacle, and instead you are crying and covered in blood.” 
 
    Lucifer frowned.  “Yes, we must find a way to diffuse the Council before a pathetic and injured Michael cries foul because he lost a round with the Destroyer.” 
 
    Anjali helped Lucifer to his feet, but he staggered from the blood loss. 
 
    Hades inspected the hole adorning Lucifer’s waist.  “Shit, you’re a mess.  I assume you did this, Alazar, and before you concoct any clever ideas about giving me a matching wound, we have to try to save your precious Master’s neck first.  We can settle any lingering grudges over the torture of Maraquette, if they decided to let her live.  You can pretend that she’s me,” Hades said quickly.  He wanted to make sure that Alazar didn’t try to sacrifice his ass to the Council for all their previous fights.  Right now, he needed an ally.  He would figure out how best to kill Alazar later. 
 
    “I can work with that, for now,” Alazar shrugged and waved away Lucifer’s blood from his hand and dagger. 
 
    “How are we going to explain his injuries?” Anjali asked.  She took Lucifer’s arm to help him walk. 
 
    Lucifer pulled himself away from Anjali’s tender hold and straightened himself.  “Who says we have to explain anything.  It’s none of their business.  Forgive me my dear, but any sign of weakness on my part, and we lose the upper hand.  I’m going to have to walk on my own,” he said.  He used the throbbing, burning agony in his gut to feed his anger. 
 
    “Here, I can at least do this,” she waved her hand and covered the slice in his stomach with a bandage.  Snapping her fingers, she replaced his destroyed shirt with a new one. 
 
    Lucifer was touched by her compassion.  It reminded him of what he could lose if the Council tried to take her from him.  He refused to let that happen. 
 
    “How adorable, but what about me?  I can’t go in there looking like I was hit by a bus,” Hades snipped.  He admitted that he felt left out.  He hated feeling vulnerable, but seeing Anjali aid Lucifer was too much to bear. 
 
    Anjali waved her hand and repaired Hades’ injuries since they had been inflicted by Lucifer to punish Hades.  She ignored Hades’ sneer and took her place next to him, while Lucifer stepped into the lead.  Alazar walked behind her, which wouldn’t go unnoticed by the Council.  They would have to talk fast to keep Alazar from losing his head, right alongside her. 
 
    Dorian, Vincent, and Jared were standing in their places on the dais, while Malcolm took up his post on the floor alongside the dais.  Crevan stood on the opposite side, prepared to take Maraquette to the Hall of Shadows.  They were a dark contrast to the glowing white outfits of the Council.  In unison, Raphael, Adrian, Michael, Marishka, Gabriel, and Mark turned to watch their entrance.  Mark was standing slightly to the side, more as a witness.  Gabriel appeared concerned, which didn’t bode well.  Maraquette was on her knees before the dais, bound in Celestial Bonds and chained to the floor.  She was wearing a modest white dress, similar to what she would have once worn in Heaven. 
 
    Anjali nodded to the Council and walked up the steps to her throne.  Alazar’s boldness of taking up his position to her right side, behind her throne, made the Council twitch. 
 
    Impressed by Lucifer’s fortitude, she tried not to stare at him to make sure he didn’t lose consciousness. 
 
    Raphael stepped forward to address them.  “Lord Lucifer, I’m going to make this brief since there are many crimes that we must address and the Council is tired of waiting for the three Heads of Hell to be present long enough to present the charges.” 
 
    “Charges?  I thought you were here for the transfer of the prisoner,” Lucifer replied brazenly. 
 
    “You know that’s not the case, Lord Lucifer.  Lord Adrian, please list the crimes against Lord Lucifer, Lord Hades, Lady Anjali, and Alazar,” Raphael nodded to Adrian and stepped back. 
 
    Hades squirmed, unhappy that charges were being issued against him as well. 
 
    “You will address Anjali as Lady Black while in my presence,” Lucifer growled at Raphael. 
 
    Raphael was surprised by Lucifer’s proclamation, but nodded to Adrian to continue. 
 
    Adrian stepped forward and unrolled a long scroll.  The length of the scroll made Lady Black nervous.  She wondered how many rules she had recently broken, though she knew it was more than two. 
 
    She couldn’t help but stare at Maraquette, who seemed meek and small, wrapped in chains.  Maraquette was the source of most of the charges the Council would try to blame her for.  She wondered what her punishment would be since Maraquette had obviously escaped a death sentence. 
 
    Adrian’s voice pulled her from her daydreams of slaughtering Lucifer’s former love.  He’d read through all the boring Council speak and was getting to the actual charges. 
 
    “I will list them one at a time since there are so many.  Given the multitude of people involved, I will start with Alazar,” Adrian announced. 
 
    Alazar visibly stiffened next to her, but held steady.  She was afraid of what they would pin on him and whether or not she could wave away the charges.  Part of her wanted to reach out and take his hand. 
 
    “We, the Council charge Alazar, the Angel of Death, whom the Council has decreed a Rogue, of the following crimes:  Failing to obey orders and abandoning his post in Hell.  Tempting mortals in an unacceptable manner.  Knowingly turning his back upon Heaven and becoming a Rogue.  Aiding and abetting a Forgotten Angel whom he knew had turned rogue.  I will now make an amendment to the list of charges since it has become apparent that Alazar has bound himself to Lady Black.  Binding himself to his Master having been denounced a Rogue Angel.  The penalty for these crimes is death by beheading,” Adrian paused and looked up at Alazar.  “What say you regarding these charges?” 
 
    “Don’t answer that, Alazar” Anjali replied harshly.  She had heard enough.  She didn’t care what her charges were, but she wasn’t about to let them hang Alazar.  Even though she’d never directly interacted with the entire Council before, she wasn’t intimidated by them. 
 
    The Council appeared stunned by her boldness.  Raphael stood gaping at her.  Michael shifted slightly, and stared at her. 
 
    “I admit that I have taken Alazar, the Angel of Death, as my servant, as is the will of God.  As previously stated, I made a mistake by proclaiming him a Rogue.  Knowing that he wasn’t a Rogue, I accepted him as my servant when he willingly bound himself to me.  He is now and forever mine.  I will speak on Alazar’s behalf since he now follows my command,” Anjali stood and looked over her shoulder at Alazar.  “Unless you wish to speak on your own behalf, Alazar.” 
 
    Alazar was taken aback.  Not only was his Master honoring her oath to protect him, but she was also giving him a choice.  She was asking if he trusted her enough to place his life in her hands.  He was humbled by her offer.  He knew he should be terrified of letting her fight for his life, but he had faith in her.  Hoping that she had one heck of an argument planned, he nodded and extended his hand to her, allowing her to continue. 
 
    The Council muttered to themselves and shook their heads.  Gabriel remained passive and watched her carefully. 
 
    She nodded in acceptance and turned back to the Council.  She spoke firmly and authoritatively, but kept the outrage from her voice, as best she could.  “I’m sure Lord Gabriel explained the situation to you and given that you are all highly intelligent and reasonable angels, you will understand the events that took place.  The charges pertaining Alazar being Rogue should be dropped.  That should eliminate two of the charges,” she shrewdly stared at Raphael and watched him frown. 
 
    Lucifer chuckled as he watched the Council quietly mutter to each other.  His lust rose as he watched Anjali take control and put the Council on the defensive. 
 
    “I will also take responsibility for Alazar abandoning his post in Hell, and tempting the mortals in an inappropriate manner.  Alazar was angry with me, not at Heaven and God, because I didn’t come to claim him.  By all rights, I should be punished for not claiming Alazar sooner,” she replied.  She could practically feel the rage coming off Lucifer upon hearing the suggestion that she should be punished.  She tried not to wince, knowing that regardless of the Council’s ruling, Lucifer would scold her for putting herself in harm’s way. 
 
    “We will get to your crimes soon enough, Lady Black.  I don’t think you want to add to the list at this point,” Michael warned, his eyes focused solely on her. 
 
    “Yes, well the real reason we are standing here is because of what happened between us, Lord Michael.  Had you bothered to let me speak before you silenced me, I would have convinced you that Alazar was innocent.  The problem was you didn’t want to hear anything that could possibly contradict the Council’s ruling, which was why you snapped my neck and left me unconscious in the Romanian wilderness.  I am sorry that I knocked you from the sky, but I could not let my innocent angel die by your sword.  I never wanted to harm you, but you left me no choice.  I should request that the Council punish you for attacking me without provocation, but I’m going to refrain from doing so, because I’m sure you had a good reason for incapacitating me,” Anjali held back her anger but spoke firmly.  It took everything she had not to descend the dais and punch Michael in the face. 
 
    Michael huffed, but remained silent.  Raphael muttered something quickly to Michael and Michael shook his head.  His anger deflated slowly. 
 
    “In regards to the remaining charge, it is true that Alazar knowingly aided the Rogue that is lying at your feet, but he is not completely at fault.  She deceived him.  She took advantage of my absence and used him in her plot to destroy God and the Council.  The Council was unaware of her Rogue status, so we know that she is a skilled liar.  As previously stated, Alazar is now my servant and I will punish him accordingly for his wrongdoings,” Anjali said.  She whipped her skirt and sat down on her throne. 
 
    She knew it was ballsy of her to not only claim Alazar in the front of the Council, but to take responsibility for his punishment.  Technically, as his Master, the right fell to her anyway, but she wasn’t sure if the Council would agree this time.  She was stealing away their means to punish him if the charges weren’t dropped. 
 
    Alazar was nervous about his Master’s arguments, especially after watching the Council try to hold their tongues while she spoke.  He was also concerned about her punishing him.  It seemed that he was indeed headed back to the fire, though he knew she couldn’t talk her way out of his affair with Maraquette.  If that charge were the only one to stick, he would consider himself lucky. 
 
    The Council discussed her rebuttal passionately, but she keenly watched Michael’s frustration grow.  She did her best to ignore Lucifer, who looked like a hungry lion about to pounce on his prey.  She feared that if the Council decided to punish her, he would rip them apart with his teeth.  Looking across to Hades, he seemed amused by her defense tactics, almost prideful.  It was disturbing.  Apparently, being around the Serpent King was having an effect on her, which was both good and bad. 
 
    Alazar squeezed her shoulder in appreciation for what she had done.  He jumped back when Raphael stepped forward to speak. 
 
    “Lady Black, the Council has taken your testimony into consideration and made their ruling.  Since the Council was about to overturn Alazar’s decree of becoming a Rogue when news of Maraquette’s deeds were brought to light, we are dropping the charges regarding him becoming a Rogue, as well as knowingly binding himself to his Master as a Rogue.  The Council declares that Alazar, the Angel of Death, is a Predznak and now the servant of his rightful Master, Anjali, the Bringer of the Apocalypse.  In regards to the other charges, we accept Lady Black’s claim of responsibility for Alazar leaving Hell, and tempting the mortals in an inappropriate manner.  These charges will be levied against her forthwith.  The final charge of aiding and abetting a Rogue will stand.  Since Lady Black is now Alazar’s Master, she will punish him, as she sees fit,” Raphael sounded unpleased by the decision, but spoke loudly for all to hear. 
 
    Alazar relaxed and closed his eyes.  She had done it.  She had kept him safe from the Council. 
 
    Anjali nodded her head, accepting the ruling.  She braced herself, knowing that the fun was just about to start.  While Lucifer remained silent about Alazar’s charges, knowing that Lucifer would sacrifice Alazar in a second, he would not remain silent over her charges.  A look passed between her and Hades that said, buckle up. 
 
    Adrian stepped forward to read the charges against Lady Black.  “We charge Anjali, Bringer of the Apocalypse, with the following crimes:  Failing to unite herself with the Angel of Death, resulting in his abandonment of his post in Hell, and tempting the mortals in an inappropriate manner.  Failure to accept her role as the Master of the Predznak and gaining control of the remaining nine Predznak.  Knowingly creating a Nachtghul without authorization from the Council.  The penalty for these crimes is imprisonment in the Hall of Shadows for eternity,” Adrian rolled the scroll and placed it under his arm, careful not to look directly at anyone. 
 
    The real reason for glazing over Alazar’s crimes became apparent.  They wanted to charge her with failure to claim her angels.  If found guilty, she would be stripped of her authority and title.  The Council would choose another Bringer of the Apocalypse and would never allow Alazar to remain the Angel of Death.  They would kill or imprison all of the Predznak.  Poor Derick would survive as long as she remained breathing, but would most likely be forced to serve Lucifer.  With a look of terror, she turned to Gabriel.  She couldn’t tell the Council that she hadn’t known who she was, or that Gabriel had lied to the Council to keep her safe.  If the Council found out, Gabriel would be in considerable trouble.  It explained the worried look on his face when she entered the room.  She was afraid that he might perjure himself to keep her safe, or worse, remain silent and watch her be dragged away in chains. 
 
   


 
  




Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Lucifer abruptly stood, taking everyone but Michael by surprise.  Michael drew his sword, preparing to fight Lucifer, if needed. 
 
    “You have no idea what you are doing,” Lucifer replied coldly. 
 
    Raphael held his hand up, hoping to keep the devil in check.  “You will have your turn Lord Lucifer; we have not charged you yet.  Tread lightly.” 
 
    “Then read my charges so that I may know what dangers lurk for me.  If you plan to accuse me of past crimes, simply because we are entertaining you and you wish to air your grievances, then save your breath.  I suggest you narrow them down to whatever indiscretions you believe me currently guilty of so that I may stand in the fire and get on with my day,” Lucifer sounded bored but Anjali understood the menace behind his mood. 
 
    Adrian hesitated, but read Lucifer’s charges, which were minimal by comparison.  They consisted of making a blood servant without the Council’s consent, then of course, the original reason that the Council was mad, all three Heads of Hell were guilty of punishing the Rusalka. 
 
    Lucifer waved his hand and ignored Adrian.  “You finally know that I made Anjali my blood servant, good for you.  If it weren’t for the lying, deceitful creature sitting before you, I would not have been forced to save her life in such a manner,” Lucifer pointed to Maraquette, who snapped her head up and hissed at Lucifer. 
 
    Maraquette spat on the dais and rattled her chains in an attempt to break free.  “You’re one to speak of lies and deceit.” 
 
    Raphael spoke up.  “Lord Lucifer, we will deal with Maraquette later, first we need to address Lady Black’s crimes.” 
 
    “Don’t you see Raphael?  Maraquette and those like her are the reason that Anjali was fearful to step forward to claim her angels.  Any one of Father’s enemies could have manipulated her and attempted to use her power against Heaven.  She knew she was vulnerable and stayed hidden.  If Maraquette had found her when she had left Hell and tried to kill Anjali then, Anjali could have released her power and destroyed the world before it was time.  Yes, Alazar was angry that she didn’t come for him, as was I, given our arrangement, but had she stepped forward to claim Alazar at the time, she could have easily failed.  I know it was a struggle for her to claim him now, even though she has more control over her power.  Maraquette has tried to kill Anjali on multiple occasions because of pure jealousy, and nearly succeeded.  You should find Maraquette guilty of that and move on.  I understand the value of having a Destroyer, which was why I bound her to me, to save her.  I am in agreement with Anjali.  These charges are a farce.  She kicked Michael’s ass because he was unwilling to listen to the truth and now his ego is as bruised as his wings.  He needs to get past it.  She did the right thing.  Alazar lives because of her boldness,” Lucifer smirked and mockingly bowed to Michael. 
 
    “Enough, Lord Lucifer,” Raphael replied.  He seemed at a loss to refute Lucifer’s arguments. 
 
    Anjali was impressed by Lucifer’s arguments.  He was smart to focus on Maraquette and use her as his scapegoat. 
 
    Hades saw an opportunity to speak and jumped from his throne.  “These charges are ridiculous.  The Destroyer should have been ordered by the Council to claim her angels eons ago, but they didn’t because they feared what would happen if she couldn’t control them.  Charge yourselves if you wish to continue this charade.  Take Maraquette’s head for attempting to kill the Destroyer, and recruiting a Predznak to strike out against Heaven, and be done with it.  I have better things to do.  Hell doesn’t run itself, you know,” Hades huffed.  He showed his annoyance by briskly descending the dais. 
 
    Anjali tried to hide her amusement of Hades’ audacity.  She knew he was trying to escape his charges before the Council comprehended what was happening. 
 
    “We are not done here!” Michael roared.  He stepped in front of Hades, cutting off his escape. 
 
    Lucifer cleared his throat.  “If you want your pound of flesh, I will gladly offer it to you,” Lucifer shrugged, though he had a look of pure malice on his face. 
 
    “Even if we waive the charges in regards to the Destroyer failing to claim her angels and Alazar’s original crimes, she still must answer to the Council for creating a Nachtghul without permission.  On top of that, you all must answer for your crimes against Skylis,” Michael yelled as he paced.  It was obvious that he wanted Anjali to suffer for something. 
 
    Hades grumbled and slunk back to his throne, sulking. 
 
    Something occurred to Anjali when she listened to Michael’s rant.  They were all being charged with serious crimes worthy of beheading and imprisonment, yet they were still angry about a water nymph being throttled for killing mortals and three Heavenly Angels.  Why was Skylis so damned important?  They had a Rogue sitting at their feet, chained to the floor, an angel they had once called sister, yet they didn’t seem terribly upset about her and her crimes.  Furthermore, why had Michael called Skylis by name when her name was not mentioned during the reading of the charges?  They had simply called her the Rusalka.  Michael should be the first in line to punish Skylis for killing the Heavenly Angels. 
 
    Anjali stood and placed a calm hand on Lucifer’s arm.  She knew that he was pissed if he was pacing.  The pain from the hole in his gut must have been killing him.  “If it pleases the Council, I would like to address the charges regarding the Rusalka before I address the charges of creating a Nachtghul.” 
 
    Lucifer looked at her questioningly, but didn’t speak.  He shrugged, and sat back on his throne, letting her have the floor. 
 
    “You are charging the three Heads of Hell for punishing a prisoner of Hell.  I am confused as to why.  The job description of Hell is to oversee the torture of the prisoners of Heaven, which is what we do best.  I don’t understand why this Rusalka was sentenced to the Hall of Shadows if we are not permitted to punish her.  Why is she here if not to atone for her crimes?” Anjali looked pointedly at each of the Council Members. 
 
    Michael, Raphael, and Adrian spoke in unison.  “She is a danger to the Mortal Realm.  She has been sentenced to the Hall of Shadows, but must not be harmed in any way.” 
 
    From the corner of her eye, she saw Lucifer and Hades look at each other in disbelief. 
 
    Gabriel and Marishka were the only Council Members who didn’t speak.  They both turned to look at Michael, Adrian, and Raphael, clearly frustrated. 
 
    “Lord Gabriel, what do you have to say about this Rusalka issue?” Anjali asked.  She knew her father was biased when it came to her, but she needed to know his thoughts. 
 
    “I was not present during the trial, so I’m not sure what happened during the proceedings or the sentencing.  I agree that the sentence is unusual, but haven’t dwelled upon it,” Gabriel bowed gracefully but gave her a concerned look. 
 
    Raphael puffed up his chest and snorted.  “This is absurd.  You have no right to question the Council regarding our decision.  The ruling stands and you will pay for your crimes!” Raphael yelled defiantly. 
 
    Anjali ignored Raphael and turned to Marishka.  “Lady Marishka, what are your thoughts?” 
 
    “I was not present either, Lady Black.  On smaller matters, three Council Members are enough to pass judgment.  As far as I know, there was nothing remarkable about the Rusalka’s crimes to warrant a full Council.  She killed enough mortals and angels to be sentenced to the Hall of Shadows.  I cannot fathom why she shouldn’t be punished, but as I mentioned, I was not present to hear the details.  To be honest, I don’t see what all the fuss is about, but the other Council Members insisted on speaking to the Heads of Hell regarding the matter.  I am just as curious as you are, Lady Black,” Marishka bowed her head gracefully. 
 
    The problem was becoming more apparent.  She decided that she needed to take a different approach. 
 
    “Lord Michael,” she spoke sweetly, with as much kindness as she could muster.  “I know that I hurt you.  I wanted to make sure that you are all right.  How are your wings?” she witnessed Michael’s confusion when she abruptly changed the subject. 
 
    He stuttered, unsure about her mood.  “Healing,” he muttered. 
 
    She descended the dais and stood before him.  “May I see them?” she asked quietly. 
 
    He hesitated and looked around the room, trying to ascertain what the others thought of her sudden mood shift.  Finally, he nodded and released his wings with a groan. 
 
    Anjali felt terrible when she saw that his beautiful white wings were battered and charred in sections.  A number of feathers instantly fell out.  She needed to see this.  She needed to remember that Michael wasn’t the bad guy at the end of the day.  In all honesty, he was doing his job and she had brutally attacked him with her power.  Slowly, she stepped closer to him and bent down to pick up one of the feathers that had shaken loose.  It reminded her that Michael was not impervious to pain or pleasure. 
 
    Running the feather along her palm, she looked at Michael.  “It must be lonely searching the world for Rogues, and spending so much time away from home.  I don’t know how you do it.  Sadly, I don’t remember Heaven or any of the angels, so I have no concept of basking in God’s light.  I don’t know if you have a girlfriend or not, but if you did, I’m sure you would spend plenty of time away from her,” Anjali spoke sincerely. 
 
    Michael was clearly offended.  “That is none of your business.  We are getting off topic.” 
 
    Though she couldn’t see Lucifer, she felt the tension radiating from him when she moved closer to Michael.  “I wouldn’t blame you for being beguiled by a pretty set of eyes.” 
 
    “What’s your point, Lady Black?” Michael asked through his clenched teeth. 
 
    Anjali sauntered up to Michael and whispered to him.  “My point is, you’re not the first to fall victim to Skylis’ white flowing hair and flawless body.” 
 
    With her right hand, she summoned her Hell Fire and slammed her hand into Michael’s chest.  Focusing the flames, she ignited Michael’s white suit.  Michael tripped backward, caught off guard by her sudden action.  He screamed as the flames quickly spread. 
 
    Raphael and Adrian charged her, yelling at her to release Michael.  With her left hand, she quickly threw fireballs at Raphael and Adrian’s suits.  Both of them skidded to a halt, attempting to extinguish the flames. 
 
    Marishka stepped back, uncertain whether she would be the next target.  Mark lunged forward to help, but Gabriel grabbed his arm and held him back, shaking his head.  Mark was frantic, but trusted Gabriel enough to stay away. 
 
    Behind her, Lucifer was laughing his ass off, and Hades looked like he like was burning the image into his mind so that he could savor it later.  Maraquette was having a laughing fit, trying to clap her bound hands, while Alazar prepared to help her fight the Council.  The servants all looked at each other trying to decide if Lady Black had finally lost her mind. 
 
    “Lucifer, I command you to stop the Hell Fire!” Raphael was raging mad and screaming from the pain. 
 
    Anjali waved her hands and extinguished all the flames at once.  She quickly stepped back and ascended the dais.  Alazar appeared steady and determined, ready for her command. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” Raphael screamed and waved away the smoke from his suit. 
 
    “I want her head now!” Michael roared over Raphael’s question, drawing his blue flaming sword as he headed directly for her throne. 
 
    Adrian was stunned and terrified.  Anjali felt bad for him most of all.  She assumed that he had never spent a day in the realms. 
 
    “Answer me this, what do you think of Skylis now?” she was firm with her question, demanding an answer. 
 
    “What do I care about a Rusalka?” Raphael yelled and ran toward the throne. 
 
    “That’s my point.  You don’t care about her now.  The three of you were spellbound.  She controls the thoughts of men with her power.  I freed you from her influence,” Anjali threw her hands out to stop Raphael and Michael’s advance. 
 
    Michael slid to a halt when the truth of her explanation made its way past his anger and outrage.  He lowered his sword, but didn’t sheath it. 
 
    Raphael sputtered and waved his arms around, both embarrassed and confused as he realized he had been fooled by the Rusalka. 
 
    Anjali lowered her hands, seeing that Raphael and Michael had calmed, slightly.  “Had Lady Marishka been present, she would have seen through the creature’s tricks, though you probably would have all died.  Skylis said she wanted revenge on the Council and that no more of her kind would suffer.  Lord Gabriel and Lady Marishka were missing from the sentencing, so she had to alter her plans.  She wanted to watch Lord Lucifer kill all of you, and then make him release her relatives in the Hall of Shadows.  Lord Michael, or one of his warriors, must have been the first victim.  When she was brought before you for sentencing, she enthralled Lord Raphael and Lord Adrian, but must have only put one suggestion in your minds so that you wouldn’t seem like mindless zombies, like her other victims.  You’re welcome for saving you,” Anjali threw her hair over her shoulder and sat back.  She had no idea if any of that were true, but it sounded plausible. 
 
    “You could have told us rather than assaulting us,” Adrian grumbled.  He waved his hand and produced a new clean white suit. 
 
    “Lord Adrian, you were under her influence.  The truth wouldn’t have done much to free you,” Anjali replied.  “I’ve seen Skylis in action; her victims don’t even know what they’re doing.  You wouldn’t have listened to me.  I’m sorry, but burning the victim is the only way I know to release them from her spell.” 
 
    Gabriel stepped forward to help comfort Adrian.  “Thank you, Lady Black, for rescuing the Council Members from the Rusalka’s hold.  There is no telling what would have happened if you hadn’t intervened,” Gabriel said graciously.  She knew that he was driving the point home. 
 
    Michael had the decency to look embarrassed since he, or one of his Celestial Warriors, was the root of the problem.  Whoever had apprehended the nymph had fallen victim to her and helped her to infect the rest.  Anjali had to give the siren credit.  She was good. 
 
    Raphael was physically rattled, but regained his composure enough to speak.  “The charges against Lord Lucifer, Lord Hades, and Lady Black in regards to the Rusalka have been dropped given the new evidence that has been presented.  Lady Black, you are still charged with creating a Nachtghul without the approval of the Council.” 
 
    Anjali rolled her eyes.  “I didn’t have time for the Council to convene regarding the matter.  The boy was dying because of the deranged angel sitting right there.  Maraquette tried to kill the boy by commanding Aganon to throw him off a castle roof.  Besides, Lord Gabriel was present, and he is still a Council Member, is he not?  He gave his consent.  Furthermore, I don’t have to ask the Council for permission to keep a soul that belongs to me.  He has spent more time with me than in Heaven,” Anjali was furious when she thought about someone taking Derick away from her. 
 
    Raphael was shocked by her allegations and her pompousness.  “What are you talking about?  How could he possibly spend more time with you than reside in Heaven?” 
 
    She was about to answer when Gabriel stepped forward.  “I believe I can answer that.” 
 
    Admonishing herself, she forgot that her father might have to deal with the wrath of the Council for hiding away the men that she shared her many lives with. 
 
    “The boy has never known Heaven, or Hell, Lord Raphael.  My daughter fell in love with him during her third lifetime.  I found that when she loves someone deeply, she leaves a mark upon his soul.  I feared that someone would find the Destroyer and use her against us.  I didn’t want Heaven or Hell to be able to track her through these men.  I hid her lovers away in a small section of Purgatory, for their safety as well as hers.  My fears, unfortunately, became a reality when Maraquette followed me and found the boy.  Maraquette intended to kill the boy to make Lady Black suffer.  She loves this boy and was unwilling to part with him.  He willingly accepted her as his Master, for no other reason than to be with her.  They both understood the consequences.  I would have pleaded her case, had there been time.  She could have made him a suicide servant, but the idea was abhorrent to her.  This was the only logical way to keep them together.  I apologize for not making this known to you sooner, but as you recall, I was given specific instructions to keep the Destroyer safe from harm, by any means necessary.  I exercised my rights as her guardian to keep her safe,” Gabriel gracefully bowed before the Council, ignoring their sour looks of disapproval. 
 
    Lucifer smirked wickedly.  “As Lady Black’s Master, I have no objections to the creation of a Nachtghul, so long as he abides by the rules and serves her,” Lucifer announced before the Council could speak. 
 
    Anjali sighed at Lucifer.  He was trying to annoy the Council by accepting her Nachtghul. 
 
    Raphael showed his displeasure, but spoke quickly to the remaining Council Members while Gabriel waited patiently off to the side, speaking quietly to Mark. 
 
    Hades rolled his eyes at Lucifer, but seemed pleased that he was no longer charged with any crimes, for the time being. 
 
    Alazar squeezed Anjali’s shoulder and stared at the Council, waiting for a verdict.  He was impressed that Anjali had held her own against the Heavenly Five.  It wasn’t easy to talk your way out of a punishment, as he knew all too well.  He was also surprised by how quickly Lucifer had come to her aid.  A small flicker of respect for his enemy kept him from his murderous thoughts.  It appeared that Lucifer cared about her enough to offer himself up for punishment.  He had never known Lucifer to be compassionate or self-sacrificing, at least in Hell. 
 
    Lucifer looked at her with fear in his eyes.  Lucifer would lose his mind if the Council found her guilty and imprisoned her.  She was afraid the Council would order her to release Derick from her service.  Gabriel’s warning haunted her.  Derick could no longer survive without her, which meant he would probably fade into oblivion. 
 
    She closed her eyes and focused on Derick, needing to know that he was safe. 
 
    She was surprised to see the opposite end of the Throne Room when she opened her mind to Derick’s thoughts.  He was standing on the walkway to the Throne Room in the shadows.  She quickly figured out that he had seen most of the show, including the part where she had lit the Council on fire.  She felt the pain still lingering in his body, but he was much improved. 
 
    Are you okay? she pushed the question into his mind.  She scolded herself when she realized that she had scared him, causing him to jump. 
 
    Yeah, I’m good.  How are you doing?  Alazar looks like he’s going to snap and slaughter those two Council guys.  Will they take me away from you? Derick wasn’t sure if she could hear him, but he hoped that she could.  It was horrible watching her stand trial before these angels while they yelled at her, and accused her of so many things.  He certainly had a lot to learn about this place and her. 
 
    Anjali smiled bravely, though she had no idea what the Council would do.  She heard his worried thoughts about not knowing her very well.  She would have to remedy that as soon as possible. 
 
    Let’s hope for the best, she replied, unable to lie to him. 
 
    She was pulled from her conversation by Adrian clearing his throat.  “The Council has reached a verdict regarding the charges against the creation of a Nachtghul without the consent of the Council.  The Council recognizes Lord Gabriel’s authority as a Council Member and the protector of the Destroyer.  While the Council is dismayed that Lord Gabriel hid souls away from Heaven and Hell in order to protect the Destroyer, we understand his concerns in regards to the safety of the Destroyer.  Having said that, we are still displeased that a Nachtghul has been created since the practice was outlawed.  We are aware of the repercussions that this type of servant brings when removed from their Master.  Under normal circumstances, we would remove the servant from his vow, but removal of a Nachtghul would put the Destroyer in jeopardy.  At this time, we do not have significant reason to cause Lady Black the agony associated with the removal of her Nachtghul.  We do, however, warn her to refrain from creating any more Nachtghuls, without consent,” Adrian bowed and stepped back in line. 
 
    Anjali sighed in relief and fell back into her chair, unaware that she had been perched at the very edge, clinging to the armrests for support.  She felt Derick’s relief as well. 
 
    I get to keep you, she smiled in his direction. 
 
    Good, because I wasn’t going anywhere, regardless of what they said.  Derick was serious about his statement.  He looked like he was ready to fight them. 
 
    Lucifer was out of his throne, almost as fast as Hades. 
 
    “Good day to you, dear brothers.  Let’s make a point of avoiding these senseless trials by keeping your dicks in your pants,” Lucifer growled, brushing past Michael on his way out.  Dorian and Vincent were a step behind him. 
 
    Hades was fast on his heels ordering Malcolm and Jared around. 
 
    Michael glared at Lucifer, but shook his head.  The remaining Council Members looked at each other in disgust. 
 
    “Lord Lucifer, we must complete the prisoner transfer,” Raphael motioned to Maraquette who flipped him off. 
 
    “We also want the Celestial Sword that you illegally obtained.  Lord Tabbris admitted that he left it behind when he left Hell.  I want it back,” Michael growled. 
 
    Lucifer stopped, but didn’t look at Michael.  “I am not interested in hearing Maraquette’s crimes.  I already know the worst of them, attempting to kill the Destroyer on multiple occasions.  I will make sure the punishment fits the crime.  As for the sword, if I knew where it was, I would gladly give it to you,” Lucifer replied.  His eyes glowed with hatred, though his voice sounded disinterested. 
 
    Michael stepped forward to beat the answer out of him. 
 
    Anjali spoke up.  “I will find the sword and return it, I swear.  I want it far away from here,” she couldn’t wait to send it back to Heaven. 
 
    Michael acknowledged her, though he remained in his attack position. 
 
    Marishka spoke as she stepped forward.  “Lord Lucifer, the Council does not think it wise for you to be in charge of Maraquette’s punishment, given your former relationship.  Torturing one that you once cared for might prove to be too difficult a task.” 
 
    Lucifer tapped his foot.  “While I’m certain that my hatred of her outweighs what I used to feel for her, I will abstain from overseeing her stay in Hell.  Perhaps Lady Black will take charge of her,” Lucifer said quickly, though he was dismayed that he wasn’t in charge of Maraquette.  He had already planned a number of truly heinous ways to make the bitch suffer. 
 
    Michael crossed his arms.  “Lady Black made it clear to General Tabbris that she would make Maraquette suffer as no other prisoner in history has suffered and that we would be able to hear her screams from Heaven.  I don’t think it would be wise for her to take possession of Maraquette.” 
 
    “Actually, it sounds perfectly acceptable to hand her over to Anjali, but then again, I’m a bit unstable, as you have often pointed out,” Lucifer directed his comments at Michael who rolled his eyes. 
 
    Hades waved his hand.  “Wonderful, I guess that leaves me, as if I don’t have enough prisoners to put the screws to.  Fine.  I will accept responsibility for the Rogue Angel known as Maraquette, the former Angel of Virtue.  Malcolm, make our guest comfortable in the Hall of Torment and I will be with her shortly,” Hades huffed.  His day had brightened considerably.  His charges had been dropped, thanks to Lady Black, and now he was going to have fun tormenting the one responsible for nearly killing Lady Black. 
 
    Lucifer stalked out of the Throne Room.  He needed to punch a few holes in Aganon to calm his frayed nerves.  He had come close to watching Anjali imprisoned in the Hall of Shadows. 
 
    Anjali quietly made her way over to Michael. 
 
    “I didn’t singe you too badly, did I?” she asked.  She was concerned that he might hold a grudge. 
 
    Michael looked away, embarrassed, but recovered quickly.  “I’ll survive.  I must know.  How did you figure out that I was bewitched?  You hardly know me anymore.” 
 
    “I’m sorry that I don’t remember you from Heaven.  Hopefully, I will regain my memories someday.  I knew something was wrong by the way you said her name.  It was how a lover would speak it, as if you cared about her.  I really am sorry about burning you.  The Fallen who was under Skylis’ influence turned on me and mindlessly attacked me.  I saw how powerful she was.  She preys on the weakness of men and uses their loneliness against them.  I know it’s none of my business, but despite all your duties, I suggest you find time for love.  It makes all the difference in the world,” she smiled and bent down to pick up a few of his fallen feathers and handed them to him. 
 
    Michael looked flustered by her suggestion, but didn’t say anything.  He took the feathers and stared at them dolefully. 
 
    She walked past him, but his voice stopped her.  “You’re really nothing like Lucifer, are you?” 
 
    Surprised by his question, she turned to look at him.  He was puzzled by her, staring at her as if he was searching for the truth. 
 
    “Trust me, I can let my anger get the better of me, just like him, but I don’t want to fall so far into darkness that I hurt everyone around me,” she nodded to him and turned away. 
 
    Raphael tapped his foot and waved his hand stating that the trial was at an end, though no one was listening to him.  Anjali couldn’t believe how quickly Lucifer and Hades had run from the proceedings. 
 
    She felt Alazar’s presence by her hip, but didn’t look at him.  She waited until all the Council Members, aside from Gabriel, disappeared. 
 
    Her father followed her through the Throne Room and into the Hall of Mirrors.  Derick had retreated to her tower before Lucifer could see him. 
 
    Feeling exhausted, she threw herself into her throne and scrubbed her face with her hand. 
 
    Derick lingered by the doorway behind her throne, unsure of what he should do. 
 
    Alazar took a knee before the dais, bowed his head, and held out his wrists.  He wanted to get his punishment over with quickly.  “My Lady, I am very sorry for associating with a known Rogue.  I should have never made a deal with Maraquette.  I swear it will never happen again,” he waited patiently to find out if he was going to be dragged to the Hall of Mercy or Torment. 
 
    Gabriel stood behind Alazar, waiting for his daughter to issue Alazar’s punishment, curious to see what she would do. 
 
    Anjali rose from her throne and contemplated her submissive angel.  She looked to Gabriel, who remained passive.  Seeing Alazar’s hands reaching out to her, she knew what she had to do. 
 
    Taking his hands in hers, she pulled a confused Alazar to his feet.  He looked at her with fear in his eyes. 
 
    She turned his hand over and lightly slapped the back of his hand.  “Bad Angel of Death, there will be no more associating with known Rogues.  Now, go take your place next to my throne.  I have already forgiven you for your crimes and your punishment is to spend an eternity by my side in Hell,” she winked at him and returned to her throne. 
 
    Alazar frowned and looked down at this hand.  A slap on the hand?  That was it?  He was grateful not to be burning in the fire, but was amazed by her leniency. 
 
    “I happily accept my punishment,” Alazar looked up at her and smirked.  He took up his post on the right side of her throne.  There was no other place he wanted to be. 
 
    Turning her attention to Gabriel, she let out a long breath.  “Well, for my first inquisition, I think it went well.” 
 
    “Things could have been much worse and it wasn’t your first inquisition,” Gabriel replied evenly. 
 
    She grimaced when she thought about how many times she must have gone before the Council after she had wreaked havoc in the Mortal Realm.  “Thank you for diffusing the Council’s anger over Derick.  Will they punish you?” she sounded like a small child. 
 
    “I doubt it.  If they do, I will accept it willingly.  I’ve had to do many things outside of the Council’s approval to keep you safe.  I stand by everything that I have done.  My duty was to keep you alive and away from harm, and I have tried very hard to do that,” Gabriel was very serious. 
 
    She knew his life hadn’t been easy because of her. 
 
    Alazar cleared his throat.  “Speaking of which, Gabriel, I never apologized for nearly killing you,” Alazar muttered sheepishly. 
 
    “Alazar, I was never angry with you for attacking me.  I was angry with myself.  I did a great disservice to you by keeping Anjali from all of you.  I should have never waited so long.  I saw the pain in your eyes that day on the cliff, yet I couldn’t hand her over.  I am the one who has created this fissure between you.  Every day I have regretted my selfishness, but Anjali’s well-being has always been my first priority.  It is I that should be apologizing to you,” Gabriel sighed and hung his head.  He suddenly looked tired and aged. 
 
    Alazar was dumbfounded.  He’d beaten Gabriel to within an inch of his life, yet Gabriel was asking for his forgiveness.  He was humbled. 
 
    “You let me hurt you, didn’t you?  I always wondered why you didn’t strike back,” Alazar said as he recalled the fight.  He’d been possessed by rage, but Gabriel merely deflected his blows. 
 
    “Yes.  I deserved your wrath.  I hoped it would appease you on some level so that you wouldn’t do the same to my daughter,” Gabriel’s eyes welled up when he imagined Alazar striking Anjali with the same rage. 
 
    Alazar was numb.  It had never occurred to him that Gabriel cared so greatly for his daughter that he would sacrifice himself for her.  He felt like a fool.  It seemed that everyone wanted to keep her safe and all he had done was try to hurt her.  He vowed to find a way to redeem himself for his inexcusable actions. 
 
    Anjali put her hand over her mouth, stifling a sob.  Her father had let Alazar beat him?  This was too much.  Gabriel was constantly astounding her with his dedication to her. 
 
    “Father, I am so sorry,” she jumped up and hugged him, thanking him for his sacrifices. 
 
    “Gabriel, I had no idea.  I swear I will find a way to earn your forgiveness,” Alazar leaned against the throne, feeling like he’d been punched in the stomach. 
 
    “As long as you protect her and put her needs above your own, you will earn my forgiveness, Alazar.  Be the angel that she needs you to be,” Gabriel hugged his beloved daughter and kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “I swear it,” Alazar declared, his head snapping up to meet Gabriel’s eyes. 
 
    Gabriel nodded and set Anjali back on the dais. 
 
    “There is one last thing, Father,” she handed Gabriel a scroll and watched him unroll it. 
 
    Gabriel was surprised to see Sacha’s face glaring back at him.  It had been a long time since he’d seen Deception.  He looked to Anjali and braced himself for the bad news. 
 
    “Do you remember me telling you about my English teacher Mr. Timmons?” Anjali watched Gabriel frown, but nodded his head.  “That’s Mr. Timmons.” 
 
    Fury exploded across Gabriel’s face.  “I can’t believe that son of a bitch ignored my warning and sought you out again.  I will gut him for this.” 
 
    Anjali was startled by Gabriel’s reaction since she rarely heard him swear or threaten anyone.  “He didn’t hurt me, nor did he ever say or do anything inappropriate.” 
 
    “You don’t understand.  Sacha has tried on more than one occasion to infiltrate your life.  The last time I caught him, he was trying to insert himself into the lives of your family.  He pretended to be a rich landowner and was trying to strike a deal with your father, a baron.  I thwarted him and kicked him out on his ass.  I told him that if he ever went near you again, I would kill him myself and replace the Angel of Deception personally,” Gabriel growled, threatening to rip the scroll to shreds. 
 
    “Why would he want to be a part of my life?  What does he want?” she asked.  The question had plagued her since she found the scroll. 
 
    “I don’t know for sure since Sacha isn’t one to give a straight answer, but I believe he wants to gain your trust so that he can manipulate you.  If he wanted to kill you, he’s had ample opportunity to do so.  I don’t know what his motivation is, but life is a game to Sacha.  He plays with people’s emotions for his own joy, until he destroys them.  No matter what he says to you, do not believe him,” Gabriel warned. 
 
    “I’m in agreement with Gabriel.  Don’t trust Sacha, no matter what,” Alazar chimed in. 
 
    Anjali listened to their advice and took the scroll back from Gabriel.  Despite their warnings, she wanted to trust Sacha, which meant he would probably try to kill her upon their next meeting. 
 
    Gabriel calmed himself and sighed.  “Unfortunately, my darling, I must go.  Though before I do…Derick, a word,” he looked up at Derick who was shyly mulling about. 
 
    Derick hobbled forward, aware that all eyes were on him. 
 
    Gabriel looked kindly at the boy that he’d seen through so many disasters and complications.  “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I think so,” Derick shrugged.  He was still having trouble accepting that the “uncle” he’d know forever was the Gabriel from Heaven. 
 
    “Know that you can always call for me, just as you did before, although, now you don’t need a telephone.  Picture me in your mind and call out to me saying that you “summon me” and I will appear, as long as I’m not directly involved with something.  I will come to you as quickly as I can.  I am here for you if you need advice, or help.  I hope you know that I care about you and want to see you in good health.  I am sorry that I led Maraquette to you.  I should have been more careful,” Gabriel was visibly shaken while he spoke. 
 
    “Gabriel, if it wasn’t for you, I would have bottomed out a long time ago.  I have no idea where I would have ended up, though probably in Hell, for different reasons.  I’m not mad at you,” Derick smiled at his mentor. 
 
    “Thank you.  Please take care of her and I will make sure that she takes care of you,” Gabriel put his hand on Derick’s shoulder and squeezed it. 
 
    Gabriel backed away, gave his daughter a compassionate nod, and disappeared. 
 
    “Alazar, I need a moment with Derick,” she patted Alazar’s chest and smiled at him. 
 
    Alazar nodded.  He resigned himself to the task of reacquainting himself with Hell.  There were a few Fallen Angels who were not going to be happy to see him alive.  He decided to start with them.  As he recalled, some of them owed him a few debts. 
 
    Alazar strode out of the hall with renewed purpose.  He needed to remember that Hell was his home again. 
 
    Derick watched Anjali walk toward him, her eyes glued to the floor.  She looked like she was trying to find the right thing to say.  She finally closed her eyes and took his hands into hers.  She kissed his palms and sighed. 
 
    “You have no idea how sorry I am,” she whispered against his skin. 
 
    “This wasn’t your fault.  I get the impression you didn’t know who Cassie was or what she was planning.  Alazar told me about her and I’ve seen for myself that she’s crazy.  I’m just glad that those Council guys locked her away,” Derick tilted Anjali’s chin up and saw the sadness in her eyes. 
 
    “Her former servant Aganon tried to kill me, the one who pulled you off the tower roof.  He used a blue flaming sword like the one Michael had.  It went straight through me.  That’s why Lucifer had to save me.  I swear, had I known who Cassie was, I would have killed her without a second thought.  I wanted to keep you safe from my world, which is why I walked away,” she whispered. 
 
    “You could have told me the truth in the beginning.  I would have believed you,” he replied.  He rubbed his hands along her soft cheeks. 
 
    “I wish I could have, but I wasn’t allowed to.  I know you would have believed me,” she smiled, knowing it was true.  “Since you know the truth now, I can tell you whatever you want to know.” 
 
    Derick smiled at the offer and asked every question he could think of in rapid-fire succession.  He carefully listened to Anjali recounting how Aganon had attacked her, how Lucifer had saved her, and what her life was like in Hell.  He made mental notes about not trusting Hades, bowing to everyone, and staying far away from Lucifer.  He was upset when she told him about her fight with Maraquette and how Radek had died saving her life.  He owed Radek more than he wanted to admit.  He had a hard time believing that the shy girl who had beguiled him in the parking lot that night was a Head of Hell and knew how to kick a Rogue Angel’s ass.  She looked like the same girl, but she was more real to him now.  There were no more lies and half-truths.  He felt closer to her than anyone he’d ever met. 
 
    Derick followed her as she walked up the staircase to her bedroom.  He explored her room as she stood next to the fireplace.  She looked nervous, but tried to hide it.  The room didn’t look like the room of a tyrant, or a young woman.  The furnishings were modest and sparse compared to the girl’s rooms in his dorm.  There weren’t any posters of rock bands, or kittens hanging from ledges.  There was nothing girly about the room, though it was clearly a woman’s room.  It had a plush red couch, black vanity and mirror, black coffee table and chairs, and floor to ceiling bookshelves that held various types of books ranging from Shakespeare to romance novels. 
 
    He wandered back toward the bed and nearly fell over when he closely examined the tall metal bed frame that had hooks and strong metal loops attached to it.  Here he thought his sexual tastes were racy. 
 
    Anjali watched Derick move around her room, slowly taking in her possessions.  It felt odd having a man, other than Lucifer, in her room.  It felt naughty somehow.  CJ was the only boy she’d allowed in her room back home.  She had always blushed when he sat on her bed.  Watching Derick explore her room made her more than blush.  She imagined having her way with him on the end table. 
 
    She cringed when he noticed the torture device known as her bed.  “I inherited that.  My predecessor was pure evil,” she shyly shrugged. 
 
    “Then why keep it?” Derick smirked.  He ran his hand along the strong frame and played with the interlocking loops. 
 
    “There are certain items of hers that I keep as a reminder of what can happen if you let power go to your head.  She allowed herself to become a tormentor for Lucifer, like his attack dog.  He lost control of her.  I don’t want to be like that.  On a positive note, the bed is very strong and does have a few interesting qualities,” she bit her lip to contain her smile when she thought about some of Lucifer’s suggestions about the bed. 
 
    Derick couldn’t hide his amusement when he stepped away from the bed.  “We’ll have to put it to the test sometime,” he muttered quietly and ran his hand through his hair. 
 
    Anjali held her breath.  What she had to say next would erase Derick’s pleasant mood.  “You know that I didn’t want to make you my servant, but there was no other way,” she mumbled while fiddling with her dress.  This was going to be uncomfortable. 
 
    Derick paused.  He pictured all the things the term “servant” implied. 
 
    Anjali looked up quickly when she read his thoughts.  “No, it’s nothing like that,” she said.  She hated to see images of people being beaten and humiliated in his mind. 
 
    Derick put his hand over her heart.  “This is your world and I can see that things are very different here.  I saw the men standing near Lucifer and Hades and watched how they acted.  I even saw the difference in Alazar.  I half expected him to threaten the Council and try to kill them, but he stood quietly by your side, dutifully.  There was a lot of formality.  I have to get used to that.  I signed up for this, so I accept what is required of a Nachtghul, as you called it, and will do my best to serve you,” he lowered his eyes and bowed his head. 
 
    Panic filled her at the thought of Derick being submissive to her.  It killed her to know it would be necessary at times, especially around Lucifer.  “The bowing and kneeling are a way of maintaining control over the Fallen and the servants; otherwise, they would challenge Lucifer at every turn.  I don’t want to control you or intimidate you.  What we have is special, not only do we love and respect each other, but we can hear each other’s thoughts.  If you have to bow before me, you can say anything to me in your mind.  You can tell me to go to hell, you can tell me about the weather, or you can tell me that you want to stab Lucifer.  Think of it as acting.  It’s a small concession, but it’s the best I can offer,” Anjali took his hand from her heart and kissed the backs of his knuckles. 
 
    “Can I tell you how hot you look in that dress?” Derick imagined bowing before Lucifer while thinking about having sex with her in the cemetery. 
 
    She giggled and nodded.  “Yes.” 
 
    “I don’t know.  I think it’s going to be a lot harder to do this when I can see that you aren’t wearing a bra,” he smirked.  He hoped to be able to serve her body in all sorts of wicked ways. 
 
    She raised her eyebrows at him, but calmed herself.  Taking his hand, she led him out of her room and down the stairs to the servant’s quarters beneath her room in the tower. 
 
    Slowly opening the heavy wooden door, she motioned for Derick to enter.  The room reminded her of her living quarters in Lucifer’s tower when she had first arrived in Hell.  She closed her eyes and gritted her teeth.  Why had she agreed to subject Derick to this? 
 
    “This will be your room,” she said with a heavy heart. 
 
    Derick spun around, stunned by her declaration.  He had assumed he would stay in her room. 
 
    Answering his thoughts, she explained her reasoning.  “Derick, I want you to have a place all your own, a sanctuary from the craziness of my life.  You will need a safe haven.  Besides, it will be easier to lie to Lucifer about your absence,” she looked at the grooves in the stone floor.  She was afraid she wouldn’t be able to say what she needed to if she saw his beautiful face. 
 
    Derick’s breath left him in a rush.  He was numb.  Instinctively, he knew that she was going to send him away to hide from Lucifer.  Maybe he was reading her thoughts, but he knew what she was going to say. 
 
    “Your home is in Tulsa, where it’s much safer.  You can come and go as you please.  You can appear from time to time to prove that you are still with me, but I can make excuses that you’re off on errands for me or in your room doing research on my angels.  I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you from harm,” Anjali trembled when she thought about letting him go. 
 
    “No.  You’re not doing this to me.  I swore that I would stay by your side and I meant it.  I don’t care about Lucifer, Hades, or any of them.  I stared Lucifer in the eye and told him that I loved you.  I fully expected those to be my last words.  I’m not going to start hiding from him now.  I agree to stay out of his way, if needed, but I want him to know that I’m not going anywhere,” Derick said.  He was angry.  He had to find a way to convince her that this was the wrong decision. 
 
    She shook her head as he spoke.  “You haven’t seen him at his worst.  He’s hurt me when he’s in a rage; he won’t hesitate to kill you.  I would be lost without you,” she whispered.  Tears welled up as she spoke. 
 
    “Trust me, I’ve seen his rage.  That’s why I won’t leave your side.  You need someone to fight for you.  Alazar is more than capable, but he said that he has to tempt mortals, which means he won’t always be here.  Besides, I need you too.  Please don’t push me away again.  Tulsa isn’t my home any more than New York was.  I wasn’t happy there.  I drifted from one thing to the next, never really enjoying anything, just like my relationships, if you can call them that.  I know now that I was searching for you.  I thought that I wanted to know about the afterlife, but maybe deep down I knew it would lead me to you.  I heard Gabriel say that the men you loved sought you out life after life.  I believe with all my heart that I was trying to find you and now that I have you, I’m not letting you go,” he stood directly in front of her, determined to make her see reason. 
 
    Anjali closed her eyes and thought about a way to explain how dangerous her world was.  She remembered Derick’s warning to her about walking around the dark castle just before they started the investigation. 
 
    “I’m not sure if Alazar really explained what I do here.  On top of keeping Lucifer sane, Hades and I also oversee the Realms of Torture, punish the Fallen that disobey, and oversee the immortal prisoners in the Hall of Shadows, prisoners that range from false gods to Rogue Angels to werewolves.  If there are escape attempts, we have to deal with them.  You have to understand, there are things that constantly try to kill us.  I also help Lucifer with the Realm of Nightmares, where the truly heinous souls are punished.  Derick, I punish souls.  I create ways of inflicting pain so that I can make the wicked suffer.  If that wasn’t bad enough, one day when the world is on the brink of falling into darkness and madness, I will unleash my Predznak and kill everyone.  I will level buildings, raise the seas so that they consume the land, and leave the rest to burn.  Standing here in the castle, it’s not scary; it gives you a false sense of security, but out in the realms, you will see things that will turn your stomach and make you wish that you were at home under your covers.  This isn’t the version of Hell that you picture in your mind when you try to come up with the worst things imaginable; this is real and horrific.  I’ll understand if you don’t want to do this.  You joined me because you love me, but you didn’t consider all the problems that come with being with me.  It would be wonderful if you can help me, but I won’t be angry if you can’t do it.  Just say the word and you can live out your existence in the Mortal Realm, far away from Hell,” she rambled.  She couldn’t bear to look at him. 
 
    “Anjali, you live in Hell and are bound to the devil.  I didn’t think that it was going to be Super Fun Land and happily after ever.  I knew that it would be dangerous and challenging.  I don’t care what you say, I’m not leaving you.  I accept that I may need this room to find solace, but I fully expect you to be with me, in my bed, while I find my solace,” he pulled her close and kissed her. 
 
    She held back for a second, then embraced him and kissed him.  Pouring all of her fear, anger, and desire into the kiss, she grabbed him tightly, running her hands through his hair, along his back, and down to his ass. 
 
    Derick moaned.  This was what he needed.  He’d missed her touch.  The pain of her leaving him alone in the castle, believing that he would never see her again, left his mind and was replaced by lust. 
 
    Anjali broke the kiss and tentatively looked up at him.  “I’m still Lucifer’s servant,” she knew he would understand her meaning. 
 
    “I saw the way that he looked at you.  I get it.  You serve him in more ways than one.  Alazar implied that there was more to your relationship with him as well,” he sighed.  He saw the way that Alazar looked at her, like she was his reason for living. 
 
    “I was created to be his Master.  There is a pull between us that I can’t deny,” she shrugged, unable to explain it. 
 
    “This is your world.  I’m not going to judge you.  I just want to be a part of it,” Derick put his head against her forehead and stared into her blue eyes. 
 
    “I stay with Lucifer to keep him from going over the edge.  You have to understand, he is completely evil when he is away from me.  There’s something inside of me that he responds to.  It reminds him of Heaven.  He doesn’t love me, Derick, not really.  He loves the way I make him feel.  I’m the elixir that keeps him from destroying everything to get back home to Heaven.  He sees me as his reward for a difficult job, but he can’t always be near me; otherwise, he is too kind.  There has to be a balance between seeing me and staying away from me,” she explained.  She watched Derick puzzling out what all of that meant. 
 
    “So you keep the devil in check, so to speak,” he replied simply.  “I understand what you meant when you said things were complicated with him.  Like I said, I’m not going to judge, but I’m not going to hide,” he wrapped his arms around her and laid his head on top of hers. 
 
    “Love is staying for the hard stuff, isn’t it?” she sighed and nuzzled his chest. 
 
    “Yes, it is.  I’ve never loved anyone before you.  I will never love another,” he leaned down and rubbed his lips against hers. 
 
    “There’s something I have to do,” she smiled and pulled back to look into his eyes. 
 
    Derick frowned, but nodded. 
 
    Anjali took Derick’s face into her hands and kissed him passionately.  She pushed some of her borrowed power from Lucifer into Derick and quickly pulled away. 
 
    Derick was dazed from the kiss.  He felt warm and tingly. 
 
    “I have given you the ability to come and go from Hell as you please through the Hall of Mirrors.  You also have the ability to create things at will.  You can use this power to redecorate your room.  If you want, you can go to Tulsa to settle your affairs and bring back your personal items.  You might want to say goodbye to your friends so that they don’t try to find you,” Anjali was nervous that going home to get his belongings might be his breaking point.  It was one thing to say you wanted to leave home.  It was another to actually do it. 
 
    “I thought that when we came here, I would never see the world again, I mean the Mortal Realm.  I figured that I would be stuck in Hell,” Derick looked questioningly at her.  He wasn’t sure if she was still trying to make him leave Hell. 
 
    “I go to the Mortal Realm often to gauge how far the mortals have fallen from grace.  I also have to find my other nine Predznak.  Alazar was the first one I found.  I can only imagine what the others will be like,” she leaned her head against his chest, searching for the strength to deal with the other angels. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll win them over, just as you did Alazar.  You have me to help you,” he gave her a dazzling smile; though he was worried about what the other angels would be like based on what he knew of Alazar. 
 
    “Do you feel well enough for a road trip?” she asked cautiously. 
 
    “I’m feeling better by the second now that you’re with me,” he winked. 
 
    “Come, you have to get your stuff, and I need to be close to you.  Hell is no place for public sex, I assure you,” she laughed and grabbed his hand.  She dragged him out of his bedroom and into the Hall of Mirrors. 
 
    Derick was shocked by her admission, but couldn’t wait to touch her.  It had been too long since he’d claimed her. 
 
    I know where I want to take you, he showed her the place in his mind and was stunned when they arrived at their destination so quickly. 
 
    “Where are we?” she looked around the small room. 
 
    There was two of everything in the room, two beds, desks, and closets.  A mini fridge sat by the door covered by books.  Posters of haunted houses and blurry photos of cemeteries lined one side of the wall and the other had a clear wall space with only one poster hanging on it.  It was a Star Wars Episode IV poster with the full cast. 
 
    He quietly pulled her over to the bed with the navy comforter.  He watched her look around his room, curious about his life. 
 
    She assumed that the bed with the green comforter belonged to Pete.  She noticed that Derick didn’t even glance at it when they arrived. 
 
    “Pete got what he deserved, Anjali.  I’m not going to cry for him.  His family can come get his stuff.  It means nothing to me,” he said when he saw her staring at Pete’s photo collection. 
 
    “I wish things could have been different,” she replied.  Her throat tightened when she thought about Pete’s betrayal. 
 
    “He chose his path, and so did I,” he shrugged.  “I don’t want to think about him anymore.  All I want is to be inside of you, in my bed,” he declared confidently as he took in the sight of her standing in his room with her tight sexy dress. 
 
    She frowned as she pointed to the bed.  “I thought you could only be satisfied in places where you could get caught,” she said, confused and a little sad that they weren’t going to have sex out in the open.  She wanted to please him. 
 
    “That was before.  To be honest, I was upset in the cemetery when I thought about someone seeing you naked,” he said.  He took her face into his hand and kissed her forehead. 
 
    She pouted a bit, but smiled when she realized that he was distinguishing her from all the faceless women that he’d had sex with in meaningless places.  He wanted to make love to her where he lived, where he slept.  He didn’t want a quickie in a bathroom.  He wanted to take his time with her. 
 
    In their previous encounters, she hadn’t had the opportunity to see Derick completely naked and she was dying to rectify the problem. 
 
    She looked down at his new outfit, amazed that she hadn’t torn if from his body before now.  “I’m assuming Alazar dressed you, and I have no complaints.  You look amazing in black leather pants.  You can conjure whatever clothes you want, but this outfit really works,” she smirked. 
 
    “I woke up wearing this, but if you like it, I’ll definitely consider keeping it,” he chuckled against her ear. 
 
    She put her hands on the indents in his hips, and slowly slid them up his firm sides, lifting his shirt as she went.  He obliged her by raising his arms until the shirt was gone.  The sight of his muscled chest made her weak in the legs.  He was gorgeous with his messy black hair and his mischievous blue eyes. 
 
    Leaning in, she ran her lips across his hard chest, pleased to find a small patch of hair that tickled her cheek.  The groan that rumbled through his chest was delightful. 
 
    Her hands skimmed across his abs and down to his tight pants.  She could see that he was excited by her wandering hands and was already hard.  Pushing against his leather pants, she found what she wanted.  She stroked and gripped him through his pants while she kissed his chest, grazing his nipples with her teeth. 
 
    Derick threw his head back.  He never knew being touched could feel like this.  He’d never allowed much contact before, but now he could have this alone and be happy.  Her lips combined with her warm breath made him shudder.  He pushed his erection into her palm, begging for more. 
 
    Anjali tugged at his pants, nimbly popped the button, and lowered his zipper.  She was done teasing.  She wanted more. 
 
    She lowered the edges of his pants until his full length was free, eager to be touched.  Dropping to her knees, she brushed her cheek and mouth along the side of it from his pubic hair to the tip.  She turned and stroked the other side.  She looked up at him and extended her tongue, waiting until she had his undivided attention and slowly licked the underside of his broad head. 
 
    Derick’s breath rushed out of him while he watched the glorious woman in front of him staring at him with lust in her eyes.  He nearly came when he saw and felt her tongue against him.  Was she trying to kill him again? 
 
    She giggled when she heard his unspoken question.  “No my dear boy, I’m not trying to kill you.  No one will ever take you from me,” she chuckled.  She quickly drew his head into her mouth and sucked him hard and fast until his knees gave out.  He sat abruptly on the edge of the bed so he wouldn’t collapse to the floor. 
 
    “Anjali, I can’t take much more,” Derick gasped.  His body tightened and his head swam with colors and lights. 
 
    “Sorry,” she giggled.  She stood and hovered over his mouth.  “Tell me what you want.  Show me.” 
 
    Derick gulped when he looked into her sincere eyes.  He knew what he wanted.  It was something that had never appealed to him before, but was now desperate to do.  He showed her the image and she nodded in agreement. 
 
    Determined to undress her, he faltered when he couldn’t see any zippers on her body-hugging dress. 
 
    Anjali chuckled and pulled the collar of her dress down over her shoulders.  She proceeded to peel the dress from her body while Derick sat motionless, taking in every inch of her skin.  Once past her hips, she released the dress and let it drop to the floor. 
 
    Derick’s mind crashed when she saw that she was only wearing black panties.  He’d never seen a more beautiful sight.  Anjali. 
 
    Before she could blink, Derick grabbed her and laid her down on the bed.  He slowly pressed his body against hers.  His weight was a welcomed treat after their standing encounters.  She wanted to feel him, possess him. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay.  I know you’re still healing,” she asked, brushing the hair from his forehead. 
 
    “I’m not feeling any pain at the moment,” he replied as he leaned down and kissed her neck. 
 
    She ran her nails along his spine down to his backside, delighted that he was enjoying her hands on him.  It was impossible not to grab his perfect ass. 
 
    She opened her mind to him and showed him how desperately she needed him. 
 
    Derick kissed her graceful neck and nestled in the crook of it, licking and teasing her.  He laughed when her back bowed beneath him and she clung to him with her arms and legs.  It was an empowering sensation to hear her thoughts and experience what she was feeling.  There was no question of whether she enjoyed a kiss or a touch; he knew it, saw it. 
 
    He crawled down her body, kissing her along the way.  Quickly pulling her panties off, he grabbed his cock, and slowly guided himself into her body.  She was warmer and tighter than he remembered.  She was exquisite.  Moving his body forward, he plunged deeply into her heat. 
 
    Anjali moaned at the full sensation of Derick.  All thoughts of sending him away were gone from her head.  He belonged to her and she loved him.  Her only thoughts were of him and how much she loved him. 
 
    “I love you too,” he groaned and pushed harder into her. 
 
    He knew he’d never feel alone again.  His search was over.  He had finally found her. 
 
    Anjali pulled him closer and slid her tongue into his mouth.  She clung to his back and she urged him on with her legs, pushing her body up to meet him.  The pressure built inside of her while he found the exact spot that would drive her mad. 
 
    Derick chuckled at the benefit of knowing what his body was doing to hers.  While it felt like cheating, he exploited every opportunity to make her moan and writhe beneath him.  When she enjoyed something or was close to losing control, he adjusted his pace and made her beg for more.  He was in control and he loved it. 
 
    She squeezed him deep inside her body, laughing at his thoughts of being in control.  She grabbed his ass and held him against her while she gyrated her hips and took control of his body.  Feeling his body tense above her, she didn’t need to know his thoughts.  She tightened her muscles when he was fully inside her only to release him when he slid out.  His staggered breaths and shaking informed her that he was enjoying her body. 
 
    Derick threw back his head, trembling from her ministrations, but he was done playing.  He grabbed her hips harshly and slammed into her body.  He wanted her mindless, begging for release. 
 
    He drove his burning erection into her slick body, urged on by her nails in his back.  He pushed and pushed, enjoying the feeling of her thighs wrapped around his body as she tensed.  His hips were relentless as they moved between her legs, driving his own needs higher.  No longer able to control himself, he kissed her mouth, hungry for the intimacy.  He needed to be inside of her in every way. 
 
    Anjali was close to finding her release, her body hummed with excitement and energy.  She put her hands in his hair and held him while he thrust his tongue into her mouth.  Rocking her hips against him, she splinted into a million pieces and screamed out his name.  She clutched the comforter beneath her and tried not to bite him.  Her body arched as pleasure poured through her.  The sensation ebbed, and then took her again as a body-jarring orgasm overcame her.  Derick came inside of her, yelling out garbled, incoherent words. 
 
    Derick tried to slow his breathing.  His body convulsed even after he stopped thrusting.  He was afraid he would break apart.  He’d never thought in all his life that sex could be like this, especially in his bed, in his room. 
 
    He carefully propped himself up on his elbows, taking the weight off her so that he could look at her.  She was smiling, her lips puffy from his assault, and her hair was snaking around her head across his blanket.  It was a beautiful sight and he wanted to see it again and again. 
 
    “You okay?” she asked shyly. 
 
    Derick’s eyebrows flew up to his hairline.  “Seriously?  You don’t think I’m okay after that.  Are you still able to read my mind?  Granted, it’s empty at this point, but it’s a good kind of empty.” 
 
    “I don’t mean that.  I mean, about the bed.  You told me the last girl you had in your bed didn’t do it for you.  I don’t want you to do something that you don’t enjoy, just to make me happy,” she smirked at the irony of her statement knowing that being her servant would entail doing plenty of things he didn’t enjoy doing. 
 
    “Anjali, that was the best moment of my life.  I understand why I only wanted sex in public.  Being with you has made me realize what I was doing.  I hated having sex with those girls.  I did it either to save my reputation or to blow off some steam.  I am still a man and did have needs, but I always felt guilty for being with them.  I know that I was searching for something, someone.  I was searching for you.  Part of me remembered you and missed you.  You said that we’ve been together a number of times throughout the years.  I must have felt guilty because I knew you were out there somewhere.  I was frustrated that I couldn’t find you.  I think having sex out in the open where I could be caught was a kind of challenge.  I always got off at the thought of someone walking in on me and getting into trouble for it.  I wanted you to find me and be angry with me for not holding out until I found you.  I know it sounds weird, but that’s why I did it,” Derick rubbed his nose against hers and smiled. 
 
    “If I had found you having sex with someone else, I would have done terrible things to her.  I was extremely jealous when you told me about the other girls.  I considered getting their names and hunting them down.  I especially wanted the name of the girl who walked away after you had confided in her.  In fact, I’ll bet she’s still somewhere on this campus.  I think I should go and have a chat with her,” Anjali shifted, trying to sit up to find the horrid little girl. 
 
    Derick laughed, but grabbed Anjali’s wrists and held her down, pinning her body beneath him.  “I think she has suffered enough.  She was knocked up two months later and had to drop out of school.  Some jerk frat boy got her pregnant, but he didn’t want the baby,” he said quickly, hoping to deflate her anger. 
 
    “Oh, okay.  I won’t look for her then,” Anjali frowned. 
 
    “Personally, I want to hunt down the guy who walked away from you.  What's his deal?” he expressed his jealously from their original conversation in the bar. 
 
    She looked away for a moment, but decided he needed to know about CJ since she constantly thought about him.  She motioned to the scars on her wrists, just above where he was holding her arms against the bed. 
 
    “He didn’t walk away.  I did.  I chose Lucifer over my life with him.  We were friends, but I wanted more.  He knew about my nightmares, but neither one of us knew my true identity.  I was just the crazy girl who saw terrifying things.  I yelled at him the last time I saw him.  He wanted to fix me and find a way for me to be normal.  Part of me understands why I was so mad at him and why I left him in the end.  I’m not meant to be controlled or changed.  I am the Master, whether I like it or not.  It’s ingrained in me.  I can’t change that, and no one else can either.  That side of me was mad at CJ.  That side of me knew we couldn’t have a future together.  He couldn’t accept who I was,” she explained.  She hated thinking about it in those terms, but she knew it was true. 
 
    Derick released her arms and kissed her softly.  “I’m sorry it didn’t work out with him.” 
 
    “Me too.  It’s better if he forgets about me and lives out his life.  I wanted the same for you,” she said quietly. 
 
    “I know.  I knew when Aganon grabbed me and jumped off the roof that my life would never be the same.  I really thought I was going to die.  I was shocked when I opened my eyes and kept breathing.  I was glad to have a few more moments to say goodbye to you.  I was praying that you would find me in time.  When I saw you, I was so happy to have the chance to tell you that I loved you,” Derick said as he leaned on his elbow and traced her lips.  He wasn’t ready to move yet.  He liked looking down at her beautiful face. 
 
    “Do you feel different?  I don’t know much about Nachtghuls since they were destroyed long ago,” she asked as she nibbled his fingertip. 
 
    Derick bit her lip in retaliation.  “Everything is different.  I didn’t notice it as much until we arrived here.  Hell was surreal, so I wasn’t paying attention to the difference in my body.  I was too worried about the Council locking you away.  I feel stronger, even though my body is still recovering from my fall.  My sight, hearing, and touch are more intense, which means sex was phenomenal.  It will take some time to get used to it, but I like that I can reach out to you at any time,” he said as he leaned down to kiss her. 
 
    Before she could respond, she felt a stir in the air.  She didn’t need to look to see who it was. 
 
    “Anjali, I’m sorry to intrude, but there’s a problem.  You’re going to want to see this,” Alazar said as he did his best to avert his eyes to avoid seeing Derick naked and on top of his Master. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she grumbled.  Why couldn’t she have one moment of peace? 
 
    Derick grimaced and threw Alazar a nasty look.  He quickly removed himself from Anjali and jumped off the bed.  He grabbed his pants and searched for his shirt. 
 
    Alazar’s expression was grim.  “Aganon has escaped from the Hall of Mercy and is holding Maraquette hostage.  He is threatening to kill her and himself.  He said he regrets his actions and as his final act, he wants to present Maraquette’s head to you, as penance for all that he has done.  Lucifer is inclined to let him kill her and himself.  I thought you should know,” Alazar rocked on his heels, unsure how she was going to react. 
 
    She put her hands over eyes, pleading for divine inspiration.  Snapping her fingers, she was dressed and off the bed in a heartbeat. 
 
   


 
  




Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Anjali, Alazar, and Derick appeared in the Hall of Mirrors, but quickly followed Alazar out of the castle, through the realms, and out to the Caves of Darkness at the edge of Hell. 
 
    Derick tried to take in everything he saw as they moved quickly through the bleak landscape.  The real Hell was beyond his wildest imagination and scarier than what he’d pictured, just as Anjali had warned.  The smell of blood and decaying flesh, the oppressive heat, and the sound of tortured prisoners screaming was enough to make him miss his room in the castle, but he held firm and focused on Anjali.  She quickly explained the realms and the general layout of Hell while they walked.  He reminded himself over and over that he had volunteered for this. 
 
    They entered into the carved-out cavern in the heavy rock walls that formed the Caves.  The Caves were desolate areas that were once the main access points to the Mortal Realm.  As the world grew, the tunnels were abandoned because they became too hard to patrol and keep secret from the curious mortals.  The Hall of Winds was created to funnel the souls in and out of Hell and the tunnels were barricaded off and loaded with traps in the event that an escaped soul managed to attempt a prison break.  If an escaped soul tried to leave through the Caves, they would first have to get past the Bhakṣaka who prowled the area.  They were vicious creatures who fed upon the souls who dared to enter.  They would destroy the souls and leave behind their animated corpses called Shades who resembled rotting zombies.  However, an escapee should be more concerned about the Shades devouring them alive long before the Bhakṣaka found them. 
 
    “Why did Aganon bring Maraquette to the Caves of Darkness?” she muttered to Alazar as they made their way through the dimly lit cavern.  The torches on the walls barely combated the darkness to light their way.  The smell of rotting corpses hit her hard and she tried not to breathe. 
 
    “I’m not sure, perhaps he wanted to keep the audience to a minimum since most aren’t allowed here,” Alazar shrugged.  He stepped over the scattered bones, ignoring them. 
 
    In the distance, Anjali recognized the infamous blue glow of the Celestial Sword over Maraquette’s neck.  She thought it looked better on Maraquette than sticking out of her own chest.  At least that answered the mystery of what had happened to the Celestial Sword that Michael was demanding.  Part of her wanted Aganon to kill Maraquette and turn the sword on himself. 
 
    Maraquette was kneeling on the craggy floor with her hands behind her back, seething with rage. 
 
    Lucifer was casually leaning against the uneven walls with his arms crossed, looking bored while Dorian stood at his right side.  The firelight from the torches made him look beautiful, yet sinister.  Dorian looked terrified.  He kept looking over his shoulder for the Shades. 
 
    Hades was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    So much for overseeing Maraquette’s punishment, she snickered to herself. 
 
    She wondered how Aganon had escaped the Hall of Mercy and how many Fallen he had wounded or killed to break Maraquette out of the Hall of Torment.  Perhaps Hades was cleaning up the mess. 
 
    The shuffling sounds echoing through the cave instantly put her on edge.  While Lucifer commanded the Bhakṣaka, or soul eaters, he didn’t have control over their victims that roamed the caves.  It was rare for the Shades to attack angels, but she, Derick, and Dorian weren’t angels. 
 
    Aganon acknowledged her with a nod, but didn’t move from his stance over Maraquette.  He gripped her red hair tightly in his hand and held Maraquette’s head at an uncomfortable angle. 
 
    “Aganon, you wanted me here.  What’s going on?” she asked.  She did her best to ignore the scratching sounds around her and focus on Aganon.  Alazar had informed her that Aganon was refusing to move until she arrived. 
 
    “I want to apologize for all that I have done and beg for your forgiveness,” Aganon was calm, as he held the sword firmly in his palm. 
 
    Looking to Lucifer, she tapped her foot.  “Why have you allowed this display to continue, my lord?” she grimaced at Lucifer, wondering why he hadn’t commanded Aganon to stand down. 
 
    “Let’s say that I’m curious.  Maraquette’s life is now in your hands.  I wanted to see what you would do with it,” Lucifer waved his hand toward Maraquette. 
 
    Even though Maraquette had been found guilty and sentenced to the Hall of Shadows by the Council, killing her was off limits, unless Hell had a very good reason to take her head.  It was doubtful that the Council would be terribly upset by her death, but she assumed that Lucifer wanted to avoid seeing them again so soon. 
 
    “Aganon wouldn’t listen to you, would he?” she knew Lucifer would never admit that his own servant had refused to do as he commanded. 
 
    “Let’s call it a difference of opinion,” Lucifer shrugged nonchalantly. 
 
    “What happened to interrogating him in the Hall of Mercy?” she asked, ignoring Aganon. 
 
    “I never got that far.  Regrettably, Sebastian needed my attention,” Lucifer sighed.  It was obvious that he would have preferred beating Aganon to negotiating with him. 
 
    Anjali wondered if Lucifer was truly indifferent to Maraquette’s fate, or if he was hiding his emotions.  She could see that he was still in pain from his injuries.  Perhaps that was why he had allowed Aganon to act out.  He wasn’t strong enough to put Aganon in his place. 
 
    “Aganon, put down the sword and let her go,” Anjali said.  She avoided looking at Maraquette on the off chance that seeing her would change her mind about killing the bitch. 
 
    “My Lady, I’m sorry, but this is the only way I can apologize for all the pain that I have caused you.  I told you that I didn’t want to serve anyone but Lord Lucifer and you.  I fear that I have performed so many inexcusable deeds that I need to atone for my sins.  Proving my loyalty to you may seem like a small thing, but where I come from, loyalty to your Master means the difference between life and death.  I want to die knowing that I served you as best I could, under the circumstances.  Please accept my humble offering of your enemy’s head,” he bowed his head respectfully. 
 
    Anjali looked to her left and silently asked Alazar for his opinion. 
 
    Alazar was at a loss.  He understood a murder/suicide better than anyone, but to murder someone to prove his loyalty was outside his scope.  Aeries and his military background would be a better judge.  Guilt, on the other hand, he did understand.  Aganon had already asked forgiveness from Alazar, though without the grand gesture.  He couldn’t figure out why Aganon was now looking to save his honor after all that he had done.  He shrugged, unable to comment. 
 
    Why doesn’t Maraquette command him to stop? Derick asked.  He cocked his head while watching Maraquette’s expression. 
 
    Maybe he won’t listen to her either.  Maybe he’s confused at this point, she replied. 
 
    He did a hell of a job following her commands before.  Something’s not right, Derick mused. 
 
    “Aganon, if you want my forgiveness, you have it, just let her go,” Anjali felt Derick’s uneasiness with the situation and agreed with him. 
 
    Lucifer glared at her.  “He deserves death, not your forgiveness.  You forgave him before and look what happened.  He nearly killed your boy and your angel,” Lucifer sneered.  He knew that his love was a bleeding heart, but this was taking things too far. 
 
    She waved Lucifer’s anger away as she tried to root out the problem. 
 
    Aganon hesitated.  His eyes darted back and forth between her and Lucifer.  “Thank you for your forgiveness, but I feel that I still owe you recompense for my dire actions.” 
 
    Gazing down at Maraquette, Anjali contemplated whether or not she really wanted her dead.  It wouldn’t change the crimes she had committed, though it would keep everyone safe.  Being sentenced to the Hall of Shadows, Maraquette would never see the light of day again.  As she stared into Maraquette’s green eyes, she saw no compassion, no sorrow.  The only emotion she saw was hatred.  Maraquette was empty.  The beautiful angel who once loved Lucifer enough to leave Heaven and reside in Hell was gone.  In her place was a seething vengeful waste of life. 
 
    The word vengeful made Anjali pause.  A person would do anything for revenge, and go to any means necessary.  A sensation deep inside of her stirred.  She finally understood the problem. 
 
    “Aganon, why is Maraquette commanding you to do this?” Anjali whispered through the din. 
 
    Maraquette was off her knees in a split second, grabbing the sword from Aganon.  She unfurled her black wings and knocked Alazar sideways through the cave.  Turning, she blocked Anjali with her wing and scooped up Derick. 
 
    Anjali stumbled back, but regained her balance. 
 
    Lucifer was off his perch and grabbing for Derick, but he wasn’t fast enough.  Maraquette grabbed Derick by his hair and held the glowing flame sword inches from his throat.  She was edging her way back to the entrance of the closest tunnel.  She was planning to kill Derick and escape through the tunnels in the chaos. 
 
    “Secure Alazar!” Maraquette hissed. 
 
    Alazar landed thirty feet away and slid to a stop.  Aganon pounced on Alazar’s back, thrusting a knife against his throat.  He twisted Alazar’s left arm behind his back while throwing his right knee into the middle of Alazar’s shoulder blades. 
 
    Alazar had to hold his neck away from the knife.  If he relaxed for a second, his throat would be on the sharp blade.  The brunt of his weight was on his right hand so he couldn’t try to pry the knife from Aganon’s hand without losing his balance.  Sweat broke out across his body from the exertion of keeping his neck out of danger. 
 
    Anjali looked to Alazar, trying to decide how best to help him, but Alazar’s expression told her that he would handle things.  She looked back to Derick desperate for a solution. 
 
    “I’m going to kill you, Maraquette,” Anjali’s mind was filled with a red haze as she assessed the situation. 
 
    Maraquette was far enough away that she could kill Derick before Anjali could grab him.  Using her power to toss Maraquette might inadvertently cause Derick to lose his head.  It wouldn’t take much for the Celestial Sword to remove Derick’s head.  She breathed deeply and focused.  She had to get Derick away from the psycho. 
 
    Despite Lucifer’s injury, he was finally in the game.  If Derick died, it would mean intolerable pain for her.  Lucifer would never let his happy pill suffer.  He would lose his fix for a long time if she were in agony. 
 
    “Maraquette, let the boy go.  I’m the one you’re angry with,” Lucifer said calmly.  He tried to approach Maraquette slowly. 
 
    “I’m not angry with you, my love.  She is the one who has poisoned your mind against me.  She contorted your heart and made me your enemy,” Maraquette snapped.  She pulled Derick’s hair until he cried out. 
 
    Anjali flinched when she felt Derick’s pain. 
 
    She will torture me to hurt you.  Close your mind so that you can’t feel my pain, Derick pleaded with Anjali. 
 
    Knowing he was right, she closed off her mind to him, and immediately regretted the loss of contact.  Derick would be safer if Maraquette couldn’t strike at her through his physical pain. 
 
    She glared at Maraquette.  “Let him go,” she growled, trying to get her anger under control. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.  I’m not done with him yet,” Maraquette snickered.  She wrenched Derick’s neck to the side and bit his throat with her teeth, drawing blood. 
 
    Derick’s screams fueled Anjali’s rage.  The darkness inside of her thrashed, desperate to come out and kick the shit out of Maraquette. 
 
    “Heaven shall indeed hear you scream, Maraquette.  You will beg for a quick death before I’m through with you,” Anjali snarled. 
 
    Lucifer noticed a stir in the air and cursed.  The caves were expansive, but not large enough to allow Anjali to unleash her abilities.  The ceiling and walls would collapse on them long before her power could be of use.  He had to keep Maraquette talking and while trying to calm Anjali. 
 
    “Enough of this, Maraquette, I am the foolish one.  I was so caught up in what I didn’t have that I overlooked what I did have.  You made an enormous sacrifice and I made a mockery of it by acting like a monster.  I was out of my mind.  I didn’t understand what I had done to you until it was too late.  You proved your love to me and I spat in your face.  I feel the guilt burning inside of me.  I am so sorry for what I have done,” Lucifer wasn’t lying.  He had confessed his remorse to Anjali for tormenting Maraquette.  He needed to atone for his sins so that he could rip her still beating heart from her body. 
 
    Lucifer smirked at the direction of his thoughts.  It seemed that he needed more time with Anjali to curb his killing mood, once he saved the infernal boy and his fucking ability to bring harm to his true love.  He was going to lock the boy away so that no one could ever use him against Anjali again. 
 
    “My lord, it has been too long,” Maraquette’s eyes softened when she looked at Lucifer.  His apology was working, but Anjali wondered how long it would distract Maraquette. 
 
    Alazar felt his Master’s power whip through the air.  He closed his eyes and drew it into his body.  While he couldn’t move, he knew what he needed to do. 
 
    “Aganon,” Alazar whispered through his aching throat.  “This isn’t what you wanted.  This isn’t what you were promised.  You thought that Maraquette would take you to Heaven and keep you safe.  Instead, you ended up in Hell.  She doesn’t love you, she never has.  You need to fight her influence.  Maraquette has led you astray at every turn.  You said that you didn’t want to hurt Lady Black, and yet you nearly killed her.  Why would Maraquette make you do something that you didn’t want to do?  Look at her, the real her.  She is about to kill the boy that you helped to protect.  She is going to take his head after you sacrificed your body to keep him from dying.  Is that what you want?  Whatever loyalty you have for her is misplaced.  Look at Derick.  See the fear in his eyes.  You wanted my forgiveness for Zacharael.  You will have it, if you help me stop Maraquette,” Alazar panted, trying to breathe.  While he couldn’t tempt a servant, he could still play upon Aganon’s doubts and fears. 
 
    Aganon tried to ignore Alazar’s offer of forgiveness as Maraquette’s commands buzzed loudly in his mind.  She loved him and cared for him.  She regretted leaving him in Hell with Lucifer.  Once Lucifer and Anjali were dead, they would be together, as she promised.  She would make up for lost time. 
 
    Alazar’s body was shaking while he forced himself to stay above the blade.  The cave was growing darker and wavered before his eyes.  If he lost consciousness, he would die.  He needed to remain vigilant. 
 
    Growling and hissing reverberated off the walls and surrounded him.  The inhabitants were growing restless, unsure of what was going on.  Alazar had seen the Bhakṣaka strip a soul from a body in seconds, which was an unholy sight.  Unfortunately, the Shades were worse; they would rip apart anything with a soul and consume them down to the bone.  The Fallen that patrolled the caves kept them at bay with fresh meat and blood.  They rarely bit the hands that fed them.  Alazar contemplated how to turn Aganon into a tasty treat to appease them. 
 
    Lucifer extended his hand to Maraquette and did his best to sound like he was pleading.  “Maraquette, let the boy go so that you and I may speak about all the ways that I have wronged you.  Please, I want to make amends for what I have done.  Please, come with me,” he hated negotiating with prisoners, but he had few options available to him. 
 
    Anjali couldn’t take her eyes off Derick.  He was scared and looked to her for help.  She knew that Lucifer was trying to distract Maraquette but he was taking too long.  From their previous experiences, it was obvious that Maraquette was nearly feral and wouldn’t be tamed by mere words. 
 
    She grew impatient when the yellow gleaming eyes of the grotesque Shades grew in numbers, hesitant to come closer.  A few of the braver Shades inches closer, sniffing Derick’s blood in the air. 
 
    Maraquette contemplated Lucifer’s outstretched hand.  The blade lowered slightly.  She tilted her head and a smile played across her face.  She looked into Lucifer’s eyes and her face fell. 
 
    “Yet another lie.  I can see it in your eyes.  I know that look all too well.  The black eyes of the devil are staring back at me, not the ocean blue eyes of my lover.  You will kill me the second I hand the boy over,” Maraquette swung the sword at Lucifer, forcing him to jump back. 
 
    Maraquette quickly retreated to the tunnel entrance.  She was less than two feet from a small opening that would lead to her freedom, provided she could avoid the traps as she had previously done during her other visits to Hell. 
 
    “You won’t make it to the tunnels.  I guarantee it,” Anjali growled.  She could feel the darkness inside of her churning and clawing, ready to explode. 
 
    “Anjali, you must calm yourself.  You will bury us all if you unleash your power,” Lucifer snapped.  He pulled her arm until she was facing him.  “Get control.” 
 
    Anjali took a deep breath, understanding Lucifer’s warning. 
 
    Maraquette hissed when she saw Lucifer touch Anjali.  She saw Lucifer’s concern for Anjali and lost her mind. 
 
    “I will break you, Destroyer!” she pushed Derick to her left side and held him at arm’s length by the throat. 
 
    Maraquette laughed as the ravenous Shades worked themselves into a frenzy as the coppery scent of blood made them hungry.  One reached out its bone exposed finger to tear open the bottom of Derick’s leather pants. 
 
    Anjali watched in horror as thousands of eyes stared at Derick, reflecting the torchlight.  They were snarling and hissing, desperate to taste him.  She suddenly realized that Maraquette had no intention of escaping or taking Derick’s head.  She wanted Anjali to feel and witness her lover being torn apart by the creatures. 
 
    Anjali lunged forward, but Maraquette swiped at her with the blue flame sword.  Lucifer snatched Anjali’s arm and hauled her back, muttering about her carelessness. 
 
    “Maraquette, I’m begging you to stop this,” Lucifer yelled over the growls of the inhuman ghouls. 
 
    “I’m going to watch you suffer while your sweetheart feels the pain of a thousand teeth and claws ripping through her,” Maraquette chuckled.  Her face was as twisted as the monsters around her. 
 
    Maraquette was about to drop Derick into the fray when a bold Shade lunged at her, trying to bite her where Derick’s blood had stained her leg.  She screamed and kicked away the creature, though she maintained her hold on Derick. 
 
    Alazar saw his chance.  “Aganon, your Master is in trouble.  She has no control over the Shades and they are going to eat her,” Alazar said in his best panicked voice. 
 
    Aganon loosened his grip on Alazar’s arm.  He twitched, debating if he should help his Master.  Alazar shifted his shoulders underneath Aganon and threw him off balance.  He was able to grab Aganon’s wrist and bite his arm.  His teeth went to the bone, causing Aganon to scream.  The smell of new blood drew the Shades closer, frantic to feed. 
 
    The Shades moved forward and dodged back, leery to seize hold of Aganon. 
 
    “Dinner time,” Alazar smirked.  He threw Aganon forcefully off his back, extended his wings, and propelled himself into the air to avoid the leaping mass of Shades determined to consume Aganon. 
 
    Alazar refused to look back at the servant, having witnessed a Shade attack before.  The swarm of bodies would be enjoying their meal and wouldn’t leave much behind. 
 
    Maraquette looked at the Shades near her, concerned about their boldness.  She needed to make her escape quickly.  The Shades were closer than she liked and there was only one way to keep them busy.  Regretful that she couldn’t stay to watch Anjali’s pain, she threw Derick into the middle of the horde. 
 
    Anjali screamed and raced forward to fight the Shades, but Lucifer grabbed her and threw her to Dorian. 
 
    “Hold her!” Lucifer bellowed unwilling to let Anjali be eaten. 
 
    Dorian caught her, locked his arms around her, and lifted her off the ground.  He fought against her struggles, grunting when she tried to head butt him.  Finally, he hoisted her over his shoulder and carried her out of the cave, ignoring her protests. 
 
    Alazar saw Derick fighting against the claws and teeth that struck him from every angle.  He would rip apart any of the beasts that harmed the boy.  He swooped down low, plucked Derick from the swarm of bodies, and lifted him into the air.  Derick managed to dislodge a Shade that was chewing on his leg.  He threw his arm around Alazar’s neck and held on tight. 
 
    “Thanks,” Derick muttered, out of breath. 
 
    “Let’s not make this a thing,” Alazar said glibly, though he was relieved that the boy was relatively safe. 
 
    Alazar banked right and flew out of the closest archway back the walkways leading to the realms.  The Shades couldn’t leave the caves without bursting into flames thanks to the power of the Bhakṣaka. 
 
    Lucifer chased after Maraquette, who was ducking into the small opening of the tunnel, and caught the hem of her dress.  He yanked her back, but she fell sideways against the cave wall and dropped the sword.  He looked down at her as fear consumed her.  Blood filled her palm.  Before Lucifer could grab her, a Shade launched itself at Maraquette and attacked her.  Three more were on her before Lucifer could pull the first one off her. 
 
    Maraquette screamed and looked at Lucifer, terrified.  Her face was lost in the mass of Shades piling on top of her. 
 
    Lucifer caught one of the Shades in the jaw with his boot, and he punched another in the head.  While they weren’t attacking him, they weren’t fleeing either.  Using his power, he threw a group on his left into the walls, but they shook off the interruption and returned to their objective.  He tried to push back as many as he could, but they were relentless.  Mindless in their goal and unfazed by pain, he finally stepped back and watched Maraquette fall under their onslaught.  With a heavy heart, he kicked away a few Shades and reached for the sword.  He thrust the sword into the center of the pile and struck Maraquette through the heart.  As dark as his mind was, he couldn’t watch his former lover die in such a manner. 
 
    He knew his sword had hit its mark when the Shades slowed their attack.  They were in no rush now that their victim was dead.  Lucifer batted enough of them away and reached down to grab Maraquette.  He took her into his arms and cradled her.  He pulled a strip of fabric from her white dress and wrapped it over her battered face.  Turning, he kicked the remaining Shades out of his path and left the caves. 
 
    Anjali rushed to Derick when Alazar dropped him on the walkway.  She threw her arms around him.  “I thought they were going to kill you,” she pulled away to inspect his wounds. 
 
    “I’m okay,” he stopped her and grabbed her hands. 
 
    She opened her mind to him and rejoiced when she could hear his thoughts.  She knew he was being brave for her, but he was in pain from being gnawed on. 
 
    “What, no hug for me?  I’m kind of beat up too,” Alazar pouted. 
 
    Before Anjali could move, Derick patted Alazar on the back.  “Good job, buddy.” 
 
    Anjali laughed when Alazar glared at Derick, who was trying to contain his smile.  She was happy to have both of them away from Maraquette. 
 
    From the corner of her eye, she saw Maraquette’s tattered, bloodstained dress.  Based on the expression on Lucifer’s face, she knew that Maraquette was dead. 
 
    She saw the Celestial Sword hanging from Lucifer’s belt and knew in an instant what had happened. 
 
    “My lord, I’m sorry,” Anjali bowed her head to Lucifer as he approached them. 
 
    “I’m not.  I would rather have her dead than in the Hall of Shadows.  This way I won’t have to see her face daily, and be reminded of my failures.  This is for the best.  You are safe now,” Lucifer looked at her with kindness for a brief moment, and then continued walking. 
 
    “Oh good, my lord, you found her.  I thought that I was going to have to rip Hell apart to find her,” Hades said as he briskly approached Lucifer.  He sputtered to a stop when he took in Lucifer’s mood and appearance. 
 
    “Yes.  I found her,” Lucifer replied grimly. 
 
    Hades turned to Anjali for an explanation as he watched Lucifer continue down the path. 
 
    She quickly explained the chain of events to Hades while he scowled and shook his head. 
 
    Hades was dumbfounded at first, but recovered quickly, as only Hades could.  “At least it’s one less thing to worry about.  Might I suggest a bulletproof vest for that one?” he pointed to Derick and grimaced. 
 
    “Where were you all this time?” she asked, ignoring his quip. 
 
    “I was getting a body count, Lady Black.  Aganon did a lot of damage.  Lord Lucifer went to the Hall of Mercy to beat him.  He healed him so that he could start punishing him anew, but was called away before he could do much more than take a swing at him.  Malcolm had been instructed to take over the interrogation until Lord Lucifer returned, but Aganon grabbed Malcolm by wrapping his legs around him and head butting him.  He pulled Malcolm’s keys from his belt with his toes and unlocked himself.  Sadly, no one questioned Aganon when he walked straight into the Hall of Torment.  He killed two of the Fallen and absconded with Maraquette before Dmitri could stop him.  Do you have any idea how hard it is to find good help?” Hades ran a hand through his dark hair and huffed. 
 
    “Where is Lucifer taking her?” Alazar’s voice was higher than usual.  It was obvious that he was upset about something. 
 
    Hades turned and squinted into the distance.  “Shit.  Nowhere good, I assure you,” Hades took off at a dead run. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Anjali asked, looking at Alazar. 
 
    “When a Rogue or a Forgotten dies, their body is supposed to be burned, with regular fire.  There is a pyre in the far back section, beyond the Realm of the Destroyer but Lucifer wasn’t headed that way.  There’s a small cavern at the end of the Hall of Winds called Nezahvalan, where the Fallen are buried.  It’s consecrated ground.  The Fallen don’t return to Heaven to be buried.  They stay here.  It was always supposed to be a one-way trip.  That’s where Lucifer was headed,” Alazar muttered uncomfortably. 
 
    “You think he’s going to bury her there?” she knew the Council would be furious if they found out that Maraquette had been buried in consecrated ground. 
 
    Alazar shrugged helplessly. 
 
    He really did love her, Derick mused. 
 
    “Derick, please go back to the castle, and tend to those bites.  I’ll call for you when this is over,” she said quickly. 
 
    Good luck, Derick nodded. 
 
    Anjali headed toward the Hall of Winds, hoping that Lucifer wasn’t upset enough to break another of the Council’s rules. 
 
    Alazar directed her past the souls filtering through the long hallway and beyond to what looked like a fissure in the rock wall. 
 
    “Through here,” Alazar ducked into the entrance. 
 
    She entered into a narrow tunnel that was lit with torches.  She let Alazar take the lead as she followed him through the tunnel. 
 
    After a few feet, the tunnel opened into a large, naturally occurring cave.  It was eerie and cold, unlike the main part of Hell.  At least a thousand stakes protruded from the ground, each holding a wooden placard with a name and a symbol carved into it.  Glittering rocks throughout the cave gave off colorful shards of light.  She was surprised to realize that she was looking at a gem mine. 
 
    Alazar kept his head bent as if he were either hiding, or paying his respects to the dead.  It occurred to her that he would have known all the angels buried here.  It saddened her to know that he had lost so many of his family members over the years. 
 
    At the far end of the cave, Lucifer was busy digging a hole in the dirt floor of the cavern, while Hades berated him. 
 
    “I know that you are upset, but I disagree with this on so many levels, Lucifer.  Maraquette would have killed everyone you ever knew just to spite you.  Forget about the Council decreeing her a Rogue, you saw with your own eyes the level of depravity she was capable of.  You may not have listened to the Council’s charges against her, but I read them.  She was actively plotting to assassinate Raphael and Gabriel in an attempt to draw Father out and kill him.  She does not deserve to lie among the angels that have given their lives to do Father’s will.  You are disrespecting their memory by burying this traitor here.  I don’t care what you say.  I won’t allow it.  I will inform the Council immediately and watch them exhume her carcass,” Hades was yelling at the top of his lungs, furious that Lucifer was ignoring him.  He had half a mind to drag Maraquette out of the cave, order the Fallen to take Lucifer into custody, and set her body on fire himself. 
 
    Lucifer kept digging with his head down, ignoring Hades. 
 
    Hades snapped his head up and glared at Anjali when she approached, daring her to say something stupid. 
 
    She understood Hades’ reasons for not wanting Maraquette buried here, but she also understood why Lucifer was insisting upon it. 
 
    “My lord, please, I know that you are upset with yourself, but you can’t take the blame for her turning against God,” she spoke quietly and placed her hand over Lucifer’s arms, trying to stop his efforts. 
 
    Lucifer looked lost when his eyes slowly made their way to her face.  “I told you what I did to her.” 
 
    “Yes, and you also told me that Maraquette was angry with God for allowing you to become the Angel of Darkness.  She didn’t understand why God had created a place that could turn the Morningstar into a creature of evil.  That was her problem.  The Fallen lying beneath these markers made enormous sacrifices to do God’s will in Hell.  She fell into Hell because of her love for you, not because of her loyalty to God.  I know you feel guilty, but putting her here isn’t going to change who she was and what she did.  She was angry with herself because she couldn’t tolerate Hell enough to stay with you, yet she took it out on everyone else.  No matter what you did to her, she chose to become evil.  I know you want to make amends by giving her a final resting place of honor because you are trying to take responsibility for her evil deeds, but you can’t,” she put her hand on Lucifer’s face and pulled him into an embrace. 
 
    Lucifer dropped the shovel and hugged her.  While he didn’t cry, he did bury his face in her neck to hide his shame. 
 
    He lifted his head to look at her.  “Only you can separate your anger and outrage from your moral sense of right.  You didn’t say that just because you want her to burn, did you?” 
 
    “No.  I said it because you are overwhelmed by guilt.  Once the guilt passes, you will more than likely come to dig her up, and burn her on the spot.  You need to do the right thing, even though it seems wrong.  Stop blaming yourself for her insanity,” she brushed the hair away from Lucifer’s forehead and kissed his cheek. 
 
    Lucifer sighed.  “You’re right.  Hades, take Maraquette to the pyres and see that she has a death ceremony befitting a Rogue,” he straightened himself and quietly left the cavern. 
 
    Hades threw his head back and ran his hand across his face.  “Heaven forbid if I say the words, they fall upon deaf ears.  Put them in the mouth of a pretty woman and they are gospel,” he brushed past Anjali and picked up Maraquette’s body.  “Are you coming to the pyre?” he asked quickly. 
 
    “No.  I’ve seen enough destruction for one day,” she knew she sounded exhausted but didn’t care. 
 
    Hades walked out of the cave with the body, careful not to step on any of the graves. 
 
    Alazar held out his hand to her and smiled.  She happily accepted his hand and walked out of the cave. 
 
    “You never cease to amaze me,” Alazar said when they entered the Hall of Winds. 
 
    “How so?” she asked, making their way through the lines of wayward souls. 
 
    “Well, in years past, that fight would have turned into an all-out brawl between Lucifer and Hades.  It would have been a disaster.  There was no one to step in and do what you did.  That’s why there is supposed to be a third in power, though I fully expected you to convince Hades to let Lucifer bury Maraquette,” Alazar paused and intentionally hip checked Orien, the Oversee of the Realm of Thrashing Vines, into the realm. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and glared at him for pushing Orien. 
 
    Alazar shrugged innocently and smirked.  He leaned to his left and caught a glimpse of Pete burning in the Realm of Fire.  He flipped him off and forgot about the kid. 
 
    “You have to stop doing that.  If you are going to live here, you might as well figure out how to deal with the Fallen,” she scolded him.  “As far as Marquette is concerned, I was not about to let Lucifer put her there after everything she did.  I’m not seeking revenge; I’m just following the rules, which I happen to agree with.  Just because Lucifer wants to do something crazy, doesn’t mean that I’m going to let him,” she replied matter-of-factly. 
 
    “That’s my point.  I thought you would give in because you are his servant, or because you are his lover.  Either way, I figured that you would help Lucifer achieve his goal,” Alazar was happy to know that his Master did have a mind of her own and wasn’t afraid to challenge Lucifer. 
 
    “Alazar, I’m not a mindless slave any more than you are,” she put her arm around his waist while they walked.  The Fallen looked at them with fear in their eyes, but quickly went back to their tasks.  None of them seemed pleased to have Death back in Hell.  “Aganon did terrible things for Maraquette, but it wasn’t because she was his Master, it was because he foolishly believed that she loved him.  He was more than willing to kill for her for no other reason.  Personally, I would need a pretty good reason to kill for Lucifer, if he asked me to.  I’m sure you would feel the same way,” she shrugged. 
 
    They entered the castle and headed for the staircase. 
 
    Alazar quickly pulled her by the arm, once they were away from the guards on the first floor, and led her up the stairs.  He whipped her around when she reached the first floor landing.  He stared directly into her eyes.  “I would kill for you if you asked me to.  Never question that.  I doubt that I would need a reason.  That’s what I do, but I understand there may come a point when I have reservations and want to refrain from killing someone.  I suggest that you don’t command me to kill without just cause, because I may not question you,” Alazar said with all seriousness.  He meant what he said.  He would do his job, trusting that she would use his abilities wisely. 
 
    She was stunned by Alazar’s admission.  She knew that being a Master was a huge responsibility, and not something to be taken lightly, but she needed to be wary of the commands she issued.  Alazar was the Angel of Death, first and foremost.  If she were to wield him, she’d better be prepared for the outcome.  Death was to be taken seriously, as a means to an end. 
 
    “I understand,” she whispered softly. 
 
    Alazar released her and his breath caught in his throat.  The thought of killing for her made him excited.  He no longer had to feel guilty for experiencing pleasure in doing his job, as long as his Master took heed of his warning and never tried to misuse him.  If he were called upon to kill, he would do it without hesitation. 
 
    “I understand now what God was trying to tell us after we became the Predznak.  He said that we shouldn’t take lovers, meaning, we shouldn’t have girlfriends, or emotional attachments to women.  He said that our loyalty and our love needed to be for our Master alone.  I believe that he was afraid we would fall in love with someone and stop listening to you.  Love is a powerful thing.  It can change minds quickly.  If our love of another prevented us from fulfilling our duties, all would fail.  I think that’s why I crave you so much.  You are the only one that I need.  You are supposed to be my only love,” he looked deeply into her eyes, knowing what God had meant that day. 
 
    Anjali was taken aback by his confession.  It certainly explained their need for one another.  Since joining her power with Alazar, she couldn’t imagine being apart from him. 
 
    “I hope that I can be everything you need,” she said quietly as she gazed into his fathomless blue eyes. 
 
    “You already are,” he whispered.  He kissed her forehead and stepped away to compose himself when he heard voices down the hall. 
 
   


 
  




Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Derick stood to the right of Anjali’s intimidating Fire and Ice Throne feeling self-conscious.  How in the world was he supposed to look like a badass when he had no idea what he was doing?  He’d spent most of his life getting beaten up.  What qualified him to stand next to the Bringer of the Apocalypse? 
 
    “You stared down the devil, saved the Angel of Death from a Rogue Angel and weren’t afraid of the Sword of God,” Anjali replied when she heard his self-doubts.  “Besides, all you have to do is stand next to my throne, and put on a serious face when someone is in the Hall of Mirrors.  In the Throne Room, you will stand on the floor like Dorian and Vincent.  Remember, everything you say and do will reflect upon me.  It sucks, but that’s the way it works.  Speak only if spoken to, though, as you know, you can say whatever you want to me in your mind,” Anjali stood in front of her dais and watched Derick figure out the best way to stand. 
 
    “I know.  It’s all a part of the show.  I won’t do anything to show disrespect in front of guests, I promise,” Derick practiced different stances, attempting to look imposing. 
 
    “You look too sexy like that, try something else,” she chuckled when he put his arms behind his back.  He looked like he was ready for a runway shoot.  “How are you feeling?” 
 
    Derick shrugged.  “I’m still getting used to the idea of seeing in the dark.  It’s strange, though helpful.  I could do without the screaming.  I never knew Hell was so loud.  Aside, from that, I’m adjusting, though I think my shoulder is still screwed up from when Lucifer threw me in Romania.  All my other injuries aside from the Shade bites are almost gone, but my shoulder sort of creaks now,” he said as he rotated his shoulder. 
 
    Anger coursed through Anjali.  “I swear he will never lay a hand on you again.” 
 
    Derick shifted.  He was always caught off guard when her anger surfaced.  She was a sight to behold.  Something inside of him always twinged when she got really mad.  It was a self-defense mechanism to stand very still when she was ranting about something. 
 
    Embarrassed, Anjali calmed, not wanting to scare Derick.  She was about to apologize when she heard footsteps behind her. 
 
    Turning, she saw Lucifer striding into the hall.  He was gripping a Celestial Sword. 
 
    She immediately sat down on the throne, uncertain about what he was planning to do it with it.  She braced herself, but didn’t speak.  His mood seemed somber, so she waited for him to speak. 
 
    “My Lady, I think it’s best if I give this to you.  It has caused me nothing but heartache.  I no longer want to be responsible for it.  This sword only brings death.  Do with it as you see fit,” Lucifer presented the sword to Anjali and turned to leave. 
 
    “Thank you, my lord.  I’m sure Michael will be happy to see it returned to Heaven,” she bowed her head. 
 
    “Don’t tell him that I handed it over.  I don’t want him thinking that I’m actually following his orders.  Tell him that you stole it from me,” he said over his shoulder and left. 
 
    Anjali was shocked that he would hand over his most coveted illegal contraband.  While he had other items that were accidently intentionally kept from Heaven, this one was his favorite. 
 
    “What are you going to do with it?” Derick tensed, waiting to see if she would keep it.  He hated the thing and wanted it gone.  He was still dealing with nightmares of falling off the tower and seeing the blue flame hovering above his neck as Maraquette breathed against his ear. 
 
    “I’m going to send it back to where it belongs.  Mark, I summon you,” she called to the ceiling. 
 
    A few moments later, the hall was filled with a bright light as the shiny, meticulously dressed angel appeared.  Mark bowed politely to her and nodded his head in acknowledgement of Derick, though it wasn’t required of him. 
 
    “You called for me, My Lady?” Mark asked graciously. 
 
    Derick raised his eyebrow when he saw the well-groomed angel.  He recognized him from the council meeting, but at the time could only see the side of his face.  He was none too thrilled that all the angels he’d seen were very good looking, but this one was better looking then Alazar. 
 
    I am not swayed by their beauty, my darling.  Besides, I’m picturing you naked currently, not Mark.  I think he’s gay, she chuckled. 
 
    Derick did his best not to laugh.  He definitely liked this game. 
 
    “Yes Mark, I would like to hand over the Celestial Sword that Tabbris illegally obtained from a Rogue and left behind in Hell.  I’m not sure why he didn’t take it with him when he left,” she was trying to get Tabbris into trouble after their earlier encounter. 
 
    Mark carefully accepted the sword with a bow.  “I will see to it that it is returned to Michael.  He will be pleased to have it safely locked away.  I am sorry that it did so much damage while here,” he wanted the sword destroyed, but did not say so aloud.  He knew it was the infamous sword that had nearly killed Lady Black. 
 
    “Thank you.  Please inform the Council that Maraquette is dead, along with her servant Aganon.  Her body was burned in accordance with the ritual for deceased Rogues,” she knew she sounded cold, but she didn’t care.  She was weary from her battles with the deranged redhead. 
 
    Mark was stunned.  It took a moment to recover from the news.  “My Lady, what happened?”  It was odd for her to declare Aganon as Maraquette’s servant. 
 
    She explained how Aganon had released her from the Hall of Torment and didn’t leave out any details.  She wanted him to understand how close Derick had come to dying and how gruesome Maraquette’s death had been.  It was better for the Council to know everything lest they charge Hell with her murder.  There was no way she was taking the fall for Maraquette’s demise. 
 
    Mark looked green by the end of the story.  He tried to speak once or twice, but had to compose himself.  “I knew those Shades were dangerous.  I am glad the rest of you made it out alive.  I cannot believe Aganon’s treachery.  He always seemed so dedicated to Lord Lucifer,” Mark muttered.  It made him wonder how many other things he had misinterpreted. 
 
    “Yes, well, he was loyal to Lord Lucifer, until Maraquette showed up and flashed her boobs,” she murmured, but caught herself and smiled apologetically.  She didn’t want to offend him.  She had no idea what he was really like.  “She lied to Aganon and told him what he wanted to hear.” 
 
    Mark’s eyebrows flew up.  He had never heard Lady Black say anything inappropriate before.  Perhaps she was starting to open up to him, finally. 
 
    “Yes, I understand.  It was a terrible situation when Aganon died a mortal death and came to Hell.  The Council had to decide what to do with him since the deal had been made while Maraquette was in Heaven.  She fought for him, so the Council allowed it.  He always seemed quite taken with her.  I can see why he would serve her,” Mark could not imagine how someone could be so in love that they would change who they were, but then again he had never loved anyone more than Father. 
 
    “Honestly, I’m glad that it’s over.  Not that I wanted her dead, but I feel safer now that she is gone,” she sighed and leaned back into her throne. 
 
    Mark looked down at the ground, uncomfortably.  “You would say that of your enemy.” 
 
    She realized her faux pas.  “Mark, I’m so sorry.  She was your sister and a former Council Member.  Know that she wasn’t my enemy, or at least not before she attacked me.  I didn’t start this fight.” 
 
    “You knew her in Heaven,” Mark whispered sadly. 
 
    She flinched.  “Were we friends?” she asked cautiously. 
 
    “No.  As I mentioned before, you didn’t have many friends.  She was never a supporter of the Destroyer.  She feared your power and never saw a need for you.  Perhaps that is where her dislike of you began.  Regardless, she made a choice to strike out against Father, and I will never forgive her for that.  I will mourn the angel that was once my sister, but I have no love for the Rogue that she became,” Mark said diplomatically. 
 
    “Still, I should have been more sympathetic,” she bowed her head. 
 
    “Thank you, My Lady.  Before I leave, I wanted to bestow my gratitude upon you for saving the Council Members that were affected by the Rusalka,” Mark intentionally did not say their names, hoping to spare them some shame. 
 
    “I’m just glad that the truth came to light.  Skylis could have done a lot of damage with them under her control.  She is locked away in the Hall of Shadows under female guards,” she avoided making any snarky comments similar to Lucifer’s comment to the Council. 
 
    “Sometimes we rely too heavily on faith and do not see what is right before our eyes.  I am upset with myself for not noticing the difference in them.  I am pleased that you were able to help.  Of course, you probably should have avoided setting them on fire, but I understand that it is one of the few ways to save a victim from the Rusalka’s power,” he said as he tried to dispel the image of his brothers on fire at the hands of Lady Black.  He admonished himself for thinking ill of her at the time.  Perhaps, in that instance, he should have relied on his faith in her, rather than what he was seeing. 
 
    “Don’t tell anyone, but I didn’t mind setting Michael on fire.  I did regret hurting the others.  I’m still mad at Michael, but I’m trying to let it go.  Tell him to consider the sword my peace offering,” she smirked, knowing that Michael wouldn’t care about her offer. 
 
    “I will, My Lady.  In addition, I will not tell Michael that you enjoyed setting him on fire.  Actually, I should apologize for starting the trouble when I told the Council about the Rusalka’s treatment.  I know that you think of me as a spy for Heaven, but I recognize that there are times when there should be some sense of decorum.  In short, I should not run home to tell them all of your secrets.  There can be some leeway in what I report,” Mark wanted her to trust him and confide in him.  He hated feeling like the enemy in Hell.  He was her liaison, and it was his job to help her.  She would never let him help if she did not trust him. 
 
    “Thank you Mark, but in this case, you were right to tell.  If you hadn’t, the Council would still be under her influence,” she nodded. 
 
    Mark flushed at her remark.  He was embarrassed that his offer of friendship had been denied.  He quickly bowed his head.  Before he could speak, he heard Alazar stomping into the hall.  Mark acknowledged him with a bow, but Alazar was too busy muttering to himself to notice. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Alazar?” she turned her attention to her angel. 
 
    “That son of a bitch took a new servant, or rather two.  I don’t care about the one, but the other one I’m going to kill, again,” Alazar ignored Mark and stepped in front of him.  He quickly bowed to her, out of respect, and continued his rant.  “I killed this guy years ago and suddenly Lucifer offers him a servant position.  I swear he’s doing it just to piss me off.” 
 
    “Slow down, Alazar.  What are you talking about?” she held up her hands, effectively stopping his rant. 
 
    Alazar took a deep breath.  “I came across this asshole name Garret a couple of years back.  He was a total megalomaniac.  He ran a drug operation and was the equivalent of a mob boss, a complete douche-bag.  It was a pleasure getting this guy to jump off a bridge.  He’s the type of person that is so full of himself that he would never consider suicide, but I got him.  Now Lucifer is flaunting him in my face.  I wanted this asshole burning in the Realm of Fire for an eternity and now he’s walking around like he owns the place.  He’s one murder away from the Realm of Nightmares.  Trust me, Lucifer made a huge mistake and will regret it,” Alazar was panting by the time he was done speaking. 
 
    “I guess he’s making a point about not creating nice servants, like Radek,” she missed her friend and thanked him again for his sacrifice. 
 
    Garret sounds delightful.  Maybe we should check him for shivs before he gets anywhere near you, Derick grimaced. 
 
    Stay away from him until I know more about him, or I can scare him to death, she growled. 
 
    Mark was intrigued by the way Lady Black spoke to Alazar with ease.  She was certainly able to express herself around her angel.  He noted with interest that her Nachtghul was speaking to her in his mind.  He was suddenly anxious that they might be making fun of him. 
 
    “Will that be all, My Lady?” Mark asked nervously.  He wanted to be out of the sight of her new servant before he got himself into trouble by accusing the boy of ill-intentioned thoughts. 
 
    “I guess you should inform the Council that Lord Lucifer has taken two new servants, one of whom is a suicide servant,” she frowned, annoyed by Lucifer’s lack of common sense. 
 
    “Of course, My Lady,” Mark bowed and disappeared from the hall. 
 
    “I will speak to Lucifer and straighten this out, if I can.  What about the other servant?  Who is he?” she asked, wanting to get all the surprises out of the way. 
 
    “I don’t know much about him aside from the fact that he’s here by way of a deal.  I didn’t know that Lucifer still make deals with mortals.  I think his name is Lev.  He looks harmless enough,” Alazar waved his hand and stepped up on the dais to take his place on the left side of her throne. 
 
    “I guess I have to get used to the turnover rate of Lucifer’s servants,” she sighed. 
 
    “I hope you have learned not to trust any of them.  I think you need to forget compassion when it comes to them.  It’s like prison.  You kick the ass of the biggest guy and everyone else leaves you alone.  Strip the skin from a servant and the others will think twice about hurting you,” Alazar huffed. 
 
    Anjali wondered if she could be so ruthless. 
 
    Hades interrupted her thoughts and immediately changed her mind.  Yes, she could be ruthless, if needed.  Hades was proof of that. 
 
    “Well, you’ve had a busy day, haven’t you?” Hades sneered when he entered. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied simply.  She wasn’t sure why he was mad since she could think of at least thirty different reasons. 
 
    He rolled his eyes and glared at her.  “What the hell possessed you to enter into the Caves of Darkness and with your Nachtghul no less?  He could have been Shade chow and we would be dealing with a grief stricken Destroyer.  There’s something I don’t want to deal with.  I suggest you take better care of him.  At first, I was surprised that the Council agreed to let you keep your little pet, but I quickly figured out their reasoning.  The bastards never cease to amaze me,” Hades shook his head while he paced. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” she asked. She was too tired to entertain Hades’ snarky mood. 
 
    “You mean you haven’t figured it out yet?  Think about it.  They don’t particularly like you, why would they let you keep a forbidden Nachtghul?” Hades looked at her pointedly. 
 
    “Maybe Gabriel said something to them.  I don’t know,” she propped up her head against her hand and waited for his explanation. 
 
    “You naïve girl, the Council will use him against you, against all of us.  There was a reason they were banned.  Wars were started when Nachtghuls were murdered by an enemy.  Their Masters sought revenge for the intentional slayings.  Their pain was too great to contain, so they struck out against the ones responsible.  The Council saw the usefulness of the Nachtghuls and took advantage of them.  They would take possession of a Nachtghul while persuading their Master to see their side of things.  In short, they held the Nachtghuls hostage so that they could coerce their owners into submission and impose their will,” Hades ground his teeth in frustration. 
 
    He wondered what Michael would have done had Lady Black been in possession of a Nachtghul when she followed him in Romania.  Michael probably would have driven a sword through the boy as a warning to stay out of his way. 
 
    “That sounds more like something Hell would do, not Heaven,” she scoffed. 
 
    “Don’t underestimate my brothers in white.  They will do what is necessary to win.  Michael isn’t above torture or coercion.  Mark my words, they will use that boy against you if you cross them.  They will either threaten to take him away from you, or take him into custody until you comply with their wishes.  Don’t say that I didn’t warn you.  You have no idea what the Council is capable of doing.  Just because they are in Heaven doesn’t always mean they have the best of intentions,” Hades paced, but stopped to look at Alazar, who was staring at him without blinking. 
 
    “Thank you for the warning.  I will take it under advisement.  Although, you’re the one who should be thanking me,” she smirked. 
 
    “For what, saving the Council?  You know nothing about me, if that’s the case.  I would rather see them mindless zombies so that they would stay out of my business.  If I’m supposed to thank you for lighting them on fire, then yes, I agree.  It was beyond entertaining and I was deeply amused,” Hades had come close to falling off his throne when Lady Black approached Michael and touched his wings.  Jealously had blazed through him when he thought that she might kiss Michael.  Then, lo and behold, she set the asshole on fire.  It warmed his heart and his groin as nothing else could. 
 
    “No, for not telling the Council that you were the one under the Rusalka’s spell,” she smiled coyly. 
 
    Damn, the girl had him there.  He would have been pissed if she had told them and made him look as weak as his brothers.  He really was grateful for that and for getting the charges against him dropped.  “Yes, that was kind of you, but don’t expect any favors from it.  You will be happy to know that the ice is finally gone and my tower is back in one piece, no thanks to you.” 
 
    “Perhaps you would rather be Skylis’ sex toy?  I should release her and let her have her way with you, and then eat you,” she said snidely. 
 
    Hades straightened, sensing that Lady Black’s mood had shifted.  She had saved his ass on multiple occasions and he was being a dick.  He was angry with her for putting herself in danger by getting too close to Maraquette and the Shades.  He was also annoyed by the presence of the Nachtghul and Alazar. 
 
    “There’s no reason to be rude,” Hades bowed slightly with his arms out to the sides.  “I’m just making a point.  You may have helped me, slightly, but you did trash my stuff in the process.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she bowed her head the same way he had. 
 
    “So, I guess you’re here to stay,” Hades directed his attention back to Alazar, who was trying to get under his skin. 
 
    “Yes, you have a problem with that, my lord?” Alazar replied smugly. 
 
    “I have many problems with that, but I will refrain from stating them all.  I don’t need a repeat of last time, Alazar.  You wreaked havoc with the Fallen.  Believe it or not, they serve a purpose here and when you screw with them, it affects everything.  I have a hard enough time keeping them from killing each other.  I don’t need you interfering,” Hades huffed. 
 
    “He will behave, as long as the Fallen stay away from him,” Anjali spoke up before Alazar could answer. 
 
    “I want assurances that you will refrain from your sadistic ways, that’s all,” Hades replied. 
 
    “I will behave so that you don’t have to darken her doorstep again.  Good enough?” Alazar shrugged. 
 
    “Very well,” Hades turned and walked away.  “I’m billing you for the new paint job in my tower,” he said over his shoulder just before he disappeared into the rotunda. 
 
    “He’s fun,” Derick said dryly. 
 
    “You have no idea,” Anjali sighed. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” Anjali asked Derick. 
 
    “Yes.  You said that I have to set my affairs in order.  This needs to be done,” Derick sighed.  “Where did it happen?” he asked quietly. 
 
    Derick shuddered when he looked up and saw Castle Moartea looming in front of him.  He remembered his excitement when he first saw it.  It had represented so many opportunities, now it only represented death and betrayal. 
 
    “In the tower over there, that’s where Alazar tempted Pete the last time,” Anjali motioned to her left. 
 
    Derick nodded his head.  He disappeared and appeared in the tower.  He was surprised to see that it wasn’t empty. 
 
    “Josilyn, what are you doing here?” Derick walked over to Josilyn, who was sitting on the floor with her legs curled up. 
 
    “Holy shit, you’re alive!,” Josilyn squeaked.  She jumped off the floor and threw her arms around Derick.  “No one knew what happened to you.  The innkeeper was the last one to see you go back to your room.” 
 
    Derick felt terrible that he had left Josilyn alone.  He was planning to go to the inn next to see if she was still in Romania, but he wanted to see the castle first.  He needed to see where Pete had died.  Kicking himself, he realized that she was crying.  She truly had missed him. 
 
    “Josilyn, I’m sorry, I should have called,” Derick grimaced and pulled away from her bear hug. 
 
    “Yeah, you should have.  What happened and what the hell are you wearing?” she was confused when she looked at his outfit.  She waved away her question and lost control of her thoughts.  “I was sitting in my room packing and the police showed up to tell me that Pete and Mrs. Pavel were dead.  You, Annie, and Cassie were nowhere to be found.  I started thinking the worst, Derick.  You’d better start talking fast,” Josilyn’s tears were replaced by rage.  She looked like she was about to punch him. 
 
    Derick had prepared a cover story, but seeing her so angry made him realize that he couldn’t lie, at least not completely.  “Cassie screwed us, Josilyn.  Remember how eager she was to get us here?  She planned the whole thing.  None of us were supposed to make it out of here alive.” 
 
    Derick saw Josilyn’s anger transform into fear.  “I knew there was something wrong with her.  Why us, Derick?” 
 
    “She was after me, though I didn’t know it.  She used to know my Uncle Benjamin and wanted to get even with him, so she held me hostage.  The rest of you were expendable.  Josilyn, you have to know something.  Pete was working with her.  She needed someone on the inside,” Derick was vague, but truthful.  He suddenly understood how hard it was for Anjali to talk to him in partial truths. 
 
    “No, not Pete.  He would never do something like that.  He was our friend,” Josilyn shook her head and looked over at the bloodstained floor where Pete had died. 
 
    “No, he wasn’t.  Cassie got to him.  He would have done anything for her.  Trust me.  Cassie grabbed me from the hotel, took me to a farm a few miles from here, and locked me up.  Pete was there.  She promised him all kinds of things.  I think that’s why he killed himself.  He felt guilty for betraying us,” Derick said, pointing to the stain.  Alazar had told him about Pete’s final words, but he didn’t believe that Pete was sorry for anything. 
 
    “But why Derick, why did she do it?” she whimpered. 
 
    He could tell that she was in denial about Pete, but he let it go. 
 
    “My uncle has a lot of money.  Cassie was trying to ransom me.  Wedge found out, that’s why she killed him.  Mrs. Pavel must have gotten in the way,” Derick tried to get the image of Mrs. Pavel’s death out of his mind.  Anjali had shown him everything so that there would be no secrets between them. 
 
    “All of this because she wanted money?  How sick can people be?” Josilyn mutter to herself and sat back down on the floor. 
 
    “Well, it was more about vengeance than the money, but still, Cassie was screwed up.  Annie found me and helped me.  The police came for Cassie.  All I know is that she is dead,” Derick hoped that it would ease Josilyn’s mind a little to know that she was safe from Cassie. 
 
    “Good.  I still can’t believe that Pete could do this to us,” Josilyn hung her head and started crying. 
 
    Derick kneeled down next to her and rubbed her back.  “Josilyn, I’m sorry.  I know that you liked Pete, but you saw how Pete followed her around and did whatever she said.” 
 
    “Yeah.  I had a feeling that he was sleeping with her.  You think you know someone and then you find out that they weren’t who you thought they were,” Josilyn murmured, wiping her eyes. 
 
    “I couldn’t believe it at first either.  I’m sorry that I wasn’t there when you found out about Pete,” Derick sighed. 
 
    “Where have you been?” Josilyn looked at him, trying to sort out all the details. 
 
    “Hospital.  I got pretty banged up.  Cassie did a number on me,” he rolled up his sleeves to show her the healing scratches from the Shade attack on his arm.  Then he pulled aside his collar to show Maraquette’s bite mark, which was still red and irritated. 
 
    “I’m sorry I thought the worst of you, Derick,” she threw her arms around him and held him. 
 
    “I would have thought the same thing,” he hugged her and tried his best to comfort her.  “I think it’s time for you head back to Tulsa.” 
 
    Josilyn pulled away and looked at him.  She noticed that he didn’t say “we”.  “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I thought that I would see the world.  I’m leaving Tulsa, Josilyn.  I’m going to stay with Annie.  I love her.  I realized that when she found me,” Derick smiled. 
 
    Josilyn stared at him as if he had three heads.  “You’re serious.  Are you sure about this?  You don’t know her.  I mean, I like her, and I’m happy that she rescued you, but are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah.  I’ve never been more sure of anything Josilyn,” Derick nodded. 
 
    “Okay.  If you’re sure, then I’m okay with it.  Just make sure you call me once in a while and tell me how you’re doing,” she playfully pushed him, the way she used to. 
 
    He chuckled and nodded his head.  “Josilyn, I was thinking, you should take the tapes.  Maybe you can still make this work.  You’re smart and you’re talented.  I think you can find someone to edit the material we have and get someone to produce it.  I’ll sign away my rights and you can use it as a demo or turn it into a special.  Either way, the tapes are yours,” Derick said.  He wasn’t sure how she was going to react, but he hoped that she would agree. 
 
    Josilyn thought about it for a minute and shook her head.  “I don’t know if I can watch them.  Thank you for the offer.  I’ll hang on to them.  Who knows, maybe one day I can put this behind me,” Josilyn shrugged.  “I’m going to miss you.” 
 
    “I’m going to miss you too.  Go home and forget about this place,” Derick put his hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “We made a good team, didn’t we?” Josilyn sniffled. 
 
    “Yeah, we did.  Remember the good times, Josilyn,” Derick stood up and backed awkwardly out of the tower, waving goodbye to Josilyn. 
 
    He disappeared and reappeared in the weapons room in the lower levels. 
 
    “That went better than expected.  Are you okay?” Anjali asked when Derick appeared behind her. 
 
    “Yeah.  I’m okay.  I feel bad that she’s lost everyone, but she’s tough.  I wanted to make sure that she knows it’s okay to use the tapes.  I hope she can get something from them.  Someone should benefit from this disaster,” he crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. 
 
    It took him a moment to pull himself from his thoughts to see that the room was mostly back in order.  Someone had placed most of the swords back into their holders on the walls and the suits of armor had been moved into a corner. 
 
    Anjali was standing a few feet from the interior wall, staring at the ground.  He remained quiet, giving her time to think. 
 
    “I can’t remember the people that I killed with my power, but I don’t think I have ever killed someone with a weapon.  I didn’t even have time to mourn Mrs. Pavel and feel sorry for killing her.  I was too busy trying to stay alive.  I know that she was destined for Hell, but it doesn’t make me feel any better.  She shouldn’t have died to save me.  I know that she accepted her death and sacrificed herself, but it shouldn’t have happened,” Anjali was angry with herself for not finding another way to fight Maraquette. 
 
    “Maraquette was the one who put her in the middle of the fight.  She would have killed her regardless of the outcome.  She wouldn’t have wanted any witnesses.  She needed the Council to think she was innocent.  Mrs. Pavel was marked for death the second Maraquette entered into this castle, and you know it,” Derick hated to see her so upset. 
 
    “I suppose, but I made the choice to take a life.  I have to accept responsibility for that.  Mrs. Pavel ended up in the Realm of Poison, which is better than ending up in the Realm of the Destroyer,” she regretted sending someone to Hell, even if Mrs. Pavel had poisoned her husband. 
 
    “You need to stop this,” Alazar said as he walked in the room. 
 
    Anjali was startled to see her angel. 
 
    “Sorry, I was spying.  Besides, I came back for this,” he pointed to his lounger in the hallway. 
 
    Anjali snickered at him, but was grateful for the distraction. 
 
    “Look, people die every day.  One day, you will kill them all.  I’m glad you have your morals intact and that you feel sympathy for what you have done, but let’s not dwell on it.  Mrs. Pavel had a second chance on life and she screwed it up.  She escaped my temptation when she was younger.  Trust me, she should have learned from her encounter with me, but didn’t.  Now, if you’re ready, I’d like to get my chair back home and relax for a while,” Alazar winked at her. 
 
    “He’s right.  You can’t dwell on all this, you’ll drive yourself crazy,” Derick walked over to her and put his hand in hers. 
 
    “You’re right.  I can’t cry for everyone that dies.  I have to accept that I will be surrounded by death for the rest of my life because of who I am.  I hope the day never comes when I no longer mourn the loss of a life and instead rejoice in it,” she held Derick’s hand tightly in hers.  “Let’s go home.” 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Anjali walked into the Throne Room and got a quick look at one of the new servants, who was most likely Lev.  He was tall and young looking, maybe 25 years old.  He looked green around the edges as he stood guard by the thrones.  It was a boring job, and one Lucifer loved giving to the newer servants.  The guy had a pleasant face, which was probably why Lucifer had chosen to make a deal with him.  The girls back home would have fawned over him, but she wasn’t interested.  He looked too innocent to be in Hell. 
 
    He eyed her questioningly when she passed to the left of the dais, but he didn’t speak.  She stepped around the pillar and came face to face with the other new servant, who was standing guard in front of the door to Lucifer’s private room. 
 
    “He doesn’t want to be disturbed,” the man had a gruff voice and was older than the servant on the dais.  She knew immediately that this was Garret, Alazar’s suicider.  His eyes were cold and calculating.  He was taller than her, but not a large man, though he liked to intimidate people with his personality, based on the sneer he was giving her. 
 
    “Step aside.  Lord Lucifer will see me,” she replied evenly. 
 
    “He said to keep everyone out.  There were no exceptions, Lady Black,” he said her name harshly.  He crossed his arms defiantly, blocking her path. 
 
    Her skin crawled when he said her name. 
 
    “You’re new here, so I’ll give you a break, this time.  Move, or I’ll send you back to the Realm of Fire,” she drew out the word fire.  Despite his bravado, she saw the small flicker of fear in his eyes. 
 
    He stepped aside and sneered at her. 
 
    She walked through the door and down the stairs.  The staircase ended at Lucifer’s bedroom door.  She knocked and called out to him, hoping that he wouldn’t lash out at her for disturbing him. 
 
    A few seconds went by and she thought that Lucifer might not answer.  She was about to leave when the heavy wooden door opened slightly.  Lucifer wasn’t in sight. 
 
    She slowly pushed the door open and saw Lucifer standing in front of the fireplace along the right wall.  He looked to be deep in thought. 
 
    “My lord?” she asked quietly, prepared to flee, if necessary. 
 
    “Come in,” he said quietly. 
 
    She entered and closed the door behind her. 
 
    He was still dressed, though she had assumed he would be asleep if he didn’t want to be disturbed. 
 
    “Come to me,” he said, though he stayed motionless, still staring at the fire. 
 
    She crossed the room and stood behind him.  When he didn’t say anything else, she put her hands on his taut shoulders and massaged them.  He sighed and relaxed in her hands. 
 
    “Is your wound healing?” she worked the muscles along his back and down his sides. 
 
    “Yes.  I don’t feel the pain anymore.  Another day or two and all should be fine,” he replied.  It was an automatic response without emotion.  She knew his mind was somewhere else. 
 
    “I’m sorry about Maraquette.” 
 
    “I’m just happy that you are alive and safe.  I don’t know if I would have been able to leave the Cave if it had been you instead of her,” he whispered. 
 
    “You did the humane thing by not letting her suffer,” she replied. 
 
    “I couldn’t watch her die like that,” Lucifer sighed.  He stood and wiped his face with his hand.  He looked defeated.  “I thought that I didn’t miss Maraquette and then I held her limp body in my arms.  I remembered how vibrant she was in Heaven and I wanted to weep for what I had lost.  I am ashamed that her love wasn’t enough to keep me in Heaven, or to lighten my burdens in Hell.  She shouldn’t have died because I didn’t love her enough,” his eyes filled with tears causing Anjali’s form to waver. 
 
    “She obviously didn’t know what you needed to be happy.  She selfishly believed that she could put you in a bubble and make you love her so that she could get her happy ending,” Anjali frowned and shook her head. 
 
    “Maraquette always had a simple way of looking at things.  I’m glad it’s over,” Lucifer put his hand on her neck and inhaled her scent of her hair. 
 
    “I wish I could have stopped her sooner,” she grimaced. 
 
    “Yes, she is the reason that you now have a Nachtghul,” Lucifer stiffened and removed his hand. 
 
    “I couldn’t let him go.  I’m sorry if you’re mad at me, but I had to do it,” she braced herself for his wrath. 
 
    “I see the way the boy looks at you.  He loves you.  I envy him more than you can ever imagine.  He gets to be with you whenever he wants,” Lucifer growled. 
 
    “You don’t love me, not really.  You love God’s light inside of me.  If I didn’t have it, I would be just another servant to you,” she hated saying it aloud, but it was the truth.  She stayed very still, waiting for Lucifer’s response. 
 
    “That is not true!” he yelled.  He stalked across the room toward the bed and paced.  “You lighten my burdens yes, but I do love you.  You are beautiful and strong, courageous and innocent.  I love the way you wanted to fight Michael, even though Hades and I warned you that it would be foolish.  I love the way that you stood up to the Council.  I love the way that you walked into that cave and weren’t afraid of Maraquette or the creatures of the damned.  You astound me every time that I look at you.  It’s not Father’s power that makes you strong; it’s your heart, your will and your determination.  It’s your sense of right and wrong, the very thing that Gabriel tried to instill in you by making you mortal for countless centuries.  I am in awe of you.  I know that I don’t show it all the time, but I do love you,” Lucifer stalked over, pulled her into his arms, and held her tight. 
 
    “Sometimes it’s nice to hear,” she chuckled when her feet left the ground. 
 
    Lucifer gently put her back down and looked at her solemnly.  “This is why I am not mad that you have a Nachtghul, one who loves you.  I told you long ago that I wanted you to be happy here.  If he is able to make you happy when I cannot, then I concede.  Just make sure that he respects my claim to you and doesn’t flaunt your relationship, or I will be mad,” Lucifer’s eyes flickered with anger, but his body remained loose. 
 
    “Thank you, my lord.  I have been instructing him on the appropriate way to act when we are in public,” she bowed her head slightly. 
 
    “Good.  Now, about Alazar.  Are you able to maintain control over him?” he unconsciously rubbed his stomach. 
 
    “You saw me stop him dead in his tracks when he was fixated on killing you, so yes.  Even though I command him, I don’t want to force his compliance every second of every day.  I don’t want that kind of relationship,” she stiffened, waiting for Lucifer to demand that she turn Alazar into her puppet. 
 
    “So you’re saying that he will make mistakes and test my limits.  I know better than to think that you would turn him into your mindless slave.  I guess you will want me to be lenient with him while the two of you figure things out,” Lucifer grimaced when he thought about Death getting away with being an asshole. 
 
    “Yes, I do,” she tried to keep the surprise out her voice. 
 
    “I need to know the extent of your relationship with him.  He is very possessive of you when he looks at you,” Lucifer knew the answer, but he wanted her to admit it. 
 
    “It has nothing to do with you, Lucifer.  We are drawn to each other.  Alazar no longer misses Heaven.  His loyalties lie with me alone,” she snapped. 
 
    Lucifer joked to himself that Anjali was his own personal Heaven, but for Alazar, it was true.  He considered that for a moment. 
 
    He walked over to his bed and slumped down.  “There is no possible way that I can keep him from your side.  For the first time, I understand that.” 
 
    “Alazar understands what is needed to calm you, my lord, and has not objected in any way.  He understands the complicated relationship that we have.  He saw it in your eyes when you asked for his forgiveness.  He saw how different you are around me,” she sighed. 
 
    Lucifer leaned his head against her stomach, enjoying the feel of her hands in his hair.  “Please don’t leave me,” Lucifer broke down and sobbed. 
 
    Anjali closed her eyes.  She remembered Derick’s accusation about her having an abusive relationship.  “I’ll bet he cries and tells you how sorry he is.”  Derick was right when he said that her “boyfriend” keeps her under his control because he knows her weakness.  She had promised not to leave him, no matter how hard it was.  If he were willing to make concessions for Derick and Alazar, then she would find a way to be there for him when the darkness controlled his mind and he was a slave to it. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” she mumbled into his hair. 
 
    “Lie down next to me.  I’m cold and I can’t get warm,” Lucifer muttered, lifting his head to look at her. 
 
    She gave him a little smile and nodded.  Watching him climb into bed, he looked worn out.  He wasn’t the feral creature who had broken her arm a few days ago.  He was an angel who missed his home and his old life, but was willing to be in pain so that he could do the task God asked him to do. 
 
    She climbed into bed, wrapped her arms around his stomach, and laid her head on his chest. 
 
    “Did you really have to make one of Alazar’s suicides into your servant?” she grumbled. 
 
    “Yes.  Yes, I did.  Consider us even for the knife to my gut,” Lucifer pulled her closer and closed his eyes, content that she was with him, for now. 
 
   


 
  




Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Derick rolled onto his back and sighed.  Anjali snuggled into his side and bit his shoulder.  He liked when she was happy and sated.  Not that lying in her bedroom in Hell was the way he had pictured their future together, but he wouldn’t trade it for anything. 
 
    “Dear Lord, get a room,” Alazar strode into the room and sat down on the couch, crossing his legs. 
 
    “We are in a room, my room.  Knock next time,” Anjali growled while Derick quickly pulled the sheet over his body. 
 
    “Please, like I haven’t seen naked men before,” Alazar looked away, annoyed. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she stood up and dressed herself. 
 
    Derick grumbled and jumped out of bed.  He pictured clothing in his mind, as Anjali had taught him, and willed his clothes to appear.  He knew from Alazar’s mood that it could take a while for him to finish complaining. 
 
    I’ll take up my post in the Hall of Mirrors and give you time to deal with Captain Mopey Pants.  He’s rarely happy; I don’t know how you put up with him, Derick kissed her and left the room. 
 
    He’s mad that he can’t find Zacharael.  Give him a break, she replied. 
 
    “Alazar, it took me a while to find you and I only found you because of the murder/suicide souls in the Realm of Fire.  I found one that remembered you.  People rarely die as a direct result of desire; it’s more of a gateway sin.  He will be harder to track, just like the others.  I know you want to find him, but I want to go after Balthazar next,” she knew her declaration wouldn’t go over well. 
 
    “Why do you want that jack wad?” Alazar snapped.  He cursed himself when he saw her flabbergasted expression.  “I’m sorry.  I’m sure you have your reasons, I’m just pissed that I left Zacharael alone to deal with Lucifer’s brutal attack all those years ago.  I won’t be surprised if he tries to take my head when I do find him.” 
 
    “I want to find him too.  I want to find them all, but something is telling me to find Vengeance next.  I had a dream about you.  You were alone, walking in the snow and you were cold and lonely.  I knew that I had to find you.  While I haven’t dreamed of Balthazar, there’s something pushing me to find him.  It’s like an itch or a tic.  It’s driving me to find him,” Anjali sat down next to Alazar and pulled her feet up under her.  “I knew Maraquette was setting us up in the cave.  The feeling of vengeance exploded in my mind for a second, and I felt what it was like for someone to want to destroy someone so completely, to seek their own retribution, and call it justice.  I need to find him.” 
 
    Alazar looked into the fire and thought about Balthazar.  He hated to tell her, but she needed to know.  “Before I left Hell, I told the Predznak that I was going to kill you.  Aeries challenged me saying that he always believed he would be the one to do it.  I told him to back off.  I even used my power to intimidate him.  After that, Balthazar told me that if I failed to kill you, he would finish the job.  Once he finds out that I have joined with you, I’m certain that he will strike at both of us.  Balthazar doesn’t make threats.  He makes mission statements.  You have to understand how he works.  He will find anyone that you care about and kill them before he turns the knife in your gut and watches you die.  He’s methodical and ruthless.  He’s always had his own set of rules.  As you know, I really don’t have many rules, but he lives by them.” 
 
    “He won’t hesitate to kill you or Derick,” she muttered to herself. 
 
    “It will go beyond the two of us if Balthazar really wants vengeance.  He will find your mortal family and friends.  Gabriel will be a target.  Hell, if he knew how much you cared about Lucifer, he would be on the list.  Balthazar knows no bounds.  It was impossible to keep him under control once he locked onto an enemy.  While I fell into darkness and pushed my temptees past their breaking point, Balthazar would tempt the mortals with a life of vengeance, train them, and then help them carry out their mission.  He makes a game out of it.  Everyone becomes chess pieces to him.  He’s not above sending them on killing sprees that have nothing to do with their own vengeance.  He convinces them to kill innocent people.  It takes a long time for a mortal to finish their pursuit of vengeance, but when they’re done, whole families are wiped out, companies are obliterated, and small countries are destroyed.  The fallout can range from twenty people to hundreds of people.  He and Aeries have been known to take down entire civilizations together,” Alazar wanted his Master to understand how dangerous Balthazar was. 
 
    “I understand that he is a threat to the mortals, which is why I’m searching for him next.  I won’t stop you from searching for Zacharael.  I know how important it is to you,” she said.  She knew she was making the right decision. 
 
    “I can search for both of them.  Focus on Balthazar, and I will assist you when you need me,” Alazar was glad that she was giving him a choice. 
 
    “There was a moment in the cave when I thought about killing everyone that Maraquette ever knew or loved.  I wanted vengeance, Alazar, and it scared me.  I told you that I was glad that you took care of Aganon and that Lucifer killed Maraquette.  Had I killed either of them, I would have never known if it was because I had fallen victim to vengeance or because I was trying to stop her evil from spreading,” she hugged her legs close to her chest, hoping that it would have been the latter. 
 
    “You are better than vengeance.  I don’t think you would have killed either of them.  You will stand before Balthazar and he will yield to you, not the other way around,” he whispered. 
 
    “How do you know?” she said, looking up at him. 
 
    “Because, My Lady, I have faith in you,” Alazar smiled and brushed a stray hair from her face. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Available Now: 
 
    The Third Throne: Angel of Vengeance (Book 3) 
 
    When a dangerous drug lord escapes from the Realm of Nightmares in Hell, he finds a way to raise his former gang members from the dead in an effort to seek revenge against his enemies. Anjali must hunt the prisoners and drag them back to Hell. She will enlist the help of a handsome mortal who has more knowledge of her world than he should. Together, they will try to stop a war that could obliterate an entire city.

Balthazar, the Angel of Vengeance, has suffered at the hands of Lucifer and the Predznak for centuries. He blames the absence of his Master, Anjali, for his pain. He made a promise long ago to kill his loathsome master. Hatred and anger cloud his mind and his only salvation may come from the very person he is desperate to kill.

Can Anjali protect herself from Balthazar’s need for retribution, while keeping a horde of rotting corpses from causing chaos in the streets? Can she unlock the mystery surrounding the unusual appearance of the deadly creatures? 
 
    The Third Throne: Angel of Fear (Book 4) 
 
    Anjali, while recovering from a failed coup attempt in Hell, must battle false gods who plan to wreak havoc on the Mortal Realm. She must hunt an old enemy and drag him back to the Hall of Shadows before he creates an army large enough to transform the mortals into werewolves. Is she strong enough to fight the gods or will they use her to conquer the world?

Tristan, the Angel of Fear, has learned how to survive by ignoring the terror inside of him and blindly walking through his day. Though he once wished his Master, Anjali, was dead, secretly he knows that she is the only one who can help him become the angel he was meant to be. Will he stand by her side against a dreaded enemy, or will he betray her in order to be free?

A chance meeting one night with a vengeful god turns Liam Leavitt’s world into a living nightmare. Now, there are two voices in his head: one is the woman he prays can save him from a terrible fate, and the other is the Wolf God who will do anything to bend Liam to his will. Can love protect him from becoming a helpless puppet, or will loving her lead to his demise? 
 
    Coming Soon!  The Third Throne: Angel of Distrust (Book 5) 
 
    Anjali is missing and not even her Nachtghuls know her whereabouts.  Lucifer enlists the help of an old ally and makes a deal with him to release him from his curse, if he finds her alive. 
 
    Anjali is caught up in a deadly hunt when Haydn, the Angel of Distrust, kidnaps her and hides her away on a deserted island, intent on freeing himself and his brothers from their duties as Predznak before he kills her.  A Celestial Warrior arrives claiming to want to help her, but she is suspicious of his intentions.  When a handsome mortal shows up to rescue her, Anjali doesn’t know where to place her loyalties.  Who can she trust when everyone has their own agenda? 
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